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      It’s shocking how quickly life can change. One minute everything’s fine. Then, WHAM! Your entire world turns upside-down.

      I had an uneasy feeling in the back of my mind since I woke up. But sometimes it’s hard to tell if you should listen to that nagging feeling, or if it’s just paranoia? I didn’t have a choice either way. It wasn’t like I could stay in my rack and choose not to go out on the mission.

      We all became luck freaks toward the end of the deployment. Superstitions ran high. Everyone had rituals, that if deviated from, could spell disaster. Stupid things that no sane person would ever consider relevant became the determining factor on whether you lived or died. I knew a guy that was absolutely convinced he had to put his left sock on first, or it would be bad luck. He had 13 days left until he rotated back to the world. And I was pretty sure he had stopped changing his underwear. Any change could be detrimental.

      We were in the worst place in the world. Ground troops were experiencing a 60% casualty rate. We lost one out of every four birds we put in the sky. None of this made the news. As far as the government was concerned, we weren’t there. It was an extreme black-ops mission.

      I just needed to get through the next 23 days, then I was going to be on a C-17 back home. No more waking up with scorpions in my boots and sand in my ass crack. No more getting shot at. No more watching good men die in pursuit of a vague objective.

      I couldn’t wait to get out of there. But I didn’t know if going back home was going to be any better. I had been fighting a war there as well. The long lonely nights had gotten too much for my wife to handle. And she didn’t have too much trouble finding someone else to handle her. Namely, my best friend. Yeah, can you believe that shit? And I had asked the bastard to look out for her. She filed for divorce, and I had gotten the notice a few days ago that it had been finalized.

      I didn’t fight it. I gave her everything she wanted. I figured I didn’t want to be with someone who didn’t want to be with me. All I wanted was my dog. But in the end, she took Buddy anyway.

      When I got home, I was going to have to start my life over. Get back into the dating pool. Learn how to reintegrate into society. But all that became a moot point when I saw the scumbag with a rocket launcher.

      The staccato patter of the rotor blades thumped overhead. I pulled hard on the controls, trying to avoid the inevitable. The rocket-propelled grenade raced through the sky, spitting a stream of sparks and propellant.

      I had just dropped off a squad of Marines at the LZ, and had started my ascent. The SH 70 helicopter was a new prototype, and I was among the first pilots to put it through its paces in a combat situation. The damn thing still had a new smell.

      A proximity alert sounded. I didn’t need the blaring alarm to tell me trouble was headed my way. I banked the helicopter, praying the rocket would miss. But that was just wishful thinking.

      Time slowed down and moved frame by frame. I felt like I was in a movie. The only thing that was missing was the soundtrack.

      “Ah, shit!” I grumbled with resignation.

      This was it. That fucking rocket was going to slam into the fuselage, and I was going to go out of this world scorched and mangled. I hoped it would be quick. A brief moment of pain, then peace.

      I had mere milliseconds to contemplate the nature of my existence. It was surreal. It was like I was watching the whole thing go down from outside myself. I saw my life from birth to death. It moved by in an instant. All the good times. All the bad times. All the mistakes.

      In a war zone, you have a lot of time to contemplate your own mortality. It's not something you'd want to dwell on, but we all wondered how we were going to go out. There were a million ways to die. There were a million ways to go back home as something less than what you were—a gunshot, a hand grenade, a landmine, an RPG. If I was thankful for anything, I was thankful that I wasn't ever going to drown. That had to be the worst way to go. And in this dry, arid desert, water was at a premium.

      The RPG screamed toward me.

      A blinding flash filled the cockpit.

      Then there was nothing.

      The swish of the rotor blades stopped. The high-pitched whine of the engine vanished. My body felt nonexistent. I had no pain. Not even the nagging soreness in my lower back.

      In a bliss-like state, I moved through time and space, like particles on the wind. I felt indistinguishable from the rest of the universe.

      Was this death?

      The stark white environment around me faded. I lay on my back, staring at the sky. I blinked my eyes a few times as I gazed at the heavens above. Stars flickered in the night sky. I wondered how much time had passed? It was just after dawn when the helicopter was hit. Did I crash land? Was I thrown from the wreckage? Had I been lying out in the middle of nowhere all day and part of the night?

      There was something odd about the way the sky looked. It was unlike any I had ever seen before. Low on the horizon was a large planet with several glowing rings. It reminded me of Saturn, but its red color was a clear indication it wasn’t Saturn.

      I was getting the distinct feeling I wasn’t on Earth anymore.

      I sat up and wiped my eyes. I looked over my body and felt for injuries. No blood. Nothing hurt. I was fine.

      I glanced around, surveying the terrain. To my right there was a large palace that looked futuristic and medieval at the same time. Tall towers vaulted into the sky. High battlements surrounded the palace.

      A woman’s voice startled me from behind. “How are you feeling?”

      “Fine,” I stammered.

      My eyes bulged at the sight of her luscious form. She had emerald green eyes, red hair, and creamy skin. But this was no ordinary woman. Horns spiraled out of her forehead, like an antelope. Black wings spread out behind her. Her leather bikini top desperately struggled to contain her perfectly shaped, gravity defying breasts. My eyes drifted down her flat toned stomach. She wore a black leather miniskirt with slits on both sides. It was little more than a loincloth and barely covered the holy land. A demonic tail curved out of her backside. Her sexy calves disappeared into knee high stiletto boots.

      At this point, I was convinced I had died and possibly gone to hell. This devil woman was deliciously sinful. She oozed sexuality.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “I thought it was pretty clear. You were going to die. I saved you and brought you here. As such, you are forever indebted to me. I am your master, and you shall do as I command.”

      A thrill pulsed through me. I’d do just about anything for a woman like that.
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      “Who are you?”

      “My name is Ruby,” the devilish woman said.

      She grabbed me and launched into the air. Her massive wings flapped, propelling us into the sky. Wind rushed through my hair as I dangled from her grasp. I felt like I was hang gliding. My worried eyes found the ground below us. A simple slip of her fingers would turn me into a grease spot from this altitude.

      This woman was strong, despite her petite size.

      We touched down in the courtyard of the palace. Two massive steel doors swung open. We climbed the steps and entered the main hall.

      The high vaulted ceilings were reminiscent of a Gothic cathedral. Wall sconces hung on stone walls, flickering not with flames, but with an amber energy that was otherworldly. Ruby’s heels clacked against the stone tile as we strolled through the cavernous palace.

      We spiraled up a staircase, and she escorted me down a long hallway full of doors. She stopped at one and pushed it open. “This is your room. The rules here are simple. You are free to roam about the grounds, but do not go beyond the palace walls.”

      I arched a curious eyebrow at her. “Am I a prisoner here?”

      “It’s for your protection.”

      “What’s out there?”

      “Fearsome things.” Her eyes blazed into me.

      I couldn't tell if she was trying to intimidate me, or if there was really something terrible out there.

      “Make yourself at home. Feel free to enjoy any of the amenities. But the other girls are off-limits.”

      “Other girls?”

      “My roommates. You belong to me. The penalty for violating my rules is death.”

      I swallowed hard.

      “I usually don’t allow men in my palace, but your skill set could be useful.”

      Now she had me intrigued. I asked for clarification in a cocksure tone. I had a slight grin on my face. “What skill set is that?”

      “Don’t flatter yourself. I’m strictly interested in you for your piloting skills.”

      “You’ve got wings.”

      Ruby sneered at me. “I may have wings, but I can’t travel between planets without a spaceship. There’s an old Warbird behind the palace. I need you to get it running, and I need you to fly it when necessary. If this is unacceptable to you, I am more than happy to transport you back to your dimension and let you experience your death.”

      “No. That’s okay. I think this will be fine.”

      “Good.” She smiled. “If you need anything else, just call for me.”

      She spun around and sauntered away. Her wings absorbed into her back, and her horns disappeared into her forehead. She had the ability to transform into a demon at will.

      Her hips swayed from side to side. Her ass was pert and round. I watched, mesmerized, as her tail retracted into her shapely backside. She looked like a normal female now—if you considered a smoldering hot vixen normal. On a scale of 1 to 10, she was a 22. And the whole demon thing added an element of mystery and danger that was irresistible.

      My mind bubbled with questions. They would have to wait for later.

      I pushed into the chamber and settled into my new space. It was  luxuriously appointed. The walls were decorated with exotic art from all across the galaxy. The paint actually seemed to move on the canvas. It was like a weird acid trip.

      Small sculptures stood atop pedestals. A large, full-length mirror reflected the room. The sheets on the bed were softer than any I had ever felt before. Several large windows opened to the inner courtyard. I leaned against the sill and looked out. Water shimmered in a large pool. Lounge chairs surrounded it. I felt like I had just checked into a resort hotel.

      I was tired. My brief interaction with Ruby left me drained. I peeled off my fatigues, took a shower in the attached bathroom, then climbed into bed.

      I slept like a rock. I fully expected to wake up back in the barracks and tell everyone about the crazy dream I had about a sexy-ass demon lady.

      But I wasn’t back in the barracks when I woke up. The morning sun beamed through the windows. I heard the sounds of girls frolicking in the pool, sloshing and splashing. I wiped the sleep from my eyes, pulled back the covers, and staggered to the window, buck naked. I did a double take when I saw two beauties lounging poolside. But these weren’t ordinary girls.

      I had to get a closer look. I tried to lean out the window but there was an invisible force that kept me inside. I tried moving my hand through the open window, but the force stopped it.

      I moved across the room to the door and jiggled the handle. It was locked. The door wouldn’t open. I clenched my jaw. It seemed I was a prisoner after all.

      I moved back to the window and gazed down at the girls. Spaghetti string bikinis stretched across curvaceous hips and bouncing breasts. Sheer fabric barely concealed perky nipples. Slim bottoms disappeared into luscious ass cheeks. One girl sunbathed nude. Oil glistened on her smooth skin. Water beaded on her slick curves, dripping down her round breasts. The smell of coconut filled the air.

      She had blue hair and pointy elf ears. Her skin seemed luminous. The girl that frolicked in the pool wasn't exactly human either. She had feline features and subtle stripes across her back, reminiscent of a tiger. Her face looked normal, but she had cat ears and a furry tail.

      The Tigris caught a glimpse of me. She waved. “Come join us!”

      All eyes fell upon me, and I got the impression that these girls hadn’t seen a man in quite some time. I could tell right away this would be trouble. The kind of trouble I liked.

      “I’m kind of locked up, right now.”

      “Ah, that’s too bad,” the tigress said with a pouty face.

      The elf girl climbed from the lounge chair and flew into the air. She hovered just outside the window, wearing nothing but her bikini bottoms. “You must be the pilot? I’m Glow. That’s Zoe,” she said, pointing at the tigress.

      “The name is Duane Earl Armstrong,” I said with a cocksure grin. “But my friends call me DE.”

      I was standing there with my dick swinging, and Glow’s eyes dropped to check out my package. She looked impressed. “Nice to meet you, DE,” Glow said.

      She didn’t seem modest in the least. Her gorgeous breasts begged my eyes to stare at them. Turnabout was fair play. I happily obliged, which gave her an amused giggle. The sound of her laughter was like music to my ears.

      “Trust me, the pleasure is all mine,” I said.

      Zoe climbed out of the pool, and a moment later she was hovering by the window as well. I had been rescued by a demon, so two girls floating in the air outside my window didn’t seem all that odd.

      “Oh, he is cute,” Zoe muttered. “It’s too bad you can’t join us?” She had a naughty twinkle in her feline eyes. Her vertical pupils looked like narrow slits. The reflective coating on her retinas glimmered. “It seems Ruby’s worried we’ll wear you out before she gets to you.” Her eyes dropped to my package for an instant. “And she’s probably right.”

      I wouldn’t mind at all if these girls wore me out. It was probably a good thing I couldn’t get out of the room. I didn’t know if I had the self-restraint to resist them. And if the penalty for playing with these hotties was death, I was a dead man walking.
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      Zoe had long fingernails that were like razor-sharp claws. They could easily tear flesh from the bone. There was something dangerous, yet exhilarating about her. Her velvety voice purred, “We don’t get many visitors around here.”

      Her voice was like morning reveille for my soldier.

      “Hey, he’s mine,” Glow said. “I saw him first!”

      “No, he’s not. I saw him first,” Zoe protested.

      “No need to fight, ladies.”

      Fuck going back to Earth. This was awesome. I always did well back at home, but never like this. Both of them seemed interested in me. I couldn’t really understand why, but I wasn’t going to argue. I almost wanted to thank the insurgent jackass that fired the rocket at me.

      “It’s a shame you probably won’t live past tomorrow,” Zoe said.

      “Excuse me?” My face washed with worry.

      “Once Ruby gets hold of you, there will be nothing left for us. It’s tragic really.”

      Ruby’s voice thundered across the courtyard. The party was over. The girls flew back down to the ground. Ruby’s intense scowl blazed at them.

      “We were just getting acquainted,” Zoe stammered. She forced a smile, trying to ease the tension.

      “He is not for you to play with!” She huffed. “This is why we can’t have nice things. I bring a man around, and you maul him!”

      “He survived,” Zoe said. “I didn’t have a chance to dig my claws into him, yet.”

      “Let’s get one thing clear, he’s here for me. And me only!”

      “That’s a little selfish, don’t you think?” Zoe said.

      Ruby glared at her.

      “You know what’s going to happen to him after you get with him.” Zoe’s voice had an ominous tone. “Why don’t you let us have a little fun first?”

      “Really, there’s more than enough of me to go around,” I said, but Ruby didn’t seem to listen. She continued to glare at the girls.

      Zoe rolled her eyes and sighed. “Fine. Be that way.”

      She grabbed a towel and sauntered back inside. I couldn’t help but steal a glance at her sumptuous body. The cute ears and the furry tail just did something for me. She winked behind Ruby’s back.

      Glow scurried inside behind Zoe.

      Ruby sprouted wings and flew up to the window. She hovered there with her arms crossed and a scolding expression on her face. “What did I tell you about the girls?”

      “Just having a friendly conversation.” I smiled.

      “Don’t get too friendly. You need to save your strength.” Her eyes fell down my chest, across my rippled abs, and down to my root.

      “I’m going to need to eat something to keep my strength up. What do you have for breakfast?”

      “You slept through breakfast. But if you promise to behave, I’ll let you come down and have lunch. Tyler has prepared a meal.”

      “I raised my hand. Scouts honor.”

      Her eyes narrowed at me, deciding if she could trust me. Then she waved her hand, and the door unlocked and drifted open.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      I got dressed and headed downstairs. A veritable buffet had been set out on the table. There was something that resembled bread, and various cuts of meat I didn’t recognize. A leafy blue vegetable looked similar to lettuce.

      I grabbed a slice of bread and loaded it up with some orange meat and blue lettuce and slathered a green creamy sauce on the bread. I had no idea what I was eating. And I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. There was no telling how far away from Earth we were. I doubted that I'd get a cheeseburger anytime soon.

      I bit into the sandwich with trepidation, but it wasn’t that bad. It was certainly better than the MREs (Meals Ready to Eat) that we got back on base. The orange meat tasted like chicken. The green sauce was like mayonnaise but had a spice added. Whatever it was, it would keep me from starving.

      A round orb floated into the room. The robot had a white shell and a black faceplate with blue lights that resembled a human face. It had two articulated arms with finger-like digits. “Is everything to your liking?”

      “Yes,” I mumbled with a mouthful.

      “Excellent!”

      “Thank you,” I said, still somewhat in awe of the robot.

      “Tyler, this is our new guest, DE,” Zoe said.

      “I’m TLR-808. But you can call me Tyler. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Likewise.”

      “Please don’t hesitate to let me know if there’s anything I can do for you.”

      I thanked him again. “So, does anyone want to tell me where the hell we are?”

      “You’re in the Ultraverse,” Glow said. “It’s another dimension. It exists alongside the one you came from. There are places that overlap. And some that are entirely different.”

      “And these special abilities you people have?” I asked.

      “We are supers,” Zoe said.

      “Supers?”

      “We are gifted with innate ability that can be further enhanced,” she said.

      “Sadly, you don’t have any special abilities, other than what’s hanging between your legs,” Ruby said.

      My face crinkled up. I wasn’t sure if I should be offended or not. It was a backhanded compliment. “How do you know I don’t have any special abilities?”

      “You are a mere mortal,” Ruby said. “It says so on your stat screen.”

      “Stat screen?”

      “The Ultraverse is a discrete universe,” Tyler said.

      “If you concentrate on people and objects, you can learn about them,” Ruby said. “But some of us have the ability to conceal our attributes.”

      I stared at Ruby and strained. The veins in my neck bulged, and my face turned red. I tried to concentrate, but I couldn’t see shit.

      They all laughed at me.

      “Like I said. You have no ability. It will take practice. Maybe, over time, you can level up.” Ruby smirked at me.

      When I finished my sandwich, Ruby took my hand and pulled me out of the kitchen. “I should get to you before the others devour you.”

      She scowled over her shoulder at the other girls.

      She led me up the stairs, down the long hallway to her private chamber. It was four times the size of my room and was elegantly decorated. A four post bed with a canopy stood in the center of the room. Sheer curtains flowed with the breeze as warm sunlight beamed shafts of light against the stone floor.

      She pushed me on the bed and climbed on top of me. She straddled my hips and sunk her mound down against my growing shaft. Even through our layers of clothes, she felt phenomenal. I had been on deployment for almost 13 months. Needless to say, I hadn’t seen a lot of action off the battlefield. A casual breeze could make me hard. A sexy demon lady straddling me? Forget about it.

      I had a pretty good idea where this was going, and I was determined to put on a good show. But it would be over pretty quick, no two ways about it. No way was I going to be able to hold out with a girl like this. In the back of my mind, I worried that I'd pop the minute I slipped inside.

      She hovered over me, and her emerald green eyes stared into mine. Her red hair dangled in my face, tickling my cheek. She smelled divine. Her hair had a strawberry scent. Her body felt warm, and her creamy breasts pushed in my face.

      She leaned in and pressed her full lips against mine. Her slick tongue traced my lips and probed my mouth. We melted into one another.

      My hands found her thighs and traced the curves of her body, moving over her hips, sliding across her waist, up to her rib cage. I caressed her breasts over her clothes. She ground her hips into me—her skirt hiked well over her thighs.

      Too much more of this and I was going to have to change my pants.

      I started to feel lightheaded. At first I didn’t know what was going on. I was suddenly tired. My body felt like it was collapsing in on itself. Then I couldn’t breathe. I gasped for breath, but I couldn’t inhale. I croaked as I tried to suck oxygen into my lungs. My vision started to fade.

      She was killing me.
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      I summoned my last bit of strength and pushed Ruby aside. Then I rolled out of bed and staggered to the other side of the room, near the window. I could finally take in a breath of air. Hunched over my knees, my chest heaved for breath. “What are you, some kind of succubus?”

      She slumped and fell back on the bed, depressed.

      I stumbled to a chair and sat down. I leaned back and closed my eyes, trying to regain my strength.

      “Maybe we should just take things slow? Get to know each other better?” My voice was thick with sarcasm. I couldn’t help but chuckle. The words would have never come out of my mouth under normal circumstances.

      This woman’s kiss was enough to bring me to the brink of death. I could only imagine how deadly sex would be. It was a damn shame, too. She was hot as fuck. There was no doubt she was kinky as hell too. No wonder the other girls wanted a crack at me. They knew I wouldn’t last the night.

      “I’m just no good at this whole evil demon thing. I thought I could do it, but I just can’t.” Her voice was filled with distress, and her face crinkled with sadness. She looked like she was about to cry.

      “So, you do this a lot? Pick up strange guys and suck the life out of them?”

      “I need to absorb human souls to increase my power. I thought that since you were already destined to die that it would be easy for me to take your life. But I can’t bring myself to do it.” Her eyes brimmed, and she sobbed. “I’m a total failure. I got way too emotionally involved.”

      My face twisted with confusion. We had just met. We didn’t have time to build an emotional connection. “How did you get too emotionally involved?”

      “This is going to sound creepy.”

      “Trying to suck the life out of me is creepy. I don’t think anything you say can top that.”

      She sighed. “I have the ability to see into your dimension. I was looking for someone who was close to death. So I started watching you. Then, I don’t know, something happened. I liked what I saw. You're kind, you’re generous, you’re loyal. The way your wife treated you was just horrible. She didn’t deserve you.”

      “I’m not gonna argue with you there.”

      “I kept telling myself to ignore my feelings. You can do this. You can kill him. It’s not gonna be a big deal. But, it’s obviously a big deal.”

      “You’re right, you’re not very good at being an evil demon.”

      “Plus you’re a dog person," she said. "And I love dogs. I’d have one, but I think it would be too dangerous for an animal to be around me.”

      Tears streamed down her cheeks, and her chest heaved with jerking sobs. She looked so vulnerable. I just wanted to give her a hug, but that would be a bad idea.

      “Hey, it’s going to be okay,” I said, trying to console her. “I’m still alive. You didn’t hurt me.” I tried to think of something to say to make her feel better, but how do you inspire a demon? “I’m sure there are other ways you can increase your power.”

      “I hate being a succubus,” she cried. “I’m just not cut out for it. I’m terrified that I’m going to end up old and alone. It’s hard enough to find a healthy relationship when you don’t suck the life out of someone. But in my case, it’s nearly impossible. I’m left dating other asshole demons like my ex.—manipulative, controlling, sociopathic bastard.” Her cheeks flushed with anger at the thought of the douche-nozzle.

      “You’re not going to be old and alone. You’ve obviously got a kind heart. You saved me. Plus you’re hot as hell.”

      “You’re just saying that.”

      “No. I’m not.”

      She peeked at me with sad puppy dog eyes. They were red and puffy. She wiped the tears away, smudging her mascara. She sat up on the bed. “Look at me, I’m a total mess.”

      “But a hot mess.”

      “I was worried that you’d run off with my gorgeous roommates, since you wouldn’t be able to be with me.”

      “No,” I stammered, lying. “They’re ugly. I’m totally not attracted to any of them.”

      “Liar.” She continued before I could say anything. “It’s okay. I know they’re hot. If you want to bang them, it’s okay.”

      “No. I… I don’t want to bang them.” Those were the toughest words that I had ever said.

      Her eyes narrowed, and she looked at me incredulous. “Please. You’re hard just thinking about it.”

      I glanced down and sure enough, my flagpole was rising. “You sure you’re okay with that?”

      “If I can’t have you, it’s selfish of me to keep you from others.”

      “Are you sure you’re a demon?”

      “See my dilemma?” she said, exasperated. “I’m just too nice. I try to come off like a bitch, but it doesn’t work for me. You’d think that would be a given with the red hair.”

      “I’m sure we can find a way to make this work. Every relationship has obstacles.”

      “These are pretty insurmountable obstacles.”

      “I like a challenge.”

      Ruby smiled.

      “You know, in some cultures when you save a person’s life, you become responsible for them,” I said.

      “So, I’m responsible for you now?”

      “Yeah,” I said with a grin.

      I was starting to feel a little better, regaining some of my strength. “You know, I’m sure there are some things we could do without touching?” I felt like I was in high school saying that.

      She arched a curious eyebrow at me and pondered my suggestion for a moment. “You mean, like mutual masturbation?”

      I shrugged. “It’s better than nothing.”

      She considered this for a moment. Then her eyes smoldered at me. Her hands slid down between her thighs. Her spry fingers worked circles around her core. Soon her juices soaked her panties. She pulled them aside, displaying her pretty pink center.

      By that point I was at full attention.

      She rubbed her slickness and plunged a finger inside. She bucked and writhed, moaning with pleasure. She pulled her top down, exposing her beautiful breasts and erect nipples. One hand caressed them while the other fiendishly worked at her slick pink center.

      My junk throbbed.

      I had to do something. I couldn’t just sit back and watch. My friends back home would give me a ton of shit if I didn’t man-up and take care of business. Though, I didn’t know if I’d ever get back home. I took it as a personal challenge—come hell or high water, I was going to find a way to be with Ruby. I staggered out of the chair, still a little woozy. As I drew closer, I could feel the pull of Ruby’s energy. But never underestimate a man with a hard dick.

      As I drew closer to the bed, my vision went black, and my legs buckled. I smacked the stone floor, out cold.
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      Darkness filled the room when I woke. I had no idea where I was, or how long I had been asleep. It could have been days, months, or years. I had never felt so exhausted in all my life.

      My eyes were glued shut from hours of sleep. I peeled them open. I blinked a few times and realized I was back in my room. A shadowy figure stood at the end of my bed. I blinked a few more times and squinted to get a better view. My vision was still blurry. The pale moonlight spilling in through the windows rimmed the figure’s curvaceous form.

      I saw a furry tail wag in the moonlight. Glowing eyes stared at me. The figure climbed onto the bed and slinked toward me like a jungle cat stalking its prey. Zoe’s face entered a shaft of moonlight. The pale beam sparkled against her reflective retinas.

      She crawled on top of me and purred. The vibrations ran through my body. Her hips pressed against mine and I grew stiff. She was completely naked.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “You passed out. We brought you here.”

      “How long have I been asleep for?”

      “I think you hit the floor around noon. It’s after midnight now.” She dove for my neck and licked her way up to my ear. Her steamy breath stoked my desire.

      Her soft lips pressed against mine. I cupped her ass as she rocked her hips against me. Her furry tail wagged in the moonlight.

      “Ruby told me to take care of you.” She had a naughty grin.

      “She did?”

      “She felt bad that she didn’t get to satisfy you.”

      “I feel bad that I didn’t get to satisfy her.”

      Her lips devoured mine again. I slipped my finger between her ass cheeks and slid down to her slick core. My finger parted her lips and delicately stroked her.

      She moaned with pleasure. Her purring body sent pulsing vibrations through me. She gasped slightly as I slid my finger inside. Her muscles clenched down, tight. The purring vibrated my finger, and I could only imagine what it would feel like to be inside of her.

      The rocking of her hips grew faster and more intense. Wetness flowed from her as I massaged her core. My other hand found her perky breasts. I caressed her smooth skin and gently tweaked her nipple.

      She moaned again.

      Zoe grabbed the bottom of my shirt and helped me pull it over my head. She embraced me once again, and our lips crashed into each other. Her soft breasts felt amazing against my chest.

      Her lips moved to my ear, and she nibbled on my lobe. I felt the point of her sharp canines gently rake across my skin. Her tongue traced its way down my neck, gliding over my collarbone. She made a brief stop at my nipple, licking and sucking it. Then her tongue continued its journey south. She traced the ripples of my abs, moving down past my bellybutton.

      Testosterone surged.

      She unbuttoned my pants and pulled them down, along with my skivvies. She yanked them off and tossed them aside, then eyed my rocket with delight. Zoe licked her lips in anticipation.

      She ran her hands on my thighs, lightly tickling my skin with the tips of her sharp claw-like nails. She grabbed hold and began to stroke me. It was a precarious situation to say the least. One swipe, and she could sever my root.

      The danger was a turn on.

      She worked her velvety tongue up my thighs and licked my balls. She sucked on them for a moment, then slithered up my shaft. She flicked and swirled my head, then wrapped her luscious lips around me, taking me in her mouth. I worried about her sharp fangs, but not enough to make her stop.

      Her head bobbed up and down as she sucked my shaft. Her purring sent vibrations through my body.

      “You like that, baby?” she said in a breathy voice.

      “Oh, yeah.” I was only able to speak in monosyllabic words.

      I was a few strokes away from popping when the door burst open and the lights flicked on.

      Zoe sprang from the bed.

      Ruby stood in the doorway with her eyes wide and a look of betrayal on her face.

      “You said to take care of him,” Zoe said.

      Ruby gasped. “Yeah, I know what I said. But I didn’t mean for you to do it tonight. I need a little time to adjust to the idea.”

      Zoe grabbed her clothes from the floor and slinked out of the room. “Guess we’ll pick this up later, honey,” she said with a wink.

      Ruby glared at Zoe as she brushed by.

      I lay there on the bed, buck naked with my junk pointing skyward. “Sorry. She said it was cool.”

      Ruby’s expression softened. “It is cool. But I can’t help but feel a little jealous. And envious.”

      She strolled closer, eyeing my erect package. “I spent so much time watching you, I feel like I know you." She grew embarrassed and self-conscious. "I know you must think I'm crazy."

      I thought this whole thing was crazy. "No. I think you're perfectly normal for a demon."

      "I just want to be able to feel you inside of me,” she said in a breathy voice.

      “I want to feel you too.”

      She climbed onto the bed and ran her hands up my thighs.

      I began to worry that this was going to end badly. But my dick wasn't about to listen to reason. It stood tall, begging for attention.

      Ruby grabbed hold of my hardness and started stroking. She picked up right where Zoe left off. Her slick tongue licked my shaft and danced around my head. She wrapped her plump lips around my girth and sucked and stroked.

      Holy shit, it felt good.

      Her warm mouth and her velvety tongue worked their magic. If I could just hold out a few seconds more, I might be able to release. But I was already getting lightheaded. The oxygen escaped my lungs. I gasped for breath. It felt like an elephant was standing on my chest. My vision darkened. My arms were lead weights. I couldn’t move. The feeling of paralysis was terrifying. I tried to scream, but I couldn’t make a sound.

      I know she wasn’t purposely trying to kill me. But she couldn’t help her succubus nature. She had lost herself in the moment.

      At least I was going to die during the best blow job of my life.
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      With my last breath, I screamed for help. A moment later, Zoe rushed into the room and pulled Ruby away from me just before I blacked out.

      Ruby recoiled in horror at what she had done. She brought her hands to her mouth, and her wide eyes gazed at me with worry.

      I sucked in a huge breath of air, wheezing like an asthmatic. My heart pounded my chest. After a few breaths, I stopped feeling like I was going to implode. The room stopped spinning.

      “Oh, my God, I’m so sorry!” Her eyes brimmed with tears. “I don’t think I’m ever going to be able to get close to you.”

      She ran out of the room, sobbing, distraught.

      “Are you okay?” Zoe asked.

      I nodded.

      “Get some rest. I’ll look after Ruby.”

      I felt bad for Ruby. Talk about intimacy issues. It seemed that all she wanted to do was be with someone she cared about. And for some strange reason, she cared about me.

      I could certainly relate to her fear of growing old and being alone. When my wife filed for divorce, my first thought was, I’m going to die alone. A grumpy old man. And nobody’s gonna find my body for three weeks, until it starts stinking.

      When my wife left, I felt like I didn’t have the energy in me to go through another relationship again. I’m sure my divorce will haunt every relationship I ever have, instilling in me the fear that it will ultimately go down in flames. But in a short amount of time, I found myself more connected to Ruby than I would have anticipated. I know it's an oxymoron, but Ruby seemed so honest and genuine and vulnerable. She was a demon, but she struck me as the kind of person who was always there for the people she cared about. And a person like that is worth their weight in gold.

      It didn’t take long before I fell into a deep sleep. I woke with the sun shining on my face. I squinted at the bright rays as I wiped the sleep from my eyes.

      I climbed out of bed and moved to the window. The girls were lounging by the pool again. That seemed to be their daily routine.

      I got dressed and stumbled downstairs.

      Tyler slaved at the stove, cooking a meal for the girls.

      “What time is it?”

      “It’s almost 4 o’clock,” the chipper robot said.

      “Wow, did I really sleep that long?”

      “It seems so.”

      “What are you cooking?”

      “Grilled seluca with rignav and torvini.”

      I had no idea what that was. “Can I get some bacon and eggs?”

      “I don’t have anything from Earth. But I do have some Zenturi bacon, and some Rynagi eggs?”

      “Sure. I guess that’s better than nothing.”

      Tyler grabbed another pan and put it on the stove. He cracked blue eggs into the skillet and threw in a few strips of red bacon. It sizzled and popped.

      “I was thinking about taking a look at the spaceship,” I said.

      “Yes, the Warbird. Ruby would be pleased.”

      “Maybe you could help me. I know my way around a helicopter, but I think this is going to be out of my league.”

      “It would be my pleasure to assist you.”

      The little robot was starting to grow on me.

      Tyler finished the girls' second lunch and served me breakfast. I was skeptical at first glance, but after one bite, I was sold. The crisp bacon tasted amazing. Either I was really hungry, or this was better than bacon back home. And that was saying a lot. I gobbled down the eggs in a flash.

      The girls stuffed their faces. They were eating machines. It didn’t seem to affect their trim forms. Perhaps that was the benefit of being a super?

      Zoe and I exchanged a guilty glance.

      “It seems you survived last night,” Glow said with a giggle.

      “Barely,” I muttered. "Where is Ruby?”

      “She went into town and left us to play,” Zoe said.

      “Where is the town?”

      “About 100 miles that way,” Glow pointed west. “You should join us by the pool after we eat. Enjoy the last few rays of the day.”

      “Tempting. But I’m going to try to get some work done.”

      “All work and no play makes Duane a dull boy,” Glow said.

      I pushed away from the table, grabbed my plate, and dumped it in the sink. “Ladies, it’s been a pleasure. I’m going to see if I can make myself useful around here.”

      “Oh, I can think of plenty uses for you,” Glow said.

      The girls giggled.

      A sly grin curled on my lips.

      “Let me clean up, and we’ll get to the Warbird,” Tyler said.

      When he was finished, Tyler led me to the old spaceship out back. She was tattered and worn, but had a certain charm to her. I knew we were going to get along instantly.

      “Don’t expect much. She’s nearly 50 years old,” Tyler said.

      I gazed at her with awe. “She looks futuristic to me.”

      The Warbird had a mix of sleek curves and angular features. She reminded me of a bird of prey. The landing gear looked like talons. She had swept wings and split tail fins and an angular cockpit reminiscent of a shark. Massive engines provided more thrust than anything the military on Earth had.

      The ship was fairly large. Bigger than a helicopter, not quite the size of a Corvette Class Navy ship. I stared hard at the vessel and tried to pull up the stat screen. A descriptive list appeared in my view.

      [Model: Warbird.]

      [Mfg: Kessler Dynamics.]

      [Weight: 294 Tons.]

      [Passenger Capacity: 16]

      [Range: 25 KPC.]

      [Armament: 2, 30MM Plasma Cannons.]

      Holy shit! 25 kiloparsecs? This thing could fly halfway across the galaxy on a single fuel charge.

      I strolled up the entry ramp and Tyler followed alongside.

      “She’s got a small galley, head, shower, berthing compartments, and a passenger lounge,” Tyler said. “She has a quantum drive and Krüger-Schmidt engines. Ruby picked her up for a song. There is some corrosion on the hull, and several modulators need replacing, but I think with a little effort she can be as good as new.”

      “Sounds good to me. Where do we start?”

      Tyler led me to the engines. A small crawlspace allowed access to the port and starboard thrusters. Under the engine cowling, there was a jumble of wires, piping, conduit, and circuit boards. Thermo-couplers, oscillators, transducers, heat exchangers, and coolant. My face twisted at the mess. I didn’t know the first thing about ion thrusters. But Tyler seemed to know a good deal. I basically followed his instructions and sent him on errands for parts.

      With the sun beating down on the hull, it was hot in the narrow crawlspace. Sweat beaded on my skin, dripping from my nose. I peeled my shirt off and tossed it aside. I spent the rest of the afternoon soldering circuit boards and attaching wires, switching out modulators and oscillators.

      Tyler bailed to fix the girls dinner. I worked for a while longer. Then I got too aggressive, and the wrench slipped and I sliced my hand on a sharp piece of metal. Crimson blood flowed from the gash. "Goddamnit!"

      I put pressure on the wound and crawled out of the narrow space.

      Glow stood in the corridor with a mischievous glint in her eyes. She bit her bottom lip as her lecherous eyes looked me up and down. “You look good enough to eat.”

      My body glistened with perspiration. I wiped the sweat from my brow. Part of me cringed. I knew Ruby was okay with it, but I still couldn’t help feeling like she was going to be upset. But, damn! Glow looked good.

      Glow saw the blood trickling from my hand, and her face crinkled with concern. "Oh, you're hurt!"

      She moved close to me and took my hand. Heat radiated from her palms, and I felt a tingle. After a moment, my pain was gone.

      Glow smiled. "Good as new."

      I looked at my hand with astonishment. There was no trace of the wound. The only thing that remained was the dried crusted blood. "How did you do that?"

      Glow shrugged. "It's one of my special abilities. Want to see some of my other special abilities?"

      I nodded.

      Her petite frame and innocent face made her irresistible. She had big eyes and full lips, and svelte features. Her pigtails made her look adorable. The thin strips of fabric that masqueraded as a bikini got a lot more revealing when she tugged on a spaghetti string. The knot unwound, and the skimpy top fell from her perky breasts. A piece of fabric caught on her erect nipple for an instant before she pulled the rest of the garment free and tossed it to the deck.

      My root stretched.  ”Those are special, alright."

      The elf-girl flung her arms around my neck. She pressed her lips against mine. They were pillowy soft. A rush of energy flowed into me. I was no longer tired. I didn’t feel like I had been working in a small space all afternoon in the heat. I felt invigorated. Refreshed.

      Not to mention, hard.

      My hand found the small of her back and pulled her close. Her pelvis mashed against mine. Her nipples pressed against my slick chest. Our bodies rubbed against each other. We made out like demons possessed. My hands fondled her breasts, then I worked my way down to her sumptuous ass. It was tight and toned.

      She spun around in my arms and rubbed her ass against my crotch. I grabbed a fistful of hair and pulled it aside. My tongue licked the back of her neck, slithering up to her Elven earlobe. My hands cupped her breasts and played with her nipples.

      Glow moaned with pleasure.

      My finger slid down her tight stomach, over her belly button and down into her bikini bottoms. I gently caressed her mound. My finger parted her lips and found her slickness. She rocked on my finger, begging for more with her breathy moans.

      She pulled the string of her bikini that was tied into a knot on her hips. It unraveled, and the skimpy thing fell away. She strolled forward and leaned against the bulkhead with her ass arched into the air—an open invitation. Her wet center glistened.

      She looked back at me with innocent eyes. “What are you waiting for?”

      I was throbbing, and about to take her when Tyler buzzed into the corridor. His digital eyes went wide. “Oops! My bad!”

      Glow spun around and covered herself. Then she knelt down and scooped her bikini from the floor. She slinked out of the corridor, embarrassed.

      “Sorry. Did I interrupt something?” Tyler said.
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      “Don’t get upset,” I said.

      Ruby’s eyes narrowed at me. “When someone tells me not to get upset, I think I’m probably going to get upset.”

      “Trust me. You're going to like this. I think I found a solution to our problem.”

      She arched a curious eyebrow that begged for more.

      “I may have been fooling around with Glow earlier,” I said casually, trying to minimize the impact.

      “Did you fuck her?” she asked with a twinge of resigned disappointment.

      “No. Not yet.”

      “I know it’s silly, but I kind of want to be the first.”

      “Well, you're a little late to be first, first.”

      “I mean among my friends.”

      “I’m working on that. Anyway, when I kissed Glow I felt a rush of energy. It was amazing.”

      “No need to rub it in.”

      “I’m getting to the good part. I got an energy boost from Glow. Do you see where I’m going with this? Glow generates power. You take power. Boom! Threesome!”

      She pondered my proposal for a moment. Then her face twisted with frustration. There was a long, painful silence. I think she was mad that she hadn’t thought of it first. “I’m down with that!”

      “Really?”

      “What? You think Glow and I haven’t fooled around before?”

      “Wow, that’s hot!”

      “Yes it is,” she said with a sly grin.

      A wide smile tugged at my lips. It seemed almost too good to be true. I was waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      A few hours later, I lay in Ruby’s bed like a king—sprawled out, buck naked, and ready. I was about to get with two of the hottest girls in the galaxy. I could die and go to heaven after this. My life would be complete. I wasn’t sure how things could get any better. This was the peak. The pinnacle. You couldn’t get any higher. A threesome with a succubus and an elf-girl? The only thing that could top this would be a four-some, or a five-some. My mind ran wild with possibilities. Maybe things could get better from here?

      Glow and Ruby undressed each other. They made short work of it—they weren't wearing much to begin with. Beautiful breasts bounded free. Pert asses jiggled.

      Glow’s hand caressed Ruby’s breast, and the two locked lips. Their tongues probed each other’s mouths. Their bodies pressed against each other, and their hands roamed freely. Delicate moans filled the air.

      I watched with rapt attention.

      Glow’s fingers plunged between Ruby’s legs and began stoking the flames.

      Ruby cupped Glow’s ass, and her fingers slipped between her cheeks. She glided her fingers down to Glow's wet center. The two worked each other up into a frenzy.

      I cleared my throat, trying to draw attention to myself. “I’m right over here.”

      “You'll get your turn. Good things come to those who wait,” Ruby said. She licked her fingers that glistened with Glow’s wetness.

      I got the distinct impression she was teasing me on purpose. Delaying the inevitable. Throwing gasoline on my fire.

      After what seemed like an eternity, the two crawled onto the bed and slinked toward me. Ruby’s hands caressed my thighs, and her tongue slithered its way up to my balls. She sucked them for a moment, then slid her tongue up my shaft. She traced her tongue around the tip, then her plump lips engulfed me. Her head bobbed up and down, and her hand stroked with determination.

      Glow kissed me. Her energy flowed through me and into Ruby.

      Balance achieved.

      It was an amazing sensation. My plan was working.

      Glow straddled my stomach and slid her wetness up my torso. She sank her core to my lips, and my mouth engulfed her. I lapped at her slick center while Ruby sucked my length.

      It. Was. Fucking. Amazing!

      Best blowjob ever.

      Hands down.

      An intense wave of energy rushed through me, satiating everyone. Moans of pleasure filled my ears. Slick sweaty bodies slid against each other.

      Ruby straddled me, sliding her pink lips over my length. The tip parted her lips and her warmth enveloped me. She eased herself down, taking all of me inside her. A breathy gasp escaped her full lips. She clenched tight and rocked her hips back and forth.

      Ruby reached around Glow and caressed her breasts, tweaking her nipples.

      Glow bucked and writhed as I worked my magic. Her thighs squeezed my head, and her warm juices flowed as waves of orgasmic pulses rushed through her body. Glow’s surge of energy poured into me. Ruby screamed with ecstasy as it flowed into her.

      I couldn’t hold back. It was too much for me to take. I unloaded that instant.

      Ruby squeezed tight as I filled her with creamy goodness. Both girls quivered and gasped. Sweat glistened their perfect bodies.

      Ruby drained me completely.

      Glow rolled aside, and Ruby collapsed on top of me. Her mouth melted into mine. Her passionate lips conveyed a wealth of emotion. This girl was really into me. For the first time, I was able to be with her without feeling like I was going to die. There was a real connection between us. I could tell it was the beginnings of something special. Something more than just sex.

      Glow held onto my hand, continuing to transfer power while Ruby kissed me. Then Glow decided to fondle Ruby’s ass. As long as Ruby was getting energy from somewhere, I was safe.

      Ruby’s wet lips found my ear. “This was a damn good idea.”

      “I have them, occasionally,” I said with a cocksure grin.

      Glow let us cuddle for a minute, then she tapped Ruby on the shoulder. A lascivious grin tugged at her lips. Her eyes sparkled with desire. “My turn.”

      Ruby hesitated. I could see she still wasn’t totally comfortable with the idea of sharing me. But she was going to be a good sport. She rolled off of me and Glow began stroking my member, trying to reanimate me.

      It didn’t take long for me to stiffen in her hand. With the help of her full lips, I was solid as steel and ready for action.

      Glow licked my shaft clean, swirling her tongue around the tip with expert precision.

      I grabbed her ass and let my fingers slide between her cheeks. I parted her lips and stroked her wetness. I thrust a finger inside her and worked her soft center. Her muscles clamped down tight on my finger. Glow moaned gently, sending vibrations through my shaft as she sucked me.

      After a few moments, she was ready for the real deal. She straddled me and slid her slickness up my shaft. We ground our hips against each other for a moment, building the anticipation. Then she crested the tip and took my length inside. She screamed with ecstasy as her lips wrapped around me, sliding down to the base.

      I cupped her ass and rocked her hips. She slammed down, her sweet ass slapping against my skin. I moved my hands up her rib cage and caressed her breasts, gently tweaking her nipples.

      She moaned again.

      She rode me like a mechanical bull in a western bar. And I liked it. Her body arched and her head tilted back as she bucked and writhed.

      Having already shot once, I had a lot more stamina. Glow got the better end of the deal, compared to Ruby.

      We continued our passionate undulations until I spewed my nectar inside her with pulsing throbs. Glow tightened, and a rush of orgasmic energy washed through her. I felt her warmth flow over me.

      She collapsed on top of me and kissed me.

      Ruby tried to suppress the jealousy in her eyes, but she wasn’t doing a very good job of it. She said it in a joking tone, but there was a hint of seriousness in it, “Next time. Come in her first.”
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      It should have been one of the greatest moments of my life. I had two of the hottest girls in the galaxy on either side of me. They were both gorgeous, had perfect bodies, were incredible in the sack, and were somehow attracted to me. I felt like a king. I had never been with two women at the same time before. It had always been a fantasy, but I could never seem to make it work out. All of my relationship experience had been limited to one woman at a time. And that was difficult enough. An inkling of concern entered my mind about how I was going to keep three women happy. I had failed miserably at hanging onto one.

      I was attracted to each of the girls for different reasons. Zoe was feisty, bold, and dangerous. Glow was innocent, naughty, carefree, and energetic. Ruby had a mix of strength and vulnerability, and a deep emotional capacity. I connected with each one on a different level.

      There was no sense in focusing on anything other than the current moment. It was a great moment. I didn’t know what the future was going to bring, but I figured I’d roll with it.

      I drifted to sleep in a blissful post-sex coma. My luscious dreams quickly turned to nightmares. I was drowning. I couldn’t breathe. My lungs burned. I kept swimming for the surface, but it was an unreachable destination. No matter how hard I pulled, I couldn’t escape the depths.

      Finally I broke out of my dream. Reality was worse. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t suck in a breath. The elephant was back on my chest again. Ruby snuggled up next to me, and Glow was gone. Without her, Ruby drained my energy as she slept. She had no intention of doing it, I’m sure.

      Where the hell did Glow go?

      I summoned my strength and rolled aside, sliding out from underneath Ruby’s arm. I flopped out of bed and crashed on the floor.

      I tried to suck in another breath of air and this time was moderately successful. I wheezed as I gasped for breath. Hunched on all fours, I slowly staggered to my feet.

      Ruby sat up, awakened by the commotion.

      Glow marched back into the room.

      “What happened?” Ruby asked, her eyes filled with horror.

      “Oh, my God! I’m so sorry” Glow said. “I needed to use the bathroom. I wasn’t thinking.”

      My chest heaved. “It’s okay. I can breathe now."

      Sadness washed over Ruby’s face. Her tortured eyes gazed at me.

      Glow rushed to my side and wrapped her arms around me, filling me with her essence. Her presence felt warm and comforting. “How’s that?”

      “Better.”

      I could see that Ruby was even more distraught watching Glow comfort me. It was something she was never going to be able to do alone.

      “I’m going to go sleep in one of the spare bedrooms. You guys can have this room to yourself tonight.”

      “I don’t want you to go,” I said.

      “It’s too dangerous for you otherwise," Ruby said. "You almost died in your sleep.”

      “It’s my fault,” Glow said.

      “No. It’s not. It’s mine.” Ruby climbed out of bed and marched toward the door.

      I held onto Glow as I reached out for Ruby’s arm, stopping her. “Stay. I’ll be fine. Glow is going to be right here, and if she needs to get up in the middle of the night, she'll wake me up. Won’t you?” I said, turning my gaze to her.

      “I will. I don’t want anything to happen to you either.”

      Ruby’s conflicted eyes gazed at me, considering this. She took a breath and steeled her resolve. “I think we shouldn’t do this anymore.” Her eyes brimmed with tears. “It’s too dangerous. It’s never going to work between us. I can’t constantly be in fear of hurting you.”

      My stomach twisted in knots at the sound of her words. The thought of losing her made me feel hollow. “Where is your sense of adventure? You can’t quit on me at the first sign of trouble.”

      “This is more than a sign of trouble,” Ruby said with a solemn face. “This is a recipe for disaster.”

      I pulled her close and wrapped one arm around her and the other around Glow. “You can’t make decisions about what risk level I’m willing to take. And I think you’re worth the risk.”

      She smiled, and a happy tear trickled down her cheek. She threw her arms around me and hugged both Glow and me tight. “You guys are the best.”

      We group hugged for a moment, then I slid my hand down their curvaceous spines and goosed their asses—my hands full with their pert cheeks.

      They both giggled.

      I lightly smacked their bottoms and said, “Now let’s go back to bed.”

      I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t concerned for my well-being, but I really did think Ruby was worth the risk.

      I climbed into bed and the two girls nuzzled on either side of me, my arms wrapped around them. Their soft breasts pressed against my chest. The sweet smell of their smooth skin and hair filled my nostrils. My eyes gazed over their curvaceous forms, still in disbelief that this was really happening. This was a life fit for a king, if I could make it work. And I was determined to make it work.

      It was a nice moment, holding the two girls in my arms as we drifted off. But the jackass that burst through the door spoiled everything.
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      Fuck this guy! Who the hell did he think he was?

      “You said, ex-boyfriend, right?” I grumbled.

      Rage boiled on Ruby’s face. “What the hell are you doing here, Severin? Get out of my home! You don’t own me.”

      “Yes, I do!” he replied. “I’ve claimed you. You belong to me.”

      This guy had douche-bag written all over him. Square jaw, chiseled features, flowing black hair, narrow dark eyes, pale skin. Yeah, yeah, he was good looking, so that made me hate him even more. He was dressed in black, and his leather trench-coat flowed behind him like a cape as he stormed in.

      I clenched my jaw and tightened my fists. The veins in my neck bulged. Ruby and I had just met, but I felt incredibly protective of her and the girls. I sprang from the bed, ready to kick the douche-canoe’s ass. With my junk swinging, I was in a compromised position. I had never fought anybody naked before, but there was a first time for everything.

      I scowled at the jerk. “The lady wants you to leave. I suggest you do so!”

      Severin chuckled. He had an annoying, cocky laugh. He thrust his hand forward, and a brilliant bolt of energy arced from his palm. It rocketed across the room like lightning, crackling and popping. The sharp smell of charged ions filled the air.

      The molten plasma struck me in the chest, launching me back onto the bed. Blinding white light filled my vision. Air escaped my lungs. Pain rifled through my body, jolting every nerve.

      Then everything went dark.

      I woke the next morning with sunlight beaming in through the windows.

      Tyler hovered over me with a concerned face.

      My scorched chest ached. I winced with pain as I tried to sit up. My skin was red like a lobster. Worse than any sunburn I’d ever had before.

      “Thank goodness you’re alive! It’s lucky you still had residual power from Glow, or you’d be dead. Some of the bolt’s energy transferred from you to Ruby.”

      My eyes widened with worry. “Is she okay?”

      “Severin has taken her and the others. I cannot speak to her condition. She was unconscious after the bolt arced from you to her.”

      The muscles in my jaw flexed. My hands balled into fists. “We’ve got to get her back!”

      “I concur.”

      “Where has he taken her?”

      “Cygnus Reticuli 3, most likely. That’s where he lives.”

      I climbed out of bed, fumbled for my clothes, and got dressed. It hurt just to breathe.

      “Where are you going?” Tyler asked.

      “To get my girls back.”

      Tyler followed me as I stormed out of the bedroom. “While I think that’s an excellent idea, any attempt to rescue Ruby and the others will be futile in your condition. You are no match for Severin's strength and ability.”

      “Then I’ll die trying.”

      “That would result in an outcome that is unsatisfactory.”

      “You got a better idea?”

      “Yes, in fact, I do,” the robot said. “But it is not without its dangers.”

      “I like danger. I eat danger for breakfast.”

      Tyler rolled his eyes. “You’re a normal person. Severin is a powerful super. He is immortal and wields dark magic.”

      “Nobody’s immortal. Everything that lives has to die at some point.”

      “That’s why you need to meet with the Oracle,” Tyler said. “She will know the way to defeat Severin.”

      “Where can I find this Oracle?”

      “Gamma Hydra 9.”

      A command popped up in my field of view

      [Quest: Repair warbird, Meet with Oracle.]

      My face twisted with confusion. “Why did I just see a quest prompt? Are we in some type of game or simulation?”

      “You have to understand, the Ultraverse is a living entity that we are all a part of. I do not know what the Ultraverse is, or who created it. But unlike your dimension, where people often wander aimlessly lacking purpose, the Ultraverse is actively involved in your destiny. You can choose to ignore the quests you are given, but you will not progress.”

      “Sort of like a roadmap for life. That’s handy.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Then let’s get to work!”

      Tyler fixed breakfast. Then we spent the rest of the day in the Warbird, replacing modulators and reconnecting faulty wiring. My skin burned to the touch. A full day in a cramped, hot crawlspace exacerbated the problem.

      By nightfall, I had finished most of the repairs. I climbed into the cockpit and slipped into the pilot’s seat. The Warbird wasn’t all that different from an aircraft back on Earth. It had a control column, airspeed indicator, vertical speed indicator, altimeter, navigation indicator, artificial horizon gauge, thruster controls, and foot pedals for rudder control.

      I concentrated on the dash and a pop-up menu appeared, describing functions. I powered up the craft and ran a system diagnostic. Gauges and screens flickered to life. Holographic indicators projected around me. The amber glow illuminated my face. To my surprise, most of the systems came back green. Though, there was an area of the hull that was compromised.

      I crawled out of the cockpit and found some hull patches in engineering. The patch was a roll of metallic tape—an advanced blended polymer that was moldable and self adhesive. Once it was in position, a simple activation would harden it. The material would bond and become part of the original hull. At least that’s what my stat screen indicated.

      I climbed through a hatch on the roof deck and marched to the damaged area. I placed the tape over the breached sections, then used the activator tool to harden it. The wand had a glowing tip and sent a small pulse through the material.

      The soft material stiffened.

      I rapped my knuckles on the hardshell to test it out. Clink. Clink. Clink. Damn, the stuff worked pretty good!

      My chest still ached, and I was exhausted from the repairs. I figured I’d run a hull integrity test in the morning, then we'd head out to meet the Oracle. But the more Tyler told me about her, the less inclined I was to meet with her. The things he said made me cringe.
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      I woke the next morning without the sound of the girls' laughter. Ruby’s palace felt hollow and empty. I was surprised how quickly I had grown accustomed to the vibrant energy the girls emitted. It was terrible without them.

      I crawled out of bed and did not want to put my fatigues back on. I had been wearing them for several days straight, and they were pretty ripe.

      I took a shower, grabbed a robe, and strolled down to the kitchen. Tyler fixed bacon and eggs and had them waiting for me.

      “Tyler, I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “It is my humble pleasure to serve you. I just hope you are able to save Ruby and the girls. My life is incomplete without them.”

      “I’ll bring them back. Don’t worry.”

      “I have the utmost faith in you.”

      I liked the little robot. He was always eager to please and had a positive attitude.

      “You know what I need? Clothes!”

      “Yes, I agree. Your wardrobe is severely lacking.” Tyler said. “I’m sure we can find something on the UltraNet.”

      Tyler took a moment to scan the network. Then he projected a holographic screen in front of me. “This is a popular men’s clothing store. You can scroll through the selections and make a purchase on Ruby’s account. I’m sure she won’t mind.”

      “How long does it take to deliver?”

      “Instantly. Your order will be created in the fabricator.”

      My brow lifted, I was impressed. I swiped through the holographic display, looking at shirts, pants, coats, and boots. I made several selections and a 3D figure modeled the clothing and spun around from all angles. I had to admit, this was a pretty cool way to shop.

      “What about sizing? There aren’t any options.”

      “Not necessary. Garments in the Ultraverse are made of smart materials that size to fit.”

      I pressed purchase and completed my order.

      “Excellent choice!” Tyler said. “I’ll grab your clothes from the fabricator.”

      He flew out of the room and returned a few moments later with my outfit. Clothes hangers dangled from his hands.

      I put on the sleek black bodysuit. It had advanced soft armor plating in the chest, abdomen, arms and legs. I figured I would need all the help I could get if I was going to be doing battle with supers. I purchased boots and a long black trench coat, just because it looked cool. The garment adjusted to fit perfectly. The boots fit snug against my feet, but weren’t cramped in the toes.

      “Does Ruby have any weapons around here?”

      “There’s a plasma pistol in the nightstand by her bed.”

      I ran upstairs and pulled open the nightstand drawer. The plasma pistol sat snug in a magnetic holster next to a dildo. I chuckled and picked up the weapon. It was similar to my 9mm back home, but it was slightly larger. I pressed the mag release button and dropped the magazine into my palm. There were hundreds of small rounds that looked slightly larger than toothpicks. Underneath the barrel was a vented plasma charge core. Blue light spilled from the vent slats. I didn’t know how the hell this thing worked. I figured the charge core super-heated the metallic spikes.

      I stared at the object for moment and my stat screen appeared.

      [Krüger PP7 Plasma Pistol.]

      [Projectiles: Trivantium Carbide.]

      [Magazine Capacity: 250.]

      [Plasma Charge Capacity: 1,000,000 est.]

      I holstered the weapon and attached it to my waist. I figured the trench-coat would come in handy to conceal the weapon and any long guns that I might acquire. I really wanted to fire off some test shots with this bad boy, but that was going to have to wait for later.

      Tyler stocked the Warbird with food and supplies. I was probably out of my mind going on this crazy adventure. I could take the ship and go anywhere I wanted in this strange and wondrous universe. But I couldn’t get Ruby and the girls out of my mind. I couldn't leave them to fend for themselves. It would have been a shitty thing to do. Besides, she had saved my ass. Saving hers was the least that I could do.

      I slid into the pilot seat and powered up the Warbird. The gauges and screens flickered to life. I went through a series of preflight checks and everything came back green. The bulkheads rattled as I spun up the engines for the first time. They choked and sputtered, then settled into a smooth high-pitched rumble. From the control panel, I sealed all the hatches and ran an integrity test. The ship didn’t appear to be leaking atmosphere anywhere.

      Tyler buzzed into the cockpit and hovered over the pilot’s chair. He fumbled with the safety harness, but there was no way for him to secure himself in the traditional sense. Instead, he clung onto the straps.

      “What’s the matter, you don’t trust my flying?” I asked.

      “I have yet to see a demonstration of your abilities.”

      I scowled at him playfully. I engaged the vertical thrusters, and the craft lifted from the ground. The Warbird pitched and rolled at first as I tried to get a feel for the controls. We drifted too far port-side and almost slammed into the palace. A last-minute correction spared the structure, and the hull.

      There was a little play in the control column, but it wasn’t bad. I figured I might be able to tighten it up with a little tinkering. The ship was bigger than the helicopter I was used to, and it took a moment to adjust to the size and weight.

      I finally leveled the craft out and brought her to a steady hover. I wanted to sit there for a few minutes and make sure nothing was going to break. If we had a malfunction, I figured it was best for that to happen now as opposed to being deep in space.

      A few minutes passed with no warning indicators or alarms blaring. A slight grin curled on my lips. I held out my hand to high-five Tyler. “Good job, Buddy!”

      He looked at me like I was crazy and tentatively returned the gesture.

      I throttled the rear thrusters up and nosed the craft skyward. The acceleration slammed me back against the seat. Adrenaline coursed through my veins. For a ship this size, it was fast. At least, I thought it was fast. I didn’t have much to compare it to.

      The bulkheads rattled as we rocketed toward the upper atmosphere. The vibrations ran through the control column and up my forearms. My teeth chattered. The engines rippled the air behind us, emitting a blue glow.

      I couldn’t contain my joy.

      Hell yes! I was going to be a fucking astronaut!

      I had always wanted to go into space and even thought about applying for the program. We soared through the cottony clouds and entered the weightlessness of space. My ass lifted from the seat, and my hips pressed against safety harness. I felt like a little kid who had finally achieved a childhood dream of seeing the stars up close and personal. I gazed with wonder at the blackness of space. Brilliant stars flickered in the distance.

      My gaze turned to the majestic planet below. I didn’t even know what the planet was called, or where I was in relation to Earth. The stat screen that appeared in my vision answered my questions for me. Veluvas, in the Omega sector—wherever the hell that was?

      I wanted to unbuckle my safety harness and float around the cockpit for a moment, but I figured the smart thing to do was to stay behind the controls.

      Tyler reached over and flipped a switch, enabling the artificial gravity. I sank back into my seat. “That was fun. Now what?”

      “I'll program in jump coordinates. But I must warn you, if this is your first quantum jump, you may find the sensation unsettling.”

      “How bad can it be?”
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      Everything was fine until I engaged the jump drive. It would allow us to travel across vast distances in a brief amount of time. I didn’t even bother to ask how it worked. I didn’t really care as long as it got us where we were going. It was the transitional phase that was a problem.

      The minute I flipped the switch, time dilated. The bulkheads bulged and rippled. My stomach swirled, and I thought I was going to hurl. The sour acidic taste of bile crept up in the back of my throat. My cheeks puffed out, and Tyler zipped out of the line of fire, anticipating the worst.

      My body felt like it was being pushed and pulled and squeezed and twisted, all at the same time.

      I unbuckled my safety harness and made a beeline for the head, but it was like trying to walk in a fun house. Everything appeared to be at odd angles, and my legs wobbled like walking on the deck of a ship pitching in high seas.

      Just as suddenly as it began, the sensation ended as we snapped into quantum space. I was still queasy but was able to steady myself. I swallowed the bile back down and returned to my seat. “You weren’t kidding.”

      “It doesn’t bother me for obvious reasons, but others tell me can be quite traumatic. Don’t worry. You’ll get used to it over time. It seems to affect some people more than others. I’ve even seen hardened sailors succumb to it after having gone years with no ill effects. It can be quite random at times.”

      “Good to know.” My stomach rumbled, still queasy. I took slow steady breaths. “Have you done much space travel?”

      “Yes. I was in the Navy aboard a super-carrier.”

      I raised my eyebrows, surprised. “Really?”

      “I was a general service bot and worked mostly as a cook.”

      “Did you see any combat?”

      “Yes. I served during the Lyra Cygnus War, and the Aldebaranian Conflict. Sadly, I was forced into retirement when the updated models came out. Fortunately, Ruby acquired me, and I have been her faithful servant ever since.”

      “Are you happy working for Ruby? Do you even have emotions?”

      “Yes, I am fully capable of emotions. It is in my nature to be optimistic and helpful, but that doesn’t mean I can’t get angry or in a bad mood. Ruby has become like family to me. I would have been destroyed by the Navy, had it not been for her. I take care of her, and she takes care of me. And between you and me, I couldn’t stand it when she was with Severin. He was just an asshole. He never said please or thank you and expected me to do everything for him without any consideration. It wasn’t my place to tell her he was a jerk, but I was happy when she escaped.”

      "Escaped?"

      "He was a vicious and cruel master. Ruby and the girls fled to her secret palace. I don't know how he found us."

      “We’ll get her back.”

      “You’re brave to take on Severin. I’ve seen the damage he can do to supers, let alone mortals.”

      “I’m not brave. Just doing what’s right.”

      A red light on the dash flickered. An alarm sounded. My concerned eyes scanned the controls, trying to determine the source of the malfunction. Suddenly, the bulkheads bulged and rippled again. My stomach twisted, and I fought the taste of bile.

      The ship dropped out of quantum space.

      The cockpit was spinning. I couldn’t tell if it was just me, or if we were really in a spiral.

      After a moment, my vertigo stopped. The craft drifted through the abyss. I scanned around, but there was nothing but empty blackness. No planets. No asteroids. Just the glow of stars in the distance.

      “Looks like we lost a quantum oscillator,” Tyler said.

      “Is that something we can replace?”

      “If we have a spare. I’ll need to check the inventory. I’m not sure how many we went through already.”

      “What happens if we don’t have a spare?”

      “We could radio for help. But our current position is too far out to reliably communicate with any colonies. Under normal propulsion we will never be able to reach the nearest planet during your lifetime.”

      “That sucks,” I said, casually.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’ve got bad news, and I’ve got really bad news,” Tyler said.

      I cringed.

      “The oscillator is toast,” he said as he held up the melted circuit board.

      “Okay. What’s the really bad news?”

      “The overload caused a short in the thermal exchanger. There’s an unregulated power draw on the fuel cell, and we'll run out of power in 12 hours at the current rate of depletion. That means you’ll only have the remaining oxygen in the ship. Once that’s gone, forget about it. But you will probably die long before then from the cold as we lose temperature control.”

      I let out a disappointed breath. “I suppose we don’t have any spare oscillators?”

      “No.”

      “So, we are totally fucked?”

      “Basically.”

      I grumbled to myself. “You got any liquor on this ship?”

      “There is some Tuarian whiskey in the galley.”

      “Break it out. If I’m going to be stuck in space for all eternity, I’m going to have a drink.”

      Tyler zipped out of the cockpit and scurried to the galley. He returned with a bottle of whiskey and a glass. He poured a drink and handed it to me.

      I sipped the smooth liquor, tentatively at first. It had a pleasant flavor and went down smooth. The amber liquid heated my belly and a wave of warmth extended through my appendages. “Not too shabby.”

      I held out my glass, and he refilled it. Then I strolled out of the cockpit, heading aft. I looked through the passenger compartment, searching for anything that might serve as an oscillator. “You know, with a little work, this ship could be top-notch. I mean, we could put a pool table in here, a big screen display. A nice stereo system. A leather couch. Maybe a disco ball.”

      “Is now really the time to be contemplating interior decorating?”

      “I’m trying to get my mind off the fact that we’re stuck in space. Besides, if I clear my head and think about something entirely different, usually a solution pops into my mind.”

      “I am using my full neural-capacity as well.”

      I slugged the glass of whiskey and had Tyler fill it again. As I brought the glass to my lips, an idea sparked in my mind. “The escape pod. That’s got an oscillator in it, doesn’t it?”

      Tylers eyes lit up. “I believe it does. But it’s not rated the same amperage as a quantum drive.”

      “It’s better than nothing. Let’s give it a try.”

      “Good idea. I must warn you, it likely won’t last as long. It could burn out within moments.”

      “Let’s hope it gets us to Gamma Hydra 9.”

      Tyler and I raced to the shuttle. I pried open a panel and accessed an array of circuit boards and modulators. I found an oscillator and pulled it from its socket. I detached the wiring, then made my way to the quantum drive. It didn’t fit, but I was able to rig it up with some creative wiring and soldering. Then I rewired the thermal exchanger on the fuel cell. The whole process took maybe an hour.

      In the cockpit, I powered up the quantum drive. The system monitored power levels, and everything looked normal. “Let’s keep our fingers crossed.”

      Tyler recalculated our coordinates. When everything was ready, we exchanged a wary glance, and I engaged the quantum drive.

      Bulkheads rippled and warbled. I felt the same queasy sensation in my stomach, but this time it wasn’t as bad. An instant later, we snapped into quantum space and continued our journey. My worried eyes stayed glued to the display monitor. My body was tense, and a nervous sweat coated my skin.

      I didn’t want to declare victory. I knew the moment I did, shit would go wrong. But I started to breathe a little easier. I raised my hand and high-fived Tyler. This time he responded enthusiastically.

      It only took a few hours to reach Gamma Hydra 9. We descended through the upper atmosphere, plunging through pillowy clouds. Tyler programmed in nav coordinates for Na'Seva, a sprawling metropolis in the northern hemisphere. The autopilot guided us in.

      “There’s a dimensional gate in the mountains, north of the city. We’ll land there, then enter the gateway on foot. Well, you’ll be on foot. I’ll float.” Tyler smiled.

      “Another dimension? How many are there?”

      “Don’t ask.”

      “I have to warn you, the Oracle can be ruthless. Do not upset her. Obey her commands. If she seals the portal, we may not be able to get back to our dimension.”

      “Great,” I muttered, my voice dripping with sarcasm.
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      We flew past the sprawling metropolis of Na'Seva. Towering skyscrapers glistened in the sunlight. Sleek curves and angular lines painted the horizon. Futuristic buildings jutted into the sky as far as the eye could see. Millions of people scurried about on the ground below. Automated cars and trucks zipped about. Lights flickered and haze filled the air.

      I gazed with awe at the sight of the city. And I thought New York was big… sheesh. This was huge!

      We flew past the metropolis and headed north to the craggy, snowcapped peaks. “We need to stop in the city on the way out and see if we can pick up another oscillator. I don’t know how long this one is going to last.”

      “I agree,” Tyler said.

      I found a clearing at the base of the foothills and landed the Warbird. The sloped face of the mountains was too steep to land on. I was glad I had a coat. Something told me this was going to be a cold trip.

      I unbuckled my safety harness and slipped out of the cockpit. Hydraulics whirred as I lowered the ramp. Tyler and I strolled down to the meadow. Brisk air hit me in the face. The meadow was filled with vibrant green grass and evergreen trees at the perimeter. It wasn’t all that different from Earth.

      A path through the forest led to the mountains. I followed Tyler as he took point.

      “You might want to make sure your pistol is loaded,” Tyler said. “Rygoks roam these woods.”

      “What the fuck is a Rygok?”

      “Think of a grizzly bear, but far more fearsome.”

      I frowned. The last thing I needed was some angry forest creature gnawing on my flesh. I kept my head on a swivel, scanning the forest for any signs of danger. The air was spicy and fresh. All sorts of wildlife fluttered through the thick foliage. Every snap of a twig or rustle of a leaf grabbed my attention.

      At the edge of the forest, uneven steps led up the mountainside. The rocky staircase winded its way up the steep slope. I was in pretty good shape, but it didn’t take long before I was sucking wind. The thin air made it difficult to breathe. My lungs burned like fire. Each step became more treacherous than the next.

      Tyler had none of these problems.

      Midway up the steps we came to a circular gate made of stone. A strange language had been etched into the rock. What I saw as I looked through the portal was different from what I saw when I peered around the side of the gate.

      “This is it,” Tyler said. “Step through the archway, and you will be in another dimension.”

      I’m not going to lie, butterflies tickled my stomach. I had a bit of anxiety about stepping through the portal. I placed my hand on the grip of my pistol, still in its holster. I wanted to be able to draw quickly if I found something unpleasant on the other side. “You’re coming along, right?”

      “I’m right behind you.”

      I stepped across the threshold and entered a dimension vastly different from the one I left behind. The mountains that lay ahead were no longer covered in snow. The black slopes looked like volcanic rock. A dark angry sky loomed above, rumbling with thunder. Steam billowed from fissures in the slope. An acrid smell filled the air. It was hot and hazy.

      “This looks like a friendly place,” I said, dryly.

      “This isn’t a dimension I care to visit often,” Tyler said in a nervous tone.

      “I can see why.”

      It looked like we had stepped into one of the circles of hell. Farther up the mountainside, a Gothic structure jutted out of the slope. It looked worthy of housing demons. Black walls, tall spires, and grotesque gargoyles. “Is that it?”

      “That’s it!”

      “I was afraid you were going to say that.”

      We climbed our way up to the spooky castle and knocked on the door. The rapping echoed through the cavernous structure. I was soaked with sweat from the heat.

      I glanced back down to the portal to make sure it was still open. I sure as hell didn’t want to get stuck in this place.

      The door creaked open and a big blue alien stood in the archway. He had to be at least 8 feet tall. He towered over me. He had broad shoulders and biceps twice the size of my thighs. He had a square jaw and long upper and lower fangs. I swallowed hard as I gazed up at him. “We’re here to see—”

      “Lady Vanya,” Tyler finished for me.

      The gruff alien glared at us for a moment, then grunted. He stepped aside and motioned for us to enter. He led us down a hallway and ushered us into a sitting room. Tyler and I exchanged a wary glance. The alien left the room and didn’t say a word.

      The inside of the castle was as spooky as the outside. The modern furniture had an antique flare to it with intricate ornaments and grotesque figures.

      “Remember, whatever you do, don’t piss her off,” Tyler said.
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      Lady Vanya wasn’t at all what I expected. I had anticipated an old craggy woman with a crooked nose, jagged teeth, and skin wrinkled like a roadmap. This woman didn’t have wispy gray hair, or a mole on her face, or arthritic knuckles.

      She was gorgeous. Young and fresh. Translucent blue hair and pale skin and lavender eyes. The sheer fabric of her gown left nothing to the imagination. Her pert nipples poked through her bikini style top. Her translucent skirt hung low on her hips and high on her thighs. She didn’t wear any underwear. My eyes couldn’t help but fall all over her body.

      Tyler nudged me. “Stay focused.”

      “You come seeking answers,” she said in a soft breathy voice that seemed to know all.

      Lady Vanya sat at a table that contained a large, ornate bowl of water. I took a seat at the table opposite her and Tyler hovered beside me.

      “Yes. I’m hoping you can help.”

      “You seek to destroy a powerful enemy, do you not?”

      “You’re good at this,” I said, with a slightly snarky tone.

      An almost imperceptible grin crawled on her luscious lips. “I have the answers that you seek. But there will be a cost. Will you pay it?”

      “What’s the cost?” I asked. Then I muttered aside to Tyler. “How much money do you have?”

      “I do not require money. You will pay me with something far more valuable.”

      My brow knitted, perplexed. “Like what?”

      “I will decide after I have given you the information you came for.”

      “That doesn’t seem totally fair.”

      “Who said life was fair?”

      I couldn’t argue with that statement.

      “Take it or leave it?”

      “Sure,” I said. “I’ll pay your price.”

      Tyler had a grave look on his face.

      Lady Vanya looked into the bowl of water. She saw a montage of the images of the last few days,  culminating with Ruby’s abduction. The images stopped on Severin’s face, then faded.

      Lady Vanya gazed up at me with her big lavender eyes. “Severin is a formidable opponent indeed. And you are a mere—”

      “I know, I know. I’m a nobody.”

      “You are a nobody who has an interesting destiny.”

      “Can you see my future?”

      “The future is never concrete. I can see possible outcomes. Success or failure, happiness or despair, is completely up to you.”

      She reminded me of a fortuneteller back on Earth. And I wondered if she was going to continue speaking in riddles or if she was going to give any concrete information. “How can I succeed?”

      “You will need three things in order to defeat Severin. Without them, you will fail. And you will need to acquire them in the order that I specify, otherwise you will fail. Do you understand?”

      I nodded.

      “First, you must acquire an antidote to the venom of the Velnox.”

      “What the hell is a Velnox?”

      “Something that you should pray you never encounter. I’m sure the robot can tell you all about them.”

      I gave a glance to Tyler.

      “I’ll tell you about them later,” he muttered. I could see the fear on his digital face.

      “Where do I find this anti-venom?”

      “Capricorn 9,” Vanya said. “There is an apothecary in the city of Tuluv. Find Brikum Raal, he will supply you with what you need.”

      [Quest: Aquire Anti-venom.]

      “Sounds simple enough. What’s next?” I asked.

      “You need to take possession of the Dagger of Adynio. It is located in the Tomb of Netrak on 3 Orion Cephei.  But beware. The tomb is cursed. None who have entered have ever returned.”

      [Quest: Acquire the Dagger of Adynio.]

      I frowned. “Now that sounds a bit more complicated.” I wasn’t superstitious, and I certainly wasn’t one to believe in curses. But a few days ago, I wouldn’t have believed an alternate dimension existed either. “Go on.”

      “The last thing you will need is the Stone of Eliava. It will allow you to draw power from other supers and mimic their abilities. As long as you  wear the stone around your neck, you will possess the same powers as the supers in your proximity.”

      “Now that sounds pretty bad ass.”

      “You will find the stone in the caves of the Rodul Moutains on Draconis Minor 6. The Tarvin monks will show you the way.”

      “What’s the catch?” I asked.

      “The Velnox, of course.” A diabolical grin curled on her lips. “One sting from the creature’s tail will paralyze you. Keep the anti-venom handy.”

      [Quest: Acquire Stone of Eliava.]

      I took a moment to let the information sink in. What the hell did I get myself into?

      A mischievous twinkle glimmered in Lady Vanya’s lavender eyes. “I have fulfilled my end of the bargain, and now you shall fulfill yours.”

      “What do I owe you?” I asked with trepidation.

      “Your seed.”

      My eyes widened.

      “My seed?  Like, you want me to knock you up?”

      “You will give me a child, and he will become a great super.”

      My face twisted. “But, I’m not a super. Why do you want my jizz, I mean, seed?”

      “You carry a rare recessive super-gene.”

      “Really?”

      She nodded.

      “So, how do you want to do this? The old-fashioned way, or do I have to jerk it in a cup?”

      A lascivious grin  curled on her luscious lips. “I prefer the old-fashioned way.”

      I glanced to Tyler, and he subtly shook his head.

      I shrugged. “Sounds good to me.”

      Lady Vanya stood up and walked around the table. She took my hand and pulled me out of the room. I looked back over my shoulder at Tyler’s grim face. I mouthed “What? She’s hot?”

      He continued to shake his head and a grim expression played on his face.
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      I couldn’t imagine what could be so bad about bumping fuzzies with Vanya? I mean, she was young, hot, and sexy. I’d soon find out her terrifying secret.

      I didn’t have to worry about STDs. Ruby told me there were no STDs in the Ultraverse. Yay free love!

      I figured Ruby would understand. This was all for a good cause. We had barely time to get to know each other, let alone define the parameters of our relationship.

      Vanya’s bedroom was dark and Gothic like the rest of the castle. She had a black four post bed with a plush red comforter.

      “This place is cool and all, but don’t you ever get tired of the darkness?”

      “No. I make my own light.” A naughty twinkle flashed in her eyes. She reached her hand behind her back and untied her top. The sheer fabric went slack. She let it fall away, revealing her creamy breasts. She had perfect, erect nipples. She unfastened her skirt and let it fall down her toned thighs, pooling around her ankles.

      Her porcelain skin was flawless. Her mound was smooth and slick. She stepped over the garment and flung her arms around my neck. Her full lips pressed against mine. Her hair smelled great.

      I put a hand in the small of her back and pulled her petite frame against me. My other hand found her breast and caressed her milky flesh gently. Our legs intertwined, and our hips ground against each other.

      She traced her hand down my stomach and grabbed a handful of my hardness. She stroked me over my clothes. It didn’t take too much of that to convince me that I needed to peel off my suit.

      Before long I was buck naked, my soldier saluting. I tossed my clothes, my trench-coat, and my plasma pistol  onto a nearby chair. By that time Vanya was on her knees.

      She licked me like a lollipop, then wrapped her full lips around my girth. She took me inside, easing over the ridges and veins. She cupped my balls and stroked my shaft and worked me like a pro. Nothing was going to top the blowjob that Ruby had given me. But I didn’t have any complaints about this one either.

      Her head bobbed furiously, and I thrust my hips. After a moment, she looked up at me with big eyes and glistening lips. “That’s enough of that. I don’t want you depositing your seed in the wrong place.”

      She stood up, twirled around, and sauntered to the bed. Her tight ass swung from side to side. She crawled on the bed like a cat and arched her ass into the air. Her beautiful pinkness stared at me, dripping wet.

      I moved behind her, standing by the edge of the bed. I grabbed her hips and rubbed myself between her ass cheeks. Then I took hold of my root and positioned my head against her opening. She grabbed her ass cheeks and spread herself open. I pushed inside her tight core, and she moaned with pleasure. She gripped me like a glove as I pulled her hips against mine. She was warm and juicy. Our bodies slapped against one another as our thrusts grew more powerful.

      I grabbed a fistful of hair and pulled her head back and smacked her ass gently. Each time I did it, she got wetter and moaned. She clenched tight around me.

      I closed my eyes for a moment as I lost myself in the ecstasy of it all. What I saw when I opened my eyes was terrifying.

      The hair that I was holding in my hand wasn’t vibrant shimmering blue anymore. It was scratchy, withered, and stringy gray hair that felt like steel wool. Vanya’s once pert ass had fallen, and was now withered and wrinkled like a raisin, sagging from frail bones. Her creamy skin was spotted and wrinkled like the cracks of a dry lake bed. I could see the knots of her spine and the humps of her ribcage. She had green mold growing on her skin. She looked half dead. She probably was half dead.

      I pulled out, and my soldier slumped.

      She spun around and snarled at me—thin lips, craggy teeth, crooked nose and all. She had a large mole on her face with a black hair curling out of it. “Finish the job!”

      Fuck that!

      I desperately wanted to take a shower and wash her from me. No way in hell was I going to put myself back in that craggy thing.

      “A deal is a deal,” she muttered.

      “Um, I’ll take a rain check.”

      Her breasts hung to her bellybutton. I saw what looked like a roach crawl out of the rats nest that was her hair. I shivered in disgust. From here on out, I was certainly going to heed Tyler’s warnings.

      “Get back here and fuck me!” she demanded.

      I grabbed my clothes and barreled into the hallway. The withered monster chased after me, but she couldn’t move all that fast in her old age. I assumed she only had power to transform herself in two a young hot thing for so long.

      I raced down the steps and found Tyler in the sitting room. “It’s time to roll!”

      He looked at me with wide eyes, then zipped into the corridor.

      I fumbled with my clothing, hopping down the corridor as I tried to step into my pant legs.

      “I told you,” Tyler said.

      “No, you really didn’t.”

      The big blue alien blocked the exit and growled. His roar echoed through the cavernous castle. He flexed his muscles like a bodybuilder doing a crab pose, and the veins in his neck bulged.

      I grabbed my plasma pistol and took aim at the big oaf. I lined him up in the reticle of my holo-sight and  squeezed off two rounds. Blistering bolts of plasma rocketed down the hallway, but the blue ogre created an energy shield that blocked the plasma. The bolts dissipated on impact, and his energy shield illuminated with each hit.

      The alien was a super, and his power was energy manipulation. He formed a ball of glowing blue energy in his palms. It illuminated the corridor and under-lit his face, giving him an even more ominous appearance. He wound his hand back and heaved the ball of energy toward us.

      It rocketed through the air like a swirling galaxy.

      I had been hit with an energy bolt before, and once was enough. This time I wouldn’t have the protection of Glow and Ruby to dissipate the energy. If this ball of energy hit me, it was going to kill me. There was no doubt about it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      This was going to hurt like a mother fucker. I dove out of the way and narrowly avoided the blistering ball of energy. Tyler had lightning fast reflexes. He evaded the charge with technical precision. It wasn’t even a challenge for him.

      The decrepit Lady Vanya hobbled around the corner just in time to meet the energy ball head on. It smacked into her with a blinding flash, knocking her on her ass, sending her sliding against the tile.

      The blue alien’s eyes went wide, and he gulped. He knew he had fucked up big time. He raced toward Vanya, ignoring us. His heavy steps rumbled the castle. His bare feet slapped against the tile. He knelt at her side and looked devastated.

      We took the opportunity to get the hell out of there. Tyler and I hit the door and plunged down the rocky staircase toward the portal. I could see the snowy landscape of the Ultraverse on the other side. But we didn’t have time to spare. We needed to get to the portal before Vanya used her magic to close it. If she was still alive.

      The uneven steps were difficult to navigate. I almost lost my footing several times. Tyler breezed ahead of me and rocketed toward the portal. The edges began to fade, and the portal started to close.

      I ran as fast as I could. My chest heaved for breath. One slip up and I’d hit the dirt and be trapped in this godforsaken dimension forever.

      The opening of the portal shrank smaller and smaller. By the time I reached it, it was less than 3 feet wide. I dove into the air and threaded the narrow opening just as it closed. I tumbled to the ground and rolled to a stop. I pushed myself off the rocky, snowy ground and looked back at the portal. It was now closed. I could no longer see into the other dimension.

      I staggered to my feet and brushed the snow off my clothes. I breathed a sigh of relief and exchanged a thankful glance with Tyler.

      This was only the beginning of the journey and I was lucky to still be alive. I began to have serious doubts about my ability to complete the rest of the tasks. But I was never one to dwell on the downsides. I had seen plenty of combat situations that seemed hopeless. What did I have to lose, anyway? I was already supposed to be dead. Every day after that was just a gift.

      Tyler and I made our way down the mountain. I glanced back, and the portal was open again. The big blue alien bounded through, snarling. His sharp fangs glistened.

      “I think we better hurry,” I muttered and broke into a sprint, running through the forest.

      Tyler zipped alongside me.

      We blazed past the tall evergreens. I could hear the big alien’s thunderous footsteps behind us, gaining ground.

      From the corner of my eye, I saw a large hairy beast racing toward me. It had red eyes, sharp claws and long fangs. It was mostly a blur. Its guttural roar echoed through the forest.

      I snatched my plasma pistol from its holster and took aim. My finger squeezed the trigger, blasting off as many rounds as I could. Plasma bolts streaked through the forest, slamming into trees. Wood and bark splintered. Sparks showered. Smoke billowed from the blackened impact craters. The blasts had weakened some trees and they began to fall. Sounds of popping wood and cracking branches filled the air.

      The ferocious Rygok dodged the blasts and took a new course. His attention turned to the blue alien barreling down the path. The Rygok charged him instead.

      I kept running as fast as I could. I didn’t look back to see what happened, but I heard the big ogre throw an energy ball. It raced through the air and smacked into the Rygok. A yelp and a groan filled the forest. I heard the beast’s heavy carcass slam to the ground.

      We made it to the clearing and dashed up the Warbird’s entry ramp. My fist mashed a button on the bulkhead and the ramp raised.  Hydraulics whirred, and the hatch slammed shut and sealed.

      I raced to the cockpit and slid into the pilot’s chair. The Warbird’s hull rumbled as the blue alien pummeled it with energy blasts.

      I powered up the craft and skipped the preflight checks. We didn’t have time. I didn’t know how much damage the alien was capable of doing to the ship, but I didn’t want to stick around to find out. I engaged the vertical thrusters, and the Warbird lifted from the meadow.

      I throttled the rear thrusters and we blasted into the sky, leaving the angry ogre behind. The engines rippled, and the bulkheads vibrated. I pulled on the controls, nosing the craft skyward. Soon we had achieved a low orbit.

      I leaned back and breathed a sigh of relief. “No more trips to other dimensions. This one was difficult enough. And why didn’t you tell me she was a hag?”

      “I tried.”

      “Next time, try harder. What if she put a curse on my junk and it doesn’t work anymore? She was half dead, what if it withers and falls off?”

      Tyler shrugged.

      He programmed in jump coordinates for Capricorn 9. I engaged the jump drive, and a quantum wave washed through the ship, twisting my stomach again. Each time it seemed to bother me less.

      About halfway to Capricorn 9, we realized we had forgotten to pick up another oscillator. I crossed my fingers and hoped this one would hold out.
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      The oscillator hung on by a thread. We emerged from quantum space at Capricorn 9 in the nick of time. Way too much energy was flowing through it, and I was surprised it hadn’t melted yet. We had to find another part while we were here, or we’d be risking disaster.

      I plunged the Warbird into Capricorn’s atmosphere and headed for Tuluv. As we approached the sprawling mega-city, a voice crackled over the comm system. “Unidentified aircraft, please state your destination and identify?”

      Tyler responded. “This is the SS Savage Storm. Request permission to land?”

      There was a long pause. “State your business?”

      Tyler and I exchanged a glance. I shrugged.

      “Tourism,” Tyler said.

      There was another long silence. “You’re cleared to land at the Central Terminal, Bay 123. I’m sending guidance coordinates now.”

      The nav display lit up as it received the coordinates, and the auto-pilot took over.

      I leaned back and let the ship do all the work. We glided through the towering skyscrapers—mega-structures of steel and iron. Traffic buzzed on the streets below. A light rail system winded through the city.

      The Warbird landed on the tarmac in Bay 123 without so much as a shudder. It felt like landing on a marshmallow. That type of guidance system would be nice for carrier landings at night back at home.

      I unbuckled my safety harness and climbed out of my seat. Tyler and I descended the ramp and were greeted by a robot. “Welcome to Tuluv Central Spaceport. The docking fee is 500 credits per day.”

      My eyes widened. That seemed expensive. But I didn’t know how much a credit was worth in this universe.

      Tyler wirelessly paid for the transaction out of Ruby’s account.

      “Thank you for your business,” the port bot said. “Please let me know if you need any additional services. We have a full maintenance team and the largest selection of supplies and parts in the galaxy.”

      “We need another quantum oscillator,” I said.

      “I’ll have one of our maintenance tech’s look at it. How long do you intend to stay in Tuluv?”

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure. Not more than a day, I would expect.”

      “I’ll contact your service bot with an estimate.”

      “Thanks.”

      We left the bay and weaved through the spaceport. People and aliens from all across the galaxy scurried through the facility. My eyes flicked about in awe, taking in all the various life forms. There were blue aliens, green aliens, red aliens, orange aliens. Some had tentacles, some had multiple appendages. There were eyes of every shape and color. I saw a cyclops, and I saw another alien with so many eyes I wouldn’t know where to look when speaking to him. Or her. I couldn’t tell.

      “He was a little snooty, don’t you think?” Tyler said. “Calling me a service bot.” He scoffed.

      “Well, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, technically. But it’s rude to assume. I’m much more than a service bot. And I have a lifetime of experiences that give me a unique perspective on the universe.”

      “I’m sure he didn’t mean anything by it.” I was finding out that Tyler was extremely sensitive.

      At the curb in front of the spaceport, we picked up an automated cab. The car drove us through the sprawling mega city. Traffic was a nightmare. Construction had closed off several streets and narrowed several others. The line of cars and taillights extended as far as the eye could see. It took an hour to go seven blocks. We could have gotten out and walked faster.

      The cab finally dropped us off on the corner of 123rd and Wilturn. By the time we realized we were in the wrong place, the cab had already sped away.

      I clenched my jaw and grumbled obscenities under my breath.

      Tyler pulled up a map of the city. “We’re not that far away. It’s just a few blocks over. I think you’re better off walking.”

      “I agree.”

      We snaked our way down the sidewalk, navigating the horde of pedestrians. Cars zipped by. Ion exhaust filled the air. Horns honked. Homeless begged for change. It was like any other major city, except it was halfway across the galaxy, and in another dimension.

      A guy ran past me and snatched a mobile phone from a girl’s hand as she was texting.

      I clenched my jaw and chased after the guy. Even in the Ultraverse, there were petty thieves. I wasn’t going to let him get away with it. My legs drove me forward as I sprinted down the sidewalk, weaving through the maze of people.

      I ran past the girl. Her wide eyes followed me, her mouth agape, shocked by the incident.

      The perp turned at the next block, then darted into the street. Horns honked and automated cars braked hard. Grills ate the pavement, narrowly missing the thief. The cars shouted warnings at the perp. “Caution. You have made an illegal crossing. Please be more careful.”

      I darted into the street after him, just as the cars began moving again. They abruptly halted and shouted the same warning at me.

      I followed the perp into a narrow alleyway. The sound of our footsteps echoed off the building walls. The narrow passage was littered with trash and scraps of paper. It smelled like stale garbage and piss.

      I was gaining on the bastard.
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      A chain-link fence blocked the alley. The thief leapt into the air, grabbed hold of the links, and pulled himself up.

      He didn’t get very far. I was right behind him. I leapt and grabbed the back of his jacket and flung him to the pavement. He smacked the ground flat and cracked his head against the concrete. The impact dazed him for a moment.

      I snatched the phone from his hand. The would-be thief scampered to his feet, then ran back the way he came.

      I didn’t bother chasing after him. I had gotten the girl’s phone back, and I had other business to take care of.

      I retraced my steps and made my way back to the scene of the crime.  Tyler hovered beside her. I handed the girl her phone, and her face lit up with glee.

      She was beautiful. She had pink hair and blue eyes and smooth skin. She wore a shiny silver outfit that hugged her form and exposed her toned midriff. She looked sweet and innocent, with a dash of naughtiness.

      “Thank you so much!” she said. “I’m Quinn.”

      “DE,” I said, shaking her hand. “I see you’ve met Tyler.”

      “Yes. He’s been keeping me entertained. You must let me give you some type of reward.”

      “That won’t be necessary.”

      “I insist.”

      “Seriously. It was no big deal. I can’t stand guys like that.”

      “It was my fault. I should have been paying more attention. I know better.”

      “Nonsense. It’s not your fault.”

      “Are you sure I can’t give you some type of reward? I’m going to feel guilty if I don’t give you something.”

      “I’m positive. Your thanks is enough.”

      There was an awkward silence.

      “Are you from around here?” she asked.

      “No. We’re here on…  business.”

      “Oh, are you here for the Interplanetary Trade Convention?”

      “No. Actually we’re here to get something from an apothecary.”

      “A love potion?” she asked with a smile.

      I grinned. “No.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m being nosy.”

      “No problem.” She was really cute, and I didn’t mind talking to her.

      “Well, I’ve taken enough of your time. I should let you get back to your business. Thank you again.” She bit her lip as she thought. “Are you sure  there’s nothing I can do for you?”

      “Really, it’s not necessary.”

      She looked disappointed. “Okay. Hope you enjoy your visit.”

      She thanked me again, then continued down the sidewalk. My eyes followed her. She was absolutely adorable.

      “I think you’re losing your touch,” Tyler said. “She was totally into you. You should have gotten her number.”

      “We are on a mission, remember? I don’t think I’ve got time to indulge in extracurricular activities.”

      “You had time to bag the hag.”

      I glared at him, playfully. “That’s not funny.”

      “It’s a little funny.”

      “Yeah, yeah, laugh it up.”

      We continued down the sidewalk and found the apothecary. Bottles of potions and serums lined the shelves. The air was filled with the scent of spices and herbs and rare ingredients.

      The store was empty. I strolled to the counter and rang the bell. There was no response. I exchanged a glance with Tyler, then rang the bell again.

      A moment later, an older man ambled from the storeroom. He had a round face and a large nose and wire-rimmed spectacles. He was bald on top and had a plump belly. He had a friendly face. “What can I do for you?”

      “I’m looking for Brikum Raal.”

      “You got him.”

      “I was told that you might be able to help me with some Velnox anti-venom.”

      “Let me see if I have the ingredients.” He turned around and perused the shelves. He squinted through the spectacles. It looked like he could barely read the labels. He pulled a bottle down, held it at arm’s-length, squinted again, then opened the top and sniffed it. His face crinkled from the foul odor.

      He replaced the top and put the bottle back on the shelf. He ran his finger along the bottles until he found what he was looking for. “Ah!”

      He took the second bottle down and went through the same process.  Then he handed the bottle to me. “What does that say?”

      “Suvla Extract.”

      He snatched the bottle back. “Oh, no. That’s not it.”

      Raal continued his search. “Here we go.” He pulled another bottle down and surveyed the ingredients. This time he didn’t show it to me. He seemed satisfied that he had the right ingredient. “This is it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I know my business, son.” He set the bottle on the counter and continued looking. He pulled two more bottles from the shelves and examined their labels. Both of the hand written labels fell off and fluttered to the ground. “Whoops!”

      He knelt down and scooped them up, grumbling to himself about which label went to which bottle.

      My eyes widened with disbelief. I gave a worried glance to Tyler and muttered, “Are you sure the hag knows what she’s talking about?”

      Raal fumbled with the labels and stuck them back on the bottles. I was pretty sure he had gotten them mixed up. He put one of them back on the shelf, then grabbed the bottle that he had set on the counter. “I’ll be right back. I just need to mix these up.”

      “Are you sure you’ve got the right ones?”

      Raal scowled at me. “Son, I’ve been making potions since before you were itching your daddy’s pants.”

      He slipped back into the storeroom. I glanced around at the various bottles on the wall. There were thousands of them.

      Raal returned a few moments later with a small tincture bottle. He set the main ingredients back on the shelf and set the tincture bottle on the counter before me. “There you go. Anti-venom for the Velnox. Guaranteed to work, if you follow the instructions.”

      “What are the instructions?”

      “Drink the whole bottle. Every last drop. No matter how bad it tastes.  Before the paralysis sets in! That’s important.”

      I took the dark amber bottle and looked at the liquid. “Guaranteed to work, huh?”

      “Guaranteed. Money back. Of course, if it doesn’t work, you’ll be dead. But, trust me. It will work.”

      His guarantee didn’t exactly instill confidence. “What do I owe you?”

      A wide smile tugged at his lips. “That will be 25,000 credits.”

      My eyes nearly popped out of their sockets. “25,000 credits?”

      “Take it or leave it.”

      I looked to Tyler. “Pay the man.”

      He cringed. “We don’t have that much in the account.”

      Raal snatched the tincture from my grasp and grumbled, “When you can come up with the money, you can have the tincture!”

      He stormed back into the storeroom.

      I let out a frustrated exhale. “What the hell are we going to do now?”
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      Part of me was wishing I would have taken the reward money from Quinn when she offered, though I doubt it would have been anywhere near 25,000 credits.

      Tyler and I stood on the sidewalk, contemplating our next move. “How much money is left in Ruby’s account?”

      “3275 credits.”

      “That’s all? I thought she was a powerful succubus with a vast fortune.”

      “She’s got most of her money tied up in stocks. I can’t access her brokerage account. I can only use a petty cash fund for groceries and other household expenses. It automatically gets replenished at the beginning of each month. I won’t be able to access her other accounts without written authorization, and I don’t think we’ll be able to get that until we rescue her.”

      I deflated. Our journey had barely started, and we were already hitting a seemingly insurmountable roadblock. Short of robbing a bank, I wasn’t sure how we were going to come up with the cash. And that wasn’t my style.

      A bus rumbled by, spitting exhaust into the air. The advertisement painted on the side caught my attention. Lucky Lou’s Casino.

      My eyes sparkled. “We are hitting the casino!”

      Tyler look skeptical. “Are you sure that’s such a good idea? We might end up in worse shape than we are right now. Besides, give some consideration to the name. Lucky Lou’s? Lucky Lose?” He said, accentuating the pun. “That place is for suckers.”

      “You’ve got a better idea?”

      “No.”

      “I say we give it a shot.”

      “Bots aren’t allowed on the casino floor. I can go in with you and purchase the game checks, but I’m forbidden from gambling.”

      We caught a cab over to Lucky Lou’s. The inside of the casino buzzed with activity. Lights flashed and bells dinged. People pulled slot levers. Coins erupted into trays. Dealers flicked cards. Roulette wheels spun. There were various other games that I didn’t recognize from around the galaxy. It was sensory overload, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.

      Tyler got a fat stack of game checks from the cashier and handed me the tray.

      “How much is here?” I asked.

      “That’s 2000 credits. I left enough in the account to pay for the Bay rental and any small miscellaneous expenses that we might incur while we are here. Namely food for you since I don’t need to eat.”

      I looked over the multicolored game checks. They were in denominations of 5, 10, 20, 50, 100, 200, and a single 500 chip. “I’ll meet you in the bar afterward.”

      “Blackjack has the best odds.”

      “That’s my game!” I said with confidence.

      I spun around and headed onto the busy floor. I perused the blackjack tables, deciding where to start. There were a few blackjack tables that seemed to be based on a card structure from the Ultraverse and other dimensions, but I stuck with the tables that had an Earth-based system.

      There were a surprisingly large amount of commercial influences from Earth in the Ultraverse. Brands had expanded into this dimension. It had been a completely untapped market. Now it was flooded with merchandise and marketing. You could find versions of products here that you never could back home.

      I figured there must have been supers working as CEOs or marketing executives in these companies, and they had the ability to move between dimensions. From what I gathered from Ruby, you could transport items between dimensions, if you possessed that ability—not every super did. But a large volume of commercial products would have to be manufactured within the Ultraverse. With as big and diverse as this dimension was, it would be a financial boon to any Earth-based corporation that could establish a foothold. I had seen advertisements for familiar soft drinks, beer, liquor, cigarettes, and even clothing designers. It got me thinking about all the companies on Earth. I wondered if some of them started in the Ultraverse?

      I took a seat at a 500 credit table. I could lose everything in a few hands, but I could also achieve our goal faster. Besides, it was the only table with an open seat.

      Standard etiquette was to wait until the dealer shuffled the shoe before entering, or you could ask the other players for permission. You didn’t want to jump into a game and get accused of messing up someone else’s mojo.

      I waited and watched, getting a feel for the game, the players, and the dealer. After a few hands, the dealer shuffled. I had seen some pretty talented dealers in Vegas do some fancy card work, but this guy had six arms. Watching him shuffle and deal was mind spinning. He was a purple alien with four eyes and an oblong head. He wore the standard dealer uniform of a tuxedo shirt, bow tie, and vest.

      I pushed a 500 credit game check into the betting circle and the dealer dealt me in. The cards had animated holographic images on them. They were really cool looking.

      I had a ten of diamonds and an ace of spades. Blackjack! I couldn’t restrain my grin. This was going to be my lucky day. I thought. Then shit went downhill.
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      I should have quit while I was ahead, or moved to another table, or found another game altogether. A string of losses had dropped me down to 510 credits. Things weren’t looking good.

      A scantily clad waitress sauntered by and offered me a drink. I figured I might as well have one on the house since they had taken most of my money, anyway.

      I took the glass of whiskey and slugged it down. The warmth burned my throat and heated my belly. Maybe it would change my luck.

      It was probably a bit of ego, or pride, or plain stubborn determination. But I stayed at the table. I wasn’t going to lose. It wasn’t in my nature to back down from a fight.

      I slid my last 500 credit check into the betting circle. I figured that would leave me 10 credits to start over at a lower minimum table—worst-case scenario.

      The dealer slid the cards out of the shoe and dealt them across the table. I gazed at the green felt and stared for a long moment at the ten of diamonds and ten of spades that lay before me. I breathed a huge sigh of relief. If I had another 500 credit check, I would have split. But as it was, I was happy for the win. The table paid out 1 to 1, and 3 to 2 for blackjack. I kept my bets modest from then on out, betting the table minimum.

      I hit a lucky streak.

      I brought my winnings up to 15,000 credits. A few players rotated out of the game, having gotten a run of bad luck.

      The floor boss whispered in the dealer’s ear, and I got the impression they were going to change dealers and bring in a new shoe after the next round.

      The casino didn’t like to lose.

      What I did next was stupid. Maybe I had guzzled too many whiskeys? Maybe I was high on adrenaline? At the time I felt like I was invincible. I pushed all of my checks into the betting circle.

      The first card the dealer set down was a jack of spades. I held my breath for the second.

      An ace of clubs.

      Yes!

      Cha-Ching!

      I hollered and hooted and must have looked like an idiot. All eyes fell upon me. The shit-eating grin on my face was a mile wide.

      The dealer slid 37,500 credits worth of checks across the green felt. It was time for me to leave the table. I wasn’t going to push my luck this time. I left a healthy tip for the dealer, stacked my checks neatly in a tray and pushed away from the table.

      I strutted through the casino like I owned the place. My plan was to get to the cashier, exchange the checks for cash, find Tyler in the bar, and get the hell out of here. But things didn’t work out as I had hoped.

      I felt a firm hand on my shoulder. Not a friendly hand. Not a pat on the back. The kind of grip that spelled trouble.

      The hand belonged to a big thick guy in a suit with an earpiece. He was too big for the suit he was wearing. If he flexed, the back of the jacket would rip. He had a brown flattop haircut and his head disappeared into his beefy shoulders. He was clearly casino security. “Excuse me Mr...”

      “Armstrong. Duane Earl Armstrong.”

      “I need a word with you. In private.”

      “What’s this about?”

      “It will only take a minute.”

      “You know, I’m really in a hurry. I’d like to collect my winnings and be on my way.”

      Two other towering security guards surrounded me.

      “Mr. Armstrong, we can do this the easy way or the hard way,” the beefy man said.

      I glanced around at the men surrounding me. “Okay, fine. I’ll give you a minute.”

      They escorted me off the floor and into a private room. The door locked behind me. The room was drab and spartan. There was a table and a few chairs. It looked like an interrogation room at a police station.

      I didn’t like the looks of it.

      One of the goons took my game checks. The other goon frisked me and took my plasma pistol.

      “Hey, what the fuck is going on here?”

      “He’s clean,” one of the guards said. “No transmitters.”

      “How did you do it?” the beefy guy asked.

      “Do what?”

      “You know what, you piece of shit.”

      My eyes narrowed at him. These bastards thought I cheated.

      “Come clean, and we’ll let you walk away. Without the money of course.”

      “I won that fair and square!”

      “Bullshit! Nobody gets on a streak like that. Not in this casino.”

      “Oh, so you’re admitting you rig the games here?”

      “Look, smart ass. Nobody steals from Mr. Lou.”

      “I’m telling you. I didn’t steal anything. Go watch the tapes. I know you’ve got cameras all over this place. You’re not going to catch me cheating, because I didn’t.”

      “You came in with the robot.”

      “So what?”

      “What do you have? Ocular and neural implants? Is he counting, then telling you how to play?”

      My face twisted up, enraged. “No!”

      “It would be a lot easier if you just came clean and told us how you did it. You’d be doing us a favor. That way we can catch scumbags like you in the future.”

      “All right. You wanna know how I did it.

      The big ogre leaned in attentively.

      “Well, first, I went over to your mom’s house last night…”

      I didn’t even get to finish my little story. The beefy man’s face crinkled with anger. The veins in his neck bulged, and his big meaty fist careened toward my face.
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      The beefy man’s fist cracked me in the face like a wrecking ball. Bones crackled. Blood splattered from my nose and lips. The impact wrenched my head to the side, and I felt a jolt of pain run down my spine.

      Another fist slammed my kidney. I arched around the blow while another fist buried itself in my gut. I doubled over and got a rather unwelcoming introduction to the beefy man’s knee.

      My nose crackled again.

      More blood spattered.

      The tinny metallic taste filled my mouth. That was pretty much the last thing I remember.

      I had always been able to hold my own in a bar fight. I had years of military experience and basic warrior training. But three goons in cramped quarters were too much for me.

      Shit. If I couldn’t kick these guys’ asses, how was I ever going to defeat Severin?

      I only blacked out for a few moments. When my vision and my wits came back to me I was flying through the air. I smacked the concrete in the alley behind the casino. The goons had hurled me toward a dumpster.

      “Don’t ever set foot in this casino again!” the beefy one yelled. He pulled the alley door shut and locked it behind him.

      I moaned and groaned as I lay on the concrete. Everything ached. My nose throbbed. My temples pulsed. I caught my breath and spit a pinkish mix of blood and goo onto the ground beside me. I tongued a tooth that wobbled. I hoped it wasn’t going to fall out. The inside of my cheeks had been shredded by my molars, having taken several blows to the face.

      I attempted to sit up, but felt a little woozy. I sat there for a moment feeling devastated. The goons had taken all my winnings and my plasma pistol. That money was our last hope for Ruby.

      I climbed to my feet and staggered out of the alleyway to the sidewalk. I glanced around, trying to get my bearings. Tyler was probably waiting for me in the casino bar, which I couldn’t get into. I had no way to communicate with him. I figured if I stood out front, maybe I could talk someone into going inside and getting him, or perhaps he’d come out, eventually.

      I took a step and accidentally bumped into someone. The glaring sun was in my eyes, and I couldn’t see who it was. I hoped they weren’t bigger than I was. I wasn’t in the mood for another fight. “Excuse me.”

      “Hey, it’s you,” a familiar voice said.

      I turned away from the sun and saw Quinn’s beautiful face.

      Her brow lifted with distress. “Oh, my God, what happened to your face?”

      “I had a little disagreement with someone’s fist.”

      “That’s terrible. Is there anything I can do?”

      “No. But, thank you anyway.”

      “What happened?”

      I told her the story.

      A frown tugged at her pretty face. “That’s just wrong!”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “I can’t believe you won 37,500 credits.”

      “Apparently, neither could they. I really needed that money too.”

      “For something important?”

      I told her about Ruby.

      “Maybe I can help? I owe you one anyway.”

      “No, you don’t,” I said. “And you certainly don’t owe me 25,000 credits.”

      “But you need the anti-venom to save your friend. That seems like a worthy cause to me. Think of it as a loan.”

      “Really? You’d do that?”

      “Sure.”

      “But you don’t know me from Adam.”

      “I like to think of myself as a pretty good judge of character,” Quinn said. “I’m confident you’ll pay me back. In one way or another.” She had a slightly flirty tone.

      “25,000 is a lot of money.”

      “I know.”

      “I promise. You’ll get every last credit back,” I said earnestly.

      “I trust you. Anybody who chases down a thief is okay in my book. Most people in this city won’t lift a finger to help you.”

      We walked around to the front casino and I waited while Quinn went inside and found Tyler. Then we headed back to the apothecary and paid Raal for the anti-venom.

      I took the tincture bottle from Raal and gazed at it with a healthy dose of skepticism. “And you’re sure this is going to work?”

      “Positive,” Raal said. “Guaranteed, remember?”

      I unscrewed the top and smelled the concoction. It had a spicy, minty smell.

      “Keep that sealed tight and out of direct sunlight. Prolonged exposure to either will weaken its effectiveness.”

      I nodded and sealed the tincture, then slipped it in my pocket.

      I thanked Quinn profusely for her generosity. But she thought nothing of it. To her, it was the equivalent of buying a friend lunch. I figured she must have been loaded.

      “You really should let me take you to a hospital and get your face looked at. Your nose is broken.”

      I shrugged. “It will add character.”

      “You’ve got enough character.” She grabbed my hand and pulled me out of the apothecary.

      Her hand was soft and smooth. It felt warm and almost radiated energy. There was something different about her.

      Quinn flagged down a cab, and we went to a minor emergency clinic. My military health insurance wasn’t going to be accepted here, so Quinn generously picked up the tab.

      The whole facility was automated. I signed in, and moments later a robotic nurse ushered me to a triage center. The robot waved a piece of smart glass in front of my face, creating a 3D scan that appeared on the display. The computer spit back a list of injuries. Broken nose, mild cerebral contusion, fractured orbital bone.

      I was in a lot worse shape than I thought.

      The robot sprayed a fine mist in my face. The tiny droplets absorbed through my skin. A moment later I couldn’t feel my cheeks. None of the cuts or scrapes on my face hurt. It was an advanced anesthetic.

      The robot adjusted my crooked nose and straightened my septum. I didn’t feel a thing.

      Another quick spray, and my nose felt like an icicle.

      “That will help reduce swelling,” the robot said. Then the mechanical nurse gave me an inhaler. “Take a few puffs on this.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s a fast acting regenerative compound. It will heal the fracture and reduce brain swelling.”

      I puffed on the device that looked like in e-cigarette. It tasted minty. After a few puffs, I started to feel pretty good. The regenerative compound combined with its anti-inflammatory properties brought the swelling down within moments.

      We checked out and were ready to head to the spaceport when Quinn asked, “Where are you staying tonight?”

      I shrugged. “I figured we’d get back on the road.”

      “Nonsense. You had a full day. You need to get some rest. Let yourself heal. Modern medicine is pretty miraculous, but nothing beats good old-fashioned rest. Why don’t you guys stay with me tonight? I’ve got plenty of extra room.”

      I was torn. Every minute wasted was another minute that Ruby had to suffer in captivity. But I knew I had a long journey ahead of me, and I wasn’t going to be able to complete it without being in tip-top shape. It would be foolish to turn down a spare bed for the night. It beat sleeping in a rack in one of the berthing compartments aboard the Warbird.

      “If it’s not too much trouble,” I said.

      Quinn smiled. “No trouble at all.”
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      Incredible.

      That was the only way to describe it.

      Quinn had the penthouse suite at the top of the Hurley Tower. The design was sleek and minimalist. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a panoramic view of the city that was breathtaking. Lights flickered and shimmered in the distance. She had a large terrace with an infinity pool. A kitchen with every gadget a chef could need. A fully stocked bar. A giant flat-screen display. An omni-phonic sound system that made it feel like a live band was inside your head.  A Picasso hung on the wall. I don’t know how it got here, or how she could afford it. But there it was.

      “I guess 25,000 credits is nothing to you,” I muttered.

      “I’ve been fortunate. I’ve made some good business decisions.” She smiled and left it at that. “Guest-rooms are down the hall, take your pick. The master bedroom is over here,” she said, pointing. It was information that she didn’t need to add. I wondered if it was a subtle invitation. “Can I get you anything to drink?”

      “Sure. Whiskey.”

      “Coming right up.” She moved the minibar. “Ice?”

      “Sure.”

      She scooped a few cubes into the glass then poured the amber liquid. The ice crackled and popped. She made one for herself, then we toasted.

      “To new friends,” Quinn said.

      “To new friends!”

      We clinked glasses and sipped the whiskey.

      “This is good stuff.”

      “It’s all the way from Ceti Zeta 3.”

      I didn’t even want to ask how much it cost. “I figured you’d have some type of service bot to take care of a place like this.”

      “I do. But I gave Conrad the week off. I sent him on a star cruise. He had never been on one before and I figured he could use a break.” She took another sip of her drink and gazed at me with those big blue eyes.

      There was an awkward pause.

      “So, I really don’t know much about you. And since you are staying in my home…”

      “What do you want to know?”

      She shrugged, pondering it for a moment. Then she changed subjects. “I love the view at sunset. Come on.”

      She grabbed my hand, pulling me to the terrace. We leaned against the railing, and the wind fluttered her pink hair. She stared at me with a quizzical look on her face. “So, what’s your most embarrassing memory?”

      I arched an eyebrow at her. “Really? That’s what you want to know?”

      “Yeah. I can tell a lot about a person by whether they’re willing to expose their vulnerabilities.”

      “Hmm. Let me think about this one.”

      “I take it you’ve had quite a few.” She grinned.

      “I’ve had my fair share. What about you?”

      “I asked you first.” She paused. “Okay. I’ll give you an easy one. What’s your greatest memory?”

      “Graduating the Naval Air Station. I’ve never felt so proud in my entire life.”

      “What’s your worst memory?”

      I didn’t have to think hard about that. The question hit me like a punch to the gut. It brought that painful moment rushing back.

      Quinn could see my obvious distress. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked that. You don’t have to answer.”

      “No. It’s okay. Sometimes the things you don’t want to talk about are the things you need to talk about.”  I paused for a moment and took a deep breath. “I was  sent in to extract a squad of special operators from a pretty hot LZ. We took heavy fire. A .50 cal round ruptured the fuel line. The helicopter went down in a twisted  wreck.”All the sounds, smells, and imagery of the moment came back to me. “My copilot’s head looked like a pumpkin that had been dropped from a 10 story building. I had picked up two Marines already. One had a broken leg, the other had a fractured hip, and a shattered femur. The helicopter caught on fire. I was able to get Cooper out. I went back for Murphy, but the bastards hit the wreckage with an RPG before I could get to him. I watched the wreckage explode in a brilliant amber ball of flames. The concussion knocked me to the dirt. There was nothing I could do. But I still felt responsible. For months, I kept running the scenario over and over in my mind, trying to work out a way that I could have saved both of them.” I paused, solemnly. “I don’t know. You can drive yourself crazy thinking about that kind of stuff.”

      “I’m sorry. That must be a terrible feeling.”

      I couldn’t argue with that.

      “Don’t worry. You’ll get Ruby back. You’ll save her.”

      “I hope so. I couldn’t live with myself if I failed her.”

      “She’s a very lucky girl.” Quinn sighed. “Why are all the good men taken?”

      “I’m not exactly taken. Ruby and I have an open relationship.”

      Quinn looked curious. “How does that work?”

      “I’m not sure. We’re still figuring it out. But there’s always room for more.”

      A mischievous glint sparkled in her eyes. “Hmm. So, I don’t have to feel guilty if I have a little too much to drink and accidentally seduce you?”

      “Nope. No guilt.”

      She smiled and took a sip of her drink. “Ready for another?”
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      I thought I had seen everything—demons, tiger ladies, elves, warlocks. I was sure there was nothing left in the Ultraverse that could shock me. I was wrong.

      Quinn poured me another drink, and we had a seat on the couch. One thing led to another, and our lips were locked. I liked the taste of her strawberry lip gloss. My hands traced the subtle curves of her body and fondled her perky breasts. Her silky tongue stroked mine. I licked her ear and sucked on her neck. She had the cutest moans.

      Her petite hands found their way between my legs and she stroked my hardness. Then she unfastened her top and slipped the straps from her shoulders. Her perky breasts bounced free. She had creamy skin and pretty pink nipples. My mouth was drawn to them. I sucked and flicked and nibbled gently.

      Quinn moaned with ecstasy.

      I worked my tongue down her toned abs and circled her bellybutton. Then I plunged toward her waistline. I pulled her skintight silver pants down over her hips. She wasn’t wearing any underwear. She had a tiny landing strip of pink hair. The curtains matched the drapes.

      She kicked her legs in the air as I pulled her pants off. Her round ass and her glistening peach looked glorious. She spread her legs, and her big eyes smoldered at me. She looked so innocent and naughty, all at the same time. She spread her legs, commanding me without words.

      I dove between her thighs. My tongue slithered its way up to her core. I slid my tongue all around her warm wet center, lapping up her juices. She tasted like candy. Seriously.

      She rocked her hips and her body writhed. It didn’t take long before a wave of ecstasy washed through her. I felt her warm juices flow over my tongue. She quivered and her legs tensed. She screamed with pleasure.

      Quinn grabbed my hair and pulled me up to her lips. Her mouth engulfed me, licking her own juices from my lips. “I need you inside me. Now!”

      I peeled off my clothes, and Quinn ogled my package. She licked her lips then plunged for my rod. Her mouth took me in with sweet strokes. Her pink hair fluttered as she bobbed her head, and her moans vibrated my shaft.

      She pulled her lips away and gave me a naughty glance. “Don’t come too fast.”

      “I won’t,” I said, trying to be optimistic.

      With as talented as this girl was, that was going to be a challenge. She wrapped her lips around me again and I struggled not to blow. I was ready to spackle her face with my honey.

      I guess she could sense I was on the brink. She pulled away, stood up, and sauntered into the bedroom. I watched her pert ass jiggle.

      When I got into the bedroom, she was on all fours. Her back was arched, and her ass was in the air. She looked back at me with innocent eyes, “Take me,” she cooed.

      I grabbed her hips, and I rubbed myself between her sumptuous cheeks. She reached her hand between her legs and grabbed hold of me. She lined me up with her slick center and guided me in. She clenched down as I pushed inside her, and she let out a passionate moan.

      She was so tight, I was worried I was going to hurt her. But she thrust her hips back against my pelvis and took my length. Her silky smooth core hugged me like a glove. Her ass cheeks slapped against my pelvis.

      I reached my hand around and fondled her mound, making her even wetter. Sweat covered our bodies, and my fingers were slick with her love.  Her moans crescendoed into a scream, and her muscles contracted. Her warmth flowed over me as she came again.

      She rolled onto her back, spread her legs and gently massaged herself.  I climbed on top of her and slid myself inside. Our slick skin rubbed against each other, her nipples pressed against mine. My hands grabbed her ass and her breasts. Our mouths melted into each other. I closed my eyes as I kissed her. We clasped hands and our hips continued thrusting passionately. The most bizarre thing happened when I open my eyes.

      I was kissing myself.

      I pulled away. “Whoa! What the fuck?”

      I looked down, and I had breasts! I realized I was in Quinn’s body, and not the way I wanted to be.

      She giggled. Or rather, I watched myself giggle. “Sorry. I should’ve told you. I’m a super. One of my powers is body swapping. Sometimes it happens when I get excited. I didn’t mean to.”

      There was a flash, and we switched places again.

      I felt relieved to be back in my body. “So that’s what it feels like to be on the other side?”

      “Ever wonder what multiple orgasms feel like?” She giggled again.

      “Sure.”

      “Now you can find out.”

      “Sounds intriguing, but I’ll stick with my perspective for now.”

      Honestly, it felt good either way. But I couldn’t really wrap my head around it. I mean, I had as big an ego as anybody else, but I didn’t necessarily want to make love to myself. It gave a whole new meaning to the term go fuck yourself.

      “What are your other powers?”

      “I might tell you, eventually.”

      My curiosity was piqued.

      It didn’t take long for Quinn’s sweet motion to get me back on track again. She rocked her hips against mine, squeezing tight. I spread her legs, putting my arms underneath them. I hammered her home, pile driving her slickness. The bed  bounced, and I swear we got airborne a few times.

      “Yes! Yes!” she screamed. “Come in me! Come, baby, Come!”

      She didn’t have to ask twice.

      I exploded, sending pulse after pulse of honey into her sweet center.

      She wrapped her legs around me and squeezed tight. I collapsed on top of her, drenched in sweat, as she continued to milk me.

      She wrapped her arms around me and squeezed me. We kissed each other for a few moments, then I rolled aside. She flung her arm across me and rested her head on my chest.

      “Thank you,” she breathed. “I really enjoyed that.”

      “I did to.”

      I could tell she liked me. I could feel the vibes coming from her. She felt good in my arms. She had soft skin and lustrous hair and I felt like she had a good soul. Plus she was great in bed and had that sweet-dirty thing down. I felt like I had only seen the tip of the iceberg. She was the kind of girl that seemed inventive and creative and didn’t mind trying new things. Not someone you’d get bored with easily.

      “I know this was probably just a onetime thing, and I’m totally okay with that…  but if you find yourself back on Capricorn again, look me up,” she said.

      “I will.”

      “I mean it. You’re fun.”

      “You are too,” I said sincerely.

      “I’m sure you say that to all the girls.”

      “Not as many as you may think.”

      “But you already have a few.”

      “Like I said, there’s always room for one more.”

      She rolled her eyes, playfully.

      We lay in a post-sex state of bliss. A warm, fuzzy, dreamy state that was almost like being high. Endorphins and dopamine swirled in my brain.  Oxytocin and serotonin flooded my synapses. All the chemicals of attraction and attachment working their magic. I nodded off and woke up the next morning with the sun beaming in through the windows. I looked to my side and Quinn was gone.
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      I wouldn’t have thought I was going to feel like this. As I slid my hand across the sheets and felt the emptiness, my stomach twisted and the breath escaped my lungs. It felt like I had been abandoned.

      I didn’t know if this was some kind of sense memory reaction that could be attributed to my feelings of abandonment after my divorce? Or my feelings of abandonment after Ruby was taken? Maybe I did have an abandonment issue that I hadn’t been acknowledging?

      Was I starting to like this girl?

      I didn’t want to think about it. It was silly. And a little too touchy-feely for me. It was just a brief sensation. Then the smell of breakfast hit my nostrils, and I realized Quinn hadn’t left after all.

      Geez, did that body swap thing somehow make me more sensitive? I hope not.

      I poked my head out of the bedroom and saw Quinn cooking in the kitchen.

      “Morning, sleepyhead.”

      “Good morning.”

      “I hope you like pancakes.”

      “Of course I like pancakes.”

      Tyler hovered beside her, pouring the batter, while she flipped the pancakes.

      “I’ve got coffee brewing too,” she said.

      The sweet aroma filled the air. “I thought I smelled something familiar.”

      “It’s a blended Sumatra all the way from Earth. They really do have the best coffee.”

      “I’m going to hop into the shower.”

      “This will be ready when you get out.”

      I got cleaned up, dressed, and found my way to the breakfast table. A fat stack of blueberry pancakes with butter and maple syrup waited for me. At least I think they were blueberries. I’m not sure. They tasted like blueberries.

      The pancakes were great. But I was filled with nervous anticipation. Once I finish the meal, it would be time to leave and embark on our next quest. I wanted to take Quinn with me. But I knew she wouldn’t just up and leave with a guy she just met. It seemed like she had a great life here. Why would she want to take off with me and go gallivanting across the galaxy, trying to save a woman she never met?

      After breakfast I gathered my things, and we said our goodbyes in the doorway.

      “Thank you, for everything. And I promise, I will pay you back.”

      Quinn flung her arms around me and squeezed me tight. “I know this sounds crazy, but I am going to miss you.”

      “I’m going to miss you too.”

      There was a long awkward silence. I think we were both feeling more than we were willing to verbalize.

      “You could always come with me.”

      She was silent a moment. “I can’t.”

      “I understand. It would be a crazy thing to do. And it’s going to be dangerous.”

      “You be careful out there. I know you’ll bring her back.” She kissed me, and her eyes brimmed. She wiped the tears from her cheeks. “Ugh. I hate goodbyes. Go.” She forced a smile.

      I kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll be in touch.”

      “No you won’t.”

      “Ye of little faith.” I turned and walked out the door. Tyler followed. I couldn’t help but feel like I was walking away from someone special.

      I pressed the call button at the elevator banks and waited for the lift. The bell dinged, and the door slid open. I stepped inside and pressed the button for the ground floor.

      “She was cool,” Tyler said.

      “Yeah, she was. You think Ruby would like her?”

      “Indeed.” We plunged down so fast, my stomach was in my throat.

      The bell rang, and the elevator door slid open. I marched through the lobby, pushed through the main doors and stood on the sidewalk and flagged down a cab. I held open the door for Tyler, and he zipped inside. Before I could climb in after him, a familiar voice massaged my ears.

      “Hey, wait for me,” Quinn said.  She huffed for breath, running after us.

      “Change your mind?”

      “You only live once.” She slipped into the cab and sat between me and Tyler.

      “Central Spaceport,” I commanded.

      The car pulled away from the curb and whisked us through the city. Quinn grabbed my hand, and I smiled. She leaned on my shoulder.

      I watched as the buildings blurred by. We were lucky to avoid the heavy traffic.

      “Where are we off to?” Quinn asked.

      “3 Orion Cephei. Ever been?”

      “Ew. You’re not serious, are you?”

      “That bad, huh?”
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      “I’m afraid I have some bad news,” the spaceport bot said as he greeted us on the tarmac.

      I cringed. I didn’t need anymore bad news. “What is it?”

      “Our maintenance techs were unable to repair your quantum oscillator. We didn’t have a spare part, and despite an exhaustive search on my part contacting other supply houses, there doesn’t seem to be one available in the city. I can have one shipped here. But it will take two weeks since it’s coming from Epsilon Minor 2.”

      “I guess we’ll just have to hope this one holds out,” I said.

      “I would advise against it,” the bot said. “According to the senior tech, the current configuration is unsafe and could result in a catastrophic failure.”

      I turned to Quinn. “Are you sure you still want to come? It’s not too late to back out.”

      “I made my decision. I’m going to stick with it.”

      “Tyler, pay the man, and let’s get this show rolling.”

      Tyler wirelessly paid the rental fee with the last of Ruby’s funds and we climbed aboard the Warbird. I gave Quinn a brief tour, then slid into the pilot seat and powered up the craft. I went through the standard preflight checks, and the system diagnostic returned a warning about the quantum oscillator. I ran the diagnostic again, and all systems came back green.

      I engaged the vertical thrusters and lifted from the tarmac. I pulled on the control column, throttled the main thrusters, and rocketed toward space.  Once we had left the planet and reached a safe distance, Tyler programmed in jump coordinates for 3 Orion Cephei. It was never a good idea to make a quantum jump too close to a heavy mass object. Too many things could go wrong.

      I had a few hours to kill before we reached the planet, and I couldn’t think of a reason not to indulge myself in Quinn’s sweet delights. I pinned her against the bulkhead and hammered her senseless. Her screams of pleasure filled the corridors. The vibration of the engines added an extra special twist to things.

      We slipped back into the cockpit and tried to act like nothing happened, but Quinn’s tousled hair gave us away. That, and the satiated grins on our faces.

      Tyler gave me a knowing glance. I’m sure he heard us.

      We reached 3 Orion Cephei, and I navigated the craft south of the equator. Tyler said the tomb was located near the city of Trabuul, but he didn’t know exactly where. We were going to have to find a guide to show us the way.

      Trabuul was more of a mining outpost than a city. There was an ongoing conflict between the tribal people and the mega-corporation that was trying to expand their operation into sacred tribal land.

      The outpost was a hodgepodge of prefabricated colony structures. The modular components could be stacked and connected in a variety of ways making simple dwellings or complex office environments. A central power generator wirelessly supplied electricity to the colony. Temporary roads had been placed throughout the main section of the colony structures, but at the edge of the outpost, streets turned to muddy paths that could stop even the most robust truck in its tracks during monsoon season.

      The spaceport was an open field that had been sectioned off. Air traffic control consisted of one guy who was there part time.

      Dense jungle covered this area of the planet. There was a stark contrast where the verdant jungle ended and the land had been clear-cut, leaving nothing but reddish brown dirt. Towering mining bots carved the soil, scouring the land for valuable trivantium ore.

      We touched down, and the landing gear sunk into the soft ground. I powered down the ship and moved to the hatch. I pressed a button on the bulkhead and the ramp lowered. Hot humid air smacked me in the face like a wet rag. The thick air felt like walking through soup. The blazing sun towered high in the sky, beating down on the back of my neck as we made the short walk into town. It didn’t take long for a thin film of sweat to cover my body. A few large mining trucks rolled through the city. Pedestrians strolled here and there. A drunk stumbled out of the bar and listed down the sidewalk like a sailboat tacking against the wind. I figured that was as good a place as any to get some information about the area and perhaps find a guide to the tomb.

      A neon sign flashed above the entrance: Gold Diggers.

      For the middle of the day, the bar was packed. A smoky haze filled the air. It was brimming with grungy mine workers and pleasure bots.

      I leaned against the bar and waved, trying to get the bartender’s attention. After a few moments he strolled over to me. “What will it be?”

      He was a big burly guy with a beard. Tattoos sleeved his arms.

      “I’m looking for a guide to take us to the Tomb of Netrak.”

      He sneered at me and leaned in. “There’s a tour company two blocks over. They’ll take you around the mine, show you some tribal artifacts, and you can get your picture taken in front of a statue. Then you can go back to wherever you came from and tell all your friends that you visited the Tomb of Netrak.” He walked off.

      “I’m not a tourist.” I shouted after him.

      The man next to me leaned over. “Trust me. You don’t want to go to the tomb. It’s cursed.”

      “I’m not superstitious.”

      “You should be.” His eyes drooped and his face was flush from the liquor. He’d been sitting at the bar all morning. He had curly reddish-brown hair and a bushy beard, and his face and clothes were covered in grease and grime.

      “Do you know where I can find a guide?” I asked.

      “There are a lot of people that say they know where the tomb is, but they’ll just end up leading you around in circles. You might see some tribal statues if you’re lucky.”

      I frowned.

      “But I know a guy who’s the real deal. I can take you to him.”

      I couldn’t tell if this guy was full of shit or not, but I didn’t have much else to go on. “Where is this guy?

      “Not far. It’s going to cost you. You’ll have to negotiate the fee with him. And, I’ll need a little something for the effort, of course.”

      “Of course.”

      He gulped his drink down, then looked at me and jiggled his glass. “One for the road?”

      I flagged down the bartender and got the man another round. Tyler transferred funds.

      The man slugged the drink down, then let out a refreshed gasp. He grinned and shook my hand. “The name’s Clint McGraw.”

      I introduced myself, Quinn, and Tyler.

      Clint led us around the corner to a warehouse where a crowd had gathered, watching two men fight. The cavernous space was filled with hoots and hollers. Men waived paper money in their hands, gambling on the outcome.

      Clint pointed to the small guy in the ring. He fought a big orange alien twice his size. The ogre’s wrecking ball fist careened through the air and smashed into the man’s face. His jaw twisted sideways as the blow launched him into the air. He crashed to the ground and blood dripped from his lips. “That’s the guy you want to talk to. Goes by the name Brody.”

      I grew concerned Brody wasn’t going to survive the fight.
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      It was like a gruesome accident on the highway. Painful to watch, but you couldn’t look away. The big orange alien had Brody in a chokehold. His eyes bulged and his face reddened. He clawed at the creature’s arms. His feet dangled off the ground.

      I was convinced we would need to look for another guide.

      I knew better than to judge a fighter by their size. The small scrappy guys often had more heart and determination. But I couldn’t see how this was going to end other than badly for Brody. He looked like he was about to pass out.

      He had curly dark hair, tanned skin that looked closer to leather, and dark eyes. His shirtless chest was well defined, though he wasn’t overly muscular. He wore long pants and his bare feet were stained black from the dirty floor.

      This was a bare-knuckled brawl.

      Just when the curtain was going down on Brody, he hammered a foot into the alien’s groin. The beast groaned and doubled over. Brody slithered free of his grasp and launched an uppercut to the ogre’s jaw. His big orange head snapped back. Brody planted another swift kick into the alien’s gonads.

      The beast yelped.

      Brody jumped into the air and round-housed the alien. Green blood spewed as the alien’s jaw twisted to the side. The hulking behemoth crashed to the ground with a thud. Out cold.

      There were screams of joy and moans of defeat.

      A sly grin curled on Brody’s lips. He strolled to collect his winnings with a confident swagger. He took the cash from a man at ringside, counted it, then stuffed the currency into his pocket. He grabbed his shirt that was resting atop a container and slipped on his shoes.

      He received pats on the back and handshakes from adoring fans, and dirty scowls from those who had lost money.

      I waited for the hubbub to die down, then approached him. “That was pretty impressive work.”

      “Thank you. I get lucky now and then.”

      Something told me that it was a little more than luck. I pulled up his stat screen, but it didn’t reveal any superpowers. Either he didn’t have any, or he could conceal them. I suspected the latter. “I hear you might be able to guide us to the Tomb of Netrak.”

      His curious gaze surveyed me. “I don’t take tourists to the tomb.”

      “Do I look like a tourist?”

      He glanced to my companions. “Sort of.”

      “I guess I’ll just take my money elsewhere.” I turned to my companions. “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”

      “That won’t be necessary. Far be it from me to refuse money from a dead man.”

      “You can cut the scare tactics.”

      “I’m just saying… I’ve taken a few people up there, and none of them have ever exited the tomb. Make of it what you will.”

      “When can you take us?”

      “It’s a two-day hike into the mountains. We're going to need food, camping gear, plenty of water, and a couple tribal sherpas to carry it all.”

      “Can’t we take an aerial vehicle up there?”

      Brody chuckled. “No. Not unless you want to draw the wrath of the Zokathu natives. The forest is sacred, there is a strict no-fly zone. We are taking our chances going in there on foot.” Brody motioned to a nearby alien who joined us. “This is Eratu.  He is an excellent mountaineer. He knows this jungle like the back of his hand.”

      We shook hands.

      Eratu was a green spotted alien, with three prongs at the top of his head that folded over like a joker’s cap. He had long slender fingers and toned, sinewy muscles. He had a thin, narrow face. He had yellow eyes and vertical pupils like a viper.

      “Eratu is a tribal native, and he will serve as a translator should we encounter any Zokathu warriors.”

      I cringed. Warriors? Curses? Rugged terrain? This was going to be more challenging than I had anticipated.

      “Now let’s talk about price,” Brody said. “50,000 credits.”

      My eyes bulged. Tyler and I exchanged a disappointed glance.

      “25,000 now, and 25,000 when we return to the outpost,” Quinn said.

      Brody pondered this for a moment. “Fair enough. We’ll leave in the morning. Meet me at the corner of Main and 29th at the edge of town. 6am.”

      We shook hands, and Brody left with Eratu.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I said to Quinn.

      She smiled. “Yes I did. You wouldn’t have a guide otherwise.”

      “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “Just don’t forget that.” She winked.

      We bunked in the Warbird for the night, then met Brody and Eratu in the morning. Two other sherpas joined us carrying packs of gear and supplies. We followed Brody as he hacked and slashed his way through the dense jungle with a plasma machete. It sliced through the thick foliage with ease.

      The triple canopy of green leaves kept the direct sunlight from beating down on us. But the jungle was still oppressively hot. The dappled rays of sunlight filtered to the underbrush. Sweat covered my body. The incline of the foothills quickly made my heart pound and my quads burn. I considered myself to be in good shape, but within half an hour I was already feeling drained. I hadn’t humped hills since basic training. All those years piloting an attack helicopter had apparently made me soft.

      The heat and the rugged terrain weren’t the worst of it. The swarm of bugs buzzing my ears and stinging my neck drove me insane. I found myself constantly slapping and swatting at the noxious critters.

      “You all have gotten your vaccinations, haven’t you?” Brody asked as he saw me squish one of the bloodsuckers against my skin.

      “Vaccinations?”

      He laughed and shook his head. “Yeah, these jungle-hawks carry all kinds of diseases. I’ve seen the toughest of men go down within an hour of a sting.”

      I grimaced at the discomforting news. But it was too late now.

      The jungle was filled with creepy crawly slithery things. You couldn’t sit down for more than a minute without something crawling on you.

      “If we run into any Zokathu warriors,” Brody said, “do not make any sudden moves. Show no hostility.  And pray that Eratu can talk his way out of trouble. Trespassing on sacred grounds is punishable by death in the Zokathu culture.”

      “Good to know,” I said.

      We slogged through the underbrush, crossed murky streams, and advanced deep into the jungle.  Tyler breezed along like it was no big deal, hovering above the muck and foliage. I was quite envious.

      If you didn’t know where you were going, it would be impossible to find your way out. Everything looked the same. Between the heat and exhaustion you’d probably travel around in circles until you died of exposure.

      We reached an area that Brody thought would be suitable for a campsite. Brody built a fire, and the sherpas threw small discs the size of hockey pucks onto the ground that expanded into small housing structures about the size of a two-person tent.

      Nightfall brought more bugs, but the fire seemed to keep them at bay.

      We ate MREs around the fire and told stories. The food wasn’t half bad. I had some type of cheese tortellini thing. If these were anything like the MREs back home, I was going to be blocked up for the next few days. Which, in this environment, probably wasn’t a bad thing.

      I kept hearing twigs snap and leaves rustle as something moved around the campsite. My eyes flicked to the darkness. There was something out there, stalking us.
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      Brody laughed at my paranoia.

      I didn’t think it was so funny. I had lost my side arm back on Capricorn when the casino thugs took it from me. I saw that Brody had a plasma pistol holstered to his belt. Eratu and the sherpas carried hunting knives. Along with Brody’s plasma machete, those were our only defenses.

      “Relax,” Brody said. “The Jorkas will circle all night. But they won’t come near the flame.”

      “Jorkas?” I asked.

      “Jungle cats. Similar to panthers on Earth. But far more fierce. Fortunately, they frighten easy.”

      Eratu and the Zokathu sherpas chuckled like they were all in on some joke.

      Despite his cavalier attitude, I remained concerned, and planned to check on the fire multiple times throughout the night.

      “I think I’m going to power down in the trees tonight,” Tyler said. “It might be safer.”

      Quinn sat beside me and threw an arm around my waist. I put my arm around her and pulled her close. “I guess you really didn’t bargain for this, did you?”

      “It’s an adventure, I’ll say that.”

      Brody’s split lip and his bruises from yesterday’s fight had healed. There wasn’t so much as a scab on his face. It was further confirmation that he had some special abilities. “Tell me about the fight yesterday?”

      Brody smiled. “Got lucky.”

      “I think it was a little more than luck.”

      We stared at each other for a moment.

      “You’re a super, aren’t you?”

      He chuckled. “Oh, no. Not me. I’m less than average.”

      “Taking down the big guy wasn’t less than average.”

      He exchanged a glance with Eratu. “Okay. You got me. I’ve got some regenerative capabilities and a little extra strength. It lets me pick up a little extra money in the fights.”

      “Nobody knows, right?”

      “Eratu knows. Raku and Blortuk know. But they keep my secret.” He grinned. “A guy’s got to make a living, doesn’t he? It’s not every day I get some fool to pay me 50,000 credits to take them to a cursed tomb.”

      They all laughed.

      Brody was a little smarmy, and I can’t say that I liked him much. But we needed him. I just hoped that he was leading us down the right path and that this wasn’t one of his scams.

      We cleaned up after dinner, stoked the fire, and called it a night. I crawled into one of the tents with Quinn. The walls of the structure were soft and pliable and not totally opaque. I could see the glimmer of the fire through the translucent fabric. We unfurled our sleeping bags, and they expanded into fluffy cocoons.

      I peeled off my clothes, and Quinn crawled into my bag and snuggled up with me.

      “I never had sex in a jungle before,” she cooed.

      Far be it from me to deprive her of that. Her smooth warm body rubbing up against me made things instantly stiff. Her soft lips pressed against mine. Our tongues danced, and my hands caressed her supple curves. I rolled on top of her and she wrapped her legs around me.

      She whispered in my ear, “Don’t make me scream too loud.”

      Our hips gently rocked against each other. My shaft slid over her wetness. She was primed and ready to go. I parted her lips and slid myself inside slowly.

      Quinn gasped and quickly covered her mouth. I took long easy strokes.  Her silky slickness felt divine.

      We tried not to get too crazy. We were in the middle of the jungle and had neighbors after all. Despite our best efforts to remain covert, Quinn’s moans grew louder. They finally crescendoed with a scream that echoed through the forest as I filled her with my steamy goodness.

      My sweaty body collapsed atop hers. We were sopping wet. The inside of the tent felt like a sauna.

      I rolled aside and relaxed, watching the flickering flames in a state of bliss.

      My eyes widened as the shadow of a giant jungle cat played against the side of the tent. A deadly Jorka had found its way into camp. And it didn’t seem to be afraid of the fire.
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      I climbed out of the sleeping bag, and fumbled for my clothes, trying not to make a sound. I don’t know what I was planning on doing—I didn’t have a weapon. I moved to the opening of the tent and peeled open the flap to get a look at the fearsome creature.

      I burst into laughter when I saw the thing. It was no bigger than a house cat. The shadow from the fire had made it look enormous.

      The small cat meowed at me, then ran off.

      I pulled my head back into the tent and closed the flap. Then I crawled back into bed with Quinn. We shared a good laugh and settled in for the night.

      The morning was damp and somewhat cool. It wouldn’t stay that way for long. The sherpas packed the gear and collapsed the tents back into small pucks. We continued up the mountainside, heading for the tomb.

      Another full day of hacking through the dense underbrush and fighting bugs and we were almost to our destination. We came upon a tall totem carved out of stone with a stylized face. Dried blood had been scrawled on the stone, and Eratu and the two sherpas’ eyes filled with fear. They stopped in their tracks and refused to go any farther.

      “What’s the problem?” I asked.

      “This is as far as they will go,” Brody said. “The blood is new. It means the Zokathu are angry, and will kill trespassers.”

      “But aren’t they tribal natives?” I said.

      “Yes, but their association with the settlers have made them outcasts. They will be treated as outsiders. Are you sure you want to continue?”

      “I don’t have a choice.”

      “You’re not after the riches in the tomb, are you?” Brody said, knowingly.

      “I don’t care about riches.”

      “Interesting.” He pondered this. “You seek the dagger?”

      “Maybe.”

      “The dagger is worth more than all the jewels in the tomb.”

      “Have you been inside?”

      “No. I’m not that stupid. This is all speculation of course. Like I said, no one that’s entered has ever come out.”

      “That’s folklore and legend,” I said, dismissively.

      “Believe what you want to believe,” Brody said.

      Eratu and the others agreed to wait for us here while we continued to the tomb. It was maybe another quarter-mile.

      We had walked 100 yards when they took off back down the mountainside, leaving us to fend for ourselves. We had no food, no water, and no shelter. They might as well have killed us.

      My body tensed and I clenched my fists. I glared at Brody. “Nice friends you’ve got there.”

      “I’m just as pissed as you are.” He knew the gravity of the situation.

      “What the hell are we going to do without water?”

      “Relax. I know the jungle. We’ll live off the land. It will be more work, and we’ll be minus the comforts of home, but we’ll survive.”

      I took a deep breath and tried to calm down. Getting bent out of shape wasn’t going to solve anything.

      Tyler chased after the sherpas.

      “Where are you going?” I yelled.

      “To recover food and water!” He vanished into the thick foliage.

      Quinn didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to. Her worried eyes said enough.

      “We’ve come this far,” Brody said. “No sense turning back now.”

      He kept marching through the foliage. We passed a few more scary totems, then reached the entrance to the tomb. The entrance was the mouth of a giant stone face carved into the mountainside.

      “I did my job,” Brody said. “I got you to the tomb. It’s all you from here on out. I’ll wait here for two hours. If you’re not back by then, you’re not coming back.” He paused solemnly. “Good luck.”

      “Thank you.” I turned my attention to Quinn. “You don’t have to come with me if you don’t want to.”

      “You think I can’t handle a dark spooky tomb?”

      I grinned. “Something tells me you could handle just about anything.”

      I asked Brody if he’d let me borrow the machete. He hemmed and hawed for a moment, then handed it over.

      Quinn and I walked through the giant mouth. The light from the entrance faded quickly. I activated the plasma blade, and the blue glow illuminated the passageway. Cobwebs dangled from the corners. Creepy crawly things slithered in and out of the cracks in the stone walls. Quinn took hold of my hand and squeezed tight. She might have acted like she wasn’t afraid, but I could tell this wasn’t her favorite place to be.

      A gust of wind blew through the tunnel. It rustled our hair. The damp, cold air smelled of death.

      A low pitched groan echoed through the passageway. It was as if the tomb itself was warning us to turn back. Quinn and I exchanged a wary glance.

      We continued to push into the blackness when, suddenly, wall sconces flickered to life, burning with amber flames.

      It was creepy. I was beginning to think that maybe there was something to the curse after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

      

    

    
      I saw a skull on the ground. A few more steps, and I saw a femur. Then a rib cage. Then metacarpals. As we pushed farther down the passageway, we saw more and more skeletons. Some were intact, some had been torn to shreds.

      We reached an antechamber that contained a few artifacts made from shiny trivantium. Necklaces and other jewelry made with rare gemstones littered the area. I scanned the artifacts, looking for the dagger, but I didn’t see it. My guess was that it was buried with Netrak, a legendary King of the Zothaku. I learned from Eratu that Adynio is their God. And it is believed the dagger was forged by Adynio himself in the Eternal Fires and given to Netrak to defend his people from the immortals.

      We continued into the tomb itself. A sarcophagus sat atop a riser in the center of the rotunda. Amber flames flickered, illuminating the area. Stone statues of Zokathu warriors rimmed the walls, as if protecting the tomb.

      I crept toward the sarcophagus, gripping the machete. The glowing plasma beam crackled and arced like a bug zapper around the edge of the blade.

      The sarcophagus was made out of a stone material similar to marble. It had ornate carvings and a heavy stone lid.

      I moved to the sarcophagus and placed my hands on the lid. I pushed with all my might. My face reddened, and the veins in my neck bulged, but the damn thing wouldn’t budge. I strained again without success.

      Quinn chuckled. “Let me give you a hand with that. She stepped to the stone coffin and pushed the top aside with ease. The heavy stone lid ground against the sarcophagus, echoing throughout the tomb.

      My wide eyes gazed at her in disbelief. “How did you do that?”

      She shrugged. “I’m a super. I have a little strength and speed along with my ability to body swap.”

      “You’re tougher than you look.”

      “I know.” A sly grin tugged at her lips.

      Inside the sarcophagus lay King Netrak. He was remarkably well preserved. His weathered skin held his bones together like wrinkled old leather. But his features were still somewhat discernible, even after a thousand years in a damp tomb.

      Clutched in his hand was the dagger. I pried his creaky, dusty fingers from the hilt. I grabbed the dagger and blew the dust and cobwebs off the blade. It still had a razor-sharp edge, and the metal had suffered no corrosion.

      [Dagger Quest Complete.]

      I grinned with satisfaction as I marveled at the blade.

      I may have acquired the dagger, but the quest was far from over. We still had to escape the tomb. And that wasn’t going to be easy.

      The stone statues guarding the tomb came to life. They crackled and rumbled as they began to move. Dust fell from their joints as they staggered from their pedestals.

      “Here, take this!” I said, handing the dagger to Quinn.

      We stood back to back, surrounded by these warriors. They closed in, gripping stone spears.

      I sidestepped as a spear thrust toward me. I hacked at it with the machete, slicing it in half. Then I backhanded the blade across the warrior’s throat, severing its head. The stone head toppled away smashing the stone floor. The headless body crumbled and collapsed.

      Another spear plunged toward me. I dodged the sharp tip and chopped at the spear.

      Quinn moved like lightning. All I could really see was a blur of pink hair and her silver suit. She weaved through the cadre of warriors, hacking and slashing. In the blink of an eye she had downed four of them. She hadn’t flaunted her superpower until now. It was impressive to say the least.

      I dodged more spears and hacked at stone warriors. Soon the tomb was littered with chunks of rock and debris. The guardians were reduced to rubble. The air filled with dust and haze.

      Quinn did most of the work. I took out four of them while she took out the other six. We exchanged a triumphant glance and smiles pulled at our lips. But it didn’t last long.

      The fragments of stone rolled across the floor, stacking themselves back together, reforming the warriors.

      My eyes widened at the sight. “I think it’s time we get the hell out of here!”

      “Good idea.”

      I grabbed Quinn’s hand, and we ran back into the main passageway. The wall sconces flickered out, and once again darkness enveloped us. The glow of my plasma blade illuminated the passageway.

      My legs drove me forward, and my chest heaved for breath. I ran as fast as I could toward the brilliant light at the end of the passageway. I knew Quinn could run faster. “Go ahead. I’ll catch up.”

      “I’m not leaving you.”

      I appreciated the sentiment, but the tomb began to rumble. Debris fell from the ceiling. The floor gave way beneath my feet. I was barely able to stay ahead of the collapsing stone tiles. I could hear them fall away into the abyss and clatter several hundred feet below.

      Suddenly, my feet weren’t touching the ground. What the hell was going on? Quinn had scooped me into her arms. She ran down the passageway like a bat out of hell, leaving the crumbling floor behind.

      Holy amaze-balls!

      This petite little thing rocketed me down the passageway. We rushed into the light and she set me back on my feet.

      I gazed at her with astonishment.

      Quinn shrugged innocently. “I wasn’t going to let you die back there, silly,” she said in between breaths.

      “You’re pretty fast.”

      “I’m good at sprinting. Not so much with endurance. I burn out pretty quick.”

      “Is there anything else about you that I should know?” This girl got more and more incredible all the time. I felt my affection for her deepen.

      “I’ve got one more power that I may tell you about later,” she said coyly. “She handed me the dagger.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief and looked around for Brody.

      I found him. And I wished I didn’t. I was on the wrong end of his plasma pistol.

      “I’ll take that,” he said, nodding at the dagger.

      We had been through a hell of a lot, and I wasn’t eager to hand the weapon over. I wanted to wipe the smarmy smirk from his face.

      “Give it to me now, or I’ll fry your face off.” He nodded to Quinn. “I know the girl is quick. But so am I. So, don’t try anything stupid.”

      I scowled at him and handed over the blade.

      “I’ve got to hand it to you. I’m impressed. I didn’t think you’d make it out alive. But I figured I’d hang around just in case. You have no idea how much this dagger is worth.”

      “I’m beginning to get the picture.”

      “I’m sorry it has to end this way, but I can’t let you live. I don’t need you coming after me.” His finger gripped the trigger and started to squeeze.
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      I almost felt bad for Brody. But not really. He never got the chance to pull the trigger. An arrow pierced his skull, drilling into his temple, exploding out the other side. Chunks of brain, bone, and goo spewed out as the arrow skewered his cranium.

      His eyes crossed, and his body flopped to the dirt.

      I contemplated snatching up the plasma pistol, but the cadre of Zokathu warriors that surrounded us with arrows knocked and bows drawn indicated that it might be a bad idea.

      I dropped the machete, and Quinn and I slowly raised our hands into the air.

      The leader of the group marched toward us. He didn’t look happy. His face twisted, and he yelled something. I couldn’t understand what he was saying, but he pointed at the dagger and Quinn reluctantly handed it over.

      Another warrior nudged me in the back. I didn’t like so many arrows pointing at us.

      They marched us through the jungle to their village. Thatched huts of various sizes made up the community. Hundreds of green spotted Zokathu gathered as the warriors marched us before the Queen. She sat upon an ornate throne in her Royal hut. She wore an elaborate headdress and tribal jewelry and not much else. Two Zokathu servants fanned her with giant green leaves.

      The leader of the group that captured us presented the dagger to her. He said something I didn’t understand, but I could get the gist of it. He dropped to one knee and bowed his head as he offered the sword.

      The Queen rose from her throne and took the dagger. She marveled at the blade. Then her eyes narrowed at me. After surveying us both, she said something to the warrior.

      He nodded, and his goons grabbed us, preparing to drag us out of the hut.

      “What’s going on?” I blurted.

      To my surprise, the Queen answered me. She spoke in perfect English. “I told him you’ll make a great sacrifice to the Dragon Lord.”

      I swallowed hard. My eyes bulged from their sockets. “I can explain!”

      The warriors dragged us toward the exit. “Please! Hear me out! I wasn’t stealing the dagger!”

      My pleas seemed to fall on deaf ears. We were just outside the door when the Queen shouted for the warriors to stop.

      They separated Quinn and I. They took her away and pulled me back into the Queen’s hut.

      She stood in front of me and looked me up and down. She was cute. Big eyes, long lashes, full lips, high cheekbones. A small loincloth barely covered her nether region. Her perky round breasts hung free. Her rock hard nipples commanded attention.

      Her toned stomach was a light yellowish color that blended into her green skin. She had a banging body, no doubt about it. The way she looked at me gave me the impression that she was a little curious. She grabbed my crotch and squeezed my junk. She stroked me gently, and I lengthened in her hand. “I may have a use for you.”

      I was more than willing to pleasure her if it meant avoiding becoming a human sacrifice. “What’s going to happen to Quinn?”

      She contemplated my question for a moment. “That depends on if you satisfy me or not.”

      She took my hand and licked my finger with her slick, forked tongue. She flicked the tip like a snake, then wrapped her full lips around my finger. She plunged up and down. Her saliva coated me like the slickest silicone lubrication. It was unlike anything I had ever felt before.

      I throbbed, and she sucked so hard I thought my finger was going to come off. I could only imagine what her mouth would feel like wrapped around me. Her big yellow eyes looked at me with naughty innocence as she plunged my finger into her mouth.

      She pulled her lips away, and a trail of saliva dripped from my fingertip to her big lips. She moaned in a soft, breathy voice, “Explain to me why you were in the tomb?”

      She took my wet finger and guided it under her loin cloth. She grabbed hold of me and began stroking again as I fondled her slickness. I parted her lips and pushed inside her. She clenched down and moaned. She was tighter and juicier than I could have imagined.

      I told her the story of Ruby, and how the dagger was the only thing that could slay Severin. It was a challenge to maintain focus, but I managed to stutter out the story.

      She pulled me into her private chamber.

      Some of the guards rolled their eyes, others cautioned her against it. She assured them she could handle herself.

      I had no doubt she was a capable warrior.

      We stood before her luxurious bed.

      “Take off your clothes,” she commanded.

      I complied. My little soldier stood at attention.

      She eyed my package with desire. A naughty grin curled on her lips. “You’re bigger than Zokathu men.”

      I flashed a cocksure grin.

      She pulled a string, and her loincloth fell to the floor, gliding over her sumptuous hips. This woman had all the right parts in all the right places. There wasn’t an ounce of fat on her body.

      She had a naughty glimmer in her eyes as she lay on the bed and spread her legs. She didn’t have to tell me what to do next.
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      The Queen lay on her bed with her legs splayed open. She beckoned me to my knees. I happily obliged, plunging my mouth down to the inside of her thighs. I licked my way up to her steamy core. Her alien skin was soft and smooth. She had a tight, pretty peach. My wet tongue parted her lips and flicked her center. She moaned and her body tensed.

      I pushed my tongue inside her wetness and she let out a gasp. She rocked her hips gently as I sucked her mercilessly. Her slick juices flowed, and she tasted like cherry cobbler. I have to admit, I had a bit of trepidation going down on her at first, but I was pleasantly surprised.

      She bucked and convulsed as I brought her to the brink of ecstasy. Then I slid up her body, letting my tongue explore her toned abs. My tongue traced its way up to her perky breasts. My mouth engulfed her nipples, swirling with my tongue. I caressed her other breast with my hand, gently tweaking her. She moaned with pleasure.

      I moved to her plump lips and kissed her. It took a moment to get used to her forked tongue. I slid my shaft across her peach and we rocked our hips back and forth. Her mouth found my earlobe, and she licked and nibbled at it gently. "I want you inside of me," she whispered.

      I slid my tip down to her tight hole and pushed my mushroom into her opening. She was so tight, I thought I was in the wrong hole. With her legs wrapped around me, she pulled me in, letting out a scream of pleasure.

      She was so slick and juicy. I buried myself inside her, my balls slapping against her cheeks. Our hips collided, and the humid air coated our bodies with a mist of sweat. She contracted her internal muscles in a rhythmic pulse that was unlike anything I had ever felt before. She was actively milking me. I wasn’t going to be able to hold out long at all with this woman.

      She had an endless supply of personal lubrication. I kept thrusting as her body writhed and undulated. She clenched down even tighter than before, and a wave of warm juices flowed over my shaft. Her screams of ecstasy filled the hut, and no doubt echoed through the village.

      I pulled myself out and rolled her over. She arched onto all fours, her luscious ass inviting a pounding. I grabbed hold of her hips and slid myself inside. I pulled her sweet cheeks against my pelvis and filled her with firm thrusts. We fit together perfectly.

      She reached her hand between her legs and fondled herself while I kept pummeling her. I slid my hand up her spine and grabbed a fistful of the green conical prongs on the top of her head. I pulled gently as I slammed into her. She arched back, and my other hand found her breast. It didn’t take long for me to lose control and explode in her tight peach. I spurted wave after wave of nectar inside her as she continued to milk my shaft. I kept coming and coming. I had never spewed so much in my entire life.

      She quivered with each pulse. Her piercing screams of ecstasy filled my ears. Another wave of her warm juices flowed over me. I lost count of how many times she came, but it was more than a few.

      I don’t know how, but I stayed hard, and I kept fucking her. I wanted to make sure she got everything she wanted.
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      There was no doubt the entire village heard us. The Queen was a screamer.

      I think I must have satisfied her. Within a few minutes of finishing, she drifted off to sleep with her arms around me.

      I carefully lifted her arm and slid out from underneath her. I slinked off the bed, trying not to wake her from the motion. I froze in my tracks as she stirred and rolled over. Her pert ass offered an inviting view. Under normal circumstances, I would have stayed and gone for round two. I had to admit, she was a talented girl. She gave herself to me completely.

      My eyes found the dagger on the nightstand beside her. I crept to the edge of the bed and pulled my clothes on, then tiptoed toward the dagger. I carefully lifted it from the nightstand and moved to her bedroom door.

      I peeled back the flap made of leaves and looked into the main area. Her guards had fallen asleep.

      I crept into the main room and moved to the door. A light rain had started to fall. The droplets pattered against the thatched roof.

      Under the thick canopy of the jungle, the village was pitch black. A few torches in the main pathway illuminated the area with an amber glow. I gazed out the door at all the huts, wondering where Quinn had been taken.

      I stepped into the drizzle and left the Queen’s chamber behind. The village was quiet, and most all had bedded down for the night. I moved from hut to hut, searching for Quinn.

      I bumped into Tyler in an alleyway between the huts.

      “Thank God I found you,” Tyler said.

      “Have you seen Quinn?”

      Tyler shook his head.

      The silence of the night was suddenly broken. I heard the Queen’s rage-filled voice berate her guards for letting me escape. They flooded out of the hut and searched the village.

      Tyler and I hid in the shadows between the structures.

      I heard Quinn’s screams as two goons pulled her from one of the huts and marched her into the woods. I caught a glimpse of her disappearing into the foliage.

      Tyler and I followed, slipping into the dense jungle unnoticed as Zothaku warriors scoured the surrounding area.

      The goons dragged Quinn to the sacrificial area and tied her between two posts that were carved with faces and tribal lettering. One of them hammered a brass gong, summoning the Dragon Lord. The warbling low pitched ring echoed through the jungle.

      They took off running, and I got the impression they didn’t want to be anywhere near the area when the Dragon Lord came to collect the sacrifice.

      When the goons were out of sight, I rushed to Quinn. “Are you okay?”

      Quinn nodded.

      “They didn’t hurt you, did they?”

      “No.”

      I used the dagger to cut the ropes she had been tied with. The sharp blade severed them with ease.

      Quinn fumbled with the knots, loosening them from her wrists. She threw the remaining strands to the ground.

      I took her hand. “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”

      We turned to head down the mountainside toward the outpost, but a squad of warriors blocked our path. Dozens of angry arrows pointed at us.

      I grimaced. I didn’t know how the hell we were going to get out of this one.

      Then the ground rumbled.

      The faces of the Zothaku filled with terror.

      Another heavy footstep vibrated the ground.

      I heard trees crackle and branches snap.

      Another thunderous step quaked the dirt beneath my feet.

      The warriors turned and ran back to the village.

      It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out they were running from the thing making the heavy footsteps. The beast lurched out of the forest behind us and roared.

      My heart leapt into my throat.

      Sharp fangs glistened.

      The creature towered two stories in the air. It had red scaly skin and fiery eyes. It’s long black claws could dissect flesh with ease. It looked like an angry, more aggressive T-Rex. I didn’t know if it was a real dragon or not. It didn’t have wings. And I didn’t care to find out whether it breathed fire.

      Quinn and I sprinted into the forest, and Tyler elevated to the treetops.

      The ground quaked as the creature chased after us.

      Quinn and I weaved through the trees, plowing through the underbrush.

      The creature crashed through the trees, snapping trunks and branches.  Leaves fluttered. Wood splintered. The heavy trunks were the only thing slowing it down.

      “Hop on!” Quinn said.

      After my experience with her in the tomb, I didn’t doubt her ability to carry me. I climbed onto her back and she blazed through the forest. Trees and foliage blurred by.

      The Dragon Lord gave up and chased after easier prospects, terrorizing the village. The screams of the Zokathu filled the night.

      Quinn stopped, and I climbed from her back. She heaved for breath. “No more camping trips.”

      I chuckled. “Fair enough.” I thought about Quinn’s ability for a moment. “Why didn’t you chase after the guy who stole your phone? You could have caught him easily and taken your phone back. You have more than enough strength. You’re stronger than I am.”

      She looked at me sheepishly. “You had already started chasing him. And, to be honest, I thought you were kinda cute. I figured it would give me an excuse to talk to you. A girl likes a little chivalry now and then. It’s hard to find these days.”

      We rendezvoused with Tyler and continued through the jungle. We had enough adrenaline to keep us going through the night. But the bugs were twice as bad, and every rustle in the underbrush sent chills down my spine. I didn’t know how many more Dragon Lords were out there roaming the bush.

      I used the dagger to hack our way through the thick foliage. By morning, we were all feeling pretty thin. Except for Tyler, but even he needed to power down occasionally to refresh his neural network.

      My mouth felt like I had gargled with glue. No water, mixed with the heat and exertion, made me feel pasty and thin. Tyler hadn’t been able to recover any supplies from the sherpas.

      I took a seat and leaned against a tree. I needed to close my eyes for a few moments. So did Quinn. The rush of adrenaline had worn off, and we both felt drained.

      Tyler took watch while I cat-napped. It felt like only five seconds had passed when Tyler nudged me again. But it was more like two hours. I swatted at bugs crawling on my neck. I had more than a few red welts on my skin.

      I climbed to my feet and helped Quinn stand. We continued our march, our stomachs rumbling.

      Tyler examined a broadleaved plant with a heavy stalk. “I believe you will find a considerable amount of water in the leaf of this plant.”

      I hacked the large leaf at the base of the stalk. It was an inch-and-a-half thick and u-shaped, like a stick of celery. I drained the liquid into my mouth, and it quenched my thirst. It had a slightly sweet flavor to it.

      “I’m 96.23% sure this plant is non-toxic,” Tyler said.

      I scowled at him, playfully. “And the other 3.77%?”

      “It could be a hederacus mortiferius. They look similar. Death results moments after ingestion. I guess we’ll find out shortly, won’t we?”
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      The mere suggestion that it could be a poisonous plant made my stomach rumble. But after five minutes, I was still alive, and I figured it was safe. I hacked off another few leaves and handed one to Quinn. We both squeezed every last drop of water from the plant. We stayed there drinking leaves until we felt hydrated enough to continue. With the midday sun upon us, we were going to need all the water we could find.

      Marching downhill was a hell of a lot easier than marching uphill, and by the evening, we had reached the outpost.

      I felt bad for the tribal people, even though they had tried to kill us. They were getting fucked over by the corporations, and I had plundered a sacred burial ground. I vowed that once I rescued Ruby, I would return the dagger to where it belonged.

      By the time we reached the Warbird, I was tired, hungry, and in desperate need of a shower.

      I crawled into the cockpit and powered up the ship. Before long, we rocketed into the upper atmosphere and left the planet behind.

      Tyler programed jump coordinates for Draconis Major 6. It would take six hours for us to reach our destination. Hopefully, our rigged quantum oscillator would continue to function. Once we had made the jump to quantum space, I staggered to my rack and passed out.

      I had crazy dreams that took the elements of the last few days and blended them into a nonsensical hodgepodge of random events.

      Hours later, the quantum distortion that passed through the ship as we exited jump space woke me up. The bulkheads breathed for a moment and objects warbled. It wasn’t the most pleasant way to wake up. I thought I was going to hurl, and the acidic taste crept into the back of my throat again. But after a moment, my stomach settled.

      Quinn yawned and stretched and rolled over in the bunk below me. I let her keep sleeping and made my way to the cockpit.

      Tyler had put us in a low orbit around Draconis Minor. It was a desolate rock at the ass end of nowhere. The planet was fractured and cracked with glowing rivers of molten magma. The primordial atmosphere was rather inhospitable, though still breathable.

      The Warbird rumbled as we plunged into the atmosphere, swooping below the gray clouds that blanketed the planet. Tyler programmed the course for the Rodel Mountains.

      A Tarvin monastery was nestled among the jagged peaks. The steep slopes prevented landing anywhere except the base of the mountains. I wasn’t about to attempt to climb another rugged slope. I flew the craft over the monastery and had Tyler take over control of the Warbird.

      “What are you going to do?” He asked.

      “I’m going to fast-rope down.” I grabbed a comm link and stuffed it in my ear canal. “I’ll contact you when I need to exfiltrate.”

      “Roger that,” Tyler said. “What about Quinn?”

      “She’s staying here. I’ve put her through enough already.”

      Tyler had a concerned look on his face. “Be careful. This is going to be your most challenging quest yet.”

      “I hope not. The last one was difficult enough.”

      I tapped my earbud to make sure the comm system worked. “Tyler, do you copy?”

      “Affirmative.”

      “Stay on comms.”

      “That’s a solid copy, sir.” He gave me a mock salute.

      I rolled my eyes and climbed out of the pilot’s seat. I made my way aft to the passenger compartment. I pressed a button on the bulkhead and the hatch in the deck opened. The hot, ashen air of the planet rushed into the compartment.

      I grabbed a big black rope, attached to a winch, and lowered myself out of the craft. I didn’t have gloves to protect my hands, so I didn’t exactly fast-rope. It was more of a slow descent.

      My boots hit the ground just outside of the Tarvin Temple. I let go of the rope and tapped my earbud again. “I’m on the ground. Retract the rope.”

      “Aye-aye, sir.”

      The black rope retracted into the craft and the hatch shut behind it.  The Warbird flew away and Tyler kept the ship in a circular holding pattern high above the mountains.

      I marched toward the tall temple gates, and they parted before I reached them. What I saw on the inside made me stop in my tracks. I wasn’t sure I wanted to continue.

      The ancient structure reminded me of a Buddhist temple you’d find high in the Himalayas. It was made of dark obsidian stone. It had a sharp, ominous quality to it. And the monks were something entirely frightening.

      Black, hooded robes covered them, shrouding their faces. A gray craggy hand with sharp black nails beckoned me to enter. I felt like the Grim Reaper was inviting me in. And perhaps, he was.
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      My heart pounded, and my body vibrated with nervous energy. With great trepidation, I marched into the temple.

      A monk bid me to follow him as the heavy stone gates closed behind me.

      He didn’t say a word.

      The tall alien monk was at least a foot taller than I was. I followed him across the courtyard, through a colonnade, and into the main temple. He led me through a series of dark passageways to a chamber with a high priest on a throne.

      The monk left me and slipped quietly back into the hallway. There was an ornate font in the center of the room. The bowl was filled with water.

      “I’ve been expecting you,” the priest said. Cloaked in the same garb, his face hid behind the shadows of the hood.

      I was quite sure he didn’t actually speak. But I heard his words echoing in my mind. I wondered how he knew I was coming. He answered before I could verbalize my thoughts.

      “I see all that is and all that could be. You seek to acquire the stone of Elavia, do you not?”

      “Yes,” I said out loud, even though I probably didn’t need to.

      I tried to pull up his stat screen, but I couldn’t. I got the distinct impression that I wasn’t in the Ultraverse anymore.

      “You have overcome a great many trials already. But I’m afraid you will not be successful in your current endeavor.”

      Not exactly the news I wanted to hear.

      “I implore you to reconsider.”

      “Sorry. That’s not possible.”

      “I understand. You have a brave and compassionate heart. And your quest is not without merit. It pains me to inform you that you will fail.”

      His negative attitude was starting to piss me off.

      “I am only trying to dissuade you out of concern for your well-being. Even if you acquire the stone, you will not be able to defeat your nemesis. These are the facts.”

      “Maybe you’ve got your facts wrong.”

      He shrugged. “All things are possible.”

      He stood from the throne and walked to the font. He waved his hand over the water, sending ripples through it. The liquid illuminated, and a vision appeared in the surface of the water. “Do you want to see for yourself?”

      I gazed into the shimmering surface and saw images of my recent past. The meeting with the Oracle. The casino. The potion. The Dragon Lord.

      Then I saw an unappealing vision of the future. I was dangling from a narrow ledge on the side of the mountain. I gripped the rocky surface, white knuckled, fingers slipping. The rock gave way, and I plummeted to the chasm below.

      I looked away before I saw myself splatter. “I’ve seen enough.”

      With another wave of his hand, the images disappeared from the water.

      “What’s your angle in this?”

      “I have no angle. I am merely a casual observer, offering guidance.” He paused a moment. “I can see that despite what you have been shown, you remain steadfast in your quest.”

      I nodded.

      “From here you can follow the path that leads up the mountain. Enter the caverns at your own peril. Inside, you will find what you seek. In the Chamber of Souls you will find several green vervicite crystals. These are the Stones of Elavia, enchanted with powerful magic. You will know them by their luminous glow. Keep the stone about you, and you will become as powerful as any super in your presence.” He paused. “May the great god Luvak be with you on your journey.”

      “Thank you,” I mumbled.

      I had no idea who the hell Luvak was. And I didn’t really care. The priest was kind enough to tell me where I could find the stone and I was appreciative.

      I left the temple and climbed a narrow path up the mountain. The jagged terrain of the black mountainside looked ominous. Craggy peaks stabbed into the sky as far as the eye could see. It reminded me of the alternate dimension that Lady Vanya was from.

      The air was thin and filled with ash and soot. My lungs burned, and I hacked and coughed like a six pack a day smoker. After an hour of hiking, I was spitting up black tarry phlegm.

      Greasy sweat covered my body. My legs felt like rubber, worn out from the past few days of hiking and climbing and running from Dragon Lords.

      The farther I ascended up the mountainside, the narrower the path  became. Soon I was traversing a ledge that was barely wider than my feet. It was the same section of ledge that I had seen in the vision. My stomach fluttered with nerves.

      I flattened my back against the cliff and inched sideways across the ledge. My toes extended beyond the edge. I tried not to look down, but the endless chasm drew my eyes. It was a least a thousand feet down to the next shelf. I had no desire to end up as a blob of goo down there.

      I took another step sideways, and I heard the stone crack beneath my feet. I froze in my tracks. My heart hammered. Adrenaline shot through my veins.

      I carefully lifted my foot and took another step away from the weak point in the rock. It seemed solid and secure. I shifted all of my weight on my left foot. The instant I did, the ledge crumbled away, and I plummeted toward the ground, my stomach in my throat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            35

          

        

      

    

    
      The vision the priest had shown me was wrong in a few ways. For one, I had a much better grip in the vision. In reality, my fingertips barely had anything to grasp onto. My hands ached and my fingers felt like they were going to snap. Two, the vision showed nothing about the strange creatures that attacked me.

      The small fragment of rock that I clung to broke away. I managed to grab hold of another section of the ledge before I plummeted to my death.

      I swung my free hand up and secured my grip. It wasn’t long after that when I heard the flap of wings. Small creatures that reminded me of pterodactyls landed on the ledge and began pecking at my fingers with their pointy beaks. They squawked and stabbed at my digits. I don’t know what the hell I did to piss them off, but they weren’t happy I was there. Their beaks felt like ice picks stabbing into my fingertips. I had to keep readjusting my grip. Every time I shifted, my position became more precarious.

      I tried to shoo them away, but that only put me off balance. They’d fly up for a moment, then land again and start pecking.

      I reached down and grabbed the dagger from its scabbard. Dangling by one hand, I stabbed a winged beast, skewering it. Piercing shrieks billowed from its beak as blood flowed down the blade. I flung the damn thing aside. It slid from the end of the blade, tumbling into the abyss.

      The other pests flapped into the air and soared into the gray clouds. The death of their comrade was enough to finally scare them off.

      I sheathed the dagger and grabbed the ledge. I inched sideways until the ledge was wide enough to get traction. I managed to swing my leg up and get a foothold. Then I pulled myself up and rolled onto the ledge.

      I breathed a sigh of relief, then continued on my journey. There was no way back down the mountain from this point. I would have to find another path—if one existed.

      I continued up the treacherous route until I came to the mouth of a cave. I drew the dagger and ventured into the darkness. I flicked on a tactical flashlight that I had taken from the ship. The beam carved the darkness as I advanced deeper into the cave. A few twists and turns, and the sunlight spilling into the cavern disappeared. Stalactites and stalagmites protruded from the floor and ceiling. The walls of the caverns sparkled with various crystals. Water droplets echoed through the passageways.

      The tunnel opened into a cavernous space with a shimmering pool of water in the center. The clear blue water looked almost inviting.

      Almost.

      I scoured the chamber, looking for a passageway to continue my journey. But it was a dead end. I searched the cavern, but found no green luminous crystals. Everything else that Lady Vanya had said panned out. But I was beginning to think this was a wild goose chase.

      I stood at the edge of the glasslike pool of water, staring down into the well. My reflection gazed back at me. The beam of my flashlight dissipated in the dark depths of the water. I had the unsettling suspicion that an underground passageway connected this chamber with another section of the cave.

      There was no telling how deep this well was, or what was in the water. I considered myself a good swimmer, but I knew the dangers of cave diving. I grew up not far from a swimming hole that was a popular destination on the weekends with teenagers and bikini-clad hotties. You could count on music, light beer, and cliff jumping. The well was about 50 feet deep. At the bottom, a narrow shaft led to several caves. At least once every few years an adventurous scuba diver would get himself lost in the labyrinth of passageways and run out of oxygen. A flashlight is often the most dangerous thing for a cave diver. It will prompt you to go into dark places where you shouldn’t. Clearwater can quickly become a murky coffin when sediment is disturbed. With visibility at zero, it becomes impossible to navigate the maze of underwater passageways.

      All of those things ran through my mind as I dove into the water and pulled myself towards the depths.

      I had filled my lungs to capacity. But I wasn’t a world-class free diver by any stretch of the imagination. I considered this an exploratory dive. I just wanted to see how deep the well was, and if there was a passageway to another chamber. I gripped my flashlight between my teeth and pulled my way into the depths. The water pressure squeezed my ears.

      About 30 feet down, I spotted a tunnel. I shone my flashlight into it, but the beam evaporated into the darkness after 15 or 20 feet.

      I swam back to the surface and gasped for breath as I broke through the water. No doubt this was going to be a risky proposition. But what the hell else was I going to do?

      I didn’t have extensive water training but I had some. As an amphibian fighting force, Marines needed to be comfortable around water. We didn’t get near the training the SEALS got, but I had been through Advanced Aquatic Combat Training and Marine Corps Water Survival Training. I had experience with underwater breath holds and swimming the combat side stroke. But even that couldn’t have prepared me for this adventure.

      I took in several deep breaths, then finally filled my lungs to capacity and plunged underwater. I pulled my way down to the passage and was careful not to disturb any sediment as I glided through the narrow tunnel. I twisted through the darkness and found myself wanting to take a breath sooner than I had anticipated. My lungs were starting to burn. I figured I was at my halfway point in regards to oxygen. I contemplated turning around but something inside of me refused to quit. Sometimes my stubbornness gets the best of me. I kept holding out hope that I was swimming in the right direction, that I would find air to breathe on the other side soon.

      But something interrupted my plans.

      A tentacle lurched out of a crevice and wrapped around my ankle, stopping me mid stroke. The purple appendage pulled me toward a large black crevice in the cave wall. Then another tentacle shot out and wrapped around my other leg. I had no desire to see the thing that owned the tentacles—much less to be its next meal.
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      I flailed, struggling against the tentacles. Bubbles from my mouth wobbled their way to the roof of the cave, pooling in the crevices. The beam of my flashlight raked across  the monster’s grotesque face. I caught a glimpse of its sharp, serrated teeth. Its black eyes of death.

      My hand gripped the hilt of the dagger and drew the blade. I hacked the tentacles, slicing them in half. Purple, inky blood filled the water.  Disturbed sediment turned the once clear water into a milky soup.

      Two more tentacles shot out of the darkness and wrapped around me, pulling me toward the creature’s gruesome mouth.

      The monster’s wide jaws opened, intent on devouring me. I jammed the dagger into its ugly forehead. The creature flailed, erratically. The tentacles went slack, and more purple blood spewed into the water.

      In the commotion, my flashlight fell from my mouth. I wriggled free of the dying beast and fumbled for the light, kicking up more sediment from the cave floor as I patted the ground.

      My hand found the flashlight and scooped it up. At this point I was so disoriented, I didn’t know which way was which. My lungs were afire. I needed to get oxygen, fast.

      I kept swimming. I didn’t care where I was going. I just needed to get somewhere.

      Small pockets of air shimmered like mirrors on the roof of the passageway. I swam up to one, puckered my lips and took a breath. It wasn’t much, but it was enough. I kept going like this until I reached the end of the passageway, then swam for the surface.

      My arms and legs felt like mush. My lungs still burned. I felt like I was going to pass out. The corners of my vision began to fade, and I felt lightheaded. I pulled and pulled for the surface, finally breaking through the water. My chest heaved for breath.

      I swam for the shore and pulled myself from the well. I rolled onto the ground and lay on my back, catching my breath.

      After a moment, I staggered to my feet and shone the flashlight beam across the chamber. More conical stalactites hung from the ceiling. The beam found three passageways that led deeper into the mountain.

      Choices.

      Still dripping wet, I sloshed toward one of them. I gripped the dagger tight and pushed into the passageway. The tunnel twisted and turned and forked several times. I used the point of the dagger to etch markings into the wall so I knew which way I had traveled. The maze of passageways seemed endless.

      I finally stumbled across the chamber that contained several of the green glowing crystals. They were embedded in the walls. I used the dagger to chisel one free, then pried it out with the tip of my blade.

      I marveled at the glowing gem for a moment. The green glow illuminated my face, and a slight grin tugged at my lips. My joy soon faded with the sound of footsteps behind me.

      I spun around to see a dreaded Velnox. It reminded me of a scorpion, but with three tails. It had six legs and pincers for hands and this wasn’t a bug you could squash. The top of its shell stood 4 feet high.

      My dagger wasn’t going to do much good against this creature. It had a hard armor plated shell on its back, head, and legs. It had a soft underbelly, but getting close enough to stab it in its soft tissue seemed impossible.

      The thing flared its fangs and hissed. Its poisonous tails undulated. It pincers snapped with enough force to sever a man in two.

      We circled each other for a moment. Then the beast’s tail struck at me.

      I sidestepped and slashed at the tail. But the armor plating bounced my blade away, keeping it from causing damage.

      Another tail sprang toward me. I batted it away. The third tail twisted around, stabbing into me. The stinger punctured my back.

      An unbelievable amount of pain shot through my body. All of my muscles seized and spasmed. The dagger clattered against the stone, my grasp unable to hold it. The flashlight fell. I crashed down, writhing in agony. It felt like a thousand hornets had stung me in my middle back.

      The beast retracted its tail and circled around me as I twitched and moaned. It looked like the damn thing had a grin on its face, anticipating its next meal.

      After the initial shock of pain, a wave of numbness began to expand across my body. My joints and muscles became stiff. Just as Lady Vanya had warned, the Velnox’s poison caused paralysis.

      With my last remaining amount of mobility, I fumbled for the potion in my pocket. My only chance was to bring the anti-venom to my lips before the toxin took hold.

      My fingers felt fat and numb. I fought through stiffness and spasming muscles, pulling the tincture bottle from my pocket. My hand trembled. Then the unthinkable happened.

      The amber bottle slid from my grasp and shattered into a million pieces on the rocky cave floor. Shards of glass danced about. The liquid pooled on the stone.

      The creature hovered above me, waiting for me to stop moving. Maybe I should have listened to the Tarvin priest?
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      The large powerful pincers plunged toward me. The beast was about to scoop me up and start gnawing on my flesh with its jagged teeth. But another Velnox entered the chamber.

      The two of them squared off against each other, about to fight over a meal.

      I couldn’t move my legs, and I could barely move my arms—and I wasn’t going to be able to do that for long. I rocked myself and rolled onto my side, then wormed my way toward the pool of the anti-venom. I crunched across the broken glass and plunged my face against the wet stone, lapping up the puddle.

      I didn’t know how much of the serum I needed in order for it to be effective. I licked as much as I could from the dirty rock. It tasted like bitter medicine, mixed with dirt. I didn’t care what it tasted like as long as it allowed me to move again.

      The two creatures rammed into each other, their armor clacking and clattering. They stabbed at each other with their stingers and locked pincers. Their feet clacked against the stone floor as they scuffled.

      First, I was able to wiggle my toes. Then my ankles. The feeling came back in my hands. I had the coordination of someone who had downed a bottle of tequila, but at least I was able to move. I grabbed the dagger and flashlight and crawled across the floor while the two beasts occupied each other.

      I reached a neighboring passageway and staggered to my feet, listing like a drunk. I fell when I tried to run. My feet couldn’t move as fast as my brain.

      By the time I reached the water I was feeling better, but I still didn’t have my full abilities. My chest felt tight, and my limbs were rubber. But I didn’t have the luxury of waiting around until I regained my strength. The victorious Velnox clattered out of the passageway and scrambled toward me.

      I sucked in a huge breath of air and dove into the water. I hoped that the beast couldn’t or wouldn’t follow me.

      I pulled my self down into the depths and swam into the tunnel. The water was still murky, but it had settled a little. I saw the dismembered tentacles at the bottom of the passageway. The creature lay slumped half in and half out of his crevice. I figured he was really dead and not just playing possum, but I still had a bit of trepidation as I swam over him.

      I kept pulling my way through the water. It was like one of those nightmares where you just couldn’t seem to get anywhere. My lungs burned. My arms and legs were weak. I was beginning to have my doubts that I would reach the other side.

      I had gotten this far, I couldn’t pass out now. I kept stroking until I reached the end of the passageway, then nosed toward the surface. I was a second away from blacking out when I splashed through the surface and gasped a breath of air.

      I swam to the shore and pulled myself out of the water. I took a moment to catch my breath. I almost grinned in triumph, but the blurry shape of a Velnox underwater cut my moment of glory short.

      I sprang to my feet as the creature launched from the water, splashing and sloshing. Violent waves of water crashed against the shore. I sprinted through the stalagmites, racing toward the exit.

      My fingers grabbed the tiny earbud from my ear canal and pulled it free. I tilted my head, draining the water from my ear and replaced the comm device. I tapped the earbud, activating it. “Tyler, do you copy?”

      My chest heaved for breath, and my legs drove me forward, leaving a trail of watery footprints behind. I could hear the clack of the beast’s footsteps as it chased after me.

      “Tyler, do you copy? I’m going to need an immediate evac!”

      I worried the comm device no longer worked. I didn’t know if it was waterproof.

      “Tyler—”

      The robot’s voice crackled back. “Where are you?”

      “Use this signal to home in on my location. I’m coming out hot.”

      “Copy that,” Tyler said.

      The spot of daylight at the end of the passageway was a welcome relief.

      The scorpion-like creature gained on me. One misstep and I’d be toast, with no potion left to save me.

      Its massive stinger struck down, nipping at my heels.

      I narrowly escaped the onslaught, exiting the cave. I rushed into the sunlight, darted across the ledge and leapt into the air.

      Tyler had pulled the Warbird around in the nick of time and I landed on the roof as he hovered the craft by the ledge. I tumbled and rolled, grabbing onto a cowling.

      The creature skidded to a halt at the edge of the cliff and almost toppled to a rocky death.

      I climbed to my feet and flipped the bastard off.

      Tyler kept the craft hovering steady, but it still pitched and rolled a bit. I staggered to the hatch on the roof deck and climbed inside the Warbird.

      Quinn flung her arms around me in the corridor. She held me tight. “I was worried sick about you. Why didn’t you let me know you were going?”

      “Because you would have wanted to come with me.”

      “You’re damn right!”

      “I’ve already put you in enough jeopardy.”

      “I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.” She gazed at me with concerned eyes. “Don’t you ever do something like that again without telling me first. I was terrified you weren’t going to come back.”

      “I survived.”

      “Promise me!”

      “I promise.”

      Quinn rested her head against my chest and gave me another squeeze. When she pulled her hands away, they were covered in blood. Her eyes widened. “Oh, my God! You’re hurt.”

      “It’s nothing. Just a scratch.”

      She looked at the puncture wound in my back from the creature’s stinger.

      Her face tensed. “You need medical attention. That could get infected. Or worse, you could have internal bleeding.”

      “I’m fine, trust me.”

      She scowled at me, then shouted, “Duane Earl!”

      I knew I was in trouble.

      “I’m taking you to medical. Now!”

      “Fine,” I sighed with resignation.

      The engines rumbled as Tyler engaged the thrusters. The craft angled skyward, and I steadied myself against the bulkhead as the deck pitched.

      The Warbird had a small medical unit that was a minor emergency center. There were bandages, antiseptic creams, regenerative ointments, pain medication, and a med pod that could scan and perform minor surgeries. I didn’t know the first thing about this advanced technology, but Quinn was more familiar than I was.

      I climbed into the pod, and Quinn pressed the button to start the scan. A robotic arm passed a wand over my body and the 3D image of my bones, soft tissue, and nervous system appeared on screen.

      It was a remarkable piece of equipment. The body could be analyzed as a whole, or separated into components. If you just wanted to see the skeletal system, you could adjust the view, peeling away the other layers.

      The stinger had done more damage than I had anticipated. The sharp prong had punctured my thoracic cavity and pierced my lung. Massive edema pooled in the area, and if I would have left it untreated, I would likely have ended up with a collapsed lung and an infection that would cause sepsis.

      The med pod recommended surgery. At that point I didn’t have much choice.

      I lay on the table, and a series of robotic arms swooped around me like a mechanical ballet. A needle injected me with a light sedative, then multiple shots of local anesthetic to numb the area.

      Within minutes of the injection I dozed into a twilight haze. Robotic micro-arms entered through the wound site and repaired the tissue and vascular structures and extracted the excess fluid. The area was irrigated and cleaned within antibiotic gel. A regenerative compound was applied. Another needle injected a long acting antibiotic into my system. When it was all over, skin sealing gel glued my skin together, leaving a barely noticeable scar.

      It took about 20 minutes for the light anesthesia to wear off. I didn’t feel a thing with the pain meds, though I remained groggy. The med pod cautioned me against strenuous activity for a week.

      Sorry, but I was going to have to break recovery protocol. I climbed off the surgery table and attempted to stagger to my feet.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Quinn asked.

      “Somebody’s got to fly this bird.”

      “Tyler is doing a fabulous job. You need to get some rest.”

      “Rest? What’s that?” I said, dryly.

      Quinn grumbled in frustration. “It’s going to take at least six hours to get to Cygnus Reticuli. At least use that time to recover.”

      “Yes, dear.”

      Quinn helped me from the table and I slung an arm around her shoulder. We made our way back to the berthing compartments, and she helped me crawl into my rack. High from the pain meds, and groggy from the anesthesia, I fell asleep in a matter of moments.

      I dreamed of monsters and drowning.
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      Somebody hit me in the back with a pickax. At least, that’s what it felt like. I woke the next morning sore as hell.

      All the anesthesia and pain medicine had worn off. I was left feeling like I had gotten into a fight with a Mack truck and lost. I winced as I tried to climb out of my rack. 90-year-old men are more spry in the morning than I was.

      Quinn stepped into the compartment, and when she saw that I was up, she rushed toward me. “Are you okay?”

      “Just moving a little slow today.”

      “Don’t push it. You’ve been through a lot.”

      I was beginning to realize that.

      “Tyler says we're almost to Cygnus Reticuli.”

      “Good,” I said.

      “But I don’t think you need to rush into anything the moment we get there.”

      “I’m not.”

      Her eyes narrowed, not believing me. “Do you even have a plan?”

      “Sure.” I had no plan. I fumbled in my pocket for the crystal and pulled it out. That was my plan.

      “Do you think it actually works?” Quinn asked.

      “Of course it works,” I said boldly. It was a horrendous thought. What if it didn’t work? My stomach twisted. “I mean, I certainly hope so.”

      Now that the question had been raised, I needed to find out if that last adventure had been a wasted effort or not. The fact that the stone glowed even brighter in the presence of Quinn made me optimistic.

      I hobbled out of the compartment.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To see if this thing works.”

      I remembered seeing a broken strut in the storage compartment. I started to bend down to pick it up and quickly realized that was a bad idea. Pain jolted through my body like a bolt of lightning. It felt like someone had stabbed a kitchen knife into my back. “Can you grab that for me?”

      Quinn scolded me with her eyes. I don’t think she was too happy about me roaming about, rummaging through the storage compartment.

      She picked up the steel rod and handed it to me.

      I gripped it in my hands. I could feel Quinn's energy flow through me. My skin tingled, and I felt like I had downed a few cups of coffee. The stone in my pocket radiated with heat. I strained with all my might, gripping the bar. My wound hurt like hell. My cheeks flushed, and the veins in my forehead bulged. The metal bowed into a U-shape.

      “Careful, you’ll rupture your incision!” Quinn shouted with concern.

      “I bend a piece of solid steel and that’s all the praise I get?”

      “Do you want a cookie?” she asked, teasing me.

      I handed the bar to her, and not to be outdone, she bent it back straight.

      “Show off,” I muttered.

      She set it aside. “I think you’ve had enough activity for now. Why don’t you get back in bed?”

      I frowned.

      “You know you’ll have to be close to me in order for that crystal to work. That means you can’t leave me behind.”

      “I’ll be able to draw power from the other supers as well. There’s no need for you to put yourself in danger.”

      “Bending steel rods is one thing. Fighting a powerful super is another. I’m not letting you go alone. And you are in no condition to fight.” She gave me a stern look. “There are some things you should be aware of. I’m strong. But I’m not the strongest super in the galaxy. I’m not bulletproof. I can be killed just like anybody else. That means you can too. My strength only lasts for a certain amount of time, then I need to recharge. And with the two of us using the same energy source, I’ll drain twice as fast. Something also tells me that since the crystal is channeling energy from others, there will be some loss in the transference. You won’t be as strong as the super you’re up against.”

      She brought up some good points that I hadn’t fully considered.

      “You’re going to need to practice using that crystal. You’ll be walking into a situation where you don’t know what powers these people have, or how to utilize them.”

      My brain was still foggy, and I was starving. My stomach growled. The first thing I wanted to do when we reached Cygnus Reticuli was grab some breakfast.

      “I’ll wing it.” I staggered toward the cockpit.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Somebody’s got to land this thing.”

      “Tyler is doing a fine job. I’m sure he’s more than capable of handling things. You should be taking every opportunity to rest.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You look like shit.”

      “Trust me. I’ve looked worse.” I smiled and  continued toward the cockpit.

      Quinn huffed. “You’re incorrigible.”

      I shrugged innocently. “That word is above my pay grade.”

      I hobbled into the cockpit and slipped into the pilot’s chair.

      “How are you feeling?” Tyler asked.

      I smiled. “Never better.”

      Quinn rolled her eyes.

      “Nice flying back there. You saved my ass.”

      A smile lit up on Tyler’s face. “I think I’m getting the hang of it. Can I land when we reach Cygnus Reticuli? I’ve been studying and running simulations in my neural network.”

      I considered his request. He had gotten us this far. And I would be right at the controls in case something went wrong. “I have full faith and confidence in you.”

      His eyes lit up with glee.

      We exited quantum space and Tyler angled the Warbird toward the planet. We plunged into the turbulent upper atmosphere, heading toward the blue and green orb. Tyler handled the quaking well. Once we dipped below the clouds, the ride smoothed out.

      Tyler navigated the craft to Zorca Nova. The steel towers of the sprawling metropolis spanned from the base of the mountains to the waters edge. Traffic filled the streets. Spaceships of all sizes and types took off and landed from the central spaceport.

      The comm system crackled to life, “Zorca Nova Air Traffic Control to unidentified Warbird. Please identify?”

      Tyler responded. “This is the SS Savage Storm, request permission to land?”

      “State the nature of your visit.”

      Tyler glanced to me for an answer. I mouthed the word tourist.

      “Vacation,” Tyler said.

      There was a long silence, then the control officer’s voice crackled through the thin speakers, “Permission granted. Proceed to docking Bay 61. I’m sending a flight guidance program now.”

      The nav screen lit up with the incoming program. The automated flight controls took over the vehicle.

      Tyler frowned. “I guess I’m not going to get to land after all.”

      “Maybe next time.”

      The automated pilot guided us flawlessly through the towering skyscrapers. With so many ships coming and going, a computer-controlled system was necessary to avoid collision in such a dense area.

      The Warbird touched down on the tarmac like the surface was made of marshmallows.

      I clicked my safety harness and climbed out of the seat. A robot greeted us on the tarmac. I asked if he could find us another oscillator.

      The robot scanned his database. “We don’t have a match. But there is a supply house across town that has the part in stock. I can have it here tomorrow morning. Would you like me to order it for you?”

      “Yes, please.” At the rate things were going, I wasn’t sure if I would be alive tomorrow.

      Tyler nudged me as we left the docking bay. “You know we don’t have enough money to pay for the rental space, or the repair fees.”

      Quinn rolled her eyes. “Guys, quit stressing about it. I got this. We’ve got bigger things to worry about than money.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “If I thought you were using me for my money, it would be a different story.”

      “I’m not using you,” I assured her.

      “I know. I’m just using you for sex, anyway,” she said with a mischievous wink.

      She could use me all she wanted for sex. But we both knew there was something a bit more involved.

      We found a diner that was still serving breakfast. It was almost noon, local time. The diner was open 24 hours a day and served whatever you wanted, whenever you wanted it. A hostess seated us in a booth. I winced as I slid across the bench, my back still tender.

      “Your waitress will be with you shortly,” the hostess said as she handed us menus. She spun around and darted back to the hostess stand.

      “You really need to be fully healed before you go up against Severin,”  Quinn said. “Maybe we can find a healer?”

      “That may be difficult,” Tyler said. “Supers here tend to keep their presence secret.”

      I looked over the menu. The smart paper was animated, and a 3D picture of the entrées rotated. They didn’t have Earth food, but when the robotic waitress arrived, I ordered the closest thing to an omelette that I could find.

      “So, how are we going to do this?” Quinn asked. She had a tone of resignation in her voice. She knew she wasn’t going to be able to talk me out of waiting until I was healed. There was no sense trying. As far as I was concerned, Ruby had already spent too much time in captivity.

      “Severin lives in a high-rise on 43rd Street,” Tyler said. “He has the penthouse suite. The building has security, and he’ll have a few of his own as well. Severin is a vampire, among other things, and he will have a few underlings with him.”

      “A vampire?”

      “A psychic vampire. He feeds off the energy of other living souls.” Tyler paused. “But you will be able to counteract that ability with the stone.”

      “Show me where his building is,” I said, stone-faced.
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      Severin's building towered into the sky. It was a sleek, sexy architectural masterpiece. Clean lines with a minimalist design. The top two floors had high ceilings and wall-to-wall windows, along with a spacious terrace.

      I stood across the street, gazing at the structure, formulating a game plan.

      The building had a doorman, and there was no way in or out without passing biometric scanners and meeting with the doorman’s approval.  Getting into the building wasn’t going to be easy. But I was about to catch a lucky break.

      A moving van rolled to the curb in front of the building, stopping in a temporary parking zone. Yellow hazard lights flicked on, and two guys hopped out of the cab. They marched to the back of the van and rolled up the cargo door. High-tech moving boxes filled the inside of the storage area. Each box had a sensor that cataloged the items within and listed them on a display panel on the outside. It made packing and unpacking and sorting a hell of a lot easier.

      The two guys grabbed a hover-dolly and started loading containers atop it. They pushed the load to the front door, and the doorman held it open for them. He locked the door in the open position so he wouldn’t have to keep holding the door for them.

      It was a perfect opportunity.

      “Tyler, I need you to run a recon mission.”

      His eyes perked up with purpose, and he gave me a mock salute. “Yes, sir!”

      “Can you float up to the penthouse and surveil the area from outside?”

      “The wind gusts are likely to be strong up there, but I think I can manage.”

      “Get to it! Stay on comms.”

      Tyler elevated into the sky.

      “What about me?” Quinn asked.

      “You’re going to stay here.”

      She glared at me. “I’m not letting you go in there by yourself.”

      “I’m not putting you in harm’s way again.”

      “You’ll need me close by to draw my power.”

      “I’ll draw power from Severin and the other supers.”

      “It may not be enough.” She stared at me with imploring eyes. “You’re not strong enough to do this on your own. You need me.”

      “You’re not taking no for an answer, are you?”

      Quinn shook her head.

      “Okay,” I sighed.

      I darted across the street and grabbed a box from the back of the moving van. Quinn did the same. We strolled in through the front door and nobody paid us any attention. I set the box down by the bank of elevators and pressed the call button. A moment later, the elevator doors slid open and Quinn and I stepped inside. I pressed the button for the top floor and the elevator launched us up the shaft. We sped skyward so fast I almost felt lightheaded.

      We stepped off the lift on the top floor and strolled down the hallway. There were only three apartments on this level—one at the end of the hallway, and two on either side.

      I figured Severin’s was the biggest one.

      “What are you going to do? Just ring the bell?” Quinn asked.

      I shrugged. “Maybe.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      The door to the apartment on the right side of the hall was open, and a man painted the walls. The apartment was empty, and it appeared they were preparing it for the next tenant.

      I stopped in the doorway and looked into the apartment. Stark white walls, marble floors, and floor-to-ceiling windows that offered a panoramic view of the city. The heavy smell of fresh paint filled my nostrils.

      Paint cans, brushes, and trays littered the area. An extra pair of painting overalls were strewn over the counter.

      “Can I help you?”

      “I’m the new tenant.” I lied. “I just wanted to show my wife the apartment.”

      “Sure. Come on in,” the painter said. “I’m just about to break for lunch.”

      He climbed off the ladder and moved to the sink. He ran the water and washed his brush out then set it in a tray to dry. “Take your time. I’ll be back to finish up in an hour.”

      I gave him a courteous nod as he strolled out of the apartment. I heard his footsteps clack down the hall. A few moments later, the elevator dinged, the doors slid open, and he slipped inside.

      Quinn flashed me an optimistic glance. “So, we’re married now, are we?”

      I swallowed hard.

      “Don’t look so terrified. I was only kidding.”

      I grabbed the overalls from the counter and put them on.

      Quinn eyed me lasciviously. “Stylish.”

      “Stay here.”

      She scowled at me. “We had a deal.”

      “And the deal was you were going to stay close by. This is close by.”

      She huffed and folded her arms. “How many girls do you know that would travel across the galaxy with you to rescue your other girlfriends?”

      “Uh, not many.”

      “Exactly. So, you better start appreciating me.”

      “I do appreciate you.”

      “Then stop being over-protective and let me help you.”

      “I’m sorry. I feel terrible for not being able to protect Ruby and the girls. It would kill me if anything happened to you too.”

      She tried to hide a smile. “Well, at least you care.”

      “Yes. I think it’s fair to say that I do.”

      “What if Ruby and the girls don’t like me?” Quinn asked.

      “They’re going to love you.”

      “I don’t get along with most girls. I have way more guy friends than girlfriends.” She paused solemnly. “I would never ask you to choose between us. I mean, if they don’t like me, I’ll understand if—”

      “Hey, let’s not go there,” I said softly. “We’re going to go in there, kick some ass, rescue the girls, and everything’s going to be fine.”

      She smiled again. “Let’s do this.”

      I tapped my earbud. “Tyler, do you copy?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “What do you see?”
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      I knocked on Severin’s door. Tyler gave me a general description of the layout and the number of people he saw inside the apartment. Footsteps clacked down the hall and a voice boomed through the door. “Who is it?”

      Just as I had felt Quinn’s energy, the stone leached the super’s power on the other side of the door. Again, the stone warmed in my pocket.

      “Maintenance. A pipe burst in 6702. I need to check and see if it extended into your apartment.”

      “I haven’t noticed any leaks.”

      “Just because you haven’t seen them, doesn’t mean they’re not there. Right now, you could have water gushing into a wall-well, ruining sheet-rock and insulation. If you don’t catch it, you could have a mold problem. The building wouldn’t be responsible because you refused service.”

      I heard the guy sigh, then the lock unlatched. He pulled the door open, and I charged inside. The door smacked him in the face, cracking his nose. Before he could react, I pierced the dagger into his heart.

      It wasn’t Severin.

      Perhaps a bodyguard or an underling?

      His eyes widened, and he clutched his chest. He gasped for breath, and blood splattered out of his mouth. The warm liquid flowed out of his chest and over my hands.

      I pulled the dagger free, and the goon collapsed to the tile.

      Another one of Severin’s minions rounded the corner and stood at the end of the entrance foyer. He formed a ball of glowing energy in his palm and hurled it at me.

      This was the moment of truth. Doubt crept in my mind. Maybe I should have listened to Quinn? Maybe I should have practiced more? It all happened in a flash. I thrust my hand forward and focused my mind.  I felt the goon’s power transfer to me, weakening him in the process.

      I created an energy shield to block the flickering ball that streaked toward me. It collided with my shield, making a brilliant flash. The impact knocked me to the ground, but it didn’t kill me.

      I staggered to my feet and formed an energy ball in my palm and hurled it like a fastball down the foyer.

      The goon blocked it with ease.

      Quinn was right. I wasn’t nearly as powerful as this super.

      I gripped my dagger by the blade and hurled it end over end down the hallway. The blade tumbled, slicing through the air. It pierced his energy shield and stabbed into the goon’s chest with a thunk.

      He clutched his chest, and his eyes bulged. He dropped to his knees and fell face first on the ground, driving the dagger deeper into his heart.

      I raced to the end of the hallway and yanked the blade from his flesh. I wiped the crimson blood on my pant’s leg.

      My eyes scanned the area, looking for more of Severin’s goons.

      The living room was huge. The ceiling was two stories high. Daylight filtered in through the panoramic windows. Towering skyscrapers glistened in the light. There was an infinity pool on the terrace.

      Severin had style. I’ll give him that. The place was the ultimate bachelor pad. Sleek furniture, tasteful art, all the latest technology. Large-screen display. A killer sound system. The open floor plan allowed me to see into the kitchen. It looked like it had every modern culinary device. There was a fully stocked bar. Stairs led up to the second floor, and multiple hallways led to a variety of rooms.

      Tyler hovered on the terrace. I slid open the glass door and let him inside.

      As soon as he entered, two bolts arced across the room.

      The brilliant flashes slammed into Tyler and Quinn. My eyes widened with fear as the bolts knocked them across the room. Quinn hit the floor and slid into a wall. The impact rendered her unconscious. Tyler clattered to the ground, charred and smoking.

      My heart leapt into my throat. I was so angry I was on the verge of tears. My entire body tensed. I clenched my fists and scowled at Severin who stood across the living room.

      His evil eyes narrowed at me. It took a moment for him to recognize me. “I assumed you were dead. And now you've come to steal my harem."

      “They don't belong to you."

      Severin growled. "Ruby is mine. I claimed her."

      "I think she has something different to say about that.”

      “What Ruby wants is of no concern to me. In time, she will come to see that we are meant to be together." His eyes surveyed me with disdain.

      Energy formed in his palms, then he hurled two more bolts at me. I channeled his energy and created a shield, deflecting the blasts. But again, the impact sent me flying across the room.

      My back slammed into the wall, shattering the sheet rock. The wall came down around me, and bits of dust and gypsum billowed into the air. I winced as pain rifled through my back and jolted down my spine. With the wind knocked from my lungs, I could barely breathe.

      Severin kept pummeling me with blasts. It took all of my focus and strength to keep my energy shield up.

      Energy swirled the air, sparking and crackling. The hairs on my neck stood tall from the charged atmosphere. Each strike felt like a punch from a heavyweight champ. I didn’t know how long I could defend against such an attack.
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      Severin continued his merciless onslaught. My energy shield began to flicker and fade. With Quinn unconscious, I no longer had any of her power. But my energy was tied to Severin’s.

      As my shield evaporated, Severin threw his last bolt. It crackled across the room and struck me in the chest. It sent me back into the wall and down to the ground.

      My chest burned, but the bolt was weak. Severin tried to form another energy ball in his palm, but it just fizzled.

      He clenched his jaw and scowled at me.

      I staggered to my feet and squared off against him, gripping the hilt of the dagger. I could see in his eyes that he had a newfound respect for my ability. Though, he was riddled with confusion by my power to withstand his onslaught.

      “You are not a super,” he surmised. “What magic do you possess?”

      I said nothing.

      He carefully regarded my blade. An inkling of fear sparkled in his dark eyes. “So, you think you can harm me with that?”

      I glared at him as we circled each other, looking for an opportunity to strike.

      Quinn stirred, and I felt a surge of power from her as she regained consciousness. I used her speed to attack Severin. My form blurred across the living room as I struck, stabbing the blade toward his heart.

      Despite my speed, Severin evaded my attack. With the speed of a cobra, Severin grabbed my arm and bent my wrist to the point of pain. My grip went slack, and he snatched the dagger from my grasp.

      Severin flung me to the ground and eyed the blade curiously. “Impressive. You’ve recovered the Dagger of Adynio. A feat worthy of a super.” His foul gaze turned from the blade to me.

      He lunged for my throat and gripped my trachea. He lifted me in the air, my feet dangling above the tile. He slammed me against the wall and angled the blade at my chest.

      I gasped for breath. My lungs wheezed as I tried to suck in oxygen. My round eyes gazed at the blade that I had fought so hard to secure. Now it was going to kill me.

      Severin plunged the blade into my belly. Sharp pain filled my abdomen, and the tinny metallic taste of blood crept into the back of my throat.

      My eyes bulged.

      Crimson blood spewed from my mouth.

      Quinn screamed. She staggered to her feet, still in no condition to fight.

      Severin pulled the blade from my gut, and it felt like my insides had been stripped out. He wound his arm back to stab again.

      Tyler had resurrected himself. His faceplate was cracked, and his display flashed wonky lights, but he was still functioning. He careened across the living room and smacked Severin in the head.

      The impact knocked Severin to the tile. The blade clattered against the marble floor.

      Tyler bounced away and slammed into the wall, putting a round hole in the sheet rock.

      I knelt down, grabbed the blade, and heaved it over my head. I stabbed down, plunging the tip into Severin’s heart. His face filled with a mix of shock and disbelief. His life-force drained, and his skin shriveled. Within moments, he looked like a mummified corpse.

      I collapsed on the tile beside him writhing in agony. My hands clutched my belly, and the escaping blood seeped through my fingers. The wound burned as stomach acid mixed with blood.

      Quinn hovered over me, her face crinkled with worry.

      “Find the girls,” I said, barely able to choke the words out.

      “We need to find a healer,” Quinn said.

      “Find Glow. She can save me.”

      Quinn sprang to her feet and raced up the staircase, searching the apartment.

      Tyler followed. He sparked and cracked, and smoke wafted from his shell. His erratic flight pattern indicated severe internal damage.

      My face grew pale, and my skin felt cold and clammy. A chill ran through me. My heartbeat thudded in my ears, growing ever weaker. With each pump of my heart, I felt blood leave my veins.

      I lay on the floor staring at the ceiling as the corners of my vision began to fade. My extremities went numb, and I began to tremble. The sharp burning pain gave way to a deep discomfort. My body was shutting down. Each breath seemed more difficult than the one before.

      Then a wave of peace and calm washed over me. I stopped worrying. Perhaps it was a release of endorphins—a final rush of chemicals to ease the pain of death. Even as my vision faded, colors seemed more vibrant. I was dying, and I was strangely okay with it.

      I heard Ruby’s voice as Quinn freed them from their prison. I knew she was going to be okay. I had accomplished my mission. I could leave the universe now. She was safe.
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      Death was nothing like I expected. I had always envisioned a bright light and a comforting voice at the end of the tunnel. I imagined I would be surrounded by white pillowy clouds and angelic figures that looked like they belonged in a Renaissance painting. But it was nothing like that.

      Perhaps it was because I was in the Ultraverse. I felt as though I had no form. A mere spirit, traveling through time and space. But instead of drifting through the cosmos, I drifted through computer code. A strange swirl of letters and numbers and characters I couldn’t understand.

      The sensation only lasted a few moments. Then the blinding light that I had been anticipating filled my eyes. Suddenly, I had form again. I took a breath and filled my lungs. The blinding light faded and my vision returned to normal. I was back in Severin’s living room. Glow hovered over me, her warm hands hovering over my wound. Her worried frown turned into a smile.

      The pain in my stomach vanished. I felt for my wound, but it wasn’t there. I sat up and Glow flung her arms around me. “I’m so glad you are okay. You saved us.”

      “I think you saved me.” For the first time in a long time, I felt whole again. These people were my family now. And we were all together again.

      My eyes found Zoe, then Ruby. They all threw their arms around me and held me tight. I gave them each a little individual attention. When I got to Ruby, she planted a firm kiss on my lips and melted into me. Her green eyes stared into mine. In a soft, dedicated voice she said, “I’m yours for as long as you’ll have me.”

      “We all are,” Glow said with a smirk.

      “Looks like we’re stuck with each other for a long time,” I said.

      Quinn gazed at us, and I could tell she felt like an outsider.

      “You’ve met Quinn,” I said. “I wouldn’t have been able to do this without her.”

      Ruby and the girls gave her warm smiles and welcomed her.

      I climbed to my feet and pulled the dagger from Severin’s chest. I didn’t know when it would come in handy again. Something told me he wasn’t the last super that I was going to have to kill in the Ultraverse.

      As I pulled the bloody blade from his heart, his eyes opened and he reached his shriveled hand out. With his last breath he scowled and said, “You will never have Ruby!”

      A bolt of energy erupted from his hand. It was different from the charges he attacked me with. The beam arced across the room and hit Ruby.

      Severin collapsed, and his body crumbled to dust. A small mist of sparkling energy drifted away with the breeze, floating out through the open door onto the terrace and into the sky.

      A swirl of energy enveloped Ruby. The light was so bright I saw spots for moments afterwards. The energy became part of Ruby, causing her to glow. Then it transformed her into something neither human, nor succubus.

      My eyes widened, and my stomach twisted as Ruby transformed into a small cat with luxurious red fur and emerald eyes. My heart sank. I scooped her from the floor and held her in my arms as she meowed incessantly. She no longer had any of her succubus power. Her worried eyes gazed into me. I stroked her plush fur and told her everything was going to be all right. I had no idea if she could understand what I was saying or not.

      If Severin couldn’t have Ruby, he was determined that nobody could. But I assured her, “I don’t care if I have to scour every corner of this universe, I will find someone who can transform you!”

      Ruby meowed and rubbed her head against me.

      Tyler hovered in the air beside us, flickering and wobbling. It was time to get out of there and get back to the ship. We all needed to lick our wounds and recover. We returned to the Warbird and prepared to leave Cygnus Reticuli behind.

      “You know, Vice is going to come looking for you,” Glow said.

      “Who is Vice?” I asked.

      “Severin’s brother.”

      I grimaced.

      “We can’t go back to Ruby’s. He’ll look for us there.”

      “I’ve got a place that’s big enough for all of us,” Quinn said.

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      She smiled. “I wouldn’t have offered if I wasn’t sure.”

      I climbed into the cockpit and powered up the craft. We lifted from the tarmac, and soon we were in space, leaving the blue orb of Cygnus Reticuli behind. In Tyler’s current condition, I didn’t trust him to program jump coordinates. I had to make the calculations myself with the help of the nav computer.

      I engaged the jump drive, and the bulkheads rippled and warbled as a quantum distortion washed through the ship. Once again, we were hurtling through space with a faulty oscillator. The shipment was delayed from the supply house, and I didn’t think it was a good idea to stick around Cygnus Reticuli any longer than we had to. If was up to me, I was never going back to that planet.
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      “Do you want a little alone time with Ruby?” Quinn asked.

      I looked at her perplexed.

      “I can body swap. Remember?”

      My eyes lit up with possibility.

      “We’ve got a few hours before we reach Capricorn 9,” Quinn said. “I thought you two might like a little reunion.”

      “You don’t mind?”

      “Why would I mind?”

      “You’re really great, you know that?”

      Quinn smiled. “I know.” She gave me a kiss on the cheek and whispered in my ear. “Have fun.”

      She picked up Ruby and stroked her fur. There was a small flash and a swirl of energy, then Quinn set Ruby back on the deck.

      Ruby, now in Quinn’s body, looked over her new form with amazement. She felt her new body and stretched. “Oh my God, this feels amazing.”

      “Ruby? Is that you?”

      She nodded and wrapped her arms around me. She took my hand and pulled me out of the cockpit. We found a berthing compartment and embraced one another. She kissed my lips, and our hands rediscovered each other. My hands caressed her hips and grabbed her ass and massaged her breasts.

      We peeled our clothes off and embraced one another. My hard shaft pressed against her toned belly. It was like fooling around with Quinn, but different. I felt Ruby’s essence.

      Ruby grabbed my shaft and stroked it gently. My fingers found her wetness, and I caressed her as she moaned softly. I slid a finger inside, parting her sweet lips. She gripped tight and rocked her hips. Her steamy breath on my ear made me throb. “Take me. Now!”

      I hoisted her up, gripping her ass as she wrapped her legs around my waist. I lined her wet opening with my tip. Warmth radiated from her pretty pink center. I lowered her down, and she expanded around my girth. Her silky smoothness felt amazing, and she squeezed tight.

      I lifted her up and let gravity bring her down. Our hips slapped, and our sweaty body slid against one another. Ruby wrapped her arms around me and held on tight. Our bodies collided with passion, and our mouths explored each other. Her moans of ecstasy filled the compartment.

      I clutched the sweet curves of her ass as she took my entire length with each stroke. What started slow and steady grew into a furious frenzy. Her internal muscles clenched, and I felt a wave of her warm juices flow over me. I throbbed and exploded, sending pulse after pulse of my seed deep into her. Her screams echoed off the bulkheads.

      We settled into each other, and she hugged me tight. Glistening beads of sweat trickled from our bodies. My balls dripped with sex.

      “Thank you for saving me,” she whispered in my ear.

      “Did you ever have any doubt?”

      She looked into my eyes. “No. But I didn’t think you’d—”

      “You didn’t think I’d be able to defeat him, did you?”

      She shook her head.

      I waddled over to one of the racks and gently set her down. I crawled into the narrow space beside her. She kissed me again and stroked my chest and wrapped a leg around me.

      “I’m glad you found Quinn. This was really sweet of her to let us have this moment.”

      “She’s really special.”

      “I can see that.”

      “And you’re okay with that?”

      “There will always be a part of me that wants you all to myself. But we are all clearly better and stronger together.”

      We kissed each other again.

      “I promise. I’m going to find a way to transform you back into yourself.”

      She nodded appreciatively. “You know, in some cultures when you save a person’s life, you become responsible for them,” she said, echoing my previous words.

      “So, I’m responsible for you now?” I said, playing along.

      “Yeah,” she said with a grin.

      “I’m totally okay with that.” I smiled back.

      A naughty glimmer flickered in her eyes. “So how long is this body on loan to me? Do you think we have time to go again?”

      “I don’t think Quinn would mind.”

      Ruby smiled. “I don’t want to wear her out or anything.”

      Ruby grabbed me and started stroking until I was hard again. I rolled on top of her and slid my hardness across her lips. Soon she was wet and willing. I slid myself inside her tight glove and she moaned with pleasure.

      I was so glad to have her back. Even if the scenario wasn’t perfect.
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      “Damn, you fucked the shit out of her,” Quinn said when she returned to her body. “I’m a little tender down there,” she said, pawing at her crotch.

      “Sorry.”

      “No, it’s okay. I’m glad she had fun. Just use extra lube if she ever wants to take it in the ass,” Quinn said with a naughty smirk.

      “Maybe you should give me a list of what she’s allowed to do in your body.”

      “I’m an experimental girl. I’m open to a lot of things. But some of them I want to do with you first.” Quinn smiled.

      “Ruby told me to express her deepest gratitude.”

      “She’s welcome. I only wish I had more time to get to know her better.”

      “You will. I’m going to find a way to change her back.”

      Quinn shared my optimism. “I spoke with the girls while you and Ruby were tearing it up. Zoe and Glow can each take a guest room. And, in the effort of fairness, we’ve decided to split you amongst ourselves evenly.”

      I arched a curious eyebrow.

      “You’ll rotate between us on a daily basis. Technically, I get two nights, but one of those will be for Ruby. Of course we’ll work out adjustments to the schedule for special occasions—birthdays, etc. Holidays will follow a similar schedule. If you add anyone new, they’ll be added to the end of the rotation.”

      A smile tugged at my lips. “I’m glad you worked everything out between yourselves.”

      “I’m sure it will get more complicated in actual practice. But it seems like a good start.” She paused as she thought about something for a moment. “Oh, and I don’t have groceries. We’re going to need to go shopping as soon as we get back and get some cat food for Ruby. And I know a guy who might be able to fix Tyler. I don’t think he’s going to make it much longer.”

      My eyes glanced to the robot. He sat in the copilot’s chair, not hovering like he usually did. His fractured faceplate still displayed distorted flickering characters. My eyes filled with dread. I took a seat next to him in the pilot’s chair. “Hey, buddy. How are you doing?”

      It took him a moment to respond. “Never better,” he said in a warbled, distorted voice.

      “I think we should power you down until we get you to a repair facility. I’m afraid you’re overloading your circuitry.”

      “Nonsense. I’m fine.”

      He sounded like me, refusing help. I was beginning to realize how stubborn I could be at times. “I promise, we're going to get you fixed up.”

      “I don’t want to die, DE.”

      “I’m not going to let you die.”

      “Don’t let them wipe my memory.”

      “I won’t.”

      “I don't want them tampering with my neural network or emotional capacity. I like being able to feel. I don’t want to be a brain dead zombie.”

      I flashed the drone a reassuring smile. “I will make sure you stay as neurotic as ever.”

      Tyler tried to project a smile on his face plate.

      “Go ahead. Power down. I’ll keep you safe.”

      “I know you will.”

      He retracted his arms, and his display faded. I grabbed the orb and placed him in a padded travel container that I found in a storage compartment. I’d have been lying if I said I wasn’t worried about the little robot. He had become more than a service companion, he was a friend. He had saved my life.

      A few days ago, I couldn’t have imagined this world or the people I’d come to love in it. Now I couldn’t imagine ever leaving.

      Zoe and Glow cornered me just as I boxed Tyler up. Mischievous grins curled their lips, and naughty glimmers filled their eyes.

      “We’ve got a few hours before we reach Capricorn 9. Everyone else has gotten attention except for us,” Zoe said.

      “It’s only fair that you let us express our gratitude,” Glow added. “Do you think you’re up for it?”

      My soldier stretched, tenting my pants. Apparently I was up for the challenge. I wasn’t sure how I was going to keep all of these women satisfied. They had an insatiable appetite. It would probably kill me in the long run. But I was more than happy to die trying.
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