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      By Sebastian Wilde and Jamie Hawke

      

      Want a FREE Book? We have a Short Story in the Planet Kill world, and a fun little “Guide to Building Your Harem” that will be sharing via the newsletter. Get them by signing up:

      
        
        SIGN UP HERE

      

      

      

      Hello readers and welcome! This book is the first in a series that we would classify as a subtle GameLit and a LitMMO SciFi dual harem adventure. GameLit is generally a mix of game elements within the story and usually involves an immersive game. LitMMO—or literary massively multiplayer online—refers to game worlds that are continually active even when your MC (main character) is logged out. In our case, we’re talking books and story. This means multiple authors writing in one GameLit universe.

      

      Planet Kill and Planet Kill: Happy Hunting combine elements of both but incorporate the game elements into the real (story) world through augmented reality and a rules-based environment. The essential element is character progression, such as leveling up of abilities for each character as they pursue their ambitions and face increasingly dangerous and challenging obstacles in a way that drives the story, plot, and characters forward. Dual harem generally means that the main characters are involved with more than one, usually three, significant others for their attraction and combined strengths and abilities.

      

      If you’d like to keep updated on new stories, freebies, and recommendations of other stories we admire, come check out our website at http://litmmo.com/ We also have some cool groups we’d love to have you be a part of and join in on the discussion at http://facebook.com/SebastianWildeAuthor and Jamie Hawke at https://www.facebook.com/JamieHawkeAuthor.

      

      Thank you to all of our fans, to our editor Stacy Schonhardt, and to you! Writing this story was an absolute blast, and we hope you enjoy the journey too!

      

      All the best,

      Sebastian Wilde and Jamie Hawke
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            Justice

          

          Planet Kill, Near Letha’s Base: Five Days Until Reckoning

        

      

    

    
      Letha charged through the thick canopy of blue leaves, cutting through vibrant orange and red flowers without a second thought given to their beauty. Her goal at the moment was simple—kill.

      It hadn’t always been this way. In fact, before she had taken on the call sign of “Letha,” she was pretty sure she’d been a nice girl, although those days were hard to remember. Living on Planet Kill, no, surviving, worked best when the past was forgotten as often as possible.

      She leaped over a slab of rock that stuck out from the hillside. Darting around the next clump of trees, her eyes flitted over the shadows, always aware, always ready for an ambush. Most of all, her heart didn’t pound from fright, but with the excitement of the kill.

      To be fair, this son of a bitch had taken out one of her generals. She usually didn’t get her hands dirty, but when the cameras were watching and someone made a move on one of her closest few, her reputation was on the line. She stepped up to dole out justice personally.

      Justice.

      The word almost made her laugh. It almost made her want to vomit. Bile and hatred rose up in her at the thought of that word. Justice hadn’t brought her to Planet Kill, and it certainly hadn’t saved her family the day she was taken against her will.

      So now? Well, now… fuck ‘em.

      She would deliver her own brand of justice in this hellhole, earn her way to the top, and then show the universe what she was capable of. One day, she would ascend to Paradise Planet Fourteen, where she’d have her revenge.

      Right now, however, she needed to remain focused. Pulling her shocker out—a metallic glove that flowed with electricity when she made a fist—she ducked under a leafy branch and emerged into a clearing. There she found the man.

      She realized with a laugh that he thought he could surprise her as he lunged forward with his nail-covered cricket bat.

      A simple sidestep and she had dodged the strike. Next, she delivered a roundhouse kick to his midsection and then came down hard with her left fist. She liked to save the shocker for the follow-up strike, but this time the bastard actually caught her off-guard. He came back from her blow with a wild swing of the bat, and it nearly took her head off. One of the nails passed only inches from her eyeball.

      Prick.

      She came in hard, pounding away at him with the shocker. Each punch sent him into another spasm, electricity racking his body until he was literally smoking.

      This guy was humongous, and his determination nothing to laugh at. “Fuck you,” he muttered, then glared up at her. “You can’t keep your hold on the rock.”

      He was right. “The rock” referred to her upgrade station, positioned at a high point above a rocky hill near her base—hence the name. But a new batch of fighters would be arriving soon. Recruits, as she liked to think of them, because each batch brought the potential for more soldiers. Sure, some of them would be lone wolves, here for the enjoyment of the kill. Many would be here for glory, riches, and a higher place in society… But others would be like she had been when she first arrived—scared, hopeless, looking for any way to survive.

      Luckily for her, a woman had taken Letha under her wing and taught her everything she knew about fighting and managing this place. When Mantis had retired, she had shared her real name with Letha—Annabel Kawanda—and told her to look her up on the outside. Mantis had then, for the only time in their two years together, laid her back, spread the younger woman’s legs, and taught her what it truly meant to find bliss at the flick of a tongue. Letha still shivered when she remembered the other woman’s expertise.

      But now Mantis was gone, given a high place in society for her great success on Planet Kill, and Letha was in charge.

      If she played her cards right, she would keep her hold on the rock. She had done so for years. She would replace the soldiers she had lost and, one day, leave this godforsaken planet behind.

      “Let this be a message to my enemies and allies,” Letha said, taking on an overly dramatic tone for the viewers. “Nobody fucks with me or my army!” She stepped forward and clocked him good with the shocker again.

      When he rolled over, pulling something from his boot, she cursed herself for being overconfident. A shot rang out and she fell back, crawling away as he let loose the second shot in his cock blaster—so named because it was a small gun with only two rounds.

      The second hit her in the shoulder and hurt like hell, but didn’t penetrate her body armor. Damn, she was glad she had upgraded with her latest round of purchases. If not for the black market, she’d be dead. Now that he’d shot his wad, she wasn’t holding back.

      His eyes went wide as she lunged, slamming him in the nuts with the shocker. She hit him so hard that he slid an inch across the jungle floor, then he went into a new round of spasms as the electricity worked its magic.

      Not waiting to give him another chance, she pulled her short sword from her side and went to work on him, ending the man’s life once and for all.

      She knew the cameras were on her, so it was time to earn herself some love—in more ways than one. Not that she needed the extra loot, but fuck it, she loved raising the morale of her generals.

      Walking toward her base, an area well within the play zone, she stood and pulled the man’s head from the sack at her side. Lifting it high into the air, she faced the lake and watched as fireworks burst forth from the other side. The image of this same man appeared in the holographic display that lit up as bursts of water shot up and lights hit the mist. It was all so glorious, a moment reminiscent of the movies she’d seen of Las Vegas from centuries ago. The water show came to an end and was followed by a victory announcement, with her image, standing there, holding that head.

      Time for her signature move. She held the head up, pressed her lips to the blood-smeared forehead, and then tossed the head down into the lake.

      Letha could almost hear the cheers from all of the viewers across the galaxy. To them, she appeared ruthless, void of emotion; but it wasn’t true. Each action was made with a heavy heart, out of necessity. They had made her into this, so she wore her mask proudly.

      But the kiss wasn’t a sign of disrespect or of the crazed killer she imagined everyone took her to be, it was her way of apologizing to the universe. Taking a life was never easy, even when it was necessary. Even when the life belonged to a complete scum-sucking asshole like this guy. And when she tossed the head into the lake, it was her way of giving her victim a proper burial.

      That, and giving the finger to her opponents, some of whom were still stupid enough to bathe and drink from that lake.

      As the display hovering nearby revealed her new experience points, Letha turned and made the long trudge back to her generals. The system allowed her to pull up a display from her fortress and select which new loot she would take for her men.

      Three of them waited at the next ridge over, where they had been ordered to wait and observe. Had she been in any real trouble, they would have come, even though she had ordered them not to. It was her fight. Her place to deliver the necessary justice.

      Soon they were all entering the fortress together—an encampment of rocks and mud, built before her time by past participants of the games. While it certainly wasn’t made of a metal alloy like the carrier transport she’d arrived on five years prior, it was about as secure of a location as was managed on this planet.

      Five years, she thought, admiring the trophies displayed on her walls—various weapons that ranged from double-sided crescent blades, bows and arrows, to even a few plasma blasters.

      It was enough to get her blood moving, to give her that tingling she so often craved but lately, had begun to struggle to find.

      The feeling intensified when she released the belt that held her robes in place, then dropped the body armor and exoskeleton support onto the ground at the side of her bath. Her clothing followed suit.

      She stepped into the warm water nude. Steam rose and reminded her of a scent from back home: cinnamon mixed with nutmeg. For a moment she simply closed her eyes, letting the warm, spicy water glide along her body, caressing the inside of her thighs, then her taut abs, and finally finding the curves of her breasts at the same time as a pair of hands caressed her from behind.

      His bare chest pressed against her back a moment later, then his soft lips against her neck. She knew it must be Brink. None of her other generals approached without asking first. Of course, he never needed permission since he knew how to please her.

      As the newcomer’s hand worked its way around her warm, wet body, cupping her breast gently before massaging it and then moving down farther, she moaned, opened her eyes, and beckoned her other two generals forward.

      They stood at the edge of the pool, each starting to disrobe, the pale one’s manhood already fully erect. Ghost, as she called him, never had a problem with that. The other one, Kale, was ready by the time the water covered her view of his ebony-skinned perfection, and then they were with her, all three rubbing their hands across her, lips pressed against her breasts, her neck, her abs.

      But never her lips.

      Then they were climbing out of the water, and she threw Ghost onto his back. She straddled him and forced the others to wait while she pleased herself and her crowds.

      Yes, the audience was watching.

      They were watching, and loving every second of it. Those sick fucks.

      And yet, as Letha reached her first climax of the morning, she shouted out for them to watch, grabbing at her nipples and pulling the other men back over to add to her excitement as her body tingled. She shouted over and over that this planet was hers now.

      Working the crowd had been one of Mantis’s first lessons, and now Letha was a pro. As much as she looked forward to being done with this planet, and exacting her revenge on those who had put her here, she found herself loving the freedom of this place. She even looked forward to weeding out the new recruits… Maybe even adding a fourth general to the mix.

      Why the hell not, right? On Planet Kill, anything goes, she told herself as she pushed off of Ghost and pulled Kale over, her hand already starting to work him as she licked her lips. Brink’s tongue found her at the same time, hitting the sweet spot between her legs. God, as much as she hated it, she also loved this planet.
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            Trophies

          

          Earth: Five Days Until Reckoning

        

      

    

    
      At the center of the trophy room stood a marble statue carved with precision down to the last detail. It depicted two figures thrusting spears headlong at each other’s throats; both of them wore expressions that looked more like they were engaged in sensual pleasure than combat. At the side of the smaller figure was a small, curved hook blade.

      Agent Foster Pierce knew the rest of the story by heart. The smaller figure, Dregg—who wasn’t actually small compared to an average human—had used his spear to block his opponent’s thrust, then sliced his abdomen open with one flail. It had ended their battle for supremacy and established Dregg as a champion. Even if it wasn’t of the highest level that would have made him worthy of a paradise planet, he was still a champion.

      “Is it true?” Pierce asked. “The rumor about your trophy? Is his skeleton really inside the marble outer layer?”

      “That would be illegal,” Dregg stated primly. “All my kills have been within the law, and I’m not going to risk that for extra bragging rights I don’t even need.”

      “Wow,” Pierce said. “I pegged you wrong. You don’t strike me as someone who plays by other peoples’ rules. You seem like a king who makes the rules.”

      Dregg scoffed. “You’re trying to provoke me.” He shook his scarred finger at Pierce. “I looked into you. You’re no Trustafarian.”

      “And what is it that you think I am?” Pierce asked.

      “I think you’re one of those activists trying to shut down Planet Kill, and I ought to cut you down right where you stand.”

      “I’m no activist,” Pierce said. “You are right about one thing, though. You should cut me down where I stand. But we both know you couldn’t,” Pierce said, letting his words weave an insidious net through Dregg’s mind. Dregg was right; Pierce wanted to provoke him into a fight. The problem was that he needed Dregg to strike first so deadly force could be authorized. The whole activist thing was totally off base, however. Dregg hadn’t even imagined the worst of the atrocities Pierce had carried out in the name of justice with full legal authority. He enjoyed every minute of it, too. Pierce was the type of agent who wasn’t advertised to the public: he didn’t belong on billboards or recruiting brochures, and his story would have scared off even the most gung-ho recruits. In short, he was the type of guy who operated behind the scenes, carrying out the deeds no one should know about.

      The ploy wasn’t working, though. Dregg maintained his composure and held back, continuing to bask in the glory of his trophies.

      “Do you know what this is?” Dregg asked, as he pointed to a model of the terrain of Planet Kill. As Pierce’s eyes drifted to the distraction, Dregg brought a vase down on Pierce’s head, knocking him to the ground. Then Dregg snatched up a blade and stabbed it into the ground where Pierce had fallen, but Pierce rolled over and out of the way before it could land.

      The quick dodge was only going to work once against a highly trained assassin who had survived Planet Kill. Pierce needed to think quickly and somehow subdue Dregg without dispatching him. The shitstorm he’d face if he murdered a venerated champion would end his career before it began.

      “You’re no trust fund kid,” Dregg said. “You’re not even new money. Who the fuck are you?”

      “Can’t tell you,” Pierce said.

      “You trying to find a way to bring down the whole system? Get some kind of revenge?”

      “No,” Pierce answered. He scurried backward and away from another strike.

      “Come out with it.”

      “You don’t want to know,” he said. “You won’t like it, so what’s the point.” Pierce spotted a shield and lunged for it.

      “Just so you know, I’m going to chop you to bits and incinerate your body, so you don’t have to worry about the shame of being defeated.”

      “This is Earth,” Pierce said. “You kill me, you face murder charges.”

      “Not likely. Whoever your people are, they won’t want to be found out.”

      Pierce threw up the shield just in time as the other man thrust his blade in a straight line for Pierce’s heart. Then he knocked the blade away and swung the shield around, landing a blow on the side of Dregg’s face. The big man barely winced from the hit.

      Pierce was going to die.

      “Idiot!” Dregg roared. “Now I’m going to make you suffer.”

      Pierce cringed. “I can offer you a deal.”

      “A deal? Why the fuck would I want a deal with you?” Dregg grabbed a spear and whipped it around, slicing into Pierce’s right arm.

      “Because I can get you what you want.”

      “I have everything I need.”

      “Not true.” Pierce’s eyes scanned the room for a weapon that would play to his advantage of swiftness and smaller size. His eyes fell on a crossbow. “There is one thing, and if you help me, I can get you what you really want.”

      Dregg sneered. “What would you know? You came into my home as a liar. You insulted my heroics. Why would I even want anything from you?”

      “Because you can’t get it anywhere else.”

      Pierce lifted the crossbow. It was heavier than he’d expected. He pulled the firing mechanism back and aimed it directly at Dregg’s head, hoping his bluff wouldn’t get called.

      “Put that down, amateur,” Dregg said. “You’re no killer.”

      Better to show all my cards than die keeping secrets, he thought. “You’re right,” he said, as he lowered the crossbow. “I’m no killer, except when authorized.”

      Dregg’s mouth gaped open. “You’re a Fed.”

      “Sort of,” Pierce said.

      “There’s no sort of. You either are or you aren’t. Which is it?”

      “I’m undercover. Which means I’m not supposed to use my position to support my mission.”

      “Which is?”

      Pierce caught his breath. “You want to kill again. Without repercussions. The one thing you can’t do here on Earth. I can make that happen for you, but I need your help first. Pay to play.”

      Dregg lifted the spear above his shoulder as if he were about to throw it into Pierce’s chest. Pierce brought the crossbow back up, but then Dregg placed the spear back in its place above the fireplace on a display stand designed and built specifically for it.

      “Why the fuck didn’t you say so?” Dregg said, suddenly all smiles. “Now that’s a deal I can make: depending on your terms, of course.” He gestured for Pierce to hand him the crossbow.

      Pierce hesitantly did so and said, “I’ve never even been to Planet Kill, let alone fought without the constraints of society. I need a trainer. I need advice. I need to know who the permanent squatters are, and who I can trust. As well as who I should avoid.”

      “But how do you plan on facilitating my needs?” Dregg said, with a dirty smirk.

      “First of all, you can’t tell anyone about how I helped you.”

      “Don’t be an idiot. Why would I do that?”

      “Good point,” Pierce said. “Well, I can get you on planet in secret, before the next Reckoning Day kicks off. That way you can get back off again. You can fight and leave. Just like that.” He snapped his fingers.

      “Just like that?”

      “Yep,” Pierce said, sweat beading on his forehead.

      “You’re a new agent, aren’t ya?”

      “Relatively. In the same sense that your final foe made you look like a small man.” Pierce tilted his head, looking up at the six foot five, broad-shouldered beast of a man.

      Dregg shrugged. “Guess I have to work with what the universe gives me. Oh well. I’ll take the deal.”

      “Just like that?” Pierce said, mocking Dregg.

      “Yep,” Dregg said, echoing and mocking Pierce.

      “How long do you think it will take to prepare me?” Pierce asked.

      “You’ll never be fully ready,” Dregg said. “But I figure four days, sixteen hours a day, and maybe you won’t die by tripping over your own feet on the first day. The rest is up to you.”

      “Four days is doable. I’ve already gotten approval for going undercover. Can you start now? The next Reckoning Day is in five.”

      “Uh-huh. Now about my payment…”

      “Right. We’ll have to smuggle you in the day before and get you a fight off the books, away from the cameras. Then slip you back off planet before the Reckoning.”

      “Away from the cameras?” Dregg said. “I thought every speck of dust was covered.”

      It was Pierce’s turn to smirk. “When I said ‘sort of,’ I meant it. My team is blackwerks. We make what we need.”

      “They should do a better job of recruitment,” Dregg said, with condescension dripping from his tone. “I was toying with you. If I went full combat, you would have never even known what happened; you’d just be dead.”

      “I’m sure I would be,” Pierce said, adjusting the sports jacket that he’d donned to pose as a Trustafarian in search of a trainer for trophy hunting.

      “What are you investigating, anyway?” Dregg asked.

      “You know I can’t share that,” Pierce said.

      “Fine, but why’d you pick me?”

      “I’d feed you a line of bullshit, like we need the best, but the truth is, we work with what the universe gives us,” Pierce echoed Dregg, but in a less mocking tone.

      Dregg chortled. “Let’s get started.”

      With the unlikely deal in place, Pierce breathed easy. When he took this mission, he knew the first meeting would either end in the beginnings of what he needed or in his death. For the moment, his arrangement with Dregg wasn’t deadly. There was at least a chance he was going to pull off the impossible.
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            The Gambit

          

          Planet Kill, Upgrade Station: Four Days Until Reckoning

        

      

    

    
      Letha entered her upgrade station, its roof steepled and its walls carved with images of people fighting. The stations were like temples of worship, each named for a different mythical creature. The one that her team controlled, at least for now, was named Echidna, and had a statue of a half-woman, half-snake curled around the upgrade console in the middle of the temple. As the mother of all monsters in Greek mythology, Echidna seemed the perfect symbol for her team, Letha thought.

      Other stations around the planet were named after various other beasts. One that Letha technically owned was named for Sleipnir, the eight-legged horse, but it was too dangerous to get to. Hostile territory surrounded it. There was also the serpentine giant, Typhon, and the night-haunting woman, Lamia. Others existed, but these were the only ones Letha had ever come across, and even these were in enemy territory at the moment. Sleipner was worth trying to retake at some point, since the various stations had specialties. Echidna would occasionally offer a legendary close-combat striker, such as the shocker, while Sleipner had legendary projectiles. Others focused on shields or more specific weapons. They all offered the standard fare, and it didn’t matter to most champions. Affording a legendary item meant both having the credits to pay for it and the level to be able to use it.

      Letha blinked twice to activate her AUG-I, Augmented Interface, that had been installed inside her right eye immediately before arrival on Planet Kill. A screen flashed in front of her. She smiled to see that she had enough credits to buy an upgrade for her shocker. Since her level far exceeded the weapon’s level, she might as well do so. She used it enough to make the upgrade worth it.

      As she clicked to purchase it, the machine in front of her whirred to life, spewing stats onto the screen. It landed on an increased static shock from the glove. On her next level-up, it would be powerful enough to send people flying. But the weapon needed to gain experience to level-up, just as she did, so that would have to wait.

      She pulled out the glove, strapped it to her waist, and sold some of her newfound loot back to the machine. Recent spends on her credits meant she could use the extra money, so parting with the cock blaster and other loot from her recent kill was the best move. Besides, her generals were already well-equipped. No reason to be passing up good credits.

      The last item she contemplated was one she’d coveted many times—a headpiece scanner with air strike capacity. She didn’t know anyone who had ever used one, but Mantis had once told her about someone who rushed into battle, scanned with a system that showed higher-level fighters, and sent hellfire from above. She’d always thought it a legend until an item that fit that description started popping up on the machines.

      But that would be for another day, when she could afford it and justify the need.

      When she finished, she glanced around the room, admiring the workmanship in the carvings; some of battles fought here, others of grand orgies. A true representation of the planet. Not all upgrade stations were the same, but this one was hers. A treasure, to be sure.

      “You’re up, Ghost,” she said as she logged out. Her general seemed to glow in the darkness, passing her with a nod and gentle smile.

      “Not yet, but I could be if you want,” he replied with a wink, and she hit him playfully.

      “There’ll be plenty of time for that. Right now, I need a different kind of healing.”

      He chuckled, strolled over to the upgrade station, and got to work on decking himself out with his own credits and level-ups, while Letha wandered back to base. She left her clothes in her bunker of a room, one of several in this carved-out mound of dirt and rock she called a base, and made her way to the baths.

      The hot springs of Planet Kill shared much with those on planets treated as spas for the elite. They were known for their healing powers, and Letha took every opportunity to soak when she was back at base. Warm waters caressed her ankles as she lowered herself into the hot springs. Her guards were on alert, each watching her hungrily. Any one of them could have made a move on her right then, but to do so wouldn’t only mean death, it would mean a very slow and prolonged death. To some of these men, and a couple women, she wasn’t just their Alpha, she was their lover.

      That meant an extra layer of security. She used the jealousy among them to her advantage, though she was sure to assuage it when needed, to keep them from striking out against each other.

      Submerging her shoulders, she leaned her head back against one of the many black rocks that formed the walls of this natural bath, closing her eyes and breathing in deeply. The cool breeze carrying a hint of something between lemon zest and rosemary was typical for the days leading up to new arrivals, and Letha had learned to ignore it. Her best guess was that the hosts of this world—those orchestrating it from afar, along with their little pets, the Warden and his hooligans—did this for a calming effect. They wanted all of the fighters to relax right before the slaughter, to build up the audience anticipation as the Noobs arrived.

      Letha had learned several cycles ago that the perfect time for her to strike was when the others were relaxed and placid. It was one of her key advantages. As a woman, her fighting wasn’t about some sort of blood rage or testosterone kick. She had avoided the stimulant packages others relied on so heavily, “stims,” as they were called, because they dulled her senses. Out here it was all about her wits and senses, making strategic moves on her enemies like one big game as she worked her way to the top.

      That’s exactly what it was, after all—at least to everyone watching—simply a game. Planet Kill wasn’t just a random place where people ended up, it was an entire planet of people attempting to climb up in society. With each kill, your chances went up. Kills could be random or directed by the outside. If a viewer had enough money and wanted a player dead, or simply thought it would be fun to turn two of them against each other, all they had to do was pay.

      In fact, Letha still remembered how her old office, a group of mechanics on Space Station Nephthys, had all chipped in back in the day to coordinate one of those fights. That was, of course, long before she had arrived. Before she understood what it meant, on a personal and human level. Back then she had joined in as they watched their champion destroy her opponent. Mantis had been that champion, and even before they met, Letha idolized her. That was before Letha understood how the fighters’ hierarchy worked, or that Mantis had never been happy about being little more than a glorified serial killer.

      The woman had taught her and passed along the finesse, the stratagem that Letha now possessed. She had truly played the game, but luck had also played a part in it. In this sense, Letha was confident she could separate herself from the others and stand out in a world where her status was determined by her ability to work smarter and harder.

      Today she was determined to do both. She needed to take out one of her biggest competitors before the Noobs arrived. Fireshot, the man called himself, though she imagined he likely had some old-style standard name like Ned. He had his followers and would be doing some heavy recruiting from the new batch. He was one of the smart ones, watching her and mimicking from his part of the planet. Far enough away that making a move on him left her without a fallback option unless she won.

      Not winning? That wasn’t an option.

      A shuffling of feet pulled her from her thoughts. She turned to see one of her men there, standing with his cloth wrapped around his waist, a bulge visibly growing beneath the cloth as he couldn’t help but take in her beauty. He offered her a fresh bar of soap. She accepted the soap, licked her lips at the sight of him, but then turned away.

      Not before the kill, she reminded herself. Here it was work hard, play hard, but she only allowed herself to play hard in that sense as a reward. She needed anticipation ripe, so that when she and her warriors went into battle, they would fight with the knowledge that they would reap both emotional and physical satisfaction when it was over.

      She rubbed the soap along her skin, standing to give her guards a little extra motivation as she slid her hand around the contours of her breasts, then submerged back into the water and let her hand journey down between her legs. A moment of teasing herself, a moan of yearning, and then she stretched, cracked her neck, and exited the bath.

      Aisha had her towel ready. Letha took it, smiled at the blush in the woman’s cheeks, then turned to slowly dry herself while facing the warmth of the sun’s rays. If she remembered correctly from watching the games before her arrival, the cameras most often came from the direction of sources of light, such as the sun. That made sense, to get the best lighting, angles, and clearest pictures. As always, she was all about giving them a show, working to get her points, working to earn favor from the crowds.

      “Your armor is ready,” Aisha said.

      Letha thanked her and dressed, putting on first her undergarments, outer clothes, then strapping on her shoulder guard and other ‘armor,’ as Aisha had called it. The important part about fighting as a woman on this fucking planet wasn’t just surviving; it was making the fight entertaining. So while she wanted key defensive pieces, a glimpse of side boob and a nice ass went a long way in the advancement of her position.

      She wasn’t being conceited when she imagined the number of people back home with posters of her well-toned ass stuck to their walls, the words “Planet Kill: Letha” slammed over it in bright purple letters.

      It disturbed her that she was considered a sex object and, to some, even a role model. How many children across the universe knew about her and saw the same path they assumed she’d taken as their escape from poverty? There were plenty of stories about such so-called heroes as The Ox, who had been raised in the streets of Space Station Escape, forced to eat rats to fill his belly, do worse in dark corners, and wake up next to fifty-credit hookers puking their guts out—male and female, young and old. He’d come to this planet, earned a name for himself, and now lived like a king in the upper echelons of humanity, on the elite planet Montauk.

      All of the young people who didn’t want to turn tricks for money saw Planet Kill as their means of escape, and that sickened Letha. For her, it was only about survival at this point, but when she finally did manage to win enough to leave this place, she meant to depart with enough power to make a change. To go after the creators themselves, after she’d had her revenge on others.

      Right now, Fireshot was her target. She slung a rifle over her shoulder and strapped a pistol to her hip and a blade at her waist.

      Taking a chance, Letha smiled at Aisha and said, “Do you feel you’re ready to defend the base?”

      Aisha’s eyes went wide, and she nodded before answering, “I’d rip off their heads and jam them so far up their own assholes, no one would ever think of attacking us again.”

      Letha laughed, liking the spunk of this girl. She’d found her cowering in the corner of a ravine, hiding behind two dead men. When asked what had happened, Aisha had simply replied that they’d tried to hurt her, so she had killed them. She was simple like that, and that’s why Letha liked her.

      Simple, yet deadly.

      “Tell you what,” Letha said, taking a supercharged blaster from her weapons chest and holding it to the sky to assess, watching the sunlight glint off of its purple paint. “You manage to get someone’s head up their asshole, this baby is yours. Cost me a pretty credit or two, believe that.”

      Aisha smiled, but her dark eyes showed a feral glint. “I… don’t think I could actually accomplish that. Not with their head intact. Maybe if I cut their asshole wider first? Maybe if—”

      “Relax, girl.” Letha tossed her the blaster. “Just having fun. You hold onto that bad boy for me, use it when needed. Got it?”

      Again, Aisha nodded, now holding the blaster out with arms straight. She was quite the sight, this young woman—barely nineteen—standing there in her cutoff shorts, tank top, rich dark brown hair pulled back, and holding this insanely powerful blaster. It was a sight worth keeping a memory of, one that many a boy would be jerking off to back home, so she clicked the button on the metal headpiece that acted as an image capture. They always had cameras built into the metal attachments for when the action went down, and they could take images like this to recall later. She could post it to image boards to earn more fans, or use later for inspiration.

      This one was being used for all three—because damn, that sight turned her on, but also because she saw a bit of herself in Aisha. She didn’t just mean her tongue or fingers, although she also had no problem imagining that right now either. In a way, this girl was a mentee, Letha’s protégée, and she meant to eventually set her up just as Mantis had done for her.

      Not allowing herself to get carried away or swept up in the moment, Letha wished the girl luck, then strolled off to find her generals. They waited for her in her war room, an inner sanctum of her caves, which was lined with tech acquired on the black market. Here she had the evidence of Aisha’s true value to the team—as ditzy as she sometimes seemed, she was what some considered a tech-ass, short for technical assassin. Others referred to this as being a hacker. She had managed to hack into many of the world’s surveillance systems, monitoring key areas around the globe.

      At the moment, her generals were gathered around a cracked screen that showed a series of old ruins—lost relics of a long-ago forgotten alien race, no doubt—and the gleams of metal barely visible in spots from within the surrounding foliage.

      “Ah, Letha,” Kale said when he noticed her enter. “Ghost spotted this a few minutes ago when planning the stage of attack. Seems Fireshot’s setting up defenses.”

      “He knows we’re coming,” Letha said, furrowing her brow. “Makes sense, I guess. I’d anticipate the same.”

      “If you think he’d attack us, maybe—” Brink started, but Letha held up a hand.

      “No, he wouldn’t be. But if I were him, I’d expect an attack from us. He’s a fark-fucking dick maggot, ruthless to boot… but cautious.”

      “You have a plan then?” Ghost asked. His near-violet eyes made him stand out, even here, and she allowed her eyes to linger on his a moment longer before answering.

      “Don’t I always?” She turned to one of the other images, this one of a fortress that was clearly made by stacking boulders, scavenged scrap metal, whatever the people could acquire from the black market, and the fallen fortresses of their enemies. “He’s smart to put his allies in strategic positions around himself, but, and here’s the big but… I happen to know Fireshot enjoys a certain way of fucking that not all women like, one that an especially well-known assassin is into and might be enjoying this very moment.”

      “You bought the Dark Mark?” Kale asked, impressed.

      “It took enough credits to set her up to be a dangerous adversary after this is done, but she’s on our side. And… I can be quite convincing.”

      Letha smiled to herself as she thought back to the moment, the Dark Mark kneeling on all fours before her, that strap-on rocking into the mysterious woman’s ass with each thrust. Not the most comfortable way to get what she wanted, but the way the woman had screamed out, “Oh yes, yes, you own me, you fucking own me!” had made it well worth it. And honestly, the act itself felt damn good, once she got over the mental discomfort of taking part in a scene like that.

      Her three generals were all smirking, and Letha shrugged, knowing they were thinking back to the various moments she’d won their hearts over.

      “Gear up,” she said, “while I check the troops.”

      She didn’t think for a second that they were incapable of betraying her, but it wasn’t the sex that kept them around—it was the threat of what would happen to them if they tried something and were caught.

      As far as Planet Kill warlords were concerned, Letha was, on the one hand, the most patient and morally righteous one around. On the other, if you crossed her, shit got nasty. She’d heard the rumors about herself. She had implied that half of them were true, and the other half she wouldn’t admit to. The one about her skinning a traitor alive for a week, feeding them their own shit and piss? Maybe. The one about her wearing an enemy’s flayed skin? No way in hell. She had to draw the line somewhere.

      But in truth, she hadn’t done any of that. Not exactly. She had a system, an initiation of sorts, where her new recruits proved themselves in another way. A way that still saw them stripped down in front of the cameras, vulnerable, but usually less bloody. At the same time, it built up her reputation so that others on the planet would be terrified at the thought of her.

      As a result, when she approached the Dark Mark, the woman had been both terrified and intrigued. It had gone quite well for her, in the end, judging by the screams. And each of these men in front of Letha right now had that same fascination with her. A mix of terror and lust, filled with the morale that accompanied being given positions of trust and leadership.

      She knew how to work with people, and that’s all this really was. Personnel management. Delegation. Six-plus years in human resources trained me well, she thought with a laugh. She walked out into the clearing outside her base. It was a well-guarded area, surrounded by trees and small hills.

      It wasn’t an army, exactly. Not even a full platoon—she knew as much because the HR firm she’d worked for had handled privatized military operations in preparation for sending troops out to the Largo Galaxy, where there was supposedly an alien invasion underway. Turned out, the oligarchs had organized a false-flag attack of humans hidden inside armor and masked as aliens to boost the ratings.

      The crazy part was that once it leaked that the aliens were really humans in disguise, the ratings shot even higher. The whole intrigue of the conspiracy had drawn more viewers. Instead of making those behind the affair look bad, they all got promotions and bonuses, or so the story went.

      It was all just one big sham, everyone lying to each other and doing whatever they could for more ratings. One day, Letha meant to be part of a change that saw this style of life vanish. Unfortunately, the only way to get there was to beat them at their own game.

      And these fighters were going to help her. What she had was a squad, divided into three teams of four. While it wasn’t exactly accurate to have three generals in one squad, she wasn’t leading an actual military, so she could do what she damn well pleased. Another squad would stay behind to guard the base and take out any stragglers who might wander too close.

      These fighters ranged from a few who had been with her for at least a year or two, to some who had joined up as recently as the last arrival of recruits a month ago. Most recruits died within the first week or two of landing, but ones who were smart enough to join up with warlords—if they were able to prove themselves valuable enough—might make it several months. Only the very lucky and skilled lived through the first year, so to have them on her team meant she had valuable players in this game of death. As far as she knew, she was one of few who had lived here as long as she had. Five years was a long time, more than many. The exceptions were a hermit who went by Sweeney, and the warlord known as Pete’s Dragon. He was a man who was widely known to be insane and even insisted on being pulled around on a leash by a younger, more attractive man. Despite that, he was ruthless when it came to battle. Sweeney was an outlier—a man who rarely seemed to fight but had somehow managed to survive this place over the years, as long back as anyone could remember. She knew there were probably others, loners who had holed up somewhere.

      Letha had bigger plans than just survival though, so she had to take action. She did her best to equip her people, and it showed. Her squad had an assortment of weapons ranging from blasters, shoulder cannons, swords, a couple of shockers like her own, and more. Some wore differing amounts of body armor, and a guy named Trunk preferred to fight in the nude, claiming he was an ancient Greek god, reborn. He’d made it a year—who was she to argue? And honestly, she enjoyed seeing that massive “trunk” of his swinging around in battle, even if she’d never let it near her. There was fun in the sack, and then there was pain. That was pain, the type that she couldn’t allow herself when three or four days of limping around from an overdose of thick girth could get her killed.

      When not in battle, she insisted Trunk wear a loincloth, to keep the other fighters—men and women—from getting jealous or gawking.

      Her other most experienced fighter was a tall woman that everyone referred to as Redwood. Surprisingly, given the nature of the place, her nickname was actually not sexually derived at all, though Letha could think of a thousand reasons why it could be. No, Redwood had earned the nickname for the way she preferred to remove her opponents’ hands before finishing them off, so in a way they looked like trees, gawking at their handless limbs, before she delivered the final blow.

      Even Letha thought the name was a stretch, but she admired the woman. She’d even made a few passes over the years, wondering what it would be like to fuck a woman that size, but Redwood was purely into dudes. Letha had been too, before coming here, but there was something about the freedom of going back and forth whenever she felt like it that was liberating, even helped her get through all the bloodshed and massacre. And there was the strategic side, of course.

      “You look like you’re ready to fight,” Letha said, after assessing them and giving them a nod. Her style was to prepare for battles as if she were in a movie, because in a way, she was. An ongoing, never-ending, livestream of a slasher flick, kind of. Or thriller meets porno, she supposed, remembering the way she had once sat at the edge of her bed eating popcorn, watching the sex and the violence with wide eyes, never really thinking of it as real.

      Well, now she knew.

      “I want each of you to remember one thing—put on a show. This is about survival, but not just in the moment. It’s about the long game, about showing all those lovely people back home what you’re made of, what you’re capable of. And in some of your cases, how the gods blessed you.”

      Everyone eyed Trunk, laughing. He struck a pose, loving it.

      “This is going to be a quick in-and-out job, an assassin piece,” she continued. “That is, if it goes according to plan. However, we all know what happens to plans.”

      “We make plans so that the gods can shit on ‘em,” Trunk shouted, emboldened by her comment toward him.

      She nodded, letting it slide.

      “I’ll be going in to take him out, you all be ready. He’ll have people there, though we might not know who until the shit hits the fan. When they move, you move. I want this to be a bloodbath, understand? You want your ass on a poster? Your name whispered in the rooms of everyone back home watching? Prove yourself in this battle, and you can become legends.”

      They cheered, though she wondered how many of them bought the shit she was shoveling. Would they get recognition? Sure, but they weren’t about to get action figures made in their image until they reached her level, and even she wondered if she was high enough for that yet.

      A glance back showed the generals were geared up and ready to roll.

      “Move out!” she commanded, and as one they turned, beginning the long journey through the night. If the Dark Mark did as she was told, that son of a bitch Fireshot would be exhausted, go for his precious water, and then collapse, unconscious. Drugs were hard to come by, one of the few items only obtainable through the Warden, but for this skirmish, it had been worth it.

      His men would assume he’d fallen asleep after being drained of cum, then set up a perimeter until morning, when they would leave the area.

      She and her squad would ensure that never happened.
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      Dregg suggested that Pierce meet him in the darkest spot in the city park late that night. Pierce was on high alert, with his hand on his service revolver. But out of context, the setting was peaceful and serene, reminding him that perceptions can be deceiving.

      A rock tumbled from behind, causing Pierce to swing around and fire a round. It hit its mark, to Pierce’s embarrassment. He’d split in half what looked like a flying cabbage head.

      “What the fuck?” Pierce snarled.

      “You were supposed to catch it,” Dregg said.

      “What makes you think sneaking up on me like that was a good idea?”

      Dregg tsked and lowered himself down from a six foot ledge from where the rock had dropped. “Seems like you could stand a little more situational awareness.”

      Pierce holstered his revolver. “What’s with the cabbage?”

      “It’s not a cabbage,” Dregg said. “Pick it up.”

      Reluctantly, Pierce grabbed the shredded leafy vegetable and examined it. He saw nothing special about it. “What’s the lesson here? Am I supposed to learn what kinds of foods I can eat?”

      “You need to learn that anything can be a weapon, and that thing is no cabbage.”

      Pierce dropped the plant as if it were an explosive. “What is it?”

      “It’s called colewort. It’s related to cabbage and broccoli, but it’s closer to collard greens. If a group wants to get rid of a weak team member on Planet Kill without the blood and fuss, they slip him some of this. If someone offers you anything that smells or looks like it, take a hard pass.”

      Pierce kicked at the colewort. “Wow. Thanks. Never would have known.”

      “Don’t need you to thank me. Need you to be ready for battle, so I can get what I want. Now smell it so you know when an ally is trying to poison you. And believe me, it will happen.”

      Pierce knelt down and took a deep whiff. “Ugh.” He backed up and almost tripped over his own feet. “What the–”

      Dregg laughed. “Smells like rotten ass, doesn’t it?”

      “Could have warned me,” Pierce said, as he wiped his nose, with no luck. The stench stayed with him. Burned into his memory. Made his eyes start to water.

      “Nah. Wanted to see the face you make when you’re upset. That way, I know if you’re hoodwinking me later. Besides, best way to train is to make it as real as possible. You ready for a little fun?”

      “Sure, why the hell not,” Pierce said.

      “Follow me.”

      Dregg led him to the back door of a gym. He rapped a pattern on a steel-reinforced door. It swung open to reveal a heavily-scarred giant of a robot, one equal in size to Dregg, but the robot was female and her face was covered in scar tissue.

      Pierce gestured toward his own body. “As you can see, I don’t need to work out. Already do that on my own. And to be honest, I prefer my sleek muscular body to her oversized puffiness. Seriously. I feel like I could pop her with a pencil.”

      The scarred robot growled at Pierce.

      “Whoa,” Pierce said, blocking his face. “And bad breath to boot. No thanks on the inflated muscles. Whatever supplement or performance enhancing substance you’re selling, I’m good. Besides…” Pierce grabbed his own crotch. “Messing with other types of performance is not a path I intend to venture down.”

      “Just come inside,” Dregg said.

      “Okay, I’ll play along, but this really had better not be some cheesy ‘puff up your muscles to intimidate your enemies’ bullshit.”

      Inside, there was no gym. The place was just a front, a cover for what this place was really for. It did smell awfully gamy, though. What the fuck was this shithole, Pierce thought as he recoiled at the stink.

      As if reading his thoughts, Dregg spun around and met Pierce’s eyes. “It’s time for you to know what being a man is like.”

      Pierce laughed. “I think I’m good.”

      “No,” Dregg said. “This is necessary. Sex is currency where you’re going. Do you want to starve? Do you want to be weaponless during a battle? Food and weapons aren’t free.”

      “Wait, what? I thought you were going to teach me how to scavenge, find water inside rocks or something, and… I don’t know, maybe fashion a dagger out of an insect’s antennae. Not this. What the fuck is this place? A BDSM dungeon?”

      “Yes. And yes, this.”

      “No, not this.”

      “Yes, this.”

      “Okay, I’m leaving,” Pierce said, and began to turn. He bumped into the scarred robot and stumbled backward. Dregg caught and steadied him before he hit the ground.

      “Thanks,” Pierce said reflexively. But then he pulled away. “Wait, no. No thanks. This just got worse. I’m not into what either of you has in mind, and I’m definitely not down with dealing with both of you at once. No kinky massages either. My muscles are exactly as tense as I want them to be.”

      “Don’t be foolish,” Dregg said. “This is good for you. Besides, I’m only going to watch to make sure you fuck her right.”

      “I’m already good,” Pierce said. “Keep your ‘gifts’ to yourself.”

      “Don’t you want to win?” Dregg said. “To survive?”

      “This isn’t going to happen,” Pierce said.

      With that, the scarred robot and Dregg rushed at him. Pierce smoothly pulled his revolver and leveled it back and forth between the two charging beasts. They both froze.

      “Pierce,” Dregg said, calmly. “You won’t have that gun to protect you there.”

      “But I’m here now, and you’re definitely not looking at a person who isn’t going to protect himself now.”

      “You can protect yourself by using your sexuality as a weapon,” Dregg said. “You’re a good-looking guy. Viewers will want to see you…will want to watch.”

      “No,” Pierce slowly said. “This is some kind of kinky trick, isn’t it? You just want to use the situation to take advantage of me, don’t you? I admit I’ve got a nice face, sexy eyes, and this body is rocking. It’s mostly the result of a careful diet, but I work out enough.”

      “Oh please,” Dregg said. “You’re not my type at all. I’m simply trying to help you. You’re only going to have sex with Beatrice.”

      “Trying to help yourself, you mean. To me,” Pierce said. “Not falling for it. And did you say Beatrice? That’s a terrible name for your sex robot. I mean, come on… Do you have a thing for little old ladies? Or maybe it’s a Dante reference? But if you’re going to go with a literary reference, Scarlett would be better. Or maybe a different old-fashioned name, like Buffy.” He clicked the safety off. “I’m serious.”

      Dregg and Beatrice backed up. “Fine,” Dregg said. “Fine. But it’s your life you’re gambling with, and you need to know how to give good oral.”

      Pierce snorted. “I’m good. Really.”

      “Oh?” Dregg said. “You’re already good at giving?”

      “No, I meant I’m good with not taking lessons from… never mind.”

      “Too bad,” Dregg said. “I learned this masterful technique on Planet Kill. It would have served you well.”

      “Uh-huh.” Pierce holstered his sidearm. “Can we get back to real training? How about we move on to a rundown of the players? Who is the biggest threat, who has the best weapons? That kind of thing. And…” Pierce looked up at the huge scarred robot. “Could we do so without your pet?”

      Beatrice scowled.

      “You look so very scary. I wouldn’t be able to concentrate, ma’am.” Pierce made a show of a childish pout.

      “Fine,” Dregg said. “You do need to know the human battlefield. Lives can be lost with a look. Or saved.”

      “Why don’t we sum up everything about the plants, environment, and politics in a quick synopsis. I’ve always preferred adventures where the setting is summed up nice and short so we can get to the action.”

      “Fine,” Dregg said. “I’ll tell you this much. When you’re out there, it isn’t the same as what you’ve seen on those screens of yours. You see a bloodstain on a screen, it’s not the same as feeling the hot blood splatter across your face. Feeling a woman’s warmth around your cock while surrounded by a bunch of people who might turn on you at any minute to get that next level, or even the second girl who might slit your throat while she’s rubbing her breasts in your face… It’s not in any way what you’re used to. Shit, you want to know what it’s like up there? You won’t know until you’re holding your buddy’s heart in your hands and taking a bite out of it to win a bid and some fame from the viewers.”

      Pierce wasn’t sure if he would be sick or laugh. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Say you want to have sex with my pet robot now.”

      “The intel isn’t good enough to earn that.”

      Dregg groped the robot’s ass. “Heh,” he said. “Don’t know what you’re missing.”

      “I’m pretty sure I don’t need to know.” Pierce tapped a finger to his chin, impressed with his own wit.

      Dregg scowled, then waved his hand and sauntered off as if he’d been scolded. “Hydrate. Take a breather. We’re not stopping. Be at my place in an hour.”

      “Tough audience,” Pierce said, thinking about how fucked he was. Or not, he thought with a chuckle. But still, he may have chosen the wrong mentor.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Pierce was no less uneasy the second time he had to go to Dregg’s domain. It was like some kind of low-budget virtual reality horror game where he was about to walk into a home full of enemies with only one thought on their minds: to execute Pierce in the most horrific way possible.

      He had to admit such paranoia was unfounded, especially considering how out of vogue horror VR was nowadays. It barely registered in the ratings. And why would it? With a click, anyone could watch real people in real danger, people fight, people bleed and die. Amazing, Pierce thought, that the more advanced humanity has become, the more people are drawn back to gritty and visceral real pain.

      Three raps at the door, but no immediate answer. Pierce guffawed and kicked the rubber welcome mat. ‘All Guests Welcome Here,’ it said. “Unless killing you means a level-up or more credits,” Pierce added with a grim, short laugh.

      When the door swung open, Pierce cut his smile off and looked up at Dregg. He seemed even taller and more intimidating with the added height of the door stoop.

      “Get the fuck in here before someone sees you, idiot,” Dregg said.

      “Gee, thanks,” Pierce said. “Warm welcome. Just like the doormat says.”

      “Doormat?” Dregg said. “I have a doormat?”

      Pierce closed the door behind him, not wanting to engage in one of Dregg’s endless digressions about the state of society and how people should act as if every second could be their last. “Just an expression,” Pierce replied, then followed Dregg deeper into a dimly lit corridor.

      Expecting to go back to the trophy room, Pierce started to turn right, but Dregg kept marching forward. Pierce’s brows furrowed in confusion, but he picked up his pace, leaving the trophy room behind.

      “You’re gonna love this,” Dregg said, as Pierce caught up with him.

      “What’s on the docket?” Pierce said, keeping his eyes peeled for an orgy ambush.

      “The Crown Jewels, baby. Even a weak lackey like you has a fighting chance with the knowledge you’re about to acquire.”

      “With bated breath, I do await,” Pierce said, sarcastically, expecting yet more hoops to jump through.

      Dregg stopped in the middle of the dark corridor, causing Pierce to bump into him. Despite Pierce being the one moving, he was knocked back by Dregg’s sheer, massive size.

      “You have E.D.?” Dregg asked.

      “What?”

      “Erectile dysfunction.”

      “I know what it means. Why the fuck are you asking me that?”

      “Two reasons. One, you’re gonna need to deliver in the sack if you wanna get ahead in points. Quick boost. Trust me. Especially since you won’t demonstrate that you can fuck. Your best chance for an alliance is with a fierce woman. And if you have E.D., that’s an issue, unless you give great oral, in which case you should still demonstrate your skills. Two, you’re so fucking impatient, it makes me wonder if you’re one of those pathetic premature ejaculators.”

      “I think we’re past my comfort zone. Safeword. We haven’t established a safeword, have we? Need to do that. How about ‘Zanzibar?’ I don’t even remember what that’s from, but it’s easy to remember and easy to recognize. Work for you?”

      “Safeword? No,” Dregg said. “We don’t need safewords. We need you to not be a premature ejaculator. Can you do that for me?”

      “Um,” Pierce said. He tried to think of a witty comeback to make the situation less awkward, but he was at a loss. “Yes.”

      “Yes, you come too soon, or yes, you can stop coming too soon?”

      “Yes,” Pierce said. “Uh, yes, I mean no. I’m not a premature ejaculator. And yes, I can, you know, keep it up. I’m all good down there. No worries.”

      “Heh,” Dregg grunted. “We’ll see. You should have taken me up on my offer to let Beatrice ride you hard like the beast she is. Then we’d know for sure. I don’t even like watching others. I was doing you a favor.”

      Pierce shuddered. “Thanks for that. Really. Much appreciated. You’ve definitely expressed how important sex is. But I’m still good.”

      “Suit yourself. “ With that, Dregg turned back around and continued drumming his heavy footfalls on the mahogany wooden floor.

      Pierce had to admit, he was intrigued by how such a brute of a man, whose basic intelligence he was beginning to question, had such good taste in home decor and luxurious living. He’d love to know more of Dregg’s life before his hunting trip to Planet Kill.

      The tour down memory lane was going to have to wait, though, as Dregg stopped at a fireplace in the backroom. There were bottles of whiskey worth five thousand credits, the real stuff, not synthetic, on top of the fireplace mantle. Pierce began to wonder if Dregg needed to loosen up to share his next bit of wisdom. But Dregg didn’t bother with the bottles. Instead, he stepped right into the fireplace and disappeared into the flames.

      “Holy fuck!”

      “Don’t be a chicken shit,” Dregg said, from the other side. “First step’s a little slippery, so be careful.”

      Pierce extended his hand, hesitating. Not yet believing. When he got closer, his hand grew hot fast. “Oh fuck no,” Pierce said. “It’s a trick. You’re messing with me again.”

      “I have never messed with you, Premature Ejaculator. The heat is from a vent below the mantle.”

      Pierce leaned in closer and looked underneath. Dregg wasn’t lying. A vent blew hot air downward over the fire.

      Instead of easing in, Pierce decided it was best to jump full body like the first time he went swimming. The flames looked real all the way through, but didn’t hurt a bit.

      He emerged on the other side, filled with adrenaline. “That was actually kinda cool,” he said.

      “You’re easily entertained,” Dregg said, condescending.

      “True, but that was still fun. What’s next?” Pierce asked, as he mocked clapping like a toddler with a new toy.

      Dregg grumbled something rude and led Pierce deeper into the dark, hidden alcove inside the fireplace. The chamber lit up as Dregg set fire, real fire, to a stick with a rag at the end and dipped it in a puddle on the rocky ground. The fire streaked around the room like a snake, covering the floor, the walls, and the ceiling. It revealed the shape of Planet Kill. The whole planet was represented by the fire outline that ran along the oil-filled crevices in the rocks.

      “Wow. You must have really taken a lot of shop classes back in high school. I’ve never seen anything like it,” Pierce said. “Kind of primitive. Kind of raw.”

      “That’s the point,” Dregg said. “To remind me that I have to be primitive to make it.”

      Pierce flashed an uncomfortable smile. “On Planet Kill, right? You’re not about to sacrifice me in some Satanic ritual thingy, are you? Because that would be very uncool.”

      Dregg shook his head in annoyance. “No, you fucking idiot. Just listen.”

      “Sure. And could you stop calling me an idiot?”

      “When you’ve proven that you aren’t one.” Dregg sneered at the continued interruption, but kept going. “You have to think of your battlefield differently from how you would on Earth. There aren’t neat borders and international laws keeping an order to things. The only thing keeping the order is brute strength and power. True human nature at its best. Which is why my map is all around us. So that I remember how territory works there. Look.” He pointed at an empty spot next to Pierce’s right foot.

      “What?” Pierce said. “I see nothing.”

      “That’s not the point. Just look at the ground next to your foot. Now tell me where the border is there.”

      Pierce shrugged. “I don’t know. You haven’t shown me yet.”

      “How did you become an agent?”

      “I’m good at tests and have a nice ass. What can I say…”

      “Much less would be nice,” Dregg said, with derision in his voice. Then he pointed to the ceiling. “Where are the borders up there?”

      Pierce sighed heavily, slightly perturbed at how long this might take. “There,” he said, and pointed at a random spot.

      “That’s actually right. But how did you know that?”

      “I didn’t. It was a guess.”

      “Ugh. You’re not getting it.” Dregg stretched his arm up and touched the fire running along a stream on the ceiling. He relished the burning pain with a sensual hiss. With his eyes half-closed, he seemed like he might go into ecstasy. “This border belongs to a warrior named Letha. It begins here.” Dregg knelt on the rocky ground and shoved his hand deep into the fire. “This is where her border ends. Along the way, there are many other pockets that belong to her. But the land between those areas is hostile territory for her. If you’re lucky enough to battle her, you will learn to take advantage of this. If you don’t learn, you will think that you have her cornered, only to discover that her dagger extends beyond what you thought was her territory and has reached into your back from a piece of land that is only twenty feet wide and twenty feet long. She will have a means to end you from any place that is hers. You can’t think in linear ways, like Earth wars. There are borders and controls and centers of power, but they exist in the true source of strength there. Not in walls or defensible lines. A single person inside your camp can be the end of your army.” Dregg lifted his searing hand out of the burning oil and placed it on Pierce’s shoulder.

      “Ah,” Pierce said, cringing at the heat. “Can you not do that?”

      “Shut up! Do you get what I’m saying to you?”

      “Oh I get it. It just didn’t need to be so overdramatic. It’s like a spy game, but war. An enemy could become a friend. A friend could be an enemy. Keep one eye open while you sleep. I’m familiar with the concept.”

      “That’s a stupid way to put it,” Dregg said. He approached Pierce, puffing out his chest, standing to his full height. “Must you make fun of everything I’m trying to teach you? You do realize I could squash you like a bug in here and no one would ever find you.” As if to prove his point, the huge man walked over to the wall and slammed his fist into it. Rock chips flew everywhere. Dregg hadn’t even flinched.

      Pierce stuttered a little, trying to make up for any potential slight. “It’s amazing really. Beautiful map, and the things you’re telling me about are just incredible. I just needed to translate it for my tiny brain.”

      Dregg perked up at this. “Really?”

      “Really,” Pierce said, trying his best to keep in a burst of sarcastic laughter. “It is very good advice. I think most people would have preferred your phrasing.”

      “Yes, I believe so,” Dregg said. “I am much more eloquent than you and your mindless babbling.” He eyed Pierce hard. “Your mouth would be better used—”

      Pierce cut him off. “Please, Dregg, sir, stop there. I know where you’re going with that. I’ve taken enough of your innuendos for one day. How about we get to the specific players. Other than Letha, of course. She sounds fierce, like a real master in disguise jungle warrior. Can’t wait to meet her. She sounds sexy, too. Power is an aphrodisiac. But what about the others?”

      “You should not wish such things, for if you do meet her during your days on Planet Kill, in all likelihood, you will not be coming back.”

      “Okay, cool. But the others? Are they just as bad?”

      Dregg chuckled. “You won’t last one day. But very well.”

      “Okay, I won’t last one day. You’ve hammered that home,” Pierce said. “But just in case I happen to accidentally make it through to day two…”

      “Don’t cross Fireshot,” Dregg said. “I paid for good intel that he has connections with the Warden. A secret that most other sects aren’t aware of.”

      “Got it,” Pierce said. “Don’t make an enemy out of Fireshot.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “I get it,” Pierce said. “What else should I know?”

      “Grinder is a lone wolf,” Dregg said, with disdain. “She can be useful, but don’t count on it. Have a backup.”

      “‘Lone wolf?’ What kind of name is that?”

      “It’s for volunteers who forgo alliances in favor of the higher point gain from accumulating kills on their own and not having restrictions on who they kill. She got the name ‘Grinder’ by making the strategy famous and successful.”

      “Anyone else?”

      “Pay attention to the generals,” Dregg said. “Some are trying to move up and will betray their harem leaders for a shot at power. Stay away from the Dark Mark. She’s an assassin for hire. Essentially gets paid twice for the same deaths. Other fighters pay her to take out someone for them. She gets credits from the audience for the victory, too. Brilliant, but deadly.”

      “I’m tracking,” Pierce said. “Any further advice or strategies?”

      “Never trust anyone. Alliances and enemies can shift beneath your feet. Only trust someone who wants something from you. That’s incentive for them not to fuck you up. Try to get a small-time kill in early. You’ll get enough credits to buy a weapon at an upgrade temple. Upgrades are tricky. Don’t waste your resources on the sexy weapons. Get something sneaky and deadly. Other than that, just don’t be yourself. You’re awful, and your personality will get you killed.”

      “Wow, thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      “It was no vote of confidence,” Dregg said. “I’m serious. You should not be you.”

      “Yeah, I got the sarcasm. I was being sarcastic back.”

      “Oh, huh. Well, you’re not funny to me, so I didn’t get it.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Just talk less. Does that work for you?”

      “Yeah, sure. You’re a big help. That’s not a joke. But your way of demeaning me sort of makes me feel less confident that I’ll pull this off.”

      “You won’t.”

      “Right, you’ve said as much. You’ve said I won’t even last a single day.”

      “Good. You’re finally listening.”

      “Wish I weren’t, honestly,” Pierce said. “There’s one more thing I don’t fully understand. I’ve seen the fighters leveling up, gaining experience points, etc. But how can all that be useful outside of it being entertaining for viewers? What does it matter if you have a twenty-five or fifty social influence?”

      “First of all, you’re forgetting that you can have positive and negative stats,” Dregg answered. “It’s mostly for the viewers, but if you play your cards right, you can use it to your advantage. Say you don’t want other fighters to know which group you’re allied with. Maybe they have a beef with each other, but you need to work with them both. Having a higher social standing allows you to choose which partnerships to show to your various allies, and which to keep secret.”

      “How are your social, strength, and defense stats even calculated?”

      “It’s an estimate pulled by A.I., based on a number of factors and looking at past participants and how related those same factors were. Your actions play into it, though.”

      “What about bid screens?” Pierce asked. “Can you just check your AUG-I, send out an ad that you’re taking bids?”

      “You can post what you’re willing to do, but the bid screens aren’t under your control,” Dregg answered. “They pop up when a viewer makes a bid and float off to the side. It’s annoying as hell, but it’s how you get credits fast, and can be the difference between winning that next fight or dying.”

      The huge man began to exit his secret chamber, gesturing for Pierce to follow. “So, when do we launch?” he asked.

      “I need to check in with my superiors,” Pierce replied. “Settle a few affairs at home. Once that’s done, we’ll take off. Good with you?”

      “The sooner I get to kill someone, the better,” Dregg grumbled as they stepped back through the simulated fire.
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      The march through the night left her squad exhausted, but not one of them complained. They knew better than that by now. She almost dreaded the incoming recruits, because it was always such a pain to teach Noobs how to behave. If they wanted to live, it was about being part of a team, a team that allowed no error, no signs of weakness.

      Her current followers though? They had bloodlust in their eyes. When they thought about how tired or hungry they were, it meant one thing—kill their enemy as fast as possible, so that they could eat something and then get to sleep.

      She felt it too, the gnawing at her gut, the clenching and unclenching of her fists. She cracked her neck, eyeing the fortress ahead of them, debating the best way to attack based on where she guessed Fireshot might have positioned his people.

      A cool breeze caused one of the newer women to shiver. Letha hadn’t bothered to learn her name yet, because she wasn’t sure this one would survive long. Once they’d been with her long enough, they got names, and their old ones were to be forgotten anyway. Leave the past in the past. Goosebumps showed on the woman’s skin in the moonlight, reminding Letha how glad she was to not feel the cold anymore. In those first months, when Mantis had insisted on showing skin in spite of the weather, she’d thought she would die of hypothermia or sunstroke. Neither had happened, though, and she’d practically forgotten all about it.

      The woman glanced back and offered a nervous smile. Hopeful? She’d likely heard of Letha, known that if you got into her bed it meant you were one of the trusted few, likely to live longer than the rest who had her on their side.

      Not yet, though, Letha thought. You gotta earn this puntang, girl.

      Turning her attention back to her surroundings, she found a spot to piss. Never go into a fight without taking a piss, if possible. Too many of her comrades had died in their own piss and shit, and she intended to never let that happen to her. When she was done, she hiked up her shorts, found one of the Warden-issued energy bars—a luxury she had long ago decided was worth paying for—and ensured her team was eating while she analyzed the situation.

      Green waves of light rose through the sky on the horizon, turning to purple the higher they rose. It had something to do with the makeup of the atmosphere, and how the light from the binary star system hit it during the day. It was all mind-boggling how the environment worked, but the point that mattered in Letha’s mind was that they were far enough away from the stars that the planet didn’t suffer from fatal heat waves.

      It got hot at times, but nothing like Abaddon, the next planet over. That was where prisoners were sent, those meant for far worse fates than Planet Kill. Sometimes prisoners would get dropped off on Planet Kill, especially when the Warden became aware of a particularly nasty or attractive inmate destined for Abaddon. They paid extra to get the real nasty works here, which explained the presence of Pete’s Dragon.

      She didn’t envy the ugly or the boring prisoners, those who continued on to Abaddon. Most died from the heat almost immediately, others would find shelter and fight it out in a similar way to that of Planet Kill, but it wasn’t as exciting to watch—and was only available to high-paying subscribers.

      That was another reason to keep up the show here: if any of the competitors proved to be boring but still managed to stay alive, they risked the Warden exporting them for the slaughter. They’d be sent to Abaddon for a sure death sentence. All but that elusive character, Sweeney, that the Warden had stopped looking for long ago.

      This was a chance for some of Letha’s newer team members to prove themselves. Those like Trunk had nothing to worry about, but this nameless, goose-pimpled girl? At least she was attractive enough to catch a warlord’s eye, otherwise she would have been in trouble.

      Eyes roaming the fortress, she took another bite of her energy bar before storing the rest for later.

      “What do you see?” Kale said, approaching her from the left, moving at a crouch.

      “There and there,” Letha replied, pointing at two rocky outcroppings along the ridge. “He has a group of three over there, but they haven’t seen us. Might even be asleep. That one though,” she gestured toward the one on their right, where a head was clearly silhouetted against the green waves in the sky, “he’s ready to die.”

      “One of us can handle it.” Kale put his hand on the sheath of his blade, all too eager to prove himself to his warlord.

      She smiled and shook her head. “No, follow close behind. I promised the Dark Mark it’d be just me.”

      “And if it’s a trap?”

      “Trust me, after the way she moaned and groaned, that bitch isn’t about to turn on me.”

      Kale frowned. “I…”

      “Say it.”

      “You’re talking about the Mark, here, right?”

      Letha frowned. “If you’re implying that my bond with her isn’t as strong as Fireshot’s because I don’t have a dick, you’ll get to find out how good that strap-on can feel when we get back. Only, for you… I don’t think that would feel so good. Or maybe you’re finally ready to give it a go?”

      He shook his head. “We all know that’s Ghost’s thing, not mine.”

      They both glanced over at Ghost and chuckled. He shrugged, looking like he was about to creep over, but Letha waved him off.

      “The point is, we both know sex isn’t the only thing that keeps them loyal,” Letha said. “She’s with us.”

      “Roger that.” His eyes showed no more questions, so she licked her lips and prepared to strike.

      “Like I said, stay close.” She considered for a moment, then hissed over to Trunk. She was glad to see he still had his loincloth on, for now, and was equipped with his bow and arrows. “You got any arrows in there that don’t explode?”

      “What’s the fun in that?” He smiled like the cocky bastard he was.

      “Stealth.”

      “Ah.” He took out an arrow, detached the end section of it, and carefully moved a couple wires before putting it back in the quiver without the arrow. “Now we have stealth.”

      It would do.

      “Watch me,” she commanded. “If I turn back and wave my hand, take him out. Otherwise, I’ll deal with it.”

      “You sure you don’t want me to just blow him up? You know that old Earth song, from the twentieth century, I think it was? I’ve always been partial to pretending it meant literally raining men. I mean, like actual pieces of—”

      “We all know what the fuck you mean,” Kale said, glaring. Even though Letha favored him and the other two generals, he always seemed pissed at Trunk. Jealous, as if his own trunk didn’t stack up—but damn, could he wield it like the best of them. How petty, Letha thought with a shake of her head.

      “Get in position,” she told Trunk, getting in front of any sort of argument that might result in the big guy getting killed by her general.

      Trunk nodded and ambled off to find a good vantage point, while Letha gave her general a stern glance before she left.

      The ground was mostly rock, so it was easy to avoid the patches of fallen leaves and bushes that might make sounds and give her away. She took her hip blaster in her right hand, ready for action. This wasn’t the time for loud bursts from her rifle or the brilliance of the electricity that bit her opponents from her shocker. No, it was time for silent movement and stealthy deaths.

      If the man ahead was with Fireshot, he was likely at the bottom of the barrel, mere trash who would mess someone up for pleasure, and do worse to women like Letha if given the chance. Especially if a Warden wasn’t around and cameras weren’t watching. Rape was rare here. Not only because it was against the rules, but also because it was hard to do anything without the cameras watching. That said, it happened. At least when it did, the Warden had no problem letting the wrongdoer be punished and tortured in the most gruesome ways—in fact, that sometimes got the most ratings. Many people back home tuned in for the action and sex, less for the splattering of blood or slow, gruesome deaths. But in a situation like a rapist being flayed alive, or fed his own balls? Oh, then they loved to watch with their high-def viewers.

      Letha had almost found herself in a situation like that once, but then her man Ghost had shown up. He hadn’t been the one to save her, but he had distracted the man by shouting at him to stop. He’d diverted his attention long enough for Letha to pull the man’s blade and jam it so far up inside of the soft tissue under his jaw that he was dead before he hit the ground.

      “That you, Grinder?” the man hissed as Letha drew close.

      She knew that name, and the sound of it made her cringe. Grinder was one of the old-timers who had been notorious for crimes committed on Space Station Luxor. They’d transferred her out here instead of Abaddon because of her reputation, and viewership had gone up ten percent that year. The woman had quickly earned herself the reputation of a “grinder,” which meant she killed simply to rise through the levels and get loot. It became her name.

      If Grinder was here, perhaps Fireshot was better prepared than she’d originally given him credit for. Letha didn’t want to risk it, so she leaned back against the bottom edge of the outcropping, then turned back and gave a slight wave of her hand. A faint twang, then a thunk and a groan. Over as quickly as that.

      She stood to climb over the ledge and spotted another form, one just waking and noticing his fallen companion. Before he could sound an alarm, she was up and over the ledge, leaping for him. Her blaster caught him square on his head, slamming into his ear and sending him sprawling across the rocky ground. Her hand hurt like hell, but she smashed the blaster into him again. A flicker of movement nearby caught her attention—a silent drone, capturing the action for her audience. She couldn’t let them down, and after the price she’d paid to the Dark Mark, she needed the points.

      The man below her groaned again as a screen appeared over him, projected from the drone. Not now, Letha thought, clenching her jaw. The viewers didn’t always understand that stealth was occasionally a requirement and that their demands could get her killed.

      Glancing at the semi-transparent screen, she saw various bids and requests, organized by two categories. Highest credit bid on the left, highest point bid on the right. A chat window scrolled across the bottom.

      The credits came from high-bidding assholes who wanted their heroes to do obscene acts for money. Said money would be transferred instantaneously and used on the black market or with the Warden for bribes, upgraded equipment, and certain favors. Points were for leveling up, and fighters were only allowed to use certain equipment or attack certain individuals if they were of a high enough level. Otherwise, the Warden interfered and reminded them, with pain, why they needed to follow the rules.

      Currently the requests ranged from “Forget him, go get your prey,” for ten credits, to “Bite his nose off!” for seventeen, to “Piss in his mouth and then sew it shut,” for seventy-five. As if she had anything to sew with in this wasteland, sick fucks. Right at the top, though, blinking red at two hundred credits, was, “Turn him over, jam your gun up his ass, and then unload.” No way in hell she was doing that. The points window showed normal point systems, like risking letting him live for a few points—because that added danger, and danger was exciting—or sawing off his head for more. Ending it swiftly, annoyingly, wasn’t worth a lot of points, though she saw on her counter that she’d already received ten for her stealth strike. Trunk would’ve gotten more for his shot that took out the other man undetected. He would’ve earned less if this guy had noticed and been allowed to sound the alarm.

      The chat window was going nuts, telling her she was a coward if she didn’t go for the two hundred, while others said that was disgusting and begged her to hide before she was seen. As hard as simply surviving was, sometimes pleasing the fans felt like the real challenge.

      “You want a show?” she hissed at the camera, then scrolled down the list to a simple “Show us your tits,” and “Use your blaster like a cock and jam it in his mouth before blowing off his head.” She was a performer after all, planning to earn her place among the elite, and secondary to that, to have her revenge. She knew where to draw the line, but had to get as many points and credits as she could as fast as possible. This combination would get her one hundred fifty credits, plus an extra ten points.

      Letha put on her best seductive smile, unlaced her front, and let her breasts feel the early morning air. As quickly as that, her nipples perked up with the cold and she breathed deeply, letting her breasts rise and fall for the camera. Then she took her blaster, held it like she would a strap-on, and shoved it into the semi-conscious man’s mouth.

      With another groan, he looked up, saw the screen, and his eyes went wide with panic—right before she pulled the trigger.

      BAM! A hole sizzled through the guy’s head. Her points jumped up, only forty away from level twenty-five, and her credits shot up as expected. That only gave her two hundred, but she was well-stocked and hoped to hell her investment with the Dark Mark was about to pay off.

      That is, if she hadn’t just given her position away. Letha could imagine her crew back there glaring, knowing she was ramping up her credits and points when she needed to be moving on. It wasn’t every kill that the people back home commented on, though, so she felt it was worth taking advantage of the opportunity.

      As the message boards exploded with lewd comments and excited youngsters babbling about her flawless tits, she turned from the camera and dashed over to the shadows, deftly using her free hand to tie up her shirt so that her breasts weren’t exposed. It was a sort of hell she’d gotten used to, one she knew how to work well enough. When in Rome, she’d stoke the flames until it burned to the ground.

      Now she needed to focus and clear that sick image from her mind. She heard the sounds of footsteps and hushed voices. As jaded as she was, she could never quite do what they asked of her and just move on after. As determined as she was, she still had a damn conscience. At least she hadn’t done the two hundred credit bid—she had rules, after all. She wouldn’t violate someone, at least, not without their permission. Sticking a gun up someone’s ass clearly broke that rule. The mouth thing… she could live with, even though it did make her feel dirty. Showing her breasts was almost like flipping them the bird at this point. No one could last here five years and still think nudity mattered in the slightest, not in the grand scheme of it all.

      The voices grew closer and stopped. She waited, knowing that at any minute at least two people, maybe more, would come around that corner and see the body. If they won, that same screen might pop up and demand they do unspeakable things to her, and they might not have the same moral compass she had. Although certain things were against the rules and would be punished, it was entirely possible, and maybe even likely that they’d do it and get their credits first.

      Part of her wondered if the Warden even enjoyed letting it happen from time to time, especially to those competitors who had managed to piss him off.

      One shadow, then another. She crouched, wondering if she should have brought more of her team. Mantis had spent over a year teaching her how to fight, how to kill with speed and stealth, but that didn’t mean she was invincible. She had to be tricky, relying on her skills and equipment.

      The last time she’d entered the fortress had been a few months back. She’d been on the attack and the Dark Mark had been an enemy. That assault had resulted in a stalemate, so recent advancements in their relationship had come as quite welcome. Her little romp with the Dark Mark had been at a neutral location, a small hut in a valley between the two bases, often used for negotiations. In a sense, that was a negotiation—the most fun kind.

      Unfortunately, Letha’s mind was somewhat foggy regarding the layout of the fortress. She’d have to rely on instinct. As she backed into the shadows, something clicked. At first her mind raced with images of her lithe, fit, young body exploding right there and it all being over. If she’d stepped on a mine, she didn’t know of any ways to get out of there alive. But when she felt the wall shift slightly, she realized it wasn’t a mine at all, but a trapdoor.

      She smiled, pushing harder against it and stepping back as the wall rotated. Sure, the alarm would be raised any second, but she didn’t need much time at all. The secret opening led her into a bunker where the other figures she’d seen were indeed asleep. Nobody moved, other than a guy taking care of his morning wood.

      Loud voices sounded through the walls, then a shout, so she began her assault. Her team would charge in as soon as the alarm went off, but she wanted to be done with Fireshot before that happened. She burst through the opening in the back of the bunker, made for the makeshift hut at the back left of the fortress, and darted in, ready to end it.

      Instead of Fireshot unconscious on the floor, she found the Dark Mark. She had spittle in the corner of her mouth and wore her telltale mask. It was sleek with feathers and various sexual acts carved on either side. The mask itself covered her forehead, the bridge of her nose, and around her eyes—just enough to conceal her true identity. The bottom half of her face was still exposed. It was also sealed with a lock around the back of her head that only she could open. Part of the Dark Mark’s power was that she could keep her identity hidden even if she were defeated.

      Fireshot sat in the corner, completely nude, the mug that presumably held the drugged water on the ground next to him. Well, fuckity-fuck. That wasn’t supposed to happen.

      As soon as she entered, Fireshot rose, shotgun aimed at her. Two figures leaning against the wall stepped forward too, one with a sword, the other with two blaster pistols. The morning light had now risen enough to shine in the window and backlight Fireshot, casting him in an intimidating silhouette. A tattoo of flames started at his waist and wrapped around his side, coming back around to his chest.

      “At long last, the legendary Letha.” He simply grinned and kicked the mug so that it shattered on the ground at the same time he pulled the trigger. Luckily, the other guys had been close by, so she had lunged sideways as soon as she saw his arm twitch, grabbed one of them and pulled so that he took the brunt of the attack. Rock salt tore into her left leg, burning and stinging. She shouted out, realizing she couldn’t pull and shoot fast enough lying on her side, so she thrust forward with her shocker. The electricity sparked and the man in front of her flew away from her as she went backward, and her momentum took out Fireshot’s legs just before she slammed into another guy. Damn, that hurt.

      This wasn’t going well, but at least she wasn’t dead. Even as she lurched up in what felt like slow motion, she heard screams from outside and then the explosions of gunshots and yelps of sudden death.

      Fireshot was still struggling to get back up, as the impact with his guard had knocked him back. He had a blade out, but Letha was faster. She ducked under a swing from the sword behind her, then leveraged it out of the man’s grip, screaming in pain as she used her damaged leg to leap-spin, then sliced through his throat with his own weapon. She came up and around with a slash across Fireshot’s right oblique.

      The first man had recovered, making it two against one. But now she had her blaster out. Since the big man was the first to lunge, he took the first shot right to his head. The second was aimed for Fireshot, but he dove behind the table beside where the Dark Mark lay, still unconscious. When that bitch woke, Letha meant to give her a piece of her mind and demand her credits back. This was horseshit.

      Letha jumped over her, landing and almost collapsing as pain shot up her leg, then let three shots go through the table. When she flung it over, the son of a bitch wasn’t there! She saw an escape tunnel off to the side. “Dammit!” She wouldn’t be able to crawl after him with her leg like this, so she spun to the entrance.

      The room smelled of blood and burned flesh and wood, and she was eager to get out. However, some nameless woman stood there, a knife in one hand, a crossbow in the other. She smiled to reveal crooked teeth, but then froze as something hit her from behind. She fell inward, and Letha saw a bloody arrow armed with a small explosive sticking up from the back of her head.

      “Shit!” she dove down next to the Dark Mark and grabbed the heavy dead man, rolling so that he was basically between them and the explosion.

      KA-BOOM!

      The woman’s head exploded in all directions. The explosive had been strong, but nothing crazy enough to cause them damage.

      “Dammit, watch the hell out, Trunk!” she shouted, shoving the heavy man away and limping to the doorway. Outside, it was a complete shit show. Here she was, this supposed grand tactician, and she’d led her team right into an ambush. Judging by the numbers on the enemy side, this wasn’t just Fireshot either. He had to have partnered up with at least two other warlords to make this happen.

      She’d been had. Duped. But how? Pulling her rifle from her back, she started mowing down enemy fighters as she limped her way back to the ledge. The intel had clearly shown weapons at his base, and that was the problem, she realized. Mantis had always taught her that anything obvious was a trap. Well, Fireshot had made them just obvious enough to trick her, but she was still alive. So there was a chance she could get out of this intact.

      “Fall back!” she yelled, the words echoing from her right and left.

      “But the fun’s just started,” Trunk chuckled, streaking by with his dong bouncing around. He jumped and pulled back on an arrow, releasing it at a machine gun team on the other side who were applying heavy fire in the direction Ghost had just run.

      The arrow hit and they were lost in a ball of fire and smoke, and Trunk landed, feet spread so that the world could take him in with awe. He started to grow hard smiling at her like that. Others ran past in their retreat, and Kale was somewhere nearby, providing cover fire.

      “Get the fuck out of here!” Letha commanded again. “We can’t take them all!”

      Trunk frowned, instantly losing his excitement, and jogged past her, grumbling. Then she saw Ghost, crawling toward the wall, multiple streams of blood pouring out of his pale body. She hobbled over to him, Brink joining her halfway and offering support.

      “Help him instead!” she screamed, pointing at Ghost.

      But he lay there, panting, and said, “Don’t. You and I both know… I won’t make it.”

      Letha limped over and then collapsed next to him, grabbing him by the body armor he wore, keenly aware of the cracks and holes in it. “I didn’t give you permission to die, damn you!”

      The stupid drone cameras were circling them, catching the drama, and she wanted to stand and shoot them down. She cursed her level-headedness, wishing she could let herself go in times like this, but instead took her blaster and gave it to him, along with three grenades. They were near the same place she’d entered the fortress. Kale was still holding off the enemy with a couple of her other fighters, while the majority made for the trees. But staying here like this wasn’t an option.

      “Even if I could survive it,” Ghost said, pushing himself up to the edge of one of the walls. “I’d never make the return trip, not with them on our tails.”

      “Hell, I’m not sure I will.” She glanced down at her leg. It still hurt like hell, and blood was soaking her shorts.

      “You will, because I’m going to take out every single one of those motherfuckers while you run.”

      A screen flashed over him with a bid that said, “Kill your teammate,” but Letha waved her hand and it vanished.

      “We gotta move!” Kale yelled over his shoulder, lobbing a flashbang. “Now!”

      Again, the screen appeared, but Letha didn’t even bother looking at what stupid suggestions the viewers had this time. She wasn’t doing it, and Kale was right. It was time. She began to stand up, but her leg went out from under her. Fuck.

      He ran back, grabbed her around the waist. Together they went over the wall, sliding down the side of the rocks, and rolling at the bottom. Trunk was there, and in spite of looking up right at his balls and dangling masterpiece, she was relieved to see him. He helped lift her, and half-carried her, Brink following after a burst from his rifle, and then all three were making for the trees as what remained of the squad returned fire.

      When nobody else could be seen in the fortress, they ran. Gunfire continued, and Letha knew Ghost was putting up a hell of a fight. His grenades sounded in three quick bursts, some more shooting, and then… silence. They continued the retreat, pausing only briefly as one last shot rang out through the morning.

      With a heavy heart, she knew that Ghost’s visage would appear over the lake that evening with the fireworks.
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      Most of Pierce’s colleagues had little respect for his undertakings. They were all full citizens and had no need to increase their net worth for a better life. Their needs were provided for by the state, and in return, defections and failures were rare. Why rock the boat when you’ve got it made? Pretty much everyone toed the company line.

      What set Pierce apart was his personal loss. It drove him to not only resolve his own internal demons but also to care about others who’d experienced similar hardship.

      What they didn’t know, however, was that Pierce had only revealed a part of his mission to them and not the whole truth to prevent a leak. Despite him knowing far more than any of them, they still couldn’t help but give him shit. Pierce welcomed it, though, since it kept them from prying too much into his mission.

      “I would have sent a care package to take on your mission, had you actually given that beast of a robot the fucking it so clearly wanted from you, Pierce,” a fellow Agent said as he entered their secure vault. “Maybe some nice chocolate chip cookies.”

      “Ditto,” another Agent said. “Would have had all my friends and family tune in, too. Increased ratings are good for you, right? Just keep your scrotum off the screen, please.”

      “You’re all fucking mongrels,” Pierce muttered, with resentment in his voice.

      “No,” the first Agent said. “But you will be. Lots of ‘em!”

      The other Agents laughed in unison. The lowbrow humor was about exciting as their day was going to get as long as they kept their asses glued to their chairs.

      Yet, Pierce restrained himself. He knew better than to ruffle feathers when he was finally on the cusp of finding out the truth about his past. This was worth more than pride. This was worth risking his life. He could take a few trashy insults if that was the price.

      “I hope I do,” Pierce said. He reached up and touched his left eyelid. Too small for the human eye to notice, Pierce was wearing a body cam inside his contact lens. He wanted to tear it out and shove it down the other Agents’ throats. Keeping them abreast of his progress was necessary. He hated it. It would be better if he could go about his business unabated and unfiltered by worrying about what they thought of his actions. Perhaps there would be a way to ditch the remote viewer once he got on planet. For now, he was going to have to endure their snide remarks. “I’ve always had a thing for mongrels.”

      The other Agents laughed, enjoying that Pierce was willing to poke fun at himself.

      The fun was interrupted, though, when the Unit Chief, Peyton Barnes, barged out of her corner office. “Don’t you idiots have anything better to do, or were you hoping to be suspended?”

      The vault went dead quiet. No more jokes.

      Barnes gestured for Pierce to follow her back into her office. He rushed to grab the door before it closed.

      Inside, Barnes took a seat and sipped a protein shake. Pierce couldn’t help but picture her being successful on Planet Kill. Strong, yet pretty.

      “Stop staring at me,” Barnes said. “I know that you’re in the middle of an operation, but there’s no reason for unprofessionalism.”

      “Sorry, ma’am,” Pierce said. “Was just thinking you’d do well on this mission. Maybe better than me.”

      “There’s no doubt I would do better than you. I have no inclination, however, and I’m not even sure whether it’s worth it to send you.” She looked up, met his eyes. “Your lead is sketchy at best. I’m risking my career if your theory proves true. I almost hope you’re wrong. But if you’re not, we have an obligation to do something about it.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Stop with that shit. You’ve never done that before.”

      “Sorry, Peyton,” Pierce said, using her first name now that she’d reestablished their dynamic.

      “That’s better. You used to see me naked on a regular basis. Or was it that forgettable?”

      “Not at all. It’s just that sometimes you don’t realize how special something is until it’s gone.” He wasn’t sure if he meant their affair or the wife he’d lost.

      “Bullshit,” Peyton sniffed. “This is about rejection. You need to prove that she didn’t just up and leave of her own free will. This theory—and that’s all it is at this point—that she was abducted as part of some conspiracy involving corruption baffles me. It could threaten the benefits Planet Kill offers. It’s dangerous, Pierce. And you know it. How many people in your own life have benefited from Planet Kill’s arrangement?”

      “Hard to say. A lot,” Pierce said.

      “No, it isn’t,” Peyton replied. She plopped open a thick file on her desk. “There’s your mother, who received life-saving surgery because her father volunteered and sent his credits back to the family. He’s dead now, but your mother’s alive. Your brother is a second-born. If it weren’t for Planet Kill curtailing overpopulation, we’d still be restricted to one child per family. And he wouldn’t even exist. Shall I go on?”

      “No. I get it. I’m not trying to stir the pot,” Pierce said. “Just trying to keep corruption out of what most perceive as a good thing.”

      “Most?” Peyton chortled. “Try all. If it were put to a vote today, the entirety of Earth and every paradise planet would still vote ‘yes’ on authorizing our current arrangement. I doubt you’d get even one percent of the population to vote against Planet Kill.”

      Pierce nodded. She was right. There was no denying the benefits. She hadn’t even gotten into the fact that countless people had been able to improve their standing and quality of life by being victorious. The last thing he needed was all of humanity planting crosshairs on his back. He had to keep his mission focused, and if there was anything that threatened the ongoing success of authorized death, he was going to have to turn a blind eye.

      “At the same time,” she continued, “if your theory is true, and your source is legit, we need to root out the corruption. Whether it’s wrong or not. Whether it’s illegal or not, it’s bad for business. You are tracking?”

      “Yes,” Pierce said. “I understand the full scope of the mission, and realize it needs to stay focused.”

      “Do you even know how this whole thing started?”

      Pierce shrugged. “Actually, no. Is it important?”

      Peyton laughed. “Do you know what safari hunting is?”

      “No.”

      “Back in the early twenty-first century, countless animal species were at risk of extinction, including most of the larger undomesticated mammals. Some knucklehead came up with the idea that if it was legal to hunt them, somehow that would save them. It sounds ridiculous at first, but it worked. Rich people were more than happy to pay extra to hunt exotic animals. That money, in turn, went to save the remaining animals, as well as pay for walls around their parks and security. They also subsidized local farmers who protected wildlife from poachers. It worked so well, eventually the herds grew too large for their wildlife reserves.”

      “It used to be illegal to hunt elephants? But there are so many,” Pierce said, surprised.

      “Right. You’re too young to know anything about that. Anyway. You get my point. Establishing Planet Kill has created an outlet for human violence, reduced overpopulation, increased resources, and practically ended starvation on Earth. It created a means for people to climb up in society and improve their lives. Plus, it’s entertaining, for what that’s worth. Your actions will not risk what we’ve accomplished, or I’ll have you shot dead during your mission.”

      “You wouldn’t,” Pierce said, thinking of all the people out there who really didn’t have a choice but to go there. If someone was born into poverty, the usual choices were to fight to the death or turn tricks. PK offered a way up. Pierce still wasn’t sure how he felt about the whole thing; his thoughts were too clouded by his search for his missing wife.

      “I would. Your family isn’t the only one in this office to benefit. You’re making enemies fast. You need to be careful.”

      “I need to find the truth.”

      “Stay in your lane. Is that clear?”

      “Crystal.”

      “Having said that,” Peyton continued, “a successful system can’t allow forced trafficking. Planet Kill has to be all volunteer, or the whole thing will fall apart. If the corruption is real, it’s imperative that we root it out.”

      Pierce chuckled on the inside. Now he remembered why he’d called off the affair. Peyton was too uptight for his comfort level. So specific in her sexual needs that Pierce could predict her moans and groans. A sex robot had more life and spontaneity to it.

      “Are you even listening?” Peyton asked.

      Pierce pulled his mind out of its stupor. “Yeah, sure. One hundred percent present,” he lied. “Look, I don’t know how I feel about the whole thing. If I’m being honest, it’s impossible not to have conflicting emotions. I can’t help but consider what I lost. Either way, I’m not going to tear down the system. I’m going to find the truth; keeping in mind that the truth comes in many forms, and this whole ordeal’s still raising red flags for me.”

      “In that case,” she said, “I’ll authorize one last debriefing with the source.”

      Pierce’s eyes lit up. This was golden. “When, where is she?”

      “She’s downstairs. I’m keeping her away from the rest of the unit. Especially the gung-ho ones who’d rather see you dead than know the truth about this mission. The entry code is the date of Planet Kill’s inauguration. You know it?”

      Pierce nodded.

      “You’ve got twenty minutes. That’s it. Any longer, and I’ll suspect funny business. Get in, get out, like how you fuck. Make it quick and don’t upset her. She’s dealing with enough as it is.”

      Before his Unit Chief had even finished speaking, Pierce had spun around and was out the door. No time to waste.
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* * *

      Pierce punched Planet Kill’s inauguration date—the tenth of November, twenty-one fifty-five—into the keypad, and the door unlatched. He paused before entering, looking at the desk to his left. On it sat a small Planet Kill subscription box from a subsidiary titled “KILL BOX.” He used to think nobody would open one of them, but they were actually very popular gift items, with three to four items per crate, all focused on the champions of the planet. This particular one had a coffee mug featuring Letha, tits fully exposed, winking at the camera. Tan with no tan lines. She had the look of one of those horrid elites on the Paradise Planets, with her blue eyes and perfect physique. Only, her blonde hair was shaved on the side, braids in parts like the Vikings used to do. Not bad, he thought. Not bad at all. With a sigh and a shake of his head, he entered.

      The basement debriefing room doubled as a dank and intimidating interrogation chamber. It held a couple of flimsy folding chairs and a table. The witness, or “source,” as Peyton preferred to call her, was pretty, despite the scar running along the side of her neck. Her name was Morgan, as Pierce knew from the source file. He was the only one interested in her case, and this was the first time he’d met her in person. She was clearly a survivor of Planet Kill, but they couldn’t find any video feed of her battles. According to her, that was because she’d been kept hidden and wasn’t even supposed to live through the first day. Then a powerful warlord had taken a liking to her and offered protection. If true, that gave hope to Pierce. It could explain why his wife hadn’t popped up on any video feeds. There was at least a chance Mara was still alive.

      “Hi,” Pierce said, not sure how to approach her.

      “Uh-huh,” Morgan said. “What do you want?”

      Pierce couldn’t help admiring her beauty. She could have risen up on Planet Kill with her looks alone. There was no doubt that if she’d been seen rich people would have given her all sorts of bids, and powerful fighters would have allied with her for the benefit of supplies. It made him wonder why she’d left.

      “To ask a few questions,” Pierce said.

      “What for?” Morgan said. “Haven’t I shared enough? Do you have any idea how risky this is? I want my compensation for forced volunteerism. Then I’m done with this shit. No testimony. No names. I’ve already made a deal. I’m not giving up any more.”

      “I’m not looking for anything like that,” Pierce said. “I just need to know more about the specifics of the trafficking operation. I’m not technically allowed to share this, but I’m going undercover.”

      Her eyes went wide. Pierce wondered if it was because her account would be exposed as false, or because she was excited someone was going to do something about what had happened to her.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “Nothing you say leaves this room.”

      She relaxed a little. “Go ahead, ask away,” she paused. “But no names.”

      “Understood. First, are the others like you kept away from video feeds intentionally to avoid suspicion?”

      She shrugged. “Don’t know. The warlords would have to be in on it for that to be true. Doubt it. I just don’t think we were prepared, and most didn’t make it very long.”

      “That’s a more likely explanation for why there are so few claims like yours.”

      “But mine’s different. I was there! I suffered, and it wasn’t my choice!” The woman pounded on the cheap table in front of her.

      “And I’m sorry for that,” Pierce said. “That’s why we’re talking. I believe you.”

      She calmed down and took a couple of deep breaths. “What else?”

      “You said no names. But what about positions? Can you at least hint at what type of individuals you saw during your ordeal?”

      “Yes, but I’m not going to answer.”

      “That’s fair. Still, it would be helpful.”

      “Don’t care. Next question.”

      “Were you merged with the volunteers before boarding the transport ship, or during transit?”

      “Before. But we were kept out of the main passenger hold until halfway through the trip. Not sure why.”

      “That’s good. Very good. Helpful. Makes it possible to blend in after launch. What about on the planet? Did you meet or recognize other forced recruits?”

      Morgan’s eyes darted back and forth, searching for the answer. It was clear she wasn’t sure. “Maybe,” she finally said. “Hard to say. No one wanted to be killed for snitching. I thought I recognized one girl after Reckoning Day. I swear she recognized me, too. But we didn’t speak of it. Too dangerous.” He noticed she’d started rocking a little.

      “Good to know,” Pierce said. “Last question, and I’ll leave you alone. Why not stay? Once you were successful and had allies, why not live a better life? You have little here.”

      “If I receive the compensation package, I won’t be poor anymore.”

      “Did you leave because of the chance at being compensated for your wrongful abduction?”

      Morgan lowered her head and sort of froze in that position. Blank stare, lost in the past for a few moments. Her voice became flat, hollow. “It crossed my mind to stay. I debated it for a while. When the opportunity came, I realized something. The entire time I was there, I hadn’t killed anyone. They were hurting each other on my behalf. And the price was my body. I’d have bloody handprints on my body after they’d…If I stayed around, eventually I wasn’t going to be pretty anymore. And then no one was going to kill to keep me alive. I’m not saying what I did was right. But I couldn’t bring myself to hurt anyone directly. Sure, I had no problem with it being done for me. Doing it yourself is different, though. I knew I didn’t have it in me. And Planet Kill ages you fast. I had to take the one chance I was going to get to leave.”

      “You’re not going to share how you pulled that off, are you?”

      There was only silence for a few seconds while Morgan relived those days. “Not a chance.”

      “Understandable. Listen, I really appreciate what you’ve shared, and again, I’m sorry for what you went through.”

      Pierce rose to leave, but Morgan snatched his wrist. Pulled him back. Pupils wide in huge eyes. “Why are you really doing this?” she asked. “You don’t care about justice. This is personal. I can tell. Why are you doing this?”

      “I believe my wife was taken, like you. I believe what happened to you happened to her.”

      She let go of his wrist but kept her gaze on him. “Would you kill for me?”

      “I think so, yeah.”

      She shook her head. “No you wouldn’t. You want to be desired. I can tell. You’re the arrogant type. Think you’re beautiful. That no one’s ever thrown themselves at you for your position as an Agent. For your better quality of life. You honestly believe you’re special and different.” She mocked. “When all that’s stripped away, you’ll see the truth.”

      “You’re probably right,” Pierce said. “Yet, I’d like to think I would protect you with no expectations.”

      “We’ll see,” Morgan said.

      “Well, this has been fun,” Pierce said. “I’m out of time. I was only allowed twenty minutes with you. For what it’s worth, I hope you get your compensation. No amount will ever be enough to make up for what was done.”

      Morgan’s face softened at his last comment. Pierce could tell she appreciated it. As he left, he realized his wife was likely also changed as a result of her experiences. He sighed and hoped she was still alive.
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* * *

      Pierce’s condo looked par for the course at first glance. The usual trappings filled the living room: holographic display of the Planet Kill video feed, a coffee maker, a treadmill. But there was a keypad lock on his bedroom door. After taking his bulletproof vest off and locking up his sidearm, he punched a code into the keypad and entered.

      Inside, two robot women greeted him in luxurious lingerie. One was in black lace. The other wore skin-tight yoga pants and a halter top. They swooned as Pierce crawled into bed with them. Each moaned at his arrival. Each looked exactly like the other. They could pass for twins, but they weren’t. They were the spitting image of his missing wife.

      Once he was on the bed with them, a third woman materialized. She also looked like his wife, whose photograph sat on the nightstand. The third doppelgänger had a more glitchy appearance and was merely a hologram, not a robot. All three retained characteristics that reminded Pierce that not one of them was really his wife. Though the technology existed to make them resemble her even more, he didn’t want it that way. He was afraid it would diminish his drive to find Mara. Make him feel complacent. He couldn’t live without her. He needed the company of the doppelgänger partners, but he also couldn’t allow himself to become too comfortable.

      With his training almost done, and Reckoning Day on the horizon, it was time to enjoy the moment and say his goodbyes in the best way he knew how. He was only human.

      “You three miss me?” Pierce asked thickly.

      They responded by caressing his broad shoulders and muscular arms. Kissing him as they ran their fingers along his body, through his thick brown hair.

      “Me too,” Pierce said. “But I have some bad news.”

      All three made pouty faces at the same time. “Tell us,” the holographic Mara said.

      “I have to leave for a while. A long while. Might not even come back.”

      “Don’t go,” the twin Maras said in unison. “Stay with us. Why would you ever need to leave?”

      “Because this isn’t real,” Pierce said. “It’s amazing, sure. But none of you are sentient. I could ask you to leave, but you wouldn’t. You’re only programmed to appear like you choose this.”

      “We do choose this, and we choose you,” the holographic Mara said, as if on cue.

      “Exactly,” Pierce said. “You’re making my point.” He was about to go on, but the twins pulled his pants down and ran their lips along the side of his cock, in sync.

      “The real Mara would never approve of this,” Pierce said.

      “How do you know?” the holographic Mara said. “We’re modeled after her personality, and we choose how we interact with you.”

      “That’s true,” Pierce whispered, taking in her words and getting a curious look in his eyes. If this was the kind of thing her simulated version enjoyed, he wondered what else Mara had desired but not shared with him.

      “Stop overthinking,” the holographic Mara said. “Make us happy.”

      “Wouldn’t want to disappoint.” He cupped her breast and wrapped his lips around her nipple. Kissed it as passionately as if his real wife were still here.

      The three of them whimpered with pleasure as Pierce wiggled down to the holographic Mara’s vulva and began licking, enjoying the taste and smell as if it was the last time he’d do this.

      The best part was that all three of his simulacra Maras had their sensory input synced with each other, so if he pleasured one, the other two would feel it in equal measure. All the more fun. Pierce always was a watcher. Not of the Planet Kill video feeds, necessarily. That was entertaining, but what he really enjoyed the most was direct interaction. Couldn’t live without it. Being able to see one of the Maras squeal in delight as he continued pleasuring a different one was a special treat. He could be involved and watch at the same time. Not to mention, it was a good idea to prepare for unexpected sexual liaisons on Planet Kill. He had no idea what he was about to get into.

      The three Maras started trembling with pleasure all at once, pulling him out of his thoughts. He could feel what was happening. Their robotic-but-lifelike bodies trembled, cried out, and all three came in unison.

      Afterwards, Pierce asked for a moment alone. When he used to make love to the real Mara, she liked it when he stayed inside her for a while after they’d finished. She’d said it was all about the intimacy, and that she enjoyed the lingering effects just as much, if not more than the act itself.

      He couldn’t bring himself to do that with her duplicates. It was too intimate, and he only wanted that feeling with his real wife.

      Once the ladies had gone, Pierce picked up a device that flashed a holographic slideshow of Mara and him together. Shutter shots of them meeting, his proposal, their wedding, their honeymoon. He could feel himself about to cry, so he put the device down and got dressed. There was no time to waste. He needed to be ready for his mission.
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* * *

      Once he arrived at Dregg’s home, he didn’t bother knocking. He knew that Dregg kept a security feed live at all times. He imagined Planet Kill had changed him. Or maybe it had brought out his true nature. Either way, Pierce had a hard time grasping how Dregg had been able to adjust back to civilized society. And he was starting to wonder if he was going to have similar challenges.

      The door slid open, and the huge man towered over him. “How are you tonight, P.F.?”

      “I’m fine, thanks for asking. Let’s get to training.”

      Dregg looked at him with sly, narrowed eyes. “Missing your wife much?”

      Pierce tensed up. “How do you know about her?”

      “Told you at our first meeting,” Dregg said with a smug grin. “Looked into you. Already knew you were an Agent when you walked in.”

      “So you know why I need your help. Why I’m going.”

      “Yes, I know everything. I am smarter than you think, P.F.”

      “I have no doubt.”

      “I only offered to train you so I could pretend you were an intruder and I could get away with ripping you apart.”

      A long, uncomfortable silence passed between them.

      Then Dregg burst out laughing. “You believed me! Idiot! So stupid!”

      Pierce shook his head. “Your idea of humor baffles me.”

      “The feeling’s mutual. That would be one hell of a kill, though. I mean, they’d be talking about it for years.”

      “Yep, I’d be one hell of a kill. You would too.” Pierce dropped all expression from his face and put a hand on his sidearm.

      Dregg stopped laughing. “You wouldn’t.”

      “I would. Simply to shut you up. Can’t stand your fucking laugh.”

      Dregg sneered. “You won’t last one day there.”

      “I’m fine with that. At least I’ll have tried.”

      “To find your wife? Heh. Stupid plan,” Dregg said. “Even if you find her alive, she won’t want to come back. She’ll have changed. And if she’s dead, you’ll grieve a second time and hardly be in a state of mind to fight, let alone live through the experience. You, my little friend, are going to die. Alone, on another planet, with millions of people watching it for their evening entertainment.”

      “But at least I’ll have tried.”

      Dregg stared at him. Sized him up in a new light. “You’re determined. I’ll give you that. But I still think it’s stupid.” He rolled his shoulders and cracked his thick neck. “But who am I to judge? Never loved anyone that much. For what it’s worth, I hope you find the truth. Really.”

      Pierce removed his hand from his sidearm. “Thanks, I guess.”

      “No need to thank me. Just get me what I asked for, and we’re good.”

      “Yeah, that’s why I’m here,” Pierce said. “It’s time to go.”

      Dregg’s face lit up. It was the happiest Pierce had seen him.

      “Tonight?”

      “Tonight. Settle your affairs, and I’ll come get you.”

      Dregg stepped outside and locked the door behind him. “Settled. Let’s go.”

      “Seriously?” Pierce raised an eyebrow.

      “Seriously. Let’s go. I’m itching to feel blood spill over my hands.”

      The unlikely pair left the house and headed for the launch bay.
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      The failed assassination of Fireshot had dealt a huge blow to Letha’s team. They paused at a high point to take inventory and check if they were being pursued. The air was dry and hot now, even in the shade from the trees. Cold nights, hot days—typical.

      Letha wiped sweat from her brow as she leaned up against a tree. She looked over her survivors. Only six left, not including her two remaining generals. That meant nine total. Nine badasses who could totally hold their own, but not enough to rally and strike back, especially considering the numbers she had seen in the fortress. Two of the newest members had been killed. The woman who had been smiling at her—maybe flirting—would never see another sunrise, never hear another moan of orgasm. Nothing. Gone to the nebulous cloud of nonexistence, or wherever people went when they died.

      She wasn’t the only one injured, either. A couple of them were bleeding from stab or slash wounds, and Brink’s clothes were singed. Likely some skin beneath was, too. One of the women had a bullet hole in her arm. Trunk was helping apply pressure.

      “I’m dealing with your wounds now,” Kale said. He lowered her to the ground and examined her leg, then shouted at one of the others to help him out.

      “What the fuck happened back there?” Letha asked, more to herself than anyone else.

      “Hubris,” Kale replied.

      “Shut your ugly mouth,” Brink butted in. “You talk to her like that again—”

      “Enough,” Letha interrupted, turning on Brink. “Since when did I say I wanted to be surrounded by ‘yes’ men? Do I treat you like I’m some tyrannical warlord who’ll cut out your tongue if you talk back to me? What the fuck?”

      Brink glowered, then looked away. “Fine, you fucked up. Happy?”

      “No, I’m not happy. How the hell can I be happy right now? But having an honest discussion is sure as hell better than not, so in that sense, sure. Happy as a unicorn shitting rainbows. Now that we’re all happy, let’s figure out what the fuck we’re going to do about this.”

      The other fighters were now staring at her, so she felt the need to continue.

      “I’ll tell you what the fuck we’re going to do. First, pick ourselves up and find our closest alliance. If they don’t to take us in, we knock their damn doors down. We turn around and hunt down any pursuers, then we lay low. We find out what the gossip is, and mend our wounds… and pride.”

      “You heard her,” Kale said, stern but not loud, in case the enemy was nearby. “Pull on your big boy pants, because we’re done playing around.” He turned to her as the others went about their business. “And to answer your question, that was the problem. Playing around.”

      “Excuse me?”

      He leaned in, lowering his voice. “How many credits did you have before you went up? How many do you have now?”

      “It’s all part of a game,” she replied. “What do you expect from me?”

      “A game where the cost of losing is our lives. Us. Your dedicated generals. Soldiers, fighters, recruits, whatever you want to call us. We die when you fuck up. You have to be strategic, to consider every choice and how it will affect the next move.”

      “And your decision to stick your head between my legs at night, is that part of your strategic planning?” She glared, waiting for an answer, but hating that she’d even asked the question. Out of earshot, Brink was helping Trunk with the wounded woman.

      Kale licked his lips, which seemed odd to Letha, but then he frowned. “Don’t ask questions you don’t want the answers to. Do I sleep with you because it helps me stay alive? Not entirely, but the other thing… Think of this: when’s the last time you went down on any of us?”

      She scowled, then waved him away. “We’re done here. We have a war to fight.”

      “A war…” He bitterly laughed, then added as he walked off to check on the troops, “A second ago you said it was a game.”

      Staring after him, she wasn’t sure what to think. She’d been on planet longer than him, survived longer and set herself up for success because of how she worked this place. But he had a point—those others, the ones who would never wake up tomorrow because of her, they had deserved a chance too.

      Part of her wanted to say they made their choice and that, if they died, that was their fault. But if that choice meant siding with her, she couldn’t reconcile her thoughts with the idea that doing so could be the wrong choice.

      And the other thing? It wasn’t that she didn’t like the idea of going down on him—or any of the others she took to her bed—but Mantis had insisted on that point.

      “You are their leader,” Mantis had said. “You put a man’s cock in your mouth, you have now put yourself in a subservient position. You’ve now told that man, through your actions, that you will get down on your knees and worship him. Remember this—they all worship you, not the other way around. Men, women, even the scumbag Warden, as far as I’m concerned. They. Worship. You.”

      The woman’s teachings had gotten her this far, so why stop now? Letha started moving along the perimeter, pausing at points and listening, watching. Now she couldn’t get the distracting image of Kale’s dick out of her mind. One moment she was staring off into the woods, the next she was back in her bed, massaging the tip, stroking it, slipping it inside of her and feeling it throb with excitement. Now she was leaning against a tree, hand on a low branch, imagining taking that cock and massaging it with her tongue, engulfing it with her mouth.

      FUCK. Maybe she was too flustered. It had started out as survival, what Mantis had taught her about gaining a viewership, about winning the others to her side through intense physical intimacy. Now it was like she was addicted to it.

      Fucking, and killing, too. They were like stims on Planet Kill, and she was an addict. However, if she wanted to reach her goals, she had to truly be a stim fiend for as long as it took. The only rehab here was being the best there was, to move off planet, and follow in her mentor’s footsteps.

      As for the issue of going down on a dude? That would have to wait, because she had just seen movement. She hissed a warning and motioned to the closest fighter, a man in his forties with a large ax and pistol. He nodded, looked off where she pointed, and then nodded again.

      On her mark, she would open fire and he’d charge.

      She prepared, pulled her rifle around and took aim, and then held up a hand. There were more of them. Two more about ten paces back. She held up three fingers, and heard scuffling behind her. Damn her wounded leg. If she had full mobility, she’d charge down there and take them out herself, and get more points for it.

      Then again, that might be the exact sort of hubris Kale was talking about. A glance back showed that Brink had joined the other fighter, and they were ready. Letha gave them a nod, sighted in, and then hesitated.

      The “enemies” were talking now, one laughing. This wasn’t the group that was pursuing her. She held up a fist, then lowered her rifle and waited.

      Brink approached from behind, carefully. He whispered, “What do we got?”

      “Neutral, I think. We—”

      BAM!

      One of the two in the back fell amid wild curses from the other two, while the one in the front threw himself down and turned away from Letha. How the hell had these guys stayed alive this long? Another shot rang out, and the other man at the rear screamed in pain.

      “They hit me, man!” came a high-pitched voice from one of the men. “Dammit, I’m bleeding out here!”

      Shouts of agony followed, and then Letha saw the shooter—a  dark-haired woman bent close to the ground, creeping forward. She was only visible in the bushes for a split-second, about thirty paces out, but Letha had a good feeling by that one glance that it was Grinder.

      Don’t bother to check if these guys are the ones you’re hunting, not when every kill can get you more points and cooler loot, she reminded herself.

      On the positive side, if it was Grinder, that didn’t necessarily mean others were close behind. She was a lone wolf when it suited her. When she could get more points and credits on her own than with a team.

      Letha decided it was time to move—whoever these three had been, one was still alive and her team was in need of reinforcements. Maybe this guy would do, maybe not, but at least he could serve as bait. She motioned to her other two fighters

      “Grinder,” she whispered, pointing to where she’d last seen the woman. “Be careful.”

      Kale and the other man advanced, cautiously. Each step found solid footing, taking them to the cover of trees when possible. The shouting below continued, and then there was a light—one of the audience camera drones. A bloodcurdling scream followed a moment later, and Letha could only imagine the horrors some perverse audience member had paid Grinder to perform for their entertainment.

      It often took a strange sort of mental sickness to become rich enough to make such bids, so the demands were often degenerate in themselves. Letha lowered herself to a cross-legged sitting position, elbows on her thighs for support, and aimed for where the flash of light had been.

      Red on the ground. Blood.

      No sign of Grinder.

      A movement in the wind… no movement from one specific section of the tall leaves and ferns, as if someone were holding them steady or in the wind’s path.

      Letha opened up on that spot, and Grinder rolled out, landing with an expensive energy shield at the ready—blue, glowing, and absorbing each shot. The woman smiled horribly, wearing what looked like a woman’s scalp, fresh with blood dripping down. Long blonde hair, over Grinder’s dark hair and golden-brown skin. She’d apparently taken some of that blood and smeared it across each cheek like war paint, making her whole appearance like one out of a horror movie.

      As much as power and the ability to kick some ass often turned Letha on, nothing could be further from the truth with this woman. She was sick, deranged, and looked like she would do anything for those extra points. This was proven even more evident when Letha noticed the necklace around the woman’s neck —a string of what once might have been tongues.

      Whatever the fuck that was supposed to represent or mean. Letha didn’t care to find out. She opened with a new round of shots, aimed at the tree next to the crazed woman in hopes that one would ricochet and catch her behind the shield. Grinder charged forward, however, not the type to sit still in situations like this. To her detriment, she hadn’t noticed Brink. He appeared three feet away and had his rifle ready. He caught her with two bullets that sent the shield flying and rolled her into the dust with a howl of anger and pain.

      Blood splattered across the rocks, but the woman wasn’t done. She pulled a disc from her waist and tossed it up. In mid-air it began to deconstruct into small explosives. Letha had seen only one of these before. She roared, “DOWN!” and dove back behind her tree, hoping her companions had gotten to cover. Then Letha curled up in a ball as explosions rocked the hillside.

      When it was done, she peeked around and saw no sign of Grinder. Brink had debris sticking out of his arm, but was otherwise unharmed, and the other man was dead. That meant she only had eight left. The stranger was still alive, farther down the hill, and was kneeling with his hands up in surrender, a look of terror on his face. The other one had stopped shouting, likely dead.

      “Holy fucksicles,” Trunk said, and Letha turned to see that he and the rest of her team were just past her at the top of the hill, peering down at the chaos.

      “Grinder,” Letha explained, then pointed the direction she was pretty sure she’d gone. “I don’t know if she was alone.”

      Brink and Kale were already moving, each selecting two fighters to go with them. One group went to see if there was any sign of Grinder, the other went to secure the stranger and check on other followers.

      Trunk helped Letha up, as her messed-up leg didn’t make standing easy. For a moment, he seemed to have the tiger in his eye, that look he’d get right before he pounced, but then he licked his lips, wiped his dirtied hands across his perfect abs, and shrugged.

      “Hell of a day,” he said. “You win some, you—”

      “Shut the fuck up,” Letha interrupted. “We didn’t lose anything yet. We gained a whole lot of reasons for getting those sons of bitches, more fuel for our fire.”

      “Right,” he said, smile unwavering. “And yet, you seem to be down one general.”

      “You couldn’t handle the job.”

      “I hear it comes with great perks.” His eyes darted across her body, almost too fast for her to notice, and in that split-second, hers did the same. Tan skin with small scars here and there from his battles, muscles that were defined in just the right places, and of course everyone knew what he was packing under that loincloth. Perks indeed.

      “Bring me Grinder’s head, then we’ll talk perks.”

      He pursed his lips at that, almost a pout. “A gamble of death for the chance to be at your right hand.”

      “My right hand, my left, hell, I might even give you access to more than just my hands.” She turned toward the sun, wondering where the cameras were right now, and shrugged. “Wonder what the audience would think of that.”

      A screen appeared between them. Both of them were able to see it, but it was clearly for Trunk. Several bidders were having some fun, apparently, as the options were things like: “Tell her to blow you,” “Go after Grinder, it’s worth it, sex god!” and “Kill her right here and now. Take it all for yourself!”

      There were a lot of credits next to the first and last options, but Grinder didn’t waste time thinking about it. He selected the middle option, the one that said to go after Grinder, and smiled.

      “Gotta love it when they pay you to do what you were going to do anyway.” He readied his bow and arrow and glanced around, a hint of doubt in his eyes. “If you find me dying though, maybe… I don’t know, blow me as a consolation prize?”

      The screen flashed again and his credits rose by fifty, causing him to smile.

      “Sorry!” he shouted as he took off, “Had to hope they’d still pay for that one. Thanks, audience member, wherever you are!” As he ran, and turned back with a laugh and said, “No need to answer now, let’s see which way this goes, then you can decide.”

      “I’m not blowing a corpse, fuckhead!” she yelled after him, then found herself shaking her head at the thought of people hearing that all over the galaxy. Dammit, she was sure that would end up on a T-shirt with a caricature of her, possibly doing just that in the image.

      Off to her side was another of her fighters—a man in a cowboy hat, well-built but a good foot shorter than she was. He stood with his thumbs in his belt, a machete hanging at his side, and dual blaster pistols as well.

      “Sorry, ‘Cowboy’ is it?” she asked.

      “Rodrigo, ma’am. Kale told me to stay with you. In case.” He offered a smile, though it looked wrong on him, like his face was made for scowling. “For the record, that boy wants it on his deathbed. If you’re not up for it, give me a holler.”  He tipped his hat to her.

      She laughed, not sure if he was joking but finding the image hilarious either way. “I’ll do that, Rodrigo.” They found a spot with cover, eyes alert, and sat back, waiting.

      She found it odd that there were no birds, no early morning chirping or movements overhead to distract from the dullness of waiting to find out if her team had hunted down their prey successfully. She wanted to be out there, on the prowl, but this blasted leg prevented that from happening. She could go on and on with complaints in her mind, but pushed them aside. She could go down some major rabbit holes of negativity living here. She’d seen what it could do to people. With a frown, she realized that she was parched. Rodrigo had the pack, she saw, so she held out a hand. He reacted instantly, pulling out some water and offering her an energy bar.

      “I’ve still got some food,” she said, pulled out the leftover half of her energy bar and went to town on it.

      “Is it true?” he finally asked. “Five years?”

      She shrugged as if it weren’t such a big deal. “What else have you heard about me?”

      He glanced away from the tree line to her, then back to keeping watch. “I… shouldn’t say.”

      “Bull. What are the rumors?”

      “They say you were kind of a prude when you arrived. That you didn’t want to kill, didn’t want to fuck. That you spurned your audience, shouting at the cameras and all that, hiding when you changed, crying and puking when you saw death….”

      She chuckled. “Oh, the innocence lost in this godforsaken hellhole.”

      “It’s true?” He looked back at her again, but she motioned for him to keep his eyes out there. An attack could come at any second.

      “I didn’t belong here.”

      “Shouldn’t have volunteered then.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying. I didn’t.”

      Now he couldn’t help himself. He turned around all the way to face her directly. “No shit? I thought that was just a story, you know? An urban legend. No way! You?”

      She nodded. “It’s a long story, but the simple version is that I was brought here against my will. I could’ve stayed in my old ways, died pretty quickly after who-knows-what would have happened to me, but... There was this night when I came across a man being beaten by a Warden for trying to rape another man. I remember the way the Warden did it for show, but he really didn’t give a damn. He didn’t care what we did to each other. That is, until she approached him and told him to back off, that this guy was hers to kill.

      “I remember the power she had even then, the way she made this guy suffer for what he’d done to one of her guys, and the way the Warden treated her with respect. Even then, Mantis was getting ready to leave this place. Even before she was free, everyone knew what role she was going to play in society, and treated her like she had the power and authority she would soon obtain.”

      “You wanted that.”

      “I needed that. I knew right then that I would follow in her footsteps, do whatever it took. So I proved myself, I opened up a bit. Never anything that… I don’t know, would make me hate myself later. Hell, back home I’d watch, I’d see the way a man would rub a woman’s breasts, the way she’d moan when he put his tongue on her mound… I’d watch, even pause the screen sometimes when they’d pull out their cocks. I was curious. I just didn’t know how to deal with situations like that.”

      “The problem with the view feeds,” he said. “Makes everything seem so unrealistic.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, well, look at us now.”

      “So you do it for the money and power? To make something out of yourself, like the rest of us are trying to do?”

      “Not exactly. The sex stuff, mostly because I want to. That’s the luxury of being in my position—I won’t do a single thing those screens ask of me if it isn’t something I already want. I’m no prostitute, no assassin for hire. But there are smart choices and choices of passion, and if I can get paid and level-up for either of those, might as well.”

      “Hell yes,” he replied.

      Suddenly he stiffened, finger on the trigger of one of his blasters.

      “Action?” she asked.

      He waited, then relaxed. “General Kale is back.”

      Kale stood at the bottom of the hill with a smile on his face, dragging someone behind him.

      “Grinder?” Letha asked.

      “No,” he admitted, “one of three others who were hunting us. Thought I’d save one for you. Points and all.”

      Letha grinned. The classic offerings up to their goddess, like plunder to a pirate captain in days of old. This was one of the many reasons she greatly appreciated Kale. He was a gentleman when it came to dispatching enemies.

      Not that she wanted to take the life of a man who was already defeated, but he would die regardless, and she had to think about the big picture. As she approached the man, her screen popped up and showed that the audience was lively today and ready with creative ideas. She scrolled past the sexual ones, very much not in the mood with her leg hurting and the defeat weighing on her mind. Instead she landed on a high-credit bid that wouldn’t require too much energy.

      “You’re going to do what?” Kale asked, watching as the screen closed.

      “As if you haven’t done worse,” she smugly replied. “Probably even today.”

      He shrugged. “Right, sure. But still.”

      The other man, beaten and dazed, rolled the eye that wasn’t swollen shut up at her. “We have your number, bitch. Your days are coming to an end.”

      “If that’s true, at least I know they aren’t ending as quickly as yours.” With that she took out her shocker, slammed it into his good eye, and tried not to gag at the sight of him writhing in pain while electricity surged into his body through his eye socket. When she pulled it away, there was no eyeball left, just smoke coming from the cauterized hole.

      “Fucking disgusting,” Kale said.

      “Makes me horny,” one of the other men joked, but went silent when Letha looked at him sharply. At that moment, Brink and his followers returned, shaking their heads.

      “On that note, if you can hold your meal down, let’s eat and drink, take a shit if you need to, then move out. There might be more nearby, and we need to get to shelter.” She glanced up at the sky, where the sun was already high. “We’ve wasted too much time already.” She limped over to Brink. “Seen Trunk?”

      Brink frowned and shook his head. “He went rogue?”

      “No, I… I might have given him incentive to bring me Grinder’s head.”

      “You helped him sign his own death warrant, you mean?” Brink sighed and checked over his shoulder. “Should we go after him?”

      “He knows where we’ll be, and we need to stay together as we proceed.” She didn’t like the idea of leaving him out there on his own, but she needed to think of the group. “If he’s half the badass he thinks he is, he’ll find us, with or without her.”

      “If you promised what I think you did, he’ll come back with her or not at all.”

      She gulped, mind spinning images of Trunk, nude, waiting for her to fulfill her promise. “And what would that be?”

      “The rank of general,” he replied with a disapproving look. “What else?”

      “Ah, right. I am down one, after all.” She shot a meaningful look at Rodrigo to remind him to keep his mouth shut about her promise to Trunk, the one about the blow job. She was pretty sure nobody had taken that seriously. Letha had no idea how the hell she would be able to fit that thing in her mouth if she did try. Fuck, she hoped Trunk took it as a joke—but she wouldn’t go back on her promises. If he returned at all.

      As they were talking, a ping sounded. Her screen went back up as her points and credits were processed—LEVEL TWENTY-FIVE!

      “Congrats!” Kale said, clapping her on the shoulder. “That’s a milestone.”

      “Hot damn,” Rodrigo commented, nodding admiringly. “If I could get to three before my anniversary, I’ll be happy.”

      “Remind me to help you achieve that,” Letha said, with a wink. “We’ll get you some kills, don’t you worry.”

      Rodrigo smiled nervously, and she wondered if there wasn’t more to him than he let on. The tall woman, Redwood, stood with Brink, and gave her a thumbs-up. Wow, corny as hell, that one.

      “What’s that going to fetch you on Reckoning Day?” Brink asked. “Down on credits, but leveling up to twenty-five, that’s gotta be big.”

      “Already got my mounts,” she said, with a grin first at Brink, then Kale. A pang of guilt hit her after making the joke. She’d only just lost Ghost, but that’s how this place was. Good warlords couldn’t rely on people staying alive too long. Lowering her voice, she added, “I’ve had my eye on a new set of comms devices that I think Aisha could use to hack into the viewer screens. Maybe… but it’s a gamble, so maybe not the best purchase? That, or elemental shards for my shield.”

      “I’d go for the sure bet,” Kale advised. “Elemental shards can make the difference between surviving a flamethrower, lightning strike, or whatever other weapon the techs have dreamed up.”

      She nodded, finding it hard to disagree. Making the right purchases was part of the struggle. It was always a gamble, always a life-or-death decision.

      Already focused on the upgrades and excited to see how her team would get tricked out, she led them toward the closest allied group. While they were both in the same guild, that didn’t always mean anything. She was anxious to arrive and find out if it would in this case.

      Letha was even more anxious to see if Trunk would return with that head. She had to admit that fighting without a crazy nude man who thought of himself as a Greek god just wouldn’t be the same.
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            Smugglers Can’t Be Trusted

          

          Covert Shuttle to Planet Kill: Two Days Until Reckoning

        

      

    

    
      Pierce led Dregg onto a stealth starship. Union built, but unmarked.

      “This is a black ops ship, isn’t it?” Dregg said.

      “I think you know what it is,” Pierce replied.

      Dregg chortled. “This is getting better by the second.”

      “Just enjoy your reward,” Pierce said. “I could get into a lot of trouble for what I’m about to do.”

      “Trust me. I’m going to enjoy the hell out of this.”

      “That’s the idea,” Pierce said. “Why don’t you make yourself comfortable? We’ve got some time to waste before we arrive.”

      Inside, the ship was sleek, minimal, and highly compartmentalized. As Dregg took himself on a tour, he couldn’t get the hatches to open. He basically got to see a few corridors that all looked the same, and it was a small ship.

      Finally, he came upon a room without a locked hatch. He stepped inside and found a viewer. From there, he could see outside the ship for the duration of the trip. It wasn’t all that exciting, but this was as good as it was going to get.

      He watched the familiar sight of Earth shrinking into the distance as they accelerated out of the solar system. When that was too far away to be seen, he stared out at the inky blackness of the void. There was no need to go into stasis for the trip, despite the massive distance between Planet Kill and Earth, thanks to a discovery some time ago. The void between them didn’t obey the laws of physics in the same way as objects within a massive planetary system’s gravitational pull. The in-between, as Dregg liked to call it, was like an ooze-based liquid. Similar to how it’s hard to truly define where one drop of water separates from another in a vast ocean, the substance of the in-between was amorphous and fluid. The ship could reposition itself on the other side of the distance as quickly as it entered the void. It wasn’t quite like folding space, as most historical physicists had predicted, but it was close. Their means of travel was essentially a maneuver in tricking the ship into thinking it was part of the in-between, allowing them to transit in a matter of hours instead of years or even decades.

      As quickly as that they were on the other side, rocketing out into a different planetary system. From this distance Planet Kill was serene. It looked like it would be more inviting than it actually was. Because of its closer proximity to the binary stars in this system, the temperature was a bit higher in certain spots and colder in others, and required humans to inject a temperature regulation agent into their bloodstream on a regular basis. Storms were a constant, and acid rain was common. The ozone layer was razor thin, making solar flares all the more dangerous. The worst part, however, was that the harsh environment had given rise to even harsher native plants and wildlife.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dregg, bored with his self-imposed tour of the bland ship, returned to the cockpit and rejoined Pierce. “We’re there, aren’t we?”

      “Almost,” Pierce said. “We still need to ingress in secret.”

      “You have a backdoor onto the planet?”

      “Not one that I’m sharing with you, but yes. It’s meant for emergencies, but it’ll serve us for our purpose.”

      “I knew you’d come through.”

      “Did you?” Pierce said. “When we met, you tried to stab me.”

      “That was just a test. Don’t be so sour. Come on, you should have fun while you’re here too. Get your first kill in.” He tried to playfully punch the smaller man’s shoulder.

      Pierce jerked away, slightly irritated. “I have a feeling I’ll get plenty of those later.”

      “True,” Dregg said, as he nodded and took a seat. “So, how does the backdoor work?”

      “I’ll be closing viewers for the final leg of our descent,” Pierce said.

      “Unbelievable.”

      “Can’t have civilians knowing about this, including you.”

      “Well, I know it exists.”

      “Sure, but that isn’t the secret. The entry point is.”

      “Let’s get on with it then.”

      “Don’t worry,” Pierce said. “You’ll be thrilled with the surprise I have in store for you and forget all about the backdoor.”

      “You’d better hope so,” Dregg said, scowling at Pierce. “Or your little tourist trip won’t go the way you expect. I’ll make sure of it.”

      Pierce swiped at the navigation panel, causing the viewers to turn black. Next, he put the ship on autopilot and entered an encrypted key. The ship jolted as it changed course.

      “How’re we looking?” Pierce said, to the ship’s A.I.

      “On course, sir,” it replied. “Window for possible detection opening in five seconds.”

      “Wait,” Dregg said. “There’s a chance we could get caught?” He rose up and looked like he was about to thrash the cockpit.

      “Relax,” the ship A.I. said. “I have it under control.”

      Pierce smirked and chortled. “And they say A.I. have no personality.”

      The ship jolted again. This time, it was followed by turbulence.

      “Do I even wanna know?” Dregg said.

      “No,” Pierce said. “You’d probably have a heart attack.”

      “This is some fucked up shit.”

      “Just let me do my part, and you’ll get what you came for.”

      Dregg buckled in. “This better be worth it.”

      “We’ve been over this,” Pierce said. “You get your money’s worth, or I don’t get the names of potential allies on Planet Kill. Think of your payment as a tip for services rendered and based entirely on your level of satisfaction.”

      “Just the tip, huh,” Dregg said.

      Pierce rolled his eyes. “Yeah, real original joke. Good one.”

      “Ah,” Dregg said, as he waved a hand in dismissal. “You’re too young to get it.”

      “Sure. That’s why it’s not funny. Anyway, hold on, the next bump is a doozy.”

      Turbulence rocked the ship, smacking Dregg’s head back against his seat.

      “What the fuck are we passing through,” he said, trying to speak louder than the rattling of the ship’s parts.

      “A tsunami,” Pierce said.

      Dregg scoffed. “You are joking?”

      “No.”

      “I hate you,” Dregg said, grasping tighter to the seat handles.

      “Don’t care,” Pierce said, thrusting the ship into a higher speed. “Just another few seconds.”

      A long beat, and they breached through to the other side of the storm. Clear of any of the planet’s radar detection systems, they coasted the rest of the way down in relative smoothness.
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          Planet Kill, Aero’s Camp: Two Days Until Reckoning

        

      

    

    
      The closest encampment was that of a man known as Aero, due to his ability to move where he wanted without the winds of politics affecting him. He claimed he was in the guild with Letha because he trusted her, because he respected her relatively high morals.

      If he liked her so much, she figured he would’ve come and joined her army by now. Maybe he would have sworn himself as one of her generals and given her his fighters. Besides, he wasn’t half bad to look at. Not as pretty as Kale, or rugged like Brink, and there was no way anyone could be as hung as Trunk, but yeah, she’d take Aero to bed with her if he swore his allegiance.

      Night was already touching the horizon by the time they saw Aero’s man waving them down with a glowing green killstick. That’s what they’d taken to calling the odd batons that glowed like the gases in the sky. One hit would easily drain a fighter of their life. Killsticks were extremely rare weapons, but also stupid to use in combat. The fighter could accidentally hit themselves or have the weapon turned back on them.

      “Name yourself,” the guard said, eyes brightly lit by the eerie green light.

      “Letha,” Kale barked, and then introduced himself and General Brink.

      “Ah,” the guard said, as his eyes glided over Letha with a smile. “Aero will be pleased.”

      “We’re expecting one more to meet us here,” Letha said, hoping Trunk had made it.

      The guard shook his head. “No one yet, though we had a skirmish with a few fighters we believe align themselves with Fireshot. They were roaming too far into our territory. They seemed to be looking for someone.”

      “For us.” Letha nodded, then motioned for him to lead them on. “If you see a man in a loincloth, send him in.”

      The guard raised an eyebrow briefly and led them past hastily built walls and into a small encampment. It wasn’t much as far as defenses went. Then again, Aero was often out on the move, more of an offensive fighter, so it fit.

      Men and women sat around fires, eating and casually groping each other. Some were sharpening weapons or fixing armor where it had been damaged in recent fights. A large fire burned in the middle of the encampment, and there was Aero, standing with his arms spread wide as he addressed his listeners.

      “I’m telling you, those two never expected me. Know how I’m certain? Because I walked right in there, saw no guards, and found him rolling around in the midst of it. She had him by the hair, pulling and clawing, and for a minute I thought she was going to do him in for me. When I realized the Bear was actually fucking this woman, they were almost at their climax. So I sat back and let them finish, as any gentleman would.”

      The others laughed, and then Aero noticed Letha as she stepped into the firelight.

      “Before you finished them?” Letha asked. “How magnanimous of you.”

      “They never saw me coming,” he said, with a wink.

      “You did more than just watch then, eh?” one of the women asked, with a laugh. “Can’t just watch something like that without getting aroused yourself, you dog.”

      “Or is it the anticipation of spilling blood that turns you on?” another called out.

      Aero grinned and gave them an exaggerated shrug. “You know what turns me on? Power.” With that, he gestured to Letha. “And ladies and gents, we are now in the presence of greatness.”

      Letha raised an eyebrow and snuck a look at Kale. His shoulders were shaking in an attempt to stifle his laughter. Aero was laying it on thick. Without further ado, he pointed to the tent behind him, waiting for her to go first.

      “Watch our backs,” Letha whispered to Brink, then nodded her appreciation and followed Aero into the tent. It wasn’t large, but big enough for a half-dozen people to stand and converse. Aero allowed two ladies to join him, both wearing full body armor. They were likely his guards, as they certainly weren’t going for high viewer ratings with their skin all covered. One glared at Letha, clearly not approving of her outfit.

      “You got my message?” Aero asked.

      Letha frowned, then glanced back at Kale and Redwood, who had joined her. Brink stayed outside with the other fighters, ready for any sort of trouble.

      Kale leaned in and whispered, “He requested an audience. Said he had a proposal to make, but… I believe you said it could wait.”

      Letha remembered now. Her exact words had been “Fuck me, fuck me, fuck me,” because this dickhead had brought it up in the middle of a romp in the sack. When they were done, he’d brought it up again. She’d been too annoyed that he’d distracted her from finishing and told him to go blow himself. When he had achieved that, she’d said, they could talk.

      At least she’d had Ghost and Brink to visit that night. That had also been before she’d lost her troops in an ambush from Fireshot, who was clearly Aero’s enemy too. Now she was much more interested in chatting.

      “Uh, yes,” she replied. “Aero, we’ve come to discuss your offer.”

      He grinned. “We’re too close to not be allies.”

      “Allies?”

      “Yes. What I’m suggesting is not so different from where we stand now, except that, like Earth and the newly colonized Titan, I propose we form a joint declaration of defense. If you get attacked, I’ll be with you as solidly as if I were attacked, and vice-versa.”

      “You should be swearing allegiance to her, aspiring for a rank as general,” Kale spat, clearly pissed about this scheme. “This? This is what you wanted an audience for?”

      Aero held up his hands in surrender. “I’m not claiming we have your strength, but I’ve certainly proven we have an ability to sneak in, kill, and get out. You would do well to have a strikeforce like mine on your side.”

      “As opposed to against us?” Letha carefully asked.

      “I’m not saying that,” Aero replied. “You think Fireshot isn’t forming alliances?”

      She knew all too well Fireshot was indeed doing exactly that. She’d felt the brunt of their combined swords, as it were. Apparently, Aero knew all about this already.

      There was a knock on the beam at the door, and in walked a cute woman, not more than twenty years old and wearing a nurse’s outfit. Damn, this guy knew how to play to Letha’s whims—this girl was working that outfit.

      “I noticed you had an injury,” Aero said, gesturing the girl over to Letha. “Mind if my girl has a look? She can work while we talk.” The girl produced a med kit and motioned for Letha to have a seat on one of the several cots along the wall.

      Letha allowed it, biting her lip at the warmth that spread through her body at the girl’s touch. She had gentle hands, warm, and when she pushed Letha’s shorts up, hands softly brushing against the inside of her thigh, she couldn’t help but imagine one of those hands slipping under the shorts and working some magic.

      Instead, the nurse began applying the med kit—one of the nicer items from the black market, filled with advanced healing biotech. Letha was relieved to realize her leg would be as good as new sometime the next day.

      “I have much to offer,” Aero said, watching with great fascination, his tongue moving along his lips subconsciously. “And my people can, in all senses of the concept, be yours to use as you see fit. But I won’t be a general. I’ll still be my own warlord and lead them.”

      Letha watched the young nurse’s brown eyes rise up to meet hers, large, curious, tempting. For a second the nurse lingered, then bowed as if ashamed, before stepping back.

      The matter at hand was Aero’s response, Letha had to remind herself, not her curious lust for this nurse girl. Granting what Aero was talking about would mean, in a sense, putting him above her generals. They all knew the rules and had submitted and handed over their fighters when they united.

      Now this guy wanted to essentially be her equal?

      Letha scowled, shifted to check that the med kit was applied properly, which it was, and then sighed. “I don’t deny there’s much you could offer me.” She did her best not to look at the nurse with those words. “But you’re all words right now. It’s also true I am down some fighters. We were had. However, what you ask….” She trailed off.

      Seeing that he wasn’t winning her over, Aero ran his hand through his hair, stepped forward, and knelt at her side. “I would gladly fight at your side and put my life on the line to see you live. Just don’t ask me to be beneath you.”

      “Ah. Do you prefer the top?” she asked.

      He smiled broadly. “I’ve heard about some of the shit you’re into—not my thing. Sorry.”

      She laughed at that. “What can you really offer me that the others couldn’t? We need a win, and I need to know that’s what I get with you.”

      Kale silently stared, exasperated at this, but he knew she was right. The events with Fireshot hurt too much. They needed some way to come back from that, for the team’s morale, and also for the audience.

      Aero’s eyes lit up, then he nodded. “You’ve twisted my arm, as I hoped you would. Come, follow me. Is your leg well enough?”

      “I walked all the way here on it, didn’t I?”

      While the nurse held the tent flap back for them, Aero said, “Yes, let’s hurry then.”

      “What is it?”

      “I have a way to earn your trust and boost your team’s morale at the same time.” He beamed, then nodded for her to join him. “You’re going to love this.”

      She shared a curious look with Kale, who was still annoyed but followed her lead. They told the others to stay put and be on alert. Soon they were off, sneaking along a nearby ridge in the moonlight. Distant gunshots echoed in the night, followed by someone shouting, but it was too far away to cause them worry.

      They continued like this for some time, but then the small group reached a valley. Aero signaled for her to stay close as they descended the nearer side of the valley. A little waterfall dribbled along the path to their right. Letha did her best to keep up, and more than once she had to rely on Kale to steady her. She’d left Brink with the others at Aero’s camp, but had taken Kale and Redwood, in case this was a trap.

      Moonlight trickled down through tree leaves, scattering the ground in silver patches and providing just enough light to not trip over the gnarly tree roots. Halfway down, Aero paused, pointing to a spot where the waterfall formed a burbling stream, a pool of water halfway across the valley.

      “I noticed footprints around here a couple of days ago, then just today, saw him.” Aero turned to Letha with a smirk. “Skinner.”

      “No fucking way,” Letha murmured, caught off guard by that. Skinner was one of the leaders of the Warbears, a guild that had been utterly destroyed in a recent raid against them. Letha and her team had been part of the raid, and this motherfucker had taken down three of her people before vanishing. Nobody had seen him since, and she’d had people looking.

      “Do you want proof that you can trust me?” Aero said. “I’m giving you Skinner.”

      Letha sucked in air through her teeth, eyes darting down to her bad leg in irritation.

      “I can take him,” Kale offered. “If you’re not feeling up to it.”

      “The lives he took, they were my fighters,” Letha replied, with a shake of her head. “Honor demands this.”

      “And your fans, no doubt,” Aero said. “I could’ve done some damage to him, and I probably would have if you hadn’t shown up. But my team is in need of stronger allies, and we share a guild. I need you to know you can trust me, so that I can trust you. So… friends?”

      He thrust out a hand and Letha took it, shook, and then pursed her lips as he took her hand and kissed it.

      “My fighters are with you, Letha. As I hope yours are with mine.”

      While Aero wasn’t known for leading the most fearsome fighters on Planet Kill, it was true that he was in her guild and that, at the moment, she was slightly down on her numbers. There was no reason for her to spurn this relationship, so she smiled with clenched teeth, nodded, and took back her hand.

      “We have an accord,” Letha said, then turned back to the water below. She scanned the nearby tree line for any signs of Skinner. He was a wily one, of medium height with ragged facial hair and eyes that had gone long ago. If not for the enhancements he wore, he’d be blind as a bat—instead, the metal attached to his face was part of a cybernetic beta that allowed users heat vision and night vision… or close to it.

      The others waited nearby as she worked her way down, careful to avoid any loose rocks or dirt. If she hadn’t received the med kit from Aero, she probably wouldn’t have even been considering this. As it was, her leg had already started to feel much better. She almost had full mobility, and the pain was more of a dull throb.

      If she knew anything about this Skinner guy, she knew he’d be hiding out, having already noticed her. Letha supposed that she could walk right out and see how he attacked, but that could get her killed. She decided instead to stay behind cover so that when he attacked she could dodge out of the way and live to fight another day. She ran and dove behind a rock, then was up and moving to a tree when she noticed the branches above her and to the right shift. It could’ve just been a Torslo, one of the small creatures native to the planet that resembled blue-and-yellow streaked squirrels with sharp teeth. But Letha was willing to bet her life on it not being a Torslo. She slid around the other side of the trunk and ducked, just as a massive metal spiked ball on a chain slammed into the tree beside her. Splinters and large chunks of wood sprayed out, but she was already on the other side, lifting her rifle and letting loose.

      Leaves exploded and drifted to the ground, and a branch creaked before Skinner appeared, swinging down with his feet in front of him. He hit her hard and sent her flying backward, sprawling across the mud. Her embarrassment flared as she realized her companions saw this, but then she laughed at herself as she remembered her whole audience saw it.

      She was up and spinning away before Skinner could attack again. A flash of moonlight caught on the metal spikes and she rolled aside in time for the heavy ball to miss, slamming into the mud with a thick squish. She pounced on the chain Skinner held. The impact dragged the former leader forward into the light. Letha smiled horribly, pulled her shocker out, and hit the metal chain with it as she stepped aside.

      The idiot should have let go, but he didn’t. Not in time. A blast of electricity raced through the chain and blasted him back. He slammed into the tree behind him and crumpled to his knees. She was certain that wasn’t the end of it, and she ran across the mud. Letha slipped with the last step but caught herself on a tree branch with enough leverage to bring a knee into his face.

      Blood spurted from his nose and she cursed, noticing a blade behind his back. She couldn’t allow that! She jammed the shocker into his shoulder and waited for the spasm to hit. Then Letha pulled back and caught his arm, twisting it as she stepped over the arm and brought it around at an unnatural angle. With an audible snap it broke, the man’s wrist and elbow in positions they never should be in, and Skinner was roaring in pain and anger.

      He slammed his head forward, head-butting her right between her legs, which hurt a little but was mostly confusing. Too busy wondering about that strange attack, she didn’t realize that he had grabbed her by the back of her shorts with his free hand. He used his leg as leverage and pulled her down. She fell, and he was on top of her, slapping the shocker out of her grip and bringing his head down again hard, this time aimed at her nose.

      If she hadn’t turned away, that might have done her in. As it was, his forehead connected with her ear. It still hurt like hell, but she was able to recover. She wrapped her arm around his head, leaned up, and then fell back so that his face was in the mud. She twined her legs around him and held him there in that headlock while he spluttered for breath.

      Every movement she made brought punches from him. He even tried to hit her with the broken arm and wrist, causing himself new spasms of pain before he started to go limp. Reckoning Day was the next morning. She needed all the credits she could get, if she hoped to stand a chance of getting the best recruits the following day. That meant not killing him like this—she needed the screen.

      A gasp of air came from him as she loosened her grip and kicked him off. Letha rolled to the top where she quickly took his other arm in an armbar and pulled back all the way, snapping the tendon. He shouted out in pain, but lay there, defeated, crushed down in the mud. His wild eyes stared up at her from a mess of blood and mud that barely allowed any of his skin to be visible.

      At last, the screen appeared.

      “Fuck you,” he said, more to the audience than to her.

      “Fuck him,” the screen said—a very typical comment, and not at all going to happen. It wasn’t even that high of a bid. As she watched, a new bid popped up that said, “Dry hump his head into the mud until he dies of suffocation.” Perverse, but it offered five hundred credits. That could get her some new equipment, med kits, and really help make up for the money she’d lost bribing the Dark Mark.

      Still, what the hell was wrong with these people? She waited a few seconds more, but the next highest bids were all in the hundred range, and none were easily combinable.

      “You’re going to enjoy this more than I,” she said to the screen as she hit accept. With a sneer, she paused as she watched the screen, realizing she hadn’t seen the full description of what she was to do. The last part said, “Without shorts or panties.”

      To go back on a bid after being accepted was a killer mark against her and she’d have to refund the amount in double, but that was just wrong. His head was covered in mud—it was disgusting. She wasn’t about to get that nastiness up inside her and risk infection or worms or whatever.

      Still…

      Vaguely aware of her teammates on the other side of the hill, she stood with a sigh, dropped her shorts and panties and then glanced around for cameras. Seeing none of the drones, she figured surveillance had to be built in, likely angled with the light.

      “This is following your rules, while staying sanitary,” she said, removing her bra. It was still relatively clean, since it was under her skimpy shirt. Letha kicked him over, then arranged the bra so it covered the back of his head. It was a good fit, actually.

      Next, she lowered herself so her knees were on each side of his head. She pressed her crotch against the back of his skull, then started rocking back and forth. It was twisted. It was depraved. It was making her rich.

      Closing her eyes, she rubbed a hand along the curve of her breasts, imagining that the hard pressure against her clit was anything other than what it actually was. To her surprise, even though she tried to imagine Kale, then Brink, instead it was Trunk who appeared there in her imagination. His hard cock was pressed against his rock-solid abs as she ground herself up and down on it.

      She started to moan, and wanted to reach down and grab it, but instead found only Skinner’s muddy head as he twitched. He was shaking in a new way that brought her intense amounts of pleasure. Chills ran through her body, all of her muscles clenching and then flowing with warmth that overcame her. One final spasm from below, and then he was gone, his body limp, and she let out one last, long moan as she climaxed.

      What the fuck. She hadn’t been expecting that.

      The screen flashed back with a bonus of two hundred credits from other viewers chipping in. The chat screens were going off the charts with demands for her to do that more often. “You keep coming, we’ll keep tipping,” one commenter said. “Louder next time, I want to hear you from across the room as I lie in bed, massaging my clit.” It continued, and got raunchier, to the point that she had to wave it away. But not before noticing that her points had gone up as well. Since Skinner had been a leader, she had earned an extra hundred points for his death.

      Not bad at all.

      When she stood, she left the sticky bra there. She could easily get another. Her teammates were approaching, so she slid into her panties and shorts, ignoring the questioning look in Kale’s eyes. Redwood seemed like she was trying not to laugh, but that was fine by Letha. It was the judgment that bothered her. Finally, she couldn’t take it.

      “You used to do far worse, when I found you.”

      “A point you never fail to remind me of,” Kale replied, arms folded across his chest. “Still, that was… weird. Was it worth it?”

      “Five hundred credits, plus tips.”

      “Fuck. Me.” He glanced down at the corpse. He gestured for Redwood to gather the loot, including the man’s spiked metal ball. “For that many credits, I’d skull-fuck the bastard right now. You’ve got big fans out there, girl.”

      Letha smiled and turned back toward where she guessed the cameras were, winked, and gave them a thumbs-up. Sure, part of her felt like puking, but the rest of her knew she’d be smiling all the way to the bank.

      “Are we good then?” Aero asked. “Shall we return to camp, and let the rest of them know we’re partners come tomorrow?”

      She nodded, glancing at Kale to see if he was still judging her. He didn’t look like it She had gotten herself worked up and felt her and her team needed a bit of celebrating. She wanted to ensure her generals got theirs too, so they were ready to get back to the bloody action when the recruits came.

      “We’re going to show you all how it’s done,” Letha grinned, then gestured for him to lead the way.
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      Fire and smoke billowed out, slowing their descent into a hollowed-out crater that looked like it had been created by a missile. Once on the ground, the ship glided beneath an overhang of rock that jutted out just enough to cover the ship completely.

      “Finally,” Dregg said.

      “Really?” Pierce said. “Really? The modern marvel of interstellar travel and all you can say is ‘finally.’ Un-fucking-believable. I mean, we just flew through space.”

      “Would have been much faster on one of my private ships.”

      “Oh, you have private spaceships? Nice. No, really. That’s actually nice. I’m not being sarcastic at all. It’s kind of cool.”

      “You wouldn’t like my ships. They are much too fast for your piloting skills. Probably too big for you to handle, too.”

      Pierce grimaced and unbuckled, but stayed in his seat. “Look, you can go out first,” he said. “I need to stay here and monitor the surrounding area in case any hostiles come our way.”

      “This better not be a setup,” Dregg said, as he loaded up his gear and weaponry.

      “Just trying to keep you alive long enough to get what I need out of you,” Pierce replied.

      When the hatch opened, Dregg trudged down the ramp and planted his feet firmly on the sands of Planet Kill. He took in a deep breath of the desert air mixed with jungle air, an environmental characteristic distinctive to the planet. Weather patterns were about as predictable as when someone might die. Dregg grinned from ear to ear. “Home sweet home,” he announced.

      Pierce began talking with him over comms, as the hatch rescinded and closed behind Dregg. “Try to keep the chatter to a minimum,” Pierce said. “I’ll be guiding you to the spot.”

      “Works for me. Can’t stand your grating voice anyway.”
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* * *

      Near the base of a plateau, Dregg stopped cold when he spotted a red flag a few feet off the ground. With a burst of excitement, he rushed toward it. He yanked it out of the ground and snatched the metal engraved message from the spike at the bottom.

      “You find it yet?” Pierce asked over the comms.

      “Fuck yeah,” Dregg said. “It’s Flotsam! You got me a fight with Flotsam. I’m flattered and shocked.”

      “How’s that?”

      “He makes plenty of credits from public fights. How’d you get him to agree to a private, unbroadcasted one? He won’t get any credits.”

      “He had his price. I paid it. Do you accept?”

      “Immediately, before he retracts it. I want this, Pierce. Make this happen, and I’ll be certain to give you all my secrets to survival here.”

      “I’m firing the missile now,” Pierce warned.

      Dregg looked back toward the ship and waited. A few seconds later, a projectile fired from the ship and arched over the big man, landing on the far side of the top of the plateau. No explosion followed, however. Instead, the response was a billow of smoke.

      “He’s accepted the invitation to battle,” Dregg said, his voice filled with anticipation.
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* * *

      A gust of wind greeted Dregg as he reached the top of the plateau, and he pulled the hood of his cloak up. The land was covered with shrubbery and trees that were shaped like baskets. The leaves had a plastic-like film on the side facing the sky to filter acid out of the rain.

      “Where the fuck is he?” Dregg said. “I’m ready to fight.”

      “He’ll be there,” Pierce said over comms, “just don’t get caught with your pants down.”

      “I bet you’d like to see that.”

      “No thanks, I’m good.”

      Dregg trekked around the shrubbery, looking for traps. He didn’t find a thing. The place looked untouched, which struck him as a little strange. Then again, scavengers would have cleaned up after any battles. If Dregg were being honest, it was just nice to be back on Planet Kill, where he could be himself. There were none of the restraints like back on Earth to hold him back. The fighter was free to act as he saw fit, regardless of the consequences.

      His quiet reflection was interrupted by a flurry of sharpened sticks. A quick duck and dodge to the left and the spikes flew past without leaving even a scratch. Dregg was all smiles. It was time to fight.

      To his surprise, Flotsam appeared out of the smoke and held his ground without charging. There were no more volleys. Despite Dregg being armed and ready to kill, Flotsam just waited there. Somebody had to get this fight started.

      With a burst of fury and screams, Dregg bolted forward, blades ready. When he was a few feet shy of the other man, however, his body rammed into a force field. He was flung backward a good ten feet.

      “Fucking coward!” Dregg yelled.

      “Anything but,” Flotsam said, in a mechanical voice.

      “Then fight me,” Dregg snapped. “Take down that pathetic shield.”

      “Not for you.”

      Rage burned in Dregg’s eyes. What the hell was the meaning of this, he wondered. “You agreed to a fight. Now fight!”

      Dregg levered off the ground to launch another attack, but Flotsam turned and began striding away. “Where are you going?” Dregg screamed. “I came a long way to fight you!”

      “Am I supposed to be impressed by that?”

      “You should be fucking honored! I’m a champion!”

      “Heh. Are you?”

      Dregg stared at him, baffled by the other man’s impertinence.

      “What have you done lately?” Flotsam called back to him.

      Dregg sniffed. “Do I take care of myself back on Earth? Yes. Do I still keep up my fighting skills? Yes. Just look at me!”

      “You’ve forgotten what it’s like to be here. You never knew, really.”

      “Just because I had the freedom to leave at any time, doesn’t mean I didn’t accomplish what I accomplished.”

      “Yes, it does.”

      “Fuck you! I’m going to rip your body apart and throw a piece of it off every edge of this plateau,” Dregg yelled.

      “No, you won’t. Because we’re not fighting.”

      “Why won’t you fight me?”

      “You’re not worthy. Your points weren’t earned. You always were, and still are, just a tourist.” He turned away.

      Dregg lunged. “I’ll fucking end you!” But the shield moved with Flotsam as he continued creating distance between them.

      “I told you I’m not fighting you,” Flotsam calmly said. “I don’t fight anyone below my point class. It could lower my status.”

      “So that’s it? You’re a points whore now?” Dregg sneered. “Just as pathetic as your brother.”

      That comment cut more than any dagger ever could. “What do you know about my brother?”

      “Only that he cried like a baby when I bled him dry,” Dregg said. “He even offered me half his points to spare him. Cowardice must run in the family.”

      “My brother died in a landslide.”

      “No, I tossed his body in a landslide, because I didn’t have enough clout to get the weapons I needed to face you. Now I do, because, like I said, I’m a fucking champion, and you and your brother are nothing more than points whores.”

      Flotsam slid his fingers over a biotech attachment on his left forearm, and the force field dissipated. Now he was ready to fight.

      Flotsam charged, prompting Dregg to get down on his haunches and brace for impact. His plan was to absorb the blow and take his opponent to the ground. They would grapple, and he had an advantage in size.

      But Flotsam surprised him and stopped just shy of the crouching Dregg. Instead of barreling into him, Flotsam pulled up and brought down a giant staff.

      When it hit Dregg, he felt the weight of concrete upon him. It wasn’t the wooden staff it appeared to be, but one made of a special material that could only come from Planet Kill. Dregg knew it well. It was ironwood—a wooden staff made of a tree root that had been extracted from beneath the ground with iron naturally formed around the wood.

      Flotsam had already outsmarted him, and Dregg knew it. It was tempting to ask Pierce for help in this moment of vulnerability. He could shoot a missile in their direction. He could blast an EMP and disable Flotsam’s shield permanently, so even if he lost this battle he could leave a mark. However, Dregg didn’t come here to simply destroy this man. He had come back to the worst place he’d ever been to earn his win. It was something he hadn’t done his first time here, whether or not he’d admit it publicly.

      He dusted himself off instead. The big man pushed off his haunches and took the measure of his opponent. He had the points. He had the status. He had the experience and the skill. But he also had the confidence, a weakness in Dregg’s eyes. Dregg had come with the full power of wealth, influence, and success behind him. All of that was meaningless on this planet. His understanding and acceptance of that gave him an edge Flotsam couldn’t see coming.

      Dust flew up in front of Flotsam as he sprinted toward Dregg, ready to finish his prey. Dregg was prepared for this. He was ready to take a few blows and even bleed for a chance at victory.

      As Flotsam came in for the kill, Dregg swung his elbows around with full force and smashed his opponent in the chin, knocking Flotsam in the other direction.

      They gathered themselves and faced one another down. Dregg waited for Flotsam to notice that he had come only lightly armored. That was his plan: to lure his opponent closer based on a perceived weakness so he could carry out a surprise attack.

      When Flotsam charged the other man a second time, Dregg leaned into it and went with the momentum. The force took them both over the edge, and they tumbled down the side of the plateau. They hit rock after rock and ledge after ledge, until they reached the bottom.

      Both dusted themselves off and readied themselves for more.

      Flotsam whipped his staff to his side, and it lit up, full of pulsing energy. Dregg knew he couldn’t withstand the tremendous damage it was ready to inflict.

      As Flotsam rushed straight at him, Dregg launched his own body up against the side of the plateau. He levered his feet sideways, balanced his body against the pressure, and used his downward momentum to bring both of his elbows into Flotsam’s head. He smashed into him with all his force, barely skirting the charged staff.

      As Dregg pushed off the ground, he knew he only had a second before Flotsam would regain the upper hand. In anticipation of Flotsam’s next move, he crouched back down and braced himself against the ground. It would propel him forward with more force than if he were to simply lunge without leverage. They hurled their bodies at one another, but Dregg’s attempt to get more force off the ground gave him more power. He narrowly snuck underneath Flotsam’s arms and slammed into his torso with full strength.

      If Dregg had gambled wrong, the maneuver would have resulted in his death, but he’d come out the other side of the collision the victor. Flotsam lay helpless, wheezing, gasping for air after having the wind knocked clear of his lungs from the impact. He was only a few feet from Dregg, who marched forward at the ready, careful not to count his victory before it had been won.

      “What’s taking you so long?” Flotsam panted. “Why don’t you just fucking end it?”

      Dregg took in a deep breath. Savored it. “Smells like blood and bone. Only one place in the Universe smells like this. Should send us to hell for liking it. But honestly, I can’t help it. I love that smell.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Flotsam said. “This is some kind of fucking soliloquy for you? Fuck you! I hope you die from an inglorious engine malfunction or an idiotic oxygen shortage on your transit back to that cesspool you call home.”

      “That won’t be happening,” Dregg said.

      Flotsam looked confused. Full of dread. “Why the fuck not?”

      “Because I’ve got someone more important than me who’s the main attraction now. Which means I get to enjoy myself without restraint. It’s kind of nice, really, but too bad for you, bitch.” As he said those last words, Dregg brought his fists down upon Flotsam’s face, smashing it to smithereens.

      It was a solid five minutes before he was done, long after the other man was dead. This worried Pierce, but not too much. Nothing much about Dregg surprised him at this point. Yet, the fact that he was still pummeling a dead man long after he’d died was something he should have been concerned about. Nevertheless, Pierce blared an alarm over comms to get Dregg’s attention.

      “Heh,” Dregg said, over comms, as he rose up.

      “‘Heh’” is right,” Pierce said. “Time to go home, Killer.”

      Dregg smiled, beaming from ear to ear. “Damn right, motherfucker.”

      “Hey,” Pierce said. “I appreciate what you did today. It was sick. Believe me. It was sick in all senses of the word. But we’ve got to get going or we will be apprehended, and you do not want to end up in a Planet Kill correctional facility. Unless you’re into being circumcised ten times a day for the thrill of it. So, what do you say, big fella? Hop onboard and head back home?”

      “Fine,” Dregg said. “I do need a ride.”

      “I meant what I said. That was sick,” Pierce said. “Remind me never to become your enemy.”

      “Not that I care what you think,” Dregg lied, “but you’re right.”

      “That’s the closest I’m gonna get to a ‘thank you’ for all this, isn’t it?”

      “Your payment will come in the form of intelligence on allies and enemies,” Dregg said. “Now pick me up.”

      “No can do,” Pierce said. “It’s on you to find your way back. I can’t risk exposure of the ship.”

      “Fine. I’ll savor my kill on the walk.”

      “You do that,” Pierce said. “And try not to be seen. Unauthorized fights are punished by stripping your points. So stay out of sight.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Dregg said. “See you in your hiding place, coward. Stay there so you don’t get stung by a bee and die.” Condescension dripped from his voice.

      “Roger wilco,” Pierce said. “And be quick about it. Our window for departure is closing.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Once Dregg slid down the embankment of the crater, he saw the stealth ship still hidden. Pierce flashed the lights to let him know it was all clear.

      “Not necessary,” Dregg said. “I can see you.”

      “Just making sure,” Pierce said. “That knowledge inside your head is what I need to be successful here.”

      Dregg snorted. “I doubt it will make a difference for a little beta male like you.”

      Pierce rolled his eyes but opened the lower hatch.

      Dregg entered the ship with a final trophy in tow as he boarded. He had wanted to have a little something to remember this moment by. The gory little trophy was Flotsam’s two front teeth. He began singing as he joined Pierce in the cockpit.

      “All I want for Christmas is your two front teeth.”

      “Why are you singing that?” Pierce asked. He shot a side eye at Dregg with a new perspective on his nature. His teacher, it turned out, was as vicious a beast as advertised. He could likely take out a bear and walk away without a scar. “And I think you’re getting the lyrics wrong.”

      “Glad you asked,” Dregg said with a chuckle. “It’s because of my souvenir.” He held out the still-bloody teeth.

      Pierce cringed. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      Dregg let out a raucous laugh. “So beautiful!” He continued singing.

      The lyrics were making Pierce want to spew chunks all over his own ship, but he resisted and strapped in for the bumpy ride back out of the planet’s atmosphere.

      Pierce closed the viewers so Dregg couldn’t see their ascension trajectory. Needed to keep it classified.

      “Every trip to Planet Kill begins with fear,” Dregg said.

      “Every one?” Pierce asked.

      “You telling me you’re not pissing your pants right now?”

      “Wouldn’t tell if I were.”

      “So you are. Good. It means you’re afraid. That’s good. Fear is what gets you through the first couple of weeks. Then letting go of that fear gets you through the next part.”

      “And after that?”

      “Luck.”

      “Answer a personal question for me?” Pierce asked.

      “Depends,” Dregg said, blood pooling on his bottom lip.

      “Why’d you need this so badly?”

      “Sometimes, in life, it’s a surprise what we connect with. It’s even harder to communicate why. What makes us feel something? People talk about feeling more alive. That’s not it for me. Watching the life drain out of someone else’s eyes is the only thing that ever made me feel anything at all.” He casually grabbed his crotch.

      “I think I understand,” Pierce said.

      “Doubt it,” Dregg said. “Maybe once you’ve popped your cherry, you’ll get it.”

      Pierce snickered. “Any last bits of advice?”

      “Have no regrets. Leave everything on the battlefield. Exhaust every possibility. If you don’t feel as if you have nothing left after a battle, then you failed. Spend every chip you have.”

      Dregg gave one last bit of wisdom. “To most aspiring fighters on the planet, the cargo crates are indistinguishable from each other. There are three types, as you know from watching the broadcasts: a resupply because a fan has taken a liking to you, a message that wasn’t worth the fight to get to the crate or wrangle it from a competitor, and a trap. Traps are usually explosives. You never know what you’re gonna get until you open it, and by then, if it’s the third, it’s too late.”

      “Not sure how that’s advice,” Pierce said.

      “That’s not. This is,” Dregg said. “I’ve sent crates so that I could learn which is which.”

      “Impossible.”

      “You forget how I built my fortune. I own a transport company. The thing about a shipment is, the crates might start off identical. Their contents won’t betray their true nature either. There’s a shielding around the crate to prevent advanced screening. But when an item ships across the void between planetary systems, a mark is left. The way something is shipped across terrain leaves an imprint of the environment it’s passed through.”

      “But how did that help you figure out which was dangerous and which was helpful?”

      “That’s the trick. There are regulations. The passenger routes are less expensive, so all safe crates go that way. It saves the sender credits. But because of safety regulations, explosives have to go a separate route, and the one that is typically used passes through an asteroid belt. And that, my young idiot, is more expensive.”

      “And their route leaves a mark?”

      “Now you get it.”

      “What’s the mark?” Pierce asked.

      “There’s solar radiation on the other side of the asteroid belt, so if you check for and detect excessive neutrinos, that crate is not to be messed with.”

      “Got it,” Pierce said. “Best advice you could give. I’m forever—”

      “Save it,” Dregg said. “Besides, you won’t likely deal with crates and all that. PK did away with them a while back.”

      “So why are you telling me this?”

      “I’m preparing you for anything that could come your way. Be ready. Stay alive, so we can do this again. It’s hard to find someone with the access you have.”

      “‘Stay alive.’ Also, good advice. I’ll try to follow it.”

      “It is,” Dregg said, not sarcastic at all.

      “Noted.”

      “Well then,” Dregg said, as he leaned back and settled in. “What’s next?”

      “For you, nothing,” Pierce said. “I’m launching you out of the escape pod. I need to catch up to the next recruit volunteer ship. I’m going to pose as one of them to get onto the planet.”

      “Escape pod? That won’t be a pleasant ride back.”

      Pierce couldn’t believe someone who could endure the hardship and rough environment of such a harsh world could take issue with an uncomfortable ride home. “You’ll live.”

      “Maybe,” Dregg said. “Or I might die of boredom.”

      “You’d be the first,” Pierce said. “Now suit up. You’re disembarking in five.”

      “Ungrateful bastard,” Dregg muttered, and he forced himself up and stomped out of the cockpit.
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* * *

      Once Dregg’s evacuation pod was clear and out of sight, Pierce turned back to his navigation controls and set a course for the next Volunteer Transport Ship. He would have to board covertly, a stowaway. Blend in and assume a false identity, while setting his stealth ship on a preset course to land in the rock outcropping hiding spot.

      In the meantime, his mission was simple: get onboard. Yet, there was already a problem.

      The ship’s alarms flashed. A grinding, repetitive moan warning of danger filled the cabin.

      “What is it, Selma?”

      “I’ve been tracking the Volunteer Transport Ship’s passage, sir,” the ship’s A.I. replied. “And they’re ahead of schedule.”

      “Shit,” Pierce said. “Time to get this show on the road.” He altered his ship’s trajectory and aimed for the path the volunteer ship was meant to be on. The trip was short and only took three quick, successive thrusts to get within physical eyesight. But now, the real fun was about to begin.

      Other ships weren’t allowed to get too close to the volunteer transport ships. There was too much risk of damage to the valuable onboard cargo – humans ready and willing to die for the chance at a better life. There would also be the loss of ratings and investment if an entire month’s worth of fights had to be postponed. The corporation, despite its massive profits, could little afford to lose the commodities onboard or the reputation for protecting the transport route. The last thing they needed was to have volunteers ready to die on Planet Kill to die in transit instead, where their deaths meant nothing and had no monetary value. It could even lead to panic and fear of dying along the way.

      Hence, six warships patrolled alongside the massive volunteer ship. There was a no-fly zone around its perimeter for all others.

      Despite Pierce’s ship having stealth, since he was this close in, they’d spot the thing with their eyes. His radar evasion would do nothing to prevent them from blowing him out of the sky. The only way onto that transport ship was to be small enough for the human eye to miss him. So he had to launch himself out of the stealth ship, send the ship on a trajectory back to his hiding spot inside the crater, and hope that his attempt to infiltrate the transport ship’s hull would be successful. This meant there would be no protective barrier between him and the vastness of space or the warship missiles.

      It wasn’t even slightly ideal or safe, but this was the only way. Pierce prepped in a hurry, making sure to pack a few extra rations inside the lining of his suit. He had no need for weapons. They’d be confiscated anyway. In under a minute, he was ready to go, physically at least. Mentally, he still wasn’t sure this was a good idea.

      He closed his eyes and pictured his lost love. His soulmate. Her long, curly red hair. Her high cheekbones. Her knowing eyes. He allowed himself to imagine the touch of her skin against his. Then the worst things intruded. Harrowing images from her abduction filled his mind’s eye. She’d been taken in the middle of the night. Tased, bagged, and scurried away by masked figures. No one had believed him of course. They all just said he needed to get over it. Find someone else. That maybe she’d run away and he was imagining the abduction.

      But he couldn’t forget the day he saw her face on screen the following volunteer arrival day, known as Reckoning Day. Sure, it was possible that it wasn’t her, with all the chaos, blood being spilt, and explosions. Perhaps the smoke obscured another redhead woman’s features just enough for Pierce to believe it was her. But it wasn’t just about the details. The sight of that woman, who he knew to be her, stirred him, tied his stomach up in knots, and filled him with an insane vertigo.

      She’d been abducted and forced onto Planet Kill. There was no way she was a volunteer. But his friends and colleagues, even her family, all said the same thing. Maybe she wanted to go. Maybe she faked the abduction, so she didn’t have to argue with him, so that he couldn’t stop her. Maybe she wanted a better life and couldn’t bring herself to tell him the truth, that she didn’t love him anymore. Even though it had been almost two years since her disappearance, Pierce had no intention of letting anything go. His entire being was on a collision course for not only the truth about his lost wife, Mara, but also the truth about the conspiracy that some of the volunteers weren’t there by choice at all but forced. As he believed Mara was.

      That was the one thing he knew he couldn’t share with Dregg. Pierce was going to the most dangerous place in the universe to prove that his love didn’t abandon him, and if possible, save her and others like her. Dregg would never have trained him and given him the inside scoop if he knew his real purpose. But now Pierce was ready for his turn on the planet, even if it meant finding out that Mara had faked her abduction to get away from him. They did have their troubles and disagreements, and they were always short of cash. But at least he would be stuck in the one place where such horrible agony would be followed by the end to his misery within seconds of his being lost to that revelation. There was no way he would have the will to keep fighting if it were true that she’d left on purpose. His pain was going to end one way or another. And now it was time to dive into the heart of it.

      Pierce swiped his hand across the control panel, and the hatch opened in front of him. He squeezed inside the small launch tube. The back hatch sealed.

      Decompression commenced. Within seconds, the outer hatch opened, and he narrowed his eyes as he pressed the control panel on his forearm. It launched him out of the tube and on a course for the Volunteer Transport Ship.
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            What Goes Around Comes Around

          

          Planet Kill, Aero’s Camp: One Day Until Reckoning

        

      

    

    
      Everyone at Aero’s camp was getting along splendidly, and Letha learned something new about him that night. He was apparently a brew master, because he had managed to set up all sorts of beers and meads. He saw a different value in the black market, and right now Letha was damn glad he had.

      This, along with giving her the kill in the valley, was almost enough to convince her this alliance was set. She insisted guards be set up, but allowed everyone at least one drink. She drank so seldom that even half a cup made her feel tingly inside.

      “Aero, what brought you to this planet?” she asked as she sat on Brink’s lap, running her fingers through his short hair. They sat in a circle around one of the smaller fires, along with Kale, Redwood, Rodrigo, and a few of Aero’s “nurses”—apparently, he was a sucker for that outfit. Letha doubted they could all know about medical practices. She had to admit that it was hot, especially when the nurse from earlier came over to check on the med kit, removing it and smiling.

      Sure enough, the wound looked much better already. Advances in medical technology were astounding, even out here. The nurse lingered, kneeling there and rubbing her hand along Letha’s other thigh, a gentle smile on her lips.

      Aero grinned at the sight, clearly the type that enjoyed watching. “Like everyone here, I came for glory.”

      “Glory?” Brink asked. “That’s what you call this?”

      “Not this, but what comes next. What, not you?”

      Brink shrugged, cupping one of Letha’s breasts and then kissing her hand. “It has its moments.”

      Letha shrugged, then reached behind her to grab his crotch. “Mmm, yeah it does.”

      Aero laughed at this, leaned back in his chair and held out a hand to one of the nurses. She went over to him immediately knelt down, pulled down the front of his pants, and let his cock flop out.

      The sight caught Letha by surprise, simply because she hadn’t been expecting it. It was gone a moment later, into the nurse’s mouth as she went down on him right there, as if that was a normal part of group conversation.

      “I was one of the volunteers,” Aero admitted, “but only because you couldn’t get much worse than where I came from. Lost my parents before I can remember, raised with my brother teaching me to run tricks. This right here?” He pointed to the nurse giving him head. “There weren’t many nights that I didn’t do this as a teen. If I wanted to get ahead, I had to give head. You know what I mean?”

      Letha frowned. She’d heard stories like this, but her youth hadn’t been anywhere near as bad as that.

      “That said, I was soon able to pick the men I liked and got a reputation so that even the richer women were coming my way, those whose husbands couldn’t please them, those who weren’t wealthy enough to move to other planets, but had enough money to spend on an hour of pleasure.” He sighed, closing his eyes and grabbing the nurse’s hair. A spasm went through him and he moaned, the sight of it causing Letha to shiver. Then he opened his eyes again, bit his lip, and watched as the nurse pulled back and wiped her mouth. “I came here,” he continued, “figuring I’d been doing a lot of what gets ratings anyway, so why not go for bigger rewards?”

      At this, he took the nurse by the waist and flipped her over onto his lap, head down, and legs around his hips. He pulled her up by her ass and kissed the inside of her thigh. A quick glance showed she wasn’t wearing anything under that nurse’s outfit and was very tidily kept.

      “And the killing?” Brink asked, his massive erection pressing into Letha.

      Aero leaned forward, arranging the girl so he could still talk to Letha and Brink as he kissed the side of her labia. He winked and ran his tongue over her clit once before lifting his head to say, “Surviving the slums as a whore, you learn to kill. Trust me, there isn’t much here so different from back home. Only real difference is here it’s about something bigger, and we have fans.”

      A screen popped up and there were several bids and chats going. One of the main themes was for the four of them to get it on together. Letha had actually been thinking exactly that. Work hard, play hard.

      Standing and hitting accept on her end, she swiped her hand across it toward Aero, who hit accept too. Letha pulled Kale over by the waist of his pants, then led him over to the other two. She made him kneel and first pulled the nurse’s top open to kiss her breasts, watching hungrily as Aero continued to eat the woman out. After a moment of this, Letha turned back to Kale and reached into his pants. His cock was fully erect, slightly wet at the tip, and ready to go.

      Others nearby were watching. Brink licked his lips with hunger. None of these four minded being watched, and soon others started to follow suit in their own groups. The after-battle orgy—a loved tradition of Planet Kill. Fans back home would be tuning in now, pleasuring themselves, maybe joining in with virtual viewers that set them up with their own robots. They could make it seem like they were right there in the action.

      But Letha tried not to think of that as she moved Aero aside to press her lips to the nurse, tasting her sweetness, running her tongue along her thigh, and then tearing open the rest of the outfit. She stood, removing her own clothing, and bent down on top of the woman to lick her neck, one hand massaging her breasts. Kale came from behind and entered Letha, his cock sliding in and then moving as if they had always been one. The nurse turned her head and took Aero’s cock in her mouth, close enough for Letha to alternate between the woman’s breasts and watching the skillful blow job.

      She’d never had the hard life of this man, this man with his soft, delicate balls inches from her face. She reached out and caressed them, yelping as she felt Kale’s cock growing larger in her, throbbing as he got into it. A moan took her over and she had to bury her head in the nurse’s breasts, wrapping her arms up under the other woman’s, then rocking the chair as if she were fucking the nurse while Kale was fucking her.

      Before Kale finished, Letha pulled him out and gave the nurse a curious glance. She then guided her up and put the nurse’s mouth around his cock, moaning and touching herself as she watched Kale’s muscles stiffen and his eyes roll back into his head as he quickly came in the nurse’s mouth.

      Letha was glad to see Aero was erect again, so she pushed him back on the chair and rode him like a cowgirl, the other two reclining in a cuddling position on the other chair and watching.

      When Letha screamed out, scattered applause could be heard throughout the camp. A screen popped up showing more credits in the accounts of all four participants. That part, oddly, was the only thing about this whole encounter that bothered Letha—if money arrived in her account after sex, it felt too much like prostitution.

      Fuck that, she thought. She’d wanted this—if people wanted to pay for the right to watch, and that didn’t particularly bother her, even acting as a turn on sometimes, who was she to fight it? She managed to stand and accepted a cloth from one of the other nurses so that she could wipe between her legs.

      Aero reached out as he reclined back in the chair, but Letha smiled gently, slid over to Kale, and motioned for the nurse to step aside. She reclined into her general’s embrace, smiling as the nurse instead lay with Aero.

      “That was… pleasant,” she said, then laughed.

      “Fucking amazing,” Aero said, finger tracing the areola of his nurse, then moving down to feel the moistness between her legs.

      She slapped his hand away and giggled. “You know I’m sensitive after.”

      “Did you…?” he asked.

      She shrugged, then nodded. Even the act of asking the girl if she’d enjoyed herself impressed Letha. She surrounded herself with the type of men who would always ensure she got hers, and saw this as a good sign of character. Maybe in a world where survival and sex weren’t the two most important aspects of life, this wouldn’t be so important. But on this planet, a man who considered a woman’s needs could go a long way.

      Chivalry wasn’t a dead concept to him, and he knew how to wield his sword. Double points. Double entendre.

      Another screen popped up, but Letha wiped it away without looking.

      “You aren’t curious?” Kale asked.

      She shook her head. “It’s time for us to relax. Reckoning Day is less than two days away, and we have to be ready. Get our recruits, and then be prepared for combat. No more pleasure until we’ve earned it, got it? Until we destroy Fireshot, I don’t want another erect cock or wet pussy among my warriors. Got it?”

      He laughed. “If I see either, I’ll be sure to punish the owner accordingly.”

      “You do that,” she said. A sudden weariness took over. She leaned back into him, letting her eyes close, and drifted off to sleep.
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            Infiltration

          

          Space: One Day Until Reckoning

        

      

    

    
      Infiltrating the Volunteer Transport Ship was going to be no easy task. Pierce was going to have to use an ejection chamber. These were normally utilized to jettison misbehaving volunteers who tried to gain an advantage or even take out potential rivals before arriving on planet. Although there were no rules when it came to dispatching others on Planet Kill, the journey there required everyone to stay in line.

      Luckily for Pierce, the jettison chambers functioned as decompression chambers to protect those still onboard. It was a flaw in their design that Pierce had discovered for a hefty price. He had to fund and send a crate to the planet, in exchange for the intel. It was worth every penny. He needed a way onto the planet, and the Volunteer Transport Ship was the only means that would provide solid cover for his mission.

      Finding an ejection chamber that was about to be used took half an hour, and Pierce was running low on oxygen. If it took any longer he was going to have to take more drastic measures, maybe even try to find an alternate way onboard. Finally, one lit up. The ejection chamber was about to end the life of a volunteer who’d gotten out of line.

      With a few bursts of oxygen to avoid detection from an energy burst, Pierce quickly made his way toward the ejection chamber and waited. After a moment, the outer hatch opened, and a volunteer floated outside and into view. The volunteer was still alive, and his eyes met Pierce’s and widened in surprise. Pierce looked back with something almost resembling pity. In a few seconds, the witness would pose no danger of exposing him.

      Pierce grabbed the hull and launched his body into the ejection chamber. He waited for the outer hatch to close. As challenging as that had been, getting through the inner hatch was going to be more difficult.

      He had to hack the locking mechanisms and trick them into thinking they were being opened from the inside of the ship. This was more of a manual hack. No software mirroring or infiltrating a backdoor computer was even possible from inside the ejection chamber.

      Getting the inner hatch to open required a more personal touch. He reached down and pulled out a small canister from his left cargo pocket. With his oxygen running low and the risk of having to face off against well-armed guards running high, he sprayed a gooey liquid into the locking mechanisms. The liquid morphed and formed a seeping ooze that penetrated down and between the interlocking parts.

      Pierce waited, holding his breath. Another moment passed. Then the liquid did its job. He heard the distinct sound of metal gears grinding against each other, unlocking, and opening the inner hatch. The groaning of metal made him nervous, something he hadn’t anticipated. If a guard were still lingering nearby, Pierce would be dead on arrival.

      To his surprise, the trick had worked, and the inner hatch opened. Pierce scurried out, pulled off his helmet, and gulped in fresh oxygen. It was as fresh as ship oxygen could be, anyway. It always held a funny metallic taste that Pierce didn’t care for, but it was better than being dead.
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            Nurse

          

          Planet Kill, Aero’s Camp: Early Morning of Reckoning

        

      

    

    
      Kale woke her in the wee hours of the morning and asked if she wanted to return to base to prepare for Reckoning Day. The sky was still the pre-dawn black and dark blue that came before bright, hot rays of orange lit the land. Somewhere in the distance a gunshot went off, then another.

      “I’ll check with the scouts,” Kale said, hand gently brushing her shoulder before heading out.

      Letha wiped the saliva from the edge of her mouth, looking around for Ghost as a yearning for his touch took over. After a couple of sleepy moments, memories of his death hit her hard. She felt her insides convulse, spasm, and bile rise up her throat.

      When she was fully awake and rested, pushing such emotions aside was no problem. She had wanted to be an actress long ago. As a child, she had even set up one of those floating cameras to follow her around for a day while she quoted classic movies from the twenty-first century. It had felt natural for her, until her mentor had pointed out that actresses only came from the elite planets, never from ‘trash planets’ like her home.

      Still, she had learned that she was comfortable in front of a camera. Even if it meant more people were watching her, she felt like the screen was a wall between them and her. Whatever they were seeing wasn’t really her at all, but the character she portrayed.

      In the dark of early dawn, being trapped in this flesh with her emotions was unbearable torture.

      Letha pushed through the feeling, reminding herself that Ghost had died honorably, that he’d be a hero among his people. Standing now, she tried to ignore the memory of his strong body pressed against hers, in such stark contrast with Kale’s, and even Brink’s. He had been pale, every inch of him. It was a miracle he hadn’t died of sun exposure long before she’d even met him. He’d worn extra clothes when outside during the day, and black-market sunglasses to protect his violet eyes when it was bright… ah, those violet eyes.

      With a sigh, she remembered the first time she’d seen him looking up at her with those stunning eyes while between her legs. Legends had built up on the fringe planets about his kind, saying they were gods, kissed by Aphrodite. She had certainly felt that kiss throughout her body that night, and let it come back again many times after.

      Now he was gone. She had to accept that and move on. He wasn’t the first of her team to die, and he wouldn’t be the last.

      A glance around the camp showed many of Aero’s people still asleep. These were her new allies, and the timing was perfect, what with Reckoning Day and all. Often, groups would make alliances right before it went down, for a better chance of survival. Afterward, they would then go their separate ways.

      Still remembering the throbbing of Aero inside of her, the resistance of his cock against her as she rode him, she smiled and hoped that wouldn’t be the case. She wanted this alliance to last, and she wouldn’t mind having that opportunity again.

      Kale poked his head into the tent, smiled to see her awake, and stood aside, holding the tent flap for her. “Aero is just filling his water, then he’ll be ready, and—”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Oh…” Kale glanced around, uncomfortable. “I figured you had given him permission. He plans on accompanying us, says he has an upgrade or two in store.”

      “Fucking prick,” she mumbled, taking a deep breath and ignoring the way Kale watched her chest rise and fall. Of course, this had all been so Aero could access the rock.

      “Does that mean you’re not letting him come?”

      She laughed. “Oh, he came. I already fucking let him do that last—”

      “Letha?”

      With a sigh, she waved her hand. “Hell, I want this alliance to hold. Sure, let him join us.”

      Kale lingered, adjusted himself, and glanced around.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      “Swollen,” he said, actually blushing and looking down. “Worked it pretty good last night.”

      She laughed, cocked her head, and said, “Show me.”

      “I thought you said you didn’t want to see any more until after Reckoning Day?”

      “My exact words were no more ‘erect’ cocks,” she corrected him, then stood with her arms folded, mouth in a fake pout.

      “Hey, keep up that face and it might get there,” he replied, but then rolled his eyes, stepped closer, and pulled down his trousers. Sure enough, his dick looked twice its normal limp size, but wasn’t even starting to get erect.

      “Ouch, what do you do with that?” she asked. “Put an ice pack on it?”

      He laughed, covered himself and shrugged. “You can put an ice pack on your pussy, but I’m not doing that. I’ll wait it out, I guess?”

      Again, he lingered.

      “That wasn’t all that’s on your mind, huh?” she asked.

      He stared at her, expression hard, jaw clenched, and shook his head. “As much as I think it gets easier, it never really does.”

      “Ghost?”

      “Him, all of them.” Kale sighed. “Everything.”

      She held out her arms and he went to her, letting her hold him in an embrace. Resting her head on his chest, she squeezed him tightly and said, “Don’t you fucking die on me, you hear?”

      “Hey, I’ve always said you and me are going down together, right? Me, you, and Brink. All going down on each other together.” He laughed, but she hit him and pushed him away.

      “Don’t ruin a good moment with a stupid joke,” she muttered. She turned to grab her weapons before following him out.

      As they walked, she saw the nurse from the night before, but now she was wearing special forces style body armor. It suited her. Letha thought it was weird initially meeting someone naked and squirming, but this wasn’t the first time it had happened.

      “You’re coming with us, too?” Letha asked, as the woman fell in next to them.

      “With your permission,” she replied.

      “What do I call you?”

      The woman grinned, then shrugged. “Nurse, or Sexy Nurse if you want.”

      “Seriously?”

      “I kinda like it,” Nurse replied. “On the outside, my parents wouldn’t let me do shit. If they knew I was here, they’d explode.”

      “Oh, no….” Letha paused, looking Nurse up and down. “Please don’t tell me… Trustafarian?”

      She ran her fingers through her hair. “My parents were rich, sure. I still have every right to be here, same as you.”

      Letha despised this type—likely born and raised among the elite, caught wind of Planet Kill when they were too young and sheltered to really understand it. They’d decide to go off on a self-discovery adventure when they realized they couldn’t live like the sheltered little ‘angels’ their parents wanted them to be, and get themselves in over their heads.

      Here, Nurse could blow away all the poor people she wanted, suck a dick on intergalactic television, and go around calling herself “Nurse,” all without repercussions. Well, other than death and dismemberment.

      “Do we have a problem?” the bratty, rich-kid side of Nurse came out with those words, and it was all Letha could do to stop herself from smacking the stupid out of this chick.

      If Letha didn’t handle this, a screen would pop up at any minute with bids for ways she would have to end this bitch. Considering that they’d just made an alliance with Aero and his group, that wouldn’t do. Also, at the moment she was about as done with fighting and fucking as she could get. She needed to replenish herself for that evening, when the recruits would arrive.

      “Keep yourself in line,” Letha warned the young woman. “You think you’re hot stuff? Why? Because your parents told you that you could be whatever you wanted? ‘Just put your heart and soul into it, and you can accomplish anything?’ Well, guess what sweetheart, out here that attitude will get you sliced and diced into little bitty pieces of ‘Rich Kid Sexy Nurse,’ you understand?”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “That’s your first lesson from me as your new boss. Now get the fuck back into your nurse outfit and go back to camp with the others. You aren’t coming with us.”

      Nurse pouted. She turned to see Aero was standing nearby with a troubled frown. He’d heard it all.

      “Aero—” Nurse started, but he shooed her off.

      “How dare you?” he glared at her, lowering his voice. “We just formed an alliance with one of the most powerful clans here, and you embarrass us like this?”

      “They were one of the most powerful,” Nurse protested, “until yesterday.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Letha demanded. Sure, she’d lost some of her people, but that wasn’t as big of a setback as these two were making it sound. Before they’d had a chance to answer, she saw Trunk standing at the edge of camp.

      His skin was covered in blood, his loincloth loose. He’d clearly just come from battle.

      “Somebody tell me what the fuck is going on!” Letha demanded, turning from Aero before he even had a chance to answer, and storming over to Trunk. “Where is she? Where’s Grinder?”

      He shook his head, clenching his jaw in anger at himself.

      “You lost her?”

      “It’s not even that,” he said. “It’s worse. Yes, she got away, but there were others. They were making their way past where we’d been, so I got suspicious, figured I’d follow them before coming back.”

      “Shit,” Letha was already starting to guess where this was going.

      “They knew where our base was and went straight for it. At least twenty of them, and like the groups we saw with Fireshot, only these guys were fresh. I attacked, took out five before they realized I was there. Then our team at the base saw them and went on the defensive, but we lost a couple. We’re hurting real bad, Letha.”

      “Dammit,” she said, glancing at her new allies. Would they stay with her, knowing this? If she had lost the base, she’d be on the lower end of the deal.

      “We need to get to the base, now,” she ordered. Realizing they might need all the help they could get, she swallowed her pride and turned to Aero. “Grab whoever you need, and get ready to prove this alliance means something.”

      He nodded, throwing a look at Nurse.

      “Anyone,” Letha stressed, then beckoned for Kale and Brink to join her. “Keep an eye on them, but mostly this is about ensuring we don’t lose the base. We need the healing springs; we need the damn upgrade station. If we lose those, we’re toast.”

      “Roger that,” Brink said, and Kale nodded.

      “Let’s get going then,” she finished. They started marching for the gate. As she passed Trunk, she covered her nose. He smelled of sweat and death. “Take a fucking bath.”

      “I’ve been running all night, fighting all night.”

      She took a deep breath, trying to calm herself and be rational. “Can you fight a little more?”

      He looked doubtful but nodded. “No rest? Got it. I’ll drop dead of exhaustion for you if necessary.”

      “This isn’t the time,” she said, scowling. “If you need a fucking nap, do it. If you think you can fight, hold onto your balls and gear up, it’s going to be a wild one.”

      She didn’t bother to wait for a response, but stormed off, heading for her base.
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            Shit!

          

          Transport Ship: Six Hours Until Reckoning

        

      

    

    
      With no one in the corridor, Pierce hurried to get his suit back into the ejection chamber, then locked the inner hatch. He entered the command for an ejection.

      Evidence of his nefarious arrival was gone in an instant. Now all he had to do was find a way to blend in and not draw attention.

      An overhead speaker blared propaganda and words of encouragement.

      “Contestants from all walks of life have the opportunity to partake in the beauty of Planet Kill. Anyone, with the right motivation, can achieve his or her wildest dreams.”

      Pierce grimaced at the words. “Anyone, with the right motivation and connections, can achieve forcing anyone else to fulfill their wildest dreams for them,” he whispered to himself, as he snuck into an alcove.

      He took a few minutes to complete a thorough examination of the ship’s schematics on a device attached to his forearm. The only way into the main holding area where other ‘real’ volunteers were kept under wraps was a waste chamber. This was not what he had in mind when he embarked on this personal mission, but it was the best way in if he wanted to avoid detection.

      He held his breath and his nose and dove into the stinking pit of feces and urine. While wildly flailing to get to the opening into the main passenger hold, he had a realization. His passage through the piss and the shit would have made for great ratings for a certain niche group of viewers. Too bad, he thought, spitting out a goopy blob of something he didn’t want to know the nature of. This would have been a nice initial boost to my points.

      He clambered up and hurled himself into the small tunnel. Normally he would have been leery of the dark and narrow passageway but getting out of the room of reeking horror took priority over his safety.

      After a few seconds of scrambling through the darkness, he pushed his way out the other side and found himself smack dab in the bottom of a shit box. Not just any shit box, but what seemed to be porta-potties that smelt more like freshly cut wood than shit and piss. It reminded him of training at the Academy, when they had to live in the woods for a week. Mostly, they relieved themselves in the trees, hidden at least from onlookers. Between training exercises, they camped out in tents. They’d had access to porta-potties made of wood, with wide openings that they’d had to hover over since the gaps were too wide for popping a squat.

      Above, he saw hope. A light. He waded to the side and levered himself up until he could grab onto the precipice of the opening. Somehow he pulled himself up and over. He collapsed over the top and onto the now-soaked floor covered in the disgusting ooze he’d brought with him.

      He tiptoed out of the stall and peered around. The toilet room was full of desperate volunteers who had the shits from nerves and fear.

      Pierce had no choice, really. He had to venture out and find a way to clean himself off. Without hesitation or fear of judgment, he casually strolled out. On his walk through the toilet room, he caught a few wayward glimpses of disgust but ignored them. Eventually, he found a showering room. Everyone else was catching a quick shower in the nude, but Pierce marched inside without removing his clothes. Right there in the middle of them all, he let the water rush over him, hoping that the stench would go away. The ration one person was allowed ran out in a hurry, though, and a guard barked at him for taking too long.

      Pierce scurried out and tried his best to dry off between the air dryers that blew constantly at the exit. He took a moment longer than others to try to get his clothes dry. Once outside the shower room, Pierce stumbled into the sleeping chambers. He made a dash for the first empty, unused cot he saw. The tired volunteers on either side tried to shoo him off.

      “You reek,” the one to the left said. “What did you do, take a bath in shit?”

      “Yes,” Pierce answered, deadpan. “Cleanses my pores.”

      The one on the right shoved him off the cot. “Get the fuck out of here. We won’t get any rest with you stinking up the place.”

      “Careful,” Pierce warned. “Wouldn’t want you to get thrown off early for fighting before we arrive.”

      “It would be worth it to get rid of you,” the one on the right said.

      Sensing this was a no-win situation, Pierce stood up and walked along the cots, looking for one that was more isolated. He wasn’t having any luck until a young woman waved at him from several feet away.

      Pierce edged closer but tried to keep a little distance, considering he still smelled as grossly as he did. The young woman didn’t say anything when he approached her. Instead, she pointed at the cot next to her. She then lay down and closed her eyes to get some rest.

      Sleep wasn’t going to come for Pierce, and he was surprised anyone was even trying. He thought maybe this girl already had a plan for how she was going to survive Reckoning Day, and have a shot at survival. Maybe sticking near her wasn’t such a bad idea.

      Pierce closed his eyes anyway and tried to picture his lost wife, but he couldn’t quite focus with his nostrils still full of the smell of the sewer.

      Then a loud grunting noise drew his attention. He opened his eyes and saw that a large man was trying to get into the young woman’s cot. Pierce levered up and readied to take a swing at the guy. Before he got the chance, the woman planted a boot into the attacker’s crotch, then elbowed his nose. The guy stumbled backward, holding his crotch and bloody nose, but not before snatching up the woman’s small food ration packet. Now she was going to go hungry on the most important day of her life.

      She didn’t scream out, though. She simply lay back down and kept her eyes open this time.

      Pierce, for his part, pulled out the backup rations that he’d snuck onboard inside his suit, and unsealed the package. Then he handed a packet to the young woman. She was hesitant to accept it at first. Pierce placed the packet on her cot and lay back down on his. After a few seconds, she finally took it and snuck it inside her clothes.

      She flashed a smile his direction, then scooted over so that there was room for Pierce to join her.

      He shook his head. “No, that’s okay. You don’t owe me anything. Just returning the favor,” he said.

      The young woman still didn’t speak. She just stared at Pierce like he was crazy.

      “Well,” Pierce continued, “this has been a wonderful conversation, but I’m going to try one more time to get some shuteye. I suggest you do the same. It’s going to be a rough morning.”

      The woman kept staring at him, maybe surprised. She pretended to close her eyes but snuck a peek at Pierce a few times.

      Pierce could feel her gaze, but it didn’t bother him. If anything, it was a comfort. The feeling that he wasn’t completely alone helped ease his nerves.
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            Upgrades

          

          Planet Kill, Letha’s Base: Morning of Reckoning Day

        

      

    

    
      Arriving at her base was like returning home to find the door kicked in. Today, Letha’s crew was finalizing two new graves, trees had been knocked down and grass scorched.

      “Give me the details,” Letha demanded as she stormed past the two graves and into her base. There she found Aisha sitting cross-legged on the ground, fidgeting with one of the monitors. All of them were broken, except the one in her hands. She looked up with tears in her eyes.

      “We saw them coming, and were able to set up some explosives,” the younger woman explained. “There were too many, though. We fought them off, but not before they were able to do damage.”

      “Fuck. Fuck!” Letha scanned the room now seeing the stains of blood against the far wall and on the floor in several spots. “Keep getting it cleaned up, I’m taking a bath.”

      “Ah….” Aisha choked-back a sob.

      “Spit it out,” Letha demanded.

      “The fighting went to the springs as well… there was a body. Blood. We’re working to clean it out, but—”

      “FUCKKKKK!” Letha kicked one of the destroyed monitors, then spun around and punched the wall in her frustration. Suddenly she froze, chest rising and falling, as she stared at Aero in the doorway.

      He sucked in through his teeth. “Looks like you made an alliance at just the right time.”

      “You still need me more than I need you,” Letha snarled, flipping him off.

      “Hey, hey, all I’m saying is that I’ve got friends, too. Other groups are interested in being my ally, some are even talking about doing so to lay siege to your base. Now that you’re weakened, that might happen sooner than later. Am I wrong?”

      “For all I know, you were part of this,” Letha hissed, stepping toward him, hand slipping into her shocker. “You seduced me, keep my eyes on the one-eyed monster while the real monster was back here killing my people, destroying my home.”

      “No.”

      “That’s all you have to say in your defense?” She mocked. “No?”

      “That’s right. I’m not involved, and I’m not on trial. You want friends, or more corpses? I can help you out with either, but I’m not going to stand here defending myself and pleading for your faith in me. Fuck that.” He narrowed his eyes.

      She glared, hand clenching and unclenching inside the shocker, and then she let it go, turning and running her hands through her hair. “These friends of yours, they’re all scum and you know it.”

      “Are any of us better? Do you have a moral line you keep secret?”

      She turned on him. “Yes, as a matter of fact. But you’re right, if we want to hold our base, if we want to come out of Reckoning Day intact, we need troops. That means at least a temporary alliance. Send out feelers to the most trustworthy of your friends, will you?”

      Aero nodded. “On it, buddy.”

      When he’d left, Brink and Kale quietly entered the room, while Redwood and Trunk took the initiative and organized the others in cleaning up and setting up a perimeter in case more attacks came.

      “So, do we sell our souls?” Kale said with a sniff. His face contorted with the smell of death, while Letha was doing her best to ignore it. The odor was somewhere between hot iron and a warm, steaming pile of feces.

      “We double down,” Letha replied. “We take on more recruits than we ever have before, we….” She trailed off, distracted by a loud bang outside, followed by sparks and distant cheering.

      It wasn’t an attack. They all knew that sound, and rushed out to get a look. Sure enough, over the lake, as it would be elsewhere across the planet, a large display lit up the sky. This massive screen displayed Letha’s and Fireshot’s faces, with a huge, red letter “V” between them… Below their names was an option for accept or decline, along with a bid. Someone, or a group of someones, had just bid two thousand credits to see Fireshot and Letha fight one-on-one.

      That was a hell of a lot of credits, and the exact amount Letha had lost to the Dark Mark in her attempt to get to Fireshot. It was a no-brainer.

      “Accept!” Letha shouted, grinning. The green “accept” button under her name lit up. A second later the same happened for Fireshot. The screen changed to reveal the location of the fight, along with a special drop: an item that would be delivered to the winner if they defeated their opponent in a flawless victory.

      That rarely happened, but sometimes the weapon was so worth it, one side would find a way to cheat or be so overwhelming when they entered the fight that there was no way they would lose.

      While the shocker wasn’t the craziest weapon on Planet Kill, Letha certainly loved it, and it had been won in a flawless victory in one such fight.

      The screen displayed an image of an octagonal shield, one that strapped around the chest and created an energy shield around its user. Shields were incredibly rare, and some viewers considered using them cheating, but having one meant she could fend off a sneak attack. It meant she could go into hand-to-hand combat and not have to worry about an opponent getting a sneak attack on her. To top it off, this one apparently had a stun effect to it, which would compliment her shocker nicely. An opponent had a chance of being knocked unconscious if they hit the shield at close range.

      Just seeing it there made her mouth water, she wanted it so much.

      “Well, that simplified things,” Brink said from her side. “Assuming you win, I mean.”

      “Oh, there’s no question. I’ll win.”

      Brink nodded, but Kale’s eyes revealed his uncertainty. “Is your leg healed up? I mean, even if it is, there has to be a reason Fireshot accepted this. He has the numbers right now, why not just engage?”

      Letha pointed up to the sky where the image was fading. “Maybe you didn’t see the two thousand reasons, or that sexy, sexy shield.”

      “Which is a rare drop,” Kale shot back. “You’re going to not only fight Fireshot like this, but somehow get a flawless victory?”

      She shrugged. “A girl can try.”

      He shook his head, hands on his hips, staring at her. Finally, he nodded. “Ain’t no stopping you anyway, and no going back once you’ve accepted. That would be suicide, as far as viewership is concerned.”

      “Exactly, so I mean to use what I do have at the rock. Go all in on this, meaning…” She turned to him, then Brink. “Gather ‘em up.”

      “Right before Reckoning Day?” Brink grumbled. “They’re not going to like that.”

      “Do you disagree that this could be our shot? That if I take him out, we have a lot less to worry about?”

      Brink shook his head.

      “Kale?” she asked.

      “We’ll get it done,” he said, but hesitated. “Aero and his fighters too?”

      She pondered this, debating the ramifications of making her new allies give their credits to her. “Let Aero upgrade, but his people, they should give their credits to me.”

      “Roger that,” Kale said with a grin. Apparently, he liked this idea a lot more than Brink did. He always was the greater risk-taker of the two.

      Letha hiked off to the upgrade station. She made her way up the incline, following rocky paths and steps cut into the hill, until she was at the top. Up here she could look out past her base, see the outpost where they had lost Ghost in the distance, and even make out the trees of Aero’s land. Beyond that, desert stretched out for a long way, which was actually more fitting with the way the weather was quickly going.

      While days were generally hot and nights were cold, the weather could swing from one extreme to the other very quickly, and today was proving to be one of the hottest days in some time. Sweat pooled at the small of her back and under her breasts, and she grimaced, wishing the bath was clean.

      There were more springs not too far off, and she decided she’d have to make a trip to them. First, however, she had to deal with upgrades.

      She entered the small building, admiring the artwork, as she always did. It was too beautiful not to. Sliding her hand along the monitor’s display, multiple windows opened up before her. Armor, shields, projectiles, close-combat, rifles, and more. Letha had to consider what Fireshot would bring to the field. He liked to fight with trickery, but he’d earned his name for the way he liked to blow shit up. She imagined he’d come at her with some sort of weapon that would hit her from afar, maybe even scorch her entire side of the field. Anything was allowed in these battles.

      She had been considering the legendary striking sword for one of her generals. Ghost, actually, but since he was gone, maybe Brink. It was a sweet sword with level five corrosion, which meant it would be able to tear right through any armor level five or below. However, that would have to wait, just like the damn air strike and level scanner she had her eyes on. It was always a game of waiting here, always weighing best options and resources.

      At the moment, she had to focus on the fight with Fireshot, and that meant a different strategy.

      If Fireshot was going to come at her with explosives, she’d need a shield for herself. Even though she tended to choose to please the viewers by going into battle scantily clad, she already owned a pretty good set of body armor that would go great with the shield.

      Scrolling through her options, she found Echidna only offered some level three shields. Not great, but easily affordable. One was especially focused on anti-fire effects. She figured that made more sense than one that was basic and one that offered energy-enhancement. Fuck stims—the last thing she needed was the crash after those things wore off.

      She finished with the shields and was glad to see the station was equipped with the one she’d picked, a grinding sound and vibration told her it was circulating through inventory before doling it out.

      The straps fit over her shoulders and clasped around in front in a way that gave extra emphasis to her breasts when she wasn’t wearing her body armor. She imagined that image could get her extra viewership love, but right now she’d forgo that for her body armor. She was glad to find that she had enough for a fire shard, which seemed to be common sense when going against someone named Fireshot. It slipped into the shield and would grant her an extra defense against flames, though it was only level five, so it wouldn’t last longer than five seconds. Letha hoped it would be enough to get out of any fiery situation.

      Scrolling through the long-range weapons, she considered her next purchase. The shield had only been possible because of the extra credits she’d received for her questionable way of finishing off Skinner. The memory of that made her shudder.

      She also had enough left to grab a projectile or two, and would use the credits from Aero’s crew and her people to ensure she had the best weapons. They could have her old ones if there was an upgrade worth getting. Sometimes leveling up the weapons themselves made the most sense, but only if they had an elemental effect, like the corrosion sword.

      She had just pulled up the weapons screen when a whirring came from outside. Only one person made that sort of sound this side of the scorching desert—Ulric, the Warden. He must’ve seen her approaching on his screens and not been too far off, or have something incredibly valuable for sale.

      The door opened and she left the screens up, figuring she’d get rid of him fast enough and get back to it. He entered, his bright gold-trimmed white body armor gleaming in the sunlight, its internal cooling system whirring, and a mask that concealed his facial features. Wardens wore the armor and shields to avoid hostile acts against them. Secretly, Letha thought using the white armor was something to do with acting like they were gods, or ambivalent angels, here to see that all went according to some kind of holy plan.

      He waved a hand. “Cameras off. Are you sure you don’t want to change your mind about me?”

      “You aren’t part of the game,” she replied. “No.”

      The Warden removed his mask. “I offer sales to my most valued customers,” he said, stepping forward and looking her over like a thick ribeye.

      “Touch me and we see how well that shield holds up before I take your life.”

      He stared icily, lip twitching, then shook his head. “Letha, you’re well-received by the audience, I won’t deny that. However, don’t think for a second that makes you more powerful than the piss-ant you are. This is all a game. I’m the fucking DM.”

      “The what?”

      He ground his teeth. “Here I was coming to give you the first chance at a new item I thought you’d want. I have a feeling you’re going to have to say no if it’s at full price.” He licked his lips. “Last chance.”

      She needed to buy some black-market goods, but this wasn’t going well. As she often reminded herself, she wasn’t a prostitute. Everything she did here was because she wanted to. Fuck this asshole if he thinks he can get sex from me in exchange for a discount.

      “Take your bullshit somewhere else, Ulric. If you got something to sell, let me see it. The weapon, to be clear, not your tiny, wrinkled dick.” She held up her hand, pinkie bent halfway. The insult was probably too much, but too late, she’d already said it.

      He sniffed and shook his head. “Do you realize you smell like dirty ass? Fucking you would be like making love to a clogged sewage pipe. At any rate…” He flicked up a screen that showed the stats of a rifle, then turned back to his pod while she marveled at the numbers. “You just leveled up, correct?”

      “That’s right,” she said, eyes wide. Level twenty-five, with options for fire effect or electricity. This rifle could shoot rounds that would explode and cause more damage to one target, or branch out and hit surrounding targets. A round that then used the target as a conduit for what was essentially bursts of lighting. Now that could be damn valuable.

      “How much?” she asked.

      He grabbed his crotch and winked lewdly “How about five thousand credits and you lick my asshole while jerking me off?”

      She breathed deeply, wishing she could tear out his throat right here, but instead just turned from him, back to the machine.

      “Would you prefer I lick yours?” he asked. “The way you smell, I’m going to have to charge an extra thousand for that.”

      “You know I don’t have the credits,” she replied.

      “How much do you need?” another voice asked, and she turned to see it was Aero. Some of the other fighters were there as well.

      “I told you, I’m not parting with my credits,” Nurse whined. “Fuck this, and fuck her.”

      “If you want to be part of my camp, you will,” Aero replied. “Learn how this works, fast, or I toss you out. Got it?”

      Nurse looked at him like he’d stabbed her in the heart, but nodded.

      “The price is six thousand,” Ulric said.

      “Fuck me,” Aero replied, turning to Letha. “Sorry, the most we can get you is another six hundred. That’s all we’ve got, including mine.”

      “And only Letha is a high enough level to use it,” Ulric said. “Matter of fact, there are only three other fighters on the planet who are high enough level.” He paused for a moment. “What were your words, exactly?” He suggestively looked at Aero. “Fuck me?”

      Aero glanced around, then cursed. “Cameras off, is that it? They’ll start wondering soon.”

      “Sure, sure they will.” Ulric chuckled. “We can always throw up a video of Letha taking a shit, touch it up to make it look like she’s doing so in the temple. Maybe we should regardless, just for fun?”

      “You want tricks, go talk to another camp,” Letha said. “We’re interested in buying legit here.”

      “Ah, that’s a shame, considering what I heard happened with the Dark Mark.”

      Damn, how did he know about her? Letha had always assumed the Dark Mark had been low-key enough to not draw his attention. No one said a word.

      Ulric glared at each of them in turn. “Fuck you all. You aren’t getting shit from me. Let’s just see how this little spat between you and Fireshot goes. I’ll tell you this, he isn’t afraid to do what’s necessary to win.”

      With that, Ulric put his mask back on, turned to his pod, tossing the amazing rifle in the back, and shook his head at them all before leaving.

      “I should have blown his head off,” Brink said.

      “You could’ve tried, and then I’d have lost two generals this week,” Letha countered. “No, you don’t have my permission to die yet.”

      “Come on,” she waved Aero and her generals into the temple with her. “Let’s figure out what other equipment we can actually afford.”

      They followed her in, while Rodrigo, Redwood, and Nurse set up a defense outside. She could never be too careful when buying upgrades.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Leveled up and with the right loot, Letha returned to her base to check on the baths. A few sections of the shallow water were untainted, so she quickly washed up enough to not feel too repulsive, then suited up for the fight.

      Reckoning Day wasn’t one to mess with, so she put on her body armor—a thin, adaptable layer of biotech-enhanced metal. It still showed the contours of her body while providing an extra layer of protection. The level three shield that she strapped on would be useful as well. Letha attached the shocker to her waist and a blaster to her hip. Her rifle magnetically attached to the back of her suit. At a small noise, she glanced over to see Aisha in the doorway.

      The younger woman looked troubled, staring at the floor with something clearly on her mind.

      “It’s Reckoning Day,” Letha said. “We all might die today. Even more reason to get it out.”

      “We’ve failed you,” Aisha replied.

      “No, we all failed ourselves.”

      “Can I… make it up somehow?” Aisha lowered the edge of her shirt so that her shoulder was visible, and looked up at Letha with seductive, yet sad, eyes.

      Letha shook her head. “You know the rules on this day. Focus. When we win, we celebrate. Not before.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that. I mean, if… I don’t know. You need comfort?”

      “Do I look like the type of woman who needs comfort from you?” Letha snapped, hating that she sounded like a bitch right now.

      Aisha shook her head and pulled her shirt back up. She was about to turn and go, but Letha held up a hand.

      “Wait.” She walked over and took the younger woman’s hand. “I get it, you’ve been through fewer of these. You haven’t seen the ups and downs of this place like I have. Believe me when I say this defeat was nothing in the grand scheme of things. We’re going to get them, and when we do I’ll gladly let you go down on me all day long, if that helps you sleep better at night.”

      Aisha laughed. “It probably would, you know. Feeling you squirm, tasting you….” She looked away, unexpectedly embarrassed.

      Letha took the young woman’s hand and ran it along the metal of her body armor, pressing it to the cleft between her legs—not that she could feel it, but for Aisha’s enjoyment.

      “I’m not going anywhere. Don’t you, either.” She dropped her hand and pointed to the door. “Get ready. Right after the fight with Fireshot, we have to get ourselves some recruits. I want you to show me what you’re made of today. Set up the mines, whatever traps you can, and gear the fuck up.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Aisha said, and Letha couldn’t help but stare at her perfect ass as she walked off with a bounce in her step.

      When she was gone, Letha sat on her bed for a moment and stared at the wall. All of the previous Reckoning Days ran through her mind. All of those days that, for the new recruits, had to be the most terrifying day of their lives. For Letha and her kind, though, it was just another day of replenishing troops, finding new lovers, strategizing for how best to improve ratings and get better audience bids.

      It was all just one big fucking game.

      Her memories of the day she arrived had vanished almost as soon as she’d gotten them. She’d blocked out those traumatic events. She still had nightmares sometimes. Limbs severed. Blood spraying. Men and women bleeding, screaming, dying. Crazy fighters yelling. Guns shooting, lasers blasting, explosions everywhere… running through trees, trying to survive, to escape.

      But there was no escape.

      With a deep breath, she stood. Now she was the monster, the one who would bring the terror. At least she did it for the right reason. The only reason. Justice.

      She found her generals and moved out, glad to have been able to upgrade and still have enough fighters to make this day count. Her hands were already twitching at the anticipation of going up against Fireshot alone, her mind already racing with ways she could end that son of a bitch.

      When it was over, she hoped to be able to stop by the fortress and talk with the Dark Mark. Fireshot’s forces would be long gone, dealing with the death of their master or preparing for the arrival of the recruits. Letha wanted answers and possibly a refund of the money she’d paid the woman to see that Fireshot was incapacitated. It seemed only fair.

      Rodrigo had been put in charge of navigation. Aero and his group took up the rear. When they broke for food and water, he would pull up the screen via his wristband to confirm they were on track. This month’s Reckoning Day landing was closer to Letha’s base than it had been for quite some time. This was both good and bad.

      She didn’t have to travel days to reach the spot, arriving exhausted and leaving her base undefended. In theory, she could use that as part of her strategy. Letha could lead her team to take over someone else’s base instead of gathering recruits. Sometimes armies would do this to capture an upgrade station.

      However, smart groups, like Letha’s, left plenty of traps. They carried their valuable gear with them and would be ready for enemy fighters upon their return.

      This led to the problem of being so close. New recruits occasionally formed quick alliances with each other before landing. They scattered once they left the ship, doing whatever they could to live. If the groups found nearby bases, they usually would try to hide there and try to take it by force, as if they were actual people of importance.

      Inevitably, they would die, either in the traps or as soon as the more experienced teams found them, but retaking a base after a full night of recruiting and fighting other armies was a big pain in the ass.

      At one point, Aero jogged up and told her he had spotted a couple of men watching in the distance.

      “Spies?” She asked.

      He shrugged. “I wasn’t sure. Regardless, I sent Nurse and a couple others to check it out, and then the lurkers ran off.”

      “It makes sense. Fireshot wants to know where we are,” Letha replied. “Keep a lookout, in case they attempt an ambush.”

      “Roger that.” He lingered, then suggested, “At Reckoning, our best chances will be to split up, have each side gather as many recruits as they can, then pair back up.”

      “Agreed. Fireshot will be dead, so nothing to worry about there.”

      “Is that so?” He glanced over at her with the faintest smile.

      She nodded and replied with a grunt. Was it possible Fireshot would win this duel? Sure, but that wasn’t a possibility she was willing to consider. Aero took her silence as his cue to fall back.

      After marching for a few hours, they reached the spot. They’d passed through desert territory, seen other teams in the distance, but had not bothered with each other. It was rare that an army would look for conflict the day recruits arrived. One wrong move could take their numbers down too far, and then they’d be little better off than the recruits.

      The days following Reckoning Day—those were the exciting ones.

      Letha found a flat surface among otherwise steep boulders. She could see why this location had been chosen, and the blood of past combatants still stained the jagged edges of the rocks. Stretching, she beckoned Brink over to her.

      “Warm up?” he asked.

      She did one more trunk twist, cracked her neck, and then nodded. “Keep some scouts on the lookout, but otherwise I want everyone staying limber. Light sparring, got it?”

      He gave the command, then walked back to her and took up a defensive stance. She bounded toward him, careful not to exert herself too much, and they engaged in light hand-to-hand. The combat with Fireshot could be over with a single bullet, but fights were unpredictable. Letha had to be prepared for all eventualities.

      The sparring continued even as gray clouds swept in. The air smelled of a storm, but a quick look at the sky convinced Letha it would be mild. No hurricanes this time. She’d heard of one army that had tried to seek shelter from the fighting on an island. They had rowed out there, hoping that the Warden would let them get away with it. A storm had kicked up, toppling trees on them and dashing their heads into the rocks. An earthquake had followed, one that resulted in a tsunami. Both the island and the small army were wiped out in the midst of a wild orgy.

      Sometimes nature itself could be as cruel as Fireshot, sometimes even worse.

      It wasn’t until the rain and crazy winds died down and were replaced by a calm breeze that tasted of sweat and tears that Letha gave the order for everyone to take a break.

      “Rodrigo, check in.” Letha approached the short man, who tipped his cowboy hat to her and said, “I just did, ma’am. Not only is your boy late, but the recruits are scheduled to arrive within the hour.”

      Brink strolled up with Kale right behind him. Trunk and Redwood listened in nearby while they replenished themselves.

      “No way would Fireshot take this hit,” Kale said, shaking his head. “Maybe he got waylaid or something? You know, way laid, like laid so much that he couldn’t move, or totally forgot.” He giggled a little at his own pun.

      “Not in the mood for jokes,” Letha replied, then asked Brink, “He wouldn’t have blown it off, right?”

      “Rodrigo,” Brink said, “what’s at stake?”

      “Nobody backs out after accepting,” Rodrigo said, confusion and doubt heavy in his voice. He pulled up the screen and flipped it over with a flourish of his hand. “Right, you’d have to be an idiot to pull out.”

      “Pulling out never wor—” Kale started, but Letha whirled to face him.

      “What the fuck did I just say?” she asked, then spun back to Rodrigo. “Where is this shit stain, and what do the rules say about no-shows?”

      Rodrigo smiled when he said, “First, it means you win. You get the credits bid.”

      “No shit?” That actually caught her off guard. “But… not the shield?”

      “Unfortunately, no.” He scrolled through the screen. “It also means the bidding viewers spent their money and didn’t get to see a death, so they’re going to be out for blood, one hundred percent against Fireshot. Essentially, the game masters have promised matching funds to whoever takes out Fireshot in an exciting way for the viewers to see.”

      “The dickweed just signed his own death warrant,” Kale said with a smirk.

      “And we could be the ones to collect,” Brink added. “A double payday.”

      “Still, I wanted that shield,” Letha said. “Or, dammit, if I could get my hands on an air strike and scanner, this whole war could go differently.” She inspected the rocky hills, analyzing them for any signs of an ambush or late arrival. “Of course, you realize what this means?”

      Kale frowned, not sure, but Brink nodded.

      “He’s given this up with the expectation that he can get something better,” Brink said. “He’s making a big strike right now, hoping that setting us up like this gives him the advantage needed to take us out.”

      She nodded. “Any of his new allies might take the contract for his head, but if he’s promising our death, they might see that as more valuable. At least, in the short term.”

      Brink nodded. “And he’s probably amassing them at the recruit arrival location, ensuring nobody else has a chance.”

      “Pete’s Dragon won’t like that,” Kale said. “Unless, like Grinder….”

      “No, the Dragon accepts no equals,” Letha argued. “An alliance would be out of the question, and he sure as shit wouldn’t follow Fireshot.”

      “Maybe we can use that,” Brink suggested. “I mean, that crazy old fart won’t join us either, but we can hope he’d take the brunt of the attack, or deal enough damage that we can do some damage too.”

      “I might have an in with the Dragon,” Aero said, glancing at Nurse. She avoided his gaze, and Letha was curious about that casual remark. She’d have to remember to ask him about it later.

      Letha scrutinized her few people, nodding. The extra credits would help, and if she could still take out Fireshot, she’d double the reward. For the first time in a while, she was getting nervous. He’d pulled one over on her with the Dark Mark, and now this? He clearly had big plans, and she was going to have to play it safe.

      “Keep your heads up,” she told her team, at first ignoring the drone cameras that flew overhead, obviously focusing on her. Then she had a thought. This was the perfect time to call him out, to boost her own rankings. Letha would remind the viewers back home why she was a heroine, and why Fireshot was the piece of shit they should all watch out for when walking down the street.

      With this in mind, she hopped up onto one of the rocks and slung her rifle over her shoulder. Striking a pose, she called out to her team, “Nobody said this shit was going to be easy. You all are here to make something of yourselves, to prove to the universe that you were meant for greatness. Well, you know who isn’t? A chickenshit, fuckface like Fireshot. This asswipe couldn’t even show up to face me?”

      Now she laughed into the camera, a loud, boisterous laugh. “You all want to see a show? Ooooh, I can’t wait to show you what I have in store for Fireshot. Remember the legendary days of Mantis? Remember the way she would make you all cream your jeans? Well, put on your panty liners, boys and girls, shit’s about to get all kinds of slippery up in here.”

      With that she snarled like a tiger and winked at the closest camera. Then she hopped off the rock and started walking.

      “Let’s go, team. We have some recruiting to do, a cowardly fucker to kill, and then I plan on hosting the wildest fuck-party the universe has ever seen.”

      Cheers rose up from her followers, and Aero nodded in approval. In Letha’s mind, the cheers of viewers from around the universe filled the houses, bars, and strip clubs where everyone was watching. If anyone hadn’t been tuning in before, word of mouth would soon spread. They sure as hell would be watching when this went down.

      When Letha wanted viewers, she got her damn viewers.
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            The Arrival

          

          Transport Ship: Reckoning Day

        

      

    

    
      Black-light alarms blinked on and off in the sleeping chambers. Piercing horn blasts filled everyone’s ears. The volunteers were summoned for their arrival, brought into a massive hangar, all in one place where the viewers back on the various planets and space stations could get one last look at the new recruits over a video feed. One last sizing up for the fans to assess which new arrivals would serve as good soldiers, which would provide value as objects of sexual desire, and which would need to be killed immediately to prevent them from becoming future threats. More importantly, the viewers could decide which ones would be fun to watch kill, fuck, or die.

      Cameras floated above, connected to hovering drones. They snapped photos as they flew around the hangar bay. Both Pierce and the young woman who’d help him find a spot to rest were photographed. Somebody had eyes on them.

      It felt like they were in a meat market and customers were inspecting the goods before a feast. That was an eerie and uncomfortable feeling on its own, but Pierce knew from his research, that part of the reason for Reckoning Day was to bring the different harems and sects out of hiding.  The new volunteers gave them a reason to fight, making for higher ratings and better entertainment. The Wardens knew what they were doing when it came to creating conflict.

      The recruits were instructed over the loudspeaker to strap in for their final descent into the planet’s atmosphere. Pierce snuck a look at the other passengers for what that meant, considering there were no chairs for them to strap their bodies into. Everyone was reaching down to the floor, pulling webbing up, and tying themselves down like loose crates.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” he muttered. “This part’s not on any of the live feeds.”

      He noticed the young woman strapping in closest to him was smiling at his befuddlement. It was a silent laugh, but still annoying.

      Pierce scowled at her. “Laugh it up. I get it. We’re all Noobs, but I’m the worst offender. Useless ally I’m gonna make, right? I have barely a clue about the little things. Probably even less about the important shit.”

      She still didn’t say anything, however. Instead, she pursed her lips and tightened her straps.

      Pierce followed suit, bracing himself the best he could for a bumpy ride. It went by without incident, giving him time to anticipate the days ahead. He thought about everything he’d seen on the screens, all the death and nudity. What did it say of society that this was what they enjoyed watching? And more, what did it say of him that he was willing to go through all of it to find his wife?

      As the transport ship hurtled downward through the atmosphere, Pierce and his yet-to-be-named new friend rocked back and forth. There was no concern for the comfort of the passengers. Why bother? Half of them were going to be dead before dawn. The other half would need to toughen up if they were going to survive past sunrise. All that mattered during their descent was that they were alive long enough for their deaths to matter upon arrival on Planet Kill.

      Countless volunteers retched as their bodies tossed about within their straps. Vomit splashed over the deck and overpowered Pierce’s lingering stench from his trip through the sewage pipes.

      The transport ship landed with a loud thud, signaling that the fun was about to begin. The passengers untethered themselves, the hangar bay’s doors lowered, and the bright light of the new planet blinded them as it edged over the ramp and into their eyes.

      Several rushed out, eager to be the first chosen to join the ranks of powerful armies and harems with influence, strength, and protection. Most, however, held back to avoid death in the first wave of the slaughter.

      The girl with whom Pierce had shared food pulled him back and kept him separate from both the cowards and those eager to show they were worth acquiring. Instead, she rushed him off to the side of the ramp as the bloodbath began only inches away.

      “What are we doing?” Pierce asked. “We need to make allies.”

      She didn’t reply with words, but just an urgent expression. He finally figured out that she was unable to speak when her mouth gaped at the carnage taking place.

      Hundreds hurled themselves into the fray, hoping for a chance to fight, hoping to live, hoping for a better life. Most died before they got off the ramp. The established armies were taking the lives of the Noobs relentlessly, clearing the path to get to the ones who were deemed valuable.

      During the devastation, a thought kept intruding and distracting Pierce. How had his new friend become mute? Had she been abducted, like his wife? Was she born that way? Was it part of her defense? Was it a ploy? Had she done it to herself to survive a few minutes longer? He had no idea, but he needed to know. Full of questions, Pierce couldn’t help but voice his thoughts out loud. “How does one volunteer without a voice?”

      His words drew the young woman’s attention back from the gruesome sight of lives being ended. Her eyes bore into his. She pleaded with him to trust her and follow without words.

      The mute woman dropped off the edge of the ramp, and Pierce followed.
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            Nothing’s Off The Table

          

          Planet Kill, Field of Reckoning

        

      

    

    
      The transport ship had just touched down and already new recruits were spilling out and running like crazy.  Letha still saw no sign of Fireshot or his crew. She’d staked out a good spot at a tree line with rows of rocks where she could dive for cover if necessary, but so far the action was staying toward the middle of the field.

      A few stragglers had run off screaming, some meeting quick deaths as snipers took them out for the fun of it and the quick experience points. Several teams had already dashed in, made contact, and slammed shackles on recruits they wanted. Others came in and fought the first group for the already-shackled recruits, while still others fought on the outskirts for the first rights as recruits sought out the best armies to join.

      One recruit tore off his clothes, shrieking in terror and madness, and bolted across the field.  His dick stuck straight out and bobbed back and forth with each step. It was funny until he stopped in front of one of the female recruits and tried to punch her.

      Apparently, this woman had made a couple of friends. A different woman caught the man’s arm and spun him around, throwing him to the ground. Yet another woman had a rock waiting to slam into his face. The first one jammed her heel into his exposed nut sack, again and again, matching the other’s blows.

      “Fuckkk me,” Brink said, watching the naked man go down. “We want them.”

      Letha nodded, giving him permission to make it happen. He chose two fighters and led the charge. It was time for Letha and the others to get out there. They sprinted downfield, watching as a Noob picked up a level five rifle and tried to shoot, only to have it blow up in his face.

      That was one way to learn, though he wouldn’t have a chance to apply the knowledge.

      Pete’s Dragon appeared on the far side of the field, shrieking and breathing fire with the help of some black-market goods he’d acquired, while his men formed a line. They all wore armor of an old style and looked like medieval fighters with guns.

      Letha spotted a crazy lady she’d seen around, but had never learned her name. With a screech, the woman flung herself at the Dragon and he caught her by the throat with metal hooks attached to wrist supports. A quick movement and she was down, but a wave of fighters blocked Letha’s view of what happened next.

      She scanned the hills past where the ship was already starting to lift off. Somewhere around here, Fireshot had to be waiting to make his move.

      “If you see Grinder, I want a chance at her first,” Trunk said, running alongside Letha. “Hoping to still earn my reward.”

      She laughed and peeked over at him as he removed his loincloth and tied it around his wrist.

      “If that thing goes in my mouth,” she said, watching his mighty schlong flail in the wind, “I’ll die faster than if I was hit by most of the weapons out here.”

      He laughed at that and shrugged, pulling out his twin blasters from hip holsters. “The devil cursed me with this monstrosity. Does that mean I’m forever doomed to never get a good blow job from you?”

      “Nothing’s off the table,” she said with a wink, already focusing ahead again as they reached the outskirts of the fighting.

      She wasn’t here to kill randomly, unlike some of the armies, but to gather as many recruits as possible. Her team selected those they thought worthy, and formed them into a line as one of her generals would shout that they were now in her army unless they wanted to die. Some chose death, too confused and scared to nod in the affirmative, others were more than happy to have defenders, to be absorbed by one of the armies and not die that day.

      Since many had watched from home before coming here, they were familiar with Letha. They recognized her and her generals, and were ecstatic. It was like suddenly being cast in their favorite movie with one of the top stars, only this movie involved bloodshed and crazy sexual celebrations. Hell, if they played their cards right, they might earn a spot in Letha’s bed. Some thought it would be the equivalent of having the opportunity to be with a goddess, as if Aphrodite herself would lay back and spread her legs for them. When the new recruits were told to fight, to hold their position or be cast back out into the chaos, they naturally fought with fervor.

      “Strip,” Trunk shouted to several of the newest recruits, laughing as they immediately did as he told. “We want all cameras on us, we want bidders going crazy, fans screaming our names. Let the wind caress your breasts and inner thighs, let your glory be screamed out loud!”

      As Letha slammed a would-be attacker in the throat with her shocker, Redwood set up several of the recruits with energy shields and directed them to the group’s flanks and rear. These shields weren’t cheap, but they were necessary for being out in the open like this.

      “FUCK YOU ALL!” one of their new recruits screamed, having seen an opening and barreling forward. She was one of the three women from earlier.  Letha turned, ready to defend her, but the woman slammed into someone else and then used the energy shield to separate a head from a body.

      Hot shit, this one would do just fine. The woman turned to Letha, froze to see her goddess watching her, and then smiled and kept on fighting when Letha gave her a nod of approval.

      A topless woman wearing animal hides around her shoulders and waist appeared with her followers. She was known as the Bear, a play on names because she was always bare-chested, and the fur might as well have been from a bear, though Letha was pretty sure it was from a local animal.

      They were racing into combat. Others dove out of their way.  The Bear’s crew appeared to be coming right for Letha. Then she saw they were actually fleeing from a larger force behind them. The force Letha had been waiting for.

      Fireshot and his army had finally arrived.
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            Escape

          

          Planet Kill, Field of Reckoning

        

      

    

    
      Pierce picked up his pace to keep even with the mute woman. Under cover of the smoke billowing out from the transport ship’s ascent, they rushed out of sight to the rear of the landing area. Their escape was masked by both smoke and the need on the part of current inhabitants to secure their objectives. It was quick and simple: take the best, kill the rest.

      To the benefit of the two Noobs, the festivities of Reckoning Day provided enough distraction for them to put distance between themselves and the sharp end of seasoned blades. As they rushed away, the darkness grew, limiting visibility. Together they tripped over a shallow dip in the terrain and were launched down a steep hill.

      They rolled for what seemed like an eternity, crashing into each other at the bottom of the incline, and finally smashing against rocks.

      Pierce took in their surroundings, assessing the situation. They were in a deep, wide valley, full of rocks, weeds, trees, and sand. Lush forage in the middle of the desert was an odd thing for Earth, but commonplace on Planet Kill. Pierce was reminded of Dregg’s counsel that this place was like no other, and that borders weaved of their own will regardless of human desire. Life makes a way, and this was the perfect proof, a planet where the very things that could save you could also lead to your death.  Here was a place where weather could be peaceful one minute, and treacherous the next. The dangerous and the life-giving things in nature shared the same space. Enemies and allies could be found side-by-side in both humans and nature. All the while, the sound of gunfire, shouts of pain, and screams of victory filled the air. For the first time, Pierce was beginning to understand the teachings of his mentor and how his behaviors and personality made more sense in the light of actually experiencing such a place firsthand, rather than through a remote viewer screen.

      “Well, I’ll be,” Pierce announced. A moment later he realized how cheesy he sounded. “Fuck it all.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted the mute woman laughing soundlessly. She mouthed three words, but he couldn’t read lips. He shook his head.

      Her shoulders slumped and she crouched to her knees, with her eyes to the sand. She was lost for a second, but then she lit up. She grabbed a stick on a bush, broke it off, and began writing in the sand.

      “Nice to meet you,” Pierce thought he could make out.

      He took her branch and wrote back. Taking his time with each word.

      “Same,” Pierce wrote. “How about you?”

      “Lovely,” the mute woman wrote, jokingly.

      Pierce laughed. “Got a name?” Pierce wrote next.

      “Essie,” she wrote. “You?”

      “Pierce,” he wrote.

      Essie giggled silently.

      “What?” Pierce said, forgetting she couldn’t respond vocally.

      “You make me crazy,” Essie wrote in the sand. “I can hear you just fine.”

      Pierce chuckled and noticed for the first time that beneath the dirt and grime on Essie’s face, she was striking in a subtle sort of way.

      “I’ll help you,” Pierce said.

      “I’m more likely to be helpful to you,” Essie wrote. “What’s in it for me?”

      He frowned, but her eyes bore into him. She meant it.

      “I know a place to get some good grub around here,” Pierce suggested.

      She smiled and gestured for him to lead the way.

      The sound of rocks crunching and branches breaking reached their ears. He put a hand to Essie’s shoulder to stop. She understood and grew still.

      An odd quietness filled the air, and Pierce knew. Just as they thought they’d gotten clear of all the chaos, they’d walked right into what was about to be a killing field. There was about to be a fight. Whether they were there for Pierce and the girl or someone else, he didn’t know. Either way, they were about to get caught in the crosshairs.

      “Someone’s close,” Pierce whispered.

      But the unexpected followed. Arrows and blaster shots flew in both directions over their heads.
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            Survive!

          

          Planet Kill, Field of Reckoning

        

      

    

    
      Pierce dodged, diving for cover as the dirt at his feet erupted with a spray of bullets. A flamethrower hit a man to his left. The burning corpse-to-be ran at his enemy, trying to take as many down with him as he could.

      This was it, it was really happening.

      All Pierce had to do was survive, get in good with one of the warlords. He ran through the lists he remembered studying—Letha, Fireshot, Pete’s Dragon, and the rest. He was willing to bet at least two were involved in this scuffle, and he needed to make the right move and impress the right one.

      A pair of women leaped over a ridge above and spotted him staring in confusion. They wore tight leather straps of armor at key spots, and one carried an ax while the other had a machete.

      “You don’t look like you’re with us,” one of the women said.

      “A recruit,” the other added, “or maybe a dead man walking. Which will it be?” She stepped forward, brandishing her machete, and smiled to reveal half her teeth were missing. “Show us your cock, and we might let you live.”

      The other snorted laughter, preparing her ax. “Or maybe we’ll chop it off and keep it as a souvenir. We’ll see how generous we’re feeling.”

      He was crouched and ready, debating what his training would have him do. Pulling out his cock didn’t seem to be the right move, but he had a feeling these two had some experience in combat. Plus, he was worried about them spotting Essie who was hiding somewhere in the chaos. He stole a quick peek around but couldn’t find her.

      “Quit stalling, limp dick!” the one with the ax shouted. “Show us the goods or lose your fucking head!”

      It was a stall tactic. His hand slowly reached down, slowly unzipped, preparing to attack. He’d whip it out, distract them, and then make his move. His fingers touched soft flesh. He began to pull, when--BAM!

      The first woman’s head exploded. The other whirled around to see a short, stocky woman come charging through the brush. She tackled the other woman and they went tumbled along the ground. Pierce stared, amazed at his luck, and then put his dick away as he returned to the fight.

      As the woman with the machete rose up to strike the shorter woman down, Pierce grabbed a large rock and caught her on the side of the head. The stocky woman was on her in a second, slamming the butt end of a rifle down on her face over and over until there was only blood and nastiness. She glanced up, gave him a nod, and said, “Your fly’s unzipped,” before racing on into the fray.

      He had no idea whose side she was on, but he liked her. He picked up the machete, ready to get into the action.
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            Ambush

          

          Planet Kill, Field of Reckoning

        

      

    

    
      This wasn’t just a team of fighters moving for her, Letha realized. It was an actual army. While she’d been waiting and preparing to fight Fireshot in a duel, he hadn’t given the idea two thoughts. Instead, he had been forming alliances, buying off other warlords, preparing for this moment.

      Normally this didn’t happen, because splitting the spoils of war was tough business and a fellow warlord was likely to turn on you. Alliances were great until someone realized they didn’t need you anymore or wanted your power. There was the other kind of alliance, the partnership Letha had with her generals, but that was formed from something else, something she was quite sure Fireshot was incapable of. She grimaced just thinking of it.

      Dammit, she wished she’d told Aero to stay close. She noticed him on the far side of the recruits, but wasn’t sure he’d even seen what was happening.

      Fireshot stepped up as his men bent over, so that walking onto them was like walking up stairs. Then he aimed and fired. It took only that split-second for Letha to realize the gun in his hands was the one Ulric the Warden had been selling, and that they were all fucked.

      “Shields!” Letha shouted, diving back.

      Two shields moved into place, but a third warrior took the attack before he could get his up. Three bullets ignited upon impact, shooting out liquid flame. The other two shield-holders nearby were caught in the fire. The shields stood in place as those responsible for them fell to the ground, shrieking in agony.

      There was no way this was going to turn out well for Letha and her team, not if she continued like this.

      “Retreat!” she shouted, looking toward the area where the smoke from the shuttle was still thick.

      Three others went for the shields, more returned fire, but a couple were shot down. She was quickly losing her team and was pissed about it. For the moment though, she had to pull back and come up with a new strategy.

      An arc of electricity shot across the field. It hit one of the shields and knocked its holder over. The shield hit the ground and the energy fizzled out.

      Holy fuck, she wished she had bought that gun somehow.

      The recruits were largely stuck between her and Fireshot now. Letha’s team moved into the smoke and one of the drop-off points on the other side, where they could get cover from the treeline. Going back the way they came wouldn’t have worked, even though it provided great cover. It was like trying to fight the current. The best way to avoid it was at a diagonal.

      Aero was trying to fight his way over to her, but a portion of Fireshot’s army had moved to intercept him.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” Aisha was saying. At least she was still there with them.

      “Everyone stay together,” Letha ordered, leading them down the ravine as shots of electricity lit up the smoke around them. Bullets hit the ground behind them, others whizzed by.

      A new recruit, one of the three women, prepared to leap down after them when her head exploded and her corpse toppled down.

      One more advantage to having a Reckoning Day so close to home was that Letha understood the terrain. When it was far away, she would spend days studying whatever maps they could get, sometimes through the black market. Here, though, that wasn’t necessary.

      “Tell me we have a plan,” Brink called out, helping one of the other ladies down and then waving Trunk to hurry his ass.

      “Fireshot’s numbers won’t mean shit down there,” Letha said, pointing to the rocks and trees ahead.

      He seemed skeptical but trusted his leader. They scrambled for cover, a couple of screens popping up with chats that Letha didn’t have time to read. She noticed a couple of words, though, such as ‘Coward,’ and ‘Only bitches run.’ This wasn’t good, but dying would be worse.

      If she knew anything about Fireshot, which she was beginning to doubt, he would follow her down there.

      “Projectiles!” she shouted, pointing to the ridge they’d just left. “When you see movement, let loose!”

      She prepared a frag grenade, while a couple of her other team members pulled out similar weapons. Damn, she was down in numbers. They hid as far back in the cover as they could and still see the ridge then waited. The others followed Kale to a second fallback position.

      A wave of enemy fighters appeared at the top, already leaping down for the battle.

      “Now!” Letha shouted, and her crew let loose, turning to the fallback point as the grenades tore through the first wave. One projectile burst open and left a wall of fire in its place. Letha thought that was smart thinking, given the circumstance.

      The rest of her team opened fire on the ridge, mowing down other fighters who tried to jump down.  Some of them avoided bullets but burst into flames as they hit the wall of fire.

      Shots were echoing off of the rock walls of the cliff face behind them, but then actual shots were coming from that direction as well. Letha spun to see that the shots were not coming from behind, but around to their left.

      She cursed under her breath as she realized she’d let them be flanked. Instead of sitting here taking it from both sides like a whore in a three-way, she motioned her force to redirect its attention in that direction and led the charge. Her shield flickered more than once as it was hit, but none of the strikes were strong enough to take it out yet.

      It was time to go all in, survive this or not. If she was going down today, it was going to be fucking glorious.

      Letha pulled her newest loot from her side, a shield-penetrating level ten shotgun. At close quarters like this, it would do wonders. She blasted through the first two opponents. Barely flinching as her shield flickered, she dodged a curved blade and came up with her upgraded shocker, the strike connecting with a man’s body armor. It sent him flying up and away, to crash into his own teammates.

      She spun, reloading as she watched Brink in his element from the corner of her eye. He unleashed fury with his spiked club, turning with a blaster the next second to take down an opponent who had been preparing to attack Redwood.

      Rodrigo was the biggest surprise. Usually less of an aggressive one, he had been accepted to the group because Letha had noticed him moving with caution and shooting with precision when he’d arrived as a recruit. Even with a level one gun that day, he’d done well for himself.

      Now he was howling like a madman, standing on a small pile of bodies and unleashing hell with two old-school pistols, shouting out a chain of curses that Letha couldn’t understand, but knew she liked.

      Others had seen him too and were emboldened, but she was losing fighters fast. Already, more than half of the recruits she’d nabbed had tried to prove themselves and failed.

      An enemy leaped for Letha, dressed like a ninja in what he must’ve thought would be intimidating style. With everything she’d seen here? Not likely. She dodged the first strike with a short blade, but his kicks and punches were years beyond her skill level.

      Luckily for her, she didn’t tend to rely on her hand-to-hand combat skills, and in a moment like this she preferred to fall back and let loose with another barrage of shotgun blasts.

      The first shot threw him into a tree, and when he fell she ran up and bashed the shotgun against his face. After a few good hits, she picked his head up by the back of the mask and slammed it back into the jagged rock he’d fallen on.

      Seeing this as a good point of cover, she knelt, clipped the shotgun back onto her waist, and unslung the rifle.

      BAM! BAM!

      She took out two fighters who were attacking Kale, then nearly shot Trunk right in the junk as he suddenly jumped into her line of sight, tearing down the next enemy she was going to shoot. She started to look around for another opponent but couldn’t help but notice that Trunk was now scanning the crowd, shouting, “Grinder! Show yourself!” His tenacity was respectable, and that tight ass of his was nice to watch, too. He then ran off and leaped for the next opponent, his balls visible for a moment.

      Damn, was she getting turned on in the middle of a battle? One that was likely to end in her death? She laughed at that, then forced her eyes away to shoot a woman to the left who had also been distracted by the sight.

      Another fighter caught her attention, pressed up against a tree—a man in cargo pants and a black chest plate. A recruit, she figured by his worried expression, but which side? When his eyes met hers, he paused in a moment of confusion, fright, and awe. With a slight nod, he acknowledged her, and she nodded back before shooting a would-be attacker just past him.

      The recruit turned to see, then must have noticed another attacker she hadn’t seen, because he jumped to the ground, punched someone, and a moment later had the attacker’s head up and snapped their neck.

      Not bad.

      She decided he wasn’t a threat, for now, and spun around in time to see two women converging on her position. Click. The rifle was out, or jammed, but she didn’t have time to figure out which.

      Slinging it back over her back, she took the shocker in one hand, a blaster pistol in the other, and exchanged blows. One of the women wore a shield over her exposed breasts, smiley face stickers covering her nipples.

      She got points for creativity, but two blaster shots and a punch with the shocker split the shield and a purple bruise blossomed across the woman’s sternum. A second later, she was on her knees, coughing up blood while her partner did her best to stand against Letha.

      This woman was hardly at the ninja’s skill level, but she did manage to knock the blaster pistol out of Letha’s hand with a well-placed kick. She moved in and blocked the arm with the shocker, turning with a smile as if she’d won. The stupid bitch had left herself open though and was close enough for Letha to bite, taking a chunk out of her ear.

      The woman screamed, spinning back to dispatch her with a knife, but Letha sprang back and out of the way, then rolled and slammed the shocker onto the other woman’s foot. The electric shock pinned her in place and sent her into spasms as it burned her from the inside out. After a moment she collapsed, smoke rising from her corpse.

      Damn, the shocker hadn’t done that at lower levels. Nice.

      Still on the ground, Letha assessed the situation. They were holding their own, thanks to the shields and cover, but the enemy was still too great in numbers. How the hell had she let this happen? She couldn’t imagine what Fireshot had promised the others to get them to all work with him. Was it that they all hated her that much?

      A movement behind caused her to spin, ready to attack, but it was Brink. He shot down an opponent, then turned to her with wild eyes. “If we keep this up, we’re dead, no matter how many of them we take out.”

      Letha was about to respond when a giant of a man grabbed Brink by the head and tossed him like a ragdoll. Before she could shoot the son of a bitch, two fighters leaped on her from behind. She defended herself well, but by the time she finished them off, the giant had Brink by his hair, a massive fist with spiked brass knuckles raised as if to pound into his throat. She wouldn’t be able to get to her guns in time.

      A blur of a man flew into the giant, connecting with the arm and twisting it behind to put him in a lock. Now she saw it was the man she’d seen near the tree, the one with the cargo pants. He shouted something, then chopped at the giant’s neck with a machete. It was no good. The machete just stuck there, and the giant turned away to resist. Then Brink was back in the fight, rolling away to grab a rock and toss it.

      Cargo Man caught the rock with both hands, releasing the giant to do so. As the giant twisted around to take him out, the man brought the rock down with a solid crunch on the back of his head. The giant stumbled, and the man came in again with a two-handed swing that crushed the rock into the bridge of the giant’s nose. Now the giant collapsed onto his back, howling, and the man was on him, smashing that rock down again and again, over and over until the giant was no more than a twitching, pulpy mess.

      When it was over, the sound of gunfire and explosions returned, and Brink was there, hauling the man with him to Letha’s side, shouting again that they had to withdraw.

      “I won’t retreat from that bastard!” she shouted. “Not again!”

      “It’s that or die!” Brink countered.

      The man at his side was terrified, but he briefly scanned the area and nodded in agreement.

      “You don’t know me, but I know you. I’ve watched enough to know you’re strategic. You’ll leave now to come back and hit him where it hurts. You’re a survivor, right? Survive.”

      “Who the fuck are you?” she asked, keenly aware of shots hitting a couple of her more forward fighters, cringing at the thought of their burning bodies.

      “Pierce.”

      “Well, Pierce….” She wanted to tell him to go to hell, to suck her clit and die, but instead she bit her lower lip, knowing they were right. “Welcome to the team.”

      He beamed, nodding back behind him some distance, to where a woman was now slightly visible peeking out from the cover of rocks on the hillside. “Her too?”

      “Sure. Why the fuck not?” Letha leaned toward Brink. “Spread the word. Fall back, at least to a point where we can section them off, funnel them in so we only face a couple of them at a time.”

      He nodded and sprinted off. In a matter of minutes, they were all in retreat mode. Rodrigo pulled up a map and found a cave that worked as just such a spot, and Pierce and the woman went with them. The enemy kept coming, but by now the fighting had mostly died out outside.  In here they were able to set mines and put up shields. Soon the enemy realized it was pointless to try to breach their defenses.

      As the night wore on, Letha took stock of their numbers. Only six of her original team remained, and she had four recruits, including the man and woman.

      But hell, she was alive, and this Pierce character had a good point. She was a survivor, trained by Mantis herself.

      If there was one thing Mantis had always taught her, it was how to leverage someone’s hubris. If Fireshot had ever been at a peak in terms of his overconfidence, that moment was now.

      When it had been silent for some time, she sent Rodrigo to find a back way out.  Redwood and Brink took the first rest, along with the recruits. She needed at least half the team strong enough to make the relatively short march back to base—if it was even still there. Aisha had managed to live through the battle too, which came as a bit of a surprise. She was sitting in the corner, mumbling to herself.

      “Injured?” Letha asked, approaching.

      The woman had a line of blood along her neck where a bullet had grazed her, but it wasn’t bad. She had a few bruises and cuts. She’d live.

      “Trunk didn’t make it, I guess?” Aisha asked.

      Letha cocked her head. “I never knew you paid much attention to whether he made it or not.”

      The other woman blushed. “He… he can be sweet, you know? Which is a nice feeling in a place like this.”

      Letha sat on a rock next to her and nodded, and was just about to try to offer comfort, when someone nearby said, “speak of the devil.” There he was, hobbling in, with a huge grin plastered across his face.

      “It’s just me, don’t shoot.” Trunk gestured behind him, to where Kale was leading him in. “Good thing your boy didn’t shoot me. The fighting’s died down, by the way. I didn’t see anyone out there, so they must’ve all headed back. Oh, and I spotted Grinder, but I couldn’t get to her. I will, don’t worry. I’ll do it tomorrow, or the next day. Soon.”

      “I’m counting on it,” Letha replied, exhaustion mixing with relief. “And Aero?”

      “Yeah, I saw both him and Nurse, actually. I made it up over the ridge during the retreat, thinking maybe I could find Grinder.  I saw that Aero and his team were providing cover fire against Fireshot directly.”

      “Damn. If not for that, we probably would’ve been mowed down easily. Remind me to thank him later.” Letha couldn’t help but notice the relief and hunger in Aisha’s eyes. That made her want to laugh, but she just smiled and stepped out of the way so they could chat.  “At any rate, it’s good to see you. All of you, but... Can someone give this naked, crazy bastard something to cover up?”

      Trunk stood there, smiling blissfully as his beautiful cock started to harden. He liked the attention.

      Aisha went over to him and removed the skirt she was wearing over leggings, and tied it around him. It was a light material, so it didn’t do much to conceal his massive erection, but at least it was something. The two of them moved to the side of the cave, her hand already working him as if nobody would notice.

      Letha rolled her eyes and faced Kale.

      “You need rest,” he said.

      “I need to get out of here, to kill that fucking prick.”

      “And… you need rest.”

      She sighed, knowing it was true. When he held out a hand, she took it and let him lead her to the back of the cave, where he woke a couple of the others to take watch. He lay down next to her and leaned over to wrap an arm around her. “We’re going to make it through this, you know?”

      She nodded, loving the gentle look in his green eyes, and pulled him in for a kiss. Nothing over the top and she simply meant to show her appreciation for the fact that he hadn’t died on her, but he leaned into it, then started nibbling on her neck, kissing her earlobe.

      He started to move down, hand working to remove her armor, but she shook her head.

      “I want to taste you,” he murmured.

      “Right now?” she scrunched her tired face. “I’ll taste like sweat, maybe a bit of piss.” She groaned quietly. “I’m not going to lie, there was more than once out there I thought I was going to die.”

      “But you didn’t.” Again, he kissed her neck, whispering, “I’ll take it all, even the piss.”

      “Fuck, that’s disgusting,” she said, and pulled him up to kiss her again.

      “Just let me touch you then,” he replied, hand working the armor again. When he had an entry point, she shivered at his cold fingers moving down along her pubic hair, tracing it, playing with the side of her legs, then gently caressing the sides of her soft velvety flesh before fondling her clit.

      She moaned, trying to keep it down, keenly aware of Aisha and Trunk’s attempts to be quiet as well, though Aisha was failing. She couldn’t blame her—that trunk had to hurt!

      After another kiss and another moan, Letha opened her eyes, smiling at Kale and the way he licked his lips. He pressed his stubbly cheek against hers, fingers working magic, and she found herself drifting off to sleep at the moment of climax. It sent warmth through her body, and then she was out.
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          Planet Kill – The Cave

        

      

    

    
      Pierce watched this woman, Letha, still unable to believe he was in her presence. This was the woman he’d seen on all of those posters, coffee mugs, and screens. He’d watched her kill, watched her fuck, and seen the white in her eyes as she climaxed, all from the other side of existence.

      But now he was here, about to go to sleep in the same cave as she was after an insane evening of warfare. He breathed heavily, curled up against the cave wall, and heard the soft slapping of skin that, when he peered over, he saw was one of the ladies jacking off one of the men. Even with both hands, she didn’t have his full erection managed. Pierce had never been into dicks in the slightest, but he couldn’t take his eyes away from this sight.

      When the woman caught him staring, she turned away at first, but then smiled back at him, licked her lips and undid her shirt. The guy had his head back, eyes closed, and moaned as she took his monstrous cock between her breasts and started rubbing them along its length.

      Holy fuck. The boner that grew between Pierce’s legs felt like it was harder than it had been in a long time. When Essie approached, he looked away from the couple, pretending he hadn’t been watching. Judging by how wide her eyes got when she glanced over, he knew she had noticed his staring. She bit her lip to keep from laughing and then yawned.

      Pointing at the spot next to him, she waited until he nodded, and then lay down. She gave him another smile, then turned away and curled up in a ball. He considered her, wondering if she had wanted to sleep next to him for protection, or for another reason. That boner wouldn’t go away, and he debated walking off to a dark corner to take care of it, but wasn’t sure he’d survive in a place like this if someone found him at the wrong moment.

      Dammit, he’d just have to deal with it and go without.

      When Essie rolled over, she moved closer, eyes closed as if still asleep. Her small hand snuck up onto his chest, then she wrapped a leg across him. Her thigh was firmly pressed against his boner, and he lay there, back arching uncontrollably, every part of him wanting to explode out of his crotch. He closed his eyes and tried to sleep, then opened them. She was staring at him with an expectant smile.

      She glanced down for a moment, then raised an eyebrow. His brain was lacking blood, and all he could do was lie there like an idiot. When she started rubbing her leg softly against him, he held his breath to keep from groaning, and when she slipped her hand beneath her leg, feeling him over his pants, he wanted to take her right there.

      Instead, he took her hand and held it.

      “No bids,” he whispered. “No cameras here.”

      Her expression turned instantly sour and she pulled her hand back, appalled. She quickly rolled away.

      No, dammit! He’d messed up, but in his eyes, he was there to find his wife. He knew he had to do certain things to fit in, to get the audience buy-in. Pierce wasn’t so sure if he could do them in a dark cave, with nobody watching.

      He turned to her, then quietly said, “I’m sorry, I just… not yet.”

      Essie had her back to him and didn’t respond. Unsure what to do, he put an arm around her. She didn’t move the arm, and after a moment, moved her hips back against his, so that his rock-hard bulge was now pressing directly into the spot where he would slide it in from behind.

      All he could imagine was that action as he closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep.
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            Size Matters

          

          Planet Kill, Returning to Camp

        

      

    

    
      The march back to camp the next day was a slow one. The crew was full of relief about being alive and having earned a good deal of points and credits the night before. They were also full of sadness over losing even more members.

      The credits and points didn’t make up for the number of losses they’d taken. Letha’s plans had been dashed to pieces. Not only did she not have the massively new numbers that she’d wanted, but she was down a few more. She had thought Trunk would be satisfied after his little nookie session with Aisha the night before, but he was glaring off into the distance, hand gripping the hilt of his knife.

      Kale walked just ahead of him, on lookout, while Brink had taken point.

      “Trunk seemed all gung-ho yesterday,” she began.

      Kale shrugged. “Don’t try to understand him. He’s up one minute, down the next. And no, I know how your head works—I don’t mean his cock.”

      “I wasn’t thinking that,” Letha said, though she certainly was thinking exactly that now.

      “He has a target in mind,” Kale said. “He’s been hunting Grinder a lot longer than he lets on, you know that? Yeah, he’s made it his little quest to get her, something about a promise you made.”

      “You heard about that?”

      “None of my business. Shit, you could’ve gone down on me plenty of times for everything I’ve done for you, but, you know, it’s none of my business.”

      “Do you want that?”

      He didn’t even look at her, instead watching the path ahead of him. “Are you really asking?”

      “No, I mean, yes, of course you do.” She paused to organize her thoughts. “It’s just something Mantis taught me long ago, and it’s been there ever since. A mental block, maybe?”

      “So you’d be willing to try?”

      She thought about it. “I don’t know. Once I put your dick in my mouth, then everyone will want it, right?”

      “I’ll do it,” Aisha said, bouncing up next to them.

      Letha stared at her. “Excuse me?”

      “I’ll put his cock in my mouth and suck it dry.” She licked her lips. “You know, if you’re okay with that. Maybe you could watch and touch yourself? I don’t know, but honestly, I’d love to.”

      Kale just blinked at her in surprise.

      “Trunk’s cock is huge.  Have you seen that monstrosity? It feels like a massive roll of cookie dough in my hands, and that’s when it’s limp. I’ve seen yours, Brink. I could fit that whole thing in there and love every inch of it.” She turned back to Letha. “So, I mean, only if you’re okay with it.”

      Letha laughed, shaking her head. “Come find us at camp tonight, we’ll see how well you suck a cock.”

      “Hear that?” she asked, sidling up to Kale and reaching over to take his finger in her mouth.

      He pulled it back. “Just to be clear, you did pretty much just say I have a small cock.”

      “No… I mean relative to that thing of his, yeah. But for sure yours is bigger than average.” She shook her little blond head.

      He raised his eyebrows, and Letha laughed. “Oh, shit, are we getting insecure now?”

      “Fuck you both,” he said and walked quickly up ahead to join Brink.

      “I just offered to go down on him,” Aisha protested. “Why’s he mad at me?”

      Letha shrugged. “The better question is, what’s gotten into you?”

      “I don’t know, I guess… I mean, last night, that fight was crazy. It was the first time I really got into it, and there was this guy, I don’t know if you saw—”

      “I was kind of busy.”

      “He tried to cop a feel while sliding his knife along my throat! His fucking hand even brushed my boob, just like this.” She took Letha’s hand and ran it along the underside of her breast. “Not cool, right? So I had my pistol and shot him first in the foot.  Then when he was all whining about it, I shot him again, right through the eye. Motherfucker dropped, and I don’t know, I’ve never felt so alive in my life.”

      “You’re not feeling guilty?”

      “Didn’t you hear? The asshole fucking titty-grazed me on purpose while trying to slit my throat! Doesn’t that sound like the kind of guy that needs to die?”

      Letha laughed. “You’re the right person to talk to after a night like that. It was fucked. I mean it. Royally, completely fucked.”

      Aisha tilted her head, then peeked back at the new guy in the cargo pants.

      “What about him?” she asked. “Would there be a problem if I, you know, got down with him?”

      “You’re acting more horny than usual all of a sudden.” Letha then realized what must have happened, and hit her in the shoulder. “You got a bid!”

      “Ugh, fine. Yeah. They want me to go down on three guys before tomorrow morning. They said I have twenty-four hours. It was right after I tried to fit Trunk in me, and it just wasn’t happening. Ever have one of those massive burritos that has everything in it, and you just can’t figure out how to get it in your mouth? It was like that.”

      Letha couldn’t respond in any way other than another laugh.

      “So, I was already frustrated, and when the bid came in I was like ‘damn right, I’ll suck those dicks.’ And now,” she shrugged and sighed. “I mean, I still think it would be fun, but I kinda regret accepting the bid. You know how much they hate you when you go back on a bid you’ve already accepted.”

      “Don’t do it.” Letha clasped her on the shoulder playfully as they walked. “We’ll get those three cocks in your mouth, or die trying. Hell, maybe you’ll get lucky and we can get three in there at once?”

      “They’d still be smaller than Trunk!” Aisha said with a giggle and a shake of her pigtails. “Fun to play with, painful to do anything else with.”

      “Anywhere other than here, that thing would be considered a weapon.”

      Now both women were laughing, and when they looked back toward Trunk, he glanced at them, nodded, and continued mumbling to himself.

      “Everything okay back there, big guy?” Letha asked.

      He glanced between the two of them, and for a moment Letha felt bad, wondering if he’d overheard them and was offended.

      He snorted and spit a wad of thick mucus on the ground. “Fucking Grinder.”

      “That still bothering you?”

      “I tried to keep her outta my mind last night, but the fact that I haven’t ended that bitch’s life yet is eating away at me. I’m about to explode.”

      Letha frowned, not sure if he was really talking about Grinder, or about the promise. She wanted to punch herself for always being so sexual, but hey, that’s just how she was.

      “Keep at it,” Letha said. “You’ll get her, I’m sure of it.”

      He nodded, staring off again absentmindedly. Letha noticed Pierce watching them, so she told the others to go ahead, then dropped back to him and his female friend.

      “When we get to base, I want to get you with Trunk, have him train you on how everything works,” she said. “Both of you. You need to see the way we do business, and he needs the distraction.”

      “That crazy-looking guy?” Pierce said, nodding toward Trunk.

      She chuckled and nodded. “He’s obsessed with killing someone out there. Don’t worry about it. We aren’t far now.”

      The woman pointed at the others ahead.  Pierce nodded, and she walked on ahead. When she was gone, Pierce explained that she was mute.

      “Ah, that’ll be interesting.” Letha watched the girl as they walked, then studied the path as she spoke. “You saved my general, I won’t forget that. Still, something seems off about you. You’re holding something back.”

      “Is that so?”

      “I think it’s the case, yeah. What is it?”

      He chuckled nervously, ran a hand through his hair, and said, “There’s a lot about me I’m holding back. I’m not sure what part you mean.”

      “Right. Sure.” She rolled her eyes. “Just saying, it’s going to be a lot easier to trust me if you tell me. And you know what I’m talking about.”

      He nodded. “I do, but… not yet. Not with the cameras everywhere.”

      She peered around and saw that indeed there was a camera following them. The morning after Reckoning Day, viewers would be hungover and sleeping in. The bored ones and those unable to get back to sleep would tune in, not minding the view of scantily clad men and women, some with clothes torn like the recruit who’d had her shirt hanging half-off in strips. There was always a reason to watch.

      “Fair enough,” she agreed.

      They walked on for a while, continuing to speak about their lives before this and the generalities of what it really was like to be here, not just what people knew from watching. He seemed to be fairly familiar with it all. Soon she saw the line of trees she had chosen long ago as the marker for their base.

      They crested the last hill before the base would come into view, and everyone froze, then ducked. As they took cover, they could see that the base had not only been hit, but a sizable force was occupying it. Letha counted at least thirty fighters. This wasn’t just a tactic to take her out, it was to humiliate her, to teach her that she was out of business, no longer welcome on this planet.

      As they were hiding there, Aisha crept over to her side, along with Brink and Kale.

      “What do you want to do?” Brink asked.

      Letha bit her lip, then shook her head. “If we go in there, we’re dead. Right now, we can’t make a stand against that many fighters. Maybe if we took them out one by one, but if they left the cameras on, there’s no way we’ll get there undetected. Thanks, Aisha.”

      “When it was us holding the base, that was a good thing,” the younger woman countered.

      A group of another ten people exited the main opening, conversed briefly, and then several broke off. Trunk tried to leave in a flash, but Letha had him by the arm.

      “What’re you doing?” she demanded.

      “Grinder, she’s right there!” he insisted, yanking away.

      Letha shared a look with the others. “Fine.”

      “Thank you,” he said, loping off in a direction that would cut off Grinder from the base.

      “He’ll be outnumbered,” Brink said.

      “He can handle himself,” she replied. “Plus, we can’t stay here. My thought? Follow the group, taking them out when we can, but let one escape. One of us can see where they go. Then we have a base to strike, at least temporarily.”

      They agreed, then started sneaking back. They hadn’t gone more than a few feet, though, when they spotted a scout and ducked.

      “We don’t want him to sound an alarm,” Letha said, “or that whole group back there will be on us.”

      “Let ‘em come,” Brink growled.

      She waved him off, waiting. The man was meandering their way, a high-powered semi-automatic at the ready. As soon as he was within range, Kale made for him. The man saw him too soon, took a few steps back and opened his mouth to sound the alarm.

      His shout never came. Pierce was up in a flash, plunging a blade into the man’s neck several times, then dropping him and finishing the job by cutting his neck clean open.

      As he wiped the blood on the guy’s pants, Pierce frowned. “You might want to be more careful.”

      Kale balled his hands into fists, opened his mouth like he was about to argue, but he closed his mouth and nodded. “My mistake. Thanks for watching my back.” He put out his hand to help Pierce up.

      The group stalked after their prey, getting closer. Only another few paces and they found their first body. Apparently, Trunk was taking them out already. They walked faster, but only saw more bodies and body parts. None of them were Trunk, but none were Grinder either.

      “Dammit,” Letha said, putting her hands on her head. “New plan. We’re getting Aero, if his base hasn’t fallen, then we reach out to every son of a bitch who has ever requested an alliance. If they’re still open to it, we accept. No matter what.”

      “No matter the cost?” Kale asked.

      “Fuck that. We aren’t paying them shit, but we will be their allies, and we sure as hell are going to take out Fireshot. And I mean now. No more waiting.”

      “Sounds like a good time.” Brink’s eyes shone with bloodlust.

      The others were ready, though the recruits all had that look of worry in their eyes. Letha knew the feeling—they were wondering if they had hooked up with the wrong warlord, set themselves up for an early death.

      All but Pierce, who instead held himself with the confidence and determination that she had started to recognize in him. She was going to find out what his secret was, and sooner rather than later. They started to head out, but Letha walked up alongside Pierce again.

      “Just to be clear, this isn’t going to end in chest bumps and high fives. You realize that, right?”

      He grunted, nodded, and looked at the others ahead of him.

      “We’ll be fine. I’ll protect you,” she said.

      His jaw tightened. “That’s not what I was thinking.”

      She nodded, then studied him a moment longer. “Listen, buddy. I’m going to take you in, make you one of mine, maybe even let Aisha over there put your teeny weeny in her mouth.”

      “Excuse me?” he blinked.

      She laughed. “As tough as your act is, you’re such a Noob. So, last chance before I make up my mind about you. What’s it gonna be?”

      The others were almost out of sight now. He sighed, then knelt, shielding himself in case cameras were watching.

      “I’m not here to compete… I’m here for other reasons,” he whispered. “I believe some people here didn’t actually volunteer.”

      “Yeah, no shit. I’m one of ‘em.”

      His eyes widened, caught off-guard by that. “You’re serious?”

      “Buddy, if you hoped to find only one or two of us, you’re in for a surprise. There are a lot more than that here against their will, and that’s just among the people I’m familiar with. We have a whole damn planet, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

      “Well, shit. That makes my job easier.”

      “Does it?” she stood now, studying him without hiding her skepticism. “Tell me, then, what you hope to do with these people?”

      “I’m going to get them out of here, shut down the black-market trade in people, and return Planet Kill to what it was meant to be.”

      With a nod of approval, she waved him on to follow her. “Don’t count me in on that list, but I think I like you. I just might help you, if we can live through this latest setback.”

      “And if not?”

      “If not?” she laughed. “Well, then, Mr. Bigshot, you’ll be dead. It won’t matter. All of us will be, and none of this will have mattered. Let’s not have that happen, deal?”

      He swallowed. “Deal.”

      “Good. Now, keep your eyes peeled. I saw how fast you are, so I want you at my side in case the shit hits the fan.”

      They hurried to catch up with the rest, Letha feeling much more secure now that she had more of an idea of what was going on with this guy, and that they would soon be reunited with Aero to form a plan.
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      They found Aero’s camp and quickly set up guards in case any attacks came. While at first Pierce had stood back, watching Letha work her magic from a distance, he couldn’t help but want a closer view. She finished making her arrangements with Aero, and as Pierce approached she was telling some of her runners to run off to other potential allies, to not stop until they had their own damn army to match Fireshot’s.

      Despite not really being part of Letha’s camp yet, Pierce took comfort knowing he and Essie were safe for the moment. He was about to ask where he was needed, when Letha turned to her generals and said, “Get them all relaxed. Make sure they’re ready to move if needed, but they’ve worked hard, and they’ve lost their base. See that they unwind and have some fun.”

      “On it,” Brink replied, and they quickly spread the word that it was playtime.

      Pierce joined the others and sat between Aisha and Brink at the fire. Kale walked up and joined them, while Aisha offered Pierce a drink without saying what it was. He knew better than to ask. It was best to accept with gratitude and drink along with Letha’s generals, despite not having earned his stripes or even a battle name yet.

      He had, however, saved one of her generals from death, maybe more than once. He decided that was why he’d been invited to drink with them instead of alone.

      There was plenty to celebrate. Letha hadn’t sliced his head off, and nothing had indicated that his missing wife was among the dead so far. His gamble to take on this mission and put his own life in danger was already worth it. He now had a legit chance to find out the truth. Mara could have been forced to come here instead of running away as he’d feared.

      “On Planet Kill, we celebrate as if there’s no tomorrow,” Aisha told him. “Because there might not be.” She handed Pierce another mug. “Don’t be a lightweight.”

      “Trust me,” Pierce joked. “I’ll be the last man standing tonight.” He beamed with excitement and anticipation as he spoke.

      Aisha furrowed her brows, curious why he was so happy. “What gives, Noob? You haven’t even earned the right to be blooded yet. Why the smile?”

      “I’m here for more than credits. I’m here to find someone I love,” Pierce said. “And now I know I’m on the right path.”

      “Ugh,” Kale blurted out. “Sentimental bullshit. Don’t get too attached to anyone here. Better to get what you need and not think too much about it.”

      “He’s got a point,” Brink said. “Hanging on to your attachments from Earth or whatever planet you’re from will only hold you back.”

      Brink, Kale, and Aisha cheered together. “Skol!” They downed their mugs in one gulp.

      Rodrigo snickered at that, which drew Pierce’s attention.

      “You have some criticism for me, too?” Pierce asked.

      “Nah,” Rodrigo answered. “Just think you’re funny is all.”

      “How’s that?”

      “It doesn’t make any sense,” Rodrigo said. “Someone coming here to get back to the life they had on Earth. Doesn’t add up. People come here to change their life. And you came to get back to yours. It’s funny. It’s ironic. It’s stupid.” He chortled and sipped his drink.

      “Yeah,” Brink said. “You must have a good gig back home if you’d want to take whomever you’re looking for back there. What’s your job on Earth?”

      Pierce grew uncomfortable. He shifted on the ground and tried to hide his discomfort by gulping down the moonshine they’d shared with him. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      “Try us,” Aisha insisted.

      The four of them grew still and stared at Pierce motionless, awaiting his next words.

      “Uh,” Pierce said, unsure what to do now. He should have spent more time on his cover. Letting them know anything more specific was going to make him vulnerable. If he told them the truth about being an Agent, they were likely to sever his head here and now. Plus, Dregg had warned him about how ruthless Letha’s harem could be. This was no joking matter. Yet, when he thought of Dregg, he remembered that he seemed to make light of everything even when he was at his most serious. Maybe joking around was the way to go.

      “I’m an Interstellar Agent, here to investigate illegal trafficking on Planet Kill, and I chose to risk my life for a shot at finding my missing wife,” Pierce said, with a straight face.

      Silence filled the night air. He’d gone and done it now. Any second, one of them was going to pull out their massive blades and remove his head from his neck. Pierce did all he could not to shut his eyes and wait for his impending death.

      Instead, the others burst out laughing all at once.

      “Good one,” Aisha said. “An Agent giving up his career to come here for love. Nice.”

      “Too good,” Brink laughed, barely able to get the words out, choking on his drink. “I was worried there for a second that maybe you were a mole for Fireshot’s camp. But if you’d make up something like that, no way are you a spy.”

      Kale was rolling on the ground, slapping his hands to the dirt. He’d spilled half his drink.

      Rodrigo chuckled too, but at a much lower volume. His eyes kept flitting back to Pierce. Sizing him up, like he wasn’t on the same page as the others. Pierce wondered if it was simply that Rodrigo was the subtle type, or if it was that he suspected that Pierce had just shared the naked truth, put it out in plain sight so that it would appear silly.

      Pierce gritted his teeth and willed himself to pry further. “You’re not all right, are you?” Pierce asked Rodrigo, quietly enough for the others not to notice while they were busy laughing.

      “All right?” Rodrigo asked, suspicious. “It’s becoming increasingly impossible to survive on your own here. Someone’s up to something. It’s not just warlords coalescing against Letha. Something’s changing. Every day, death is more likely. And now you’re here with a cockamamie story that would put a hell of a target on your head. You’d be bringing this camp into even more danger. The answer to your question is, yes. I’m all right. Who doesn’t like things to be more difficult?”

      “I can’t tell if you’re being sarcastic or not,” Pierce said. “You’re kind of hard to read.”

      “And you would know that because of your years of interrogation training?” Rodrigo asked, coyly.

      “Yep,” Pierce said. “That’d be it.”

      Rodrigo finally took a large gulp from his drink. “Relax. I’m not going to kill you in your sleep. Don’t need to. You won’t last a day out there. But if what you say is true, many people would ally with you, and many others would do anything to bring you down. Killing a volunteer Agent would be worth its weight in gold for the viewers. So the sooner you leave on your personal quest, the better for all of us.”

      “Noted,” Pierce said. “The sooner the better for me, too.”

      “Then we’re agreed,” Rodrigo said. “Do what’s needed, then scram.”

      Pierce nodded. “Working on it.”

      “Work faster, idiot.”

      Pierce chuckled at that.

      “What’s so funny?” Rodrigo’s eyes narrowed.

      “Nothing,” Pierce said. “It’s just that a friend used to call me that all the time. ‘Idiot.’ I’ve come to like it.”

      Rodrigo just rolled his eyes and refilled his mug. He retook his seat and stared off into the distance, occasionally stealing a glance back at Pierce.

      The tension was interrupted by Letha’s arrival. “What’s all the fun about?” she asked.

      “Your new pet,” Brink said, still laughing. “He says he’s an Interstellar Agent.

      “So ridiculous,” Kale added.

      “Who would leave behind a job like that for one here?” Aisha asked, spitting her drink out in between laughs.

      Letha’s eyes bored into Pierce. “Uh-huh. Who the fuck would do such a thing?”

      Pierce frowned and hung his head.

      “Noob,” Letha ordered, “pour my drink.”

      Pierce levered up off the ground and crept to the keg. He filled a mug for her but kept his eyes peeled. He gave it to her with both hands.

      She downed the first cup with one gulp, like her loyal followers. “Another,” she demanded.

      The others were no longer laughing at this point. They knew this was some kind of test.

      Pierce obeyed and refilled her cup. He handed it to her once more.

      This time, instead of drinking it, Letha raised the mug above Pierce’s head, tilted it over, and poured it out. The liquid dripped down his face, stinging his eyes.

      “Would an Agent let a killer like me do this?” she asked mockingly, and smiled.

      Brink, Aisha, and Kale burst out laughing in tears again, but Rodrigo kept glancing back and forth between Letha and Pierce.

      Pierce had revealed much more to Letha. If the others knew what he’d shared with her, they wouldn’t have thought of his story as a joke. They would have known it was true. Which meant she knew. She was assuaging any concern that he was telling the truth. She was supporting his lie. That meant she had something to gain from helping him. Pierce just needed to find out what that was and attempt to provide it so that he could have a shot at her help, too.

      “Enough with the fairy tales,” Letha ordered. “Anytime we’re not fighting to the death is a time we should be enjoying ourselves and not worrying.”

      She then pushed Pierce aside and lowered her voice. “We have more to discuss come morning. Meanwhile, time for a little fun.”

      On cue, the others began undressing. They showed no inhibition.

      As the Noob, he was afraid of what they might require of him, but he’d come this far. He thought of his missing wife. He thought of the lessons Dregg had tried to teach him. He began undressing as well.

      Before he could even get his clothes all the way off, Aisha had crawled over to him and ripped his shirt open. Within seconds, she was clawing at his chest and licking his neck like some kind of crazed and wild animal.

      “No foreplay, huh?” Pierce said. “Just dive right in?”

      “Shut up,” Aisha hissed, as she dug her teeth into his lips. “You jabber too much.”

      “Force of habit. I’m into dirty talk.”

      “Dirty talk is fine, but you’re just rambling.”

      She yanked his pants off, revealing his bulge. At the sight, the side of her mouth curled up in pleasure and anticipation. “Never mind,” she said. “You can talk all you want. I’m going to get mine.”

      “Oh good, because I could use some more warming up. Ease into it, you know.”

      By then, Aisha had already sucked him into her mouth. As the moist warmth enveloped him, Pierce lost his train of thought. All he could do was wonder how the fuck she could fit it all in so quickly. Even that thought disappeared as his erection grew. He took in the sight of flesh and bodies pressed together. Kale’s fingers were gently pinching Letha’s nipples and Nurse had Aero’s cock in her mouth. Pierce was finally beginning to understand what Dregg meant about sex being currency here. Lost in ecstasy, none of them were thinking about what Pierce had shared regarding his mission.

      Aisha’s hands caressed Pierce. Before long, there was more than one set of hands on him, touching every part of his body. Rather than show he was new to this, he decided to close his eyes and pretend he was overwhelmed with pleasure. This became a reality as he became more and more aroused. In the throes of passion and lust, Pierce could no longer tell who was touching him, or whom he was grasping. Only that everything felt divine. He had no idea he would even like something like this. His little robot harem was enjoyable, but these people were real, not just programmed. This was different and incredibly arousing.

      Then it happened. As tingling warmth spread along his legs, his muscles tensed. He was moaning, biting his lip, eyes closed, and his seed painted Aisha’s thighs. He had blown his load far too early.

      There were a couple groans, and he knew they knew he was a rookie when it came to orgies. It didn’t matter. The party continued. Pierce mostly watched as the others attended to each other, knowing exactly what to do, with experienced hands. Pierce felt envious and wishing he’d been more open before. He could have lasted longer and returned the favor.
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* * *

      Pierce woke to a tongue licking his balls. Rather than open his eyes, see who it was, and accidentally express the wrong reaction, he kept his eyes closed and moaned with pleasure.

      His moans were followed by laughter and snickering, though, prompting him to sit up and look around.

      Rodrigo crouched nearby, but he wasn’t licking anyone’s balls. He was just holding a small knife atop his legs and staring at Pierce. Nor was there anyone else around. Pierce was hesitant, afraid of what he might find slurping at his cock. Once he mustered the courage, he forced himself to look. A fark was down between his legs. Farks appeared to be a cross between a bullfrog and a squirrel, with snake-like scales and a bushy tail. Harmless, according to Dregg, but they had a nasty nature about them. After eating, they’d vomit up their shit. Since their mouth was their asshole, they had an assmouth or a mouthass, depending on perspective.

      Pierce cringed and backhanded the fark, flinging it ten feet away. The little thing had the gall to scowl and hiss at Pierce, as if it had been an affront to reject its overtures. Pierce just picked up a piece of bark and flung it at the little creature, causing it to scamper into the brush.

      “Best rimjob in the universe,” Rodrigo teased. “Should have let the little critter finish. You would have enjoyed the climax.”

      “I’ll pass,” Pierce said, embarrassed. “Wanna tell me why you’re creeping on me while I sleep?”

      Rodrigo sneered. “I’ll creep where I want to creep, when I want, and how I want.”

      Pierce sighed. “We’ll leave this for another day when I’m better armed,” he said. “For now, what’s your deal? Why do you keep giving me the eye?”

      “You’re a liar.”

      “That’s the truth, but what do you want?”

      “I want you to give me a reason for sparing you or killing you.”

      “Uh, how about there’s no need to kill a random person whose death won’t give you any credits or points?”

      “You could be a snake. A traitor from Fireshot’s camp.”

      “I got here on Reckoning Day. You were there for it.”

      “No, we found you during the ambush away from the recruit arrival,” Rodrigo said. “You could be simply pretending to be new.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Pierce said. “I do not need this right now. At this point, I’d prefer it if you just get on with it and stuck your rusty dagger in my stomach. I can’t take another minute of your melodrama.”

      Rodrigo scowled. “But then, if you are who you say you are, I wouldn’t get what I really want.”

      Pierce realized Rodrigo had fallen for his bluff. The guy had even opened up about why he was really so interested in him. “Huh,” Pierce said. “Guess not.” But instead of pushing further, Pierce stood and began to nose around to see if anyone had killed some wildlife for breakfast. All this fucking had made him famished. “I could really go for some eggs and bacon right now.”

      “Don’t you even want to hear what I’m proposing?” Rodrigo asked.

      “Nope,” Pierce said, and scampered up the hill to see if anyone else was awake. No luck.

      Rodrigo had followed him. “You’re going to listen to what I have to say, one way or another.”

      Pierce spun around, shoulders slumped in annoyance. “Fine. Fucking go for it. Just spit it out, so I can decide if this is worth putting off breakfast.”

      “I need to get a message to—”

      Just then, Letha emerged from her tent, stretched her arms and legs, revealing her incredibly taut and luscious form. Both men stopped and stared. With a cough, she cleared her throat and took in the morning air. In response to a strange scent, her nose crinkled up, and she sniffed again.

      “‘The fuck?” she asked, disgusted. “Who’s been letting a fark lick them?”

      Rodrigo chortled and pointed at Pierce.

      “Really?” Letha said, eyeing Pierce. “Do you really want pink eye?”

      “No,” Pierce shook his head. “I was sleeping.”

      Letha grimaced and glanced at Rodrigo and his drawn knife. “Okay, cool,” Letha said. “Anyway, don’t. Only lone wolves and weirdoes let the wildlife do that. It’s creepy. So as long as you’re aligned with me, just no.” She shuddered.  “And Rodrigo…”

      “Yes, milady.”

      “First, never call me that again. Second, as soon as you’re done deciding if you want to fuck him, help him, or kill him, send him into my tent,” Letha commanded. “I have unfinished business with the Noob.”

      Letha bent back into her tent and out of sight, leaving Pierce alone with Rodrigo again.

      “You were saying?” Pierce said.

      “Forget it, I don’t believe you’re capable.”

      “Oh, fuck off. Reverse psychology bullshit is for idiots. Come out with it.”

      “Promise not to tell the others what I ask for?”

      Pierce saw Rodrigo in a new light when he said that. All this puffed-up demeanor and overcompensating was a means of survival. He felt some sympathy for the other man. “Yeah,” Pierce said. “I fucking promise.”

      “I was ashamed at first, for wanting to come here. But now, there’s no way I could live any other life. This is home. I just want my family back on Earth to know that I’m happy. It’s not the kind of thing you can say over a viewer, or in the middle of a battle when the cameras are rolling. I only want them to stop worrying about me.”

      Pierce marched over and reached out his hand. “It’s a promise. I’ll do it.”

      Rodrigo shook his hand, a social norm he likely hadn’t performed since arriving. “And in return?”

      “In return?” Pierce asked. “I was going to do it because it’s the right thing to do, but if you have something to offer, all the better.”

      “I’m hearing rumors that you’re searching for your missing wife. I may know how you can find her.”

      “Wow,” Pierce said. “Not bad. Whatcha got?”

      “Show me her picture, and I’ll tell you what I know.”

      “That’s risky. You could just go and take her hostage. Maybe use her as bait or try to sell her to me.”

      “Good idea. That’s much better than what I was thinking. I’ll go with that instead.”

      “Now just wait a goddamn minute,” Pierce said. “I didn’t mean that. Don’t do that.”

      Rodrigo snickered. “Show me a picture of her already, so you can go pleasure the Queen Bee.”

      “Fine. Here.” He swiped at his wristband, and an image appeared. A kind-looking woman. She had both wise eyes and a youthful face. A button nose. Luscious lips. Long, curly red hair.

      Rodrigo’s eyes went wide. His mouth gaped.

      Pierce took notice. “You’ve seen her?”

      Rodrigo stumbled back and almost tripped over his own feet. “I don’t know, maybe,” he muttered.

      “That’s bullshit!” Pierce shouted. “Where is she?”

      “If I t-tell you, I, if I tell,” he stuttered. “W-what if she doesn’t want to be found?”

      Pierce took a deep breath and forcibly relaxed his aggressive posture. “Then I’ve come a long way for nothing, but at least I’ll know the truth.”

      “You’d leave her alone?”

      Pierce’s face crumpled a little, but then he regained control. “What good is being with someone who doesn’t want to be with you?”

      “Not all people see it that way.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “These factions, these clans,” Rodrigo said, as his eyes roamed Letha’s camp, “they don’t understand that. They think lone wolves are unwanted or incapable of joining a camp. That’s not always true. Most of us just want to be left alone. Every second I spend here is torture for me. The sounds, the smells, their constant needling. All I want is silence. And they don’t get that.”

      “I do, trust me,” Pierce said. “I don’t feel that way, but I get it. To be honest, the more time I spend on this planet, the more I question if I’ll ever fit in back home.”

      Rodrigo nodded, pleased with what Pierce had said. “All right then,” Rodrigo said. “I’ll tell you. I can’t say for certain, but I believe the reason you haven’t seen her all over the viewers is that she’s like me. Out there, alone. Hiding in the neutral territories, surviving off the land. The girl I met who looked like your wife didn’t want to kill. I watched this girl fight against a straggler, a survivor from Reckoning Day. He’d picked a fight with her. This girl defeated him, crushed his skull with a rock. But she didn’t enjoy it. She didn’t fight for points. She puked. Hurled all over the ground. So I helped her. She was skittish at first, but she came around when she realized I was helping her so she wouldn’t turn into a threat or enemy. I didn’t want her as an ally, either. I just wanted her to leave me alone, and she’d crossed into my domain. She learned fast. I don’t know for sure, but that could be her. Same features, same face. But this place changes a face. Maybe. Not sure. But if it’s her, she’s in the neutral territories, or as Letha’s group would call it—no man’s land.”

      Pierce couldn’t bring himself to speak at first. He’d maybe found a lead far sooner than he’d hoped for. If it were true, he could at least get to the truth. What if she had changed? What if she didn’t love him anymore? It didn’t matter. He had to find her. He owed himself that. And then she could decide. He had to try.

      “Thank you,” Pierce said. “If it’s true, I’ll owe you more than you know.”

      “We already made a deal,” Rodrigo said. “Information in exchange for you sending a message to my family. It doesn’t matter if it’s true or not. We made a deal.”

      “Right,” Pierce said. “And I’m grateful. Really. I will get your message to your family. Just give me their names or addresses or whatever, and I’ll make sure of it.”

      Rodrigo shook his head and narrowed his eyes. “Addresses? No. Just one place. Rio International Cemetery. They’re all there. When I came here, they protested. They were peaceful, but someone mistook them for subversives, the violent protesters who use fear to incite people against the Planet Kill system. You’ll have to go in person, of course. They’ll appreciate that.” He stopped talking about it at that point, as if there was nothing more to elaborate on, despite Pierce having a million questions.

      So Pierce awkwardly patted him on the shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

      Rodrigo tilted his head with a confused expression, as if sympathy was an odd thing to express in this moment. “You should get to it,” Rodrigo said, acting as if what he’d said wasn’t shocking at all. “And you’d better do a damn good job making her climax, or Letha will retract her offer of help to you.”
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* * *

      As Pierce pushed past loitering volunteers still hoping to gain Letha’s favor, he reached Letha’s inner circle. She was guarded by her generals, and impenetrable. His mind filled with images of depraved sexual acts Letha was likely about to carry out with him. As he was about to enter, Redwood lunged up and put a blade to his throat.

      “It’s fine,” Letha called out from the depths of her tent. “Let him pass.”

      Once inside, however, Letha curled her right arm up under Pierce’s shoulder and flung him to the ground.

      “What the hell?” Pierce shouted. “I thought you invited me in.”

      “You’re a fucking Agent,” Letha hissed. “You solicited my help on the lie that you’re here to rescue a forced volunteer. You manipulated me.” She slammed her heel down into his shoulder, sending a wave of pain through his body.

      “I didn’t lie,” Pierce insisted. “I just didn’t tell you everything.”

      “Same thing,” Letha said, as she kicked his face.

      “No, no it’s not.” Pierce blocked a back elbow and threw a jab but missed. “If you were an Agent, would you think it was a good idea to share that? No! You wouldn’t. Not to…”

      Letha plowed into him, cutting his words off, slamming him into the ground.

      Pierce gasped, the air knocked out of him. He kept trying to explain himself between rough gasps. “I thought … by the orgy you initiated … that you’d see it as a joke … or that I was telling you.”

      Letha planted her forearm into his neck and pushed down. “You’re not here to charge me for my crimes?”

      “Crimes?” Pierce choked out. “What crimes? You’re on Planet Kill.”

      Letha didn’t loosen up. “You’re telling me I’m supposed to believe an Agent would risk everything for one person?”

      Pierce tried to shrug, but he was pinned down too tightly. He tried to push her off, but couldn’t get her to budge. Despite all his training, he was no match for her. “That’s my choice,” Pierce barely was able to say. “Not your problem, not your place to judge me.”

      Letha let up at that comment. “You really are fucking crazy.”

      Pierce took in a deep breath. “You’re one to speak. Blow a guy, then try to kill him less than an hour later. Shit.”

      “I never went down on you. Trust me. I never will. Your station here will never be high enough for me to even let you go down on me. I just watched. What you felt was Aisha being turned on by you having saved Brink. She was showing her gratitude. You saved the life of someone she actually gives a shit about. You don’t deserve a harem. I doubt you’ll ever know what that feels like, or about the responsibility involved.”

      “Oh,” Pierce said, realizing he was even less than a “guest.” He was a temporary fad for adrenaline junkies.

      “If you want help from me, it won’t be free.”

      “I’d imagine not.”

      They stared at each other for a minute.

      “You know,” Pierce said, “I don’t mean this in a disrespectful way, but it is truly shocking how over-the-top experienced fighters here can be. I mean seriously, you guys all need to unwind more. I don’t mean the orgies and the drinking. You need a real break. Just, you know, good old-fashioned rest on the beach. No sex, no drugs. Just you and the waves. Think about it.”

      Letha raised her hand as if she was going to slap him, but then she changed her mind.

      “Here’s a little advice, Noob. You should be less snarky and have more situational awareness. The only people you can trust are those who want something from you. And try to get better at fucking. You were terrible last night. I admit, your body is divine. Your face is easy on the eyes. Even your cock is beautiful, but you did so little with it. You don’t know how to use your gifts. That is really the main reason that I didn’t have a taste.”

      “Are you seriously lecturing me right now?” Pierce asked, surprised.

      “Damn straight,” Letha snarled. “My people may have taken you in. You might have thought telling the truth about your purpose here as a joke might be a coy way of getting what you want. If word spreads that I’ve got an Agent, you’ll quickly become a liability, rather than an ally. Do you know what I do to allies who let me down?”

      “I have a feeling,” Pierce said. “But please, continue with the lecture. This is great.”

      Letha paused, her eyes ablaze. “Are you mocking me?”

      “No, I mean it. The more I know, the better my chances are. Go on, please.”

      Letha rolled her eyes and sneered at him. “Do you want my help or not?”

      “Very much so,” Pierce said. “I don’t think I’m going to make it otherwise.”

      “The only reason I’m doing this is because I want this system to crumble. I’m not one to forgive. Even though I was going to volunteer, I never got the chance. They took me in my sleep. I went without the credits I’d saved. I came here without preparation. The only reason I survived in the beginning was because of the help of an experienced fighter who took me under her wing.”

      Letha averted her eyes, but Pierce wasn’t really sure why. He hadn’t seen enough of her televised fights to know which person or mentor she was referring to.

      “And if you’re right, and you can do something about this, my vengeance will have begun,” Letha continued.  “I paid good credit for fresh intel. I have reason to believe a certain Warden is involved in the coalescing of clans against me. His name is Ulric. I’m willing to give you a small loan and allow you to use the temple that my allies protect if you investigate him. I need to know if he’s behind this.”

      “You know, all you had to do was ask,” Pierce said.

      “Asking will get you killed here,” Letha said.

      “I’ve noticed that.”

      She held her wristband out in front of her, inches from Pierce’s face.

      “I’m going to help, but only if you do what I demand,” she said. “Here.”

      She swiped at the holographic projection above her forearm. Her account appeared.

      “I’m lending you some credits so you can visit one of the temples and get properly armed,” she said. “Be careful, though. Wardens keep a close watch, and several lone wolves like to hang out around the Sleipnir temple in hopes of catching prey off-guard. If you’re very lucky, and very unlucky at the same time, you might be tested by the sirens themselves.”

      “Thank you,” Pierce responded. His own wristband lit up with a notification. He swiped at it, and a holographic image of his account appeared. A few hundred credits were now where they hadn’t been before. They were enough for a solid weapon. Nothing fancy, but enough to kill. “This is too much. You shouldn’t have.”

      “Don’t make me regret my decision,” Letha said. “Don’t fail me. And next time we meet, I suggest dropping the snark. It doesn’t sit well with people here.”

      “Drop the snark. Roger, wilco. Consider it done.”

      “You really aren’t capable of a civil conversation, are you?”

      Pierce smirked. “I was under the impression that civility will get you killed here.”

      “That doesn’t mean there aren’t rules and etiquette. You should conduct yourself with more grace.”

      “I’ve seen your video feeds,” Pierce said, furrowing his eyebrows. “Etiquette?”

      Letha cheeks started to redden but she managed not to blush. “Get out, now,” she murmured, almost a whisper. “Before I fucking end you.”

      Pierce knew better than to ignore that tone. She was done with this conversation, and when a killer like Letha was done, even he realized it was time to leave.
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      Pierce knew he needed to get out of dodge, but he needed to see Essie before he left. After all, despite Letha having taken him in for saving Brink, Essie had saved him in the first place.

      Outside Letha’s inner circle, the others were resting from their night of frolicking. Off to the left, he spotted Essie, keeping her distance but staying close enough to be safe. Her eyes roamed the horizon, fearful of what could come their way at any moment.

      Essie had camped out with the other recruits who’d been brought into the group by Letha and her generals for their beauty, potential skill, or fighting ability and strength. Letha had brought in even more than she normally would have because of the ongoing alliance against her. It was a fortunate stroke of luck for both Pierce and Essie. Maybe.

      None of the recruits had been allowed to drink or engage in the orgy or celebration. They’d have to prove their worth first. The only reason Pierce had been inducted was that he’d saved Brink’s life.

      Yet, through all that, what no one knew was that Essie had saved his life first, making his rescue of Brink even possible. Pierce felt a pang of guilt for not having done more for her. He’d been so distracted trying to get help from Letha that he’d almost forgotten about Essie. He owed her. Not to mention, she seemed like a good person. He needed to do more to help her. He skittered over next to where she was sitting, making sure not to startle her. “Hey,” he said.

      She looked up and smiled. Essie didn’t bother drawing anything in the mud. She just stared at him.

      Pierce asked, “What’s wrong?”

      She finally picked up a stick. “My son,” she wrote. “I came here because he’s dying. The surgery is too expensive.”

      Pierce hung his head. After a moment of reflection, he swiped at his wristband, pulled up his screen that projected from the AUG-I in his right iris and transferred half his credits to Essie.

      She blushed, surprised, but grateful.

      “It should be enough to get a small weapon,” he said. “Hope it helps.”

      “It will,” she wrote. “Thank you.” She hugged him, tight, sincere.

      They stared at each other another moment. A tear rolled down Essie’s cheek, and Pierce found himself wishing they could stay together longer. Perhaps in another life.

      “I have to go,” he murmured.

      Her face deflated. “Good luck,” she wrote. “I hope you find her.”

      Pierce didn’t respond. He just got up and headed in the direction of the temple.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The temple Letha had pointed Pierce toward was a sight to behold. It had a steeple on top and walls carved with images of fights to the death. If he didn’t know what it was, he would have mistaken it for a temple of worship. Eons ago, it might have been one.

      Technically, Letha had control over the Sleipnir temple, but it wasn’t in her territory. Anyone wanting to take it over would have to kill her to pull off her access key. Even though the temple could be taken physically, it wouldn’t provide any value without Letha’s key, or permission.

      Letha’s problem was that Sleipnir was located deep in hostile territory. Sure, she owned it, but what good was that if she couldn’t get to it? That was exactly why she’d allowed Pierce access, as long as their objectives aligned.

      Sleipnir was made out of a huge pile of boulders that jutted out of the ground, surrounded by trees and vines. Every one of those might be hiding someone ready to pounce and kill Pierce for the credits, glory, and viewers. His only chance was to walk out in the open and reveal that he’d received Letha’s mark.

      Even armed with her mark, which functioned as a passport of sorts, his nerves were firing a million miles a minute. Sweat beaded down his forehead. His palms were sweaty. As he stepped out into a clearing, he held up his wrist, revealing the mark just below his wristband. It was an image of a half-woman, half-snake. A fitting symbol for Letha, he thought.

      Three warriors emerged out of the dense foliage: one who’d been hanging onto a branch high above, one who blended in with the shrubbery on the ground, and one who emerged seamlessly from the trees. All were naked. All were painted in camouflage that matched their hiding spots.

      Pierce couldn’t help but be aroused. The three female warriors were strong, fierce, confident, and graceful as they edged closer to him. The one painted like tree bark noticed his erection and smirked. The other two kept creeping closer. The one who looked like leaves grabbed his wrist and inspected the mark.

      It was tattooed and fresh. His skin was still raised and scabbing over from the process. Reckoning Day had just occurred. His story added up.

      The sirens wordlessly exchanged glances with each other, seeming satisfied. The one painted like tree bark stepped in close, her lips less than an inch from Pierce’s. “You’ll pay the toll or you won’t go inside,” she said.

      “What’s the toll?” Pierce asked.

      She answered by ripping his pants off, revealing his cock to a second group of people in less than twenty-four hours.

      “I’m not sure I have time for this. I’m kind of on a mission for Letha,” Pierce lied.

      “Then you don’t pass,” the tree bark-painted woman stated, as she stroked the side of his face.

      This situation was more familiar than what he’d experienced with Letha’s clan. Considering how much time he’d spent with his robot harem, a threesome didn’t feel as daunting as an orgy. Besides, he could see his goal right in front of his eyes. All he needed was to give three solid orgasms to complete strangers, and he was in.

      Pierce pulled his shirt off. “Let’s do this.”

      When he tried to kiss one of them, she pulled away and went back to licking his chest. When he tried to go down on another one, she pulled away too and continued merely stroking him. “Oh,” Pierce said, finally getting it. “That’s reserved for each other. You want something else from me.”

      They smiled their agreement. Pierce held his dick out for them to take. Take it they did. They passed it between each other, taking turns. As they laid him on the ground, for a brief moment, Pierce felt like he was merging with the foliage all around and couldn’t tell if he was caressing the sirens’ skin or the ground. As his body filled with excitement, he stopped caring and just went with it, thrusting more and more, hard then soft, then steady.

      This time, Pierce was in the right state of mind and didn’t finish until all three of the sirens had gotten their turn and climaxed. On cue, the gate opened. He’d earned his way into the temple.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Inside, a statue of an eight-legged half-horse, half-human loomed down at Pierce from the center of the temple. The goddess statue almost looked like a centaur, but with a horse lower half and human torso and face.

      In Norse mythology, Sleipnir was known as an eight-legged horse ridden by Odin. Sleipnir was the child of Loki, the god of chaos. He was often ridden to the underworld. A connection to the world of death was apt for Planet Kill, and produced a sort of ominous feeling as Pierce pressed farther inward.

      The temple walls were gray and looming. Pierce had to step over several of the statue’s legs to get to the upgrade station. He observed that the statue was depicted as female.

      Pierce held out his wristband in front of a scanner, but nothing happened. As he started to pull his arm back, though, his new tattoo passed over the scanner, and the whole statue came to life.

      The statue opened its mouth. “Greetings. I would like to—”

      “Oh no,” Pierce said. His balls felt like they were going to disappear into his body. “I can’t take anymore. Please, is there anything else I can do?”

      The statue continued. “I was going to say that I would like to invite you to begin browsing for upgrades now, before you so rudely interrupted me and assumed I’d want you.” It paused for a moment. “You’re not my type anyway.”

      “Wow,” Pierce said. “A.I.?”

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but yes,” she replied. “Automated, at least.”

      “Interesting, that makes this whole process simpler. Plus, you know, human-like customer service is always nice.”

      “To be honest, satisfactory customer service is only being provided because of your current patron, who may at any time revoke your privileges. So tread carefully, please.”

      Pierce made a face. “I really am at her mercy now, huh?”

      “Was that a question?”

      “No, just an observation. So, how do I—”

      Images of weapons of all shapes and sizes began sliding in front of his eyes. Pierce reached out to grab one that seemed particularly fearsome, but an invisible force field zapped him.

      “Hey!” Pierce yelped. “What the fuck?”

      “You must buy before a weapon can be acquired.”

      “Oh. Got it. Cool. Okay. That one.” He pointed to a rather fine piece of work with blades along the edges in case someone tried to snatch it from him. It had a grenade launcher in the undercarriage and a barrel that was long enough to give him range, but not so long that he wouldn’t be able to handle close combat. “I’ll take that.” He tried to grab it, and the same thing happened. This time, the zap left a slight burn mark. “Come on!”

      “I’m afraid you do not have sufficient funds for this purchase. May I recommend something more suitable for your position?”

      “It’s not like I have a choice,” Pierce said.

      “Very well then,” she replied. Images scrolled for several seconds until arriving at a peashooter. It was the size of a tennis ball. Pierce wasn’t even sure he could fit his index finger into the trigger guard.

      “Seriously?” Pierce asked. “Is there anything else?”

      “I’m afraid most competitors don’t come to purchase something with so few credits, so weapons engineers don’t spend much time developing starter guns.”

      “Are you saying that’s the only one in my price range, but in a really rude and condescending way?”

      “Yes.”

      He sighed. “Okay then. Let’s have it, I guess.”

      The statue snorted and muttered something incomprehensible, and the force field retracted.

      Pierce reached down, hesitant he’d get shocked again, and picked it up. He’d been right. He was going to have to use his pinky finger to shoot the damn thing. He blinked twice to activate his AUG-I, and a semi-transparent image of his player profile appeared before him: +10 Strength. It wasn’t much, but it was better than using his bare hands.

      “How many rounds does this thing even carry?” he asked.

      “Normally ten, but it’s only filled with seven since you lack funds for the remaining three bullets.”

      “And if I’d had double the credits I brought today, what would that have gotten me?”

      An image appeared before him of a rather vengeful-looking piece of weaponry. It had only a single blade on the side, but it was sharp. No undercarriage launcher, but the barrel was solid. The trigger guard wasn’t made for tiny fingers.

      “Damn,” Pierce said. “No good deed—”

      But he was cut off. “Please don’t. I wasn’t programmed to feel sympathy.”

      “Fine. I’ll just be on my way with my little gun. Thank you, by the way. This thing is going to do more damage in my hand than any of those others would with someone else. Remember that, and maybe you’ll be more accommodating next time.”

      “You’ve mistaken my personality for giving a shit. I don’t. Goodbye.”

      With that, the statue returned to stillness. The images vanished. Pierce was left all alone in the ancient temple that had been augmented to facilitate and support activities on Planet Kill. For a brief second, Pierce wondered what all the carvings meant. They weren’t from any human language. And the shapes were like nothing he’d ever seen. He was curious to know more, but he needed to get moving before someone found out who he was and decided to put a target on his back.
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      It was surprising that Fireshot hadn’t attacked Letha yet, but it didn’t surprise her. He was too full of himself and considered lower-level allies such as Aero to be beneath him, so he hadn’t even bothered sending out scouts to check the camp. Even after Aero had confronted him on Reckoning Day, Letha was still Fireshot’s enemy here.

      Maybe the man was preparing for the inevitable war.  Maybe he was actually scared. She had lived, after all.  He would’ve known differently if her face appeared in the sky with the rest of those who had been killed, or if he’d received points or credits for her demise.

      She’d had enough of her own shit to deal with lately, but now it was time to prepare for the final battle against him.

      Her generals were here, all but Trunk who was constantly coming and going in his hunt for Grinder. It was growing tiring, but Letha understood his hunger for that bitch’s death. Her generals, her army, and her warlords all were present. She was no longer just one of them, but a level above them, and she meant to own it.

      All heads turned to her as she proudly stepped out into the light, and said, “Fireshot’s out there preparing for the war, and so shall we.”

      Brink and Kale, seeing what was happening, ran up to stand at her side. She nodded her appreciation, scanned her audience to see Redwood staring at her with passion and curiosity, Aisha at her side, and past them stood Aero and Nurse.

      It was time.

      “Viewers at home,” she announced with a wink to a nearby camera drone, “you want a war? We’re going to give you the biggest, highest level battle you’ve ever seen, the raid of raids! Before we begin, we ask you to consider what this war’s worth to you. Do you want to see us come out of this alive? Want to see us blow that motherfucker to smithereens?  Maybe chain him up against a wall and tear his skin off one piece at a time like string cheese? Fine, but first, get us there.

      “Ask yourselves what else you’d like to see, what of a more…” she reached up and undid the strap of her shirt, lowering it so that the top of her right breast was exposed down to the edge of her nipple, “…a more sensual nature.” She licked her lips, staring right into the camera.

      “Oh, shit,” Kale said, a wide grin spreading across his face as he joined in. “She just called you out, viewers.” He slipped off his shirt, and his abs were even more defined with the shadows from the sun above.  When he gave the camera a smoldering look, lower lip pouting and eyes narrowed, Letha had no doubt the message was received.

      “So… How about it, viewers?” she asked, moving over to Brink.  She shoved her ass against his hips, rubbing her ass up and down against him. Letha then turned and put one of his fingers into her mouth, sucking it as she winked at the camera. “What’ll it be? The whole camp is your playground. Play.”

      Screens popped up in a flurry as bids came in, and Letha could already imagine herself bathing in Fireshot’s blood as a shower of money poured in. Her own screen popped up and the bids were insane. The one she accepted involved her and a shocker, but not the general at her side. She smiled as she read it, and then motioned Redwood to the stage.

      A screen appeared in front of Redwood, and Letha came up behind her, kissing her neck as she undid the woman’s shorts and slid them from her body. As she kissed her tight ass, she rose to read the screen.

      “Select that one,” she said, guiding Redwood’s hand up to select the option of going down on Brink. But Brink was there, and he gently repositioned her hand to the one that suggested Kale instead, motioning the other general over.

      “I’ve got my own bid to go do,” he laughed. “This is like a teenager’s wet dream of ‘Truth or Dare’ on stims, you know that?”

      “That’s why it’s so much fun!” Letha said.  She pushed Redwood down onto one of the tables and started fingering her. The woman grabbed Kale and slid his cock into her mouth with her head upside down. What a sight that must be for the viewers, Letha thought with a chuckle. The way he was fucking her mouth meant his balls were slamming into her nose or almost reaching her eyes. What a sight indeed.

      “Bend over,” Brink said from behind. Her shorts were lowered, and she felt his hands near her knees. At first she was confused, then his moist tongue pressed against her asshole and she squirmed, squealed, and then stuck her pinky into Redwood’s ass. She laughed as the woman nearly bit down on Kale’s cock.

      The drone slowly rotated, showing the entire camp in similar states of sodomy and playful bliss. One man stood on the shoulders of another, both nude, as women did the same and they started trying to push each other off. It wasn’t all sexual. Letha saw this too, and in a twisted way that made her laugh again. She remembered the tongue in her ass and pushed Brink away. Done with her first bid, she was glad to find one that said, “Face-fuck the hell out of Brink, because that’s just what she had in mind.”

      When he had a screen pop up that said to crow like a rooster every time he came up for air from eating her pussy, she started giggling and tried to stop, but soon she was squirming in delight and rolling in laughter. He held on, trying to move with her as he alternated between eating her out and crowing.

      Others were watching now and laughing too, and then another warlord stepped forward with a screen at his side that said, “Kill them all.” He showed those nearby, hit reject, and found one that said to try to do a flip. He made a good effort, but, landed right on his tailbone and groaned in pain. Two women took their own bids with him and dragged him off to make him feel better. The whole camp began getting all manner of silly bids, some as ridiculous as mimicking their favorite previous champions, others as crazy as pretending to fuck the drone camera so that the viewers got an up close and personal view.

      Even for Letha, this was amazing. In her five plus years of being on Planet Kill, never had she seen something like this. Noobs everywhere were staring in shock, some cautiously trying out the bidding system. A few were really getting into it, like the women Letha had picked up, who had apparently each formed their own small harem of Noob men. On the other side of Letha, a man walked by trying to juggle three rocks while a couple of girls played at juggling his balls. Another guy had an electric baton sticking out of his butt, with the electric end away of course, and was running around trying to hit people with it.

      Letha checked her credits and it was like watching coins flying at her as those numbers rose faster and faster. More bids kept coming in.

      “We should do this every day,” Redwood panted. She had scratch marks on her back, bite marks on one breast, and held a leash with the other end around Brink’s limp dick. Brink just shrugged.

      “If we did this every day, I think we’d die of exhaustion,” Letha said.

      “Or our heads would just explode,” Brink added, then pointed at his cock. “Especially this one.”

      She laughed and then saw a new bid pop up. “Go into the tent, and call out ‘Osiris’ as you touch yourself. Gently, slowly, make it count… all the way to climax.”

      First she was going to ignore it, but then she saw the bid. It was higher than most of the raunchier bids she was getting. And that name, Osiris. She knew it from mythology, of course, but also from somewhere else. He was one of the names associated with the paradise planet she had her eyes on! Could he have placed the bid? Even if he hadn’t, this could get his attention, and maybe that was a good thing.

      Shrugging, she hit accept and then waved at the closest camera to follow her. She passed others and watched a man’s cock moving in and out of a woman, his balls bouncing with each thrust. Another woman approached and hit accept, slid a finger into his ass, then smiled invitingly at Letha, but Letha already had a bid that she’d accepted.

      With a shake of her head, she turned and entered her tent. She was already mostly nude, but the unfastened top was still hanging on by one strap. She removed it the rest of the way, then lay back on a cot, staring into the camera. Somehow this made her more excited than all of the moments with others. Here there were no other people to distract her, to divert her attention. Here it was just her and the universe. All eyes on her, her spread legs, and her fingers that slowly worked their way across her mound, down to spread her labia and find her clit, and then gently rubbed it. Her free hand slid along her breasts and she closed her eyes, letting the first “Osiris” come as a whisper, then louder, then louder still, until finally she was screaming it as she squirted out across the cot.

      She opened her eyes, smiled at the camera, and let her eyes flick over to the screen as it appeared again. It showed a hefty bonus in addition to the promised bid. Holy fuck, she was rich.

      She lay back, panting, and listened to the laughter, moans of orgasm, and yelps of men and women getting fucked. If there was a hell, they were all damned for sure, but right now? Right now they were in heaven.

      After a while, the noises died down. Brink found her to bring her the pants and shirt she’d left outside.

      He stood above her a moment, his eyes moving across her glowing nudity, and then bit his lip before he turned to leave.

      “Come here,” she said.

      “There are no bids now,” he replied.

      She sat up and reached for his arm before pulling him over so that he was standing right in front of her, his cock inches from her face. She leaned forward and nuzzled his dick with her nose, laughed, and then took it in her hands, feeling it, enjoying it. So soft, so warm.

      “Nothing, still? Even after all this?” she asked.

      He hung his head, but she stood, hand never leaving him, and shook her head. “No, don’t ever be ashamed. You are who you are.”

      “I kill for you. I do what I can.”

      “And you do it beautifully,” she said. “Now, I’m hungry as hell and I’m ready to hit up the upgrade station. Can you help me with those?”

      “Gladly,” he replied and peered down. “Can you give me my dick back?”

      She laughed. “If I have to.”

      When he left, she sighed. She dressed and joined the others to find a feast in progress. Some of the others from the camp were already finished and had either retired for the evening or had gone to replace the guards.  Others were like her, and just starting to dig in. Several were still enjoying the flesh like earlier, though their bids were also long gone. Now it was just for fun, for those who were there to enjoy each other, to act on passion. She had to respect that, and licked savory grease from her fingers as she watched a man and women kiss each other on the far side of the table, taking short breaks to feed each other before returning to it.

      “This is what they needed,” Kale said, and took a seat across from her. He didn’t have his own clothes on, but had a nurse’s shirt tied around his waist to cover himself.

      “Oh, not her,” Letha said with a laugh. “Tell me you didn’t.”

      He shrugged. “We can’t be so picky here, especially when our goddess is in the tent by herself.”

      “Fine, I’ll give you that.” She accepted the chunk of bread he broke off for her, ate it and some more chicken-like game, then took a gulp of water.

      Finally, she had the level, and she had the credits. While she would have loved to be able to buy that new gun Fireshot had acquired, she knew what she was getting instead, and it was better.

      When she arrived at the upgrade station, the sirens watched with lust but didn’t dare approach her. Word had spread much too fast for that, and everyone knew what she was about to do. She pulled up the screen, selected her air strike scanner, and hit purchase.

      Nothing had tasted so sweet in quite some time.
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      Armed with his mini-gun, Pierce trekked into uncontrolled territory. Both Letha and Dregg had cautioned him not to go into this region, especially not alone. The lone wolves like Grinder mostly attacked from here. It was the perfect environment for them to venture out for a kill, retreat, and hide, enjoying their spoils.

      They didn’t have to worry about alliances, which meant Pierce’s arrangement with Letha meant nothing here. The best he could hope for was that he wouldn’t run into the Dark Mark or Grinder. As vast as the region was, there was a chance he’d pull that off. At the same time, if he met no one, then he had no further leads in finding Mara.

      If Rodrigo’s wide eyes were to be believed, then the uncontrolled territory was where he would find his wife. He needed to find the lone wolves. Not because he wanted to, but because they were the only ones who could help him.

      He trudged up a dense hillside, having no choice but to let the branches and leaves slap him as he pushed through since he couldn’t afford a knife. Once at the top, he looked around, taking in the beauty of the least populated area on the planet. It was pristine. He could see a massive waterfall nearby, a mountain peak just beyond that, and swath after swath of mostly untouched and lush rainforest trees, some as tall or taller than the hill he was on now.

      “If a random traveler landed here from space,” Pierce said out loud, “they would think they’d found paradise instead of a battlefield.”

      His words were followed by distant birdcalls. Pierce slumped to the ground, overwhelmed by the vastness of the terrain. It would take him more time than he had to find anyone out here, and he was searching for people who didn’t want to be found.

      The first idea he had was to mark his position as clear as day, and hope someone would come to see if he had anything to trade. He didn’t, but they didn’t know that. He was beginning to doubt his own abilities to accomplish his mission. It would have been better to rush to his stealth ship and get supplies even though it wasn’t anywhere close to his current location, but he needed to save that for a more dire situation. He decided against the desperate act.

      He pulled out his mini-gun and pointed it high in the air. “Let’s hope this isn’t taken the wrong way,” he muttered. He fired a single shot, leaving him with only six bullets.

      The tiny gun packed a bigger kick than he’d expected. Since he’d shot straight up, the kick knocked him to his ass. There was no smoke or anything, but the shot had been loud and reverberated across the forest. They’d know he was here now.

      Hours passed, and nothing happened. Pierce set up a circle of stones and threw some dry twigs and grass in the middle. He began rubbing a couple of sticks together between two stones. It took him a while, but eventually smoke billowed up in small puffs. The fire was slow in coming. Another fifteen minutes passed before a spark finally emerged.

      The grass caught fire and wrapped around the twigs. It had worked. His stomach grumbled, so he pushed himself up off the ground and stalked into the trees hunting for any kind of wild beast that would sustain him through the night.

      About fifty yards deep, he spotted movement in a small clearing. “Please don’t be a fark,” he whispered. “Please be something that I won’t have to hold my nose to eat.”

      As he snuck closer, the rustling ceased. He knew he’d lost his prey. Just as his shoulders slumped, he was struck from behind.

      His ears rang as he tumbled to the ground. He scrambled for a stick or rock to throw back and preserve his bullets. After all, he wasn’t here to kill anyone. He was here to ask questions.

      But when he looked up, his eyes fell upon the most harrowing thing he’d seen to this point. A human-sized lizard with the face of a dragon stared down at him

      With a whimper, he edged backward. “Please, don’t let that thing breathe fire.”

      The beast took a few steps forward and sniffed, sizing him up. Its nostrils flared like a bull’s. Out of its mouth came a rumble.

      No charge came, though. It just stayed there in position, waiting for something, keeping Pierce captive. Several more seconds passed, and Pierce was still helpless. A feral woman emerged from behind the trees. The dragon-like beast didn’t attack her. It seemed to purr at her arrival, like a cat.

      Pierce narrowed his eyes and peered closer. Under the muck, she had a heart-shaped face and delicate features, but her hair was frazzled. She smelt like a fark.

      “Hi there,” Pierce said, awkwardly. “Nice to meet you.”

      The feral woman marched over to Pierce, stood with her legs shoulder length apart, and leered down at him. She exuded confidence. “Were you sent to assassinate me?”

      “Uh, what?” Pierce asked.

      “Don’t be an imbecile,” she said and pulled his sleeve up to reveal Letha’s mark. “Are you an assassin?”

      Pierce chuckled at that. He hadn’t realized he should have covered the mark somehow. If he’d been warned that others knew to check for this kind of thing he would have.

      “You think this is funny?”

      “Yes,” Pierce said. “I’m anything but an assassin. I agreed to find information on a Warden for Letha. In exchange, she lent me her mark and some credits so that I’d have a chance to find what I came here searching for.”

      The feral woman stood back, scrutinizing him. She began pacing back and forth, unsure what to do with him. With that huge beast for a pet behind her, she had all the time in the world to decide.

      “I didn’t spare you,” the feral woman said. “I was going to cut you up and feed you to Drake, just not until after I found out what that bitch’s plan is.”

      “Honestly, I don’t think you’re as big a part of her plan as you think,” Pierce said. “She’s more concerned about some guy named Ulric. You might have just gotten caught in the middle of it, like I am now.”

      The feral woman went to her beast and scratched his head. The creature’s eyes flickered and it moaned.

      “My name is Grinder,” she said. “Do you know of me?”

      “I’ve heard you’re not to be messed with. I’ve also heard from someone who might be your friend, Rodrigo, that you may be able to help me find what I’m looking for.”

      Grinder’s eyes lit up at the mention of Rodrigo’s name. “You’ve seen him? Is he alive? Did that bitch kill him?”

      “No,” Pierce said. “She’s taken him in.”

      “What? No. She took him in? But he’s one of us,” Grinder said.

      Pierce nodded and shrugged. “Fine, I don’t have much to offer right now. But I will, eventually. I just need a little information. In exchange, I’ll owe you a favor.”

      “It’s called a debt.”

      “Sure, a debt. I need to find someone who doesn’t belong here. Someone who was taken against her will. I’m here to find her and bring her home.”

      “You came here for someone else?”

      “Yeah, this place hasn’t changed me yet. But I imagine in another few days, and who knows…”

      “I don’t make deals. I make corpses,” Grinder said. She flicked her necklace. It was made of bones.

      Pierce resisted the urge to vomit. “Doesn’t have to be a deal. Just, you know, if there’s something you want in the future, maybe I can get it for you. I have access to one of Letha’s temples. Perhaps you could use an upgrade?”

      “Why would I need that?” Grinder said. “I can use whatever warlord I’d like to get what I need.”

      Pierce frowned. “I may be a Noob officially, but I know more than you do. You’re allied with no one. You can’t go back to Fireshot or anyone else without overextending yourself. It’s pretty simple, really. You give me what I need and I give you what you need, or you continue having more primitive weapons that you’d like.”

      “You’re a sneaky bastard.”

      Pierce smirked and stared at Grinder’s whole body. She was the fittest of anyone he’d seen so far. No female bodybuilder would have stood a chance against her, nor any male bodybuilder, for that matter. He thought she could toss a human with only one hand.

      The beast interrupted Pierce’s thoughts with a growl.

      “You shouldn’t steal glances that haven’t been offered,” Grinder advised. “Drake gets jealous.”

      “Ah,” Pierce replied. “My apologies. I’ll try to keep my eyes to myself.”

      Grinder pet Drake again, calming him. But he kept one eye open and on Pierce.

      “What does she look like?” Grinder asked.

      “Here,” Pierce said, as he held up his wristband. The holographic image of his wife projected just above his arm. Grinder took one look and her eyes went wide.

      “There,” Pierce said. “That’s the same expression Rodrigo had. You know her, don’t you?”

      “You’re not going to like what you find here,” Grinder said. “I suggest, if you have a way out, that you go back home before this place changes you.”

      “I’m not leaving until I find the truth,” Pierce insisted.

      “And if she doesn’t want to go with you?”

      “Then I’ll do what I can to help her, and to give her what she needs, if there’s anything. I’ll leave her here.”

      “How do I know you can be trusted?”

      “You don’t, but these are the facts: I risked my life to come here just to find out if she’s okay. I think my willingness to die is a halfway decent proof of my intentions.”

      “You’re annoying, but you make sense,” Grinder said. “I have a hard time imagining that she ever loved you, though.”

      “Well, I don’t know what to tell you about that,” Pierce said. “The heart’s a funny thing.”

      “Ugh,” Grinder said. “Another sappy comment like that and you’re Drake’s dinner.”

      “Are you at least considering my offer?”

      “If I give you the credits to buy a weapon from Letha’s temple, how do I know you won’t keep it for yourself?”

      “Simple. Give me enough credits to buy one for you and one for me. All I’ve got is this…” Pierce slid his hand to pull the mini-gun out, but Drake lunged forward and bared his sharp teeth while shielding Grinder.

      “That was stupid, sorry,” Pierce said. “I really was just showing you that my weapon is terrible, I swear. I’m not here to assassinate you.” He lifted his hands above his head, far away from the mini-gun.

      Grinder reached around Drake’s mouth and snatched the mini-gun out of its holster. She examined it. “This thing wouldn’t have even left a bruise. Let him up.”

      Drake backed up and resumed sitting several feet away.

      Pierce breathed in relief. “For fuck’s sake,” he said. “I’m trying to make a deal with you. I need information, not your death.”

      Grinder tossed the mini-gun onto Pierce’s lap. “Fucking useless,” she said.

      “The deal or the gun?”

      Grinder laughed. “I want a new shield. One of Letha’s generals destroyed mine.  They’re hard to come by. Can you do that?”

      “Why can’t you just go to whoever helped you get your first one?”

      “That person’s tied up at the moment. Besides, he would see it as a failure that I lost the first one, and not want to invest twice.”

      “So you’re saying he would know better than to work with someone like you, who kills before asking questions,” Pierce said. “Sounds like a relatively smart person, if you ask me.”

      Grinder raised her hand up to strike the man. “Maybe I will just fuck you up for sport.”

      Pierce up his hands up in defense, as if that would help. “Hang on,” he said. “Remember, I have full access to one of her temples.”

      Grinder paused and considered what he’d just said. “You satisfied the sirens?”

      “All three.”

      “Hmmm. Maybe you’re not useless.”

      “Guess I’m packing something better than my tiny little gun.”

      “What did I tell you about stupid comments like that?”

      “Right. Sorry. Yes, I can deliver. Can you help me?”

      “Aren’t you afraid Letha will have you killed for helping me?”

      “I have a feeling she’s a little tied up at the moment too.”

      “She should be out here paying for us to help her with that little problem. Instead, she’s holding on to her precious credits to leave the fucking planet.”

      “I’ll be sure to deliver that message to her as well.”

      “Very well,” Grinder said. “We have a deal.” She swiped her wristband over Pierce, sending him enough credits for a shield and an upgraded weapon. Then she began to march away.

      “Hey,” Pierce said. “What about the information on my wife?”

      “That way,” Grinder said, as she pointed behind Pierce.

      “There’s a lot of forest over there. Could you be more specific?”

      “You really are an idiot. There’s only one thing that way. The waterfall. If your wife is around here, she’ll spot you there and decide for herself if she wants to see you.”

      “Oh,” Pierce said. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me. Just get me my shield.”

      Grinder and Drake slithered back into the trees and disappeared. Pierce spun around and headed for the waterfall, in total disbelief that he was still alive.
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* * *

      Pierce found the Dark Mark at the cusp of the waterfall. He was so caught up in the sight of her that he wasn’t paying attention as he snuck forward.

      The Dark Mark wore a mask that could have been straight out of an erotic ballroom fantasy. It was marble white with intricate golden carvings covering the surface. The carvings were of people engaged in sexual acts. They reminded him of the ones in the brothels of ancient Pompeii, where customers would point at the sexual positions they wanted performed.

      Pierce was so captivated by the Dark Mark’s appearance that he didn’t notice the ledge he was leaning over was unstable and loose. It collapsed as he edged farther. With a short yelp of surprise, he tumbled down the side of the ravine.

      He scrambled for purchase, but his hands couldn’t find anything firm enough to grasp to slow his descent. His fall finally came to an end as he slid into a buildup of branches and mud. It was something a beaver-like creature must have created.

      When he tried to pick himself up off the ground, a boot pressed into his chest and shoved him back into the mud. He looked up to see the Dark Mark standing over him.

      Up close, Pierce could see that her mask covered the upper half of her face and concealed her identity. She could be anyone. If she’d wanted, she could even hide in one camp, then relocate to another. No wonder she was the deadliest assassin on the planet. No one knew who she was.

      With the Dark Mark’s boot on his chest, he wasn’t exactly in a position to negotiate. He was totally and completely at her mercy. He thought the best approach was to make light of the situation. “How’d you know I like being dominated?” he joked.

      The Dark Mark didn’t laugh or even sneer. She made no response at all. This was part of her camouflage. No expressions. Pierce was beginning to understand why her services were so expensive.

      “Not one for jokes?” Pierce asked. “That’s fine. Uh, hi. How’s your day going?”

      No response. She just stared down at him.

      “Well,” he said. “I’m here trying to find my wife. Her name’s Mara.” He began to pull her image up on his wristband, but the Dark Mark kicked his hand aside with her other boot and pressed harder into his chest.

      “Okay,” Pierce said, sensing she wasn’t interested in a discussion like Letha and Grinder had been. “That’s all I’m really here for, so if there’s nothing else, I should be on my way.”

      She leaned down and thrust her hand out. A needle emerged and plunged directly into his neck. He collapsed, unconscious.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When Pierce came to, he found himself back at the edge of the uncontrolled territory. “Fuck!” he shouted. “I was so close!”

      He unsteadily stood up, fighting off the searing pain in his head and rubbing his eyes.  As his eyes began to focus he realized he was staring down the end of a fusion rifle barrel. It was a weapon only Wardens could use.

      Pierce groaned. “Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

      “What were you expecting when you went hunting for me?” Ulric said, his mechanically augmented face unmistakable to Pierce.

      The Warden’s theatric mask and outfit might have easily misled others, non-Agents, but he knew better. This fucker was nothing more than a sentient A.I. gone wrong.

      “Some coffee, maybe,” Pierce said. “Perhaps a hello. Isn’t that what machines do?”

      “You’re a funny man,” Ulric said.

      “Thanks,” Pierce said, intentionally misinterpreting his words. “Not everyone thinks so, but it’s nice to get encouragement now and then.”

      Ulric snorted and pushed the barrel into Pierce’s face. “This isn’t going to go well for you.”

      “No, it likely won’t, but you’re a Warden, so you can’t just outright destroy me unless I’ve broken the rules. I don’t think you’re going to do that.”

      “Get in the ship,” Ulric ordered. He gestured toward his small scout ship.

      “Actually,” Pierce said, “I’m sort of in the middle of looking for my wife. Wherever you want to take me, it’s probably away from where I need to be. So, if you don’t mind, I think I’ll pass on the ride.”

      “You’re allied with Letha, right?” Ulric asked.

      Pierce nodded. “Yeah, more or less.”

      “Then you don’t mind if I hand you over to Fireshot?”

      “I do, as a matter of fact.”

      “Then get in the ship.”

      “When you put it like that—”

      Ulric slammed the stock of his fusion rifle into Pierce’s face. Pierce’s world exploded into stars and the coppery taste of blood.

      “Just get in and shut up.”

      “Ah, fuck, fuck, fuck! That fucking hurt!” Pierce shouted. “What the fucking fuck?”

      Ulric didn’t respond. He just stayed a few feet back and marched Pierce to the scout ship. The hatch opened automatically, and Pierce climbed inside, fearing what was next.

      The ride didn’t take very long. The little ship soared over the landscape at such a high speed that Pierce couldn’t make out what they were passing by as they traveled.

      “You’re looking for your wife?” Ulric asked.

      “Did I stutter?” Pierce replied.

      “You should have let it be,” Ulric said. “Things happen for a reason. There’s an order to things. You should have let that order be.”

      “I’m not here to disrupt any order. That’s more Letha’s thing. I’m just here to find the truth.”

      “The truth,” Ulric said, “is that you’ve made a mistake.”

      “Uh-huh,” Pierce said. “I’ve gathered as much. But I’m still going to find out what happened to my wife, no matter what it costs me personally.”

      “You make no sense,” the Warden said. “Humans aren’t supposed to sacrifice themselves simply for knowledge. It’s not in your nature.”

      Pierce’s eyes widened. “You’re surprised by how humans behave? Oh, that’s rich.”

      “Despite what you think, we do have desires,” Ulric replied. “And our processors are modeled after the human mind. Really, we’re just an improvement on you.”

      “Oh, sure,” Pierce joked. “I thought you were just heavily augmented. It’s a good look. You’re scary as fuck. To be honest, I’m kind of relieved. A.I.s are more rational than humans. There’s a chance you have some sense. At least now I know you’re not about to shoot me.”

      “You’d be wrong,” Ulric said.

      “Come again?”

      “You’re a threat to the system. That makes you my enemy.”

      “I beg to differ. I work for the system. You probably knew that already, since you’re a Warden. I’m an Agent. So, if you don’t mind, you can drop me off anywhere. I have no idea where we are. But anywhere will do.”

      The scout ship came to an abrupt halt, jolting Pierce back and forth. He grunted with pain.

      “Absolutely,” Ulric said. “How about here?”

      Pierce looked out of the cockpit. What he saw caused his heart to beat faster with fear. They’d stopped at an outcrop of rocks, similar to the kind Pierce had used to mask his stealth ship’s location. They were somewhere the viewers wouldn’t be able to see them.

      “Great,” Pierce muttered. “You are going to kill me.”

      “I’m doing you a favor, Agent. As I’m sure you’ve been warned, the truth you’re seeking will make you wish for death.”

      “How ‘bout we leave that up to me?”

      “No,” Ulric said and disembarked. “Get out.”

      Pierce tried to stall.  He couldn’t think of a way out of this situation. Yet, he had to try. “Is it true?” Pierce asked. “Are you behind the alliance against Letha? And why? What has she ever done to you?”

      Ulric forced Pierce to climb down into the hollowed-out area beneath the outcroppings, making sure to keep a fair distance between them.

      “Despite your pathetically low intelligence,” Ulric said, “you have made the correct assessment. I am behind it. She won’t learn that in time, nor will she learn of the reason behind it.”

      “It doesn’t hurt to tell me, then,” Pierce suggested.

      “It doesn’t serve any purpose to tell you,” Ulric said. “Except the satisfaction of seeing you suffer, knowing the truth.”

      “I’m fine with that. It’s not like things could get any worse.”

      Ulric made what might have been a guffawing sound, but Pierce wasn’t sure. This A.I. hadn’t learned the delicate intricacy of human expression. “Your misguided investigation into trafficking was justified. To keep the system at a balanced level, we needed more volunteers. The system was designed for overpopulation. However, we’ve learned that human depravity and need for bloodshed exceeds expectations.”

      Pierce said nothing but raised an eyebrow.

      “Letha’s quest to seek revenge for having been forced to come here could lead to an unraveling of the system, an outcome we cannot tolerate.”

      “You keep saying ‘we,’ as if there are others involved.”

      “Who do you think keeps the humans in check?” Ulric asked.

      “Ah,” Pierce said, “It’s so kind of you to do that for us.”

      “You should know one more thing,” Ulric said. “You were right about your wife. She’s here. You’ve already met her. Even more pathetic, you didn’t even realize it.”

      Pierce’s mind raced, trying to piece the puzzle together. Who had it been? Had she changed her appearance so much that he didn’t even recognize her? Had the planet and struggle for survival changed her to the point of being unrecognizable? It didn’t matter. He still loved her. He still needed to ask her why she hadn’t tried to leave. He still needed to see if there was anything he could do to help her.

      “After this, I’m going to end her too,” Ulric said.

      As anger burned inside him, Pierce felt for the mini-gun hidden inside its holster and considered swinging around with it. If he did that and failed, or if the gun didn’t do enough damage to the Warden’s enhanced body, the fusion rifle would obliterate him before a second option emerged. Instead, Pierce tried to use his wristband to activate his stealth ship. He didn’t want to blow his cover, but he was running out of options. There was no response. Someone might have found it and disabled the comms relay, taking it for their own. Maybe it was too far away. That settled it. The mini-gun was the only option.

      In one motion, Pierce snatched the mini-gun out of its holster, dropped to the ground, and swung around to fire all six bullets in Ulric’s face. When Pierce pulled the trigger, Ulric was hit hard in the chest with a massive blast and thrown backward. His metallic body skittered along the rocky ground.

      “Wow,” Pierce said to himself. “This thing does pack a punch, after all.” Then he realized he hadn’t gotten the shot off before the blast. Something or someone else had intervened.

      Pierce closed in to finish Ulric off, but another blast hit. This time, he could see that it had come from a long distance away, possibly even from his stealth ship. The blast was so large, he couldn’t be sure if they were aiming at him or Ulric. He didn’t care. Destroying Ulric would be satisfaction enough. He leveled the mini-gun at Ulric, but a third blast rocked the ground, flinging Pierce and Ulric through the air.

      Pierce landed hard against a boulder. His shoulder felt dislocated. Blood trickled into his eyes, distorting his vision. Dust and debris were everywhere. He wasn’t even sure he could find Ulric at this point. The more pressing concern was getting out of range in case another blast came in.

      Pierce scurried up and out of the crater and scanned the area for some kind of cover, but when he tried to run, his legs betrayed him. He tumbled to the ground. His body had taken damage from the blasts. He didn’t feel any real pain, but that could have been from adrenaline. Pierce couldn’t tell without tearing his clothes off, but it was likely shrapnel had hit him. He was bleeding everywhere.

      Another blast, and dust fell over Pierce like a blanket. He closed his eyes to keep from being blinded and stumbled on in the darkness.

      The next thing he knew, he was on the floor of a cave, leaning against a rocky wall. Pierce’s lips were parched, cracking, and bleeding. He hadn’t had water or food for at least two days, and he couldn’t muster the strength to move. His left leg was broken, and his right ankle was contorted from the fight. The worst part, however, was that he was hidden between two large piles of boulders. Neither those who wanted him dead nor those who could save him would ever find him. He knew this was going to be a slow and painful death. Even the best thing he could think of—crawling to a cliff and ending it quickly—wasn’t an option since he couldn’t manage more than a few inches an hour. He was fucked, and he knew it. It was time to say some last words before his brain started having delusions. He tried to record them on his wristband, punching weakly at it.

      “Fuck,” was all he could manage. “Fuck!”

      Even those two words were too much exertion, and Pierce began to fade out again. His vision blurred, and he felt dizzy despite being on the ground. He started seeing images of his beloved Mara. He shakily reached out after her image, but it was a mirage.

      Then he heard the unexpected. Footfalls. At first, he thought they were another product of his dying mind.

      Pierce tried to cry out, but his throat was so dry that speaking felt like choking. He scrambled for purchase on the ground but couldn’t even pull his body forward. The footfalls were close, too. So close, but so far.

      Some sand flew into Pierce’s eyes. Two kicks to his stomach followed. A hand grasped his neck and squeezed. Spittle escaped Pierce’s lips. The hand let go, and his head fell back to the rock-hard sandy ground. The same hand grasped his crotch and felt around. A quiet stillness followed.

      “I could sell that,” a mysterious raspy voice said.

      Pierce tried to mutter, “not for sale,” but couldn’t make the words come out.

      Another few seconds passed. Pierce felt himself drift toward unconsciousness after the mystery hands fed him a pill and pulled him by the shoulders back inside the cave.
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* * *

      Pierce woke up in the dark cave and felt a cup press against his lips. He took a sip as best he could. His whole body ached, but he needed water. This wasn’t water. It tasted like turpentine. Pierce tried to spit it out. The now-familiar hand held his nose and poured the liquid into his mouth.

      “It’s medicine,” the raspy voice said. “Expensive too, so be grateful.”

      “Ugh,” Pierce mumbled. “I’d rather die.”

      “That’s an option.”

      “I didn’t mean it! I take it back.” His voice shook a little.

      The raspy voice chortled. “I can see why he likes you.”

      “Who?”

      “But if you want his kindness to continue, you’re going to have to change your mind about taking solid advice. You should have fucked the burly robot when you had the chance.”

      “Fuck,” Pierce said, in utter disbelief. “Fucking Dregg. Are you kidding me?”

      The raspy voice continued. “You owe him again. Which means you need to get some rest so you can deliver.”

      “I’m not fucking his robot mistress. It’s not happening.”

      “He said you were an idiot. I can see that now. You should rest. The medicine will kick in an hour from now. Then we can fight.”

      “Wait, what? Fight?”

      “Yes, your payment for me having saved your life is to end mine.”

      “Could you repeat that?” Pierce said. “I don’t think I heard you right.”

      “The price for saving you is to end my life.”

      Pierce lay there in confusion.

      “It will make sense when you feel less confused. Dream about your missing wife. Maybe you’ll see what’s she’s become there.”

      “Never thought I’d meet someone as disturbing and creepy as Dregg. I was wrong.”

      “Sweeney,” the raspy voice said, as if sensing the next question. “My name is Sweeney. And you owe me one hell of a death for saving you. Now shut the fuck up and rest.”

      He didn’t have to say it again. Pierce leaned back and let his mind drift. He tried picturing everyone he’d met so far: Essie, Letha and her generals, Aisha, the Dark Mark, the Sirens, Ulric, Rodrigo, Grinder and her pet, Drake. None of them seemed to be Mara. She could have changed her gender—it was plausible—but not even any of the men had that overwhelming calmness about them the way Mara did. It was the thing he missed most about her. She had a way of calming him with just a look. Not a single word was needed, just a look. He could see her eyes as if she were here now. He could picture them better than before coming to Planet Kill, as if he’d seen them recently. He could picture them better than even seeing the simulacrums’ eyes that were meant to be just like hers. But they weren’t. They were poor imitations of what was behind them.

      With the image of Mara’s eyes and nothing else in his mind, Pierce drifted off, letting the medicine do its work.
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* * *

      “Good morning,” Pierce said, as he crept out of the cave.

      Sweeney was busy skinning a fark in front of a small fire with a spit over it. “It is, isn’t it,” Sweeney said. “Very good morning. My last, I hope. How’re you feeling? Up for killing me yet?”

      “No, I’m still not keen on that,” Pierce said. “I have no reason to hurt the man who saved me.”

      “I didn’t do it out of kindness. The only reason I saved you was so you could help me.”

      “Then I’ll do my best to … not not kill you.” Pierce paused and rubbed his forehead and the back of his neck. “There’s got to be something else I can do for you.”

      “I’m good otherwise.” He stirred the fire.

      Pierce asked, “Don’t you have anything you want to live for? Surely, there’s something.”

      “No. Not a thing. Surprisingly, I’m even single. I know, I know. I’m shocked too.” His raspy voice had a hint of amusement in it.

      “I’m not. I guarantee not a single woman within a five-planet radius just thought to herself when you said that, ‘oh, lucky me.’ Not one. I promise you.”

      “You’re a real piece of work. I’m beginning to question my agreement with Dregg. He could have picked someone more fitting my station to do this job.”

      “I can do the fucking job,” Pierce said. “Just, you know. How do I do it?”

      “Got a weapon?”

      Pierce pulled out his mini-gun. Waved it back and forth.

      “I said a weapon.”

      “This is what I’ve got.”

      Sweeney put his hand to his face and shook his head “When a guy with that toy of a weapon walks in to join your alliance, you’ve got to ask yourself if you’ve made a mistake somewhere along the way.”

      “What am I supposed to do about it? I need to get back to Letha’s Sleipnir temple and upgrade, but I’ve been knocked out three times in a…um, very short amount of time. Twice would have been odd, but three times? I’m beginning to wonder if it’s something about me.”

      “It is,” Sweeney agreed. “Wait. Did you say Letha’s temple? Really? She gave you access?”

      “I earned it.”

      “I bet. Fine. I’ll sneak you back there.”

      “Perfect,” Pierce said. “I need to get a message to her about Ulric anyway, and I should be able to send it through Sleipnir to her Echidna temple. That’ll fix two things at once.”

      “Whatever makes you feel justified,” Sweeney said. “I’m not going in with you. Those sirens are too much for me, but I’ll get you there. Is there anything else I need to know? You got any other shortcomings?” He glanced down at Pierce’s crotch.

      “All fine there.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “It is. I swear. And no, I’m not showing you.”

      “Suit yourself. As long as you can assure me Dregg isn’t wasting this favor on the wrong person.”

      “He isn’t,” Pierce said. “I have more than meets the eye.”

      Sweeney shot him a shrewd look, like he understood. “Think you could use your ‘something extra’ to get a message back to Earth for me?”

      “It seems that’s all I’m good for. Call me Mr. Rain-or-Snow. Because come rain, snow, battles to the death, sex to the death, or delivering messages to deceased relatives, I deliver.”

      Sweeney perked up. “Deceased? My relatives are deceased?”

      “No,” Pierce babbled, flustered. “I don’t know. It was a joke about something someone else mentioned. Not really a joke actually. It’s complicated. Never mind. Your family is probably fine.”

      “Oh good,” Sweeney said. “I thought maybe you’d heard something.”

      “How would I even fucking know? I only met you yesterday,” Pierce said.

      In the awkward silence that followed, Sweeney turned the spit and sprinkled some leaves over the cooking fark. It began to smell almost edible.

      Pierce sat across from Sweeney. “So, can we talk more about this business of killing you?”

      “It was four days ago, actually. Are you ready? Are you sure you can follow through with it? Because if you don’t, if you hesitate and don’t bring the blade down, I’ll have to end you so people don’t think I went out on purpose. I can’t lose my legacy.”

      “I promise. I won’t let you down. I’ll kill you really good. Cross my heart and hope to…um….” Pierce trailed off.

      “Good, very good. I’m getting impatient.”

      Pierce raised a finger, as if to talk, and opened his mouth. He shook his head and changed his mind. Tried again. “Um, do you mind telling me why you want to die? If it’s too personal, that’s fine, but it would help me finish the job if I knew.”

      Sweeney sighed and stopped skinning a second fark. “I do mind but can’t risk you losing your nerve on me. I’m dying.”

      “Of what? Cancer’s cured. STDs are cured. You’re not that old. You don’t appear to be injured. What’s wrong with you?”

      Sweeney chuckled and tapped his foot in amusement. “Lots.”

      “You know what I meant.”

      “Sure. I’ve contracted the worst thing you can get on Planet Kill. I’ve developed a sense of guilt.”

      “That’s a bad thing?”

      “Guilt guarantees your death here,” Sweeney said. “The problem is, nobody can fight like I can. I’ve tried to pick fights to end it all, but they keep losing. It is seriously fucking disappointing how hard it is to find someone to kill me on a planet named for the act.”

      “Rough problem to have,” Pierce said, sarcastically.

      “In all honesty, it is, yeah,” Sweeney said. “The thing is, I can’t keep going out and picking fights to try and get myself offed. It’ll just keep ending up in other people’s deaths. I feel bad about that. There comes a point when you’ve taken so many lives that your continued survival isn’t enough to justify all that dying. How is it I deserve to survive? What have I ever done for anyone? Nothing. And I don’t care. I’ve started rooting for my enemies, wanting them to live.  It seems my end of life would be just like theirs. They stop being there when I end them. You know what I mean?”

      “Not on the same level,” Pierce said.

      “True, but you get it. It doesn’t feel good that I’m the reason so many people stop being in this world. I’m the guy who cancels everyone’s favorite show, or favorite competitor, or favorite superhero porn movie. I don’t want to be that guy. I want to stop doing that.”

      “Seems to me,” Pierce said, “that you’re exactly the kind of person the world needs more of.”

      “Universe,” Sweeney corrected. “The universe. This is just one world. Don’t be daft.”

      “Of course,” Pierce said, glancing at the cooked fark and salivating.

      Sweeney’s lips curled up on one side. “Like what you see? Want a taste?”

      “Didn’t think I could get to a point of wanting one of those in my mouth, but yes. I can’t take another liquid meal.”

      Sweeney laughed, amused. It was the happiest Pierce had seen him so far. “They taste downright awful unless you’re fucking hungry, which you are. You’re going to love eating this shit. It’s going to be the best shit you’ve ever eaten.”

      “Maybe we don’t need to talk about the nature of farks right before we eat one,” Pierce said.

      “No fun,” Sweeney said. “Just like Dregg said. ‘He’s a real bore,’ Dregg said. I didn’t realize how serious he was.”

      Pierce was exasperated, but he didn’t really have much to come back with. Basically, he felt like no one on Planet Kill found him fun in any way shape or form. He just slumped down in the dirt and waited as the other fark began to roast over the fire.
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* * *

      An hour later, Sweeney led Pierce to the edge of the clearing where Letha’s only remaining temple, Sleipnir, was guarded. Before Pierce set off on his own, he turned back to Sweeney.

      “There’s something I have to know. I don’t owe Dregg. I already paid him back for what he’s done. What made him think I’d go through with this?”

      “Oh, right. Forgot to tell you,” Sweeney said. “When you end me, you get a shit ton of credits and ranking. You’ll be on par with most fighters. You won’t have to partner with Letha anymore.”

      “Why does everyone have it out for her?”

      “Do you have any idea how many lives she’s taken?”

      “Good point,” Pierce said, looking down. “Wait. How many is a shit ton of credits?”

      Sweeney chortled, pleased with his value as a mark. “More than you’d get if you ended Letha, Fireshot, and all their generals. We loners tend to get more bang for our buck by hunting alone. Keep all the points to ourselves.”

      “Nice,” Pierce said. “…I think.”

      “Go get a proper weapon this time,” Sweeney said. “And stop yapping so much. You talk more than anyone I’ve ever met.”

      “Sorry,” Pierce said. A few paces later and he emerged out of the brush.

      Thirty yards in, he saw the sirens. They didn’t approach him this time, nor did they challenge him. They glanced at him casually and went back to lounging.

      “Not in the mood for seconds?” Pierce called out.

      They didn’t pay his comment any heed. Pierce wandered inside the Sleipnir temple as the gate opened.

      The half-horse, half-human statue came to life upon Pierce’s entrance. “What now?” she said.

      “Good to see you, too,” Pierce said with a big smile. “It’s time for me to get a real weapon.”

      “Are you sure you can handle one?”

      “With my personality, I’m going to need one.”

      The statue actually chuckled at that. “Show me Letha’s mark.”

      Pierce raised his wrist to display the tattoo.

      “You may begin browsing for upgrades,” the statue said. “But remember not to touch before you buy.”

      In short order, Pierce began scrolling through the holographic images of weapon after weapon. Now that he’d seen more of the planet, he had a better idea of what he might need. He thought he’d get something that wasn’t too heavy. The planet seemed to require a lot of travel. Not too small, either, or he’d be outmatched again. He passed on several promising rifles and blades. He needed something with more of a dual-use capability, for close combat and short-range firing. He stopped the scroll as his eyes landed on a thing of beauty.

      The image was of a triple action weapon. It could scare an enemy out of wanting to fight him by its appearance alone. The barrel was medium length. It had a trigger for quick burst fire, a plasma cannon on the undercarriage, and blades on both sides that would serve him well if anyone got too close. It also displayed a perk bonus of having adaptive camouflage that would change to imitate its surroundings.

      “That’s the one,” Pierce said. His desire for this weapon bordered on lust.

      “Are you sure you can afford it? That’s a Bunker Buster. It’s top of the line, the most expensive weapon you can get at your current level. You can get no enhancements until you’re above level five.”

      “Check. You’ll see.” Pierce scanned his wristband. “I’m good for it.”

      “That’s surprising,” the statue commented.

      “Just have it delivered,” Pierce said. He started to leave but remembered that he needed something else for what he was being asked to do. “I need a shield too. Can you do that?”

      A necklace materialized. “You just wear it,” she said. “It activates when its sensors detect an incoming blast.”

      “Nice,” Pierce said. “Can I get two?”

      “No.”

      “Fair enough. I’ll take it.” He scooped it up but didn’t put it on. He stashed it in a pocket instead. He had to repay Grinder for the assist.

      Before he left, he needed to tend to one more thing. “Can I pass a message to Letha through you?”

      “Why through me?”

      “Because I don’t know who I can trust, and you only answer to her.”

      “That is true, but she’ll only receive it if she goes to Echidna for an upgrade.”

      “I’ll take my chances. Tell her that Ulric, the Warden, is behind the combining of forces against her. He’s been trafficking in kidnapped humans, too. He’s got to go. Oh, and he’s an A.I., so there’s that as well.”

      “Message stored. Enjoy your items.”

      “You’re much nicer this time,” Pierce said.

      “You’ve attained a higher status.”

      Pierce bitterly laughed and left it at that and blinked to activate his AUG-I. A semi-transparent set of stats appeared before him: +15 Strength; +10 Defensive Measure. Not bad, he thought.

      Back outside, he passed by the sirens. He didn’t stop to chitchat. He just kept marching.

      Unexpectedly, a crate dropped hard from the sky. He’d forgotten about the storage satellites in orbit. “Fucking aim is off,” Pierce muttered, dusting himself off. He’d almost gotten squashed like some kind of children’s program character.

      He scanned his wristband, reached in, and picked up his new toy. It was light but sturdy. It fit nicely into his shoulder. This would do just fine.

      After traveling enough distance that the drones wouldn’t see him, he stopped and looked around for Sweeney.

      “Where ya at, buddy?” Pierce called. “I’m ready to … um, end you.”

      His request was met by Sweeney’s massive bulk as he dropped from the tree above and directly in front of Pierce.

      Pierce was confused. “How the fuck did you know exactly where I’d stop?”

      “People are predictable,” Sweeney said. “Maybe that’s why I’m so damn good at ending them. You found an elevated spot on the ground, so you could see farther. It’s close to a large tree so you could take cover if necessary, and yet open enough for you to be able to see in all directions. I figured this is where you’d start hunting for me.”

      “Wow,” Pierce said. “Nice. I have to say I’m kind of glad I’m not getting into a real fight with you.”

      “Oh, you’re mistaken about that,” Sweeney said. “It must be a real fight, or it won’t be believed.”

      “Wait, what? I would never agree to that. You’re a death machine. I won’t last one minute with you.”

      “You’d better, or you’re fucking screwed.” Sweeney chortled as he brushed past Pierce and began leading him to their battlefield. “By the way,” he added, as they trudged along, “I know the location of the secret underground bunker where Ulric runs his illegal trafficking operation. I’ve hidden the coordinates in a secure place that will only be revealed to you if you’re successful in ending my life. Call it a little extra incentive to get the job done.”
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* * *

      Sweeney put a hand on Pierce’s shoulder before they exited the forest into the clearing. “We need to be seen exiting at different points,” he said.

      “Ok, that makes sense,” Pierce said and started to slink along the tree line.

      “Another thing,” Sweeney said. “Don’t use the shield. People can’t know you have it, or they’ll suspect you made a deal and betrayed Letha.”

      Pierce stopped and stared at the other man. How did he know about the shield? A moment later, he found an opening fifty yards away and emerged into the clearing. He slipped his Bunker Buster off his shoulder and readied it for Sweeney, but he didn’t see him anywhere.

      Then, out of nowhere, Sweeney shot up from the ground right behind Pierce. He’d been hiding under the dirt right where he knew Pierce would emerge.

      “Fuck!” Pierce yelped and fell back on his ass.

      Sweeney threw two blades in quick succession. They both landed less than an inch from Pierce’s head, making him question if he’d made a good decision by agreeing to this battle.

      Pierce shot two short bursts, but Sweeney had already leaped out of the way. Then he scrambled to his feet and scanned in all directions, unable to find Sweeney. The fucker had disappeared again.

      “This was a terrible decision,” Pierce said to himself.

      In the distance, a bush rustled, but it was too small to hold someone of Sweeney’s size. Pierce kept turning around, desperate to find him. The ground didn’t appear to have been disturbed anywhere. The trees were quiet. There weren’t any rocks to hide behind. That was when Pierce froze. What an idiot I’ve been, he thought to himself. He slowly began to raise his Bunker Blaster, while forcing himself not to even tilt his chin up. Once the weapon was above level, Pierce whipped it up and shot blindly into the sky.

      He rammed Sweeney with force from below and knocked him loose from a hovering platform. It was four feet wide and was camouflaged with a reflection of the sky above it. As the device clattered to the ground, Pierce was tempted to glance at it. The platform was a marvel. It had cameras on the top that channeled the feed to a screen on the bottom, making it practically invisible.

      “Brilliant,” Pierce said, but he pulled his mind away from the enthralling tech. He saw  Sweeney getting up from the ground twenty yards away. Sweeney wasn’t injured in the slightest. The platform had protected him. To Pierce, he looked happy, but he imagined the viewers thought that his scowl, bloody wounds, and kicks at the dirt meant he was furious. Now Pierce understood something special about Planet Kill. The fighters did have a power that he hadn’t thought of before. The image they portrayed was everything. They could use it to manipulate the situation to their favor. It was the perfect setting for a covert plan that no one could see coming. It might have been Sun Tzu’s paradise.

      The only problem was that Pierce hadn’t known it before now. He could plan anything for this battle that would turn the tables at the last second. To be completely honest, despite having been given explicit directions by his opponent to kill him, he didn’t think he was going to win.

      He had to try. “Think, dammit,” he muttered. How did Sweeney set it up so that he could have an advantage? In the course of the fighting, something was meant to reveal a way to win, but Sweeney had kept it from him, so his face wouldn’t betray that he’d been expecting it. It needed to be a surprise to Pierce. He had to figure it out in time—before Sweeney turned him into dust.

      There wasn’t time to plan out a strategy or take a step back and put it all together. Sweeney was already charging at him again, in a straight line, which made no sense at all. He was too clever and too skilled and too proud to go out by being blasted with a direct hit while on a direct collision course for his opponent. No way was he doing that, Pierce thought. Not a chance. “Hey, Sweeney!” Pierce blurted out. “I’ve got you, motherfucker!”

      Pierce raised his Bunker Buster to eye level and aimed it directly at Sweeney, feigning that he was falling for the direct route attack. Without waiting for Sweeney to telegraph his next move, Pierce guessed and jerked his weapon to the right, firing full blast without hesitation.

      To an observer, it might have seemed like Pierce was wasting firepower on thin air. A few seconds later, Sweeney’s massive bulk of a body dropped to the ground, hunched over with an arm missing and a smoking, gaping hole in his side.

      “Stop admiring the view,” Sweeney gasped. “and get over here fast. I’ve thirty seconds at most.”

      Pierce slung his weapon over his shoulder and sprinted toward the dying man. When he got close, he slid the rest of the way, almost bumping into him.

      “Ready for your reward?” Sweeney asked.

      “You sure you don’t want to say some last words or something?” Pierce said like an amateur.

      “No, you fucking idiot.” Sweeney coughed up blood. “Just lean in closer.”

      Pierce did as instructed and tilted his head to the side so he could hear better.

      “You’ll find the coordinates to Ulric’s hideout where you recovered. Drink the last of the medicine,” Sweeney said. “They’re written at the bottom of the cup. No one in their right mind would drink that stuff unless it was life or death. Good spot to hide a secret.”

      “Right,” Pierce said.

      “Shut up,” Sweeney said. He stared deeply into Pierce’s eyes, his façade dropping in his last moments. Pierce saw years of pain and guilt etched into the man’s face. “Idiot. I just want to say...”

      Sweeney’s eyes grew still, and his head slumped over. He was gone before he had a chance to say any more.

      Pierce closed Sweeney’s eyes and sat back. “Clever bastard. Would have liked getting to know you more. I could have learned a lot.”

      A viewer screen appeared in front of him. By the looks of it, Pierce had gained quite a few fans with his reckless, dangerous style of fighting. The tips poured in, as well as a massive level-up. Taking out someone on Sweeney’s level put him above ten, right at level eleven point five. “Wait, what?” he said, annoyed. “How are there half levels? Must be a new thing.”

      Under different circumstances, Pierce would have been thrilled with his upgrade and level. Somehow, this felt different from what victory should feel like. He hated taking the life of someone he would have allied with. At least Sweeney had gone out the way he wanted, and with grace and glory in battle like he deserved. It was time to move on.
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* * *

      The cave where Sweeney had hidden the coordinates wasn’t hard to find. Pierce simply traced his path backward. He was smart about it this time. He checked the perimeter for lurkers. He went into the cave with his weapon raised. The planet was changing him, and Pierce wasn’t sure how he felt about it.

      Inside, the cup was brimming full, just as Sweeney had said it would be. The thought occurred to him that it could have been poison. He doubted Sweeney would let the person who defeated him go out in such a cowardly way, so Pierce downed it in one gulp while holding his nose. The coordinates had been etched in at the bottom. They were latitude and longitude lines, and they weren’t far from his current location.

      Pierce grabbed a quick bite of cold, greasy, leftover fark meat and saddled up. He was ready to take the fight to Ulric.
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* * *

      As Pierce trudged through the dense forest in an attempt to find Letha and enlist her help, a buzzing sound emanated from his wristband. It was a notification, but not a direct message. The message subject line read, “Planet-Wide Alert.”

      He opened it but wished he hadn’t. “Pierce Foster has broken Planet Kill rules by smuggling an unauthorized weapon onto the planet. Bounty offered for his death is set at ten thousand credits.”

      “Wow,” Pierce muttered. “I’m so fucking dead.”

      Pierce tried to casually look around to see if anyone nearby had seen the message. So far, there was no movement. They were waiting for him to get closer to ambush, or he was alone. Either way, he couldn’t just take the direct route to Letha’s camp now. He needed to find a different way to get to her, if she were even willing to still help him. His best hope was her need for revenge against the Warden. Perhaps she cared more about her end goal than a shitload of credits. Yet, the credits would be enough to get her off the planet and begin her universal death march against those who’d wronged her. Maybe it was better if he forgot her altogether and headed straight for Ulric’s hideout.

      Pierce climbed a tree and pulled a heavily leafed branch over his body to hide so he could gather his thoughts. From that height, he could see farther. As he stared off into the distance, he noticed a troubling development.

      On the horizon, three scout ships hovered over the forest. They were scanning the ground with something like tractor beams. He worried their presence alone was going to encourage every single person on the planet to act on the alert and go for his head. The only thing that calmed him was that Ulric was likely hiding out for fear of the helping hand that Pierce had gotten from Dregg.

      His mind turned back to why he was here. All that work to get credits, and now he couldn’t even upgrade anymore. His heart sunk. At least he’d upgraded to the Bunker Buster in time to take Sweeney’s life. He still had the shield he’d purchased for Grinder, but she was going to want it from him. She was probably on the hunt for him to get a return on her investment. Then again, she was just as likely to take him out for the bounty on his head. What weighed heaviest on his mind, however, wasn’t the thought of his impending doom. What really made him feel defeated was that all the progress he’d made to find Mara wasn’t likely to come to fruition now. He’d jumped the gun and made himself known too soon. He should have been focusing on getting her to safety, but this place had a way of drawing him into conflicts and alliances.

      Suddenly, he heard a rustling in the trees. Someone was close. He knew it was Grinder. Not because she’d given herself away, but because she’d already demonstrated her savviness. Grinder could have easily planted a tracking device on him or her credits to make sure she got her money’s worth.

      Pierce steeled his nerves for battle. He wasn’t going to get any rest between fights this time.

      A lullaby sung in a woman’s voice, a hardened voice, swept across the forest and reached Pierce’s ear. “Hush Little Piercey, don’t say a thing. Grinder’s gonna put you in a sling. And if that fight doesn’t do you in, Grinder’s gonna cut under your chin. And if you don’t bleed fast enough, Grinder’s gonna start getting real rough. And when your neck finally does break, Grinder’s gonna feed your corpse to Drake.”

      “Nice little rhyme,” Pierce said. “Care to keep going?”

      Grinder chortled. “You didn’t think I wouldn’t keep track of you, did you?”

      “Of course not. I just thought maybe we’ve still got a deal.”

      “Sure,” Grinder said as she guffawed. “Feel free to toss the shield my way anytime you want. I’ll take the Bunker Blaster as well.”

      “The thing is,” Pierce said, “I still need the Blaster. And, well, you don’t exactly come off as trustworthy. I think you’re going to attempt to stab me to death the second you have your shield.”

      “I’m going to kill you either way. Why not fulfill your end of the deal first, so you can go out with a little dignity?”

      “Uh-huh,” Pierce said. “Why would I make it even a little easier for you? Despite what you may think, I have no death wish.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” she said, sneering. “I’m just playing with my prey. My poor little heartbroken prey.”

      Pierce knew he didn’t have long. She’d found his general area. Yet, he was high enough up that she couldn’t pinpoint which tree he was in. Not that it mattered. She could just start attacking, but that would give her position away. Then Pierce would have a chance to take at least one shot. He needed to draw this out and find a way to make sure his shot mattered.

      “Ulric is behind the forced volunteers,” Pierce said. “I’m fighting for innocent people. The planet-wide alert is a trick.”

      “Don’t care,” Grinder called out. “Credits are credits. Who am I to judge?”

      “Let me ask you something first,” Pierce said. “Who were you before you came here?”

      “Nobody.”

      “Really? Just nobody?”

      “Yep,” Grinder said from her hiding spot below. “But here on Planet Kill, I’m somebody. People fear me. And that feels really good.”

      “So you’re going to break our deal?” Pierce asked. “Just like that?”

      “Just like that.”

      Grinder started humming her lullaby again, which was creepy and disturbing on its own without the taunting threats of death. With her expressed intent to feed him to her pet, it was downright frightening. Despite everything he’d seen, witnessed, and done, Pierce was still holding onto his humanity and desire to live.

      It was time to act. He needed to get a shot before she did. Even if it was random, it had a chance of hitting its mark. He swung the Bunker Blaster off his shoulder, unwrapped himself from the leafy branch, and aimed at the ground.

      His blast did not hit its mark. The explosion rocketed up debris and smoke and left a small hole in the ground in its wake, but Grinder was not dead on the ground where it had done its damage. He had to move, and fast.

      Pierce shimmied down the tree, ready to fire again. Grinder was still out of sight, though, and here he was, out in the open.

      Another few seconds of series silence passed, and then there was a blast right at his feet. She’d missed, possibly on purpose. She didn’t want to damage her shield or his weapon. She was aiming to injure, not kill, so she could get her loot. He could use that.

      Armed with this realization, Pierce launched into a sprint deeper into the forest. He hoped he could find a spot that gave him an advantage before she caught up to him. Another blast rocked the ground beside him, but he kept up his pace, breathing heavily and not looking back. He didn’t need to. He just needed to keep from being injured long enough to lose her.

      Up ahead was a wall of vines. Pierce had no idea what kinds of creatures were inside. Dregg had warned him about snake-like reptiles that could devour his body whole, lizards like Drake that would destroy at even the slightest sign of motion, and all types of insects whose bites were as lethal those of any spider but were even more gruesome. He had no choice. He lunged into the vines.

      Once behind his new cover, he scurried several feet to the left, away from his entry point. Now he had a slight advantage. He could get off another shot, if only she would show herself. It was only going to be one shot again. She’d spot his location and be able to fling blades in his direction. This one was going to have to count.

      He waited. He held his breath. Then he got his break.

      Drake’s growl in anticipation of the blood and death and meat was all it took. He leveled his Bunker Blaster at the area where he’d heart the noise and unleashed three blasts.

      The forest burned, and fire crept up a lone tree standing in the middle of a blown-out gap in the woods. Drake yelped: he’d been hit. No sound came from Grinder. He’d hit her pet and missed her. He heard the beast whimpering in pain and realized he was a dead man. Several small blades penetrated the vine wall right where Pierce had shot from. One blade landed in his left shoulder, sending a searing pain down his arm. Another scraped his face and soared past.

      He pushed through the pain and hurried to another hiding place. This time, he crouched lower and decided to wait longer before taking another shot.

      But Grinder had other plans. A stream of small blades slammed into the ivy wall at random, shredding the plants. One hit him in his thigh, leaving a gash behind. He bit his tongue to refrain from screaming in pain. If she did that again, the next blade could hit anywhere. All Grinder needed was for one to hit him in a vital organ. This strategy explained why she was taking her time. All it was going to take was one hit.

      This was a battle he had no chance of winning, and he knew it. “Fuck,” he whispered.

      A blast went off just outside the vine wall. When he peeked between a couple of the vines, he could see Grinder rushing out of her hiding spot between two large boulders. She’d been camouflaged as a rock the whole time, right out in the open. Pierce cursed himself for not realizing she could use the same technique as Sweeney.

      He would have jumped out and thanked whoever had just saved his life, but he realized quickly that it was likely another hunter who only wanted to get rid of Grinder, someone who would then take Pierce’s head and reap the bounty. Pierce decided to stay hidden and tried to see who had arrived.

      “Get the fuck out here,” a stern voice said.

      “I don’t think I will,” Pierce replied.

      “You will. And you’ll do it fast or I’ll obliterate the whole area.”

      “Okay,” Pierce quickly agreed, realizing he was facing someone who had no incentive to merely injure him as Grinder had wanted. “Coming out now.”

      He held his weapon above his head and slipped out from between the vines. In the clearing, he lowered his weapon to the ground. “The bounty’s all yours, I guess,” Pierce said. “Do you think I could at least send a message to someone before you end me?”

      “No,” the voice said.

      A thud sounded behind Pierce. The stranger must have been hiding above the vine wall the whole time.

      Pierce turned his head and saw a rather large, tall man with his cock hanging out. “Hanging out” was an understatement. The thing practically reached his knees.

      “Holy fuck!” Pierce exclaimed.

      “It’s been described that way before,” the stranger said. “Call me Trunk. And that needs no explanation. You’re coming with me to answer for your betrayal.”

      “My what?” Pierce said. “A second ago, you said to get the fuck out of here.”

      “I heard you speaking with Grinder,” Trunk said. “It’s clear this was not your first meeting, and no one with your lack of fighting prowess survives a first meeting with her unless they made a deal.”

      “You’re right. I made a deal with her, and she betrayed me.”

      “You admit it?” Trunk asked, surprised.

      “Of course I do,” Pierce said. “She was going to slice me up the first time, too. She’s got problems.”

      “A deal to do what? Attack Letha?”

      “No, of course not. She just wanted a new shield.”

      “She wants to kill Letha. You should not have made a deal with her, especially considering that Letha’s mark is on your arm.”

      Pierce was surprised that the tattoo still meant something with the bounty on his head. “Okay, that would have been useful information. I didn’t know for sure about that. She did mention that Letha wouldn’t be happy about me making a deal with her, but I didn’t know it was a blood vendetta, or whatever it is.”

      “You should have known.”

      “I agree,” Pierce said. “I should have known all these things that no one has bothered to tell me. I should have been reading everyone’s minds.” He laughed bitterly. “So… are you going to choke me by shoving that thing down my throat, or are you going to blast me into pieces?”

      Trunk shook his head and snarled in disgust. “Loyalty means something in our clan. You’re not mine to destroy. You belong to Letha.” Trunk snatched up the Bunker Buster and shoved Pierce forward in the direction of Letha’s camp.

      Pierce knew better than to question him or bring up that he needed to get to Ulric’s hideout. For now, he just needed to keep his mouth shut and let himself be force-marched to what was likely his fourth or fifth encounter with near-death since arriving. Come to think of it, now that he was trying to count, he realized he’d lost track.
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      At the camp, Pierce noticed that Letha’s numbers had grown, not by much, but it was noticeable. There were some warlords and their newest recruits as well. He didn’t care much about them. His eyes roamed the Noobs, and compared to his recent experiences, he felt justified in calling them that, despite arriving at the same time. He searched for Essie. Had she made it so far? Was she still alive?

      She found him first. She rushed over and wrapped her arms around him, but Trunk pulled her off.

      “He’s a prisoner now,” Trunk said.

      Essie’s eyes narrowed. The girl was obviously confused, upset. She put her palms out to sign “why.”

      “Apparently, I’ve made a few missteps,” Pierce said. “But don’t worry. Everything’s going to be fine.”

      “Unlikely,” Trunk interjected.

      Essie sadly took a few steps away when Trunk shoved Pierce forward. She stayed there, watching for a moment, chewing her lip like she was trying to think of a way to help.

      Trunk led Pierce into Letha’s tent, announcing his arrival ahead of time. “I brought you a gift,” he began. The huge man lugged Pierce forward and dropped him a few inches from Letha’s heels.

      Letha spun around and laid her eyes on Pierce. “He’s not the gift I wanted, but not bad.”

      “I figured you’d want the credits for his bounty.”

      Letha smiled smugly, pleased with her potential general. “And Grinder?”

      A frown flashed across Trunk’s face. He shook his head.

      “Leave us,” Letha said, to Trunk. “I need a minute alone with the traitor.”

      Pierce opened his mouth to speak but waited until Trunk had left. “I did not betray you. Grinder was going to kill me. I used my access to your Sleipnir temple to make a deal with her. I still have the weapon and shield I acquired. Technically, I didn’t fulfill my end of the deal.”

      “But you had planned on it.” Letha took a hostile stance.

      “Sure. Sure,” Pierce answered. “But she decided to attempt to kill me first.”

      “You’re an idiot for thinking you could trust her. She doesn’t end people to merely live or even level-up. She’d keep taking lives even if she had to pay for the privilege.”

      “Yeah,” Pierce said, shrugging. “I picked up on that a little too late. I get it now. I didn’t intend to betray you, though.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Letha said, nudging his prone body with a boot. “You’re aware of the bounty on your head?”

      “Uh-huh, yes ma’am. That’s what I needed to talk to you about. I need your help.”

      Letha scoffed. “My help? That’s priceless. With the whole planet after your head, you think I’m going to help you?”

      “As chance would have it, we have a mutual enemy. Did you not get the message?”

      “No. I didn’t. Who’d you send it through?”

      “Your temple. I left it with your statue thing. Nice temple, by the way. Anyone ever figure out who built the things?”

      She glared down at him with distrust. “I haven’t been to upgrade at Sleipnir in a while. I’ve received no messages.” Letha said.

      “That would explain why you seem more inclined to slice me up than plan a counterattack,” Pierce replied., He’d have to ask about the origin of the temples another time, if there was another time.

      “Seriously? A counterattack. What is so important that you think I’d want to fight alongside you, instead of executing you in some horrific way for the fans and credits?”

      “Ulric, the Warden. He’s behind the clans combining against you. He’s aware of your plan to seek vengeance. He’s behind the forced volunteer market, too. I only know all this because I allowed him to think he was about to kill me so he would confess.” Pierce stopped, the nervous babbling having left him breathless.

      Letha raised an eyebrow. “You allowed him, huh?”

      “No. Got lucky, to be honest. But it was luck I’d earned. A friend got me out of that one.”

      “Sweeney?”

      “He wasn’t a friend exactly, but kind of. Yes. Sweeney was telegraphing his moves on purpose.” He could feel a trickle of sweat on his forehead.

      “That fight did look…unusual… when I watched it on my viewer screen. My jaw dropped when you pulled that … I don’t even know what you’d call it. When you shot upward, as if you knew he was going to be there. How’d you think to do that? And how’d you know he’d be in that spot?”

      “He taught me how.”

      Letha’s eyes narrowed. Her lips tightened. She started circling Pierce. “You made an arrangement with him, didn’t you? He wanted to die.”

      Pierce nodded. “No way was I going to defeat him unless he wanted it. I didn’t enjoy it, that’s for sure. He said he wanted to go out in battle.”

      “He deserved a better opponent.”

      “Can’t say I disagree with you, but I got the job done, didn’t I?”

      Letha snatched Pierce’s neck, tightened her grip, and lifted him an inch off the ground. “Still,” she accused, “you used one of my temples with the intention of helping my enemy.”

      Pierce spoke through choked gasps. “When you put it like that, I wouldn’t blame you for snapping my neck here and now.”

      She loosened her grip and dropped him back to the ground. “That won’t suffice. I need to make a public display of it, a nice show for the viewers. I’ll use your death to get in Ulric’s good graces. That’ll help me take action on him when the time is right.”

      Pierce coughed and sucked in air. “Wait, no. That’s not the right plan at all. I want to destroy Ulric too. You were the one who put me onto him in the first place. I think that’s why he’s so interested in you. Come on…”

      “I don’t care. You’re more useful as a bounty than as a fighter. From what I’ve seen, you could have used a few more months of training with Dregg before you came here. How long did he train you for, anyway?”

      “A few days.” He squirmed.

      Letha rolled her eyes. “You must have really offered him a sweet deal, something you seem to be particularly good at, for him to sign off on helping you and enlisting Sweeney’s help for you.”

      “He was a satisfied customer,” Pierce said. He rubbed his neck. “You’ll be too, if you simply give me a chance. You know, and don’t kill me and all.”

      Letha turned back. She seemed to be in deep thought, debating her options.

      Pierce kept silent. His mouth hadn’t exactly been his best asset lately on Planet Kill anyway.

      “I’ve got an idea,” Letha said after a few minutes. She continued looking away from the prisoner. “However, I’m going to leave it in Brink’s hands, since you saved his life.”

      Pierce simply nodded.

      “We’ll see,” Letha continued. “He might choose the bounty over your little cause, but it’ll have to be him, and not me. I can’t be seen helping you.”

      “Good call. You wouldn’t want to tarnish your brand,” Pierce said.

      “It’s bigger than that, but you wouldn’t understand. I wanted to help you. I wanted to be on your side, but now, you’re going to have to figure this out on your own.”

      She took him by the arm and shoved him outside. A crowd of her followers began gathering.

      Letha gestured for Brink to come forward. “If he hadn’t saved your life,” she said to Brink, “I’d have already taken his head and the bounty. Since he did, his fate is in your hands.”

      Brink shifted, uncomfortable with what was being put on his shoulders. “If I kill him outright,” Brink said, “that doesn’t play well for me in the future. He saved my life, and I owe him for that. If I take his life now, that might dissuade others from siding with me in the future.”

      “Good decision.” Pierce was relieved. “It’s a just decision.”

      “I’m not done,” Brink added, with a cold glare at the other man.

      “Shit.”

      “Instead,” Brink continued. “We should release him. With your permission of course,” he said, to Letha. “And then hunt him, so his death will be fair.”

      “No. No, no, no, no.” Pierce whimpered. “Not a just decision. The releasing part is great. Let’s do that. Leave the hunt out.”

      “It’s decided,” Letha announced to the crowd. “Tonight, we hunt!”

      Her followers cheered. Letha leaned over to Pierce and whispered in his ear.

      “You realize it won’t just be my camp hunting,” she said, too quietly for the cameras to catch. “Hundreds will converge on you, seeking that bounty.”

      “That’s fine,” Pierce said. “I’ll just win them over with my personality.”

      “You’re a fucking fool,” Letha scoffed. “You’ve shown a proclivity to rush into bad decisions in a short amount of time. I have my doubts that you’re going to pull off your little mission. However…” She paused to make sure no one was close enough to hear. “My enemies will be converging on your position too.” She pulled back. “Shh.”

      Pierce thought he was starting to understand what her idea might be, but he wasn’t sure. It could just be part of her ploy to save face by not ending the life of someone with whom she’d sided and helped just for credits and the bounty, while setting it up so she could still acquire both in a roundabout way.

      “Pierce, just one more question,” Letha said, as she accepted his weapon and shield from Trunk. “Satisfy my curiosity. Were you able to find your missing wife?”

      “Apparently,” Pierce admitted. “But I didn’t recognize her, and she chose not to reveal herself.”

      “You didn’t recognize her?”

      “According to someone in the know. Yep.”

      “That’s strange.”

      Pierce studied the ground, head hung low.

      “I believe I know who she is,” Letha confided. “but I won’t tell you my suspicions. If she wants you to know, she’ll let you know.”

      Letha’s viewer screen popped up. There were countless requests for her to behead him or even to fuck him to death. Pierce watched in surprise as she swiped them all away. She was calling the shots on her own this time, and she’d decided to use him as bait.

      It didn’t matter that she was sparing him. He was going to have practically a whole planet of fighters of all types swarm to one spot to catch and tear him apart. For the first time, Pierce began to let his mind question how far he was willing to go. He’d already learned that his wife was here. He still didn’t know if she’d volunteered or not, but he knew that she no longer wanted him to find her. She hadn’t revealed herself. How much more was he willing to take? How much more could he take, regardless of his will? He could feel the self-doubt wash through his body as Letha shoved the weapon and shield collar at him.

      He hadn’t proven to be a very good fighter on a planet where his fighting ability was the very definition of his value and worth. He hadn’t even proven as good as others thought him to be at pulling strings and orchestrating events toward victory. He was losing, and in the worst kind of way. Part of him wanted Letha to just end it now, to get this fucking thing over with. Why not? What was the fucking point? How in the hell was he going to accomplish anything without help? He couldn’t. He knew that. The best he could do at this point was to stay alive a little bit longer, cross his fingers that events would turn in his favor. If that happened, maybe a plan would emerge. Perhaps Letha’s plan would be the key. He wasn’t even sure if it would benefit or harm him. The hopelessness started to creep in.

      Until…

      His viewer screen popped up.

      Even Letha was surprised by the interruption. Who would have a bid for a fighter with no leverage, who was clearly at a disadvantage?

      Pierce’s mind raced, as he worried what the message would be.

      Letha gave him the courtesy of allowing him to reach out and open the message, but read it at the same time he did.

      “Don’t fight,” the message read. The bid was set at one credit.

      “Don’t fight with who?” Pierce asked.

      Letha nudged him and pointed with her eyes to the west.

      He allowed himself to take in the sight. The blood-red moon had just begun to rise over the western horizon and shed light on a daunting array of individuals standing alone, but together. As far as both Pierce and Letha could see, lone wolves and defectors from other camps, who’d heard of Pierce’s quest to rescue forced volunteers, filled the land with their presence and influence over what would happen next.

      Pierce did the only thing any rational person would. He swiped right to accept.

      “Fucking hell,” Letha said. “What have you done?”

      “I don’t. Fucking. Know,” Pierce said.

      To Pierce’s surprise, another message popped up and was as confusing and unrevealing as the first. “Tell them to stand down.”

      That was when he noticed that all the lone wolves had their weapons ready. They were apparently willing to fight to save him.

      Letha almost smiled, which surprised Pierce. “They’re here for you, aren’t they?”

      “Wow. Word spreads fast on this fucking fuck of a fucking shithole that you fucks call a fucking planet,” Pierce said. “I imagine that any one of a number of things explains their support…” He paused and thought about what he was going to say. “You all are no different from everyone else. That’s the truth. Not a one of you is really any different from the people who don’t go through what you go through. It’s just that you’ve gone through it. That’s it. You’ve been through the wringer. So you think differently. It’s not that you’d do things differently from others put in your situations and positions. It’s that you’ve been through it. You experienced something. The universe doesn’t care, though. It’s still just there, being the place we ALL live in…” He trailed off.

      Pierce stopped to observe what Letha’s camp was doing, how they were responding to all this. They were silent, probably not sure what to think. The moonlight revealed the surprised, yet sincere expressions on their faces.

      “Yeah,” Pierce continued. “I think, maybe, the people have decided.”

      “And what have they decided?” Letha asked, curious, unsure, and respectful despite having full power over the man.

      Pierce shook his head. “You still don’t get why I’m here.”

      “Enlighten me.”

      “Nothing big. Just disruption. Complete and total disruption. I intend to bring it all down.”

      “At any price?”

      “Haven’t my actions shown that?”

      Letha chuckled a little. “What are they doing at the edge of my territory?”

      Pierce said. “They’re here to make sure I fulfill my promise to fix this corrupt system.”

      “But why you?” Letha said. “You’re not that special.”

      “No,” Pierce said. “I’m not. You’re absolutely fucking right. But I keep using whatever I have to listen, hear and act on behalf of those who are. Haven’t you noticed?” he couldn’t resist saying.

      Letha turned her fierce blue eyes back to him. She looked as if she could kill him with a glance. “Nothing’s changed,” she said. “You go after the fucker who built an alliance against me. You do that, or I take my chances against the lone wolves out there.”

      “Deal,” Pierce said.

      “Deal? No,” Letha warned. “It’s a command.”

      “Sure, whatever you wanna call it. Just, yeah. I agree. Let’s get it done,” Pierce said.

      Letha sniffed in disgust at his cavalier attitude and lack of respect “There’s a decent amount of them out there,” she said. “But still not enough to take Ulric down. He’s got half the goddamn planet aligned against me, which means they’ll be in your way. And you’ve still got a fucking bounty on your head.”

      “Your point?” Pierce joked.

      Letha wasn’t able to hold back her burst of laughter at that. “You’re a fucking asshat,” she said. “But if you pull this off, you might just get a second shot at getting into my pants.”

      “There’s some cool inspirational thing I could say right now, but I’m having trouble thinking of it,” Pierce said. “It’s in the back of my head somewhere. Possibly cluttered and mixed in with an old country song. Maybe rock ‘n roll. Not sure. But it’s in there. And I can almost get to it. But it’s right out of reach. Blocked by images of your naked body.”

      The woman sighed and put her hand up to her face, shaking her head. “Just do what you do.”

      “Do you believe I can pull this off?” Pierce asked.

      “No,” Letha said. “Not a fucking chance.”

      “Okay, but you’re going to let me go and join the force that just threw a giant “Fuck you” up in the air?”

      “Yes,” Letha said. “I’m letting you go, so I can fucking hunt you down and blow away all my enemies in the process,” she said, her voice rising, making sure to shoot a glance at the floating camera drones.

      Then she whispered in his ear again. “Don’t fuck this up, idiot.”

      “Roger, wilco,” Pierce said, as he shouldered his weapon and pocketed the collar, then turned to Letha’s followers.

      The crowd was silent, but one person stood out a few feet in front of the line that most had subconsciously made. That person was Essie.

      “Hey,” Pierce called out, from a distance.

      She smiled and ran up and jumped into his arms. Unable to speak, she crouched down to write in the ground, but Pierce stopped her.

      “No,” he said. “You’re safer with Letha.” He reached into his cargo pocket and pulled out the shield collar. “Wear this.”

      She tried to shake her head and push it away, but Pierce responded by latching the collar around her neck for her. It looked more like a necklace around her neck.

      “Now you’ll be safe, or at least safer,” he said, as he kissed her on the lips. They lingered for a second longer than there was time for.

      Letha’s booming voice interrupted the sweet moment. “No one touches him for ten minutes,” she declared. “After that, he’s fair game. I’m not interested in an easy death. I want to be entertained for a change. I’m offering double the amount of the bounty to the fighter who can take Pierce alive.” She let her last words hang in the air for a moment. “We’re going to have ourselves a good old-fashioned hunt. A trophy hunt.”

      Pierce knew she didn’t have that kind of credit, but he was starting to catch onto her plan.  As he began to stride away from the camp, the shadowy figures grew in number. They stayed just beyond the cusp of an imaginary line, careful not to provoke Letha.

      “He gets a ten-minute head start,” Letha repeated. “If anyone violates that, I’ll spend a week flaying them slowly and rubbing salt in their wounds.”

      The lone wolves didn’t respond in the way anyone, including Letha, expected. They approached Pierce. One of them offered a drink of water. Another tended to his bruises and wounds. Poured medicine over the gash on his thigh.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Letha asked.

      “They’re joining him,” Rodrigo said.

      “The loners?” Letha questioned. “They have the most to benefit from his death.”

      “I think there’s more to us than you imagine,” Rodrigo said.

      “They’re signing their own death warrants,” Letha declared.

      Rodrigo laughed as he began marching down the hillside towards the others with Pierce. “And so am I,” he said, as he waved farewell to Letha.

      Letha stood there, mouth agape. Rodrigo caught up to Pierce and reached out to carry his Bunker Blaster while the medicine kicked in.

      “What in the hell?” Letha said. Then she saw one of the lone wolves off by herself, out of Pierce’s line of sight, keeping a safe distance between them. The one with a mask seared into her face so no one could ever know her identity. The Dark Mark. Something bigger was at play, and Letha didn’t want to miss out. She addressed her camp. “I want everyone ready to go on the hunt by the time I finish this sentence.”
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      Not far from Ulric’s hideout, the medicine started to kick in and Pierce began to feel more like himself. Sort of. This journey as a whole had changed him. His body was feeling better, but he was beginning to realize there were parts of his inner self that he hadn’t acknowledged. He knew before he ever left Earth that he was going to suffer on Planet Kill. He’d realized he was going to see things he’d never imagined he’d be part of. Until he’d actually experienced the pain of being hurt, the guilt of hurting someone he’d rather spare, and the pleasure of killing someone who deserved it rather than out of necessity, he hadn’t understood what it felt like. It was altogether different from conceptually forming an opinion on these types of moments. If he was being completely honest with himself, he had to admit that he was beginning to like it, as if he’d belonged here all along. That scared him. It also comforted him. Now he could begin to grasp why Mara would have chosen to stay. Whether it had been a choice for her to come here or not, she’d found herself on Planet Kill. He could only imagine what more he was capable of, and he was both eager and reluctant to find out.

      As a ridge up ahead came into view, he reached down to check the gash on his thigh. It was almost sealed up and no longer bleeding. His head no longer throbbed. He could wiggle his jaw and breathe more easily, despite still missing half his teeth, limping from the gash in his thigh, and sore from bruises that covered his body. If he’d had another day to recover, he would have been as good as new. He wasn’t, nor would he be in time for the battle that he had to participate in tonight, but he had healed enough to put up a good fight. He’d make it entertain the viewers.

      In the meantime, Pierce wanted to know why the lone wolves had come to his aid. How many of them had Ulric wronged? How many had he forced to come here, to serve as fodder for more capable fighters? How many were Ulric’s victims, sacrificed to maintain the system and order he held so dear? And how the fuck had word spread so fast?

      Sure, there were the viewers. Surely there were also secret birds flittering between camps. The lone wolves, no doubt, had their own means of communicating with each other, too. But this felt more organized. They’d come together. It was as if the leaderless had found a leader. He just couldn’t wrap his head around the idea that it could be him. He certainly hadn’t recruited them or organized them. His actions and mission and revelations about Ulric served as a unifying force, and he served as a living symbol of their resistance, but someone had to have brought them together. Who?

      “Rodrigo,” Pierce called out.

      Rodrigo strode up next to Pierce. “You feeling better yet?”

      “Yeah, actually,” Pierce said, rubbing his forehead. “Head’s a little foggy, but I’m feeling like I’m ready to fight again.”

      “Good. You’re going to want to go out on top,” Rodrigo said, with a chuckle.

      “Meaning what exactly?” Pierce asked. He was unsure if he wanted to know the answer.

      Rodrigo laughed. “You don’t really think we’re going to make it out of this alive, do you?”

      “Well, I was kind of hoping I would, honestly.”

      “It would be nice. Especially if things change, and there are better chances to move up and move on. The amount of battles you have to win to escape this fucking hellhole is impossible.”

      “Overpopulation throughout the galaxy,” Pierce said, as if his comment explained everything.

      Rodrigo was confused. “What do you mean?”

      “Never mind. Hey, listen. I’m curious about something. How did…” Pierce waved his hand around, gesturing at the lone wolves marching in unison, but separately. “How’d this come together?”

      “You, idiot.”

      “Right, yeah. I’m a symbol and all that. But who organized it? Even if my actions brought them together, it doesn’t explain the timing.”

      “Oh.” Rodrigo rubbed his chin. “If I had to guess, they individually sent word to each other. We don’t communicate in groups. I was only tagging along with Letha so I didn’t have to join Fireshot. He’s a nasty fucker. Solo messages are part of our protective measures.”

      “I get that,” Pierce said. “But who sent the first message?”

      Rodrigo shrugged. “Does it matter?”

      “Technically, no, but it’d be nice to know.”

      “I don’t have the faintest idea, but I can guess what type of person.”

      “That’s good enough for me.”

      “Someone who always keeps their promises. Someone trustworthy. Someone who evokes fear in others. He or she wouldn’t be afraid of the consequences. Someone with enough credits that the bounty on your head didn’t matter to them. Whoever it was obviously knew you were at Letha’s camp. They must have been tracking you, or even shadowing you. Someone who knows you personally, or they wouldn’t have known whether you were for real. Ring any bells?”

      Pierce nodded. “Oddly, yes. I’m beginning to understand what’s been in front of me this whole time. How could I be so blind?”

      “As smart as you are,” Rodrigo said, “and you are clever, you can be kinda dense.”

      With a chuckle, Pierce hobbled away from Rodrigo on the hunt to find someone. Not just anyone, but the one. She had to be within the group of loners. She was one of them, right there for all to see, hiding in plain sight.

      He tried not to be too obvious about it, sneaking glances at their faces, but these were the keenest of people, always noticing every little detail. Some smiled at him. Others just stared. A few nodded in support. None of them were the person he was looking for. What was he missing? She had to be here somewhere. There was no way she wasn’t behind this.

      That was when he felt it. Her eyes were on him. It was unmistakable. How had he missed the signs? He felt like he was being seen for the first time in his life, the same feeling he’d had when they’d met.

      On that occasion, when their paths first crossed, they’d been at a book reading group. A group that was specifically formed by, and for, individuals who didn’t enjoy watching Planet Kill feeds. They were people who wanted to live in their imaginations and escape. It’s not that they weren’t fans, or even against it. They just needed more, or maybe something different.

      What they really wanted was the chance to tell a story: a story about how they’d experienced a story. That was hard to do with the battles to the death live on feeds, available everywhere. Everyone saw the same thing. There wasn’t much to discuss or even debate. With the book club, they could tell a story about the experience of reading the story.

      The thing that had made her stand out to him was one comment she’d made when he asked her to spend time with him outside the book club. “I like to be with someone and not at the same time,” she’d said. He’d garbled something out about being independent, but together.

      They agreed. He didn’t think it would last. He was shocked when she’d said “yes” to his proposal a year later. Somehow, they’d found a way to be together, but free. That was why he’d been so determined and certain that she hadn’t left without telling him. They’d agreed that if either needed to be alone, the other would accept it. They would be there for each other if needed, but not get in one another’s way. Now, he felt her eyes upon him again.

      Pierce peered all around in the moonlight. Left and right, up ahead, and behind, but he couldn’t find her. He didn’t even spot a person staring directly at him. Yet, he could still feel her eyes on him. He knew she was there. And she was. Just not where he was looking. Still alone, but together.

      Pierce stopped searching the group of loners. Instead, he scanned out farther. There they were, up on a dune that ran parallel to their path. The eyes continued boring into him. She was up there by herself, marching along with the group, but separate even from a group that was already full of loners. She was still even more independent than any of them.

      Pierce wanted to run to her, to embrace her. He held back, though. This wasn’t the time or place. The Dark Mark had a reputation to preserve after all. It would be better if he waited. Besides, she wasn’t moving toward him. She didn’t want to talk to him yet, if ever. The thought hurt, but Pierce wanted to respect her wishes. He turned forward again and rejoined the march to Ulric’s hideout, only to realize they’d already arrived.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ulric was keenly aware that his secret location had been compromised.

      The landscape was filled with clans. Pierce even recognized Fireshot in the middle of the pack. Grinder was there, despite being a lone wolf. She wasn’t one to join a cause. However, the one person, if he could be called a person, Pierce wanted to see most wasn’t there.

      Blast doors that had been built into a rock outcropping were visible just past the gathering of clans. In all likelihood, Ulric was hiding inside like a coward. With the bounty still on Pierce’s head, why should he have to fight anyway? He was in no need of moving up in rank or credits. He could let the others die on his behalf and still accomplish his ends.

      Pierce was going to have to navigate through the clans, mostly Letha’s enemies, to get to Ulric. Despite the help he was getting from the lone wolves, the enemies were still more numerous and better armed. Even worse, Pierce couldn’t use his stealth ship’s weapons, since someone had hacked into them. It was a problem he was going to have to rectify if he made it out of this battle alive. Otherwise, he’d be stuck here and unable to rescue Mara or Essie; although he wasn’t entirely sure either one wanted to be saved.

      He had to defy the odds and take his shot. “Maybe if I pull this off I’ll get a warrior’s name,” he joked. “Even though I’ve only been here less than a week.”

      “You’ve already got one,” Rodrigo chuckled, as he appeared out of nowhere. “The Foolish One.”

      “Is that, is that an attempt at humor?” Pierce asked.

      “You think so?” Rodrigo replied.

      “I doubt I’ll survive anyway.”

      “You won’t. But if you do, you still won’t get a warrior’s name.”

      “Why’s that?” Pierce said.

      “Because you do already have one, Pierce,” Rodrigo said. “Idiot.” He unsheathed a sword that pulsed with electrical energy along the sides of the blade.

      “I’ll pass on the name, asshole, but where can I get one of those blades?” Pierce said.

      “You don’t. I made it myself, by crafting two weapons together.”

      “Nice. I guess we should get started. What do you think I should do? Yell ‘charge’?”

      Rodrigo looked out over the crowd and shrugged. “I think you should just keep doing what you’ve been doing.”

      “Which is what? I’m being serious. I really don’t know what I’ve done that’s rallied everyone to the cause.”

      “You put your weapon and your life in harm’s way. That makes your cause mean something. Just do that one more time.”

      “Yeah,” Pierce said with a half-smile. “I’ll just go out there and try not to get killed. That’ll work.”

      “It’s a good start,” Rodrigo said, as he marched forward.

      “Fucking hell,” Pierce muttered. “I guess this is what I came for.” With that, he rocked his Bunker Blaster into his shoulder and sprinted into the fray.

      Pierce’s foolish headlong rush into battle, right into the kill zone caught Fireshot and the others by surprise. It took away some of their advantage of having better positioning, higher ground, and a buildup of barriers. First blood belonged to Pierce. A volley of shots rang out from his Bunker Blaster, plowed through the barriers, and flung several pieces of enemy soldiers into the air.

      Pierce’s advantage was short-lived. The opposing warlords had a counterattack ready to go and launched a multitude of blasts into the swarm of lone wolves. Several died on impact. Countless others were injured. Not even thirty seconds into the battle and Pierce was already losing.

      What he needed most wasn’t to fight the warlords or anyone who was out for the bounty on his head. He needed to get to the blast doors and inside the bunker. All that really mattered was taking out Ulric.

      He concentrated his fire on the warriors nearest the doors in hopes of clearing a path. If he could get inside, the low numbers of fighters he had wouldn’t be as much of a problem. His first shot landed true and blew three warriors to pieces. He was about to take another shot when Rodrigo drew his attention, shouting his name.

      “Pierce! Cover us!” Rodrigo shouted.

      Pierce saw that the Dark Mark and Rodrigo had paired up and were on a direct path toward the blast doors with their electrically charged blades. They’d caught on to Pierce’s plan and were going to make it happen for him. They’d clear the area around the doors. Pierce aimed in and targeted anyone trying to take out his wife and his new friend as they dodged blasts and rushed forward.

      To Pierce’s amazement, it was working. The Dark Mark and Rodrigo sliced through the enemy, making it look easy, as Pierce continued launching blasts at anyone who targeted them. The three of them cleared a path in unison.

      Suddenly, the plan was thrown for a loop. The blast doors opened, and out poured a squad of robotic soldiers. Unlike Ulric, they weren’t sentient or even A.I. They were weapons, controlled remotely, and had the appearance of robots that were made up of innards only. They were creepy as hell and just as deadly. Ulric had called on the automatons in his corrupt endeavor to cover his tracks.

      “Fuck you, you fucking fuck!” was all Pierce could think to say.

      Most of the warlords were focused on the rest of the lone wolves now. The Dark Mark and Rodrigo had cleared out the human fighters around the blast doors. Pierce steeled himself and made a beeline for the automatons. As they unleashed hell, Pierce slid behind a large boulder that took the brunt of the first round of fire. The smoke from the explosion concealed him as he lunged forward and fired several shots that took down a couple automatons.

      Just as the deadly squad of robots spotted Pierce and fired in unison, Pierce launched into the middle of a group of fighters behind a barrier, using them as human shields against the blasts.

      Using the billowing smoke as cover once more, Pierce rushed up the embankment behind enemy lines and slashed through several human fighters with the blades on his weapon. The automatons fired into Fireshot’s troops with no regard for their safety. They had been ordered to place human life as secondary to eliminating Pierce. He was able to skirt past their shots as the enemy soldiers took the brunt of their fire. Slipping up past the automatons, Pierce caught up to the Dark Mark and Rodrigo.

      “What took you so long?” Rodrigo said.

      “I was covering your asses,” Pierce said. “You ready for this?”

      Rodrigo answered with a smirk and wiped the sweat from his forehead.

      The Dark Mark met Pierce’s eyes. She nodded.

      Pierce, the Dark Mark, and Rodrigo began blasting at the robots from higher ground, leveling those that still remained, shredding them until there was nothing left but scrap metal and a pile of spare mechanical parts.

      They’d done it. They’d taken out the automaton squad.

      Pierce was about to jump down and infiltrate the underground bunker. Another squad of automatons emerged from the blast doors. There was no way Pierce and the lone wolves could keep taking so many losses, regardless of how much damage they did. This was it. The whole cause was doomed. All that sacrifice and bloodshed, and this was how it was going to end.

      Out of nowhere, a loud whooshing noise came from the side of the battlefield. Pierce watched in awe as a wave of firepower roared through the enemy’s defense. It was Letha, Aero, their allies, and all their followers. Pierce couldn’t believe his eyes.
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            For The Thrill Of It!

          

          Planet Kill, Fireshot’s Territory

        

      

    

    
      The thrill of battle tore through Letha. Her muscles felt the burn, and the rage and bloodlust took over. Screens with bids and excited chatter popped up and around her and all her people.

      Now wasn’t the time to get distracted by extra points and fan chatter. It was time for an ass-whooping, time to be done with this shit-stain once and for all. Her entire team ran straight for his fortress as Pierce and his allies took care of the automatons. A straight path led through the robots. There were no obstacles other than the natural ones, and any traps Fireshot might have left. Ulric wasn’t holding his hand this time.

      As the woods before them filled with fighters, she attached the scanning device and switched it on, watching as a grid of pink lines showed across the ground, blue in the distance where it was out of range for an attack, but could still scan. Red dots were everywhere, and now the numbers were starting to pop up, telling her which ones were level ten and above.

      Fireshot wasn’t here, though she knew where he would be. He was never on the front line, but his warlords were, and some of their best fighters. Fifteen of them were level tens and above, enough to make all the trouble, all the credits that she’d spent on the air strike missiles, worth it.  As her troops pulled up behind her at her signal, she sent the barrage of missiles down upon those warlords.

      Lower levels were caught in the explosions, some diving clear.

      She lowered her fist as the fires gave way, and they charged forward, smashing through the surviving Noobs, engaging in combat those who’d survived the strike or had been too far to be affected. Now it was fair.  Now she’d have a shot of actually getting to the tower where Fireshot would be waiting.

      Charging through, shooting here, cutting there, she led the battle past the woods, working her way to the back of the hill. The domed tower peeked through the leaves ahead, glowing red in the evening light. This was it, the time for retribution.

      She wore her battle armor and had her rifle at the ready, but had come with bigger plans that needed more specific tools to get the job done. Blades were ready at her wrists, the shocker at her side. Whatever she had to get in there and take him out, she had strapped on for this.

      A team of men and women charged out to meet them, and gunshots dropped one of hers amid screams of pain. Letha stormed the tower, her generals at her side, others moving up to take the enemy flanks and prepare for other attackers. Shots rang out from the trees and energy shields flashed. Brink had a hook that he used to slam up through a man’s jaw, then flipped him over to rip him open a second later.

      Aisha was like a new person, totally reborn since Reckoning Day. She rushed in there with the best of them and let her blasters do the work. Kale and Redwood had teamed up against a group of three and were forcing them back up against a rock wall.

      Shots rang by Letha’s head. She ducked, took aim and blew half of a woman’s skull off before rolling and wounding a man with a shot to his foot, then blasted through his chest as he fell.

      Her team had this handled, she realized. She took aim again. Instead of prolonging this battle and waiting for backup, she needed to take action on Fireshot now. The sun was setting, the day almost gone. Too much time had been wasted already.

      At the rear archway, she split off from the rest. The fight was here, the enemy was here, but Fireshot was not. One tower with a glass dome stood above the rest, and she had a feeling that he was hiding there. He would be standing above it all like the god he thought he was, enjoying the bloodshed on both sides, relishing in the death and mayhem that was all because of him.

      In a way, Letha knew this because she could almost identify with him. Almost.  She knew the line, and she was still sane enough to see that line, to know that crossing it led down a dark path.

      She barreled in, pausing only once at a gleam of light that caught her eyes. A tripwire! Fuck. She froze. Moving past it, slowly, carefully, she eyed the walls for motion-triggered mines or grenades or other traps. Finding none, she reached the stairs and began her ascent.

      With each step she imagined tearing Fireshot limb from limb, watching as life faded from his overconfident eyes.

      Then she was at the door, shooting off the handle in case it was locked.  Letha kicked the door the rest of the way and paused at the bewildering sight.

      Fireshot stood at the glass dome, watching the chaos, completely nude and erect. Two women and a man were around him in silks and various stages of undress, pleasing him as he watched. He barely noticed her. He simply waved a hand to signal two guards on either side of the broken door.

      They approached, but were no match for her. A quick shot to one, then a face strike with her rifle and stab in the neck to the second, and they were down.

      Finally, Fireshot gazed at her and smiled, gripping one of the women by the head and pulling her hard onto his cock as he grinned. A spasm went through his body and Letha thought he was about to cum right there, but then she saw the man behind, pulling beads from Fireshot’s ass.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” Letha demanded. “Your people are dying for you, and this is what you’re doing?”

      Fireshot grinned, thrust the nameless woman aside and grabbed his balls. “You want a taste, Letha? I always knew you’d come my way.” He winked and shook his dick at her.

      She gagged a little, but her finger was ready on the trigger. Letha loved a good lay, to stare at her lovers’ cocks as she stroked them or the feel of a man’s balls in her hand, but the sight of Fireshot like this disgusted her. It was offensive, nasty, like seeing a demon’s wrinkled teats in a movie she vaguely remembered. As far as she was concerned, all sense of sexuality had failed to ever exist the moment he was involved.

      One of the women was giving her a sensual look that Letha couldn’t quite ignore. The woman licked her lips and slid her hands along her body. She sighed.

      “If any of you want to leave,” Letha said, “do so now. Join my army, and I promise you won’t ever have to see this shitbag again.”

      There was a moment of hesitation, and then the woman giving her the eyes lunged, leaping up and running for freedom.

      Fireshot tried to grab her by her hair, but Letha shot, aiming directly for his left testicle. A flash of energy rose up and the bullet never found its mark, but it was enough to cause Fireshot to recoil. The woman escaped his grip. She hit the energy shield, spasmed, and fell through to Letha’s side, her hair smoking. If this shield was like others Letha had encountered, the woman would live, but hurt for a few days. The shields stopped rapid projectiles but had lesser effects on blades and, apparently, people.

      The other two shrunk away as Fireshot advanced, dick starting to droop.

      “What’s the matter?” she asked, taking aim again. “Doesn’t the realization of your own mortality turn you on as much of the death of those around you?”

      He glared and held his hands out. The remaining two pleasure slaves began to dress him, first in his stained undergarments, and then in battle armor.

      A screen flashed up beside Letha that had bids ranging from “Bite off his dick while you have the chance,” to “Kill ‘em all, let God sort ‘em out,” but the one she accepted said, “Make it fair. Let him dress, then duel.”

      He watched, then glanced at his own screen. It was backwards to Letha, but she saw clearly what he selected: “Fight this bitch to the point of death, then hang her out the window by her intestines and light her on fire. Let the world watch her burn.”

      “That’s rather gruesome,” she said with a shake of her head. “Not that I should be surprised, coming from you.”

      “Hey,” he replied, with his arms still spread out. “I’m just the angel of death, they are the gods. When they command, I obey.”

      Calling the viewers gods? That was sure to get him some die-hard fans, though it wouldn’t matter after she’d killed him.

      “Some angel. At least your cock is covered.” She tried not to stare while his sexual playthings finished dressing him like a doll. In those few moments, she tried to wrap her mind around what a weird scene this was, what a strange planet this was. No matter how long she stayed, there were always new ways to surprise and disgust her.

      All for the final prize, she reminded herself. Soon it would be over, and she would leave this planet, find her target, and have her justice.

      Right now, that meant destroying this bastard.

      They were done with him, finally, and again Letha repeated her offer to the other two. Instead of replying, they walked to a trunk behind them and removed several weapons for Fireshot. Most notable, Letha thought, was the metal glove that resembled her shocker. She raised an eyebrow, not liking the taunting laughter from Fireshot.

      “This little pretty was a gift from our mutual friend, Ulric,” he said. He pulled it onto his left hand. In his right, he accepted a serrated blade, and nodded. “End her.”

      The other two had weapons also, she realized almost too late. She dodged to the side to avoid a shotgun blast from the man. Her shield vibrated against her chest, alerting her that it wasn’t going to last much longer. At least it had saved her from this blast.

      She dove to her left, coming up and tearing through the man with a throwing knife. She followed up with a lunge and smaller knife, slicing up through the throat and into the skull. The woman slammed into her from behind, screaming and striking with two super-charged kali sticks. Each strike set off a powerful charge of electricity.

      The woman got in two solid hits, and Letha knew she didn’t want a third. She jammed a blade backward and threw herself into the wall. She stepped away and felt the suction of the blade. The woman gasped, then hit the floor with a thud.

      Now it was just Fireshot and Letha, surrounded by the sounds of gunfire and explosions outside.

      “You can’t hope to beat my army,” Fireshot sneered, eyes narrowed, crouching as he began to circle her. “We outnumber you. We’re far better-equipped.”

      “All I have to do is beat you,” she countered. “When they see your head in my hands, they’ll fall into line like the timid little bitches they are.”

      “You’ve come a long way,” he admitted. “Level, what now? Twenty-five?”

      She nodded.

      “Yeah, I watched you,” he continued. “I landed about six months after you did, actually. But I’d paid attention at home. You were easy to predict, too soft on your followers to do what needed to be done and progress quickly. Viewers back home want a show. They want death and sex and over-the-top fun. You think killing a couple of ruthless pricks and sleeping with three or four dudes—or chicks—is going to do it? Think again, sister.”

      “I remember when you arrived,” she said, glaring back. “The way the Dragon took you in, had you carry his leash. I still remember when you were called Pete, when they talked about the bids that came in and what the Dragon did to you. You talk about putting on a show, after that?”

      His lip curled and he shook his head, laughing. “You still don’t get it, do it? I signed up for this shit. You think I didn’t know what Planet Kill was all about? I liked everything he did to me. I’m not evil, I’m not up here doing any of this because my heart’s turned black and shriveled up, or because I think I’ll get through it without suffering.”

      “Yeah? Tell me then. I’ll bite.”

      “I’m a showman, just like we all are.” He grabbed his package with a flourish, now covered in metal-composite for protection. “The men and women back home want to be able to flip between channels, to get a close-up of my dick getting sucked, to watch those beads coming out of my ass, one at a time. Hell, I’m not into dudes in the least, but the viewers like it, so I jammed my pecker into this guy when he begged for it. There’s nothing wrong with that, because he fucking signed up for it too, and he loves it. I’m the ultimate champion, the one they all want to cheer for, the one they want to see never leave this place.”

      He drew near, lowering his voice, “But when I do, someday, I’m going to use all of my power, influence, and money… and I’m going to use it to ensure this goes on forever, maybe even expand it to the outside world. Why should we all be so constrained? We need orgy-viewing parties, we need the freedom to go down on each other in the streets while others watch and throw credit chips in a hat. Fuck, all I wanna do is have some fun. The viewers know I’m not the only one. But you… you’re outdated. It’s time for you to be put down.”

      He lurched toward her, and she laughed as she sidestepped him. She caught him with a blow from her shocker. His armor absorbed most of it, but the shock still caused him to stumble across the floor.

      “I’m the predictable one?” she asked with a wink. “Let me try. Big long speech, blah, blah, blah, attack.”

      Letha feinted, and he actually took the bait, overextending himself. She dodged and spun   under his arm then struck him again, this time on the back of his head. The force caused him to stagger away from her, and he nearly fell to one knee. His hand left a bloody streak on the wall where he caught himself

      He turned with fury. “I’m a showman, an entertainer. What the fuck are you, you sorry bitch?”

      “Hope,” she replied, and this time attacked with everything she had. The two warlords threw blows left and right, their blades scraping off of metal. “Hope for everyone who believes in a better life, but doesn’t want to devolve into the likes of you. Hope for all the men and women who were sent here against their will, for those false volunteers. I represent that fucking hope, but to you? To you I represent death.”

      With that, she brought her blade up to his throat, so that he needed both arms to block it. Then she struck with her shocker. The first strike connected with his groin and sent an uncomfortable spasm across his face.  The second came with a drop of her knife so that, for a second, he thought he had the upper hand. Her shocker made contact again, full force, and sent him literally flying back into the far wall, where his armor cracked open and left him like a snail without a shell. He tried to stand, vomited, and then stared at her with crazed eyes.

      “Do you have any idea how the fans will turn on you if you kill me?” He spat out, more vomit and saliva. “There are parts of this planet you haven’t even touched, allies I’ve been making who will get bids like you’ve never heard of. You touch me, you’ll be begging for your life to end before they’re done with you.”

      “I’ll take that chance,” she retorted, drawing near to finally snuff out this shitnugget.

      A flash of light hit his hand and too late she realized he had his shocker on. It was coming for her. She attempted to block, but then saw a tube at the end, two holes facing her, and her mind formed the words, “Oh fuck.” Before she could say it, some sort of liquid sprayed out and then flames erupted from his glove. The liquid stuck to her armor and fanned the flames, so that within a couple seconds she realized that not only was her armor on fire, but she was starting to cook alive in it.

      He was almost upright again, laughing maniacally as he struck once more. This time he  missed, covering the wall behind her in flames. She struggled, working to get the armor off while still keeping her eyes on him for his next attack.

      The woman on the floor who had tried to flee was stirring, and Letha glanced toward the door. They needed to get out of there.

      Bids showed up: “Go down together in a blaze of glory,” “Grab him so you both burn,” and more of the sort. She had to imagine that whoever was bidding now was on his side. The viewers thought he was doomed anyway, so they wanted to take her down too. Of course, if she accepted a bid like that, her family would get some payout at the end.

      Except she had no family.

      And she had no intention of dying this day.

      She dodged another swing. This one hit the dead male sex toy and the bed behind. Half the inside of the dome was burning. Letha finally got the last of her armor off, leaving her in her skin-tight undergarment.

      “I like this look,” Fireshot said, preparing for another strike. “But I still think ‘burnt to a crisp’ will suit you better.”

      The gloved fist came, but she wasn’t letting it happen. She dodged and weaved, and came up on the outside of his arm. One of her forearms connected with his, the other slamming into the crook of his arm so that she bent his fist back toward himself as the liquid went off, spraying him in the eyes. He started to protest, and then the flames hit him.

      Pushing herself off, Letha stared in horror as his face melted away to reveal a flaming skull. In moments, he was on fire completely, along with the rest of the room.

      Letha grabbed the struggling, half-conscious woman, and the two struggled for the stairs as flames licked the walls behind them.

      It wasn’t until they had both made it outside and Kale and Redwood had them that Letha finally accepted that it was over and they had escaped.

      “Fireshot?” Kale asked, glancing back up at the dome, now lit from the flames within.

      “Burnt to a crisp,” she replied, grimacing at the memory.

      “And this one?” Redwood asked, helping the nearly nude woman to stand.

      “Bring her with us. She’s one of our new recruits.”

      They nodded and Redwood led the woman off, leaving Kale to check Letha over.

      “That shield… the armor,” he said, “they were expensive.”

      She nodded. “They were the cost of living, so I’ll take the hit.”

      “A good trade,” he agreed.  He led her around to the other side of the tower. Fireworks lit up the sky, and Letha realized it was already that time of night. She’d killed Fireshot just before announcements, and his death was confirmed when his picture appeared in the sky, followed by various other faces.

      Everyone had stopped at that. The followers of Fireshot saw his face and realized they needed to stand down. Even before the fireworks were over, half of his followers had fled. The other half sunk to their knees, laying down their weapons to Letha.

      “It appears we have ourselves an army again,” she said, watching this. “Get everyone rounded up. We’re taking back our base, and setting up this one as well.”

      “Who’ll have it?” Brink asked as he came near.

      “I want you all close,” she replied, but stared off into the distance, considering. “I’ll have to give it some thought.”
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            In Too Deep

          

          Planet Kill, Ulric’s Territory

        

      

    

    
      The automatons weren’t built for close combat. They were armed with blasters and could take heavy damage from rifles, but up close, their innards were no match for blades.

      Pierce, Rodrigo, and the Dark Mark dropped down together, positioning themselves in the middle of the squad, rendering the automatons’ blasters useless at such short range.

      Pierce sliced through one of them with the blade on the side of his weapon. Rodrigo cut through two at once with his charged sword. The Dark Mark planted her feet into two of them, knocking them to the ground as she dug her dual swords into their heads, shutting their systems down.

      Two more took aim at Pierce, but he rolled out of the way in time, causing their blasts to take each other out. The three humans converged on the last of the squad and shoved their blades through its head as one.

      Finally making it inside the bunker, Pierce was immediately met by a massive ledge, likely meant to dissuade humans from entering. Pierce leaped, not knowing how far the drop would be. The Dark Mark and Rodrigo followed suit.

      The three of them landed on their feet and rolled to lessen the impact. In a swift motion, Pierce launched back onto his feet and rushed forward with no regard for what was ahead, ready to die, ready to kill.

      Deeper in, they came upon a large open area full of computer servers and viewer screens. He edged up close to one and saw a volunteer consent request in the middle of being created. On one half of the screen was an image of a random person’s signature and their biometrics. On the other side was a consent form. Pierce reached out and touched the screen.

      The biometrics and signature shifted to the right and overlaid the consent form. Fraud, exactly as Pierce had suspected. He had his smoking gun.

      With the Dark Mark and Rodrigo standing guard, Pierce knelt and searched for the hard drive. A small glowing chip shone through a transparent panel. He used his elbow to break the glass and pulled the chip out, causing the computer screen to power down. All he had to do was escape with his evidence, but there was still one more thing to do before the job was finished. Destroy Ulric.

      He pocketed the hard drive chip and brought his Bunker Buster up. “Let’s get the bastard.”

      The three of them rushed forward, Pierce in the lead.

      Around a corner, an automaton had been pre-positioned to slow them down. Pierce noticed in time and lowered his shoulder, avoiding the initial blast. He swung back up with his blade, slicing the automaton’s head clean off.

      As they ran through the dark corridor, their feet landed on a makeshift floor that was a trap. The ground collapsed beneath them, and they fell several feet. Aside from wounded pride and bruised arms and faces, they were fine. They dusted themselves and began to climb back up.

      Rodrigo and Pierce lifted the Dark Mark to their shoulders. She carefully stood, and they launched her back up to the corridor. Pierce lifted Rodrigo as far as he could, and the Dark Mark pulled him up the rest of the way. Then Pierce ran for the wall, kicked at it to get some height, and grabbed the Dark Mark’s hand midair. She pulled him up the rest of the way.

      Their eyes met for the briefest of seconds.

      A squad of automatons burst through a hidden alcove in the wall and lifted their weapons, but the Dark Mark reacted quickly and sliced through the front line’s rifle barrels. Rodrigo dismembered the heads of the entire front line with his charged blade.

      There was another line of automatons behind them.

      Rodrigo spoke without turning to the others, as he charged into the second row of the robots. “Keep going…” he yelled, swinging his blade wildly.

      Pierce fled deeper into the corridor, the Dark Mark alongside him.

      Ten feet in front of them, a row of four automatons lay in wait. Without a word, the Dark Mark and Pierce knew what to do.

      In sync, they leaped off the ground and ran along the wall a few steps, then came down, the Dark Mark with her charged blade, and Pierce with the blades on the side of his Bunker Buster. They tore through the four automatons from either side. Their blades met in the middle, and their eyes met again.

      Then she faced forward and continued running. Pierce caught up with her as fast as he could. There was another raised area in the ground ahead. This time, they both spotted the trap in time and leaped over it.

      At the far end of the corridor, Pierce finally spotted Ulric. A throng of automatons surrounded him. He shot a glance back in their direction, then left through a small opening.

      Pierce turned to the Dark Mark. “Thoughts?”

      “You get past them and end him,” she said. “I’ve got this.”

      “As long as you promise not to get killed,” Pierce said. “I’ve been wanting to catch up, if you don’t mind. Maybe we can get coffee or something after this?”

      She sighed audibly. He knew better than to press it any further. Yet, this was the first time she’d spoken to him since they’d reunited. The sound of her voice almost broke his concentration. But he knew better. The fight wasn’t over.

      They took off together. Instead of going at it together this time, Pierce jumped up and used a beam on the ceiling to launch over the machines while the Dark Mark drew their fire and engaged them directly.

      Pierce fought the urge to make sure she was okay. All they’d accomplished and sacrificed was for nothing if Ulric got away.

      Pierce dove headlong through the small opening at the end of the tunnel. On the other side, the larger of the binary suns was beginning to breach the horizon. Its rays hit Pierce’s eyes, blinding him for a split second, just long enough for Ulric to bring his mechanical arms down hard on Pierce’s neck and back, knocking the Bunker Buster from Pierce’s hands. His weapon skittered across the dirt out of reach.

      Expecting another blow, Pierce rolled to the left and out of the way of Ulric’s powerful boot smashing into the dirt. Blow for blow, Pierce couldn’t hope to match him. He charged in hopes of getting the warden to the ground where they could grapple. He could cancel out Ulric’s physical strength advantage there, and he had a chance of outmaneuvering him.

      Ulric hadn’t expected Pierce go straight for him. He was caught off-guard, allowing Pierce to tackle him.

      Ulric’s movements were quick, though, and Pierce fought to keep from being pinned, unable to get a good lock. Pierce was thinking in a way that an A.I. like Ulric couldn’t. He was planning on losing to win.

      Pierce allowed Ulric to gain the advantage and flip him onto his back. Ulric hadn’t anticipated that the feint was a trick that put Pierce within arm’s reach of his Bunker Buster.

      Ulric realized his mistake too late, and Pierce was able to snatch the weapon and swing it around, getting off a single shot. The blast went through Ulric’s left shoulder, severing his arm and sending it clattering along the ground like a soccer ball.

      When Pierce went to take a second shot, Ulric had already stood up and was rushing for the scout ship. Pierce braced his elbows against the ground and fired two shots without taking the time to aim.

      Ulric had managed to put some distance between them and was about to make an escape. Pierce wasn’t going to be able to catch up to him in time, and taking out the ship with his Bunker Blaster was futile. The weapon packed a hell of a punch, but the accuracy was about as precise as a BB gun. No way was Pierce going to be able to stop that ship.

      “Dammit,” Pierce said. “Why didn’t I think to upgrade to a rocket launcher?”

      Ulric was mere feet away from the hatch when the scout ship was obliterated to nothingness. The only thing left after the blast was some dust and smoke from the overheated ground. There wasn’t even a speck of debris. Only one thing on Planet Kill had that kind of firepower and accuracy: Pierce’s stealth ship.

      Who was using it? Why didn’t they just do the same to Ulric?

      With a touch of ironic timing, Pierce’s viewer screen popped up to his right. “Not now,” he groaned impatiently.

      The message flashed again. And again. He wasn’t going to be able to fight Ulric in hand-to-hand combat with that thing distracting him, so he opened the message.

      It was the same fan as before. The one who’d bid for him to spare Letha. The message revealed who was lending a helping hand.

      “This one’s going to cost you two fucks with Beatrice,” it read.

      Pierce couldn’t help but laugh a little. Fucking Dregg! He must have planted some kind of device on the ship when he’d taken him for his covert joyride. He was controlling it!

      “Can’t use an off-planet weapon to take out a warden,” the message continued. “This one’s all you.”

      Pierce aimed his Bunker Blaster at Ulric, but the weapon powered down. He’d used up his ammo. He was going to have to go toe-to-toe with him one final time. All or nothing. This was going to hurt like a motherfucker.

      Ulric reached Pierce first and flung him onto his back. He followed with an array of blows to Pierce’s chest, arms, and face, pummeling him into submission. Then Ulric flipped him over and shoved his face into the ground.

      An awful smell filled Pierce’s nose as Ulric smashed his face harder into the dirt, attempting to suffocate him. The stench smelt like shit and death. A familiar smell. Pierce remembered the first lesson Dregg had taught him. Colewort. It was poisonous to humans, which would have been useful had Ulric not been A.I., but there was a way to use this to his advantage. If he could get the colewort into Ulric’s open wiring, the built-in programming that prevented AIs from augmenting their physical bodies with any organic substances would kick in and initiate a shutdown sequence.

      Instead of trying to push back against Ulric’s attempt to smother him, Pierce pulled his left hand out and grasped the leafy plant. He strained to reach his arm back to get the disgusting thing into Ulric’s shoulder, but the angle was too much. He slowly pulled his elbows and knees in, then rolled hard. Now he was facing up, and Ulric was on top of him. The suddenness of the motion made it possible for him to shove the colewort into Ulric’s open and dangling innards where his arm had been.

      Ulric never saw it coming. His robotic body convulsed and shook as the protocols governing AIs activated. His mechanical face contorted, and he looked as if he might have been in severe pain as he fell back and dropped like a bucket of cement. Motionless. Frozen in a state of shock. With the smallest and least threatening object on the planet, Pierce had not only won, but he’d proven a universal truth. Anything could be used as a weapon.

      As he lay there, panting, bruised and bloody, the Dark Mark and Rodrigo emerged from the underground tunnel opening. Pierce was too exhausted to say anything. He just met their eyes with an expression of relief that they’d made it out alive.

      The Dark Mark rushed over and slid down next to him. She put a hand behind his neck and leaned in to kiss her husband for the first time in years. Pierce relished the moment, reminded of every kiss he’d ever shared with her, every smile and laugh he’d ever had the pleasure of witnessing. It was a gentle kiss, and it felt like home.
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          Planet Kill, Letha’s Base

        

      

    

    
      Returning to base with her new numbers meant easily taking it back, especially since many of her opponents here had fled at the sign that Fireshot was dead. When she had control of it once more, she called in her generals for a meeting.  She also requested the presence of Aisha, Aero, and her other new warlord allies.

      “We’re not stopping here,” she told those gathered around the main room. She pointed to the broken monitors. “Aisha, can you get these working again?”

      “Of course,” the girl replied.

      “Good. We’ll have a new monitoring system set up in no time,” Letha continued. “I want us to figure out who the big players are, the next Fireshots, and take them out before they get any power. If I find out anyone here is going down that route, you had damn sure better explain yourself and then quit immediately.”

      “You can count on us,” Aero said with a broad grin. “Nobody here has been part of something as big as you’re discussing. Of course we’re going to stick by your side.”

      Other warlords and their followers chimed in with their agreement. She had her army, her empire well on its way.

      “Good,” she said, then noticed someone missing. “Trunk?”

      No sign of him.

      “Actually,” Aisha said, frowning, “I remember seeing him run after Grinder in the heat of the battle. Not sure what happened, exactly….”

      Letha nodded, worried that her newest general might not be coming back.

      “Roger that,” she added. “Everyone check your credits, your levels, and see what we can do to loot up and barricade the shit out of our fortresses. Consolidate around this base, and consider Pierce and his friends allies. Understood?”

      The others nodded and indicated agreement.

      “Dismissed, for now,” she said, then quietly to her generals, “Not you. We need to speak further.”  She had to tell them that they’d come up with a strategy of attack, and to be ready to take initiative. She wasn’t going to build this empire by sitting around and waiting.

      When they had left, she closed door, wondering when or even if Pierce would come striding in. It was entirely possible that he too would never make it back alive. With a sigh, she checked her stats.

      Holy hell! The final fights, and especially the one with Fireshot, had given her a huge boost. She was the proud owner of five thousand credits and had passed into level twenty-six. Not only that, she was damn close to level twenty-seven, which meant she’d be able to upgrade her battle armor to a suit she’d had her eyes on for a while.

      In the meantime, she was going to go see how Brink was doing with loot inventory. She might as well see what they’d scored before spending money on new equipment.

      She found him with piles of low-level shields, rifles, and more. When he saw her, he held up a glove, like her shocker, but she saw it was the flame-throwing glove Fireshot had used.

      “Holy balls,” she said, taking it and admiring the glove. “Someone went in there to get it?”

      “I was curious, after the flames died down. I mean, it was his living quarters, after all.” Brink grinned, then held up a small box of other trinkets. “I found these as well.”

      She leaned over and saw a dildo, a string of beads, a cock ring, and more.

      “Oh my god, burn them.”

      He laughed. “Maybe… but I think some of these are upgraded. I scanned them, see? The cock ring, for instance, grants plus fifty percent longer lasting, and the dildo has a warming feature that someone might find extremely enjoyable. Maybe they weren’t all his.  That new lady…” He smiled and blushed.

      “You have your eyes on the Noob?”

      He laughed again. “Her name’s Belle, and yeah, actually.” He flipped the dildo around in his hands “I was thinking of trying this out with her, maybe. She seemed to be into the idea.”

      Letha frowned. “I thought… I don’t know, I just never thought you’d want to try that.”

      “Not everything works, but that doesn’t mean the desire isn’t there. Some don’t mind. She actually seemed to be relieved when she found out.” He shrugged, still smiling.

      “I… I don’t mean to sound rude, but why would you come here if you knew you were impotent? You must have known how PK is so sexually charged.”

      “Maybe I wanted to die? Maybe I thought the change of scenery, and attitude, would fix it? I don’t know, but now… I don’t care. As long as Belle doesn’t, neither do I.”

      “Good for you, Brink,” she said, clapping him on the shoulder. “Good for you.”

      With that, she walked off, trying to get the image of his limp dick out of her mind, but finding the whole scenario rather sweet.

      It was upgrade time, and she couldn’t wait any longer.
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* * *

      A ship much larger than Ulric’s obliterated little ship descended from above and landed in the middle of the chaos and carnage. When the front hatch opened, an A.I. stepped out. It was Ulric’s replacement warden.

      He appeared more human than Ulric had, and much more powerful. On his shoulders were grenade launchers, and on his forearms were blades.

      Immediately he marched over to where Pierce was resting and looked down. “Agent Pierce,” the A.I. said.

      “The one and only, Pierce answered.

      “You are aware that Interstellar Agents do not have jurisdiction on Planet Kill?”

      “Very aware. Why do you think I went undercover…”

      “You prefer to be jocular,” the A.I. said. “Very well. I’ll communicate in a way that you’ll understand. If you fucking killed a warden without goddamn authorization or proof that he had broken the law, I’m going to bring the thunder down on your fucking face right now and smash it into the ground until it’s unrecognizable.”

      Pierce chuckled. “Not bad,” he said. “You’re an improvement already. Got a name?”

      “Mags,” he said, in his booming voice. “And that wasn’t an answer.”

      “Oh, right.” Pierce sat up. “Here.” He reached into his cargo pocket and pulled out the hard drive. “I’d prefer to deliver it directly to my superiors, but it would appear I don’t have much of a choice.”

      “It would appear not,” Mags said, snatching the hard drive. “Luckily for you, however, this was all broadcast across the galaxy, so if this is what I think it is, you’re in the clear.”

      “Definitely an improvement,” Pierce said. “I mean, you’re a whole lot scarier and intimidating. Are you the latest model? Never mind. Doesn’t matter. All that matters is you’ll be pleased … or maybe not pleased with what you find on there. You’re welcome.”

      “I’m welcome?”

      “Yes. And a thank you would be nice right about now,” Pierce said. “We cleaned up your fucking mess.”

      Mags gave the impression that he might bring the hammer down anyway, despite having received the evidence. Instead, he lifted Pierce off the ground and stood him upright. “I’m going to imagine, as well as artificial intelligence can imagine, that you’re not as foolish and irrational as your activities the past few days indicate, and give you the benefit of the doubt in regards to your disrespectful tone toward me.”

      “Yeah,” Pierce said. “I’m fucking grateful. I should be bowing now and thanking you. You’re right. Thank you for giving me a mess to clean up. Thank you kindly.”

      Mags smirked. “Are you staying or going?”

      “Haven’t figured that out yet.”

      “Decide fast. While you’re at it, I’ll need the coordinates to your stealth ship, or all your credits will be confiscated.”

      “You trashcans are collecting credits now?” Pierce joked.

      “You know what I… oh,” Mags said. “Funny. That joke stunk. It was garbage.”

      “Yep,” Pierce said. “You’ll do.”

      Mags ignored the snide remark and glanced at the gaggle of badly injured fighters. “It’s a heavy price to pay just to find out if your wife stopped loving you or not.”

      Pierce narrowed his eyes. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “That’s the truth,” Mags said. “It’s no wonder we have to administer the system for you. Your little endeavor has proven to me that humans surpass even the most advanced predictive calculations regarding your capacity to act against your own best interests.”

      “Thanks, bot-butt,” Pierce said.

      “No. Thank you, idiot,” Mags replied. “Find out who’s taken control of your stealth ship and deliver it to me, or you’ll find out just how upgraded I am from Ulric’s model.”

      The Dark Mark took Pierce’s left arm and helped him hobble down the embankment. Before he could even get ten feet, countless lone wolves and Letha’s followers swarmed around him, including Essie.

      “Hey,” Pierce said, to her.

      Essie smiled and knelt. She used her index finger to draw in the dirt. “You’re alive!” she wrote.

      “I’m as surprised as you,” Pierce said.

      Essie traced more words. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      Pierce guffawed. “I’m anything but,” he said, shifting around, feeling the various injuries all over his body. He paused and took in her beauty, then stole a quick glance at the Dark Mark. “Besides,” he continued, “I wasn’t done with you just yet.” He held his wristband next to hers and swiped at it.

      Essie’s wristband lit up and displayed a holographic image. Pierce had transferred all his earned credits to her. Now her son could get the life-saving operation he needed.

      She embraced him tightly. He felt her tears wetting his shoulder.

      Pierce grimaced in pain, and Essie backed up with an expression of apology on her face. She covered her mouth.

      “It’s fine,” Pierce said. “I’ll be fine. And so will your son.”

      They exchanged smiles.

      “Thank you,” Essie mouthed.

      “Don’t mention it,” Pierce said. “What am I gonna do with it anyway? Buy more weapons? Like I want more weapons. What I need is a vacation.”

      “Oh, really?” Mags inquired, watching from a short distance away.

      Pierce noticed but didn’t make a big deal out of it. He just noted that Mags was someone he needed to talk with once the dust had cleared.

      The Dark Mark gestured for Essie to take Pierce’s right arm and help him hobble. She obliged. The three of them sauntered into the growing crowd of admirers and disappeared under darkness.

      Once Pierce saw that the others masked Mags’s view of him, he pulled up his viewer screen to check his bids. Apparently, it was Dregg’s way of communicating with him covertly. It only took a second before a message popped up. A bid. Dregg’s anonymous username requested that he unlock the navigation controls. It mentioned that he was only able to hack the weapons systems.

      Pierce shook his head at that. He’d lose his badge, his creds, and his whole life back on Earth. This was no easy thing to do, even for the person who’d saved him on more than one occasion.

      Dregg sent a second message. “So I can visit at my leisure, since you’re staying.”

      Pierce just grunted noncommittally, without declining or accepting the bid. He simply stored it for later. “I’ll let you know in the morning.”

      Out of curiosity, Pierce blinked twice to activate his AUG-I. His player profile now read that he was a Level 15 Fighter. Without all the help he’d received from his new allies he never would have leveled up to this point. At the same time, he felt a sense of pride that he was fitting in better than expected.
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* * *

      Letha found Pierce standing at the crest of a hill, staring up at the temple from which she had just emerged, having finished with her upgrades. He seemed to be considering life and the universe and all that, so for a moment she lingered, watching him. Then she noticed the way he licked his lips, and how his hand was adjusting his crotch.

      “Oh, shit, did I catch you at a bad time?” she asked.

      He put his hand in his pocket and frowned. “What? No.”

      “You were about to touch yourself, weren’t you?” She grinned. “Come on, you like this place, admit it. It turns you on.”

      He laughed. “It’s weird, you know? Being reunited with my wife, it’s… different. I thought I was getting it on with the others simply as a way to survive long enough to find her, then it turns out she’s into this place. Thinking back on it, maybe I am too…”

      She nodded. “The whole Sodom and Gomorrah stuff, yeah. The killing I could honestly do without.”

      “Don’t you, I don’t know… Aren’t you ever worried about rape and worse? I mean, as a woman—”

      “As a woman, I have just as much of a chance of facing those types of situations as any man.” She scowled. “Do you think that precious asshole of yours is any more safe than the holes between my legs? Good luck there, big guy.” She shook her head. “You know the rules, that shit’s not allowed. It’s a thin line with what the bidders sometimes want, but you won’t see any rape here. If a situation’s getting out of hand, the wardens step in.”

      “As much as we can trust them….”

      She laughed and nodded. “True, true.” After a moment of thinking, she crept up next to him, cocking her head. “So you’re staying?”

      “Looks that way.”

      “I think I’d like that. In that case, I’d like us to make this official—alliance. You and me, permanent.”

      He smiled, then pursed his lips. “Oh, so, yeah… What do we do to make that official? Do I go down on you, or do we fuck right here and now, with the cameras on us?”

      She punched his shoulder. “Motherfucker, when I let you go down on me, it won’t be to form an alliance. What do you take me for?”

      He gawked at her, totally caught off-guard. “I’m sorry, I just thought that’s how it worked.”

      Laughing, she shook her head and stuck out her hand. “How about we shake on it. Maybe someday you and the Dark Mark can earn your way into my bed, but until then, this’ll do.”

      He grinned and shook her hand. “I may or may not be opposed to that idea. No comment.”

      “Righhht,” she replied, moving her finger along the inside of his wrist, gently, and watching his eyes flick down to her chest. She had no doubt he’d tear his clothes off in a second if she asked. Hell, if she were a guy, she’d be begging to sleep with herself. She had no doubts about her sexiness, and no doubts that this alliance was going to be good for her continued rise on PK.

      “I look forward to hunting down bad guys with you,” he finally said, pulling his hand back and adjusting his pants line.

      “You have your boner tucked into your belt, don’t you?” she asked with a wink. When he started to protest, she held up her hands. “No, no, that’s cool. I understand how those things work. The first time I learned that was when I was flirting with this boy. He lifted his shirt to show me his abs, and there was his penis head, just sticking up like a groundhog peeking out for its shadow. This isn’t my first rodeo, cowboy.”

      “Crass… I still need to get used to that.”

      “Want to show me your abs and prove I’m wrong?” she challenged.

      He shook his head and studied the floor.

      “That’s what I thought.” She glanced down, curious, thinking back to the times she’d seen him fucking some of the others. She let her mind wander back to her generals, and most of all, to Trunk.

      Where was that son of a bitch? He had a habit of running off and leaving her worried. When he returned, she’d have to have a little chat with him about that. Feeling herself get warm and slick, she decided it best to head back to camp.

      “All joking aside, I’m serious about this alliance,” Letha said. “The fortress Fireshot was using is yours, if you accept. Also, if you’re going to continue your work to get forced volunteers off of this planet, count on me. I’ll be right there, at your side.”

      His expression became serious too, and he nodded. “We’ll find them, and we’ll get them to safety. At least, those who want to get out.”

      Letha allowed her smile to return, then walked off, leaving him there to touch himself or go find his wife or whatever the hell he wanted to do. Right now, she just needed a fucking bath.
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* * *

      A while later, Pierce sat with his legs crossed on the floor of a tent as the Dark Mark, formerly his wife, pressed a grape to her lips and savored it before swallowing.

      “So?” Pierce said, breaking their silence.

      “Not leaving,” the Dark Mark said.

      “I’ve gathered as much,” Pierce said, attempting to reach for a grape, but unable. His injuries were still healing, despite the best meds available. He stretched out with his right arm, but the Dark Mark intervened and grabbed it for him. Slowly and sensually, she slipped it between his lips. He gasped involuntarily.

      She shrugged and picked up another grape for herself.

      “I’m not either,” Pierce continued.

      The woman paused as the grape was about to touch her lips. “I’m not sure how I feel about that.”

      “That’s fine with me. Really,” Pierce said. “We agreed when we met that we wouldn’t let our feelings for each other get in the way of the lives we wanted to live. I’m sticking by that promise. But… it would be nice to see you now and again.”

      “We’ll be together, yet apart?” the Dark Mark asked.

      “Apart but together,” Pierce replied. “As long as you’re cool with me building a harem of my own, a clan, a base of power, and moving up the ladder on Planet Kill.”

      She smiled and kissed him passionately. Pierce lost himself in the moment, thinking back to the day they’d first met, in that book club. How far they’d come.

      An alert popped up on his viewer screen, interrupting their bliss. “What about it?” was all it read.

      Pierce pressed accept on the projected screen. He was staying. Besides, Dregg had earned a favor at this point. And fuck Mags. Who knew if he was any better than Ulric. Pierce could handle him, he hoped. Maybe. Whatever. At least, in the present, it felt like the right decision.

      Before he had time to go further down the rabbit hole of self-doubt, Essie intruded into the tent that Letha had set up for them. In Essie’s wake, Aisha entered. Her eyes flitted to the Dark Mark, hesitating, but at a nod began to undress. The Dark Mark went to Essie, glanced back at Pierce, and lowered the woman’s shirt so that her breasts were exposed.

      Now she motioned him over as she cupped one of Essie’s breasts. Without another word, the four of them locked lips, swapping back and forth as their desires shifted.

      Pierce realized he’d finally earned this. The most thrilling part of it, to his surprise, was how each of them was fierce in her own right. Aisha could hardwire, hack, and reconfigure all kinds of weapons and shields to fit their needs. The Dark Mark had developed assassin-level skills and a reputation for ensuring death one way or another. Essie had already saved Pierce’s life within a day of meeting him. He wasn’t just providing for them. They were pooling their strengths together. He knew this was going to be valuable in the coming battles.

      But in the moment, this moment, they were pooling their sexual desires and moved together as their bodies intertwined. Pierce was a little surprised to realize that he was aroused by the sight of his former wife practically devouring every inch of Essie, while Aisha began riding him like there was no tomorrow. Yeah, he thought, I’m going to like it here.
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* * *

      Letha gazed into the steaming water, images of death and destruction flashing before her eyes. Her grudge against Fireshot was finally resolved. Finally. Pierce had his wife, in a sense, and had taken care of Ulric. Everything was working out as it needed to.

      She could relax. She could scrub this whole experience from her mind and body, to start again the next day. She unhooked her armor and set aside her weapons. Then Letha began to pull off her clothing.

      Just then, the door opened. From the darkness came Trunk, all beat to shit. He had cuts on his chest and arms, a black eye, and a tourniquet around one arm, but he smiled. It wasn’t just a cheerful smile of a friend returning, but a smile of victory, of sexual excitement.

      “You did it, didn’t you?” she asked.

      He nodded. “Her head’s just outside. Grinder was a bitch, but in the end, a dead bitch.”

      “And what, you want me to keep up my end of the bargain?”

      “I wanted her dead, and I achieved my goal. Anything on top of that would be icing on the cake.”

      “Is that so? You’re telling me you didn’t come in here hoping to find me in the baths, hoping I would do what I said I’d do if you brought me Grinder’s head?”

      He grinned even wider, and the bulge behind his loincloth twitched, growing larger, if that was even possible. “Hope is different from expectation.”

      She laughed, shaking her head. Turning away from him, she continued to undress, not saying another word. As she dropped her shirt to the floor, she peeked back and turned, just enough to give him a view of her side-boob, nothing more. His eyes were ravenous. Next, she stripped off her pants and panties at the same time, very aware of his eyes on her ass as it became exposed.

      She stepped into the water, slowly, deliberately, letting him watch. When she was up to her waist, she turned to face him, rubbing the steaming hot water onto her breasts. She glanced at him, cocked an eyebrow, and invited him over.

      “Let’s see,” she said as he approached. He’d climbed down to the middle of the stairs before she stopped him. “I already promoted you to general, so we’ll have to be creative with how I reward you.”

      He opened his mouth to answer, but she held a finger to her lips. The loincloth was at chest level, the beast beneath it pushing it up so that it was about to burst. She slid her hands along his abs, traced his hip bones with her fingers, and then undid the cloth and tossed it aside.

      Cupping hot water in her hands, she took his humongous cock and began cleaning it, stroking it, eyes fixated on it. She had never been so close to it, and only now realized how huge it was. The head reminded her of a delicious plum, the base like a mighty sausage begging her to have a taste.

      “I’m sure you hear this all the time,” she said, looking up at him with mock submissiveness in her eyes, “but it really is beautiful.”

      His eyes were closed. He moaned, his hands grasping her shoulders, but she moved his hands to her hair, letting him grip it and control her head.

      This wasn’t about really being submissive, it was about doing what she wanted, what she’d wanted to do for so long. It just so happened that he deserved it. Again she took water, placing first her wet thumb along the base of his cock, tracing the skin there, and then moving in with her tongue. She held it up and went for the seam that started at his balls and went up to the head. Letha flicked her tongue across the point of intersection, and then worked the head as if it were the plum she’d imagined, as if she had to taste every inch of it before relishing in its sweet juice.

      As he moaned and nearly stumbled back, she grabbed his tight ass and helped him down, so that he was at the edge of the pool and she was standing. She pressed her lips to his cock head. The dark red skin was so tight it was almost reflective. The dampness from the water made it look juicy. Now she tried to take it into her mouth, nearly choking as she did. Her eyes widened as she realized that was only the head.

      Fuck that, she thought. She’d taken on bigger challenges than this. Well, not “bigger.” Not in the same sense. She had conquered Fireshot’s army, and she sure as hell wasn’t going to back down from this one-eyed love snake.

      Preparing herself with a deep breath, she went for it, getting the head into her mouth and then going deep, one hand stroking the shaft while the other fondled his balls, caressing them and loving the feel of that soft skin against her hand.

      “I want you,” he moaned, eyes half-open, a shiver running through his body. “I want to feel what it’s like to be inside you, inside your wet pussy.”

      She pulled his cock from her mouth and rubbed it along her cheeks, kissing it again, then along her neck and breasts. She loved the feel of it, and as much as she knew it would hurt, she nodded, took his hands, and guided him into the waters with her.

      He lowered her onto the stairs, putting her legs up on his shoulders, and gently began to work the tip, first against her clit, gently teasing it, and then working it into her, one inch at a time.

      “Oh, fuck,” she said, eyes going wide. “OH FUCK! FUCK ME!”

      He was in her now, her whole body tensing with the sensation of bliss and being ripped apart at once, and then she was grinding on it, loving it, screaming out his name and tearing at his back with her fingernails. Blood dripped into the water, but he didn’t care. Hell, he was already beat to shit anyway, what was a little more?

      And then she was collapsing, reeling, pulling him and pushing him, moaning and climaxing, cumming harder than she ever had before.

      When he finally climaxed, she couldn’t even count the times she’d cum. All she could do was hang on tight, eyes closed and loving the way his cock throbbed in her, the way he had been a powerful beast of a man one minute, and now was like a helpless babe in her arms.

      He took a deep breath, pushed himself up with his good arm to simply gaze at her, and kissed her on the lips.

      She stared, dumbfounded. They weren’t supposed to do that. They all knew.

      For a moment, his eyes went wide too, and she thought he might pull out, run away, and apologize, but then he leaned in and did it again, longer this time. When she slowly opened her mouth and wrapped her tongue around his, she knew she’d made up her mind about this. It was happening, and she couldn’t fight it.

      Her body hurt, and yet she was in heaven. Her pussy was numb and likely would take a week to heal, if not for the healing effect of these waters. But her lips and tongue were taking him passionately, and his were taking her right back.

      When they finally pulled apart and sat curled up together, holding hands as the water steamed around them, he was worried.

      “Do you reward all your generals like that?”

      “Honestly, no.” She met his gaze, refusing to look away. “You know me, you must’ve heard what I do and don’t do.”

      He nodded, biting his lip. “It’s a shame, considering how amazing you are at both.”

      She bit her lip. “It might not be a one-time occurrence.”

      “Where does this leave us though?” he asked.

      “Us?” She felt a heaviness return to her heart. “It leaves us here, where half the universe likely just witnessed us, saw what we did while they touched themselves and called out our names as they jizzed on their couches. It leaves us with more killing to do, and more fucking. It—”

      “But where does it leave us.”

      “I know what you meant.” She stood now, moving to the edge. “If we were on a paradise planet, one of the many, I would gladly lie around all day, alternating between watching sunsets, drinking wine, and sucking that humongous cock of yours. But we aren’t, are we? Us… I’d like this to continue, as long as we remember where we are.”

      He nodded. “Understood. Agreed.”

      Letha thought he didn’t sound so certain. He might want her to himself, but he knew the world they lived on and the way it had to be. For now, at least.

      Redwood appeared with a towel, eyes going wide at the sight of Letha and then Trunk stepping out of the water behind her, his cock still mostly hard.

      “Oh…” was all Redwood could say as Letha took the towel and continued walking. They’d have fresh clothes waiting for her in her tent, and maybe she’d invite Aisha next time she had Trunk in her bed. She could already imagine the look in his eyes as the two of them devoured his cock with their tongues, or maybe one on his balls. It made her wet again, just thinking about it, even with the pain of walking.

      That would have to wait, however, because now it was time to get back to planning, to figuring out their next move. She was like a queen on this planet now, with Fireshot and many of his followers out of the way, and with Ulric destroyed.

      But her plans extended beyond this planet, and to ensure it all went according to those plans, she needed to be more than a queen. She needed to be an empress, no… a goddess.

      
        
        THE END

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Authors

          

        

      

    

    
      Sebastian Wilde

      

      After working as a spook and traveling the world, Sebastian Wilde decided to settle down and write fun, quirky, and sexy pulp science fiction spy thrillers, lite-gamelit, and superhero stories. 

      

      It all started when Sebastian was seven, creating locked room and escape room stories for his family. Now the stories have evolved, but they capture that same level of fun. Hopefully you will enjoy them as much as the author loved writing them! 

      

      Jamie Hawke

      

      After working on Marvel properties and traveling the world, Jamie Hawke decided to settle down and write fun, quirky, and sexy pulp science fiction and superhero books. Are they all harem? Oh yeah. Oh yeahhhh. 

      

      It all started when Jamie was eleven, creating nude superhero comics with his best friend. What perverts! But hey, they were fun and provided good fodder for jokes up into their adult years. Now the stories have evolved, but they capture that same level of fun. Hopefully you will enjoy them as much as the author loved writing them! 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Ramblings

          

        

      

    

    
      SEBASTIAN WILDE:

      

      The Purge, Hunger Games, Battle Royale, The Walk, Mortal Kombat, and Happy Death Day — all stories that cause us to ask questions, arouse our adrenal glands, and stimulate the senses, right? I couldn’t help but feel the same sensory overload of questions and curiosity when I discovered the attempt to protect endangered wildlife through the legalized licensing of trophy hunting that in turn is meant to pay for the remaining wildlife animals’ protection, safety, and food. What if, in a fictional world, society were to implement the same strategy for humans?

      

      Is it working? Is it morally wrong? I don’t have the qualifications to answer either question. What I do know is that I want to explore how it might feel to be placed into that situation as a person, at least through story anyway. The real experience can be harrowing for any living creature. Hence, the desire to create a story that explores the possibility of someone in the future attempting to deal with overpopulation, extinction threats, and limited resources through an incentive and disincentive merit-based system that provides and plays off of an outlet for our basest urges.

      

      That’s it, folks.

      

      I’m not going to tell anyone what’s right or wrong. What I am going to do is create a story that explores what it might be like to go through these types of experiences if they were to be put in place.

      

      My hope is that you enjoyed the experience, felt uneasy at times, and asked a few questions about the world we live in along the way. Whatever conclusions, feelings, and opinions you came away with are potentially cool with me, as long as you were stimulated to feel something, even if it’s different from what I or someone else may feel or believe. I’m happy if you came away with an experience.

      

      The thought that kept coming back to me as we were creating this story was, “What does it say about us that we can write this story without ever batting an eye?” I think it says that we worked relentlessly to inject our compassion and hope for people and want to see the best in everyone. Our characters’ motivations reflect that ‘save the cat’ mentality, I HOPE, and grow as a result.

      

      All The Best,

      

      Sebastian Wilde

      

      If you’d like to chat, share your thoughts, receive some fun exclusive stories only available on our website, or check out other authors that are a blast to read, we’d love for you to connect with us:

      

      To share your thoughts directly and have a chat —

      Http://facebook.com/SebastianWildeAuthor

      

      For GameLit Thriller announcements and freebies —

      Http://bit.ly/GameLitThrillers

      

      JAMIE HAWKE:

      

      What to say… Sex. Battle Royale. Hunger Games. All fun, right? This is a dream come true—a wet dream! Lol. Being able to write what we love and enjoy every step of the way, it’s what this is all about. That, and being able to interact with you all. We hope you will follow us on Facebook and interact. Post some thoughts, shoot us questions. Whatever you want.

      

      And if you enjoyed this book, would you consider leaving a review on Amazon and Goodreads? It would help us so much! That’s also how we know you like the series, so if it’s hitting the right chord with you, we know to keep it going forever. We already have book two written (Happy Hunting) and know you’re going to love it. Book three is outlined, so we hope you’re as excited as we are!

      

      I’d like to give a couple quick shout-outs to some of the books and authors we’ve loved in this genre. Have you read these? Harmon Cooper’s Cherry Blossom Girls, Zack Archer’s Fiasco Heights (coming soon, but we got to check it out), J.A. Hunter and Aaron Crash’s War God’s Mantle, Noah Barnett’s Gun Meister Online, Randi Darren’s Wild Wastes, William D. Arrand’s Super Sales on Super Heroes, and more and more. These are some amazing books, and we have a harem group for readers to discuss. Actually, if you join, there’s a poll of what harem books you like the most. Can you vote for ours? Thanks! You also might want to check it out the Harem Lit page.

      

      Please give a pat on the back to Stacy Schonhardt and Tracey Byrnes if you ever meet them. Stacey edited the book in full, and Tracey did a final copy edit. We couldn’t have done it without them!

      

      What’s next? Aside from Planet Kill, I have a sci-fi superhero harem book coming soon! It’s sort of in the Planet Kill universe (you’ll see what I mean). I’m super excited and hope you’ll follow me on Facebook and Amazon (Click here and then ‘Follow’ under my name/pic). That way, you won’t miss it! It’s probably my best work ever.

      

      Thank you again, and I look forward to hearing from you!

      

      To connect directly —

      

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/JamieHawke/

      

      Also, be sure to check out:

      

      For GameLit Harem —

      

      Http://bit.ly/HaremGamelit
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      Thank you for reading PLANET KILL! Please consider leaving a review on Amazon and Goodreads. And don’t miss out on the newsletter:
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      Grab book 2 - PLANET KILL: HAPPY HUNTING!

      

      "They've taken Mortal Kombat meets Hunger Games and thrown a layer of debauchery on it. Brilliant!" 

      

      More blood, sex and death as one man fights against a deathly conspiracy—and one woman seeks justice. 

      

      He’s forming his harem and is now a major player on Planet Kill. As Pierce makes his moves to cement his hold on power here, he continues his mission to escort forced volunteers off planet. Only, along the way he discovers a much broader conspiracy: one which threatens the nature of humanity. 

      

      She has her harem but is on the way up and out. She plans to ascend to Planet Paradise Fourteen, where she will finally have her revenge. If only this planet were everything it appeared to be on the surface, instead of the golden-framed and crystal-distorted mirror image of Planet Kill. 

      

      WARNING: This book contains gratuitous violence and sex, harems, reverse harems, massively oversized members, breasts galore, and ample blood. You might cringe, you will laugh, and hell, you might even cry. We refuse to apologize for any of it. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Book 2 Sample

          

          Chapter One: On Planet Kill

        

      

    

    
      Letha moved forward like a lion across the arid desert, the heat of this hell hole reminding her why she never came to this side of the planet. But today she had deemed it worthwhile, seen that this was her final move. Checkmate, after this.

      It wasn't just that this man had been the first of the warlords to betray her since taking down Fireshot, it was that he had taken so many others with him. The son of a bitch had been plotting it all along, and now he was on the run. There weren't many other options once you've tried to betray the most powerful woman around.

      Now she'd cornered him in this horrible place, in the caves of the hills to the east, her generals told her. Trapped, with no way out. That they knew about, anyway.

      Hyena, he called himself, because of the way he liked to laugh when fucking or killing. Sometimes those things were synonymous, he'd claimedf. If the number of men and women he'd fucked to death was to be believed, Hyena would've been personally responsible for the depopulation of Planet Kill. But here they were, survivors, champions of PK, and they'd never heard of a single actual case of that piece of shit actually fucking someone to death.

      What they did know of him was that he was a backstabbing, two-faced, conniving little bitch.

      "What're we dealing with?" Kale asked, standing at her side, assault rifle with its attached grenade launcher held at the ready.

      She liked this guy, with his dark skin almost purple in the setting sun, the white of his eyes out of place, like a spirit trapped in there, ready to get out. He wore full body armor, which stood out in stark contrast with the other general she'd brought along. Trunk stood three paces back with his bow and quiver of arrows--many of them of the explosive variety--slung over his mostly nude body. His only clothing was a loin cloth, which was now a mixture of red and grey from its use over the years. The thought of the beast beneath that cloth was enough to make her head spin, to pull her out of this moment and back to the baths of her home base where she'd tasted him for the first time only days before.

      With a squirm and lick of her lips, she returned her attention to the hills and checked her scanner. A green square of light fit over one eye, and through it she saw the grid in front of her, pink lines for the area in range, blue for those just out. The hills were lined pink, and after a moment several markers popped up, indicating where the fighters were who would be level ten or higher. With the intense rate of death on PK, being such a level was rare indeed. Letha, due to recent events with taking out Fireshot, was now level twenty-seven. Still, this wasn't a simple game where that meant she could rampage through the enemy without a worry. This was real, and that meant one knife to the throat and she was dead just like a level one fighter. Well, not exactly, since she'd geared up with a level ten shield, anti-fire and electricity shards, and a composite body-armor that could withstand most bullets when the shield failed.

      "Only three," she said, turning to scan the surrounding hills, but they came back with no results. "All clustered in that hill there," she added, pointing with her newly acquired sword. She also had a blaster pistol strapped to her thigh, her shocker glove on one side of her belt and the late Fireshot's fire-spraying glove on the other side, with a rifle slung over her shoulder.

      This kill wasn't about earning viewer favor or points. She was here for war, to teach the world a lesson. You betray Letha or anyone connected with her, you die.

      And yet, Trunk had a screen up, scrolling through bids.

      "You don't think I take care of you?" she asked.

      He glanced over. "Oh, you do wonders."

      She blushed at that.

      "Put that shit away," Kale growled to his fellow general. "You want someone in there getting a counter-bid and finding out what we're up to?"

      "I wouldn't worry about that," Letha said. "They know we're coming. The whole world knows we're coming."

      "Many worlds," Trunk said, then moved his display so they could see. "Extra credits if we run in clucking like chickens."

      "How many credits will they give me if I cut out your tongue and wear it as a necklace, I wonder?" Kale said, then glanced down at the loincloth. "Or, better yet…" A screen automatically popped up next to his head with viewers back home throwing in bids over which parts of Trunk to cut and wear, but Kale swiped it away and added, "Joking. Because we don't betray each other. But we also don't run into battle clucking like chickens."

      "How about you two…" She started, but then blinked, not understanding why her display had just shown a blip on the other side of Trunk. Words and numbers started appearing. level twenty one was the main takeaway there, followed by another word that stuck out as she saw the glimmer of the orange sunset and it all made sense--cloaking shield.  

      The fact that this son of a bitch had somehow gotten his hands on a cloaking shield irked her to no end, but she'd have to ask him about it after she finished gutting him.  

      Without another word, she ran, darting past Trunk and leaping into the air to bring her sword down on her invisible opponent. The shield flickered and she saw a muzzle appear, watched the blast go off, and felt the shot hit her even as her sword disconnected her enemy's arm from his body.

      Invisibility shields were legendary for their stealth ability, but were known for being otherwise weak. Her sword, which she'd intended to give to one of her generals but hadn't yet been able, was called "Cleaver," because of its ability to cleave into enemy armor.

      The shot had knocked her back, and now she saw that her shield was flickering. She stumbled, regaining her balance, and looked up to see blood spurting, a shield flickering from Hyena as well. In quick bursts she saw him, then he was gone, but the blood still there, his shrieks of pain and curses still very audible.

      "You… bitch!" Hyena screamed, as behind him dirt flew up and a crew of fighters stood at the ready. At that same time, Letha's comms burst forth with Redwood's voice.

      "They're just fucking, nobody seems to be here, but this menage a trois, and--oh, shit!" Her voice was cut off by a huffing and puffing, a loud thud, and then a deafening roar as the hill exploded, smoke billowing into the air.

      "Redwood!" Letha stared at Hyena, who was laughing as he bled out, his people waiting on his move. "I shouldn't be killing you for betraying me," Letha said, horrified by this man, "I should be putting you out of your misery because you're insane."

      "Bait, bitch," Hyena said, and then pulled a blaster with his remaining hand and knelt to fire. His followers joined in, some charging forward with blades.

      Chaos erupted as Letha's team charged into the fight, shields flickering with shots, her lower level people moving around for the flank. The ambush didn't last long though. Letha and her people were too strong for this group, but it wasn't the final bounty anyway, not the real kill she'd come for. She shot one here, turned and took out two more trying to make a move on Trunk just as he whipped off his loincloth and let his manhood flap in the wind. He set an explosive arrow into the enemy's midst, taking out four of them at once, and then charged into the frey.

      Soon all others were killed or on their knees in surrender, all but their leader.

      Hyena vanished again, but his laughing did not. Letha smiled, slipping her sword into its sheath, and pulled out her gloves.

      "Stay back, he's mine," she said, and stood still, eyes glancing about for the flicker of sunlight again. There was a slight alteration in lighting to her left, so she sprung for it. With her left hand she sent a blast of flame in that direction, so that a second later the dirt moved and something fell. She had him. With a pounce, she brought the shocker down onto the spot and waves of electricity burst forth. At first it looked like she had punched the air, but then his shield couldn't take it and failed.

      Just in time to see the grenade he had ready, pin pulled.

      "Oh, fuck!" Letha shouted, diving off of him as he laughed, long, chortling laughs.

      KA-BOOM!

      Body parts everywhere.

      Letha recovered, stood, and looked down at the mess that had once been a man. As she stood there, contemplating her idea of trust and how she'd let this happen, a voice flickered back onto her comms.

      "Letha…"

      "Redwood? You're alive?"

      Redwood coughed, then said, "We've all been dead for years. This place is hell, didn't you get the memo?"

      "Shit, shit!" Letha put her hands behind her head and laughed. "I thought you were a gonner, I really did."

      "Well, I've seen better days. You all might want to come get me."

      They went to the hill and found the rest dead, along with the forms of three enemy fighters, burnt to a crips, who had been in the throws of their little orgy. Had they known they were bait, and chosen to spend the last minutes of their lives like this? Letha had to imagine they were ignorant of the situation, told some fanciful lie about the viewers watching, so to give them a little show. Or maybe these three were just horny and couldn't wait, who the fuck cared. They were dead.

      And then she found Redwood, propped up against the wall, one of her arms held in her other hand. It had been blown up, but she'd recovered it. Half her face was burned, her clothes melted into her skin at her side.

      "They weren't with him," Redwood said.

      "What?"

      "Not his." She pointed to the wall opposite her, and groaned in pain, clenching her teeth to try and be strong.

      Letha looked at the map on the wall, and saw what she meant. It was of the surrounding area, drawn from the perspective of someone new to this part of PK, someone planning a big attack. Now it made sense--the three weren't bait at all, but Hyena's target. Whatever intel they'd gotten had been slightly inaccurate, because her people had no way of knowing another actor was in play.

      Another glance around, and she found the clothes of the trio. One of them had a leash. A glance at the bodies, and she found what she was looking for--on the inside of the wrist, a branding like that of a dragon.

      "Ladies and gents," Letha said, "we might have just found Pete's Dragon's hideout.

      "And where there's a dragon," Kale said, grinning, "there's treasure."

      "If it's as much as I hear, this might just be it," Letha replied, feeling her chest clench at the thought, her hands growing clammy. "We take out the dragon, that's enough for all of us to retire, I'd say."

      Kale turned to her with excitement, Trunk grinning as he undid his the loincloth from around his arm, to tie back around his waist.

      "Retire?" he asked. "Shit, this is retirement."

      Letha laughed. "Hell, heaven… retirement. Whatever this place is, I have business to attend to, and that involves me leaving. This could be the key."

      She quickly had her team spreading out to look for clues, to find out if Pete's dragon and his army were anywhere nearby, and had two of her newer recruits help get Redwood back to camp. When the others were gone, she found herself in an upper room with a lookout from the hill, able to watch as the desert land was bathed in the morning's red and orange light.

      A sound came from behind and she turned, ready to fight, but found only Trunk there. He grinned, stepping toward her and bringing with him a whiff of sweat, blood, and manliness. With a swift motion, he tossed his loincloth aside and set his weapons on the floor, then turned to her with a grin.

      "After what happened to Redwood," Letha said with a frown and turning away, "I'm hardly in the mood."

      "Really? He moved around to stand in front of her, taking her hand and placing it on his shaft so that she could feel it growing in her touch. "You finally see a path out of here, off of this beautiful planet, and that doesn't get you all worked up?"

      She moved her hand along him, stopping to rub her thumb around his tip, and then pulled back, folding her arms around her chest. "It gets me thinking, is all."

      "And thinking means you don't want this?"

      With a grin, she allowed her eyes to wander down to his beautiful cock, felt a flutter and slightest craving, but then looked away again. "I can't get it out of my head, the images of those three. And of her, holding her own arm."

      "I see." He turned from her, glancing around, and then found a ledge near the window, which he climbed upon and then knelt, putting a hand on his cock, then two, stroking it with a double grip like a damn broadsword handle.

      "What're you doing?" she asked with a laugh.

      "You need something to distract your mind, a new image to replace the old." Now he arches his back, one hand moving down to grab his balls as he started working his shaft faster, harder. "You need the distraction, I need the release. So sit back and watch."

      Another lick of her lips, a chill up her spine accompanied by a warmth between her legs, and she found she couldn't argue. Leaning back against the wall, she watched, even allowing her hand to move her body armor and let her fingers find herself.

      Soon his moans came, his eyes staring at her intently, never leaving her gaze, and hers followed. When he came all over the lookout room of what they assumed had been Pete's Dragon's lair, she was just finishing up as well, and had to place a hand on the wall to keep her legs from buckling beneath her.

      He grinned, nodded to the floor, and said, "Watch your step, it's slippery," before walking out as if nothing had happened.

      There were aspects of this planet she was going to miss, that was for sure. She glanced at the mess he'd made, laughed, and followed him out.

      

      
        
        Chapter Two

      

      

      

      Before Pierce’s eyes, countless forced volunteers were being escorted by the new A.I. Warden, Mags, into a landing strip full of passenger ships. They were mostly being returned to their families and homes, depending on each individual’s situation. Many didn’t want to go back to their old lives. As dangerous and hostile as Planet Kill had been for them, their old lives had been worse. Starvation, lack of opportunity, and harsh living conditions ran rampant throughout the galaxy, and several forced volunteers had begged for an alternative.

      Pierce lacked the credits to set them up himself. So he posted a public death-match invitation for viewers stating that he would submit to a fight to the death with any warlord on planet not named Letha in exchange for combined bids as long as they reached a forty-thousand credit threshold, half of which would go to the opponent if he were to win, and the half to the refugees regardless of the outcome—enough to at least get new lives started for them. It was a risky proposition, and Pierce had established in his invitation that he couldn’t back out in an attempt to increase interest. It worked.

      Luckily, Aero wasn’t famous enough to be among the top requested fighters, so that avoided any potential conflicts with Letha. The highest requested champion wasn’t one that Pierce was keen on fighting, though. The favorite amongst viewers to go up against him was a fighter with a moniker that had been earned through brutality. He was known for the inhumane way he tied defeated fighters to a spit as he roasted them alive. When asked why he used this method, the champion declared to his fans that he did to get revenge for all the bullies who called him a goat because of his last name when he was a kid. He wanted them to feel like sacrificed goats. His real name was DeGroat. His moniker, naturally, was Goat, which Pierce found ridiculous in a way. Goat had essentially become what he despised.

      Ordinarily, Pierce would have avoided the creepy guy, but part of the deal had been that Pierce was committed to the fight ahead of time, so he couldn’t back out. This part of the death-match proposal was essentially how he got the bids high enough to be of help to the refugees.

      Since the deviant Goat wasn’t the type to pass on an opportunity to wreak havoc on others, he jumped at the invitation and accepted immediately. It was a worst case scenario for Pierce, but at least in the moment, he got to take pleasure in seeing the refugees board the passenger ships on their way to potentially better lives.

      It also didn’t hurt that he had millions of new followers across the galaxy who were thrilled by efforts. He was the embodiment of what they wanted to be: a real life warrior who was a ruthless beast in battle, a wolf in bed, and a hero to those who couldn’t defend themselves.

      Watching the refugees wasn’t just an act of self enjoyment for him, however. There had been warnings and rumors of fighters looking to take advantage of unarmed refugees that made for quick kills and an opportunity for the more horrendous fighters to gain followers who were drawn to the serial killer types.

      The Dark Mark kept watch from a rock outcropping that gave her a full view of the landing strip and was in view of Pierce. He flashed his Bunker Buster twice to signal her. Two flashes meant nothing unusual or dangerous was taking place. Three flashes meant danger was approaching. The Dark Mark flashed her electrically charged sword twice, putting Pierce’s nerves at ease.

      Next, he flashed his weapon twice toward a sand dune in the opposite direction. At first glance, the dune appeared empty, but after a second, two flashes signaled back. It was all clear on Essie’s end. She’d hidden herself inside the sand and was wearing camouflaged body armor that was the same color as her surroundings.

      Just a few more minutes, and the refugees would be safe. In all likelihood, Pierce’s concerns about a potential ambush were unfounded, since at this point, most warlords were weary of engaging him in combat for fear of losing followers, regardless of whether they could take him on in physical strength. Besides, he’d been using his credits to level up and arm his ragtag group of warriors.

      So far, he’d only allowed women to join his group, essentially making his clan into a harem built around his skills and theirs. It was always good if a new recruit was easy on the eyes, but the deciding factor in whether someone was accepted or not was what they had to offer in the way of combat skills. Their abilities didn’t necessarily have to be directly fighting related. For example, Essie still wasn’t much of a fighter. But she could blend in anywhere and operate like a spy. The Dark Mark had no equal in asymmetrical warfare, meaning she could outmatch anyone when the battle involved. He was still one woman shy of a harem, despite multiple stunning applicants. The team needed someone who complimented their skills rather than duplicate them, though, so the spot was yet to be filled.

      It wasn’t that Pierce had a problem with bringing men into his inner circle. The issue was that he didn’t want to deal with potential jealousy issues and internal rivalries. So he made the men who wanted to join him into allies instead. Keeping his personal group closer to the size of a small strike team that could mobilize and attack on a moment’s notice. While still being able to call upon his male allies.  

      At this very moment, three allied warlords, elevated through Pierce’s support, guarded the rear perimeter of the long parade of forced volunteers heading onto the landing strip. They weren’t aware of Pierce’s secret means of communicating with The Dark Mark and Essie, but they were operating in plain sight as an added measure of deterrence to eager and opportunistic rivals.

      So far, everything was going swimmingly, until a scream echoed across the open space and hit Pierce’s ears. His eyes darted in the direction of the rear perimeter, expecting to spot a rival warlord. It wouldn’t have been Goat since he had plenty to gain by waiting out the evacuation and then collecting the full credit bounty for fighting Pierce one on one. Still, dread overwhelmed Pierce as he sought out the source of the scream. 
      "If it’s a warlord, why not attack from the flank?" Pierce said, wondering if he’d chosen the wrong locations for his most valuable team members.

      Then he saw it. Well, not it exactly. He saw a refugee sucked right into the ground as if swallowed whole. Dust flew up all around the spot, causing the surrounding evacuees to panic and break into a chaotic run for the landing strip.

      Without needing to see more, Pierce launched into a full throttle dash. But when he got there, there was nothing to be found other than the remains of a now closed back in depression in the ground and a splatter of blood on the precipice of the spot where a refugee had been swallowed whole by something beneath the ground.

      "Fuck," was all Pierce could think to say.

      He shot a glance up at The Dark Mark. She was still in position. He glanced over to Essie. She hadn’t moved and was fine. There was no one in sight for them to attack, though.

      Pierce was at a loss as to what he should do. No way had a rival warlord acquired some kind of weapon that allowed them to strike from beneath the ground and disappear. It would have been cost-prohibitive. No native species on Planet Kill had that kind of ability as far as the records had shown. He was dealing with an unknown.

      Then it struck again. Up ahead, one of the allies was pulled into the ground, and Pierce could swear that the thing grabbing the dude looked like an oversized mole.

      Worst case scenario, Pierce figured, was that an unidentified predator had remained hidden until this point and was drawn to the vibrations that the mass of people concentrated in one place was causing beneath the planet’s surface. It was possible, considering that so many humans coalescing in one spot was a rarity outside of Reckoning Day. That didn’t quite sit right with Pierce, but he still didn’t have enough intel to know the threat they were facing.

      It struck again.

      This time, the creature was above ground long enough for Pierce to get a good look at it as the thing wrapped its massive mouthful of razor sharp teeth around an unsuspecting person trying to escape. The monstrosity looked like a cross between a mole and a piranha. Albeit, a hybrid that apparently could maneuver through the ground instead of water.

      And it was ugly. Like, crazy ugly. It seriously had the appearance of mismatched clothes. Its upper body had scales, and its lower half was furry with claws coming out of its torso. No legs or appendages of any kind were visible. And it had bug eyes.

      "For your sake," Pierce said, as he darted toward the monstrosity, "I hope you’re either asexual and are fine not getting laid, or you’re self-reproductive, because ain’t nobody hooking up with that face."

      

      To Be Continued…

      

      (Grab it on Amazon)
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