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    I answered the call at exactly midnight and groaned. My shift was technically over, and I was on my way back to the station. At this time of night on a Friday, I expected the call to be a domestic dispute or a bar fight, and I wasn’t in the mood to deal with wife beaters or drunk rednecks. 
 
    “Sheriff?” the tired, monotone voice of Margery said over the radio. “We’ve just received three reports of strange lights in the sky over by Parishville, and the phone lines are lighting up.” 
 
    “My shift is over, Marge. Can’t Jake take care of it?” 
 
    “Sorry, Harry. The deputy is over at the college, dealing with a bunch of streaking sorority sisters.” 
 
    “Well, I guess I’m the lucky one,” I said sarcastically, then added, “I’m on it, Marge.” 
 
    I did a U-turn on the old country road and sped toward Parishville. It was about a ten-mile drive, but I could already see the lights Marge had been talking about way off in the distance. The line of trees on the side of the road kept blocking my view, but tit looked like they were coming from a plane or helicopter, the way they were blinking. The only thing that alarmed me was how low they appeared. 
 
    I didn’t bother hitting the lightbar so far out, and I wasn’t concerned enough yet to be speeding. I mean, they were just lights in the sky. But the closer I got, the stranger they appeared. They were still a few miles out by the time I reached the town limits, and I could see them quite clearly in the valley. They were flying north to south, low like crop dusters, and they pulsed, red, yellow, and blue. 
 
    As I drew closer, I saw lights at the end of the long main street. They just suddenly stopped there above the road. The closer I got, the larger the lights became, and soon it was clear this was no plane or helicopter or any other flying thing I had ever seen. 
 
    This was something different. 
 
    This was something… hell, I had no idea what it was, but it made the hair on the back of my neck stand up and my teeth tingle. 
 
    I turned on the lights and siren, and gunned it. 
 
    “Marge, Harry here. I’m just outside Parishville on Route 37, heading west. I’ve located the source of the lights, but, well, I don’t know what the hell I’m looking at.” 
 
    The lights were pulsing slowly, and they suddenly changed to a deep green. 
 
    “The colors are changing,” I said. 
 
    “Sheriff… me… what… are….” 
 
    “You’re breaking up.” I slapped the radio, but I only heard static and a few fractured words. 
 
    The craft still wasn’t moving. I stopped forty feet away from it and tried to make sense of what I was seeing. It appeared to be triangular, with three lights, one at the end of each point, and they were pulsing slower and slower. There was no metallic reflection from the underside of the craft, only pure blackness. 
 
    The radio hissed, and Marge’s voice came in broken fragments. 
 
    The squad car’s lightbar and siren became erratic, and the engine cut out. The steering locked up, and I put the car in park and tried the engine. I kept my eyes glued to the strange craft. Hell, I don’t think I could have looked away if I’d tried. 
 
    The craft suddenly shot straight up into the air, stopped, and zipped down the road. The car started on my next try, and I checked the radar gun. 
 
    Two hundred fifty miles per hour. 
 
    “Holy shit!” I put the car in gear and slammed the gas pedal to the floor. 
 
    I shot down the road, reaching 100 miles an hour in less than ten seconds. I really had that pedal floored, and the engine was screaming, but I wasn’t about to let it get away. It disappeared behind the tall pine trees lining the sides of the road. I desperately searched the skies for another glimpse. 
 
    Just one more glimpse. 
 
    I had to see it again. 
 
    Something special had just happened. Whether military or alien, the craft was not something you saw every day. Being in its presence had given me an otherworldly high, and I wanted another hit. 
 
    “Marge, you read?” 
 
    “Affirmative, Sheriff,” she said, and I heard her smacking her gum. 
 
    “I’m in pursuit.” I slowed down and hung a left. The tires screeched around the turn. “I’m on Thompson Road heading south. Tell Jake to get his ass over here, and call McAdams Military Base and see if they’ve got eyes on this thing.” 
 
    “You got it, Harry,” she said with a smack of her gum. 
 
    The craft suddenly rose up above the trees on my right. It was like the damn thing was playing peekaboo. It was pacing me perfectly. When I slowed down, it slowed down. When I sped up, it sped up. 
 
    For the hell of it, I even flashed my headlights, and the damn thing flashed back. 
 
    “What the hell are you?” 
 
    “Back in black!” AC/DC suddenly screamed out of the speakers and made me jump. 
 
    The craft swerved toward me. 
 
    I’ve been too long, I’m glad to be back! 
 
    The lights were directly above me, and my car started acting like it was possessed. 
 
    My headlights flashed like strobe lights, the wipers turned on high and fluid covered the windshield, the siren screeched and whooped, and the lightbar went berserk. 
 
    The guitar barked through the static. 
 
    My front right tire dipped off the shoulder and hit gravel. 
 
    Brian Johnson screamed, I’ve been looking at the sky ’cause it’s getting’ me high. 
 
    My steering froze, and I fought the wheel. The fluid on the windows refracted the lightshow, and I didn’t know north from south. The car slid sideways, and I pumped the brakes. 
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    I hit the ditch at an angle, going about fifty miles an hour, and the car flipped through the air like a circus tumbler. 
 
    The last thing I remember was getting a face full of airbag, and seeing those creepy green lights pulsing outside as I rolled in slow motion. I lost consciousness, and when I opened my eyes, dust specks hung motionless all around me, illuminated by the craft’s lights. 
 
    I craned my head toward the window and tried to get a better look at the diamond-shaped vessel above me. It was just sitting there about twenty feet up, pulsing and humming and slowly rotating on an invisible axis. 
 
    Blood trickled down my forehead and into my left eye, and a wave of nausea washed over me. Time became fragmented. One minute I was drunkenly fumbling with my seatbelt and the next I was waking up again and trying to open the jammed door. The entire ordeal felt like a dream. 
 
    The green pulsing lights were soothing, and the hum of the ship resonated in my chest. The pungent smell of gasoline was all around me, but I wasn’t alarmed. I remember only feeling awed as I stared up at the slowly rotating craft. 
 
    My feet suddenly tingled like they had fallen asleep. The sensation grew and moved up my legs, my spine, and through my entire body. I looked at my hands sleepily and frowned. They were falling apart. That’s the only way to explain it. They floated upward like dust, first my fingertips, then my hands and arms. 
 
    I let out a scream of terror as my body broke into a million pieces. Then I was floating out of my seat like a ghost, through the roof of the car toward that slowly spinning blackness. The green light enveloped me, pulled me closer, and wrapped me in darkness. 
 
    When I woke up, I had no idea how much time had passed, and I didn’t know where I was. A bright white light shone down on my face, creating a fragmented haze. Tall gray figures loomed over me. They wore long robes as dusty looking as their skin. The creatures were impossibly tall and skinny, like exclamation points. 
 
    I weakly tried to move, but I had no control over my extremities. Only my eyes moved, and I jerked them around as my terror grew. The stench of gasoline still burned my nostrils. I heard only the soft hum I attributed to the ship, and I realized I must be inside it. 
 
    I glanced left, and my heart dropped. 
 
    Earth was in the window, and it was getting smaller as it grew more distant. 
 
    When I glanced right, where the grays were gathered, my terror grew. 
 
    The only thing I saw with complete clarity was the laser beam cutting my forearm in half. I didn’t feel any pain, just a slight tugging. Then one of the grays held up my right arm, and I looked at the stump. 
 
    I’m not a fainter, but the sight of my cleanly severed arm knocked me out as if I was a swooning lass from a 1950s romance movie. 
 
    I was in some shit, that’s for sure. 
 
    But the strangest part of the entire ordeal was what happened next. 
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    I opened my eyes and blinked heavily against the glaring sun. I instinctively brought my right hand to my forehead to shade the light. But my hand offered no shade, because it wasn’t there. 
 
    “Oh shit!” I cursed and shot to my feet, staring wide-eyed at the metal-capped stump where my forearm used to be. 
 
    The shiny metal cap was flat at the end, with three golden circles placed in the shape of a triangle. The cap covered a good six inches up my forearm, and it had grooves around the edges that suggested some kind of prosthetic could be attached to it. 
 
    My head spun as I tried to make sense of things. I searched my surroundings, suddenly aware there were other people around, but what I saw made no sense. Either I had been beamed to the best costume party in the world, or I was surrounded by dozens of aliens of different races. They came in all shapes and colors: short and blue, tall and green, hairy with horns, four-legged and ugly as hell, male, female, and some I couldn’t identify as either. I swear one of them had what looked like a limp dick hanging from his forehead like a deflated horn. 
 
    One thing we all had in common, however, was a severed arm ending in a silver cap—or in some cases, a severed tentacle. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I mumbled to myself. 
 
    Directly in front of me, grassland rose steeply to the top of a tall hill. The other aliens and I were positioned neatly around it. The grass was surrounded by a thick forest full of alien flora and fauna. Beyond that was a distant mountain range that circled us completely. 
 
    “Welcome, champions from across the galaxy!” 
 
    We looked up as a fifty-foot hologram of one of the tall grays I had seen on the ship, come to life atop the hill. The creature was as thin as a pool noodle, and his long praying-mantis arms were spread wide. He wore a gray cloak that matched his skin. The only color came from his big white eyes set with green, elliptical irises. His face and head resembled a turtle’s, with a thin slit of a mouth. 
 
    “You have been gathered from the far reaches of the galaxy to compete in the Vorgon Empire’s Survival Games!” 
 
    Everyone started asking angry questions, and some even tried to move toward the hill, but they suddenly slammed into some kind of invisible barrier. As the crowd grew angrier, the tall gray alien smiled and raised his arms again. 
 
    “Please, please, your questions are not important, for soon all but one of you will be dead.” 
 
    Everyone fell silent 
 
    Dead? What the hell was he talking about? 
 
    We glanced at each other, some with apprehension and others with predatory grins on their alien faces. 
 
    The alien beside me was a tall blue female straight out of an intergalactic wet dream. She looked surprisingly human, except for her too-big eyes. Oh, and there was a tail protruding from what looked like a leather skirt. 
 
    On my other side was a big hairy creature that looked like the Sasquatch from hell, and I wondered—not for the last time that day—whether I was dreaming. 
 
    “Now that I have your attention, I will tell you what you need to know,” said the gray atop the hill, and we fell silent. “You have been chosen because you represent some of the greatest warriors your worlds have to offer.” 
 
    Warrior? I had been in the marines four years, and I’d been a sheriff for five, but I didn’t know about being one of Earth’s greatest warriors. 
 
    “You may have noticed you are partially missing a limb, and I will explain that shortly. First let me address the question that you all must be thinking: how can you understand what everyone is saying?” 
 
    Yup, exactly what I was wondering, bro. 
 
    “It is simple. You have been injected with nanobots that have attached to the language locations in your brains. In essence, they are translating my words for you, as they are translating the words of the other warriors around you. But more importantly, the nanobots will help you navigate the arena, receive messages from the game masters, and display the kill count.” 
 
    There was a flash of light, and a sharp pain tore through my scalp. 
 
    “I have enabled the link. You should all see a skull floating in front of you. Please tap it.” 
 
    There was indeed a skull floating in front of me. It was thin, with a long jaw and high forehead, and I realized it was a gray alien skull. 
 
    Aliens on each side of me poked the air in front of them. Every single one of them looked surprised by what happened next. I moved my finger over the floating skull , and to my surprise, an interface appeared. 
 
      
 
    Opponents 
 
    Kill Counter 
 
    Nanobot Bonuses 
 
      
 
    “The mental holograms can be interacted with,” said Gray. “Please select opponents.” 
 
    I tapped on it, and the names and pictures of twenty-four aliens appeared in a long list. 
 
    “Take a moment to make yourself familiar with this,” said Gray. “Please touch one of the pictures in front of you.” 
 
    When I saw my own name and picture, I selected it with mounting curiosity. 
 
      
 
    Harry Warwick 
 
    Planet Earth 
 
    Soldier/Law Enforcement Officer 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the smoking hot blue alien chick, then found her on the list and tapped her pic. 
 
      
 
    Ell’Aharadia’Aquisaria 
 
    Planet Ziklon 5 
 
    Warrior/Tribal Leader 
 
      
 
    I regarded her again with newfound respect, and she glanced at me with a cocked brow, as though she had been reading my sheet as well. 
 
    I regarded the Sasquatch from hell and tapped. 
 
      
 
    Urbock Skullthumper 
 
    Planet Gorgreckin 
 
    Gladiator/Champion 
 
      
 
    Urbock caught me staring and offered me a sneer. 
 
    I scrolled through the list for a few minutes, and the otherworldly feeling steadily grew. There was a little stocky lizard-looking dude, a small winged dragon creature with wicked claws, a green humanoid with webbed feet, a cat woman with a long, bushy tail, and even something that looked like a centaur. I saw a big-ass wolf man, a giant gray-skinned cyclops, and a bunch of other weird-looking freaks. 
 
    “You will notice that the kill counter is currently set at zero, but that will soon change.” Gray laced his fingers and let out a slow chuckle, like a cheesy criminal mastermind. 
 
    “If I kill you, do I get extra points?” the blue chick beside me asked. 
 
    I and a few others laughed, and Gray smirked at her. 
 
    “I like your spirit, Ell’Aharadia’Aquisaria,” he said. 
 
    “What’s the point of all this?” I asked, and the others shared my sentiment. “Who do you want us to kill?” 
 
    Gray scowled at me. “Each other.” 
 
    That sent a murmur through the crowd. 
 
    “There are twenty-four of you, but only one shall leave this arena alive,” he continued. “You will begin the games with whatever weapons you had on you when you were abducted.” 
 
    My utility belt appeared at my feet like Scotty from Star Trek had just beamed it down to me. The other players’ weapons appeared as well. I checked it and found my equipment intact. I had my trusty Glock 22, an extra clip of ammo that held the standard fifteen rounds, a pair of handcuffs, pepper spray, a taser, and a swiss army knife. My cell phone was also on the ground, but I had a feeling I wouldn’t be getting any reception. 
 
    A quick image of me on top of the hill saying, “Can you hear me now?” flashed through my head, and I couldn’t help but chuckle as I stashed it in my pocket. 
 
    I strapped on my belt and felt the comfortable weight of my sidearm. The blue alien chick picked up a big sword with runes all over the blade. To my left, Sasquatch Dude held a spiked metal club and grinned at me with murder in his eyes. 
 
    I made a mental note to put a bullet in his head first. 
 
    “The nanobots have other functions. Most notably, they enable you to use lethal prosthetics, which will be dropped into the arena at random intervals along with other supplies, such as food, water, and apex predators.” 
 
    An icon of a lizard-like eye appeared, and I tapped it. The 3D image of a beast appeared that looked like a cross between the monster from Alien and a T-Rex. But unlike a T-Rex, it had long front arms with wicked claws at the ends, and its tail curved like a scorpion’s. 
 
    “There are other creatures in the arena, so be alert at all times,” Gray said cryptically. A grin spread across his dusty gray face. “Now, without further delay—” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I yelled, and he turned furious eyes on me for the interruption. 
 
    “What?” he hissed. 
 
    “So you expect us to kill each other?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And what’s to stop us from teaming up and kicking you and your cowardly gray hommes asses?” 
 
    Blue-skinned Chick laughed, and I offered her a wink. If I was going to get through this thing alive, I was going to have to make some friends. 
 
    Gray looked furious. “There is no way out of the arena, and those who attempt it will endure a terrible fate.” 
 
    He was full of shit. If there was a way for supplies and apex predators to be dropped into the arena, there was a way out as well. 
 
    “And what if we just refuse to fight each other?” 
 
    He laughed. “Good luck with that.” 
 
    A ring of lights flared around the hill at Gray’s feet, and when they dimmed, there were half a dozen small metal objects on the hillside. 
 
    “A gift from the game masters,” Gray said with a sneer. “But alas there are only twelve, and there are twenty-four of you.” 
 
    There was another flash of light, and giant metal balls appeared at the top of the hill. Gray snapped his fingers, and spikes protruded from the balls. 
 
    “Let the games begin!” His hologram winked out, and all hell broke loose. 
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    Half the aliens started running up the hill, and the balls of death rolled down in a crisscross formation. I caught movement in the corner of my eye and turned to find Sasquatch Dude rushing toward me, metal club held high. 
 
    I pulled my side arm, disengaging the safety with my thumb, and aimed for the Sasquatch alien’s chest. He didn’t heed the threat at all, and I squeezed off two rounds. The slugs slammed into his thick chest and sent up tufts of bloody fur, but he gave no indication that the rounds had pierced the flesh. He kept right on coming as the world turned to chaos around me. I took careful aim at his face and squeezed the trigger again, this time shooting him square in the right eye. 
 
    He staggered drunkenly, took two more wobbly steps, and dropped dead at my feet. A notification popped up on my interface. 
 
      
 
    Attention Warriors! 
 
    An opponent has died! 
 
    23 Remain. 
 
      
 
    The notification became smaller, and was replaced by another. 
 
      
 
    First Blood! 
 
    Congratulations, you have scored the first kill! 
 
    Nanobot Bonus: Enhanced Endurance 
 
    Duration: 10 minutes 
 
    Would you like to use NOW or LATER? 
 
      
 
    Enhanced endurance? How the hell was that possible? 
 
    I was in a fight for my life , so I tapped the NOW button. 
 
    I felt like someone put my dick in a wall socket. A zap surged through my brain, and my heart sped up. I felt like I was a kid again, and I had the urge to run like the wind. 
 
    I hauled ass up the hill faster than I had ever moved in my life. I don’t know what was in that cocktail the nanobots put in me, but it was working wonders.  
 
    You know how awesome it was in Captain America when he’s running at top speed and doesn’t so much as break a superhuman sweat? Yeah, that’s how I felt. 
 
      
 
    Attention Warriors! 
 
    An opponent has died! 
 
    22 Remain. 
 
      
 
    No sooner had that notification popped up than a second and third quickly followed it. 
 
    Blue-skinned Chick caught my eye as she ran up the hill with a few others. We knew we had to get to one of the revered prosthetics before they were all gone. Anyone left without one would be at a huge disadvantage. 
 
    The spiked balls were about halfway down the hill, and they had already claimed two aliens, who were still stuck to the giant spikes. Some of them were powerful enough to leap over the balls safety, but I was only human, and I couldn’t clear the seven foot high obstacles, not even with my enhanced endurance. 
 
    I watched the pattern of the rolling deathtraps closely and maneuvered around them as they bounced off each other. Without looking back, I continued up the hill, my heart and lungs working overtime. 
 
    I reached the top of the hill and grabbed one of the metal objects. It was cylindrical and about half the length of a soup can. The grooves in it were similar to the cap on my forearm. I quickly pressed the object to my stump and gave it a twist, and it suddenly morphed into a right hand identical to my old one, only silver and shiny. 
 
    A new image and words appeared on my interface as I opened and closed my robotic fist. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations, Warrior! 
 
    You have discovered an Energy Shield Nano Arm! 
 
    Enable it with a thought. 
 
      
 
    With a thought? What the hell did that mean? 
 
    I imagined an energy shield suddenly appearing, and to my surprise, a blue umbrella-like shield of translucent energy erupted from the back of my metal hand. 
 
    And just in time…. 
 
    I heard a growl and turned as gunfire erupted on the hillside. Bullets ricocheted off my shield, and a horned gorilla creature rushed toward me. The bullets didn’t come from a handgun but from the nano arm he had grabbed. 
 
    I was about to shoot the bastard with my Glock, but he was tackled by a stalky little red alien who looked like a frigging demon. The two rolled down the hill as the big metal balls were coming back up, and they were both impaled on the gleaming spikes. 
 
      
 
    Attention Warriors! 
 
    A player has died! 
 
    19 Remain. 
 
      
 
    I saw another nano arm cylinder on the ground and snatched it, put it in my pocket, and raced down the hill with my shield in front of me. Others were still trying to fight their way up to the top. There were bodies and blood everywhere, but I blocked it all out and focused on getting to the forest. 
 
    I finally reached the bottom of the hill, and found Blue-skinned Chick locked in mortal combat with a muscular green alien with thick tufts of black fur all over its body. I recognized it as the one with the limp dick protruding from his forehead. He was choking the life out of Blue-skinned Chick, and for some reason, the sight of the beautiful female alien being treated like that really pissed me off. 
 
    “Hey, dickface!” I said and aimed my gun at him from ten feet away. 
 
    He turned his ugly face my way, and I put a bullet through the flaccid growth between his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations, Warrior! 
 
    You have killed another opponent! 
 
    Nanobot Bonus: Enhanced Strength 
 
    Duration: 1 hour. 
 
    Would you like to use NOW or Later? 
 
      
 
    I tapped on NOW and felt a surge of energy rage through me. I felt like I had been working out two hours a day for the last three months and injecting a steady stream of steroids into my ass. 
 
    Dickface fell over dead and Blue-skinned Chick coughed weakly and rolled on the ground. I made sure I wasn’t in anyone’s crosshairs before rushing over to her. 
 
    “Are you all right?” I asked as I held out my hand. 
 
    She scowled at me and sprang to all fours. She searched for something, and then crawled over to her misplaced sword and stood at her full height. 
 
    I glanced at the sword. 
 
    She glanced at my gun. 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you,” I said, keeping one eye on the battle around me. 
 
    “I would kill you if I didn’t owe you my life,” she said. 
 
    “Nice to meet you too,” I said with a nervous laugh. “Since we aren’t going to kill each other right now, let’s get the fuck out of here.” 
 
    Machine gun fire erupted on top of the hill, and we turned to see a huge cyclops alien blasting the shit out of everyone around him with a badass nano-arm. 
 
    “Let’s go!” I yelled at her. 
 
    She grimly nodded and raced toward the forest, and I hurriedly followed. 
 
    We sped through the woods, and had I not been high on nano drugs, I don’t think I would have been able to keep up with the nimble blue hottie. The alien forest passed by in a blur of color as we maneuvered through it like parkour champions. After about ten minutes, we slowed to catch our breath, and I took a better look at the world around me. 
 
    The forest consisted of plants both vaguely familiar and completely alien. There were big blooming black flowers growing out of bamboo-like reeds, tall red trees with purple leaves, clumps of translucent ferns, and moss that glowed when you stepped on it. I tried not to think of what kind of creepy killer bugs were lurking in the woods and focused on finding some kind of shelter. 
 
    “I smell something!” Blue-skinned Chick said and stopped. 
 
    No sooner had she said that than a four-legged creature who looked like a cross between a panther and a porcupine sprang from the bushes on our right. It leapt right at me, and I quickly brought up my shield and shouldered into it. The beast bounced off gracefully, rebounded off a thick tree stump, and came at me again. 
 
    I fired twice with my side arm, and the creature leapt into the air, clawing wildly. It landed and made a horrible sound as it writhed and thrashed, then with one final twitch it lay motionless. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations, Warrior! 
 
    You’ve defeated a caypine! 
 
    Nanobot Bonus: Enhanced Hearing. 
 
    Increase: 50% 
 
    Duration: 5 Minutes 
 
    Use NOW or LATER? 
 
      
 
    “This is so weird,” I said and tapped LATER. 
 
      
 
    To enable at a later time, select from interface, 
 
    or simply say Enable Enhanced Hearing. 
 
      
 
    “What do you see?” she asked and followed my gaze. 
 
    “Oh, it’s a nanobot bonus. Haven’t you gotten one yet?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I got one earlier for the first kill. It gave me enhanced endurance. I just got one that enhances hearing, but I decided to save it for later.” 
 
    “You can do that?” 
 
    “Yeah. You’ll get one sooner or later, and you’ll see how it works.” 
 
    “Interesting,” she said, and we continued through the woods. 
 
    The sounds of battle became distant as we crossed a trickling stream, raced down an embankment, and climbed a hill leading to the mountains that encircled the arena. 
 
    We climbed for a while, putting some distance between ourselves and the rest of the players. A rocky bluff surrounded by dark pine-like trees offered some shelter, and I halted to catch my breath. 
 
    “Why do you stop?” she demanded, looking down at me as I rested my hands on my knees and sucked air. 
 
    “We need to take a minute and figure out the best course of action.” I was amazed that she didn’t seem winded at all. 
 
    “The best course of action,” she said as she put one leg up on a rock and stoically looked out over the valley, “is to hunt down our enemies and kill them all, one by one.” 
 
    She had a wicked rack, and it was hard not to stare. I mean, it’s not every day you meet a smoking hot alien chick. 
 
    She wore dark green knee-high boots that looked like they were made of reptile skin. Her sleek blue-skinned legs shone between the boots and a skirt that ended a few inches above the knee. The skirt had dark blue and green lappets hanging down the front, and between them I could see a hint of upper thigh. Her legs were toned and muscled like a runner’s, but they ended in an ass that belonged to a twerking champion. 
 
    Where a human’s tailbone would be, she had an actual tail.  
 
    It wasn’t pointed like a demon or succubus’s tail is portrayed, but ended in what looked a lot like a rattlesnake rattle. At the moment the tail hovered over her right shoulder as though it was eavesdropping on the conversation.  
 
    Her midriff was bare and her waist incredibly small, but she had a faint six-pack and lean muscles that wrapped around the tops of her hips and disappeared under the skirt. Her back arched in a way that made her ass stick out like a sore thumb, while at the same time thrusting forth her incredible tits. 
 
    And when I say incredible, I mean they were like a piece of art. 
 
    A tight black and green halter top covered them. It looked like it was made of some kind of latex, because it expanded when she breathed, and her perky melons jiggled when she moved. It looked like her nipples were going to poke through the thin material at any minute, and considering how warm it was in the arena, I wondered what they would do in the cold. 
 
    Her long arms were toned and sleek with sweat, and in the sunlight, her skin seemed to almost glow. Her shoulders smoothly transitioned into a long neck, and her sharp, raised chin suggested a noble air.  
 
    As beautiful as her body was, her face was even more breathtaking. 
 
    Her full lips were a darker shade of blue than the rest of her, and she had big violet eyes that I could have stared into forever. She had a small nose, high cheekbones, and sleek black hair pulled back in a long pony tail that was wrapped in leather and almost touched her ass. Her ears were long and pointed like an elf’s, and they were pierced with golden studs and a few small gems. 
 
    “Your name is Ellaharilad—” 
 
    “Ell’Aharadia’Aquisaria,” she corrected sternly. “Leader of Tai’Ak’Tuun Tribe, daughter of Kell’Ok’Aquisaria and “Haro’Zen’Aquisaria. Forger of the Forever Blade. Protector of the Sacred People. 
 
    “Die Forever, Live Today, U’Rok’Mek!” 
 
    “Uh, do you mind if I just call you Ella?” 
 
    She just stared at me. 
 
    “All right, Ella, first thing’s first. We’ll need a home base of operations. I’m not wandering around in the forest forever, waiting to catch someone unawares or falling into a trap. We need a base camp we can easily defend, and preferably one close to water. You drink water, right?” 
 
    “I do, and that sounds good.” She nodded at me respectfully. “What is your name?” 
 
    I was a little bummed that she hadn’t read my stats. “Where are my manners? I’m Sheriff Harry Warwick of Garrison County, New York.” 
 
    She smiled and waited like she was expecting a longer title. 
 
    “Uh, son of Arthur and Mary Warwick, Call of Duty Champion, Defender of America and the Free Peoples of Planet Earth. Semper fi!” 
 
    “Greetings, Sheriff Harry Warwick from Earth,” she said with a small bow. “You saved my life from that alien back at the hill.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m not the type of guy who stands around and does nothing when they see a lady treated like that.” 
 
    She cocked a brow. “As is customary on my planet, I now owe you what is called oh-rah-ah. 
 
    “Your life?” I guessed. 
 
    She shook her head and looked me up and down. “My body.” 
 
    I stared and wondered if she meant what I thought she meant. 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “My body,” she repeated. “You saved my life, and now I offer myself to you.” 
 
    “As in, like, you are my slave?” 
 
    “No. Now we will have sex.” 
 
    “Oh.” I said with a laugh. “Well, that’s a hell of a tradition, but I—" 
 
    “Here is a good place?” She pointed at the rock beside her. She even bent over the damn thing, offering me a front-row seat to the booty show. 
 
    Her tail was mesmerizing as it slowly curled from side to side. 
 
    “I’m going to have to take a raincheck on that, Ella.” I tore my eyes away from her plump rump. “We need to find a suitable camp.” 
 
    She let out a deflated sigh and tossed her whip-like hair over the other shoulder. “Is it my hand?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You are not attracted to me because of my missing hand,” she said, glancing down at it with a frown. 
 
    “No. That’s not it at all. But now that you mention it, let’s see what this other one does.” 
 
    I grabbed my nano arm and gave it a twist. It detached from my stump with a hiss of decompression. The little nano machines in the hand morphed back into a cylinder, and I put it in my pocket. I fished out the other one, attached it to the metal cap, and my interface flared to life. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations, Warrior! 
 
    You have discovered Laser Sword Nano Arm! 
 
    Enable with a thought. 
 
      
 
    I made a fist and imagined a sword shooting out of my nano hand. A hilt formed on the back of my hand and then a three foot long laser beam erupted at the end. 
 
    “No way, this is the coolest shit ever.” I looked around for something to try it on. 
 
    “It is cold?” She frowned at the laser sword. “That is strange.” 
 
    I zeroed in on a small tree. “No, I mean it looks awesome. But let’s see how it performs.” 
 
    I made sure she wasn’t within striking distance, then I swung the weapon with all my might. The sword cut through it like it was made of Styrofoam. 
 
    “Oh shit, look out!” I said as the tree fell toward us. 
 
    We hurried out of the way as the tree crashed to the ground, and I stared at the sword in amazement. 
 
    “If you want to team up,” she said and eyed my laser sword, “you should give me one of the nano arms.” 
 
    Well, lady, you sure as hell aren’t getting the lightsaber. “You’re right,” I said and tossed her the shield arm. 
 
    Ella caught it in her left hand, and I told her how to put it on. 
 
    She twisted the thing into place and smiled when the nanobots morphed into the shape of her missing hand. 
 
    “The gray aliens have miraculous technology,” she marveled as she flexed her new hand. 
 
    I was about to tell her how to enable the shield when it abruptly flared to life. She dismissed the shield with a thought and nodded happily. “Now that I am no longer disfigured, would you like to mate?” 
 
    A quick laugh escaped me. “You’re kind of crazy, did you know that?” 
 
    She cocked her head, confused. “You are afraid we will be ambushed, I see. Let us find a shelter, then I can repay my flesh debt.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said and offered her a crisp salute. 
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    We continued along the perimeter of mountains that surrounded the arena. I was searching for a place where we could get around the tall ridges and higher up into the hills, but so far I hadn’t found one. 
 
    Occasionally we heard distant gunfire or a bloodcurdling scream, but nothing that seemed too close. 
 
    Ella followed about ten feet behind me most of the time, and I was surprised I didn’t feel uneasy with her at my back with that big sword of hers. I figured that, since she thought she owed me a “flesh debt,” she wouldn’t try to kill me. Once the debt was paid, however, I didn’t know if she would want to continue our little partnership. 
 
    “Harry, look!” Ella pointed above the trees to my left. 
 
    Hanging on a big parachute, a crate floated down to the ground. The crate was about the size of a smart car, and as it disappeared behind a tree about a half a mile away, we took off after it. 
 
    “Be careful!” I yelled to her as she raced toward it in front of me. “Others will have seen it fall too.” 
 
    She didn’t heed my words at all, and I was left panting after her as she bounded through the forest with the grace of a gazelle. 
 
    By the time I reached her, she was already standing in front of the crate and about to touch the glowing pad on the double doors. 
 
    “Wait!” I yelled when I caught movement in the corner of my eye. It had been something big and black, going around to the back of the supply crate. 
 
    I raced toward her and pulled my gun. One of the other players was on top of the crate, maneuvering toward the edge. The alien looked like a mangy dog, but he walked on two legs, wore silver armor, and carried a spear. I noticed too that he hadn’t found a nano arm yet. 
 
    There was no way I was going to get a shot off, due to my angle, so instead I barreled into Ella as she touched her hand to the pad. At the same time, the dog-man leapt down off the crate. 
 
    We rolled away as a growl issued from inside, and I turned to see half the dog-man’s body disappear into the mouth of an apex predator. 
 
    “Holy shit!” I scrambled to my feet. 
 
    The predator tossed back its scaly head and gulped the rest of the dog-man down its throat. 
 
      
 
    Attention Warriors! 
 
    An opponent has died! 
 
    18 Remain. 
 
      
 
    “Run!” I screamed and pushed her ahead of me. 
 
    A quick glance over my shoulder made my asshole pucker up—the predator was looking at me with an odd grin, like he was giving us a head start for the fun of it. 
 
    We raced through the forest, managing to keep ahead of the heavy footfalls behind us. There was no way we could outrun the thing, so I searched for a tree to climb. 
 
    “This way!” I urged Ella toward me and veered right. 
 
    There was a dead tree leaning up against two others, and it created a kind of ramp to the thicker branches. Ella saw where I was going and gracefully bounded ahead of me and up the dead tree. I carefully maneuvered up the slippery deadwood on all fours, but Ella was already leaping from branch to branch. Within moments, she had disappeared into the thick canopy. 
 
    I reached the first branch and looked down to find the T-rex alien still chasing us, crashing noisily through the forest. It was about a hundred feet away and coming fast. 
 
    I had barely reached the center of the wide tree, clinging to a thick branch and deciding where to go next, when the predator caught up to me and shoulder-slammed the trunk at full speed. I held on for dear life with my nano hand, which clamped around a branch above me so hard, I heard a crack. The entire tree shook when the predator hit it again. Red things like acorns rained down on the monster. 
 
    Ella was much higher in the tree than I was, and it looked like she had a good hold. She was glowering down at the predator, and there wasn’t a hint of fear in her eyes. 
 
    “Let’s just wait him out!” I yelled up at her and then saw her working her way farther along a branch. It didn’t take me long to realize she was considering doing something stupid, like jumping on the predator’s back with her sword. 
 
    The predator rammed the tree again, and I almost lost my footing when the branch I was holding with my nano hand snapped in two. I climbed higher when the beast backed up for another run, and when he hit the tree again, I was prepared. 
 
    The predator looked up at me with murderous red eyes and let out a roar so powerful, it blew my hair back. Its stagnant breath washed over me, and I actually gagged. It smelled like morning breath mixed with rotten meat, and it was so pungent, I swear it must have burned my nose hairs. 
 
    The creature’s barbed tail ripped into the tree mere inches from my foot and gauged out big chunks of warty green bark. It tore at the trunk in murderous frustration and even bit into it with its dagger-like teeth. 
 
    At this rate, the beast was going to chop the tree down, and if that happened, we were going to be really screwed. 
 
    So much for waiting it out. 
 
    “Shoot it with your gun!” Ella yelled down to me. 
 
    I’d considered that, but I was afraid it was just piss it off more. But we were low on alternatives, so I pulled my weapon, aimed into the gaping maw, and pulled the trigger. 
 
    The predator acted like it had been stung on the tongue by a bee, but it didn’t appear to be injured at all. It hit the tree again and again and tore at it with its wicked claws. The barbed tail carved out massive chunks of greenwood, and the tree started to tip to the side with a splintered moan. 
 
    I was knocked against the tree so hard that my gun fell out of my hand, and when I leaned over to snatch it out of the air, the predator struck again. A vibration passed through the tortured tree as it shook violently. I lost my balance and flailed for another branch but missed. 
 
    Then I was falling backward in a twisting motion. 
 
    The predator roared below me and attacked the tree as I mentally enabled the laser sword. I somehow managed to land on its back and felt its tough scales scratch my legs and chest. I ignored the pain and plunged my sword into the beast’s side. 
 
    The laser sword sank like a toothpick in hot brownies, and the beast let out a tortured howl. It bucked me off hard and sent me sailing through the air. Luckily I hit a patch of soft moss. I rolled to my feet with the laser sword humming in front of me. 
 
    Ella was now on the predator’s back, hacking and stabbing the beast’s neck with her metallic sword. She looked like a warrior princess from Planet Babe, and for a moment, I stared in awe at her prowess. The predator’s tail swung haphazardly, crashing through trees like a wrecking ball and keeping me at bay. But then the tail stuck in the bark of a thick tree, and the beast lurched drunkenly to one side. Ella was still stabbing it like a Norman Bates enthusiast, and when the monster finally dropped to its knees, I found an opening and slashed its scaly throat. 
 
    The monster’s roar became a gurgle as it let out its last breath and dropped dead. 
 
    Ella ripped her blade free and stood on the back of the downed predator and let out a primal scream. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations, Warrior! 
 
    You have killed an Apex Predator! 
 
    Nanobot Bonus: Animal Instinct (Sense Danger) 
 
    Proximity: 100 Yards 
 
    Duration: 1 Earth Hour 
 
    Would you like to use NOW or save for Later? 
 
      
 
    “Did you get the Animal Instinct bonus?” I asked her as she leapt to the ground, long black ponytail whipping around tantalizingly. 
 
    “Yes, but I’m saving it for later,” she said. 
 
    “Me too. It’ll come in handy when we’re trying to rest.” 
 
    “Or while we’re mating,” she said with a devilish grin. 
 
    I chuckled at her forwardness and surveyed our surroundings. We’d made a hell of a racket, and someone or something must have heard us. 
 
    It was time to get the hell out of there. 
 
    She must have been thinking the same thing, because she trotted beside me when I jogged back to the hills. 
 
    We hiked for a while and finally found a canyon between the tall ridges which had been impassable up until then. We carefully picked our way through it, keeping an eye on the ledges above. This was a perfect spot for an ambush, and for a moment I considered enabling Animal Instinct, but the canyon was shallow, and soon we were climbing the steep crag at the far end. 
 
    Halfway up we discovered a shallow cave, and I glanced at her with a shrug. 
 
    “Looks like a good spot.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” She scanned the area. “Everyone will be vying for a shelter like this. Better to lie in wait and kill them when they come to explore.” 
 
    “We’re going to need a shelter,” I pointed out. “It’ll be night soon.” 
 
    “So that we can have sex?” 
 
    “What? No. I mean, maybe. Listen. We need a base camp, and this is a good spot. We’ve got a view of the forest and the valley, and nothing is going to be able to attack us from behind because of the mountains. The initial fighting has died down, and this game could last for days, weeks—hell, months even. We’re much better off with a defensible location like this.” 
 
    As if to underscore my point, it began to rain. 
 
    “You make a strong argument,” she said and moved inside. 
 
    Enough light shone into the cave to allow us to see well enough, so we set about exploring the shelter. It proved to be about ten feet wide and had a high, domed ceiling. Near the back it opened up wider, which would allow us to duck out of sight from anyone coming in through the entrance. Water trickled down one side into a hollow where the wall met the floor. I let the water pour over my hand and sniffed. I didn’t smell anything, which was a good sign. 
 
    “I wouldn’t drink that,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, well, we’ve got to drink something. And if the game masters have poisoned all the water, this will be a pretty quick and boring game for them. You said your kind need water, right?” 
 
    “Yes, we do…” she said hesitantly. 
 
    “All right then.” I cupped my hands and let them fill with water, then I drank a mouthful. 
 
    She watched me closely. 
 
    “Tastes good, but I’m going to give it an hour and see if I get sick. If I don’t, we can drink our fill.” 
 
    “Good idea.” She looked at me like she was waiting for something to explode out of my chest. 
 
    Big squarish rocks were scattered around the cave, and I moved a bunch of the bigger ones to create a kind of bench against the wall opposite the spring. It wasn’t much, but it was a place to sit. Ella gathered some of the smaller ones and made a fire ring, and I realized we had more in common than I had thought. 
 
    Once we had cleared the ground of rocks, we sat on the bench and took a break. I was pretty wiped out. My nano bonuses had worn off, and I hadn’t had any real sleep since the night before the abduction. Sure, I had been unconscious, but it wasn’t the same as a good night’s sleep, that’s for sure. 
 
    Ella showed signs of fatigue too, but she was still alert, and I could tell the wheels in her head were still turning rapidly. 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    She looked to me quizzically. “Why did you want to team up with me? Only one person can win this game.” 
 
    “Because we’ll survive longer if we work together.” 
 
    “And what happens if we’re the last survivors? We’ll have to fight each other to the death.” 
 
    “Let’s worry about that when it happens. There are still dozens of players left.” 
 
    “Not dozens.” She tapped at the air, and I realized she was looking at her interface. “The kill counter says there are still eighteen of us left.” 
 
    “The point is we have a long way to go. We’ve got to find some food, and we need to stack up nanobot bonuses that we can enable. Enhanced hearing is just the begin—aw, fuck!” 
 
    “What is it?” Ella shot to her feet with her sword in hand. 
 
    I pressed my hands to my ears. “Not so loud, I think I accidentally enabled enhanced hearing.” 
 
    “Well, that was stupid.” She her eyes rolled back and her lids fluttered. 
 
    “Shh… I hear something!” I gestured for her to freeze. 
 
    The sound was faint, like a cat purring in another room, and there was also a rustling of leaves. 
 
    “Come on,” I whispered. “They’re going to come snooping around the cave any minute. We need to ambush them from above the entrance.” 
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    We hurried out of the cave and climbed the sides of the entrance, where we could lie in wait. It was still raining, and we were soon soaked through. 
 
    I heard someone approaching, and they were getting close. “Any minute now,” I whispered. “It sounds like a cat or something.” 
 
    “What’s a cat?” 
 
    I pressed a finger to my lips and peered through the small shrubs that covered the top of the cave like a mustache. 
 
    I saw movement in the thick tangle of brush. Strangely, the rain was the only thing that suggested a form, because instead of hitting the ground in some areas, it hit something else and slid down the sides. It was like whatever was lurking down there was made of glass. 
 
    Memories of the predator’s enhanced camouflage from the movie of the same name flashed through my mind, and a shiver crawled up my spine. 
 
    Lightning flashed, and as the thunder rolled into the valley, the outline of a lithe feline creature became clear for a fleeting moment. The creature suddenly bolted from the underbrush and ran into our cave. I turned to Ella, but she was already leaping off the ledge. 
 
    “God damn it!” I cursed under my breath. 
 
    I activated my laser sword, leapt down after her, and landed in a crouch. She had enabled her nano shield and glanced back at me. Together we crept into the cave, Ella in front with her shield raised and her sword arm ready to stab the first thing she saw, and me with my sword up and my sidearm ready. 
 
    A low growl issued from inside the cave, but I couldn’t see the alien, even with the glow of our nano weapons. When we reached the back of the cave without spotting the creature, we looked at each other with puzzlement. 
 
    Our confusion turned to dread as a deformed silhouette filled the entrance and the glow of our weapons revealed a hideous alien. The thing was tall, and its big saggy tits suggested it was female. It looked like a hag straight out of the minds of the Brothers Grimm. Moss-covered skin hung from a crooked body. The limbs were bony, and a bulbous belly took up most of its mass. 
 
    It pointed a crooked finger at us and let out a scream that would have made a banshee’s ears bleed, then it charged toward us, shooting the nano gun attached to its right arm. 
 
    The bullets ricocheted off Ella’s shield with a thwap thwap thwap! 
 
    I fought the urge to cover my ears and calmly crouched into a shooting stance. 
 
    “Kill it!” Ella shouted, but her voice was nearly drowned out by the hag. 
 
    I popped up over her shield and fired three times, but the hag wove from side to side, and only one of my bullets hit her. Blood sprayed from her right shoulder, and her nano gun drifted to the floor. The bullets chewed up the stone floor and sent flecks of rock hurtling into Ella’s shield. I fired again at the middle of the hag’s chest. 
 
    She rocked back at the impact of the bullet and opened her mouth impossibly wide. To my shock and horror, a thick stream of green puke shot out of her mouth and splashed against Ella’s shield. 
 
    We ducked behind it as the fetid stench of the vomit wafted over us. 
 
    I couldn’t see shit due to the slime-covered shield, and I wasn’t about to take a peek and risk having my face melted off. The puke ate through everything it touched, including stone. 
 
    I couldn’t see the hag, but I did notice a cat-like form drop from the ceiling. 
 
    The screaming ceased, the puke stopped hitting the shield, and a new growl reverberated in the cave. Then, what sounded like a cat fight began. 
 
    Ella cautiously lowered the shield to sneak a peek at what was going on, and we saw a cat woman tearing an obviously dead hag to pieces with her long, wicked claws. 
 
      
 
    Attention, Warriors! 
 
    A player has died. 
 
    17 remaining. 
 
      
 
    That notification was followed by another. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations, Warrior! 
 
    You’ve contributed to the death of another player! 
 
    Nanobot Bonus: Enhanced sight. 
 
    Increase: 50% 
 
    Duration: 5 Earth minutes. 
 
    Would you like to use NOW or LATER? 
 
      
 
    I quickly tapped LATER, and the message disappeared. 
 
    “Freeze!” I said and aimed the gun at the cat woman’s head. 
 
    She hissed as she crouched over the hag’s body. 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you,” I said, “But you need to step away from her.” 
 
    She backed away, glancing at the exit. 
 
    “Don’t even try it. You’ll be dead before you reach the door.” I had no intention of killing the alien, but Ella was growing impatient. 
 
    “Just shoot her, and get it over with!” 
 
    The cat woman looked from Ella to me fearfully. 
 
    “I’m not killing someone in cold blood.” 
 
    “That prosthetic is mine!” said the cat woman, giving it a covetous look. Her voice was angry but melodic. “I killed her.” 
 
    “We killed her,” I corrected. 
 
    I couldn’t make out many details since she had her back to the bright entrance, but the outline of her body told me that she was had no nano arm, and suggested pin-up girl curves. 
 
    “I lured her here, I killed her, and I want my reward,” she argued. 
 
    “We’re the ones with the weapons,” Ella reminded her as she pointed her sword at the cat woman and walked around her to block the exit. 
 
    With the cat woman covered, I holstered my gun, approached the hag, and detached her nano arm. 
 
    “Listen.” I stood and pocketed the new prosthetic. “We don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “You don’t?” she asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Ella and I have teamed up, and we want you to join us.” 
 
    “We do?” said Ella. 
 
    “If we work together, we’ll be safe.” 
 
    “Safe?” The cat woman laughed. She had a sweet voice, which made the hag blood dripping from her claws that much more unsettling. “None of us are safe.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll be better off then. With three of us, we’ll have a huge advantage over those who have been working alone. Don’t believe me? Just ask the hag alien what she thinks.” 
 
    Both women glanced at the corpse. 
 
    “So?” I said. “What’s it going to be?” 
 
    Cat woman looked from me to the hag and then to Ella, and finally nodded. “I’ll join you on one condition,” she said. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “I get one of the nano arms.” 
 
    “You don’t get to have a weapon until we know we can trust you,” said Ella. 
 
    “Give her the shield,” I told Ella. 
 
    “I’m not walking around with a stump.” 
 
    “I’ll give you the laser sword,” I said. 
 
    “What if I want the nano gun? You’ve already got a sidearm.” 
 
    “You can have the sword,” I told her flatly. 
 
    Ella scowled at me but then sheathed her sword, deactivated the nano shield arm, and tossed the cylinder to the cat woman. She caught it and twisted it onto her metal cap, and the nanobots transformed into her missing right hand. 
 
    “It feels so real.” She flexed the new hand. She even had metal claws that matched those on her left hand. 
 
    I tossed Ella the laser sword prosthetic, then attached the gun arm to my stump. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations, Warrior! 
 
    You’ve discovered a Laser Gun Nano Arm! 
 
    Activate with a thought. 
 
      
 
    This could get tricky. I wondered if the arm would suddenly fire laser bullets out of one of the fingers if I thought about it, and thinking about it made me paranoid that it would happen. To be safe, I pointed my arm at the back wall and mentally willed the hand to work. 
 
    No bullets erupted from the fingers, but a gun barrel did suddenly appear on the back of the metal hand. A pad glowed in the center of my hand, and when I made a fist and pressed against it with my fingers, a single laser bullet erupted from the barrel. 
 
    “Neat,” I said and mentally willed the gun to turn back into a hand. 
 
    The cat woman practiced mentally conjuring and deactivating the shield. While she did that, I got a much better look at her. The first thing that got my attention was her eyes. They were big round feline eyes with vertical irises, and a beautiful jade green. Aside from the eyes, claws, tail, and the velvety short fur on her hands and feet, she was more humanoid than feline. 
 
    She wore a tight bodysuit that clung to her body like a wet T-shirt, accentuating every curve of her lithe frame. She was barefoot, which made sense since she had claws. Her perky ears were placed high on the sides of her head, like little satellite dishes, and they moved independently of one another sometimes. She had a little button of a nose, and a big mouth with the tips of pointy canines protruding a little over her soft pink lips. She was long, sleek, and powerful, and despite the innocent way she looked, I knew what she was capable of. 
 
    When she caught me staring, I introduced myself and asked her name. 
 
    “Purshia,” was all that she said. 
 
    “That’s funny.” 
 
    “Why is my name humorous?” Purshia asked. 
 
    “Oh, it’s just that on my world we have creatures that kind of resemble you, and they purr.” 
 
    “What does it mean to purr?” 
 
    “It’s a sound they make,” I said. “But I’m not making fun of you. I like your name. It’s pretty.” 
 
    She offered me a strange smile, but not an unpleasant one. 
 
    “So why couldn’t we see you before?” Ella asked. “We searched the entire cave.” 
 
    “I was clinging to the ceiling, and I can blend in with my surroundings when I need to.” 
 
    “That’s cool,” I said. 
 
    “Sounds useful.” Ella offered me a devilish grin. “Why don’t you go keep watch for a while, Purshia? Harry and I have some unfinished business.” 
 
    “What unfinished business?” she asked. 
 
    “We need to mate.” 
 
    “Sorry, babe.” I glanced at the hag’s corpse. “But dead aliens that smell like garbage are kind of a turn off where I’m from. I think we need to move on. This cave is ruined now.” 
 
    “It does smell pretty bad,” said Purshia. 
 
    “Fine,” said Ella with mounting frustration. “Let’s get moving then, before the sun goes down.” 
 
    “Oh, we’re not on a planet,” said Purshia. “That isn’t a real sun.” 
 
    “It’s not?” I glanced out the cave mouth. “Then what is it? Where are we?” 
 
    “On a ship or a space station I imagine,” she said, like it was no big deal. 
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    “What do you mean, we’re on a ship?” I glanced at Ella to see if she was as surprised as I was. 
 
    She wasn’t surprised at all. 
 
    “Didn’t you see the supply crates drop out of the sky?” Ella asked me. “I saw a door open up there, then the crate fell out and the parachute opened. That’s when I got your attention.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t see a door in the sky.” 
 
    “It’s not a sky,” Purshia reminded me. “It’s probably just a giant hologram.” 
 
    “How can we be in a ship?” 
 
    “Doesn’t your kind have space flight?” Ella asked me. 
 
    “Yeah, but we haven’t gotten out of our solar system with a manned vehicle. Hell, we’ve only put people on our planet’s moon.” 
 
    The girls glanced at each other, then burst out laughing. 
 
    “Your people are so behind that it confuses the mind,” said Ella. 
 
    “Yeah,” Purshia added. “I thought the grays only took people from advanced civilizations.” 
 
    “We are advanced.” 
 
    Another laugh from the girls. 
 
    “Do your people know about the Vorgon?” Ella asked. 
 
    “On earth we have legends about little green men and gray aliens, but there is a lot of speculation surrounding their existence. They’ve never made contact. Not publicly anyway.” 
 
    “So strange.” Ella shook her head in disbelief. “I thought the Vorgon had gathered every planet into their empire.” 
 
    “My mind is kind of blown right now. Are you telling me that you two were already aware of each other’s worlds?” 
 
    “We’re aware of many worlds, although I’ve never been off-planet,” Ella said. 
 
    “I have.” Purshia crossed her arms and cocked a hip, looking proud and cute as hell. “I’m a pilot. Mostly garbage barges, mining freighters, and big commercial stuff like that, but I can fly just about anything. I was actually going for my ATR-450 test before those bastards beamed me here, wherever the hell here is.” 
 
    I had a lot to learn, but we couldn’t just sit around in that stinking cave all day. 
 
    “Let’s talk more about this later,” I said. “I’ve got about a million questions, but we’ve got to find another shelter before the fake sun goes down.” 
 
    It had been a while since I drank the water running down the wall, and luckily I felt fine. The trickling spring water had been spared the hag’s vomitus splatter, so I moved over to the wall to fill up my belly before we hit the dusty trail. 
 
    Purshia came up beside me and lapped the water directly from the wall, and we laughed together at the absurdity of it. Once Ella had drunk her fill, we enabled our nano arms and emerged from the cave. 
 
    The sham sun was dropping close to the distant mountains, which, I realized, were probably holograms too. But it gave me a point of reference, so I mentally noted that direction as west. 
 
    I stopped outside the mouth of the cave to watch and listen. Purshia did the same, and since her eyes, ears, and nose were most definitely better than mine, I waited until she glanced at me and nodded the “all clear.” 
 
    We moved like a well-oiled machine once we got going. It seemed both women had some sort of military training or hunting experience, because they knew how to take turns on point and hold a position while others passed. I felt comfortable with them, and it was the first time I’d had that experience since I arrived. 
 
    It took us less than half an hour to find a new place. The new cave was almost identical to the last one, and I began to think that the grays had designed the arena with such shelter in mind. I also assumed that being the dicks they were, they had only added a few caves, just to watch everyone fight over them. 
 
    I had two bad-ass bitches with me, and if the grays wanted to see someone defend their damn cave, they had better stay tuned, because I was tired, I was god knows where, and I was hungry. Not to mention I’d had my freaking arm chopped in two, and we had more than a dozen other players and all manner of weird alien predators after us. 
 
    Needless to say it had been an awful fucking day, and I was ready for some sleep. 
 
    “This cave looks just like the last one,” Ella noted as we explored it. 
 
    “Apparently the grays just used copy and paste,” I said, and surprisingly, neither of the women asked me what I meant. 
 
    I guessed some things were universal. 
 
    “When’s the last time you two slept, and how much sleep do you require?” 
 
    “Oh, I require ten hours,” said Purshia. 
 
    “How many hours make up one of your planet’s days?” I asked. 
 
    “Forty,” she said with a delightful smile and clapped her hands, then spun whimsically. She was the fidgety type, but at least her fiddling was graceful. “But I slept right after the fighting began on the hill.” 
 
    “What?” Had I heard her right? “How the hell did you sleep?” 
 
    “Simple.” She twirled again and spread her arms. “I dug a deep and cozy hole, pulled fallen branches and moss over the hole, and snored away. I’m very clever, and as clever as I am, I knew everyone would be tired and hungry after all that fighting. And they were. Just like you. But I was fresh and awake before I met you.” 
 
    “And you had an ugly alien… what did you call it, Harry?” Ella asked. 
 
    “A hag.” 
 
    “Right,” said the blue-skinned bombshell. “You had an alien hag after you when we met.” 
 
    “I was luring her into the cave,” said Purshia. She licked her metal hand and rubbed it with the left. 
 
    “Sure you were.” 
 
    “The point is that Purshia is fresh,” I said and nodded toward Ella. “What about you?” 
 
    She fanned herself and put the back of her real hand to her forehead. “I am sooo tired. I need to be ravished and put to bed.” 
 
    “Nice try.” I chuckled “When’s the last time you slept?” 
 
    Her shoulders dropped. “I was abducted in my sleep.” 
 
    “That settles it!” I said and laid my head on my rolled up shirt with a contented sigh. I took the sheriff’s badge off and pinned it to my white T-shirt, then I tapped it twice for good luck and was out like a light. 
 
    When I awoke I still felt groggy, and I was super freaking confused. Then I remembered everything that had happened. 
 
    I took my cellphone out to check the time. It still had a 74 percent charge, and it was working. 
 
    It was 7:00 at night, and it was the day after I had been abducted. I’d missed an appointment with my dentist, and I wondered what Jake and Marge were thinking back on Earth. 
 
    I rubbed my eyes. Lightning flashed, illuminating the cave for a millisecond. In that moment I saw Ella crouched by the entrance. I considered going back to sleep, but I figured it was my turn to keep watch. 
 
    My body protested when I sat up. I’d been sleeping on semi-flat stone, but there were bumps and edges, and the knotted muscles in my back might as well have been a roadmap for the floor.  
 
    Water trickled down the wall in this cave, as it had in the last. I stretched and yawned, then went over to it. I knelt and filled my hands and splashed some on my face before taking a big drink. My stomach growled. Drinking the water was painful, but I knew that it would help with the hunger. 
 
    When I joined Ella, standing watch at the entrance, she gestured for me to squat with her. My knees didn’t like it, but I did it anyway. 
 
    “Where’s Purshia?” I asked. “She run off with my shield arm?” 
 
    “No, she is close enough to hear you,” Ella told me flatly. 
 
    “I knew she was.” I made a lame attempt to cover up. “I was just joking. Do they have jokes in your world?” 
 
    “Have you ever heard me make a joke?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. But the fact that you know what a joke is means you know what jokes are.” 
 
    “Are you sure you are fully awake?” 
 
    “Yeah, why?” I blearily wondered what the hell we’d just been talking about. Man, I needed coffee. Oh yeah, jokes. “How long was I out? I didn’t check the time before falling asleep.” 
 
    “You were not out.” Ella frowned. “You were sleeping. Or do humans’ spirits travel in their sleep, like the Tarkannians?” 
 
    “‘How long was I out’ means how long was I sleeping,” I said. “I guess the nanobots can’t translate slang so well. Cheap fucking grays.” 
 
    “Then you were ‘out’ for three hours.” 
 
    “How long is that on your world?” 
 
    “We use the moons to keep time, for time is fluid and ever changing. But going by your conversation with Purshia, I estimate you slept four hours in Earth time.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I said. “Drop dead sexy and smart? My mother warned me about women like you.” 
 
    “She did?” Ella said with a grin that made my dick fall in love with her. 
 
    “Nah. I’m just playing. Actually, I’m flirting. Do they have flirting on your world?” 
 
    She nodded, and her gaze moved down my body slowly, then back up. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes.” I tried not to talk directly at her, super self-conscious about morning breath. “Any chance either of you two found any berries or roots, maybe a cheeseburger or two?” 
 
    “What is a cheeseburger?” she asked, and I made a mental note. 
 
      
 
    Dear me, 
 
      
 
    If you ever somehow, some way get a chance to cook Ella a cheeseburger, do that shit! 
 
      
 
    Yours truly, 
 
      
 
    Me 
 
      
 
    “They’re only the best damn finger food in the universe,” I said, and to accentuate the point, my stomach growled like that of a horny yeti. 
 
    “Are they made of meat?” 
 
    “Oh yeah.” I salivated over the memories of my favorite burger from a joint in town: flame broiled soft-as-a-titty buns, eight ounces of USDA certified beef, smoked for two hours and tossed on the grill to finish, smothered in mayo, ketchup, mustard, onions, tomatoes, and god almighty, don’t forget the bacon! Bacon piled to the ceiling. Bacon under the lettuce and over the lettuce. Bacon on the fries. Bacon on the pickle. Throw that pickle on top— 
 
    “Harry?” 
 
    I snapped out of it. “What the hell happened? Did I fall asleep?” 
 
    “Harry.” She looked concerned. “Who is bacon. Is she a female?” 
 
    I rubbed my eyes. “No, bacon is food. Was I calling out for bacon in my sleep?” 
 
    “You kept calling for bacon, and once in a while you would add, ‘No more pizza, free the people!’” 
 
    “Once in a while?” I said. “How long was I out?” 
 
    “Ah,” she said with a smile that somehow made her more beautiful. “You mean how long were you sleeping. Just a little while. Look, Purshia is back.” 
 
    It took a little while, and I wondered how Ella had sensed her, but sure enough Purshia bounded around the corner to the entrance on all fours with a long snake in her mouth. 
 
    She spit it out at my feet and stood proudly. “The little gizrock tried to bite me, but the shield stopped it, and I smashed its head with a rock.” 
 
    A single drop of blood dripped from her right canine tooth, and I don’t know why, but it was super freaking sexy. 
 
    Maybe I was thinking with my stomach, but when she picked it up and ambled into the cave on two feet, I followed. 
 
    “Do we have a way to cook it?” I asked, wishing like hell I still smoked so I’d had a lighter on me when I was abducted. 
 
    Purshia gave me an empathetic look and pulled a knife from her belt. “You cook your food?” 
 
    “Yeah, don’t you?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “What about you?” I yelled to Ella. “You cook your food?” 
 
    She sauntered back into the dark cave, and the moonlight revealed a silhouette from a dream. I gulped, and not because I was hungry. 
 
    “Yes, I usually cook my food. But you shouldn’t yell like that.” 
 
    “Right. I know. I’m sorry.” I rubbed my grainy eyes again. “I don’t know if it’s interstellar jetlag or what, but I feel like my dick has been kicked through the dirt for about a week.” 
 
    “Your dick?” Ella arched a brow. 
 
    “Fuck this.” I headed for the door. “I need food. We all need food and fire. The game masters know that, and I’m going to sit out there until I see another crate drop!” 
 
    I marched out of the cave, found a suitable tree that hung above the entrance, and climbed into its gnarled boughs. 
 
    I was determined not to leave until I saw a damned supply crate. 
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    A big red moon that I hadn’t seen before slowly floated across a star-filled sky, and I wondered if they were copies of real stars somewhere or if the game masters just programmed in a random pattern. 
 
    The world around me was so convincing that I found it hard to believe I was on a ship. From our cave to the other side of the arena looked to be about seven to ten miles, and I wondered how long was the ship it was inside? Or was I still strapped on a table under those bright lights and being uploaded like Neo to the alien Matrix? 
 
    I really had no way of knowing. 
 
    When I set aside sudden mental illness, brain trauma, a bad acid trip, and it all being a dream, I came to the conclusion that this must be real. 
 
    I was really in a gladiator arena. 
 
    I was really on an alien spaceship. 
 
    I was really fighting for my life in a game that allowed for only one winner. 
 
    I was really fucked. 
 
    None of that shit, Harry. Where there’s a will, there’s a way. 
 
    I tried to listen to the more optimistic part of my brain. But when you’re tired and hungry, it’s really, really hard. 
 
    “You want some company?” 
 
    I was so startled by her unexpected appearance, I didn’t know whether to fall out of the tree or fart in fear, so I did neither. 
 
    “Ella,” I said as she climbed up. “I thought I heard you.” 
 
    “No you didn’t.” She laughed teasingly. “In my village I am sometimes called Lightfoot. No one ever hears me coming.” 
 
    I couldn’t decide if that was creepy or reassuring, but what came out of my mouth was, “That’s what she said.” 
 
    “That’s what who said?” Ella asked as she got comfortable on the branch next to me. 
 
    “It’s a joke. Whenever anyone says anything with even the most remote sexual connotation, you usually add, ‘That’s what she said,’ and it will be funny.” 
 
    “It will? Why?” she asked with a scrunched nose. 
 
    “I don’t know. It just is. Humor is a mystery.” 
 
    She shrugged and surveyed the valley below. 
 
    From our vantage point up in the short, gnarled tree, which was high in the foothills, we had a panoramic view of the surrounding arena. Behind us were the looming, white-capped, seemingly impassable mountains. They tapered off to desert-like butts and looming red stone structures like the hills, which then suddenly and dramatically turned into lush forest. There was a huge meadow in the middle of the distant valley, and the hill where we all started was at the center. The river we had crossed ran in a circle through the woods, which made no sense, and further proved we were in a fabricated landscape. 
 
    “Look, there.” Ella pointed. “I think I see a fire.” 
 
    I spotted it easily. It was all the way across the arena on an adjacent hillside. 
 
    “Must be one of the other players is having a campfire. That’s ballsy,” I said. 
 
    “A fire would be nice right now.” 
 
    “Are you cold?” I asked, sensing as much. 
 
    “Just a little,” she said with a small shiver. 
 
    “Come closer.” I reached out to her. “I’ll keep you warm.” 
 
    She moved over, and I wrapped an arm around her. “That’s better, thank you.” She relaxed and snuggled up to me, her feet propped up on a nearby branch. 
 
    We sat in the tree, our backs against a thick branch behind us, me with my human arm around her and my nano arm ready to blast alien hostiles to hell, and her with her goose-bumped blue skin and eyes that made me feel strong. 
 
    I don’t know when it happened, but at some point, Ella and I fell asleep in each other’s arms. 
 
    We awoke violently when Purshia ran into us, then we were falling out of the gnarled tree. The air exploded from my lungs when we hit the ground, and it took a moment for me to catch my breath. 
 
    The tree we had been in exploded, and the heat of the flames sent us scrambling. 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” I enabled my laser gun nano arm and ducked behind a boulder with the girls. 
 
    “Someone is shooting at us,” said Purshia matter-of-factly. “I saw a laser beam tracking you, so I intervened.” 
 
    “Thanks, Purshia.” 
 
    “I am in your debt.” Ella sketched a bow to the cat woman and then winked at me. 
 
    We were behind a big boulder near the cave entrance, and on the stone wall in front of me I saw three triangular laser beams. I popped up quick and found the source. A moment later there was an explosion high on the rock wall. The bastard was trying to cause an avalanche. 
 
    “I know where the source of the laser targeting system is,” I told them. “He’s on the other side of the cave mouth, low in the bushes.” 
 
    “I’ll flank him,” said Purshia, and before either of us could say Meow Mix, she bounded off into the night and disappeared. 
 
    “Shit!” I prepared to cover her with gunfire. 
 
    “Wait.” Ella grabbed my arm. “You should enable one of your nanobot bonuses. You must have picked up something useful.” 
 
    “Right,” I said and tapped the skull to open my interface. “Thanks for the reminder.” 
 
    The interface popped up, and it was super distracting, so I hurried through the menu and tapped on Nanobot Bonuses. I only had two: Enhanced Sight and Sense Danger. 
 
    Since I already knew there was danger, I ignored that one and selected Enhanced Sight. I instantly had the best night sight ever imagined. 
 
    Twin moons hung in the sky, and they quickly appeared brighter, casting more light on the world around me. Ella’s skin wasn’t just blue, it was the most magnificent, deep rich blue I’d ever seen. The mountains in the distance seemed so close, if felt like I could reach out and touch them. I even saw bats flying around the cavernous hills, as clearly as if it was daylight. Hell, better than that! 
 
    I popped up from behind the rock and unloaded a dozen glowing rounds into the bushes where I thought the laser lights had come from. Then I ducked back down and regarded the smoking barrel on the back of my nano hand. “This thing is sweet!” 
 
    “Did you see him?” Ella asked. 
 
    “No. but we need to keep moving.” 
 
    She nodded and dashed down the slope between the gnarled trees. I followed, thinking that at any moment our attacker would blast me to smithereens, but no explosions ensued. 
 
    I hoped that my high-powered nano gun had scared the assailant away, but seeing as he was lobbing bombs, I doubted we would be so lucky. It became startlingly apparent to me that our attacker might be using nanobot bonuses as well, and he might have even better ones. 
 
    An explosion rocked a mound of earth behind me, and I felt the heat of the blast more than thirty yards away. The bastard somehow knew where we were, but we still didn’t have a bead on him. 
 
    Ella hunkered down behind a small ridge that protected us from the north side of the hill, and another explosion lit up the night. I barely caught sight of it as I dove for cover beside Ella. 
 
    “That one was way up the hill,” I told her. “He must be firing at Purshia.” 
 
    “She’s causing a distraction. Smart woman.” 
 
    “We need to split up,” I dared a peek, but I didn’t see him. “I’m going to go along the ridge above us toward his last location. You follow this ridge and get beside him. With any luck we can corner the bastard.” 
 
    “Okay, Harry.” Ella suddenly kissed me. Her lips tasted like oranges. 
 
    “What was that for, luck?” 
 
    “I wanted to taste you.” She licked her lips and her eyes lingered on mine. With a whimsical hum she dashed off. 
 
    I watched her tight ass bounce down the trail, then I snapped myself out of it and focused on the task at hand. 
 
    Another explosion erupted on the northern face, about two hundred yards from me, and I wondered what the range was on the dude’s bomb-lobbing nano arm. I’d seen the explosive arch toward its target like a glowing Nerf football, which suggest it wasn’t a missile, but with alien tech, you never could be quite sure of anything. 
 
    I thought about spraying the distant shrubbery with bullets, but I wasn’t sure of Purshia’s location, and I didn’t want to accidentally hit her. 
 
    “Here goes nothing.” I leaped up over the ridge and hauled ass toward a big boulder. 
 
    I ducked behind it seconds before a bomb hit the ground in front of it. Pebbles and sand rained down on me as I huddled, and my ears rang maddeningly. 
 
    Another bomb exploded, this one far to my left, and I assumed the attacker was shooting at Ella. Somehow he seemed to know our general location. I peered around the boulder and waited for the bastard to shoot again. With my enhanced sight, I thought I might be able to see it coming in time to duck. 
 
    It was nerve-racking waiting for the attacker to shoot again. What if he had another nano arm? What if he had one with a sniper rifle? 
 
    Unable to take the suspense any longer, I dove around the boulder, rolled, then came up and sprinted across the hillside. I weaved and bobbed, searching for my next hiding spot, and that’s when I saw a bomb shoot out of a thick copse of dark purple trees about a hundred yards from me. 
 
    I raced toward the trees with every bit of energy I had left in my hungry body. The bomb arched toward me in a low lob. I leaped off the ridge and the explosion erupted behind me. I hit the ground and rolled, scratching the shit out of my shoulder on some pointy rocks. 
 
    But that was the least of my worries. 
 
    I thought that another bomb would land by my feet any moment, and that would be the end of Harry the Space Gladiator. 
 
    A scream tore through the hills, and I recognized Ella’s war cry. I sped into the trees along a length of flatland and finally saw our attacker. 
 
    He looked like a cross between a goblin and a leprechaun, with red skin and a blunt horn protruding from a bulbous head. He wore impressive armor, but it seemed to hamper his movements as he stalked across a small clearing. 
 
    My heart dropped when I saw Ella lying in the dirt by the other edge of the clearing. I raced toward the goblin alien and unloaded on his ass, my nano gun smoking. To my frustration, my bullets bounced off his thick plate armor. He looked like a little frigging tank; only his head and hands were uncovered. 
 
    He turned and aimed his nano arm at me, palm open and glowing like Iron Man’s. Before he could get off a shot, however, I dropped to one knee, took careful aim, and squeezed off five rounds. 
 
    His nano arm was knocked aside by my laser bullets, and a bomb lobbed out of it lazily and exploded ten feet away from the alien. He was launched through the air like a golf ball and landed in a smoking heap in the trees at the northern edge of the clearing. 
 
    I fired as I ran after him, wanting to put him down quickly. 
 
    He was down, but apparently he wasn’t out. He flailed like a turtle on its back, and when he finally got to his feet, Purshia jumped from the trees like a panther and landed on his back. She tore at his face with her wicked claws, and he let out a high-pitched howl. 
 
    He finally threw her off, and she landed in a crouch. I was still only halfway to them, and I called out a warning as he turned his nano gun toward her. 
 
    He fired. 
 
    I screamed for her to look out. 
 
    She held her ground, enabled her nano shield, and batted the bomb into the woods. 
 
    The goblin looked about as shocked as I was when the bomb exploded harmlessly in the trees. 
 
    I fired at his head but missed, and he turned furious little beady eyes on me. He ducked down and barreled toward me like a bull, but I calmly stopped and took up a shooting stance. 
 
    My bullets sparked off his heavy armor, but one caught him in the top of the head and blew it off like it was a toupee. The goblin staggered, touched the injury in confusion, then pointed his gun at me again. 
 
    I aimed for the nano arm, and as soon as the bomb emerged from the glowing palm, it exploded in a massive fireball. The shockwave took me off my feet and put me on my ass, and I rolled over, face down, to avoid the heat. 
 
      
 
    Attention, Warriors! 
 
    A player has died. 
 
    16 Remain. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations, Warrior! 
 
    You’ve defeated another opponent! 
 
    Nanobot Bonus: Hyper Nano Healing 
 
    Duration: 1 Hour 
 
    Activate verbally 
 
    Would you like to use NOW or LATER? 
 
      
 
    Damn, that was a keeper. I tapped on LATER and the icon disappeared into the gray skull. 
 
    I got to my feet and ran over to Ella and Purshia. The cat woman was bent over the blue-skinned bombshell. 
 
    I prayed for the best. 
 
    “Is she okay?” I skidded to a stop beside them and knelt. 
 
    “I’m fine.” Ella extended a hand. 
 
    I pulled her to her feet. She was a little wobbly, but she remained standing. Purshia looked super concerned, and Ella touched her face lovingly. 
 
    “I’m all right, little Purshia, really I am. It’s just my shoulder.” 
 
    Ella turned it toward us, and I winced when I saw the shrapnel embedded in it. I had the urge to use my nano healing bonus on her, but I hadn’t seen that option on my interface. 
 
    “Let’s get you back to camp,” I said and took her hand. 
 
    Purshia led the way, springing from tree to tree, then bounding across the rocky hillside. She scoped out the cave before we got there and gave us the all clear. I led Ella to the trickling spring and took off my outer shirt. I peeled my T-shirt off and tore strips of cloth, then set about the arduous task of pulling the shrapnel out of her shoulder. 
 
    It proved to be a bitch, and Purshia said she could do better with her long claws. I didn’t argue and went to keep watch while the cat woman tended to Ella. I thought I saw Purshia licking Ella’s wounds. When I asked what the hell she was doing, she turned my way and spit blood on the floor. 
 
    “My saliva helps disinfect wounds,” she said with a grin. “Don’t worry, I’m not eating her.” 
 
    “That’s what she said.” Ella regarded me excitedly. “Did I use the saying the right way?” 
 
    I laughed uproariously. “Yeah, babe, you nailed it. Michael Scott would be proud.” 
 
    “Who’s Michael Scott?” 
 
    “Oh, just the best boss on Planet Earth.” 
 
    I chuckled. Ten minutes later Ella and Purshia joined me at the entrance, and I inspected Purshia’s work. She had bandaged Ella pretty good with the strips of T-shirt, but blood was already seeping through. 
 
    “You’re going to need stitches,” I said. “Or a nanobot healing bonus. Hey, did you girls get one for killing the goblin dude?” 
 
    “Yup,” said Purshia. 
 
    I looked at Ella, and she nodded. 
 
    “Then you’re saving yours?” I said to Ella. 
 
    “Yes. There is no need to use it for a few scratches. If it gets infected or otherwise becomes a problem, then I will use the bonus.” 
 
    “That’s smart.” 
 
    “You will not get an infection.” Purshia purred. “I cleaned it goo—” 
 
    “Look!” Ella pointed at the sky. 
 
    I turned in time to see a supply crate drop into the forest. 
 
    “Can you fight?” I asked Ella. 
 
    “Does a murgock have two tails?” 
 
    “What the hell is a murgock?” 
 
    “Who cares?” she said. “Let’s go get that crate!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    We took off to the forest. The going was slow, due to the thick brush, but we were hungry as hell, and nothing was going to stop us from getting to that damn supply crate. 
 
    I wondered if another apex predator would be inside it. The grays were kind of dicks like that, and I could imagine gaggles of them watching us and suppressing giggles as we raced toward our doom. 
 
    The scent of exotic flowers floated on the muggy air, and the sounds of creatures I didn’t recognize filled the night. I knew we were taking a chance going after the crate, but we needed supplies if we were going to last over the long haul. 
 
    Ten minutes into our trek, gunshots tore through the forest and bats erupted from the trees. We dropped to the ground and saw gunfire flash down by the river. Slowly we made our way closer, expecting every second the gunfire would stop, but it never did. 
 
    It sounded like a war zone, and the sound could probably be heard across the entire arena. Soon others would be coming, but I couldn’t lose out on this supply crate. 
 
    “We’ve got to get there before more players show up,” I told the girls. “But we’re doing this one together. No more running off and doing your own thing, got it?” 
 
    “Okay.” Purshia smiled innocently and did a little spin, unable to contain her excitement. “You’re the leader.” 
 
    “We will do it your way,” said Ella. 
 
    “Take this,” I said and detached the laser gun nano arm from my stump. 
 
    She offered me a beatific smile that suggested I had won her heart over. “Thank you.” She detached her sword arm and swapped with me. 
 
    “Hey, what about me? I can’t exactly shield someone to death,” said Purshia. 
 
    “The laser sword is for you. I’ll take the shield. I’ve got a sidearm.” 
 
    “Perfect!” 
 
    When we reached the stream, we turned right. The noise was coming from the other side of the river and to the south, and the canopy lit up sporadically, the voices of growling and hissing creatures filling the silence between blasts. 
 
      
 
    Attention, Warriors! 
 
    An opponent has died! 
 
    15 Remain. 
 
      
 
    I swiped the notification aside. We crossed the river in a low crouch, and suddenly the gunfire stopped. We paused, and I glanced at Purshia, whose big ears moved around like little satellite dishes, searching for a signal. 
 
    “They are still fighting, but one of them sounds fatally injured,” she reported. 
 
    “Okay, ladies, time to rush these fuckers. Ella, you’re on my right. Purshia, you’re on my left. Spread out fifteen paces. If you get a clear shot, take it.” 
 
    We fanned out and moved through tall exotic ferns, mushrooms the size of rose bushes, and trees with bark colored orange, deep brown, and dusty green. A scream echoed through the wood and then another. Someone laughed boisterously, and a voice cried out in anguish. 
 
      
 
    Attention, Warriors. 
 
    An opponent has died! 
 
    14 Remain. 
 
      
 
    The metal supply crate came into view. Half of it was in the river, and the other was up on the bank, leaving it leaning at a sharp angle. It wasn’t shaking or bouncing around, so I assumed there were no predators inside. 
 
    I pointed at my eyes, then at the crate, and indicated for Ella to move over to the tall orange reeds and cover me. 
 
    She seemed to understand my gestures, because she squat-walked over to the reeds and took aim at the area. An alien body floated down the river, and as it passed, I realized it didn’t have a head. There was another body leaning up against the crate, and this one was headless too. At the far end of the crate—the part sitting on the bank—a tall, rock-skinned alien in a black spacesuit with no helmet was standing in front of a door. 
 
    Both corpses’ nano arms had been smashed to pieces, and the rock man didn’t have one on him, just the metal-capped stump. 
 
    I gestured for the women to wait. 
 
    If there was an apex predator in the crate, we wouldn’t have to do much. 
 
    Stone Man suddenly dropped to one knee, and I saw him touch his lower back. There was a long gash there, and it was terribly deep. He fingered the wound and regarded his blood-soaked hand. He threw something in the water, most likely a bullet, and stood up on shaky feet. 
 
    Stone Man reached for the door, but something erupted from the canopy, and the biggest, ugliest spider I have ever seen in my life landed on his back. 
 
    It wasn’t a spider you would find on Earth. This one was about the size of a pony, with ten legs armored like a crab and a single eyeball on its hideous face. The pincers by its mouth looked like rusty cutlasses, and it struck with ruthless precision. 
 
    I watched in amazement as Stone Man beat the giant spider into submission in front of the crate. He got on top of the spider and tore off legs like the Hulk at a crab-eating competition. 
 
    When Stone Man finally killed his opponent and got up, he staggered drunkenly. The spider had bit him numerous times, and bright red blood was pouring out of his wounds. 
 
    I emerged from behind a tree about twenty yards from him and trained my Glock on him. In my peripheral vision, I saw Ella coming around on my left, and Purshia creeping forward on my right. 
 
    Stone Man sat down by the stream and breathed laboriously. 
 
    I aimed at his head. He didn’t have long, and I kind of felt bad for the brute. He’d killed two other players singlehandedly and defeated a monster spider from hell. 
 
    He definitely had my respect. 
 
    “Any last words?” I asked as the girls pointed their weapons at him. 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder at me and coughed. In a deep rattling voice, he said, “Fuck the grays.” 
 
    Then he smiled and fell over. 
 
      
 
    Attention, Warriors! 
 
    An opponent has died! 
 
    13 remain. 
 
      
 
    He rolled down the bank and into the river, and I reminded myself not to drink from it. 
 
    “Purshia, open the door. You ready, Ella?” 
 
    “Ready.” She raised her weapon. 
 
    Purshia pulled it open and dodged to the side, but there was no apex predator waiting inside, and no freaky space spiders. Instead we found six big metal boxes that looked like astronaut luggage. 
 
    I went inside first with my shield in front of me. Purshia was next, bright laser sword buzzing, and Ella kept watch. I prayed the supply boxes weren’t booby trapped and grabbed one by the handle. 
 
    “Shit, this is heavy.” It weighed about forty pounds. “They must have lead in this damn thing.” 
 
    I tried the others, and they were just as heavy. 
 
    “There must be a lot of supplies packed in here,” Purshia said, testing the weight of one of them. 
 
    “Or the grays are dicks and made the cases heavy on purpose.” 
 
    “Why would they do that?” 
 
    “To watch us struggle,” I suggested and hauled two of the crates to the door. 
 
    “You two should get these back to the cave as fast as possible,” I said. “Just take one each so you can keep a weapon handy. I’ll hang back and protect the rest of the load.” 
 
    “That’s what she said,” Ella chimed in with a grin. 
 
    “You can do better than that.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    They each took a case in their real hands and started off across the river. I covered them until they were out of sight, then found a suitable tree to climb that would give me the best cover while at the same time providing a good view of the area. 
 
    The minutes dragged on as I waited for them to return, and I began to worry about them. There hadn’t been any gunfire, but that didn’t mean something hadn’t happened to them. 
 
    Movement caught my attention, but it was only a bird. 
 
    There was a rustle in the bushes by the river, and I turned my gun in that direction. I expected to find the women walking back; instead, three apex predators emerged from the forest and crossed the river. 
 
    They stopped halfway across and turned their heads in unison. 
 
    My heart sank when Ella and Purshia emerged from the brush. They were walking right into the apex predators’ path. 
 
    “Shit!” I hissed and took aim at the closest one. 
 
    I fired once, hitting the creature in the side of the head and blowing its left eye out. The beast roared, and all of them turned toward me, but at least the women had been made aware of the danger. 
 
    I fired again at the injured predator, and all three of them surged across the river toward me. One of them leapt on the supply crate and ran to the tree I was in. 
 
    I’d seen this strategy before, and I held on for dear life. 
 
    The predator slammed into the tree like a psychotic monkey trying to dislodge a banana from a branch. 
 
    Me timbers were shivered, but I held tight. 
 
    After the first predator bounced off the tree, the other two took turns crashing into it. 
 
    Wham! Wham! Wham! They hit like a freight train. The tree creaked and protested, and then there was a loud snap, and it began to fall. 
 
    I leapt off before the tree hit the ground, but a branch caught my shirt and took me down with it. The predators stalked me as I struggled under the tree limbs. I was hurting, to be sure, but I didn’t think anything was broken. My only concern was getting the damn gun out before the hungry bastards tore me to pieces. 
 
    And where the hell were— 
 
    Purshia landed on the back of one of the predators and stabbed the laser sword into the top of its skull. The glowing blade protruded from the beast’s bottom jaw, and blood gushed out of it like water from a broken pipe. 
 
    I fired three times, but the last time I squeezed the trigger, it clicked. I was empty. I scrambled for the other clip as the predator reared back from the assault. I slapped the other clip in my gun. The predator had his eyes on me and was coming closer. Before I finished reloading, I heard laser gunfire, and a dozen rounds slammed into the monster’s head. It fell to the side as I climbed to my feet. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations, Warrior! 
 
    You have helped kill an Apex Predator. 
 
    Nanobot bonus: Adrenaline Boost 
 
    Duration: 10 minutes 
 
    Would you like to use NOW or Later 
 
      
 
    I tapped NOW, and my heart went into overdrive. 
 
    The last predator roared at Purshia when she landed on the ground beside Ella, and the blue-skinned babe aimed her nano gun at the beast. 
 
    “Keep your claws off my clan!” she screamed and shot the thing in the face about twenty-five times. 
 
    It dropped to the ground, dead, and I offered Ella a raised brow. 
 
    “Catch phrases… I like it.” 
 
    “We must go,” Purshia warned as she sniffed the air. 
 
    “Got it. Something stinky this way comes.” I was jittery from the adrenaline rush, and I marveled, not for the last time, at the nanobots in my brain. I grabbed two of the remaining cases, which now felt like they weighed half as much. 
 
    The girls each took a case, and together we hauled our loot back to the cave. 
 
    It was a son of a bitch dragging the cases up the hill, and we had traveled about a mile from the cave. By the time we got back I was drenched in sweat and my head was as light as a fairy’s boots. The nanobot bonus had worn off before we got to the cave, but I barely gave a thought to how I felt. We had six cases in front of us, and it might as well have been Christmas morning. 
 
    “Which one do we open first, ladies?” I asked, rubbing my hands together eagerly. 
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    Purshia chose one of the crates she had carried back to the cave. I made sure Ella was ready with her nano gun, knelt in front of it, and thumbed the glowing pads on each side of the panel. They turned green, there was a clicking sound. I cautiously lifted the lid, but nothing leapt out at my face. 
 
    Inside were a bunch of packets made out of something resembling cellophane. I snatched one up and sniffed it, but I didn’t smell anything. The packages looked like military MREs. The nanobots in my brain must have translated the text on them; it read simply protein meal. 
 
    “It’s food,” I said and dumped the crate on the floor. “Looks like thirty packets or so.” 
 
    “Should we eat now or open the other crates?” Ella asked. 
 
    “Let’s open the others first,” I said. “I don’t want any surprises while I’m eating for the first time in two days.” 
 
    Purshia grabbed another crate and settled it between her legs. “I’m opening this one now.” 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    She popped open the lid. 
 
    I had already been reaching for her, and the case was between me and her, so when a crazy little lizard creature jumped out, my nano hand snapped out and snatched it from the air. 
 
    “By the stars!” Purshia said and clutched her chest. 
 
    I put the lizard monster back in the case and shoved it aside. 
 
    “You’ve got to be more careful,” Ella told her and shook her head. 
 
    “Sorry.” Purshia winced. 
 
    “I’ll open the rest of the cases,” I told her. 
 
    Ella covered me, and I popped the third one. It had no monsters in it, only more supplies. Purshia rummaged through them and offered guesses at to what they were. 
 
    She purred deep in her throat and handed me a small device. “We’ve got a fire starter, and here’s a big warm blanket. Water containers. A cook pot. That will be useful for you two. And look, a backpack.” 
 
    “What are those?” I pointed at four black balls at the bottom of the case. 
 
    She picked one up and peered at it closely. Then a smile spread across her face. “These are proximity sensors.” 
 
    “Sweet. That’ll help us sleep a little better.” 
 
    “You are always talking about sleep,” Ella noted. “But what about the things people do before they sleep?” 
 
    “That again, huh?” I said with a laugh. 
 
    “You said once we had a shelter and food, you would let me repay my debt.” 
 
    “Dinner first, dessert later.” I opened the fifth case, and inside we found a big med kit. “This is a hell of a score so far.” 
 
    The sixth case contained another lizard monster, but I quickly closed it before it got out. I hefted that case and grabbed the other one containing a monster. 
 
    “I’m going to put these things around the perimeter for some unlucky bastard to open. Then I’m going to set up the sensors and gather firewood. In the meantime, Ella, you should take care of your wounds.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” Purshia asked. 
 
    “Make a fire pit and fill the cookpot with clean water from the spring. I shouldn’t be long.” 
 
    I put the perimeter sensors in the backpack and shouldered it, planning to fill it with wood on the way back. The cases were still heavy as hell, but the promise of food gave me strength. 
 
    Outside, the sun was rising in what I considered the east. This was a good time to enable Sense Danger, but I held off using it. I wouldn’t be out long, and I had a good view of the immediate area. 
 
    I put one of the crates on a rock about a hundred feet away from the cave entrance, then I moved to the other side and dropped the last one. I put a perimeter sensor on each side of the entrance. I didn’t know how to enable them, but there was a glowing thumb pad on each of them, so I pressed one to see what would happen. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations, Warrior! 
 
    You have paired with a Perimeter Sensor. 
 
    Tap the icon to see through the eye of the sensor. 
 
    Tap again to put it at the top of your vision. 
 
    To shut down, press the pad for three seconds. 
 
      
 
    I tapped the new small black ball icon on my interface, and instantly my vision switched from my eyes to the lens of the sensor in my hand. I was staring at my own face through a fishbowl lens, and the sensation was weird as hell. 
 
    Another tap and I was seeing normally, and the square feed became thumbnail-sized and settled high up in my field of view near my brow. Both icons seemed to move with my head rather than my eyes, so they weren’t blocking everything I looked at. 
 
    I enabled the other sensors and positioned them so I could see north, south, east, and west. I now had four small thumbnail screens at the top of my vision, and I felt a hell of a lot more secure. 
 
    After I had gathered as much wood as I could carry, I went back to the cave. 
 
    It was time to eat something. 
 
    “Welcome home, Harry!” Purshia said giddily when I came in. 
 
    She was sitting next to Ella on the big blanket as the blue-skinned beauty put away the first aid supplies. It looked like Purshia had stitched her up good. 
 
    Purshia showed me how to use the fire starter, which was basically a small blowtorch twice the size of a Zippo. It looked like a crack lighter from space, and it worked like a charm. Soon a fire was crackling, and the water in the cookpot was boiling. We slipped three of the food packs into the water and waited until they looked like they were going to explode. 
 
    They were surprisingly cool to the touch when we took them out, and I eagerly tore mine open. When I did, steam rolled out. Inside was a chunky concoction that looked like beef stew but without any recognizable ingredients. When I touched the brown stuff, the texture was like that of a chewed up Slim Jim in gravy. 
 
    It smelled good though; faintly beefy, with a pungent, earthy undertone. 
 
    “I’m soooo hungry,” said Ella as the pinched a bit of the food out of her packet and popped it in her mouth. 
 
    I tried some of mine. It tasted like bland potted meat. Super salty, sandy texture, meaty taste. But it was nice and moist and warm. 
 
    We ate in silence as three more packets warmed up. Purshia discovered the concoction was nothing but powder if the packets weren’t boiled, so she opted to wait until hers was cold before she ate. 
 
    Ella had filled the water container while I was out, and we passed it around until it was gone. When my second packet was history, I leaned back against one of the heavy crates and let out a contented sigh. 
 
    “If I just had an ice cold IPA in my hand right now, I would be the happiest man on Earth.” 
 
    “You mean you’d be the happiest Earthman in this space arena,” said Purshia. 
 
    “Don’t remind me.” I groaned as I rested my eyes. 
 
    “Now that we have fire, water, shelter, and food,” said Ella. “Will you ravish me?” 
 
    “Ravish you? Before you said that you wanted to ‘repay’ me, which implies willingness.” 
 
    “Oh, I am willing… willing to be ravished.” 
 
    “That’s what she said,” Purshia put in with a cute little scrunched-nosed laugh. 
 
    “Yes, she did,” said Ella. She trailed a metallic finger over the curve of her left breast. 
 
    “Listen, Ella. I’ve never said no to a beautiful woman that I click with, but you don’t have to throw yourself at me just because I saved your life.” 
 
    “On my planet—” 
 
    “This isn’t your planet,” I reminded her. “I don’t want to make love to a woman who is only doing it to fulfill some social obligation, no matter how deeply rooted her belief that she must do it.” 
 
    “You think too much, Harry Warwick.” Ella stood and gave me a look that made me feel like I was dessert. 
 
    Sitting cross-legged nearby, Purshia clapped happily. “Oh, this will be fun to watch!” 
 
    Ella peeled off her top. Her large cone-shaped breasts broke free of the material and dropped and jiggled into their natural positions. The half dollar-sized areolas were puffy and a darker blue then her skin. She had big nipples that put a big smile on my face. 
 
    My cock swelled, which wouldn’t have been a big deal, but unfortunately I’d been born with a rather large instrument. Rock hard, it was ten inches long and thick as a hammer handle, and although that might sound great, it was kind of a pain in the ass. 
 
    For one thing, it was too big to hide in certain clothes. And for another, most women couldn’t handle it, and that meant I could never really grind, which, I had been told by one of my more experienced buddies, was what really got women off. 
 
    “Come sit with me, Harry!” Purshia patted the spot next to her. “The blanket is more comfortable.” 
 
    Ella nodded and smiled and offered Purshia a furtive glance. 
 
    “What are you two up to?” I asked as I took Ella’s hand. 
 
    She led me over to sit beside Purshia on the blanket, and the cat woman purred and snuggled up to me. I adjusted myself so my boner had room to grow, and Ella returned to her striptease. 
 
    A moment later her bottoms landed on my head. 
 
    Ella stood before us naked, gyrating her hips and moving like liquid as she performed a sensuous, alien dance. My gaze traveled over her body, and as she turned, I caught a glimpse of her blue slit. I saw her swollen pussy lips clear as day, and I grinned at the tuft of short blue hair on her mound. 
 
    She turned and bent over in front of us, but her tail moved between her legs and covered her ass and camel toe. Her hips moved alluringly as she slowly sashayed toward me. 
 
    Purshia was purring like an engine, and her big eyes were wide with intrigue. 
 
    “Isn’t she so pretty?” she said with a sigh. 
 
    “She is, and so are you.” 
 
    She turned her big eyes my way, and they sparkled with admiration and gratitude. 
 
    I turned back to Ella, who was now on her knees between my outstretched legs. She leaned in close. Her breasts swayed, and she pressed a nipple against my lips. 
 
    I bit it gently, and she shuddered with passion. 
 
    She moved her fingers through my hair and moaned as I sucked on her nipples like they were a delicacy. Then she pushed my head back, stared intensely into my eyes, and kissed me long and hard. Her tongue tasted like wine, and her hair smelled like rain and honey. 
 
    Her eyes lit up, and she grinned devilishly when she eyed my girth. “Look what I found.” She turned to Purshia, whose eyes were glued to the bulge in my pants as well. 
 
    My dick had always been a great party favor in college, but requests from everyone to do the helicopter gets old when you’re just trying to pick up a girl. 
 
    “Is it real?” Purshia poked it with a finger. 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry!” She pulled back, then saw I was teasing and playfully slapped my shoulder. 
 
    “Maybe I should kiss it.” Ella bit the corner of her lip. 
 
    She unbuckled my belt, and Purshia licked her lips in anticipation of the big reveal. Ella pulled down the zipper and opened the front of my pants, which exposed four inches of cock. 
 
    I lifted my ass, and she peeled my pants down. My dick was pressed against my underwear like a loaded spring, and once Ella got those down, it sprang into view and slapped her in the chin. 
 
    She laughed uproariously and stared at it with delight. 
 
    “By the triple moons,” Purshia said and gasped. “I’ve never seen anything like it on a Felion man.” 
 
    “Nor I,” said Ella. She wrapped her hands around the base and gave it a squeeze. “On any man.” 
 
    “You two aren’t very shy, are you?” 
 
    She stroked me leisurely. “We might all die in an hour, and I want to have a little fun before I go to the great beyond.” 
 
    “Me too.” Purshia bit at one of her long claws. “Can I?” 
 
    “Put those away, and you can,” I said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Oh.” She giggled and retracted them. 
 
    She wrapped a velvety hand around my shaft above Ella’s. I groaned, and she let out a long, high-pitched purr. Ella fished my churning balls out and juggled them like stress balls. I kissed Purshia, and her tongue excitedly explored mine. I felt Ella’s tongue on the soft skin of my sack, and cupped one of her big breasts. 
 
    Ella’s soft warm tongue moved up my shaft as Purshia held it firmly around the base. Her small hand could barely wrap all the way around it, and the visual was hot as hell. When Ella reached the sensitive part under the head, my feet tingled like they had fallen asleep, and passion surged deep inside me. 
 
    I watched Purshia feed Ella my manhood. The heat of her breath washed over it as she drew closer. Her beautiful dark blue lips wrapped around the head as she held eye contact with me. 
 
    Then the fucking proximity alarm went off. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” I yelled when one of the thumbnail screens on my interface blinked. 
 
    “Did I bite you?” Ella asked. 
 
    “No, someone tripped the alarm. Defensive positions!” 
 
    I stuffed myself back in my pants, which now felt like they were a size too small, enabled my nano shield with a growl, and pulled my sidearm. 
 
    Whoever had interrupted the most erotic moment of my life was a dead man, plain and simple. 
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    I stalked to the mouth of the cave with a bad case of blue balls and kept an eye on the four screens in my field of view. I didn’t know what had set them off. Perhaps it had been a rodent. 
 
    As I was wondering if I could rewind the video feed, one of the screens popped up and replayed the moment something had walked by. I looked closely, trying to make the thing out. All I saw was the head, and it looked like it belonged to a hairless ape. 
 
    A hairless ape with two big horns, that is. 
 
    “Back to live feed,” I said, and the cameras all returned to normal. 
 
    I didn’t see anything for a long time, not on the screens or from the mouth of the cave. But then something came racing up the ridge. 
 
    “They’re coming straight for the cave,” I said to the girls. 
 
    “Who is?” Ella asked as she hurriedly dressed. 
 
    “An ugly-ass alien with three apex predators following him like he’s their master.” 
 
    “What? He’s controlling them?” Purshia asked as she ran to my side. 
 
    “Looks that way. Let’s get to higher ground and see what happens when ape boy comes across one of our lizard monster crates.” 
 
    We hurried out of the cave and climbed up on top, where, like at the previous one, a ridge was surrounded by a hedge of bushes. From our vantage point, we could see our opponents clearly. The horned ape was trailing the apex predators, and he was giving them verbal commands, which they followed. Ella whispered to me that we should open fire now, and I reminded her that unlike the laser gun, my sidearm didn’t have endless bullets. 
 
    “Let’s see what happens,” I said. “Look, he’s almost to the case.” 
 
    The apish alien stalked toward the box, stopped fifteen feet from it, and glanced around. He sniffed the air, and I told the girls to get down. I switched to one of the proximity cameras and saw him glance at the ridge we were on, then he looked back at the case. 
 
    “Come on, take the bait, you bastard,” I said under my breath. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Purshia hissed. 
 
    “Shh,” Ella warned. 
 
    Ape Boy finally approached the container. Behind him, the three Apex predators nipped at each other and mewled like demonic dogs. 
 
    “Shut up, you beasts!” he growled, then his nano arm glowed, and the predators began acting like kids at church on their best behavior. 
 
    “He’s got some kind of mind control nano arm,” I whispered. “It’s safe to look now, but stay low.” 
 
    We watched expectantly as the ape kicked the case, waited, kicked it again, then waited some more. After some consideration, he finally knelt down and opened it. 
 
    The lizard monster erupted like the face-hugger from Alien and landed right on Ape Boy’s ugly mug. Ape Boy staggered back, tripped over a rock, and went down hard on his back. He punched at his own face, but the face-hugger slithered right down his throat. 
 
    I almost gagged, and Ella actually did. 
 
    The lizard disappeared and Ape Boy grabbed his throat and choked himself, as if trying to stop it from going down into his stomach. 
 
    “We should put him out of his misery,” said Purshia. 
 
    “Wait. I want to see at what point the predators are released from his mental bondage.” 
 
    It didn’t take long to find out. 
 
    A few seconds after the lizard climbed down the poor bastard’s throat, his body began to expand. 
 
    The brown pants he was wearing burst open, and the heavy fur vest wrapped around his torso popped apart too. Then his body exploded, and out of his ruined corpse crawled another one of those disgusting space spiders. I shuddered and thought, That could have been me or one of the girls. Man, I was so glad we’d been careful with those lizards. 
 
    Apparently, Ape Boy hadn’t been the first player to get attacked by a lizard monster. 
 
      
 
    Attention, Warriors! 
 
    A player has died! 
 
    12 Remain. 
 
      
 
    The apex predators shook their heads as if awakening from a trance and immediately attacked the spider. A gnarly fight ensued, and by the time the spider was dead, so were two of the predators. The third was badly injured from spider venom. 
 
    We made our way down the ridge, and Ella put six rounds in the predator’s head. The steaming pile of gore that had been Ape Boy was a rotten mess, and I held my breath as I searched the remains. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” Purshia was plugging her nose and making exaggerated grossed-out faces. 
 
    “This.” I picked up Ape Boy’s severed right arm. 
 
    “The mind control arm. Smart,” said Ella. 
 
    I detached the nano arm from the stump with a twist, and it promptly morphed into a cylinder. I stashed it in my pocket and joined the girls at the cave entrance. “We need to move our camp.” 
 
    “You think he might have been a scout?” Ella asked. 
 
    “You never know, but I’d rather play it safe. Let’s grab our stuff and get out of here.” 
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    We traveled for two hours to get to the western ridge. Most of our supplies fit in the big backpack, which I carried, and the rest we wrapped in the remains of my T-shirt. I still had the nano shield and my sidearm, Ella wore the nano gun, and Purshia scouted ahead with the laser sword disengaged. She jumped from tree to boulder to cliff face, and had I not known what to look for, I never would have seen her. The eyes gave it away though; every once in a while I caught the glimpse of those big green orbs. 
 
    We heard distant gunfire and the occasional cry of random creatures as we scoured the western ridge, but we made it to our next camp unhindered. 
 
    Rather than a cave, this time our camp presented itself in the form of a wide slab of rock inside a natural alcove high in the hills. It was deep enough to shelter us from the rain, but any fires we lit would be seen for miles. The weather was warm, however, and we only needed one for food. We could risk a fire before dark to cook a bunch of food packets. 
 
    By the time the perimeter sensors were in place, Ella had a small fire going. We shielded it with our bodies and boiled six of the packets—two for each of us. We were down to eighteen. If we rationed them, we’d eat another six days. 
 
    I was pretty confident we would see another supply crate. We were down to twelve players, including Ella, Purshia, and me. That left only nine other players for us to deal with. That also meant there would be less competition for the crates. 
 
    I wondered if other players had teamed up, and I had to assume many of them had. If the grays had really gathered skilled warriors from the far corners of the galaxy, there were a lot of smart players out there. And like us, they would have seen the advantage of teaming up. 
 
    The only downside to that was that once our team won, we would be expected to continue fighting to the death. 
 
    “There can only be one winner,” Gray had said. 
 
    When it came down to it, I didn’t know what the hell I was going to do once it was just the three of us. 
 
    Was there any chance the grays would let us finish as a team and then send us home? Or would they remain adamant about the one-winner rule? I could no sooner kill Ella and Purshia in cold blood than I could saw off my leg for no good reason. 
 
    But if it came down to me or them, I wasn’t about to sacrifice myself. 
 
    First we had to win, and I thought we had a pretty good chance. We’d acquired four nano arms, found supplies, and had killed numerous beasts together, all without serious injuries. 
 
    As I watched the water boil, these thoughts ran through my mind on a maddening loop. I must have been wearing my emotions on my sleeve, because Ella glanced at me often and finally spoke up. 
 
    “What are you worrying about?” she asked with a heavy blink of her beautiful alien orbs. 
 
    I considered the contours of her blue face and smiled. “You’re beautiful, you know that?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said matter-of-factly. “But many things are beautiful, Harry, and I had no control over whether I would be beautiful or not, so it isn’t an attribute that should be considered any part of my character.” 
 
    “On my world, people are obsessed with beauty. They go to great lengths to change their appearance. Well, mostly women do.” 
 
    “How?” she asked. 
 
    “Makeup, plastic surgery, crash diets, Botox.” 
 
    “What is makeup?” 
 
    “It’s like paint for the face.” 
 
    “My people wear war paint when we go into battle. I would wear it now, but I do not have my dyes.” 
 
    “Earth women wear it all the time,” I said. 
 
    “Strange,” she noted. “Is it because your women are always at war?” 
 
    “No, they wear it for beauty, not war. Mostly men fight the wars on Earth.” 
 
    “Is your planet invaded often?” 
 
    “We’ve never been invaded by aliens, if that’s what you mean.” 
 
    “Then who do you war with? Haven’t you tamed the wild beasts by now?” 
 
    I sighed and pulled the boiling pot off the fire with my nano hand. “Each other,” I said at last. 
 
    “That is so sad. Our people used to war with each other like that, but that was hundreds of years ago. Since the grays began trying to take over our world, we’ve been fighting them instead.” 
 
    “Are the grays a problem throughout the galaxy?” I asked, totally amazed at the subject of our conversation. 
 
    “Yes they are,” she said gravely. “That is why it was strange to hear they hadn’t made contact with your people. They infiltrate all worlds, and they steer the galaxy as they see fit. The grays, as you call them, are a patient race, a powerful race, and their technology is unsurpassed by any but the Binarions. But they were enslaved long ago, and now the grays control them too.” 
 
    “What keeps the grays from conquering the entire galaxy?” 
 
    “Oh, they are conquering it all,” she said. “But they are patient. It is said they are immortals. Part of their strategy is to create infighting. They pit worlds against worlds, kind of like they’re doing to all of us right now.” 
 
    “They sound like cowards to me,” I said. 
 
    She shrugged. “Even cowards can be conquerors.” 
 
    “Only a coward would want to be a conqueror.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” She regarded me quizzically. “What if their goal is to make their world or the universe better?” 
 
    “They would be madmen if they thought they could improve the world through warfare. Or the universe for that matter.” 
 
    “Your thoughts are intriguing,” she said thoughtfully. “As for the grays, I don’t believe they want to improve anything. They are meddlers. In ancient times, my people called them the machine spirits. They are interdimensional beings, you see, and they like to influence others to build what they cannot.” 
 
    “I think I saw a Joe Rogan podcast about something like that,” I said. “My people call them the machine elves. Some people think they’ve had a big influence in my people’s advancements in invention and technology.” 
 
    “That sounds like the grays,” she said. “They dream it up, then they whisper their ideas and instructions into the minds of brilliant people.” 
 
    “If that’s true, they’ve really amped shit up in the last one hundred and fifty years on my planet. We went from riding animals to going to the moon in rockets in less than a century.” 
 
    “They’ve been increasing their initiative in recent generations,” she said with a grim nod. 
 
    “What’s it mean?” 
 
    “I do not know, Harry, but it cannot be good.” 
 
    There were still a few hours of daylight left, and I wanted to get some rest so I’d be fresh for the night. I ate the contents of one of the packets, saving the other one for later, and stretched out on the blanket to get some shuteye. 
 
    No sooner had my head hit the backpack than I was out cold. 
 
    My dreams were jumbled and dark. I was beside my car with the lightbar flashing like a rave, puppet strings were attached to me, and looming figures were making me do things. Ella and Purshia were in the backseat. 
 
    The puppet masters made me spread gas all over the hood, then I was lighting a match. 
 
    I tossed it on the gas-soaked car. 
 
    “Harry!” 
 
    I woke with a start and grabbed Ella’s shoulders. 
 
    “You were possessed by dream demons,” she told me. “You are safe now.” 
 
    I sat up groggily and drank from the water container. “On my planet we call them nightmares.” 
 
    “What did you dream about?” 
 
    The camp was dark and quiet, and the twin moons had just begun to rise. 
 
    “I don’t remember,” I said. “Is Purshia on lookout?” 
 
    “Yes.” She laid her head back down. 
 
    I realized she had been sleeping beside me. “Did she rest yet?” 
 
    “For some time, yes. We just switched out.” 
 
    I got up and stretched. It was dark on the ledge with no fire, but my eyes had already adjusted. I found my other food packet and tore it open. The food wasn’t even warm, but it was sustenance. I sat cross-legged beside Ella as I ate, and she watched me with a small grin. 
 
    “What?” I asked as I fished the alien meat concoction out with a hooked finger. 
 
    “I like you, Harry Warwick.” 
 
    “I like you too,” I said. 
 
    “It will be hard to kill you when it is just down to the three of us,” she added with a frown. 
 
    I froze, staring at her. 
 
    She stared back, unashamed. 
 
    “You intend to kill us then?” I resumed eating. The food suddenly tasted like ash. 
 
    “Don’t you intend to kill us?” 
 
    “I asked you first.” 
 
    “It is the only way,” she said self-defensively. “There can only be one winner.” 
 
    “And what if there’s another way?” I watched her closely. 
 
    She looked hopeful, but it wasn’t likely her people’s facial expressions meant the same thing humans’ did. Hell, sometimes human facial expressions meant different things in different countries. 
 
    “If there was another way, I would take it,” she said. 
 
    “Me too, and I intend to find one.” 
 
    I brought up my interface and selected Kill Counter. There were only eleven players left, which meant someone must have died while I was sleeping. 
 
    We were getting down to the wire, and I still had no idea what “the other way” was yet. One thing I knew for sure was that we had to get out of the arena. I had no idea what we would do after that. 
 
    “Harry, Ella!” Purshia called from outside. “It’s the game master.” 
 
    We hurried over to the ledge. High in the sky was a huge hologram of Gray’s face. He was grinning wryly. 
 
    “Greetings, warriors!” he said in a voice that belonged to Gargamel from the Smurfs. “You have survived where others have failed. Many of you have found supplies or created allegiances.” 
 
    The girls and I glanced at each other apprehensively. 
 
    “You have all excelled so far, and it has become clear the games have been too easy for you. Therefore we shall rise to the occasion and give you a challenge worthy of such great warriors. I give you the drogans of Torraminzer!” 
 
    “The what of who?” I said as Gray disappeared with a cackle. 
 
    “Oh no,” said Purshia. 
 
    A portion of the sky opened up, confirming Purshia’s assessment that the sky wasn’t real, and we were indeed inside a fabricated world. 
 
    But that realization didn’t disturb me half as much as what emerged.
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    The beasts that appeared looked like dragons straight out of a fantasy movie… a really fucked up fantasy movie. 
 
    They were far away, but I could see they had four wings, long sleek bodies, and tails with large feathers that trailed behind the magnificent creatures like silk ribbons, moving slowly like a snake under the influence of a charmer’s flute. The drogan’s heads were long and oval, and even from a distance I could see their horns. 
 
    “We’re sitting ducks up here on this ridge,” I warned 
 
    Twelve of the creatures emerged from the hole in the sky, which promptly closed and returned to its heavenly appearance. 
 
    “There is no time to evacuate.” Ella activated her laser gun. It emerged from the back of her hand quickly, with only the faintest click of metal. 
 
    Purshia’s laser sword flared to life with a thwoooom! 
 
    The drogans split up into pairs, and two of them flew straight toward us. 
 
    “Damn it!” I cursed. 
 
    “Harry,” said Ella. “What about the other nano arm? 
 
    “Oh shit, I forgot all about it.” I twisted off the shield arm and fished the other canister out of my pocket. I twisted the new nano arm into place, it clicked, and my interface flared to life. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations, Warrior! 
 
    You have discovered a Mind Control Nano Arm! 
 
    Enable with a thought. 
 
      
 
    A small animation played. It was crude and three dimensional, like a schematic for a nano hand. The hand was of human appearance, and obviously tailored for me specifically. Out of the back of the hand a gun similar to the one I had worn morphed into existence. Then a single dart shot out of the barrel. It hit a creature that looked like a hard-shelled dog, and the creature’s eyes turned white. 
 
    “What do you see?” Purshia asked. 
 
    I explained to them how the thing worked, then I went in search of cover. To the right of our ledge were large stone formations we could duck down behind. We got into place as the drogans flew toward us. 
 
    The beasts looked as big as a Cessna aircraft, and the closer they got, the stronger their hide appeared to be. I had no idea how a dart was going to pierce their flesh. 
 
    I imagined the nano gun emerging from the back of my hand, and a split second later the nanobots created a barrel and trigger. The thing powered up like a tiny engine, and the entire hand glowed a faint orange. 
 
    To my surprise, when I looked at them, a targeting circle appeared that followed my eyes. I centered it over one of the drogans, but it flashed red, which I assumed meant the target was too far away. 
 
    I glanced at Ella to tell her what I saw, and my targeting circle centered on her face and began to pulse green 
 
    “Shit!” I hurriedly turned my gaze to the drogan. 
 
    “What is your range with that thing?” Ella asked as the beasts approached. 
 
    “I don’t know yet. It has to turn green—there it goes!” 
 
    As soon as the targeting circle turned green, I fired, and a tiny dart-length bullet shot out of the barrel. It sped toward the drogan and hit before the creature could take evasive maneuvers. 
 
      
 
    Mind control dart has successfully docked with host. 
 
    Awaiting nanobots… 
 
    Mind docking successful. 
 
    You are now in control of the beast. 
 
    Command verbally. 
 
      
 
    “Attack the other drogan!” I yelled. 
 
    The girls looked at me quizzically, then returned their attention to the drogans. 
 
    The creatures were now less than two hundred yards away and flying straight at us, but when I told the one I dominated to attack the other, he suddenly turned his long neck and chomped down on the other’s beak-like snout. 
 
    “You did it!” Purshia cheered. 
 
    The other drogans were way off in the distance and weren’t yet a threat. 
 
    My drogan scored first blood, and as they did a flyby over our location, dark red blood speckled the stones. They flew south, but then veered back. My drogan had the other trapped in its vice-like grip, and it wasn’t letting go. This caused the second drogan to thrash and twist violently, and soon they were both veering at the stone ridge behind us. 
 
    They crashed into the side of the hill with thunderous violence. Large rocks and chunks of sandstone broke loose and rolled down the hill, forcing me and the girls to take cover. 
 
    As the debris rained down and piled up where we had been, both drogans landed on our ridge. My drogan had torn the throat out of the other, which lay dying beneath large claws. 
 
    “You’ve got that thing under complete control, right?” Purshia asked skittishly. 
 
    “Completely,” I said, then I looked it in the eye. “Push that body off the ledge.” 
 
    The drogan growled like a bear, but it stepped off the dead creature and pushed it over the ledge with its snout. 
 
    “Stand guard on the ledge, and don’t let anything near us!” I commanded the beast. 
 
    I could have sworn it nodded. Then it turned around and tucked in its four wings and settled on the ledge. 
 
    The drogan was absolutely beautiful in a deadly, tear your head off kind of way. 
 
    It had scaly skin, but most of it was covered by red and orange down feathers. The four wings had long draping plumage that was darker shades than the rest, and the tail had even longer ribbon-like feathers containing many colors of a sunset. 
 
    The horns on either side of the drogan’s head were long and spiraled like a unicorn’s. The face was long and regal, with a narrow snout and maw full of sharp teeth. Intelligent elliptical eyes the size of manhole covers were set below a horned brow. The nostrils were big, and they opened and closed rhythmically as the drogan kept watch. 
 
    For a time we just stared at the creature in awe. 
 
    There were still others flying around out there above the valley and forest, and when two of them came our way, we prepared for a fight. 
 
    “Make them go away,” I told the beast. 
 
    He extended his four giant wings and roared threateningly as the two drogans approached. They were green and blue, whereas mine were orange and red. One was slightly larger than the other, but they were both smaller than mine.  
 
    They hovered on huge flapping wings near the ledge. The two monsters hissed and roared but mine rose on majestic wings and all its feathers suddenly flared and vibrated in a majestic threat display. 
 
    Apparently this meant, “Piss off, these are my snacks, and I’ll rip your head off if you come any closer.” 
 
    The green and blue drogans screeched angrily, then they mewled like beaten dogs and went away. 
 
    My drogan turned his head toward me and let out a low growl. 
 
    “You did good,” I said to him, like he was a dog. “You know what? I think I’m gonna call you Drodog. That cool with you?” 
 
    Drodog let out a singsong sound from low in his throat, then turned and resumed watch. 
 
    “Drodog?” Ella said as I sauntered deeper into our camp. 
 
    “Fitting, right?” 
 
    I sat down on the blanket and watched Drodog, and a plan began to form in my mind. 
 
    “What if we fly on Drodog’s back right the hell through that door in the sky?” I asked the ladies. 
 
    They shared a questioning, hopeful look. 
 
    Ella turned to me. “Don’t tease us, Harry. Do you really wish to try and escape with us?” 
 
    “What? Of course I do!” I soon realized they were afraid I would abandon them, or worse yet, kill them at some point and make myself the champion. “Why would you ask me that?” I pressed. 
 
    “You’re just so… I don’t know,” said Purshia. “Smart and strong, I guess.” 
 
    “I’m smart and strong?” I said, baffled. “You can leap from tree to tree. You’ve got friggin’ claws like Wolverine. And Ella can run for a week and not get tired. Hell, I sleep all the time, while you girls never seem to tire.” 
 
    “You can sleep,” said Purshia. “That is the point. I’ve been too scared to sleep. I’m scared all the time. I just want to be little and have you carry me in your pocket and not come out until it’s safe. But you sleep like a king, unafraid and unaffected. And when you are awake, you fight like a champion and eat like a prince, and you come up with brilliant ideas. Meanwhile, I quiver in my skin and wonder how am I still alive.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit, and you know it,” I told her. “You’re a fucking warrior if I’ve ever seen one. You both are. But you’re not cold-hearted, like half our opponents and the damned grays. Listen to me….” I walked toward them and extended my arms to pull them both close. “I’m not going anywhere without you two. And I’m not fighting you to please the grays. Fuck the grays. Do you have a word on your planet for fuck? Then you know what I mean. I’m in this for the long haul. These bastards can suck a dick if they think they’re breaking up this team. I’ll kill every last damn—” 
 
    Ella kissed me all of a sudden, then pulled my head back. “We know, Harry. We know.” 
 
    “Pack leader.” Purshia grinned and batted her big eyes at me. 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “You’re our pack leader.” She took a knee. “I swear by the gods of the forest and the plains, the ocean and the rain, I will follow you until the end of time, until there is nothing but my devotion left to flicker in the great nothingness.” 
 
    “Wow,” said Ella. “She’s intense.” 
 
    “You think?” I murmured. “Thank you Purshia, but you need not worship me. Only assholes want to be worshipped. I’m looking for peers. Friends. Family.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said cheerfully and sprang to her feet. “I can do that too.” 
 
    “On my world, women are leaders a majority of the time. But I accept you as my leader and mate, Harry Warwick.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to elbow in as the boss here. I—” 
 
    “It is done, Harry,” said Ella. “Move on.” 
 
    “Fine.” I laughed it off. “Let’s talk about plans to get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “Let’s mate first,” said Purshia. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You are my pack leader, therefore you must ravish me.” 
 
    “Listen, you two. You don’t have to do things you wouldn’t normally do just because your culture dictates it.” 
 
    “We know.” Ella pushed me back on the blanket. “Just shut up, Harry, and let that brain of yours take a break.” 
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    Lightning crackled, turning night into day, and Ella threw her top aside. Her big blue breasts were like weightless fun bags suspended by magic, and when she pulled them by the nipples and let go, they snapped back and collided with a deliciously buoyant bounce. 
 
    “Now that we have Drodog guarding us,” Ella said, “nothing is going to stop me from riding you.” 
 
    Yes, ma’am,” I said with a grin. 
 
    She turned around in her knee-high boots and glanced back over her shoulder with her hands on her hips. Her tail curled up to her left hip, then snaked its way into the side of her panties, and pulled them down to expose her left ass cheek. Then the tail pulled down the right side, and Ella shifted her weight to the other hip. The panties slid down her toned blue thighs in slow motion. She bent over to pick them up, and I eagerly awaited a glimpse of her womanhood, but that damned tail got in the way again. 
 
    Ella grinned. She was doing it on purpose.  
 
    Beside me, Purshia purred happily and unbuckled my belt. 
 
    “Wait your turn,” Ella told her and got down on her knees. 
 
    “No fighting, ladies,” I said and pulled off my pants. “There’s enough to go around.” 
 
    Purshia helped me out of the rest of my sheriff uniform and tossed it aside as Ella licked her way from my toes to my family jewels. She took one in her mouth and rolled it around, which took my breath away. 
 
    The sight of the blue-skinned bombshell with me in her mouth made my erection throb. She took it in two hands and stroked it teasingly. 
 
    “Do you like that?” she asked and kissed the tip, where precum was already beading. 
 
    “Oh yeah.” I smiled as I lay back and put my hands behind my head. 
 
    “Last time we got distracted.” She kissed the side of my cock, then the head again. “I think I was about to put you in my mouth.” 
 
    She opened her mouth and playfully let her hot breath wash over my swollen manhood. 
 
    “Do you want me to put it in my mouth?” 
 
    “Oh god yes.” 
 
    “How do you want me to suck it?” She licked it and brushed her lips over the head every so subtly, then licked down the other side with her hot, wet tongue. 
 
    “Oh, she is good,” Purshia whispered. She was enraptured by our little show, and lying on her side with her head propped on one hand and the other teasing her nipples through her body suit. 
 
    “Suck it like you love it,” I told her. 
 
    That got me a devilish grin, and she pretended to bite. 
 
    “Hey now, I’m not that freaky—” 
 
    Ella suddenly devoured my cock, and I arched my back in surprise. A long, animalistic moan escaped me, and I took hold of her hair and thrust into her mouth. 
 
    She grabbed hold of my cock with two hands and moaned as I fucked her mouth faster. 
 
    “By Maxim’s prism,” she said, out of breath when I released her head. 
 
    “You like that, huh?” I asked, but before she could answer, I shoved it back in her mouth. 
 
    “You two are so naughty,” Purshia said and giggled. 
 
    Ella couldn’t get the whole thing in her mouth, not even close. But the way that she jerked me off left plenty for her to suck on, and she went to town on me like a champ. I felt something wrap around my balls, and discovered it was her thin blue tail. 
 
    The visual sent me over the top, and I felt a volcanic orgasm churn in my balls. 
 
    “Oh god, slow down, I’m going to cum,” I warned. 
 
    Ella continued for three more seconds, and my orgasm began bubbling over. 
 
    She suddenly popped my dick out of her mouth and gave it a good slap. 
 
    “Owe!” I cried in surprise. 
 
    “I didn’t tell you to cum.” She slapped it a second time. 
 
    “Hit it again!” Purshia said, cheering her on. 
 
    I glanced at the little nymph and found her up against the wall with her legs spread and her right hand down her pants. Her left hand held her exposed left breast, and she was pinching a tiny pink nipple. 
 
    Ella began blowing me again and squeezed my nuts with her tail. She maintained eye contact the entire time, slobbering and choking. Her eyes watered and tears spilled down her cheeks to mix with her spit. The sound of her gagging nearly sent me over the top again, and she promptly slapped my cock fucking hard. 
 
    My orgasmic buildup abruptly stopped every time she did it, and I was getting a serious case of blue balls. 
 
    Purshia took peeled off her clothes and joined us on the blanket. She had small breast but they were perky as hell, with nipples as long as the end of my pinky. 
 
    Ella maneuvered us into a sixty-nine position and resumed gobbling my cock, and I finally got a look at her blue pussy before she shoved it against my mouth. I didn’t know if she shaved it, or if hair just didn’t grow down there, but her folds were as smooth as glass, dark blue and glistening. Her little nub of a clit was swollen and protruding from its hood. On each side of her warm slit she had two sets of lips overlapping each other that opened from her mound like exotic flower petals. 
 
    She gasped when I blew hot air over her swollen clit, but I didn’t lick it. I barely brushed her blue clit with my lips, then kissed her inner thighs, once on each side. 
 
    She jerked me off with one hand and glanced back at me with eyes that begged me to taste her. 
 
    Purshia was now completely naked and rubbing herself. I bit Ella’s thigh and watched Purshia. She had a tight little pussy with neatly trimmed hair. It was bright orange and ran up just short of her belly button in an ever more narrow line. She had the standard number of vaginal lips, but they were almost golden in color, and they were wet and swollen. 
 
    I brushed my tongue over Ella’s clit again, and she pushed it in at my face, but I held firm, only giving her enough to drive her mad. 
 
    “Eat it, Harry…” she pleaded and squeezed my dick as she rimmed the head with her mouth. “Eat it all.” 
 
    I ran my tongue through the double lips on the right side of her slit, and she took in a shuddering breath. When I licked the other side and gave her clit a little tongue flick, she moaned pleadingly and bit down gently on my throbbing cock. 
 
    “Lick it, Harry,” said Purshia as she frigged herself faster. “Lick it all up.” 
 
    I grabbed Ella’s ass cheeks, pulled her against me, and buried my face in her pussy. She clutched my dick like it was an anchor in a storm, and I spun my tongue in slow circles. 
 
    “Oh, Harry,” she moaned and made out with my cock. 
 
    I took her entire pussy in my mouth, sucking in the lips and spinning my tongue around her clit in ever faster circles. Purshia guided my human hand to her hot gilded pussy, and I thrust two fingers inside and massaged her clit with my thumb. 
 
    Ella watched what we were doing, and the sight of me finger fucking Purshia while eating her pussy sent her over the top. Her breathing quickened, and she stiffened, so I stopped and slapped her pussy. 
 
    “I didn’t tell you to cum,” I said and laughed. 
 
    “Oh, you criminal,” she stuttered as she convulsed. 
 
    I grabbed the back of her legs and pushed her down until my dick was touching her hot folds, and she was straddling me reverse cowgirl. Then I pulled her back toward my chest and brought my knees up under her legs to spread them. 
 
    She reached down and tried to maneuver my dick inside her, but I didn’t let her. I grabbed her by the wrists and pressed them against her big tits. 
 
    “Take her, Harry. I want to watch you take her.” Purshia crawled toward our feet to get a better view. 
 
    All ten inches of my swollen cock was between Ella’s legs and pressed against her slit. The folds of her pussy hugged the middle of my shaft, and she was squirming desperately to get it inside. 
 
    I used my hips to tease the head against her clit, then I let it part her wet folds. 
 
    “Yes, yes, Harry,” she panted. 
 
    I let the head slide in, and at first her tight pussy resisted, but then it slid past the threshold and into her warm body. 
 
    “It’s so big. Oh Harry, I want it all,” Ella begged and wriggled. 
 
    I kissed her neck as I moved my hips in slow circles, only giving her the head. Her pussy felt amazing. It was hot and wet, and she must have known what Kegels were, because her vaginal walls squeezed me rhythmically. 
 
    I felt a tongue on my balls, and the eroticism of the moment made my libido surge. 
 
    Purshia was down between our legs, and her tongue moved up my long shaft and past it, and Ella’s moaning became move urgent. 
 
    “Oh you dirty little slut,” Ella said with a voice of pure lust. “Fuck me, Harry. Fuck me while she licks it—” 
 
    I thrust into her and took the words right out of her mouth. She cried out joyously and spasmed so badly, I thought she might be having a seizure. 
 
    The vibrations of Purshia’s rhythmic purring could be felt on her tongue and lips as she licked us both. 
 
    “Give me more,” Ella panted. “I can take more.” 
 
    I let my thrusts go a few inches deeper, and she let out a cry of ecstasy and pain that echoed through the hillside. 
 
    “Give it to me, Harry!” 
 
    I thrust into her until I hit the back wall, and I held her there and let her twirl against me as Purshia applied that skilled tongue to her. 
 
    “Cum for me, baby,” I whispered and massaged her beautiful blue breasts. 
 
    It almost sounded like she was crying as she climaxed, arching her back and crying out. “Suns and stars!” 
 
    She grabbed Purshia’s head and pressed it against her pussy. Her vaginal walls squeezed me, and between that and Purshia’s tongue, I was super close myself. 
 
    But I never wanted it to end, so I did my damnedest to keep it together. 
 
    “Oh, Harry, oh Purshia!” Ella screamed. 
 
    She jittered violently as wave after wave of orgasmic spasms gushed through her. 
 
    When she finally finished, I gently rolled her off me onto the blanket. 
 
    “You two are just… just… hmm,” Ella said as she basked in her orgasmic glow. 
 
    Purshia was sitting up on her knees and smiling at me coyly. Her eyes moved down to my still raging hard-on, and she licked a canine tooth. 
 
    “Come here.” I hooked a finger at her. 
 
    She looked a little hesitant. “Be gentle, Harry.” 
 
    “I will,” I promised as she came toward me. 
 
    I got up on my knees so and pulled Purshia onto my lap. 
 
    My cock was pressed between us, rubbing against her wet pussy. Purshia wrapped her arms around me, and I slid into her. 
 
    She clawed my back and gripped me tight, moaning in my ear. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I breathed. 
 
    “Oh, it’s so big, but it feels so good.” 
 
    I filled her to the brim, and with every inch she squeezed me tighter. Purshia hardly had breath as she settled onto my shaft, but then she purred and moaned softly. She moved up and down, slowly at first but then faster, and her breathing grew more urgent. 
 
    I cupped her ass and raised myself so I was the only thing holding her up. I pumped my arms like I was doing curls with her body, bouncing her up and down on my lap. 
 
    Ella watched with a naughty smile on her beautiful face. 
 
    Purshia buried her face in the crook of my neck as I thrust into her tight pussy, and she suddenly burst out with the most musical orgasmic cry I had ever heard. 
 
    “Right there! Right there! Oh, Harry, it’s sooo deeeep!” 
 
    Ella came up behind Purshia as she was convulsing on my shaft, pressing her blue tits together. 
 
    “I want to taste you,” she said and licked her own damn nipple. 
 
    Between the sight of Ella sucking on her nipple and Purshia’s hot box squeezing my cock, I was nearing the edge. 
 
    Purshia jumped off before I came, and both girls licked the sides of my cock. The orgasmic buildup slowed when Purshia got off, but the sight of the two woman sucking me at the same time got me back there pretty quick. 
 
    I grabbed my throbbing shaft as the climax erupted from my balls like hot lava, and my load shot out like a heat-seeking missile. Ella jerked in surprise when it hit her cheek, and then laughed mischievously and opened her mouth. I shot my next load into her mouth, then onto Purshia’s waiting tongue. The cat woman suddenly grabbed my cock and stuffed it right down her throat, and I mean all the fucking way! 
 
    I was shocked, and the sight of her with a face full of dick stirred up another round of incredible orgasms. 
 
    I had never met a girl who could deep throat like that. I mean, she was like one of those sword swallowers. I unloaded in her throat as Ella looked on with utter amazement. 
 
    A laugh escaped me as the last of my juice slid down her throat, and I pulled out, jerking as the sensitive underside of my cock emerged from her tight lips. 
 
    “Oh my frigging god…” I said and collapsed on the blanket beside Ella. 
 
    Purshia purred and licked her lips, then proceeded to lick all the cum off Ella’s face and tits. 
 
    “You two are straight up freaky,” I said. 
 
    Ella giggled like Purshia’s tongue tickled. 
 
    “That was the most amazing thing I’ve ever experienced,” she said breathlessly. 
 
    Purshia snuggled up to me. “Me too.” She kissed my cheek. 
 
    “You two are amazing. I feel like the luckiest man in the whole damn universe.” 
 
    “That’s because you are.” Ella followed the snarky remark with a whimsical laugh. 
 
    “How soon can you do it again?” Purshia asked. 
 
    Ella’s eyes brightened. 
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    The girls crashed after the second sex session, and I kept watch with the drogan. 
 
    “’Sup, Drodog?” I asked the beautiful creature. 
 
    It pruned its feathers and pretty much ignored me, and I stayed out of striking distance, just because. 
 
    I looked out over the valley and marveled at the lengths the grays had gone to just to put on a gladiator battle. You could fit a city and its outskirts in this place. The sky looked completely real, and it even rained. It seemed like such a waste of resources to turn it into a battleground. 
 
    Or maybe the grays had never-ending resources. 
 
    They sure acted like it. I mean, they had gone to the edges of the galaxy to pick up twenty-four aliens. Then, just for the hell of it, they cut our right arms in half and scattered a bunch of billion dollar prosthetics around. 
 
    The technology at their disposal was incredible, and I wondered again how in the hell we were going to pull off our escape. I glanced at the sky, where I thought the door had opened, and I imagined myself and the girls flying through on the back of the drogan. On cue, it made a huffing noise. It was staring at the sky too. 
 
    “You want to fly?” I asked. 
 
    It perked up and cocked its head like a curious border collie. The plume of feathers on its neck stood on end and spread wide. 
 
    “I’ll let you fly around, but you have to stay close and watch our camp. You got it?” 
 
    I don’t know if it meant yes, but Drodog shook his head excitedly. 
 
    “Go ahead then, but you better keep your friends the hell away.” 
 
    The drogan took three long steps and leapt off the ledge. I watched it fall and then open its magnificent wings, which shone sleek and dark in the moonlight. 
 
    The night was quiet, and as Drodog circled high above our ridge, I studied the land for any signs of the other players. I tapped on the gray skull in the corner of my vision and selected Opponents. There were eleven players left, including me, Ella, and Purshia. 
 
    I studied the names and the pictures of the remaining eight, as well as how many kills they had. I had three kills logged beside my name: the Sasquatch alien, the one that looked like an old hag, and the goblin. A few of the players had as many kills as me, and one had five. 
 
    I tapped on his picture, and it grew larger until it showed his entire body. It was the cyclops alien I had seen tearing shit up on top of the hill. With any luck, someone else would take the bastard out. 
 
      
 
    Attention, Warriors! 
 
    An opponent has died! 
 
    10 Remain. 
 
      
 
    The icon flared in the upper left side of my vision, and rather than disregard it, I tapped on it with growing anticipation. Had someone killed the cyclops? What a coincidence that would be. But nope. 
 
    The image of a big ball of fur came to life. Its name was apparently Zegerex, and it was a Tarlockian, whatever the hell that was. 
 
    A few hours later, Drodog landed, and Ella took her turn as lookout. I told her that someone had died while she was sleeping, and she looked more forlorn than happy to hear it. 
 
    “Get some sleep, Harry,” she said and kissed me deeply on the lips. “You deserve it.” 
 
    She sent me to bed with a slap on the ass, and I happily curled up with Purshia on the blanket. 
 
    I awoke from dreams of pizza and cheeseburgers to the smell of alien meat stew. Ella was sitting against the wall, eating from a packet. 
 
    Purshia wasn’t beside me, and I assumed she was keeping watch. The drogan was out there, standing guard, but another pair of eyes didn’t hurt, and we had decided it was best if someone kept watch while the others slept. 
 
    “Did you even get any sleep?” I asked Ella with a yawn as I sat up and stretched my sore muscles. 
 
    “I slept beside you half the night, but you are a heavy sleeper. You didn’t even move.” 
 
    “I was frigging bushed, but you must still be tired. What did you get, a few hours?” 
 
    “I slept enough,” she said with a smile. “My kind do not require a lot.” 
 
    “That smells different,” I gestured at the food pouch in her hand. She was scooping out the contents with a wooden spoon that looked like it had been freshly carved. 
 
    “It is, but it’s not much better.” 
 
    She joined me on the blanket and offered me a pouch and another spoon. 
 
    “Did you make these?” I asked. 
 
    “Purshia did. She whittled them with her claws.” 
 
    We shared a laugh, and I sniffed at the contents. This one had a faint pork and beans aroma, and I thought I smelled tarragon as well. The new food proved to be as bland as the beef-flavored one, and it took me a while to get it all down. My stomach was a little crampy, and I didn’t know if it was the weird alien food or the water. 
 
    “It’s strange that none of us have gotten sick,” I said. “I mean, on my world there are germs and diseases.” 
 
    “Those things exist all through the universe,” said Ella. “But I doubt the grays want their competitors coming down with Andromian star fever. The nanobots they injected into us are probably keeping such germs at bay.” 
 
    The idea of the grays injecting me with odd shit while I was passed out on a table gave me the willies, but I was glad there was no evidence they were the anal-probe enthusiasts reported by some people on Earth. 
 
    When I finished eating, I took a long pull from the water canteen, noting it had been refilled. 
 
    “Where did you find fresh water?” 
 
    “Purshia got it from a spring near here. The grays designed this place with numerous shelters and water sources.” 
 
    “Speak of the devil,” I said when Purshia joined us. 
 
    She smiled happily as she sauntered over, then she bent and gave me a big kiss. 
 
    “Welcome back, sleepy eyes.” She rubbed her nose lovingly against mine, like one might a puppy dog. 
 
    I laughed, she had a tendency to brighten the room. “Good morning.” 
 
    “It’s quiet out there.” She sat and accepted a pouch from Ella. “Except for that one death.” 
 
    “We’re down to only ten,” said Ella. “It’s going to be a lot harder now.” 
 
    “That’s what she said,” Purshia blurted. 
 
    We all shared a laugh. 
 
    “At least we’ve got each other,” I said. 
 
    “I think you were right about other players teaming up,” said Purshia. “I saw a fire all the way across the valley on the other ridge earlier, and I thought I saw more than one person standing around it.” 
 
    “You did? Why didn’t you say anything?” 
 
    “I just did.” 
 
    “I thought the drogans would have killed a bunch of players by now.” I glanced at Drodog, who stood on the ledge, watching the sky. 
 
    “As I said, those who are left are the best of the best,” said Ella. 
 
    “And who knows how many nano arms they’ve found?” Purshia added. 
 
    “I think I’m going to take Drodog for a ride and see what I can learn about the dome that surrounds us, and the sky door we saw yesterday.” 
 
    “Do you know how to fly?” Purshia asked. “I’m a pilot, you know, and if anyone is going to ride one of those beasts, it should be me.” 
 
    “You may be right,” I said, “but I’m already linked to the drogan through the mind control nanobots. I don’t want to see what happens when you take the dart out.” 
 
    “What do you hope to learn?” Ella asked with a hint of worry etched on her beautiful blue face. 
 
    “Anything. Drodog might be our only way out of here, and that sky door is our ticket home.” 
 
    “Home?” said Ella. “Harry, do you realize how far we are from our homes? Even if we get out of here, how do we get off this ship?” 
 
    “Purshia’s a pilot, remember? She can get us out of here.” 
 
    “I can fly anything,” Purshia said confidently. “Besides, the nanobots in our head will allow us to read anything, no matter how alien the vessel.” 
 
    “What if the nanobots inside us can stop us from escaping?” Ella asked. 
 
    I hadn’t thought of that, and the idea was like an elephant sitting its fat ass right on my hopes and dreams. 
 
    “One thing at a time,” I said, which had always been a personal mantra that helped keep me sane. “I’m taking Drodog out before I lose my nerve. Wish me luck!” 
 
    I walked to the ledge, and Ella followed me out. 
 
    “Yeah?” I stopped to regard her. 
 
    “On your world, do wishes come true?” 
 
    Purshia looked at me with the same hope in her eyes, and I offered them a reassuring smile. 
 
    “Sometimes,” I told them. “Sometimes….” 
 
    Drodog gazed at me nervously as I approached, and I could still see a faint white glint in his eyes. 
 
    “All right, boy,” I said and rubbed my hands together. “I’m going to climb up on your back, and you are going to remain completely still. Understand?” 
 
    He just stared. 
 
    “When I climb up on you, don’t move, okay?” 
 
    More staring. 
 
    I didn’t know if the look meant “Sure asshole, hop on,” or if he was trying to decide if I tasted like chicken. 
 
    I worked up my nerve, then with an “Ah, fuck it!” I walked over and touched his big hind leg. 
 
    He hadn’t moved, and I took that as good sign. There were nanobots in his brain that made him obey me, so I had nothing to worry about, right?” 
 
    If I was wrong, it wasn’t going to be pretty. 
 
    Drodog scowled ever so slightly, and I wondered if he was receiving some sort of mental impression of my fear. Maybe he just straight up sensed it. Either way, I realized it wasn’t going to help me at all. 
 
    “Don’t get any ideas, pal.” I petted the beast’s soft feathers. “We’re going for a nice flight.” 
 
    He perked up when I said that, and his scowl disappeared. 
 
    “You like that idea, huh?” I said. “You want to fly?” 
 
    He quivered, and I thought if I asked him again, he would roar and dance around like an excited dog. 
 
    “Hold still.” I put my boot up on the small horn at the back of his hind leg. 
 
    I climbed up on the bent knee, and the drogan remained where he was. It was easy to climb up his back, due to the small horns, and I found a good spot between his front shoulder blades where I wouldn’t get battered by the wings on the upstroke.  
 
    The downy feathers on the beast’s back offered a descent cushion, and the small horns were great handholds. I gripped one of them tightly with my nano hand and prepared myself for what was sure to be a hell of a ride. 
 
    “Be careful, Harry,” said Purshia. 
 
    I glanced over and saw her and Ella watching me. “I’ll be back before you know it,” I assured them. 
 
    “Before we know it?” Purshia furled her brow. 
 
    “It means very soon.” 
 
    “Okay. See you before I know it.” 
 
    I chuckled, and it helped lighten the mood. 
 
    I was about to ride an alien dragon. No big deal. 
 
    “Okay, Drodog, let’s do this. Nice and easy now, and no going upside down.” 
 
    He shook out his feathers, which jostled me around, but he didn’t seem to know what to do with himself. Maybe I was using too many words. 
 
    “Fly!” I yelled and gripped the horn. 
 
    No sooner had I said it than Drodog took three long strides and leapt off the ledge. 
 
    “Shiiit!” I screamed as we suddenly dropped straight down. 
 
    I heard a disgusting sound behind me, and I glanced back to see that Drogan was leaving a long stream of green shit behind us. Apparently, he had taken my expletive as a command. 
 
    I didn’t know whether to laugh or scream as we rushed toward the forest canopy. 
 
    “Pull up, damn you!” I screamed, thinking Drodog was trying to kill us both. 
 
    He opened all four wings, and my face slammed against my nano arm as we leveled out. We shot over the treetops like a missile, and I glanced down at the blur of trees.  
 
    “Up, Drodog! Fly up into the sky!” 
 
    My mount beat his wings and sailed steadily upward. I steered him for the middle of the sky, but then I got paranoid that we would just slam into the top of the dome. 
 
    I don’t know how high we were. It was hard to tell. But it had to be at least a mile. 
 
    I steered him in a steadily rising circle, hoping that something about the sky would stand out, and I would be able to see the dome for what it was. 
 
    “Give me a roar, Drodog! I’ve got an idea.” 
 
    The beast roared as it circled, and my hunch proved correct when his voice echoed back at us. 
 
    “Again, Drodog! Roar again, and keep flying upward!” 
 
    The echo became shorter and shorter the higher we went, and when it sounded like we were close, I told him to level out and fly straight. If it was really a dome, I might be able to see it curve. 
 
    I stared at the mountains that surrounded the area and realized I couldn’t see anything beyond them. It was just the mountains and more sky, like we were just on a chunk of land floating in the middle of nothing. 
 
    I saw a shimmer in the sky. The electrical pattern of a grid suddenly made itself clear, and the loss of the illusion of sky was disorienting as hell. I could now see the shape of the dome, and I was less than fifteen feet away from it. 
 
    “A little higher… easy now, Drodog, easy.” I tried to make sense of what I was seeing. 
 
    We were flying toward the eastern ridge when the roof of the dome suddenly moved lower. 
 
    “Watch out!” I called, but it was too late. 
 
    Drodog’s right wings grazed the dome, and electricity suddenly shot through us both. 
 
    My cries of pain were drowned out by my mount’s, and as the acrid stench of burned drogan feathers filled my nose, we fell toward the ground far, far below. 
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    My body jittered with electrical charges, and had my nano arm not been gripping Drodog’s horn, I would have fallen off his back. He flailed drunkenly as we fell, but luckily he didn’t roll over. 
 
    “Level out!” I urged, and he let out a tortured cry. “Level out or we’re both dead!” I screamed as we got dangerously close to the craggy outcropping of stone on the eastern ridge. 
 
    With a determined squawk, he opened his colorful wings and pumped them furiously. We finally leveled out, and I breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    If being electrocuted wasn’t enough, gunfire erupted from the ridge. 
 
    “Evasive maneuvers!” I yelled over the howling wind, and I scoured the broken terrain for the shooter. 
 
    Movement below caught my eye as we soared past tall stone formations. I shifted on his back so I could see over his right side and spotted a long-limbed purple creature on all fours, vaulting across the rocks with the speed of a jaguar. 
 
    “Turn left,” I said to my mount when I saw the sleek purple alien racing toward a ledge above us. The crazy bastard was going to try and jump to get to us, and I had no idea if he could do it. 
 
    Drodog banked left when the purple alien leapt off the cliff, and for a moment I lost sight of it. When I saw it again, I was alarmed at how close the thing actually came. It missed us and fell to the ground as we sailed away, but then it aimed a nano arm at us and fired. 
 
    I expected bullets, maybe bombs or missiles, but I didn’t expect a grappling hook to shoot out of it, and that’s exactly what happened. 
 
    “Higher!” I commanded Drodog, but we were too slow, and a moment later he let out a howl of pain. 
 
    The grappling hook was embedded in his left thigh. At the end of the long line was the purple alien, and he was reeling himself in with the nano arm. 
 
    I didn’t even have a chance to instruct Drodog to take evasive maneuvers before the purple bastard was on the beast’s back. Big hooked claws protruded from his three-toed feet, and they dug into Drodog’s back like clamps. 
 
    He had long legs and knees that bent backward like a grasshopper’s, and his exoskeleton had a hard, shiny carapace. The alien had big bug eyes and a face that only a science teacher could love. A nano arm cylinder was strapped to his belt, which was the only thing he wore. 
 
    “Tell your gods that Crik’Shaw’Eeek sent you,” he said in a voice that sounded like a thousand crickets. 
 
    I pulled my sidearm and turned in my seat, and he switched out his nano arm for the one on his belt in about two seconds flat. I fired two rounds, but Drodog wasn’t flying steady. 
 
    The alien’s mouth twisted in a rictus that suggested he was grinning as a gun barrel grew out of his nano arm. 
 
    “Barrel-roll right!” I screamed as bullets shrieked with a metallic hiss. 
 
    Drodog heeded my command, and I held on for dear life, hugging and squeezing the beast’s back with all my strength. We went around in a tight barrel-roll as bullets chattered out of the alien’s gun arm. 
 
    Hot pain shot through my left thigh, and a bullet ricocheted off my nano arm. Three loud thuds hit Drodog, and he screeched in agony as he rolled again. 
 
    “Get the fuck off my mount!” I screamed and fired five more rounds. 
 
    Three of my bullets punched holes in the alien’s carapace, and one of his red hot rounds cut across my cheekbone, barely missing my eye. 
 
    Drodog was flailing so badly that neither of us could get off a clear shot, but more than one of the alien’s stray bullets hit the drogan, and my fury grew with every shot that struck his body. 
 
    “Land, Drodog! Land in the meadow.” 
 
    The drogan leveled out, and I took aim at the purple alien again as he leapt at me across Drodog’s back. I fired a shot that took the corner of his head off, and he landed behind me, dead. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations, Warrio— 
 
      
 
    I swiped the notification aside. I’d learn what my reward for killing purple dude was later. 
 
    If I survived the landing. 
 
    Drodog was barely keeping his shit together as we glided toward the forest. We weren’t going to make it to the meadow, and I realized my mount was going to lose consciousness at any minute. 
 
    Once that happened, I was screwed. 
 
    I balanced the dead alien behind me and hurriedly detached my mind control nano arm, then grabbed the cylinder on his belt and popped it on my stump. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations, Warrior! 
 
    You have discovered grappling hook nano arm! 
 
    Activate with a thought. 
 
      
 
    Yeah yeah, I know! 
 
    I snatched the dead alien’s other nano cylinder moments before we crashed through the canopy. A big tree branch slapped the corpse right off the back of Drodog. My mount let out a mewling cry and went limp, and we swerved toward a huge tree with wicked looking thorns on it the size of swords. 
 
    I pointed the new nano arm at the tallest branches of a nearby tree, fired, and prayed to Lady Luck. Then I hopped off Drodog’s back as he slammed into the spiked tree. 
 
    I didn’t look. I couldn’t have even if I’d wanted to. 
 
    The line became taut, and I was snapped to the side. Then I was swinging through the trees like a drunken Tarzan, eating a face full of leaves and bugs in the process. 
 
    I hit a tree, but luckily it wasn’t a spiked variety. 
 
    The wind was knocked out of me nonetheless, and I hung from my nano arm thirty feet above the forest floor. I glanced around to see if anything or anyone was around. I was a sitting duck up there, and I felt naked as hell. 
 
    I willed the line to slowly let out, and I was lowered gently to the ground. 
 
    I thought it was going to be tricky reeling in the line without having it fall on my head or take a bunch of branches down with it, so I backed up a good twenty feet and willed it to retract. To my surprise, the thin metal line glowed bright orange and simply disappeared. 
 
    An icon flashed on my interface that told me the hook was ready to deploy again. 
 
    “That’s cool.” I turned my attention to my surroundings. 
 
    That’s when I heard a low growl behind me. 
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    I broke into a sprint and fired the grappling hook at the treetops. Claws ripped through the back of my shirt as the line yanked me forward, and the next thing I knew, I was flying through the air toward a clump of trees with the terrible cry of an apex predator at my back. 
 
    I disengaged the line before I smashed into the trees, and the loss of an anchor pitched me into a patch of red ferns. Luckily I nailed the landing, rolled, and popped up into a crouch. 
 
    The predator tore across the forest, ricocheting off trees and ripping up big chunks of mossy earth. As calmly and quickly as I could, I disengaged the grappling hook arm and replaced it with my mind control nano arm. 
 
    I fired a single dart, which took the beast right in the snout as it lunged with intent to devour me. 
 
    “Stop!” I screamed, and miraculously it stopped less than six inches away with its mouth wide open. 
 
    “Back up.” 
 
    The apex predator backed up three steps and stared at me. Low in its throat was the sound of a diesel engine from hell. 
 
    “Don’t move,” I said as I rose to my feet. 
 
    I checked my surroundings, never letting the beast out of my sight. It didn’t move a muscle as I walked around it, and I didn’t see anything in the forest. With all the crazy nano arms and other tech out there, however, I knew it wasn’t a good idea to remain idle in a strange place. 
 
    I had landed a few miles from the western ridge, where camp was, and I knew it would be a son of a bitch trying to hike there. If I ran into someone else’s camp, I would be in a bad way. Besides, I was injured. My cheek burned like a bastard, and the wound was bleeding pretty bad. The other bullet had gone straight through the leg muscle, sparing the bone, but it hurt about a hundred times worse than my cheek. Surprisingly, it wasn’t bleeding. It seemed the red hot rounds had cauterized the wound. 
 
    But I was hurting, I needed to get back to camp, and I had to do it fast. 
 
    I was about to climb on the predator’s back when I remembered the notification I had ignored after killing the purple dude. With a few taps and a swipe, I found it in my interface. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations, Warrior! 
 
    You have defeated another opponent! 
 
    Nanobot Bonus: Enhanced Strength 
 
    Duration: 1 Earth Hour 
 
    Would you like to use NOW or LATER? 
 
      
 
    Enhanced strength would most definitely come in handy. 
 
    I tapped LATER and climbed up on the back of the apex predator. 
 
    I switched out the mind control nano arm for the purple alien’s gun arm. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations, Warrior! 
 
    You’ve discovered a machine gun nano arm! 
 
    Activate with a thought. 
 
      
 
    I did just that, and two stubby gun barrels grew between my metal knuckles like Wolverine’s blades.  
 
    Not too shabby. 
 
    I’d lost Drodog, but I’d gained two new nano arms and a new nanobot bonus. Now my team had six nano arms, two for each of us. I’d also learned that if you touched the heavens, you would be electrocuted. 
 
    “All right, you ugly bastard,” I said to the apex predator as I cautiously climbed on its back. “Let’s get moving—that way.” 
 
    I pointed west, and the beast obediently trotted through the forest. 
 
    It was a lot harder to get comfortable on the scaly predator’s back than it had been on Drodog, and I had that scorpion tail behind me the whole time, but it was better than walking. 
 
    We emerged from the forest without incident, and the beast easily scaled the high bluffs and ridges leading to camp. 
 
    “Harry!” Purshia cried when I approached. 
 
    I couldn’t see her, but then a moment later she morphed into existence in the crook of a tree beside our camp. 
 
    “Hey, Purshia,” I said and slid off the beast’s back. 
 
    She ran into my arms and gave me a big hug and a kiss, and Ella appeared a moment later with a big smile on her face. When she saw the blood on my pantleg and the gash across my cheek, she hurried a little faster and her smile became a frown. 
 
    “You’re hurt.” She took my hand. 
 
    “Nothing major.” 
 
    “Let me get you bandaged up,” she said, and the two women helped me to the camp. 
 
    “Keep a lookout!” I commanded the predator. “If anything comes around, eat the bastard.” 
 
    The beast’s eyes widened, and it sniffed the air and growling menacingly at the world. 
 
    The girls sat me down on the blanket and took off my boots. Then they helped me out of my cargo pants. 
 
    “What happened out there?” Ella asked, inspecting my thigh. 
 
    “Where’s Drodog?” Purshia asked hesitantly, like she knew the answer but didn’t want to hear it. 
 
    I told them about the sky being electrified and how the purple alien asshole had caused us to crash and nearly killed me. They were bummed about Drodog but excited to learn I had picked up two more nano arms. 
 
    “So not a complete loss.” I showed them the new cannisters. “We’re just going to have to figure out a way to get a new drogan.” 
 
    “You still want to try to fly out of here?” Purshia asked. 
 
    “As soon as possible. Unless you two have thought up a better way to escape.” 
 
    They shook their heads. 
 
    “It’s going to work,” I said. “It’s got to.” 
 
    “Why haven’t you enabled your enhanced healing nanobot bonus?” Ella asked as Purshia went to the back wall to get the first aid supplies. 
 
    “I might need it for something more serious,” I said. “Just patch me up the old fashioned way for now.” 
 
    “But the leg, won’t it slow you down?” 
 
    “It might, but it’s not worth using it yet.” 
 
    She took the antibacterial spray from Purshia. “But this is going to hurt.” 
 
    “Do you know what that thing does?” I asked Purshia as she inspected a small gun from the first aid kit that looked like it was for piercing ears. 
 
    “More or less,” she said with a feline grin. 
 
    Ella sprayed disinfectant on my gunshot wound, and I nearly hit the roof. 
 
    “Faaauuuck!” I howled. “Warn me next time you are about to do that.” 
 
    “I told you it was going to hurt.” 
 
    Purshia handed her the little gun, and Ella rubbed salve around the edges of my wound. 
 
    Instantly a cool sensation washed over the area, and the pain went away. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said. “That stuff is amazing. How long does it last?” 
 
    Ella read the side of the tube, which must have appeared to her in her own language. “About an hour.” 
 
    Purshia dabbed the cut across my cheekbone with a soft cloth and then held it there while Ella pinched the gunshot wound and put the piercing gun thing against it. 
 
    “Do you know what you’re doing?” I asked. 
 
    She pulled the trigger. 
 
    There was a small metallic click, then a buzz followed by tick, tick, tick, tick, tick. 
 
    She pulled the gun away to reveal a neat little line of stitches, five in all. 
 
    “That was easy enough,” I said. 
 
    “Let me take care of this gash on his cheek before you do the back of his leg, Ella,” said Purshia. 
 
    She cleaned the area, applied the numbing ointment, then pressed the gun against the wound. 
 
    I had no mirror, so I had to trust it looked okay. 
 
    I rolled over so Ella could stitch up the exit wound, and by the time it was all done, it was already midday. 
 
    “I have an idea,” said Purshia while she and Ella were putting away the first aid supplies. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You said the sky is electrified, so what if we short it out and try to break through?” 
 
    “That might work, but how in the hell are we going to do that?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe we could jab it with a big metal rod or something.” 
 
    “Are you volunteering for that job?” 
 
    “I guess it’s stupid,” she said with a downward glance. 
 
    “A little bit,” Ella told her. 
 
    “It’s a good idea, we just have don’t have the resources,” I said. “And the grays have some crazy tech. They’ve probably thought about that scenario.” 
 
    “Then they would have thought about someone flying out as well,” said Purshia. 
 
    She had a point there. 
 
    “What if there’s a bunch of guns aimed at the door?” Ella added. 
 
    “I don’t know the answer to that,” I said. “But I think the door is our best shot. We’ve got some pretty decent firepower, and we’ll have a small flock of drogans with us if I have my way.” 
 
    We discussed it for a while, but we couldn’t think of anything better than a suicide run through the door in the sky. 
 
    The girls started a fire and boiled three food pouches, which would be the last meal for us until morning. There were only three meals left, and there hadn’t been any supply crates for a while. We would have to stretch the last three as far as we could. 
 
    We spent the rest of the day watching for drogans. My plan depended on us getting another one, but we waited for hours and didn’t see any. 
 
    Strangely, we saw no sign of any of the other players either. No fires, no smoke, no gunshots, and no one was announced dead all afternoon. 
 
    “I think the other players are definitely teaming up,” I said. “There’s what, nine players left, six others besides us? I think they’re lying in wait for us to come to them.” 
 
    “Let them wait,” said Ella. 
 
    It was nearing sundown, and she had that look in her eye. 
 
    “Well,” I said with a sly grin. “I guess we should rest up a bit and be ready for whatever the night brings.” 
 
    “Perhaps the drogans are nocturnal by nature,” Purshia suggested. “If so, we’ll have a better chance at seeing them tonight.” 
 
    We were all thinking the same thing: We were most likely going to die, so why not enjoy another shag first? 
 
    We had an apex predator on lookout, and I still had the four small video feeds floating at the top of my interface. There was no way anyone was going to surprise us. 
 
    I followed the women’s cute asses under the ledge, thinking I was going to score, but then I heard the distinct cry of a drogan. 
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    We ran out to the ledge and saw the magnificent beast flying through the hills to the south. The drogan had pink and purple feathers, and its beautiful plume of tail feathers streamed behind it, nearly as long as the creature’s body. It let out another cry and flew toward us. 
 
    “It’s so beautiful,” said Purshia. 
 
    “It’s also our ticket out of here.” I watched it fly over the hills and reattached the mind control nano arm. 
 
    “How close does it have to be to hit it with the mind control dart?” Ella asked. 
 
    “The range is like one hundred yards,” I said. “We need to get its attention.” 
 
    We climbed up to the ridge above our camp and ran along it, jumping up and down and waving our arms. I thought the drogan must have been able to see us, but it didn’t change course or try to come closer. 
 
    “Hey, drogan!” I yelled. “Over here!” 
 
    It flew past us, then turned and circled back. I took careful aim with the mind control arm and waited for my targeting system to produce a green circle around the creature, but it didn’t come close enough. 
 
    “Damn it!” I cursed as it continued to circle just out of range. 
 
    “We need to get closer,” said Purshia. 
 
    “It’s flying away!” Ella yelled and pointed. 
 
    The drogan came out of its turn and flew back the way it had come. 
 
    “Predator, come to me!” I yelled toward camp. 
 
    The beast rushed over like an overzealous servant and skidded to a stop beside us. 
 
    “Get on,” I told the girls as I climbed up on the back of the fifteen foot tall dino-monster  
 
    The girls scrambled up behind me, and I ordered it to follow the drogan. 
 
    We held on for dear life as the beast raced along the ridge. Purshia and Ella screamed and laughed when the predator leaped over twenty feet from one boulder to another. Had it not been for our incredibly strong nano arms, I don’t know if we would have been able to hold on. 
 
    Soon we were directly beneath the drogan, but for some reason, the beast wouldn’t attack, and it remained just out of range, watching us. 
 
    “New strategy.” I ordered the beast to stop, then I climbed down and changed out the mind control arm for the grappling hook arm. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Purshia asked. 
 
    “Fishing for drogan,” I said with a wink. 
 
    I don’t know if the winged beast knew what I was up to, but as soon as I sighted it in the interface, it swerved left and flew toward the forest. 
 
    “You can run…,” I said as I waited for the targeting system to turn green. “But you can’t hide!” 
 
    I fired and watched with bated breath as the thin glowing line shot out of the barrel on the back on my nano arm and arced toward the drogan. I was so caught up in hitting the thing that the implications didn’t immediately set in. But then the grappling hook hit the beast in the back, and the line began to straighten out. 
 
    “Oh shit—” I said and braced myself. 
 
    “Run with it or its going to rip your arm off!” Ella urged. 
 
    “See you soon, ladies!” I yelled and ran toward the ledge. 
 
    I jumped when the rope tightened, but it still gave me a hell of a case of whiplash. I was yanked off the edge, and it kind of felt like jumping onto a moving train and grabbing the handle with one arm, except your hand doesn’t let go. 
 
    There was a pop in my shoulder, and my entire back cracked all the way to my tailbone. The sudden speed was exhilarating, and had I not been flying high over jagged rocks, I might have enjoyed myself. 
 
    The drogan glanced back angrily as I sailed behind it like a human kite. The velocity kept me aloft, but if the drogan slowed down or turned around, I’d be taken for a hell of a ride. I mentally willed the nano arm to reel in the line, kind of like you would command a finger to move. 
 
    I was yanked forward when the line reeled in with a high-pitched whine, then the drogan roared and dove for the trees. 
 
    I had mere seconds before I was bashed against a tree like a dirty rug, and I grunted as I sped toward the diving creature. I caught up to it, but I was going faster and coming in at an angle, so I ended up swinging under it and up the other side. 
 
    It was a hairy maneuver, but I managed to reel myself in as I wrapped around the drogan. I reached for the thick feathers, but was batted away by one of the wings. 
 
    The collision sent me spinning off to one side of the drogan as it pulled up to avoid colliding with the trees. I was hanging just below its chest, and the drogan knew it. Just to be a dick, it glided lower, until I was battered by a steady barrage of branches. 
 
    Birds scattered, tree limbs flew, and leaves fell around me like confetti, but I held on tight and steadily reeled myself in. 
 
    When I reached the creature’s chest I gave it a good punch with my nano arm. I knew the blow wouldn’t hurt the beast, but I was pissed. 
 
    The drogan suddenly shot straight up in the air and beat its quad wings as it reached for the heavens. I fought for breath against the howling wind and slammed into the drogan’s chest when it changed course. 
 
    I carefully maneuvered myself around the wings, letting out some line so I could get to the tail feathers. The grappling hook line was wrapped around the beast’s neck, over one wing and under the other, and I was trailing behind it. 
 
    I managed to get hold of a long tail feather, and I used it to steady myself as I reeled in the line. 
 
    The drogan glanced back now and again to see what the hell I was doing, and when it finally spotted me climbing up its tailfeather, it went ape shit. The beast spun and twisted, barrel-rolled and dove, but I wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    “Stop moving so much, you son of a bitch!” I cursed as my stomach did a few somersaults and threatened to blow chunks. 
 
    I was getting badly nauseated by that point, and I was over getting tossed around. I needed to switch out my nano arms and fire a mind control dart before the thing slapped me against a cliff with its tail, but I couldn’t disengage the line without falling to my death. 
 
    Or could I? 
 
    I got an idea as the drogan went into another furious dive. 
 
    I hurriedly wrapped an arm around the streaming tail feathers. Once I was secure, I curled my arm so it was pressed against my chest. This would allow me to hold on and use my hand. I quickly dismissed the grappling line, which fizzled out of existence, then I changed out that arm for the mind control arm. 
 
    I took aim as we sped for the ground and fired a dart at the drogan’s ass. 
 
    Bull’s-eye! 
 
    My interface showed a successful mental connection, and I screamed “Level out and stop fighting me!” 
 
    Instantly the drogan straightened and glided on the warm currents. I climbed the tailfeather and crawled up onto the drogan’s back, settling in at the base of the neck. 
 
    “Atta boy,” I said and stroked its neck. When I was dangling behind it, the drogan’s sex had been glaringly clear. 
 
    It made a strange chortling sound deep in its throat, and judging from what I had learned from Drodog, I knew it was a good sound. 
 
    I glanced at the ledge near our camp, unable to believe what I had just done, and that’s when my interfaces flared to life. One of my four screens flashed, and I tapped it with growing apprehension. 
 
    The screen grew bigger, and on it was a female alien with golden skin that looked like a frigging Amazonian. Behind her was a swamp monster-looking alien. 
 
    “Turn right!” I told the beast. “Go to that ledge.” 
 
    The drogan complied with a growl, and I switched out the mind control arm for the machine gun arm. The twin barrels clicked into place as we bore down on the ridge. 
 
    As we drew closer, I spotted Ella and Purshia behind a boulder on the shelf above our camp. Purshia had her shield up, and Ella was popping up behind it sporadically and firing down on the intruders. 
 
    Amazonian Chick and Swamp Monster were hunkered down behind a stone lip. Swamp Monster had a gun like mine, and he was firing up at the girls’ position. Amazonian Chick didn’t have a gun arm on; she had a big-ass laser sword instead. 
 
    To the right of their position, about twenty feet away, more gunfire erupted. There was another attacker there. He was a lizard-like creature with a big head and dusty gray scales that made it hard to see him. He too had a nano gun, and he was also spraying the girls’ position. 
 
    I thought about opening fire on the group, but I really didn’t want to kill t Amazonian Chick, no matter how big and imposing she was. She had proven she could be part of a group, even if she had teamed up with two ugly sons of bitches like Swamp Monster and Lizard Boy. Maybe she would team up with us. 
 
    Besides, she was pretty damn hot. 
 
    They hadn’t seen me coming yet, since I was using the trees as cover. I switched out my machine gun arm for the mind control arm and took aim at Amazonian Chick. When I was within a hundred yards, I fired. 
 
    The dart struck home, and my interface showed the connection had been made. 
 
    I instantly felt the woman’s will attack my own. She was pissed as hell that I had invaded her mind, and she was fighting me hard. 
 
    The drogan fought me a little as well. He swerved back and forth and craned his head back to glare at me. The predator decided to join in the fun, and while the nanobots kept them under my control, trying to control three different creatures proved too much. 
 
    I had to let one of them go. 
 
    I commanded the predator to attack Lizard Boy, and when it was close to the alien, I tapped my interface and released the beast. 
 
    “Stop fighting me!” I commanded the drogan and Amazonian Chick. 
 
    I turned the drogan around and flew over the group again, and Swamp Monster opened fire on me. 
 
    “Kill him!” I commanded Amazonian Chick, and I watched from on high as she swung her big laser sword and chopped off his head. 
 
      
 
    Attention, Warriors! 
 
    An opponent has died. 
 
    8 Remain. 
 
      
 
    “Get out of my head!” Amazonian Chick screamed at me as I flew by. 
 
    “Stay there and don’t move,” I told her, and the nanobots in my mind must have spoken to hers, because she stopped moving and said no more. 
 
    I steered toward Lizard Boy and switched to my machine gun arm. He fired into the sky, and I fired back. I was going way too fast for him to hit us, and my shots thudded into the stone beside him. 
 
    But hitting him hadn’t been my intention. I’d been trying to expose him for Ella. 
 
    Her gun arm chattered as I circled back, and Lizard Dude returned fire. His bullets bounced off Purshia’s nano shield, missing them both. 
 
    “You hungry?” I asked the drogan. 
 
    He perked up and cooed. 
 
    “Fly in low and pounce on that ugly lizard bastard,” I commanded. 
 
    The drogan circled around and swooped down as the gunfight continued. We came in so close to the ground that we moved stones with our wind, and by the time Lizard Boy saw us, it was too late. 
 
    The drogan landed on top of him, bent its long neck, and bit the poor bastard in two. 
 
      
 
    Attention, Warriors! 
 
    An opponent has died. 
 
    7 Remain. 
 
      
 
    I leapt off my mount and raced toward Amazonian Chick before the girls could get to her. 
 
    “Wait!” I said when I saw them hurrying down from their perch with murder in their eyes. 
 
    When I neared Amazonian Chick, she growled at me, but she didn’t seem to be able to do anything about it. 
 
    “Relax,” I said, “I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
    “Get out of my head, shit eater!” she yelled, and I felt a pain in my head, like someone was trying to claw their way out. 
 
    I mentally pushed back and let out a roar as I bore down on her. 
 
    She trembled, her laser sword ready to strike but unable to move it. 
 
    “Deactivate your sword arm and take it off,” I said evenly, holding eye contact. 
 
    She let out a frustrated whimper but complied. 
 
    “Toss it to me,” I commanded her. I should have worded it better, because she launched the thing like a major league pitcher. 
 
    I caught the cylinder with my nano arm, and the girls came racing to my side. 
 
    “Can we keep her?” Purshia asked with a purr. 
 
    “Too dangerous,” said Ella and looked at me. 
 
    “We’re not going to hurt her.” 
 
    Somehow she suddenly broke free of my mental command and sprang toward me with alarming speed. I side-stepped the attack and grabbed her left arm with my nano arm, then twisted it behind her back. I tripped her and shoved her to the ground face first, put a knee in her back, and slapped my handcuffs on her ankles. 
 
    She craned her head and glared up at me with a mix of fury and passion. 
 
    Oh boy. 
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    “You bastard!” Amazonian Chick growled. How dare you violate my mind?” 
 
    I held her down and pulled the dart out of her neck. In case she tried anything, I kept my weight on her lower back. 
 
    “Sorry, but you were attacking my girlfriends, and it was either a mind control dart or a bullet,” I told her. 
 
    “Girlfriends?” she said, intrigued. 
 
    “We’re a team.” I regarded Purshia and Ella. “And we could use another strong warrior.” 
 
    Purshia clapped, but Ella wasn’t as enthused. 
 
    “There are seven players left,” I said. “Us four and three others. You’re doomed on your own. You should join us.” 
 
    “I do not take suggestions from men,” she said, seething with anger. 
 
    “We can’t let you go, and we don’t want to kill you. You teamed up with Swamp Monster and Lizard Boy, so team up with us. We’ve got a plan to get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “Harry is a great leader,” said Purshia. 
 
    A scoff from Amazonian Chick. “I do not follow men.” 
 
    “Bring her into camp,” I told Ella and Purshia. 
 
    “Try anything,” said Purshia, “and I’ll put a bullet in your head.” 
 
    She and Purshia helped her to her feet and led her back to camp. I scoured the landscape and checked the skies for drogans, but I didn’t see any. A quick scan of my four surveillance feeds revealed nothing, so I set about looting the dead aliens. 
 
    I detached both nano arms and put the small cylinders in my pocket with the one I had taken from Amazonian Chick. Lizard Boy had a backpack, and I found ten food pouches inside, along with a water container, a few gray mushrooms with prickly stems, and a length of strong rope. 
 
    The other alien wore no clothes and carried no pack, so I left them where they were and returned to camp. 
 
    “Keep watch,” I instructed the drogan. “If anything approaches, kill them.” 
 
    The girls were waiting for me, Ella had a nano gun aimed at Amazonian Chick, who sat on the stone shelf against the back wall. Purshia squatted just out of the alien’s reach and was studying her intently. 
 
    She had been talking to Amazonian Chick, but when I walked in they stopped and turned to regard me. 
 
    “You got a name?” I asked her. 
 
    “I am Valenkren, Queen of the Nozama people.” 
 
    “I’m Harry Warwick, and this is Ella and Purshia. Can I call you Val?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Have you decided to join us yet?” 
 
    “What is this plan you have to escape?” she asked, and even with her brow furled she was beautiful. 
 
    She was around six foot six. Her skin was dark gold, and her black hair was pulled back in a tight knot atop her head. She had big round aquamarine eyes, a straight, Egyptian-looking nose, and a pair of dark lips that were mesmerizing. Her body was just as impressive as her stature. She was barefoot, and had long muscular legs, wide hips, and a narrow waist. Her ass was plump but pert, fully revealed by the tight leather thong she wore. The strip of cloth disappeared between those golden orbs and rode up the front, barely containing her clearly outlined camel toe. Each breast was as big as my head, but they were well proportioned to her frame. They hung like melons in a leather bikini top. Her puffy nipples were outlined in the dark leather. 
 
    “We’re going to fly a drogan through the door in the sky,” I said. 
 
    She burst out laughing. “You will fly a drogan out of the arena? And then what? Fly it through space and back home to wherever you came from?” 
 
    “Once we’re out, we’ll commandeer a ship or something. Purshia here is a pilot—” 
 
    “A great pilot,” she said. 
 
    “Your plans are like the ideas of a child,” said Valenkren. “Fanciful and unrealistic. A better plan is to kill everyone else and win the game.” 
 
    “Then you think we should kill you?” Ella asked and aimed her nano gun at her. 
 
    I watched Valenkren’s face closely, but she was hard to read. 
 
    “I will join your team,” she said at length. “Take these shackles off my ankles and give me a weapon.” 
 
    Ella laughed and offered me a look that said “get a load of this bitch.” 
 
    “If I do that, you’ll attack.” 
 
    “What if I do? Will you kill me?” 
 
    “I will,” said Ella. 
 
    I gestured for Ella to lower the gun. “Listen, Valenkren, I’m not playing games. We’ve got nine nano arms, a bunch of nanobot bonuses, tons of supplies, and a fucking drogan. We’re getting the hell out of here, with or without your help. We could have killed you, but we didn’t.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you?” 
 
    “I guess I saw something in you.” 
 
    “I do not understand your words,” she said. 
 
    “He likes your tits,” said Ella. 
 
    Purshia chuckled, “Me too.” 
 
    Valenkren raised a thin black brow. “You want to mate with me, make you one of your girlfriends, is that it?” 
 
    “This isn’t about that. It’s about survival.” 
 
    “The way to survive this arena is to be the last woman standing.” 
 
    “Say you win. Do you really trust that the grays are going to return you to your home planet? Why in the hell would they do that? Win this one, and they’ll probably put you in another one. Maybe it’s a big tournament, maybe they’re betting on us like horses. Who the hell knows? Right now we’re captives, slaves. If we want to get out of here alive and with our freedom, we’ve got to do it ourselves.” 
 
    “You have a warrior’s spirit.” Val said grudgingly, as if she didn’t want to admit it. “I see the wisdom in joining your harem, but on my world, women do not follow men.” 
 
    She’d said that before. “Take it or leave it.” 
 
    “I will not mate with you. You are small for a man, and you could not please me.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised,” said Ella. 
 
    Purshia giggled. “Show it to her! I want to see the look on her face.” 
 
    “Knock it off,” I told them and tried not to laugh. “You’re not required to mate with anyone. Tell you what, I’ll give you the night to think about it.” 
 
    She tilted her head and shifted like the cuffs were uncomfortable, but I wasn’t taking them off, not yet. I didn’t trust her, but I didn’t have it in me to kill her either, and it wasn’t because she was a beautiful alien woman with huge cans and a beautifully exotic face. 
 
    Okay, that might have had something to do with it, but the bottom line was I couldn’t kill anyone in cold blood. Not if I didn’t have to, anyway. 
 
    “I do not need the night to think,” said Val. “I have decided I will join you. Take these shackles off now. I need to piss.” 
 
    “Be quiet and stay there,” Ella told her and gestured for Purshia and me to follow. 
 
    “I don’t trust her,” she said when we were out of earshot. 
 
    “What about you?” I asked Purshia. 
 
    “I know her people,” she said. “They are stubborn and as strong as a billotho. Like she said, their society is matriarchal. Their men are smaller than you by a neck and a head. But one thing that is the same in all of them is that they do not lie.” 
 
    “Everyone lies. All creatures must use deception to survive,” said Ella. 
 
    “Not the Nozama. They are a very honorable people.” Purshia was adamant. I trusted her judgement, but I doubted Valenkren’s aversion to deception would stop her from shooting us in the back the first chance she got. 
 
    “I don’t know.” I studied the woman from afar. 
 
    She was grinning. 
 
    “Then we kill her,” Ella said bluntly. 
 
    “No. We’re not murdering anyone, and I’m disappointed you would suggest it, to be frank.” 
 
    “Who is Frank?” 
 
    “It means to be blatantly honest. The point is we aren’t killing her.” 
 
    “Then what do you suggest?” Ella asked. She was becoming flustered. 
 
    “We can decide in the morning. She’s not going anywhere with those cuffs on her ankles.” 
 
    When we returned, Valenkren studied the women closely. “You have decided not to kill me,” she said and grinned. 
 
    “I told you we weren’t going to.” 
 
    “Then what are you going to do instead?” She smirked and looked me up and down. “Make me your plaything, like you have these women?” 
 
    “No, I’m going to eat the rations we got off your dead friends.” 
 
    “They were not my friends. We understood that once it was down to the three of us, it was every woman for themselves.” 
 
    “That’s not how we do it around here.” I sat by the fire ring and began building a fire. “Purshia tells me that your people do not lie.” 
 
    “Would you believe me if I said yes?” She laughed. 
 
    “Tell me, do you intend to kill us if we let you go?” 
 
    Valenkren looked us in the eye and shrugged. “I have not decided yet.” 
 
    It was my turn to laugh. “I guess she’s being honest,” I said to Purshia. I picked up the rope and approached Val. “Do you really need to piss?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    A ruse then, to get me to release her. I’d figured as much. I tied Valenkren’s arms behind her back. I wasn’t going to take any chances with her. Ella made a fire, and we boiled four food packets. By the time the sun was down, it was ready. 
 
    “Why aren’t you hunting down the rest of the fighters?” Val asked. 
 
    “Because we’re getting the hell out of here, and we’re not waiting until the others are dead. If you’re not going to join us, we’ll leave you here. Maybe we’ll die trying to escape. Then you won’t have so many opponents to worry about.” 
 
    “Congratulations, warriors!” Gray’s voice echoed through the land, and my heart leapt. 
 
    I looked at Ella and Purshia with a widening grin. “If that sky door opens, we’re going to blow this popsicle stand!” 
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    I walked out from under the rock shelf and looked up. Purshia and Ella came with me, and Val yelled to us to bring her out so she could see. We ignored her. 
 
    Gray’s hologram smiled down at the world. He looked like an anorexic turtle. 
 
    “How exciting it must be for you to have made it so far. Ah, the thrill of battle. You have proven yourselves to be excellent warriors, but there can be only one winner.” 
 
    I swear he looked our way when he said it. 
 
    “Now, my brave warriors, the real fun begins.” 
 
    He laughed cryptically, and it made me want to slap that smile right off his ugly face. The hologram disappeared, and the sky darkened. There was a lightning flash, a crack of thunder, and rain poured down in heavy droplets. 
 
    “Damn it! I thought they were going to open the sky door. Why would they follow up a flock of drogans with rain?” 
 
    “They’re going to flood us out.” Ella pointed to the lowest part of the valley. Water was already pooling around the hill where this shit show had started. 
 
    If the water flooded the valley and forest around that hill, it would force the other players creatures into a tighter space in the arena. 
 
    “What is happening?” Valenkren said in frustration. 
 
    “The grays are flooding the arena,” Purshia replied. 
 
    The drogan growled when a fire burst to life on the other side of the area, high up in the hills. 
 
    “You two see that?” 
 
    “The other team,” said Ella. 
 
    “Why would they give away their location?” Purshia asked. 
 
    “To lure us into their territory,” Ella replied. 
 
    The water was rising fast, but something wasn’t right. The hill we had started on appeared to be growing. 
 
    “I think they’re going to force a king of the hill battle.” I pointed at the expanding hill. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Val called. 
 
    We returned to her, and I told her our theory. 
 
    “Let me help you.” She looked at us with her steely gaze. 
 
    I tried to read her eyes, but she remained stone-faced. 
 
    “You said ten minutes ago you hadn’t decided whether you would kill us if you got the chance,” I reminded her. 
 
    “I have changed my mind.” 
 
    “Sure you have.” Ella scoffed. 
 
    Val nodded at Purshia. “You know my kind does not lie.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean you aren’t capable of it, especially if you think it will save your life,” I said. 
 
    “Your kind are very paranoid, aren’t they?” 
 
    “I’d call it healthy skepticism.” 
 
    “You asked me to join you, and I have decided to do so,” she said. 
 
    “I think we’ll sleep on it.” 
 
    “Sleep on what?” 
 
    “It means we’ll make up our minds in the morning.” 
 
    The rain continued to fall through the night, but due to the angle of the shelf over our camp, it didn’t flood us out. The drogan remained at his perch, scouring the landscape for threats, and we tried to get what rest we could. 
 
    I had a feeling the next day was going to be a long one, but try as I might, I couldn’t get to sleep for a long time. 
 
    It didn’t help that Val stared at me the entire time. Didn’t that woman ever rest her eyes? 
 
    I took my turn as lookout and watched the water slowly rising in the valley. The fake lightning continued, and the thunder rolled hard and long. The hill we had started near was now an island rising above a new silver lake. 
 
    Eventually that island was going to be the only landmass in the entire arena, and I assumed the other players would be trekking to it soon. 
 
    I finally got some sleep after my shift and dreamed about Ella and Purshia. But the strange part of it was that it took place on Earth, and the two women were my wives. We were in bed fooling around, and the two women disappeared beneath the sheets. 
 
    Then I woke up, or I thought I did. Someone was giving me a blowjob, but when I looked down, I saw only morning wood sticking straight up. 
 
    Purshia opened her eyes, morphing out of invisibility mode with me in her mouth. She grinned at me and pulled off me. “I felt it against me when I was sleeping, and I couldn’t just let it go to waste.” 
 
    “Quit talking,” I said and guided her head back down. 
 
    I enjoyed the morning BJ and noticed Val watching, which was fine by me. She seemed to be enjoying herself. 
 
    Purshia kissed her way to my neck and slowly settled onto my shaft. She purred and clung to me as I made love to her. Her hair had a sweet floral scent, and her skin was soft and warm. I gripped her ass and pumped faster, quickly moving toward the brink. Purshia was close too. She gripped my shoulders, and her moans echoed off the rock. 
 
    Ella appeared over Purshia’s right shoulder. I couldn’t see her very well in the early morning light, but I could tell she was undressing. 
 
    I held Purshia tight and tried to hold back my orgasm. A moment later, Purshia trembled and her breathing quickened. She clung to me and cried out. 
 
    “I have never had such a lover,” she said, panting. 
 
    “I get that a lot,” I joked. 
 
    “Your turn to stand guard,” Ella told her, and she replaced Purshia. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said with a smile, hands behind my head and my shaft as hard as steel. 
 
    “A very good morning.” 
 
    She was naked, and her blue-skinned body was sleek and wet with rain. She sank onto my cock with a contented moan and hung her big breasts in my face. Val had a front-row seat to the show, and the idea of her watching turned me on. It must have had the same effect on Ella, because after a few minutes of riding me, she switched to reverse cowgirl. 
 
    I watched her blue ass bounce in my lap, and the view of her tight pussy squeezing my rod sent me over the top. We came together hard and long, and when she finally collapsed beside me, she did so with musical laughter. 
 
    “I will miss you when we part ways,” she said and kissed my cheek. 
 
    “I know,” I said in jest, and she slapped my cock. 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “Take these shackles off and untie me,” Val said alluringly. “I will show you what a Nozama woman can do with a tool like that.” 
 
    “Sorry, babe, not going to happen.” I stood up and dressed, and Val offered me a grin that told me she was impressed. 
 
    After I stuffed myself into my pants, she blinked as though she had come out of a trance. 
 
    “Are all men of Earth as well-endowed as you are, Harry?” 
 
    “They wish.” 
 
    “Are you going to release me?” she asked and arched her back, which made her huge tits look even more appealing. 
 
    “Are you going to kill us if I do?” 
 
    “What a waste that would be.” She glanced at my crotch. “I have decided your plan is worth trying. You are right about being the gray’s slaves. I will join you, and together we shall make them wish they had left us on our planets.” 
 
    “I think she is telling the truth,” Ella said. 
 
    “You do?” I was surprised, as she had been the most skeptical of us all. 
 
    “I had a dream about us escaping this place.” The way she said it, I knew she was serious. 
 
    “Do you often have dreams that come true?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    “Yes. I have the gift.” 
 
    I couldn’t rule it out, and I wanted it to be true, but I wasn’t about to bet everything on an alien chick’s dream. 
 
    “How can I prove myself?” Val asked, seemingly reading my mind, which I couldn’t rule out either. I had no idea what kind of mental abilities she had—or any of them, for that matter. 
 
    “I don’t like to make big decisions before breakfast.” 
 
    It was still raining like a bitch outside, but we had gathered enough dry wood to get a fire started. I cooked eight pouches, two for each of us.  
 
    After we ate, we gathered our supplies and strapped them to the drogan. The beast didn’t seem to mind the load, and he didn’t give me any trouble. 
 
    Water still poured from the sky, likely from sprinklers in the dome. The valley was completely flooded now, and the river that ran a circle around the arena through the forest had breached its banks. Soon the water would rise to the hills, and with it would come the apex predators and other creatures seeking higher ground. I was surprised we hadn’t had any trouble yet but assumed it was on account of the drogan guarding our camp. 
 
    The fire still burned across the arena, and I wondered if anyone was actually using it or if it was indeed a decoy.  
 
    As players traveled to the hill, maybe others had their sights set on the spot, ready to pick us off when we arrived. 
 
    “What are we doing with Valenkren?” Ella asked as she came to stand beside me. 
 
    The drogan roared and catapulted off the ledge. Ella and I hurried to see where it had gone. Below was a pack of apex predators, six to be exact, and they were headed up the steep cliffs. 
 
    They shrieked as the drogan flew by and nipped at one of them. Ella and I enabled our nano gun arms and fired at the predators, but that only caused them to scramble in different directions. 
 
    “I think I hit one,” said Ella. 
 
    The drogan went after one on the left, swooping down and disappearing behind a ridge. 
 
    “Back under the shelf,” I said and quickly checked my four video feeds. 
 
    “Give me a weapon and give me a chance to prove myself!” Val yelled. 
 
    Purshia was attaching a nano arm, and she held one of the other canisters up for my consideration. 
 
    “Laser sword?” I asked. 
 
    Purshia nodded. 
 
    I looked at Ella for her opinion. 
 
    “If she tries anything, we can always shoot her.” 
 
    I took the key out of my pocket and approached Val, who stood. Her ankles looked irritated from the cuffs. 
 
    “Don’t make me regret this,” I said and knelt, ready to deflect a kick. I unlocked the cuffs and pulled them off, then turned her around and untied the rope. 
 
    When she was free, and turned and offered a small bow. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” I tossed her the laser sword nano arm and took a few steps back. Thunder rolled through the hills. 
 
    Val attached the nano arm, flexed the metal fingers, and activated the laser sword. It flared with a crackling hum that gave my inner Star Wars fan a woody. 
 
    With a grin, she marched to the edge of the shelf. 
 
    “What is she doing?” Ella asked. 
 
    “Proving herself, I guess,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    An apex predator dropped from the right side of the overhang. To my surprise, Val let out a war cry and charged the beast. The predator jabbed at her with its scorpion-like tail, but Val went right, kicked off the wall, and slashed the thing’s neck with one powerful stroke. 
 
    The beast reared as blood sprayed from the wound like water from a Yellowstone geyser, and Val struck again, slashing one of its skinny front legs in half with the powerful weapon. Another predator landed to her left, and she immediately charged. 
 
    “She’s nuts.” Purshia smiled as the alien queen slayed the second beast. “I like her.” 
 
    More predators were coming on my video feeds, and a moment later two more jumped down from the overhang. 
 
    I fired at the one that landed farthest from Val. The girls joined in, and we drove the beast off the ledge. It fell, screaming. Val had already defeated the other one, and she pulled the blade from its skull and grinned at me. 
 
    Something sped by one of my video feeds, and a moment later a tentacle wrapped around Val’s ankle and yanked her off her feet. Purshia sailed through the air and landed beside Val. She unloaded her gun on the tentacle, and there was a distant squeal as the appendage was turned to minced meat. 
 
    Purshia pulled Val to her feet as another tentacle shot toward them. Val severed it with the laser sword, and the two women ran toward us. Ella and I covered them with our nano guns, unloading into the tentacles that were now reaching over the ledge by the dozens. Gore and green blood sprayed everywhere as bullets ripped through the slimy appendages. 
 
    The beast screamed but continued to climb. First I saw a pair of eyes at the end of long stocks cresting the ledge and then a head that was all mouth emerged. The thing floated across the stone like fog, propelled by dozens of long skinny tentacles. 
 
    We put about two hundred rounds into the monster’s mouth, and by the time it dropped dead at our feet, we were backed up all the way to the inner wall. 
 
    My drogan landed beside the corpse as we emerged. It had a few long gashes on its neck, and a chunk was missing from one of its shoulders, but it was alive and functional. 
 
    A flash of light across the arena caught my eye. There was gunfire in the hills. 
 
    “Mount up!” I said to the girls. “It’s time to take out the rest of the competition and get the hell out of here.” 
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    The drogan gave us no trouble when we climbed on its back, and I mentally commanded the beast to fly. Three quick steps, and we were soaring. 
 
    The forest was now completely under water, and the new lake was less than twenty feet from our camp and still rising. Monsters were emerging everywhere I looked, and a large group of them had settled on the island. 
 
    I did a flyby of the fire, which somehow still burned despite the rain. Two figures were near it, and one of them was aiming a nano gun at us. 
 
    “Higher!” I commanded the drogan, and a moment later there was a flash from the nano arm. 
 
    “They’ve launched a missile!” Val warned. 
 
    “Hold on!” I told the girls, then screamed at the drogan. “Dive!” 
 
    The beast put its nose down and the rest of the body followed. To my horror, it was a smart missile. It turned and followed us. The drogan was aware of the threat, and it needed no direction. It tucked in its wings and fell like a rock, straight toward the water. 
 
    Gunfire erupted behind me. Ella and Purshia were firing at the missile, which was quickly gaining. 
 
    The drogan pulled up before it was too late, and we skimmed across the water, throwing a huge spray in our wake. The maneuver worked, and the missile plunked into the lake with a hiss. 
 
    I cheered, but my celebratory roar turned into a scream when something that looked like a cross between a flying fish and a gremlin shot out of the water and sailed straight toward us. The drogan barrel-rolled, and somehow we all managed to stay on its back. 
 
    “Do you know how to fly this thing?” Val yelled. 
 
    A second flying gremlin fish, with more teeth than good looks, had a go at us, but we were too high. 
 
    “Get us down there, and we’ll take care of that damned missile-launching droogle,” Ella told me. 
 
    “What’s a droogle?” Purshia asked. 
 
    We couldn’t do another fly-by. We’d been lucky with the first missile, and I wasn’t about to creep into their camp. They were on their home turf, they had the high ground, and they had heavy firepower. It just wasn’t worth it. 
 
    “Screw those guys.” I had to yell loud for them to even hear me. “We need to clear out the hill. Let them come to us.” 
 
    I mentally commanded the drogan to do a flyby of the island. The other team was going to have to cross the lake to get to it, and I didn’t think the odds were good if they swam across. 
 
    “It’s swarming with sea monsters!” Purshia yelled.  
 
    “We can see that,” said Val. 
 
    “It’s our only shot,” I said and raised my nano arm. “So we need to clear this bitch out.” 
 
    I brought the drogan low over the little island, which was about thirty feet wide, and fired at the ugly-ass sea monsters. Ella and Purshia joined in, their nano guns barking mechanically, like something out of a sci-fi movie. 
 
    That thought made me laugh. 
 
    I must have looked like a maniac, flying on the back of a space dragon with my sheriff’s uniform on, sporting a nano machine gun arm, with three hot alien chicks riding behind me. 
 
    It took a hell of a lot of bullets, and I could feel my stump heating up, but we finally cleared that damned island. 
 
    The drogan landed among the severed tentacles, flippers, mutilated alien fish faces, and other shit that made it look like someone had barfed up space sushi. I jumped off and almost lost my balance in the slop. I helped the girls down, but Val ignored my hand and got off by herself. 
 
    I looked at where the other team had holed up. “They’ve got to get across the lake or they’re toast. It’s going to be a turkey shoot.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” Purshia looked cute as hell with her gun arm tucked against her cocked hip. 
 
    “It probably means we’ll be able to kill them easily,” said Ella. 
 
    “Exactly, but we need to watch the shore.” 
 
    “Why did we even land?” Purshia asked. “We could have just flown in circles until the other team was killed.” 
 
    “And what exactly happens then?” Val eyed us. 
 
    “We’ll worry about that when it happens,” I said. 
 
    A creature the size of a baby crocodile scampered up on shore, but unlike a crocodile, it wasn’t the least bit cute. I put three rounds in its head, but then three more emerged. 
 
    Ella and Purshia took those out, and I waited for more to come after us. The water was choppy as hell, and the rain was still coming down in buckets. Visibility was getting worse by the second, and I wondered if the grays intended on drowning us all. 
 
    More monsters emerged, and I switched out my gun arm for the mind control arm. 
 
    “Wait!” I said before the girls could fire. I shot the biggest, ugliest son of a bitch I saw. The think looked like a much younger and much smaller version of Jabba the Hutt. But unlike that slovenly toad, this creature was quick and had two enormous pincers on the ends of its long arms. 
 
    When the dart hit it, and my interface informed me the bond had been made, I turned the monster on the others around it. As Jabba tore the crazy alien creatures to pieces, I fired three more darts. They all hit a monster, and my interface flared. Pain shot through my head as I tried to mentally command them all. 
 
    The drogan ripped into the approaching creatures, because I didn’t have the mental capacity to give them all different commands. With a little practice, maybe, but it was all I could do to keep them all from rebelling against us. 
 
    Soon the shoreline had turned into an alien sea monster battle royal, and I wondered about the wisdom of wanting to hold the island. 
 
    Maybe we should have waited the other team out, as Purshia had suggested, and let them die trying to cross to the island. 
 
    When one of my monsters died, the pain in my head flared, and I dropped to a knee. Another died and was down on two knees, wailing. 
 
    “Harry!” Purshia grabbed my shoulder while unloading on the big four-legged shark charging us. 
 
    I helped her reduce his head to regurgitated tuna, then another of my beasts died, and the pain drove me to the ground and kept me there. 
 
    I opened my eyes a moment later and realized I was being lifted to my feet by Val. 
 
    “They are coming,” she said and pointed into the fog hanging over the water like an army of ghosts. 
 
    “What? How?” I tried to make out what she was gesturing at, but between the gunfire from Ella and Purshia, and the roaring of the monsters, not to mention the migraine-like agony that made me want to crawl into a hole, I couldn’t focus on shit. 
 
    “They must have found a nano gun like yours!” Ella said between bursts of gunfire. 
 
    There was movement to my right. I took out a flying gremlin fish. I saw what Ella was talking about. Two players rode on the back of a giant turtle that looked like its mother had banged a porcupine. The thing was huge, at least ten feet wide, and it had mean, beady little eyes tucked deep in a face riddled with long sharp horns. 
 
    One of the aliens aimed its nano arm at us, and a missile screamed out of it. 
 
    I mentally commanded my creatures to leap in front of the projectile. I didn’t have time to choose one, I just told them all to do it. 
 
    Jabba jumped in front of me about eight feet away, and the missile exploded on impact. 
 
    The big slug’s chest exploded, sending gore in every direction, and I was blown back into Val. Ella and Purshia were already firing on the other team, but one of them had a nano shield, and he was using it to cover the missile launcher. 
 
    Another missile was fired, and this time I knew we were doomed. But at the last moment, I was yanked into the air with the girls by the drogan, and the missile sailed under us. 
 
    “Quick thinking,” said Val. 
 
    “I didn’t tell it to do that,” I said in awe. 
 
    The alien opponent with the missile launcher fired again, and I told the drogan to haul ass. Four wings beat as one as we sailed higher. The missile followed our every move, but this time Ella and Purshia were able to hit it, and the thing exploded a safe distance away. 
 
    “What now?” said Val. “The other team is now the king of your hill.” She was next to me in one claw of the drogan, while Ella and Purshia were in the other. 
 
    “We can’t get close enough to do much with those damned missiles.” 
 
    “There’s nowhere else to put down,” she replied. “How long can this drogan fly with us all?” 
 
    In response, the beast made a keening sound as he flew across the water. 
 
    Val was right. The water now covered the entire arena except for the island in the middle. I knew we couldn’t put down on the water, and the island was a nightmare. 
 
    The rain stopped, and the sun came out and sparkled on the lake. 
 
    “What the hell?”  
 
    The creatures were retreating back into the water. The grays were trying to force our hand. They weren’t going to let the sea monsters do our dirty work for us. If we wanted to win, we had to take that damned island. I relayed these thoughts to the women, and they agreed. 
 
    “We should attack now before they get a foothold,” said Val. 
 
    “They’ve got a foothold!” Ella replied. 
 
    I commanded the drogan to fly higher.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Purshia asked from her awkward perch in the clutches of the drogan. 
 
    “We outran a missile once, and we destroyed the second one. We can do it again.” 
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    We dropped from the sky like fallen angels, our three gun barrels barking. Our red hot bullets left strafing trails all the way down to the island, and only the blue glow of our opponent’s nano shield could be seen far below. The stump on my arm got hot from the action and then it burned, but I kept right on firing. We needed to keep that missile-launching bastard down until we were in position. 
 
    The drogan followed the triple stream of bullets straight down, and when it was time, I finally commanded him to pull up. 
 
    “You ready?” I asked the girls. 
 
    They screamed a combination of phrases, basically slang that meant, “Fuck yeah,” in their different languages. 
 
    The drogan fanned his wings and let us go. 
 
    We came in hot, and I hit at an odd angle, twisted my ankle, and ate dirt. I must have slid three feet on my face, and my legs kicked over my head and left me groaning on my back. 
 
    Ella and Purshia landed more gracefully, because they were already shooting. As predicted, the missile launcher shot his next round at the drogan. 
 
    I sprang up into a crouch, took careful aim with the mind control arm, and hit the dude with the missile launcher in the neck. Fire the next round at your feet! I mentally commanded. 
 
    “Get down!” I told the women. 
 
    I dropped to the ground as the alien aimed at his feet. The other one tried to stop him, but he was too slow. 
 
    The explosion turned them both into writhing balls of flame, and they ran in different directions to the water. I was hit by shrapnel in the chest and left shoulder. Val chopped one of the fleeing aliens in two with her laser sword, and the lake offered the other one death in the form of writhing sea monsters. He was torn apart in seconds. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations, Warrior! 
 
    You have contributed to the death of two opponents! 
 
    Nanobot Bonus: Enhanced Strength 
 
    Increases Strength by 50% 
 
    Duration: 1 hour 
 
    Nanobot Bonus #2: Enhanced Speed 
 
    Increases Speed by 50% 
 
    Duration: 1 Hour 
 
      
 
    “We did it!” said Purshia. 
 
    “We’re the only ones left.” I struggled to hide the pain of my injuries. 
 
    We glanced at each other nervously. I had my nano arm aimed at the ground, as did Ella and Purshia, and Val’s humming sword stood out straight at her side. We were in a tight circle, each an arm’s length away from each other. 
 
    None of us breathed. 
 
    Whoever got the jump on the others was most likely to live, but no one moved. 
 
    All Val had to do was swing, and she could cut through me and Ella., Purshia could take out Val and Ella with a spray of bullets. I could do the same to her. 
 
    But none of us moved. 
 
    “Okay,” I said calmly. “I’m going to throw my nano arm on the ground, and the rest of you are going to do the same, then we’re going to raise our hands in victory. Got it?” 
 
    They nodded, even Val. 
 
    I raised my gun arm, gave it a twist, then tossed it down. 
 
    To my surprise, Val was the first to take off her nano arm. The other two girls followed suit. 
 
    A big smile inched its way across my face, and I put my good arm in the middle. To my delight, each girl stacked their good hands on mine. 
 
    “On three, we scream Team Warwick. One, two, three!” 
 
    “Team Warwick!” we sang in unison. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    The wind died and the water was like glass. 
 
    I cupped my good hand around my mouth and looked up. “Did you hear that? We won. We’re finished!” 
 
    The drogan landed beside us and looked up, as did the girls. 
 
    The pain in my shoulder was excruciating, and my ankle felt broken. I tapped on the gray skull icon and selected Nanobot Bonuses. I had four available that I hadn’t used: Animal Instinct, Hyper Healing, Enhanced Strength, and Enhanced Speed. I selected Hyper Healing, and a wave swept through me that took the worst of the pain away. 
 
    “The missile-launcher nano arm wasn’t damaged.” Val showed me the cylinder. 
 
    “I’ve got a feeling you’re going to want to hold on to that.” 
 
    After about a minute of us all craning our necks to the sky, the hologram of the gray leader appeared and boy, did he look pissed. 
 
    “Only four players remain. Why are you not fighting?” he demanded sternly. 
 
    “Didn’t you hear? There’s a winner, and it’s Team Warwick, so if you don’t mind beaming us to the winner’s quarters and flying us the hell home, that would be great.” 
 
    While he stared at me, a hand entered the hologram and touched his shoulder. He glanced off-camera, then returned to us with a devious twinkle in his eye. 
 
    “There can be only one winner, and there are no teams. You will obey your masters and fight to the death!” 
 
    “Bor zeck nosh!” Val screamed at Gray. 
 
    “What she said,” I told him. “Which I’m pretty sure meant fuck you.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed, and he raised his arms. “Release the drogans!” 
 
    “Mount up!” I raced to the drogan with the girls close behind me. “Val, you’re in front. Use the missile arm.” 
 
    I climbed on behind Val, and she enabled the new nano arm. Purshia got on behind me, and Ella took the rear. 
 
    The drogan ran across the little island and leaped into the air. I commanded him to fly up, and as we climbed, the sky opened. 
 
    Multicolored drogans dropped into view. Val fired a missile at the door. The explosion hit half a dozen drogans. Our mount roared and beat his powerful wings, and I steered him north so we could get some momentum going. We couldn’t fly directly up into the door with so many drogans filing out, but if we skimmed the dome and came in hot, we just might make it. 
 
    Val focused her missiles on the hole in the sky as we climbed and circled. A few drogans got through and sped toward us. When they were in range, Ella, Purshia, and I unloaded on them with our nano guns. Our bullets tore through them, sending them spiraling into the water. Notifications popped up with every kill, but I ignored them and continued firing. 
 
    We were gliding toward the sky opening. Drogans emerged by the dozens despite Val’s continued bombardment. 
 
    “We’re going to punch a hole through that flock and push through the door!” I bellowed. 
 
    “Glory or death!” Val cried and launched another missile. 
 
    Ella and Purshia let out a war cry, and I steered our drogan into a quick dive. When we had gained maximum speed, I directed the beast upward. 
 
    “The door is closing!” Val yelled back at me. 
 
    “I see it!” 
 
    My gun chattered, missiles exploded, and we were showered in drogan gore. 
 
    I roared as we sped toward the hole, which were slowly closing. Drogans came at us, but they ate lead as we unloaded in their faces. One clipped us, but our mount recovered. 
 
    Val released a final missile, and the drogans clogging the bay doors exploded. 
 
    “Hold on!” I screamed and grabbed our drogan’s feathers with both hands. 
 
    The door were now only ten feet wide. 
 
    The drogan twisted and tucked its wings, and by some miracle, we shot through the opening. 
 
    A gray metal ceiling came out of nowhere, and my drogan swerved right and leveled out. 
 
    We were in a circular loading bay about two hundred feet wide. Cages full of drogans and other winged beasts lined the curved outer walls, and other beasts were being led with glowing chains by tall grays. They stopped and stared at us dumbly. 
 
    Four tunnels led out of the loading bay, but I didn’t go down any of them yet. 
 
    “Shoot the cage locks!” I yelled and steered the drogan in a wide arch that brought us to within twenty feet of the cages. 
 
    Val launched a missile at the grays by the door, and Ella, Purshia, and I blasted the locks as we sped by. 
 
    Cages sprang open, and soon the loading bay was swarming with creatures. They didn’t come after us. They attacked their masters, viciously tearing the grays apart limb by limb. 
 
    An alarm sounded, and warning lights flashed. 
 
    “Now what?” Val asked between missile strikes. 
 
    “Now we find a ship,” said Ella. “Take the next tunnel.” 
 
    It soon branched, but the drogan seemed to know where he was going, because he turned right, then left at the end of the next corridor, flying over the heads of three startled grays. 
 
    The beast continued toward a closed door, and I had a feeling he wasn’t going to stop. 
 
    “Take out the door!” I screamed. 
 
    Val fired a missile, blowing it off its hinges. We flew through fire and smoke, and to my surprise and utter delight, we emerged in a stadium. There was a big dome in the center that depicted a real-time model of the flooded arena we’d just escaped. Dozens of giant screens hung from the ceiling, each offering a different view of the battleground. Hundreds of grays had been sitting in the stadium, watching the show, but now they were screaming and scrambling for the exits. 
 
    Ella and Purshia yelled curses at the grays and unloaded on their fleeing asses. The drogan was out for revenge, and he snatched up the terrified aliens and tore off heads. Dozens of other drogans erupted into the stadium through the door we had blown apart, and soon they were exacting revenge as well. 
 
    Most of the grays were fleeing toward a wide tunnel, and I steered the drogan toward it. We sped down the tunnel, hung a right, and exited into a bay larger than a football field. There were dozens of ships there, and at the end, I saw space beyond a softly glowing energy shield. 
 
    “That one!” Purshia tapped my shoulder urgently and pointed at an arrow-shaped silver ship the size of a 747. 
 
    I landed the drogan beside the ship, and we hopped off and raced toward it. 
 
    “Why this one?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s one of my people’s ships, and I can fly it!” she said excitedly. “The grays must have stolen it.” 
 
    A big bay door opened in back, and a ramp slowly extended. The girls ran up it, but I stopped when I heard a mewling sound behind me. The drogan was looking at me longingly. 
 
    “Do you want to come with us?” 
 
    The drogan excitedly tossed its head like a happy dog, and I swear it smiled. 
 
    “Come on then, but don’t break anything.” 
 
    I ran up the ramp, and the drogan followed. Luckily the bay was huge, and he had plenty of headroom. 
 
    “What’s that thing doing in here?” Val asked. 
 
    “He’s part of Team Warwick.” 
 
    We hurried down a hall, past what looked like a common room, and continued to the bridge. There were seven seats placed in a half circle, facing a big screen. Purshia was already at the helm. 
 
    “Strap in,” she said and tapped on a monitor. 
 
    I took the seat beside her and buckled up. The control panel in front of me was translated by the nanobots in my head, and I realized I was in a gunner chair. 
 
    An explosion rocked the ship, and Purshia cursed. “Bringing up the shields.” 
 
    “What do you need us to do?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re all in gunner chairs, so shoot stuff!” 
 
    I grabbed two joysticks, and the screen directly in front of me activated, offering a view from the back of the ship. Robots marched toward us, and they had big guns. 
 
    I centered the crosshairs on them, pulled the trigger on the right joystick, and laser rounds erupted. 
 
    Purshia got the ship off the floor and steered us toward the glowing shield separating the bay from the vacuum of space. We gained speed quickly and flew down the runway. Robots on both sides fired at us, but the shields held, and we shot out the door like a bullet. 
 
    My gunner camera showed me what we were escaping from, and I let out a low whistle. “Will you look at that thing?” 
 
    The space station was a perfect circle that glowed light blue. Behind it was a massive gas giant that resembled a blue Jupiter. I turned my attention to the big main screen, and the stars took my breath away. 
 
    “Where to?” Purshia asked. “This baby can take us just about anywhere in the galaxy.” 
 
    “I don’t know about you, but after the week I’ve had, I could use a cheeseburger and a cold beer.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Want More? 
 
      
 
    Did you enjoy the adventures of Sheriff Harry Warwick? Would you like to see where the gang ends up next? I know I would. Leave a review on Amazon and let me know you want episode 2! Amazon really likes reviews, and yours will help Warwick reach more readers. 
 
      
 
    If you like my writing, you can find over 30 more titles on my Amazon Author page. Want to know when new books come out? It’s easy! Just follow me on Amazon or Bookbub and they’ll email you when I’ve got something new. You can also grab a free eBook from my collection by joining my exclusive reader group. 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading! 
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