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CHAPTER 1

I returned home from my final school day before summer break with excitement and anticipation for two reasons. The first, I had completed junior year of high school on the honor roll. That was mildly rousing to me, school was easy and my summers tended to be mediocre. What really had me pumped was the ZBall (Zero Gravity Handball) championship game was about to be streamed galaxy wide. I was an avid fan of the underdog team ‘The Elephants’ who faced ‘The Griffins’ and I was giddy to watch the big game.
I approached the front door that scanned my identity and turned translucent allowing my entry. I stepped inside the foyer until I stood on a transportation pad. I thumbed a button that confirmed I had access to the requested room. An enclosing tube descended down from the ceiling as it surrounded me. An orange light blinked in combination with a tinkling soft bell. In less than a second, I became weightless and felt the suction pressure. I was shot from the first floor foyer to my bedroom on the third floor moments later. I exited the tube and tossed my bag onto my bed.
“Vivian, play pre-game show please,” I ordered my home control assistant. She knew exactly what game I was talking about.
“Of course Mack, it would be my pleasure.” Her sultry voice replied. Ever since I had turned eighteen I could tweak some settings that were age restricted. Vivian now spoke in the voice of an actress I crushed on, she also may have been set to enticing.
The entire wall behind my desk came to life as two analysts went over the potential outcomes of the game. I found my favorite hovering bean bag and nestled into my grooves. I achieved perfect comfort as my legs dangled in the air but was quickly interrupted by two calls.
“Your mother and your birth mother are pinging you. Wait… Your mother noticed the other call and dropped her attempt. Shall I connect you?” Vivian queried.
I nodded and my wall morphed into the face of my birth mother. She was extremely far away on Earth but with technology, she was right here in my room with me on planet Versi. I was dreading this conversation. There was a history here that I still resented.
My father (Hank Raul) had worked in the force protecting the citizens of Versi when an unauthorized speeder stitched plasma into the side of his patrol airship. The resulting crash turned him from a vibrant energetic man to a moppy legless mess. I was young, only three at the time, but my mother left my recovering father and her little son behind when a once in a lifetime political opportunity arose. That opportunity had paid off for her, she was now a sitting Empirical Senator. She had given up everything for her people, including me until the court ordered visitations were implemented. As I gazed upon her wrinkle lines and dyed hair to hide the grays, I knew I was better off here.
It was a hard transition for my dad and me. I do not remember much of that time but eventually, she found us. We had cycled through nannies until Bethany entered our home and never left. I always wondered how my father and she ended up as a couple. Now that I was older I thought I figured out that it was me. She fell in love with me as her own child and married a loner to never let me go. I could never thank her enough for that. The three of us struggled in those early years. I was held back a year in school because I had shut down. I eventually coped and moved forward. Father never improved but he did change. He went from a legless hovering ball of rage, to a calm placated man. The entire time we struggled Beth was there. She was the guiding hand, and voice of reason I always needed. Over time, I prevailed and excelled.
I was an honor roll student with a budding career in ZBall at the high school level. With one more year to go, I was already getting interest from scouts. Technically, I could test out of high school and go right to college - some of the lower tier schools had pushed for this. Even though I was eighteen I wanted to enjoy my last year of education and league games. I loved my life here on Versi and I always dreaded flying back to the Capital to visit Senator Maranda - aka my birth mother, but my feelings were irrelevant. It was court ordered and part of the child support agreement. This would be my last summer on Earth and I avoided the yearly debate with dad about not going. Every argument I had with him was short lived because he said there was nothing he could do. Not that he would if he could, he was always tucked away in his private room exploring virtual simulations. That man rarely dealt with his disfigurement in this reality and picked the fictitious worlds instead.
I sucked in a deep breath, placed a fake smile on my face and greeted my mom.
“Oh hey mom,” if I dared to refer to her as anything else I was promptly corrected. “The big ZBall game is about to come on, are Donnie or Thompson going to watch it?” I asked about my younger twin brothers who were eleven. The dynamic duo were terrorists of the extreme order. The only sanity in that house was my sister Beau and step farther Arenus. I never referred to them as half siblings, even though they were. That felt like it cheapened the bond to me. However, those little twin trouble makers always found a way to emphasize that to me.
“You know there is too much violence in those games… I am actually proposing a…” She stopped herself knowing I would object if she was trying to legislate my beloved sport. American football had been banned in the twenty second century and all contact sports prohibited in the twenty third. It was not until there were planets that rebelled from Earth’s authority, that ZBall became prevalent. Now here we were in the twenty sixth century and the anti-contact hounds were at it again.  I was disappointed my own mother was on the team of vile villains vilifying my beloved sport.
“ZBall is a low contact sport and I have never been hurt or seen anyone carted out of the zero gravity arena the entire time I have played. You were right to stop yourself… as should I. Let us not speak of division on issues and see if we can come to an understanding. When were you expecting me to arrive?” I asked as I calmly folded my hands into a ball above my waist.
Vivian had been helping me control my anger issues. I was prone to fits of outrage and smashing things. I was easily triggered when I got overly animated in my discourse over an issue. If I calmed my hands, I could soothe my mind she told me. Maybe it was a bunch of internet self help mumbo jumbo but it worked for me sometimes. In this case, I eased my tension and exhaled.
“I booked your ticket for tomorrow morning. Butla! Display itinerary for Mack Raul.” She said with a roll at the end of my last name. It was one of the things she knew would get a grin from me, I watched her hide a smirk as she studied my transition times.
“Wait… Mom, did you rename your artificial Butla? Did you read some hip and fresh magazine?” I laughed at the absurdity of it.
“What! My polling numbers improve when I can connect with the younger demographic of voters. You know I struggle with being too stiff at times.” She explained as I saw my itinerary populate on the screen. It was a significantly shorter trip this year. Maybe all those construction projects at the spaceport and orbital were finally making a difference. “Okay… if everything goes smooth you will gate through to earth around noon, then clear customs with a home arrival estimate of six p.m. Tonight you need to pack minimally, your ticket has a baggage weight limit of ten kilos and I am not splurging for the extra stuff you do not need. We can acquire what you lack for the summer here. See you tomorrow evening.”
With that, the screen morphed back into the opening ceremony of the championship game. My mood had soured at the reality of tomorrow when a knock sounded at my door. That was mom, the only person in the galaxy who probably still politely tapped on their child’s door.
She greeted me with a floating bean bag chair and two large slushes. Green apple candy flavored… she knew my vices. We lounged and talked of life, school, and the game. When the game finally ended my beloved team was decimated. They lost so bad, I spent more time talking with mom than watching the game. When she said goodnight I went into my cryo chamber defeated. I had to leave tomorrow and my team were not the champions I hoped for. The sleeping pod sealed with a slight hiss and played classical piano. I input my desired sleep amount, entered a slight increase in my muscle enhancement regiment and waited until a whoosh of gas knocked me out for quality rest.




CHAPTER 2

If you get intimidated by large structures, chaotic crowds or tiny enclosed spaces, do not travel the Empire. I prepared myself mentally for the struggles of the day before I got dressed. A quick glance in the mirror revealed a man that was tall, handsome, and very fit. I had brown hair in a stylish cut that helped accentuate my blue eyes and dimpled chin.
I slid myself into a travel approved space suit. It forced a functions check before the sealer would lock the garment on. I shimmied the suit's thick neckband over my head by stretching it. As it was dragged down my skull, it scanned my measurements. When it beeped a ‘go’ tone I pressed a button and clear blocky bots materialized out of a pouch around my neck. My head was instantly enclosed behind a dome helmet and my neck sealed tightly to lock in the air. I was breathing trace amounts of the thirty minutes of emergency air my suit possessed. Satisfied with its self-diagnostic, it pinged with a pleasant tone and the rest of the black suit contoured my body to wrap me in a velvety textured material. The bubble around my head reversed and packed itself back into the neckband container. I heard the air container hum as it replaced the consumed oxygen.
I tubed my way down to the kitchen and saw dad was actually up. I got an unusual hug goodbye and he even muttered for me to be safe and to have fun. I was surprised he sent me off, as of late he rarely hovered himself out of his VR room. Mom cried a lot. She reminded me to behave, to remember if I found a girlfriend to get a consent signed, and proceeded to give me a never ending hug. Dad eventually dragged her away when the hovering vehicle arrived to ferry me to the nearest orbital port. I was certain she would miss me, we were each other’s primary source of human interaction since dad was always absent.
The hour long aircar flight was the easiest and most relaxing part of the day. I lazily stared at the ever changing landscape of buildings, roads and greenhouses. It was a quiet morning on Versi. Automations transported people from point A to B and I was another solitary individual in the process. I always enjoyed this bit, every summer this was my favorite ride, the quiet peaceful roomy aircar. No smelly people crammed in beside me or a crying baby two seats over. That was another issue I found on these interplanetary endeavors. I was a huge human.
I excelled in ZBall due to exceptional hand eye coordination. I could move through zero-g like a dolphin in water. The other factor was that I was a tank of a young man. I stood over two meters tall and was a hundred and thirty kilos. Nearly everywhere I went people looked up to me… literally, not figuratively because I was a nobody. I was teased as a kid for my size but as I grew into the high school years, I found the teasing stopped. I was respected among my peers, not for my towering attributes but for my charming friendliness. If someone asked for help, Mack Raul was your go to guy. To be honest most people expected the giant, top tier athlete to be a dumb rude jerk. I was proud I was the outlier instead of the given. It still made traveling in small spaces very uncomfortable.
My arrival at the orbital launch port was slow and loaded with a queue of people dragging luggage out of aircars. When I finally was able to exit, I smoothly walked with my light backpack to a scanner station. I stopped all movement when the device glowed red, then continued on my trek when it pinged green. It verified I belonged in the port with a purchased ticket and allowed me entry. A personal navigator appeared from the ceiling to fly in front of me. It guided me through the busy walkway and displayed ads as we went. When I deviated off course to use the latrine the drone hovered in place awaiting my return. I did my business down a non-spill sanitary tube that adjusted to my height and then I was back into the masses.
The personal drone navigated me to gate C-14 and handed me off to an identity verification bot. This robot hovered centimeters off the ground and had me step on a large platform. A privacy dome enclosed me as I felt a blood prick, was blinded momentarily by an eye scan, and pleasantly surprised at my increased weight. All this confirmed who I was and that my extra items were within limits. This had all been completed at the entry to the port, but now I was officially in the right place and could board.
I proceeded into a tiny four person shuttle that would be shot up to the orbital Oasis via the octotube. The octotube was an eight armed clear device that would grab pods of four humans. Once inside the arms, gravity would be reduced and a suctioned pull applied. It was a similar concept to the common anti-gravity tube systems found in tall homes. The pods would go from an offshoot arm to a major tube that arched up into the blackness of space and linked with Oasis. It was an efficient way to get people through the troublesome atmosphere and had recently been upgraded.
When I had first started these trips to see my birth mother I would wait for a predetermined boarding time, then I would pace endlessly until everyone could shuffle onto an actual hydrogen rocket shuttle. Finally, we would blast off the ground and tear through the atmosphere to the orbital. It was archaic and a tedious process. Ever since the changes a few years ago this part had gone much smoother. Anyone traveling to Oasis was guided to a pod that was ready to go the moment four people were secured inside. No more scheduled flight times and even if you arrived at a slow time you never had a long wait.
I happened to be the fourth person to enter the pod on C-14. As I crammed myself into the seat I realized I got even luckier. I was beside a nervous small boy no older than five.
“Hey young man. I have done this a few times. From experience this is the best part. The first time I closed my eyes. After I wished I had been braver. I had them open the next time and I never closed them again. The view is specular.” I said to the kid who nodded in understanding. His dad gave me an approving smile.
The pods were meant for average sized humans so I leaned over the child’s extra space. The sensors felt my weight settle and straps enclosed my mass. The shuttle gently undocked from the port and we become weightless in the tube. A few casual spins helped adjust the weight to ensure we were balanced. I saw a pouch on the opposite side of me fill with water to counter my mass. I also noticed the young kid death gripping his arm rest. I floated my hands free to show him we were okay. The flexible cylindrical container glowed a vibrant green alerting someone in control we were ready.
I always got excited about this part. I tapped my legs patiently waiting for the inertia from our acceleration. One moment we were a mere meter off the ground and the next we launched weightlessly in a sharp curve. I grinned in joy as I slightly sunk into my chair, the improvements on inertia damping had made leaps recently and I figured one day I would no longer experience trips this way. We approached the main tube with a slowing speed until we paused as a few other pods soared by. The pressure was gone and only my straps held me in place. An internal light changed to green telling us we were next and we rocketed off the ground. We cruised at an intense speed as we silently raced out of Versi’s atmosphere. The little kid beside me had closed his eyes at first but was now aptly taking it all in.
I had to admit, the process and the views were certainly something that even with my multiple trips were still a wonder. The green and blue planet below us shrank in size as the orbital Oasis blossomed in our view. We reached a diverter section and were shot down an arm to a specific gate. There was a click, hiss, and then gravity returned to us.
When our gates door swooshed open I let the others awkwardly leave first. Partly to be a gentleman, part my father always said to do it that way, and lastly because I was too darn big. It was easier to peel myself out of the small structure with less people in it.
A new hover bot obscured my view and verified my identity. I was lead to the massive shuttle arm of the orbital. The bot and I passed dozens of general stores, restaurants, and vending machines. There was a barrage of ads under the bot that I ignored as we progressed. I bypassed all of it and arrived at a seating area where I would wait for a predetermined amount of people to show up before loading. I scanned the queue board and noticed I had recently missed a flight, my name at the start of the next line. I did not mind, I was not in a hurry and decided to catch up on some post game debate. I was curious about how my favorite team was handling such a humiliating defeat.
A half hour passed and we were allowed to board the shuttle. I had always told Maranda how vital leg room was for a larger person like me, however I never got the extended seats in the front of the shuttle. There I was, folded in half in my tiny shuttle seat. I hated this part. It was the longest, and the most congested. My frustration at the mandatory travel always increased with this part. I had to repeatedly tell myself it would be over soon. It never was. Strapped in our seats, gravity was turned off for our departure and flight.
We detached from Oasis and the ship flipped over giving my stomach a twist. The captain applied thrust and the ship zoomed to the gateway. This was a newer model spacecraft with top of the line dampeners and hydrogen engines. It was part of the recent upgrades that Versi was finally seeing as it grew in import to humanity. For once I was not lying to myself when I said it would be over soon. We burst to the gateway in record time. We were already cleared for transition too, thank the maker. I couldn’t see the gateway from my middle seat in a center row. I did see my knees though.
The gateways were two points in separate solar systems that connected to each other by wormhole portals. One moment you were in space not far from Versi the next you were close to Earth. There was always a call out of a pending transition and then a transition complete announcement. I never understood those steps, but they were said every time. I wondered if there was a separate call out rehearsed for the idiots who got lost into the depths of space. I could imagine the ‘We went through the gate before it was linked, we are now in another universe, take our sincerest apologies.’
I remembered how isolated Versi was and how well connected Earth was. In 2474 humanity made first contact when a deteriorating portal triggered a warning for the universe’s watchdogs. It was an enlightened species that represented a group called the Onatics who fixed our unstable portal. This group was massive, numbering in the millions of unique species. They ruled the universe across multiple galaxies. You either joined or you were given a rouge status. Why did we bend the knee to these aliens so quickly? I remember watching the video where Emperor Vinta asked for a display of power to justify giving up so much to be an Onatics member. A billion warships blinked into the space around Earth with welcome greetings, then blinked out minutes later. It was a dramatic event that forever changed humanity. Emperor Vinta joined in fear and it made sense. Humans were not great with rules, our prison systems overflowed. If you were a rouge species any violation could mean the entire species eradication. If you were a member, only the offending party was punished. We joined the Onatics that very same year of 2474.
We humans were now under the rules and laws that bound the universe. The way we lived changed forever. People like me who come from a quiet planet that never received alien visitors are known as ‘bumpkins’. No idea where the term originated but we unenlightened humans were perceived by the noble people from Earth as less informed simply from our home location. It was all rather dramatic and dumb to me. But to others, like the whiney Earth humans it meant a lot.
Another shock to us from first contact was the brackets. There were seven brackets of species evolution. The brackets were established to ensure equality across the species. With so many different alien life forms at so many different stages of advancement, grouping them helped ensure fairness. We were taught in history class this was mainly for those species who achieved stage four or higher. When our initial contact representatives asked for clarification they were ignored. We needed to reach stage four. It was a repeating theme over and over. I do remember having to memorize the brackets.
First was the species could think and problem solve. Second was the species could travel outside an atmosphere and colonize other places than the homeworld. Third was the species could travel vast distances through wormholes, gateways, or portals. This stage you were meant to acquire and populate one hundred planets free from war. Every species got one hundred protected systems to establish strong and secure economies. Fourth was the species expanded to one hundred star systems and fought to maintain a hundred and first system in an unprotected war region. The fourth was a big deal because it meant you were ready to play in the game of planets. Where war was rife and economies blossomed. Fifth was the species could achieve immortality. We were taught a lot of conflicting information about this stage. The reality was we knew so little. A stage five species could have different ways of immortality. We heard cloning was a common method but that it was expensive. Sixth was the ability to dematerialize living beings or objects and reform them anywhere you wanted with no changes to the being or object. The seventh stage was ascension into a protected never ending nirvana leaving this universe behind. Many sixth stage species grew tired of ruling the universe and transitioned to the seventh. The fated eighth stage which did not exist was said to be that of a god who was themselves a maker of their own universe.
So humans were in stage three and we achieved portal travels merely three years before first contact. Humans did manage to buy upgrades to our portal systems that the Onatics informed us were unsafe. So they sold us our current gateway technology at a steep discount. That is the way it was taught to me. It was mentioned we could not afford to procure new technology from the Onatics. They controlled technology tightly and it was sold with restrictions and wait for it… rules.
There was no leniency for those who did break the Onatics’ laws. Again we were informed of only the basics until we achieved stage four. Do not steal, do not develop artificial intelligence, and avoid dealings with rouge species. The Onatics long ago decided that AI were a curse. A cause of lost jobs, ruined economies, and endless wars against a tireless foe. There were still a few cases of rouge AI loose in the universe. We were forced to end all development and remove all partially sentient computer programs. The best we could have was a voice bot that could understand your needs.
Instead, of skipping the line and reaching right for the fifth stage with help from our not so friendly new allies, the Emperor on Earth finally started expanding. The problem for the ruling elites on our home planet was the further they reached out to the stars to grow the Empire the less tight their grip became. It was why after the first two dozen planets were established that colonization came to a screeching halt. It also took years to reach new systems and set up portals to colonize. Recently the booming human population forced us to once again reach for systems to inhabit. We had at least a dozen ships with portals in storage bays on their way to empty solar systems. It all required an immense amount of time.
All this raced through my mind as I stressed the transition into the Sol System. For whatever reason, I still got nervous when instantly traversing tens of thousands of light years in a mere nanosecond. The ‘transition complete’ call out came over the loudspeakers and I breathed a sigh. I was relieved and knew I only had so many more minutes of staring at my knees hunched over. I hated shuttles.
We docked with New Spain Orbital and once again I waited for the other passengers to vacate before unfolding myself out of my seat. A navigation drone tried to guide me to a shuttle for departure to Earth, but I diverted my walk to view the bustling space. Thousands of ships swarmed dozens of orbitals and shipyards. Four massive colonization ships dominated my sight. That was only one more than last year. It seemed the Emperor was not taking the expansion of our species seriously. My mother while very anti violence was pro colonization.
I absorbed the dancing ships for a while, it was not every day you got to see so many alien space vessels in one place. All of the alien vessels traveled to and from one orbital. The only place the Empire traded with the few Onatics willing to purchase good from us. We tried to sell them everything imaginable but they only wanted raw materials. The dozens of ships had always caught my attention with the myriad of random designs. There were smooth contoured sleek transports, oddly designed spikey balls, followed by blocky goliaths, and it continued until I had my fill of trying to rationalize them all. They all had a purpose, and that was what tilted my head for so long… Trying to learn the why of the designs.
I left the window and shadowed the drone to my next shuttle. There were so many beings coming and going from the Earth’s surface that I was in a long snaking line waiting for my turn for inspection. This is where you went through customs before being dropped via pod to the ground. I provided the necessary documents to an actual human teller. This woman was cranky but my paperwork was in order and I processed through with ease. I was immediately crammed into a shuttle and shot down onto Earth.
A valet awaited me on the ground at the port. I was ushered into an aircar and delivered to my mom’s lavish apartment in downtown New York. I scoffed at the show of wealth, it always caused my skin to crawl. I hated that a planetary senator and her husband, an ambassador to an alien race were so rich. It was wrong on more than a few levels, but that was politics. I swallowed my pride and grinned in my fake smile as we approached my summer home.  




CHAPTER 3

We smoothly glided into a seventh story covered landing pad. I gave the aircar space to depart as I exited and watched it take off with a blur to get its next client. I was greeted by my stepfather as I entered the foyer. 
“Welcome home Mack, I am glad you arrived swiftly and safely. I must apologize for your mother she has been detained by…” Arenus Zenski was interrupted by the over excitement of Beau.
 “Mack!!! I have been waiting all year to finally see you again, you were desperately missed. Right brothers.” Beau said as she indicated her brothers with a dramatic head twirl. They gave me a lazy half wave and vanished. Probably on orders to at least give a greeting. I ignored their rudeness as I absorbed all the changes my little sister had experienced since my last visit.
She was now eight and growing so fast. Her naturally dark hair extended down her back in a tight braid. A tiara adorned her head with intricate silver inlays splashed with vibrant sapphires. Her green eyes and exuberant smile radiated charisma and energy. Beau never lied to me and was always sincere. I was genuinely happy to see her again.
The same could be said for my stepfather who patiently waited in the background. Ever the diplomat Arenus was cordial and welcoming. He would occasionally butt in on my conversations with Maranda to see if I needed a tutor or some new gadget his boys had received. He kept a constant awareness to try to keep things fair. I respected the ambassador and knew I could have had a much worse stepfather so I received his platitudes and offers with grace.
“Oh well, I hear the twins are training for some new virtual game competition. I rarely see them around the house anymore. If you were to ask them, they would… ignore you more than likely. They even avoid me these last few days. Oh… Father, do you have his itinerary so I can see when we may do yogurt runs?” Beau asked her father with anticipation of being immediately allowed to get a sweet treat.
“Beau I will send you a copy, there is something important I must discuss with Mack.” This gave me pause, it was rare to nonexistent that my stepfather wanted a heart to heart with me. He left the ‘birds and the bees’, and ‘be mindful of the law’ talks to others. Beau stormed off in defiance angrily thumping her feet in retreat. Arenus waited until she was around the corner to erect a dome of silence. The translucent bubble enveloped us as we were guaranteed privacy. I was really concerned now. “Mack you have always positively surprised me. I figured with your situation you would drift off your top notch grades or run into trouble at some juncture. Instead, I get outlandish reports about the twins and flawless boring excellence from you. I am proud of the man you have become. I mention this because I was recently promoted. I went from a stage four ambassadorship to one of the founding members of the Onatics. The sixth stage lancers are a noble race. Do you know much about them?”
I did know a bit, there was an Onatics overview class in high school. Lancers were a centaur of myth but in a cat form. The top of their body was humanoid with tight short fur, pointed coned ears, whiskers, and a mouth full of razor sharp teeth. The two upper body arms had paws that included a thumb like nub for grasping. A Lancer’s lower body was random in its patterned fur that ranged in every color imaginable. They stood on four intensely muscled limbs that were designed for a predator. They could pounce faster and farther than any known historic cat on Earth. Outside of the general description, only a few details were known about the ancient race. They loved combat, gambling, and were prone to laziness. They enjoyed reality competitions that included death, trails, and survival. If it was randomly generated then they loved it more and gambled on it. A few humans had competed in perverse death matches soon after first contact. When none returned our species stopped participating. I was less nervous and more curious if these were the species my stepfather had been linked to in an ambassador role.
“I know the basics yes, this is a huge promotion if you are the liaison with them. Congratulations.” I said and leaned my hand out to shake. Of course, he was a small thin man and my hand swallowed his as he accepted my compliment.
“Well… yes, it was a bit of a shock even to me. The Emperor himself told me about my new assignment. Unfortunately, my lancer counterpart finds his station beneath him. He feels that being stuck on a stage three developing capital was a punishment. He yearns for his two year tour to end every time I speak with him. He rarely says much, and avoided my initial offer to visit our home for an acquaintance gathering.  Well, recently he had a letter delivered to me, in written English on actual paper. It accepted my invitation and set a date for a month’s time. I cannot stress how important this meeting will be. The Emperor himself may even attend, but I have heard he plans an outer planetary tour at the same time we will be hosting. I wonder what caused Havsha to change his mind. Maybe boredom or he was ordered to accept, but that is irrelevant. What is important is you. You will be tutored on all things lancer by an undergraduate I hired. You will find your lessons on your summer itinerary. I ask you to diligently pay attention. I am trying to recall when I have asked something of you besides general rational behavior and I think this is a first. This will be a momentous occasion for our family and I dare say humankind.”
He had started to nervously ramble toward the end. I understood he was trying to stress the gravity of the situation. I, of course, was not worried, I was the opposite of a trouble maker. My younger brothers would surely be the thorn in his side.
“Arenus, thank you for the warm welcome.” My kind eyes and genuine smiled eased some of his tension. “Earth is always such a change from the quiet of Versi. I will happily attend my tutelage. I look forward to meeting a lancer and promise to be on my best behavior. Will the boys be attending class with me?”
“Ha! As if, this never leaves this bubble. Those boys are going to be in a made up tournament for their virtual game. I had it all organized to avoid them being here. I simply cannot risk it.” The diabolical genius chuckled at this.  “Those little shits would probably tie fishing line across entryways. Speaking of which do not plop down into your bed without checking it.” Arenus finished with a sour tone and dry voice.
The bubble vanished and I raced to find Beau. We baked sugar cookies and read over my itinerary together. Every morning including weekends I would be transported by a private aircar to a local gym. I would get two hours of exercise of my choice followed by a morning meal there. After that, I would be shuttled to a summer college campus to attend a university preparation course, a geopolitical course, principals of gateway physics, and finally a course on digital analytics. I was not a fan of summer school but it was the standard here. Both the parents in this household had full daily schedules. Often they were busy six or seven days a week. We were not allowed to lounge all day while they were gone. I had accepted that fate years ago. My school schedule rotated classes and had a long lunch at noon until one thirty. Then it was onto my private tutor until four. From four to six was personal time, six was mandatory dinner at the table. The parents were supposed to make it and there was always an effort by them at least a few days a week. More personal time then into my room by nine, sleep pod by eleven.
That was how my entire summer was structured. I inhaled the suck, clasped my hands together to let my anger fade, and accepted my fate.
∞∞∞
My mother never got home that first night. I shrugged it off and trooped my way off to start the day. A private aircar snatched me off the seventh floor landing pad and dodged automated traffic to the gymnasium. I knew I would have to work twice as hard to stay in excellent shape here on Earth. Not from gravity, but instead from regulations in place on my sleeping pod. The Versi rules allowed extensive physical training while you slept. Earth limited your nightly exercise to just enough to stay healthy. Any excess was a waste of energy and possibly a detriment to your health. My guess was some physical fitness lobby had applied pressure due to declining memberships and boom, no more getting fit while you slept.
I could handle it though. I would merely have to take my hour workout and double it. No sweat I told myself. I ran for a half hour and then rode a simulation bike for the next half. Wishing I had reversed the order but the first thing I found in the massive work out arena was the track. I did squats and leg presses unit I vomited an hour and a half into my routine. I had the shakes until a vendor bot delivered me a smoothie in the locker room. I knew I was pushing myself too hard but ZBall required you to be in peak health.
My first class was boring and dumb. The web, net, or the newest term was fabric could easily have provided me with the lectured knowledge. I did not fret over getting into my local university on Versi especially with my grades and sport skills. Still, I could see this course reassuring more apprehensive students. I ate a full lunch and then piled on another. That was at least one boon at mom’s house, the allowance money was the same that the other siblings got. Which was insanely high, I looked at my E-bits available and found I had enough to buy a used aircar on Versi. A third helping of lunch was ordered, I was famished and keeping my intake up was key. A lack of nutritious food was probably the cause of my projectile bile this morning, obviously, nothing to do with eating a dozen cookies for dinner last night.
I got a big shocker when I arrived in the enclosed room for my private tutor. The young woman was a total ten, a babe so hot I knew she would be more of a distraction than a help. Ever since genebabies fired out three year old toddlers with the perfect DNA of two parents the population increased dramatically in attractiveness. I had no idea if this lady was a perfection generated in a lab, but my gut and brains said yes. She had piercing green eyes, long flowing blonde hair, soft ivory complexion, and full lavish lips. Her figure was an hourglass bombshell that I had to keep averting my eyes from. She wore a tube top that exposed the perfect amount of ample cleavage for a young man to get lost in. Her exposed belly was flat and flawless with no piercing. A pair of black yoga leggings hugged her lush hips and toned legs. I found myself looking at her socks and sneakers to keep my eyes in an appropriate spot.
As I glanced at her I could hear Beth’s voice in my head about our birds and the bees lecture. “Mack, you are going to learn about porn, sex, and naughty things eventually if you have not already. I want you to understand a few things. Yes, sexually transmitted diseases have been cured and removed from the population for a while now. And yes you can choose to turn your sperm off of active status simply by inputting a setting in your sleep pod. Rule number one, before any situation develops beyond a handshake get consent. Rule number two ensure you state none of your sperm will be frozen. Young men have had sexual encounters that haunt them later in life. So before anything adult like happens triple verify you have checked your legal boxes with a valid contract of consent.” The vivid memory of that horrifying discussion sped through my mind.
I stole another glance and tried to find something wrong with her. The only thing I noticed was her blonde hair clashed with her brown eyebrows. I really wanted to avoid becoming a gibberish speaking buffoon.
“Welcome, you must be Mack, I am Starla. Pleasure to meet you. I am a big fan of your step father’s work.” Starla said.
“Nice to meet you, Starla. I am going to have to be honest with you, it always works for me. I am out of my element here on Earth.” I anxiously shifted. “I got tossed into the deep end on this fancy social event and I am afraid I will not learn much due to your allure. On Versi where I am from, women wear less revealing clothing and are not as gorgeous as you are… Not even close.” I lifted my eyes to watch her frown at my declaration.
She retreated a step, placed her juicy booty on the table, and fished out a sweater from a pink bag. She eased my tension with a light smile and soft chuckle.
“I always keep one handy, these private rooms can get chilly at times. Thank you for the fine compliment, not every day I get a handsome man being shy and direct at my appeal. Normally I get ‘here is my contact buzz me’ or ‘here is my consent form… let’s get naked at my place later’. I was hoping my appearance would ease the situation. I apologize. Your biography had me thinking you were a ladies man, but I am much more pleased to learn you are a gentleman. There is so little about you I could research. You are a straight-A student, you stay off social media completely, which is strange for a man your age, and you are one hell of a ZBall player. Your stats are off the charts. If it was not a frowned upon sport here on Earth I bet even the Ivy leagues would be keeping an eye on you next year.” Starla was a fast talker. She covered up her amazing assets with her sweater. As I relaxed she eased back into her lounger and continued. “So you are attending a gathering with a Lancer Ambassador. That would… Yeah…” She was pausing while she talked. Probably combing the fabric for information. I decided I hated that term, she was searching the net.
I helped her out because the statistic did not matter to me. “The lucky few to feel the pressure of entertaining a sixth stage species, an ambassador no less. Trust me, the pressure is on. Why I was so upfront with you cleavage, as mighty appealing as you are I do need to focus here. I have never failed anything I set my mind to before.”
A wide smile crossed her cute face and she blushed. “Please Mack, no need to flatter a girl. How about we get started?!” She said with enthusiasm.
Starla was utilizing very limited data for our study session. Apparently, lancers locked all the war records, technology, cultural aspects, and conquests behind special access. What was public knowledge was gambling records. I studied more about the gambling habits of the lancers than the actual species. When you did gamble, which any lancer could, their bets were tracked. Betting records is where we got the majority of information from the Onatics. It was the one thing we figured out we had unlimited access to.
I learned the lancers generated lots of income from their gambling. They knew how to bet more accurately than other species. It was astonishing the amount they hauled in from the Onatics’ pools. They wagered on everything too – races, deathmatches, survival timelines, battles, corporate profits, and even on statistics of gambling. It was a lot to take in.
I pondered on what I would do if I achieved immortality and had immense wealth. I quickly realized it would take a while for me to resort to getting my thrills from the rush of the win or the loss. I knew I was young with lots to learn and experience.
When I left the private room Starla gave me a long tight hug. I wondered if she did it to bother me or because she enjoyed our time together today. I broke the embrace and caught a flicker of sparkle in her eye when she said goodbye. I blushed the entire way home and thought of little else.




CHAPTER 4

I found myself eating a light evening meal with only Beau. The twins and both parents found more important things to attend to. We finished our six p.m. meal and hired a shuttle to meet Starla at a zero gravity training center for a friendly ZBall scrimmage. I had inquired if Beau could come and Starla instantly thought it was a good idea. Beau was pumped to finally see a ZBall game. Technically league oriented games were illegal in New York but never enforced. While it was legal in the Empire, this city considered itself a bastion of early change. I was told since this was only a fun match between strangers and that we would be fine. I reflected on the past two weeks while being flown to the training center.
Starla and I ran out of lancer knowledge to discuss by day three. She related how frustrated she was with the lack of proficiency even her professor had. There was only so much readily available information out there to study. Things progressed into talks of ZBall, college life, my background, and her upbringing.
Those were my favorite two and a half hours every day. I told Arenus that we had analyzed all we could and the tutor was more of a friendly talk session. He shrugged and figured to keep at it in case she could uncover something. The priority was still the diplomatic hosting event, and if new information arose then it may be too late to get me another tutor. Secretly, I think he knew how hard I was crushing on Starla and enjoyed seeing me squirm when I talked about her.
Starla and I had grown closer, ever since that first day I knew we had a connection. The two of us were in an enclosed space for hours, and we enjoyed every minute of it. I learned she was a genebabies child, and she had two brothers. Frank, and Woodrow who were both older. She had always been fascinated by alien culture. Her parents supported her in attempting to major in alien anthropology. Starla mentioned how she always wanted to visit a lancer planet. The only other thing that got her eyes to light up more was talking about possibly finding an abandoned seventh stage planet and doing Xeno-archaeology. We would endlessly discuss the ‘what ifs’ of both.
Our daily goodbyes from tutor time had become more and more… sincere. Even I struggled to wrap a finger on what was happening. One afternoon she asked to see after dinner during my free time. Last night we had gotten a really expensive coffee together on what I would, and maybe she also considered a first date. I think we were building up to the point of becoming a couple and I was a tad nervous.
During our talks she would delve into all things ZBall. When she would casually toss around incorrect stats or facts I would politely correct her and tell her how adorable she was for trying. I got to learn Starla’s brother was friends with an avid fan of the championship team The Griffins that beat my Elephants. Apparently, she mentioned me to her brother about my love for ZBall. One thing led to another and eventually to this friendly game. 
Beau and I found ourselves excited and ready to have some fun when we arrived. I paid the travel fee and held the door open for Beau as we exited the aircar. We stood before a seventy meter tall, by ninety meters wide warehouse. I felt small in front of the goliath sized building. I hoisted Beau over my shoulders as if she were a little kid, and walked to the entrance. The extra time at the gym was paying off, an additional hour slamming weights did more than an hour of cryo pod muscle stimulation.
“I am so thrilled to finally get to see you in action for real,” Beau told me from her perch.
“Wait… How can you watch my games?”
“Not at home, mom has Butla restrict my access and I can never get around his blocks. School library… Can you believe that they still allow you to stream content from their databases? I only get to see highlights and the image quality isn’t perfect, but I do watch.” Beau said, to which I shrugged. She quickly balanced herself from my jostling shoulders as we proceeded forward.
“That is awesome, I always wished that you could see an actual game. I promise not to tell mom you are breaking her rules.”
There we were, my eight year old sister on my shoulders so tall she ducked under the door frame by bending in half until her chin touched my head. I was greeted by Starla and introduced to her brother Frank. Frank was another perfect version of his parents and the resemblance was clear.
“Thanks for the invite Frank, I am Mack and this is Beau. I have missed being able to play. Where have you guys set up the arena?” I asked. He spun around waved for me to follow so he could walk and talk.
“Nice to meet you both. Starla talks of you nonstop.” This earned him a swat from his sister. “In the middle here we have an older model zero gravity generator. Procured by a retired hauler, it works, and serves its purpose for this but is terribly inefficient. The legit purpose of the unit is as a backup zero-g trainer that rarely sees use. Hence why we got it here and not sold for some ship.
“Tonight we only have enough for a seven vs seven. We are lucky though, word of you got around and we doubled our normal numbers. I even was enticed into watching some videos of you playing by Star here.” He threw a thumb gesture at his sister. I saw her frown at the nickname, it was probably only done by him.
“Excellent, I assume no contact and friendly rules?” I asked this because it was important. Things could get heated and rough in real games, we would be doing a much milder version.
“Correct, and here we are.”
The setup was budget and a dozen men of varying ages were already at it. There was one bleacher section I guided Beau to. She promised to behave and cheer me on.
I went back to Starla and Frank and prepared myself for entering the ‘pit’ as I liked to call it. A few stretches, some limbering jumps, and I was ready. I rapidly removed my track pants to reveal tight spandex shorts. I then unzipped my warmer jacket until I was in a matching black skin tight spandex top. I felt a bit awkward in my outfit in front of Beau and gave her a shy wave.
Starla prohibited me from entering the arena cupping one hand around my bulging triceps and another over my peck. She traced her fingers over my physique and then swiped her hand away with a twirl. “I am so not wearing a sweater tomorrow. My goodness Mack!”
“I have been meaning to ask you something Starla, can we have a moment Frank?” I said turning to Frank.
He rolled his eyes and entered the arena to wait for me.
“Starla, I would like to make us a thing… Assuming you will have me, I am new to dating but here is my contract.” I said and mentally sent her a ping of my sworn word not to romantically see other people while the contract was valid.
“Of course you big goof,” She reached around my neck, pulled me down and deposited a long tender kiss. “It will be fun telling my girlfriends I got offered a contract for dating, so archaic it is beyond cute. You are delightfully adorable Mack.”
“Hey, I was raised this way. I mean it though, I have really grown fond of our time together and I know how badly you want to see me naked.” Her first reaction was a laugh until she thought about it and blushed. When she sauntered away I watched each shapely butt cheek bounce as she went. Beau gave her a high five as she planted herself beside my adorable waving sister.
Game time… Starla was not going to distract me, I was focused on my ZBall. I stepped into the transition chamber and within moments was weightless. “What took you so long?” I sarcastically called out to Frank as I anchored on a waiting handheld that was inserted into the clear acrylic. My body wanted to drift off as I watched Frank fidget for an item while weightless. The man was clearly not a natural in zero-g like I was.
“Here take this blue bandana, and Mack, go easy on us. Friendly game.” Frank said as he handed me a blue strip of cloth I wrapped around my forehead. He dressed his head in red, and we were off. It was now a seven vs seven.
ZBall was an oval shaped game in zero gravity where the main goal was putting a handball in the opponents net. Typically two teams of nine vs nine battled it out. A goalie protected each endpoint of the ovals. This game was occupied by fewer players but it was also considerably smaller than an actual arena. Official sized arenas were a hundred meters long, and the middle was forty meters wide and tall at the central point. At the goal zones, it was down to ten meters by ten meter square nets. This arena was only half that size. It would make things interesting. We were bound to collide in the confined space with extra people.
I tossed that thought aside and frog leaped into a spinning bullet. I yelled with joy at the freedom of no gravity. I was the happiest kid in the proverbial candy factory. An errant pass ponged off a wall at an advantageous angle. I knew where it would end up before the others realized it was going that direction. My initial leap was arrested as I flipped, lined my legs up for a course change and bounded for the ball. The goalie was the first to react thinking he had an easy toss out to a teammate coming his way. I snatched the ball midflight and curved it into the goal behind him. 
Goal! The crowd went wild… Well, Beau and Starla were clapping. My sister gave me a thumbs up that I returned as I pinged off the wall to reset back on my team’s side. I decided these guys were here to improve and have fun so I focused on assists, and even let some opponents get by me.
When it dinged for the third period I removed the bumper guards. I spun, twirled, and even air dance my way around the arena as I racked up a dozen goals. When both sides realized I had been holding back earlier you could see them deflate. It was okay, I lived, breathed, and on occasion bleed for ZBall.
At the end of the game, we shook hands and traded stories of good plays. We filtered out of the pit of zero gravity and I was the last to exit.
The moment my feet touched Earth’s inevitable pulling force we were swarmed. And not by adoring fans, but by police with weapons in tactical gear. To say I was pissed off was an understatement. I bit my tongue so hard holding back comments that it was cut.
There I was being booked at the precinct with my eight year old sister for misdemeanor violations. She was released because of her age. I, on the other hand, was handed a citation for three hundred E-bits that I immediately paid. That was not the issue though, the Empire was in a dire situation. They were unable to maintain the Empire Defense Force (EDF) on the outer worlds through volunteers. The core worlds’ population refused to enlist for the military type service on underdeveloped worlds. It was considered beneath them to police the bumpkins. Outer worlders viewed the practice of being policed from a distant planet ridiculous and none supported it. Even a more developed world like Versi shunned the Empire’s guards. So if you happened to love ZBall, get caught in an illegal game, you get a fine and a three month term of service. To be completed within a year of the sentence or a year of turning eighteen. Since I was already eighteen I had to serve my time within twelve months or forever be banned from New York City. This was the Empire’s answer, send misdemeanor trouble makers to the frontier worlds to fill the required recruitment numbers. If that wasn’t a kick in the teeth getting picked up by your mother from a police station with your little sister in tow only made matters worse.
That was the first night I ever intensely fought with Maranda. When we got home we waited until Beau was properly scolded and behind a closed door. The moment that happened we went at it like two raging bulls locked in a battle for dominance. It is not even illegal on Earth, it was a city ban, as New York normally had additional nanny laws on the books. So we fought, logic never won, only emotion and the endless ‘what ifs’. There was no dissuading and no point being accepted by either side. The argument deteriorated so thoroughly that eventually Arenus stepped in and separated us. He sided with neither and played the referee. It came out at that point that the real foe was the city mayor, who had political aspirations. Arenus speculated that I was followed and an example was made for leverage against my mother. He did mention that our arrests were the only of their kind ever in the city. It indicated a motivated move of opportunity. The combination of the ridiculousness of my sport being outlawed, coupled with my mother arguing on its merits was too much.
My anger seethed with rage and I beat the feathers out of my bed. No one came to try to soothe me. Vivian who had followed me to Earth played classical music and stayed silent. I calmed enough to not break anything and inserted myself into my sleep pod to let the shitty night wash away.




CHAPTER 5

Time rushed by until the big day arrived and I was shocked a month had passed since my arrival to Earth. I was nervous about the lancer meeting. My mother and I had never reconciled. We gave each other the silent treatment every opportunity we had. We were both content with the arrangement. This was my last year where I would summer here. I knew she was grateful for that fact, it was sad but we had never been close. I think she dropped the subject when our arrests gave her a bump in the polls. It was positive attention for her while exposing the major of the city as overreaching by arresting an eight year old for spectating a friendly game. It was funny how people would vote for stricter controls then quibble when enforcement of those policies were enacted. 
Starla had endlessly apologized to me and I reassured her it was not her fault. I figured Arenus would remove me from the event’s roster and exclude the influence that led to my troubled evening. He did neither. I was shocked and pleased by his faith in me. I had kept my head down for the remainder of my time choosing to focus on my studies and improving my relationship with my tutor.
Things had developed into a budding romance. During my evening free time, we would get a smoothie, watch the latest movie, or stroll through a park. It was unusual for me, I had never really courted anyone before. The amount of time we were spending together was amazing. I thoroughly enjoyed our tutoring sessions and evenings. The night before the big day we had kissed so passionately that things got heated. I informed her I was a virtuous young man of impeccable character. I was told if I behaved for the historical lancer and human gathering then I would be aptly rewarded. When she whispered how I would be rewarded seductively into my ear – I ditched my jaw at her door that night. She giggled as she tossed me out so I could get home before my curfew.
∞∞∞
I reflected at my image in the mirror. My brown hair clashed with my blue eyes. My forehead sheened slightly and my eyebrows were trimmed nicely. My chiseled jaw came to a dimple that contrasted my high cheekbones. I then checked out my outfit. I was dressed in a fancy mix of a business suit and a spacesuit. There were fluffy padded shoulders with baby blue frills that hung from the elevated plateau. My white top was tight but not form fitting. The color and cuffs contrasted the vibrant white with baby blue trim. It was a two tone piece throughout and I liked the way the outfit looked, minus the goofy shoulder pads. I would be probably be the only guest representing the planetary colors of Versi. 
I did a quick twist each way and looked at my backside from the mirror. Everything looked like I was ready. My black combat boots were the only thing I was allowed to pick out. They clashed with the formal wear but I loved the clomp noise they made as I walked. I was ready to get to the fun. Deep down I was excited to learn as much as I could about the lancers. It just so happened there was a lady friend of mine who desperately wished she could have attended. Starla gave strict orders to procure any knowledge I could for her. Arenus said they hated to talk and to give them space. I would be following his recommendation here.
I approached my bedroom door that vanished as I neared. I stepped into the hallway and walked down into the fifth floor ballroom of our expansive apartment. There was a hub of activity around a minibar and a table of heavy hors d’ oeuvres. I smiled and meandered through the crowd, another body added to the mix. In my case, an irrelevant one as no one tried to talk or greet me. I did as coached and ate a few snacks while drinking my purified fancy water from some asteroid glacier named Sparklie.
No one bothered me and I was immediately bored. I decided a few more snacks wouldn’t hurt and stuffed my face. They were exquisitely delicious. I was careful not to dirty my outfit even though it had a self-cleaning feature. Full on finger food and in search of entertainment I went to the designated youngling area to find Beau. When my search came up empty I decided to play a game of holographic chess against Vivian.
She always won, I could get close but I had set her to never hold back. Chess was one of the few games I never excelled at, not against a program anyway. We were on game two when a loud commotion settled the noise of the guests. The VIP had arrived with lots of titles shouted and welcomes received. I choose not to make a big deal about it and continued with my match.
I was interrupted when a flowery fragrance wafted into my proximity which alerted me I was being watched over my shoulder. I slowly glanced behind me to find a female lancer’s face mere centimeters from mine. It was as if she had anticipated my movement and placed her face in that exact location to test me.
Instinctively I wanted to jolt in surprise, yet I grinned as the speckled orange eyes pierced into my soul. I broke contact first and reverted my eyes back to my match. I moved a castle five spaces forward.
Air rapidly escaped the lancer as she flapped her gums. A solid chomp ended the flair. The empty spot across me was quickly vacated. Vivian disappeared and the board cleared to a fresh start. I saw a sparkle in her eye as the events transitioned rapidly. Somehow she had overridden my authority to the board and banished Vivian. I was impressed.
“I am Milashva. Call me Mila, the shva means female and the sha mean male. You drop those once introduced. Well human…” I removed my eyes off the board and scanned her. She adjusted her lacy top in frustration. Her fighting the corset almost set her large breasts from overexposed to bursting free. For a nonhuman, she was remarkably beautiful, not that I was viewing her that way. She had this amazing palette of lavender and pink. Her stripes curved and swayed in intricate patterns. A corset dawned her top while legging contrasted her midriff to rear legs with a hole for her tail. Her front legs and arms were uncovered. White short whiskers covered a lightly dotted face, the sunken orange eyes studied me in return. I guiltily wanted to pet her, and I could not figure out why. I noticed the slightest of tells she was smelling the air with her button nose. “Interesting. I do not smell lust or fear on you. Tell me human what do you think of my beauty?”
I glanced down at the board and input a mental thought of moving my pawn from D2 to D4. The little soldier animated its legs and maneuvered in overdramatic steps to relocate. I thought of Starla and how I wished she were here. I was about to give her an honest remark when Mila’s eyebrows raised and she brought her sniffer closer to me.
“There it is… Hmm intriguing, you are smitten by another woman and desire her more than me, how cute. Now answer my question.”
Mila moved a pawn in opposite of mine.
“I am Mack, welcome to my home. I admit I am intrigued by your appearance. I find your coloring striking, your contours sleek, and outfit… Appropriate for human culture. That corset looks painful though, aside from that I would complement you on your smooth curves. You are very lovely.” I mentioned.
“You have no idea how confounding this corset is. It is worse than the houses’ edge at the casino.” She shimmied in the tight garment and sighed in frustration. “Grandfather said I had to cover my privates on this cesspool of a planet. Apparently, modesty is a must, but in reality, you humans have porn that makes us vomit. Thank you for your kind and honest words, most humans I talk to are full of false platitudes. When I smell you I cannot even detect the after smell of deceit.”
I moved my outer pawn one forward. I decided to try to help ease her suffering. I stripped off my outer jacket and down to a well tailored baby blue vest. I handed it over to Mila and she paused momentarily in contemplation.
“Thank you, Mack, this is most thoughtful. It will also arise suspicions from my brother that I will delight in. Where may I get changed without offending the other sensitive humans? You wouldn’t mind seeing me in my natural form would you?” I pointed out the bathroom unable to reply. I was not certain what she was hinting at but it left me uneasy. She cued into my reaction with a sniff and rolled her orange swirling eyes. I did not follow her or even watch her sway as she rushed off to free herself of her corset. I wondered who had recommended such an over the top… I chuckled at my own pun… outfit.
While she was gone Arenus visited with the lancer ambassador Havsha. I stood and figured I was going to be another paw he shook on his rounds. When he stopped in front of me he pushed Arenus and the other humans who crowded him back. There was a space cleared until it was only us. Havsha took a mighty inhaled through his nose. I reacted to the odd noise by etching a confused face.
“I am Havsha, you are not of Earth or any of the core planets.” Direct, to the point, and certainly not a question. Hav waited with his paws cupped together in patience at his waist. I felt every set of eyes in the designated kids' room boring into me. Arenus rolled his right hand forward trying to coax a reply out of me.
“Greetings Hav. Correct, I am from an outer planet called Vensi.” Everything that been coached to me was to be honest, direct, and short. It was then I noticed the mini drones that hovered around. They were clearly human, I doubted the lancers needed bots to record footage for them. I was nervous and dried off my sweaty palms on my vest. There were probably millions if not billions of people watching me. I inhaled a deep breath and found my center, the same as I did for any big game.
“I smell no deceit on you. Your species contains many planets that are overpopulated. It is clearly defined by the Onatics covenants that to reach stage four you must expand and then claim a hundred and first planet. Is your Emperor effectively doing his job at achieving that goal?” Hav asked. He didn’t flinch, as he stared me down.
Mila broke the silent tension when she reappeared wearing my top. Arenus blanched and Hav chuckled. The two lancers spoke rapidly in their native tongue. My translator should have deciphered the conversation but it was flat. Odd. As if it was being jammed. I shrugged it off knowing she had bought me time.
“If I answer that question I feel… I know… I will bring dishonor to my house and my stepfather would never deserve that.” I replied hoping I was tactful enough.
This was the wrong thing to say. I had refused a request of our honored guest and I saw him restrain his rage at my impotence.
Arenus raced to calm him by placing a hand on my shoulder. “This Empire allows free speech even if it may be critical. Go ahead Mack, the ambassador wants your opinion.”
I stood straight and looked Hav in the eyes. “No. The Emperor is not even close to achieving the hundred planet goal, or even efficiently rising to the challenge. Would you like to know what I would do or what he is doing wrong?”
Shocked gasps escaped around us. They were expecting a different answer but I was honest. More and more had filtered in to watch the verbal exchange. I ignored them and focused on our esteemed guests.
Hav rubbed his paws together in anticipation. “How would you achieve what your species must?”
I was starting to understand the situation. At least I guessed I did. I was being used as a tool to highlight something that an advanced alien race viewed as vital and our Empire viewed as inconsequential. Well, maybe the Emperor thought it was important but knew the further he expanded the more his power would slip.
“I would immediately suspend all government bodies and run a dictatorship. I would purge all the elites, including people like my mother… As sad as it is, they rarely achieve much and waste lots. Keeping them around would only stagnate and slow my goals. I would then take every able bodied person and strip them of their luxuries. They would all become soldiers in my armies or workers for my factories. I would hire Onatics to expand our portal connections to link one hundred solar systems. Then I would colonize all hundred planets at once and stomp any rebellion with swift violence. Every baby factory would be working overtime, and women would be ordered to give live births again if production slowed. The hundred and first planet would wait until my war footing was solidified and properly ready. Once we were churning out enough weapons, ships, gear, equipment, and everything else to sustain a prolonged fight I would launch an attack. I would tell my generals they were to achieve victory or die on the field of battle. Failure is not an option, the next chance would be for the next generation. We must reach stage four no matter the cost. If the Onatics who are ancient by any standard insist on it, then it is a priority goal. ” I finished feeling ashamed but knew I could deal with it because my scenario would never happen. This had been a ‘what if’ scenario Starla and I had talked about only a few days ago. Her version was much nicer.
He gave a slight nod and asked Arenus to continue to escort him. Gone without another word. The gathered crowd followed them as they continued the tour. Mila retrieved me from where I had frozen in place and returned us to our game. Her touch was calm and soothing.
Mila and I carried on light conversation while we gamed. I was not sure why she chose to sit with me but I found the time passing. There was a toast followed by a quick speech from both ambassadors. For once I did not mind the ordeal because it was less than two minutes each. Arenus knew his counterpart would be brief so he followed suit. It was then I noticed the third lancer that arrived late to the event. A larger male than Mila with similar pattern marking but pink and black. He did not seem entertained and fumed to Hav constantly.
“Ready to lose again,” Mila asked on our third game not noticing the new lancer. I was getting tired of playing but the evening was winding down and I seemed to be her lifeline for the event.
“Of course! Maybe I will do better this round. I am much more assertive and sure of myself in zero gravity than at chess. I find I am too rash and prone to overextending my pieces. I know I have the flaw but it is beyond me on mastering my control of it.” I told her as she tapped a paw against the holographic surface. I knew I was going to lose again. I think Mila could beat Vivian, actually, I knew she could.
The game progress and as it neared its end she gave me an opening. The problem was the moment I seized the opportunity the older agitated male showed up.
“Little sister, why are you wearing this monkey’s cover?” The older brother said. Must have taken the time to research insults a human might be offended by. Arenus did not cover how to handle an asshole lancer. I did not rise to the bait.
“Ah… Varnn you honor us with your presence. I had to remove a garment one of my servants recommended was the current fashion for gatherings here. It hurt my breasts and was dreadfully uncomfortable.” She said while making another poor move in the game. A gleam caught her eye as she shifted her gaze back to me.
I moved my piece and declared “Checkmate.” I had a genuine smile that was quickly wiped off my face.
Varnn clubbed his little sister with such force she indented the wall. “You dare to lose to a lowly monkey!!!” Things had spiraled into violence and I felt drawn to intercede. I shot out of my chair and defiantly stood. Varnn was eye level with me, but that is where the similarities ended. He had far more weapons on his body. His claws were out and his teeth barred at my defiance of merely standing in my own house.
“Excuse me Varnnsha, it is a human custom to avoid violence inside a host’s house,” I said hoping to defuse the situation. Mila was wobbly lifting herself off the ground and she locked her pleading eyes to mine.
Varnn caught sight of her silent call for help and went to belt her again with his paw. I caught his arm and stopped it. We were both surprised. I thought he would power through it and he was stunned at my audacity. The fact I halted him of expressing his displeasure swapped from shock to anger. That seething rage we both contained boiled as I clasped his forearm.
Arenus went to rush between us when Hav held him back. My temper was reaching a crescendo and I needed someone to step in. Alas, there would be no one.
Varnn eyed me with delight and a sinister grin crept across his face that revealed long fangs. His sharp teeth were not my sudden worry though. His free arm came slashing down hard at my overextended wrist. I instinctively retracted my arm with all my might and pulled his forward. This resulted in worsening the situation as his claws slashed his left paw and blood spilled.
There were gasps and shrieks yet no one approached us. I released my grip and braced myself. Varnn lost control of rational thought and succumbed to his inner killer instincts. He pounced so fast I had to fly with his assault. We twirled in the air as he clawed at me. I was out of my element and three long serrated hooks tore across my chest. I screamed out in pain as I desperately struggled to keep him at bay. We smashed through a table that erupted into pieces beneath us.
I was slower to recover. He leaped at me as I hastily placed a section of destroyed table between us. His claws dug into the recycled wood and embedded. I capitalized on his distraction and clasped him in a bear hug around his torso. I mustered every ounce of my being into my legs and shoved us toward the balcony. My head was tight against Varnn’s back as we shuffled closer to the opening. I caught a raised eyebrow from Hav as he realized what I was doing, yet he did nothing to stop me.
I was out of options, I could not win a fair fight. I knew that he had so many more advantages than me. I needed to do something drastic. Varnn freed his claws from the wood eventually and I felt blinding pain rip from my lower back to my shoulders.
I received the damage and gave a long, mad, and evil laughter. My opponent paused. I felt his body shift as he realized we were about to go over a fifth floor balcony. He tried to counter our momentum, and when that failed, he attempted to go limp in my arms. I was fine with that. I carried him with a mighty heave and launched us over the edge with him below me.
The entire fight my blood had pumped so rhythmically with my rapid heartbeats it had drowned out the background noise. Now all I could hear was Varnn screaming in rage as we plummeted to the ground. I was mauled savagely on the way down as he fought me. I expected terror at our impending fall but it was he who giggled with glee as he ripped his claws into my body. Right before we hit the pavement I realized my guts were spilling free. There was a sickening wet thunk when he hit and I bounced off Varnn to roll a few meters away.
My entrails laid a path from where I had been to where I rested. I decided taking a breather was not an option. I dragged my body over to Varnn where he coughed up blood. He tried to shield himself as I climbed on top of him but his arms faded to his sides. With my guts hanging out, and my blood rapidly leaving my body I finished the job. I smashed his face until a large fang popped loose. I snatched it off the ground, dug it into the slow breath lancer and hammered it into his eye socket with my fist.
That was how Varnn died, with me pounding his tooth deep into his brain through his eye. When I finished I rolled onto my back with my vision fading. I was becoming disorientated now that my single driving purpose was gone. Tiredness called at me, I needed to rest. Rest for a mere moment. Rest…
Hav quickly descended from the balcony and hovered over me. “Why?”
I coughed up blood trying to reply. I then had a fit of coughs that cleared my throat for the last time. “I did not win, Mila plan…” My lungs filled with blood again. I struggled to clear the blood from my passageways but I lacked the strength and suffocated in it.
The calls of rest beckoned as my vision blackened. I heard a mighty roar in the background and then I died.




CHAPTER 6

I heard fast chatter that included a lot of rolling syllables. My throat was parched and I wanted to ask for a drink when I realized there was a tube down my throat. I opened my eyes to a scene that frightened me. I was in a room with two enormous lancers having a heated argument while another lancer was testing a spinning shiny saw. They were all naked and I freaked out a bit.
An alarm alerted them that I was nearing a panic when the chatter and blade stopped.
“Apologies for the tube. New bodies require life support until the mind syncs. How do you feel Mack?” The lancer with the tool asked.
“Doctor? Water please.” I incoherently muttered and the medical lancer somehow understood me.
I suddenly felt the tube coat my throat with water. It was not the drowning sensation I remember from the blood… That gave me pause… the blood in my throat. My memories caught up quickly and I realized if I was alive I was probably in a universe of trouble.
“Yes, I am your doctor, though it has been a while since I used my old tools. Let me get that for you, no longer needed…” He said as he reached over and pried the tube out of my mouth. “Most of our body transfers for the last hundred thousand years have been from stored memories. Which yours is now. Always interesting what the Emperor brings to my attention. Speaking of which, I will excuse myself while you three talk. I will be monitoring your vitals from the next room over.” The doctor vacated the room.
The gurney I laid on folded in on itself as it transitioned from horizontal to vertical. It collapsed as it shrunk until it lowered into the floor leaving me staring at the now smooth floor. I realized I was very naked and the two large lancers were facing me.
“We are the Emperor. I am Chisha,” the left one said. They looked nearly identical to me, yet there were subtle pattern differences. The big factor that differentiated them was the demeanor and posture. Chi was calm, his eyes and gestures patient.
“I am Khisha,” the agitated angry looking lancer on the right said.
I was confused, on many levels. It must have shown because Chi gave a sympathetic nod.
“We restored you for a few reasons, not all of them you will comprehend immediately. Our time is extremely valuable. We have trillions of citizens…” Chi said. Without a pause or indication his brother continued.
“That constantly demands our attention. You are most fortuitous to be graced by our presence…” Khi finished.
Okay, I had heard of people finishing each other sentences but this was so fluid and natural.
“Are you telepathic?”
Khi barred his teeth in anger while Chi soothed him.
“It is a fitting question, while we can communicate on a private level from our augments we rarely do so. It is offensive when you are in front of ourselves.” Chi said.
I absorbed this information by doing exactly what I was just warned was rude. I sent a message to Chi. “Test,” I mentally pushed to the lancer.
“Never again, my brother would kill you for such an offense. A mental conversation is much harder to filter and ignore than a natural audible one.” Chi replied.
“What may I know?” I queried.
“Finally a worthy question. You were marked as a potential candidate to achieve…” Khi started.
“Your species goal of tier four. Our ancient history followed a similar path as yours does now. It was what brought our interest in your species. We sent the ambassador…” Chi continued.
“Havsha to learn if there were ways we could influence your progression. We have seen your historical battles. In the depths of space there rages endless wars over the disputed planets in our universe. We are always in search…”
“Of allies. Your Emperor is moving far too slowly to see you enter the fourth tier and make it to the game of planets any time soon. We indicated…”
“More like marked you as a potential replacement. You would need more real world experience first.” Chi finished.
It was odd to have such a dynamic conversation. I nodded at this, and could at least rationalize it. They liked what I had said to Hav.
“Am I in trouble for Varnn’s death?” I mustered the courage to ask.
“A thorough investigation was done. You should have seen the…” Chi started
“Way your weak Emperor pissed himself when we blinked into space around Earth with our hundred thousand strong armada. He gladly gave up your corpse when we…”
“Demanded it. You were broadcast, yes that term works here, across our empire when you said how you would run your species. The fight with Vernnsha indicated…”
“A rapidly developing event. It triggered our algorithms and odds were generated. We…” Khi said as he joyfully set a paw on Chi’s shoulder and grinned proudly.
“Placed a large bet on you. Varnnsha has struggled to control his temper and it was well documented before this event. The odds were still astronomically in his favor to win. We rationalized…”
“A calculated risk could be taken by gambling on your victory. Very few did, and we profited immensely from it!” Khi said as both Emperors roared in laughter. They gave each other a paw bump. I would have figured that the boss or in this case bosses could not gamble with the citizens but it was a unique culture. They calmed their celebration and continued.
“We were so pleased by the results of your answers, and then your combat prowess we intervened. It was decided to…” Chi clasped his hands together in joy and Khi continued.
“Revive you. There will be some big changes for you. You are augmented now. This is your primary body. If you choose to compete in events with high…”
“Fatality rates, swap into temporary less expensive body. You are now marked by us. It will open many doors for you. Your choices…”
“On what to do next are limitless. Our mark is a gift trillions desire, it illuminates you as a favored of ours. We also are transferring an old private shuttle we no longer utilize to you. You may never sell it and if you die permanently it reverts back to us. Lastly, a grave offense was made…”
“By Milashva. She knew her brother would trigger an event that would bring dishonor to our kind. We do not know why, nor do we care…”
“She was beaten to an inch of her life by her grandfather until we could deem a fitting punishment. We have found it in you. You will be her…”
“Master and she your servant until your permanent death or a thousand years. Do not judge our ways, this is her most honorable path to redemption. With your mark from us, you may be cloned upon death assuming you can afford it. She was another who…”
“Placed a large bet on you beating her brother. As you are now her master you were granted her recent winnings. By human standards, it is a fortune, to us lancers, insignificant. It was…”
“Her only worthy bet. She will go over…”
They both paused as one then stormed out of the room. Leaving me standing there naked in an eerily quiet space. I was in shock and thoroughly confused. I had gotten to meet the lancer Emperor… I was stunned by the entire ordeal. My whole life had been changed. All I wanted was a quiet evening and to lose my virginity to Starla.
I mopped over to the corner and plopped down until my arms were around my knees. I contemplated my situation in the silence. Eventually, the doctor entered again.
“I am Iddysha get up and come over here. It is time for me to teach. Impressive aren’t they. The Emperor has wisely, boldly, and ruthlessly rules for hundreds of millennia. I still get what you humans refer to as goosebumps in their presence. One day you may fathom what honor they have bestowed on you. I will send a file of your historic conversation to your database. For now, let us go over your augmentations of this body.” Iddy said.
I rose from my pose still lost in thought. Barely hearing what the doctor had to say. At least he did not have a saw in his hand this time.
“Good, stand right there,” Iddy ordered as the ceiling dropped a multifaceted tool. “This body is a clone, obviously since your original was destroyed. I was granted permission to add some modification by the Emperor.”
A gentle paw turned my head to the side. A long needle with gray swimming liquid plunged toward my left temple. I expected pain on contact but felt just the slightest of tingles above my ear. Iddy pulled the tool away and proceeded to tap rapidly at a screen being projected from my head. He handled the interface with precision.
“Alright head forward.” I obeyed. “Tap your skull here.”
I did so and was immediately overwhelmed. Humanity had developed visual aids centuries ago but this was something else. It was a combination of detailed information overlapped by streaming content, which was again piled below gambling statistics, the news of millions of species, messages from family, financial alerts, and more. There was so much information crammed into multiple layers I struggled to comprehend it all.
“Only statics of my surroundings please,” I said. A few taps later and the vision quieted. I was getting feedback from the area in proximity to me and that was it. I got my vitals, Iddy’s vitals, room temp, and a long list of useless details. How slick the floor was, how many tiles were on the floor, how much electricity flowed through the walls. I played with the settings until I reduced even more of the information.  
“Excellent, you figured out how to adjust it on your own. My first recommendation is to endless tweak it. Now, the Emperor decided to authorize more than a simple information dump into your cornea. Take a finger and swipe it under your eye from your nose to your ear.” Iddy said as he demonstrated to me how to do the maneuver.
I ran my finder under my eye and jolted in shock. Tiny creatures poured out of my temple by parting the skin in a painful manner. A thin metallic shield grew over my face. It happened so suddenly I jolted in surprise. I drifted both my hands over the cover. I could still see perfectly, it was as if I was born with this. There was a mirror on the side wall I darted to.
I inspected my face, it was the same gray color as the needle injection. It contoured to mold to a replica of my features. My large cheekbones, chin dimple, and large forehead were all there. The cover went under my chin and stopped at my ears. There was a stark contrast from my tan ears and the dark gray.
“There are tiny cameras built into back of the mites that protect you. The Emperor found it humorous when I said I could add an augmentation that would protect your eyes. The reference for their humor was that Varnn had left his combat clone in his ship.”
This was twice now that it was mentioned that certain scenarios required a specific type of body. I would need to learn more about this. Unless I died a lot, it made sense to me to always been in the most protective body you could.
“In time you will learn how to control them with a thought. Right now they are activated by input motor controls and limiting their vision to what you are accustomed to. Know that they are capable of much more.” Iddy informed me as he pinched a finger to the cub like thumb. “This triggers the cover to return under your skin. When they are not actively protecting your face they add a protective thin layer to your skull.”
“Is there a training video or something I can utilize later to get a full understanding of this technology,” I asked as I swiped my face bring out the cover again. I anticipated the pain and realized it was very minor. When the shield was in place I mimicked the closing gesture and it slithered back into my head. Watching it in real time was creepy and fascinating.
“Of course, my time is extremely valuable though. You have an expert who was studying your species to lean on for help later. For now, let us go over your next augment.”
Iddy reached down and slid tubes over my hands. They locked at my biceps and hissed with a violent noise of escaping air. Pools of grey liquid flooded the containers as my arms were held straight. While I focused on the swirling goop a needle sunk into the back of my neck. I instinctively reached for the insertion point and squirmed when I realized my hands were locked in place.
“Easy Mack, this is part of the process. That was a pain inhibitor. Watch your arms. They are about to take some damage that is better you did not feel the first time.” Iddy explained as the bots peeled my skin off my arm down to my pearly bone. “Your bone marrow throughout your body has the nesting sack embedded into your structure. The mites will form a symbiotic relationship with you. Onatics long ago learned to reduce any being's reliance on nanorobots, AI, and machines in general. The mites are a subservient species with a bioengineered carapace. They must map your skin, then your muscle, your tendons, and finally the bone. When they have every detail categorized their hive mind will sync with yours. Ensure you consume enough food, if you starve these tiny creatures will die slowly.
“You have enough material here to turn your five fingers into five claws or add a two foot dagger to your wrist. I recommend only changed your fingers for a few reasons. Any projection will be extremely painful, and no you will never get over it. Well… we could silence yout receptors but that would be illegal. It would make you less a being and more of a machine, which is prohibited. So take it from an expert. Modify your bones. Turn the end of your fingers into sharp points or your elbow into a razors edge.”
The bots had completed their mapping of my arms. As the mites retreated slowly into my marrow they knitted my muscle, tendons, and skin back to its original form. The needle in the back of my neck was retracted and the area felt extra tense. I popped my upper vertebrae in response by rapidly tilting my head both ways. The tubes released their pressured grasp and slid off to retract back into the ceiling.
“Every clone from here on out will merely be a standard body unless ordered differently. This one is your combat version, and trust me… Significantly more expensive. The Emperor splurged getting you these upgrade but they bragged about the money gained from your fight. It is my recommendation that you preserve this body and risk a simple clone. Which leads me to my next point.
“You are allowed to change bodies, but only one of your minds may be present at any given time ever. Even if you attempted to create an actual clone of yourself you never could. The rules, laws, and machinery prohibit it. Trust me when I say this, do not get caught up in attempting to circumvent this. The Onatics do not take kindly to such reckless behavior. With that warning being said, you can have multiple bodies on the ready. Your main issue will be the costs. I wager your indentured servant will cover those with you.”
I sighed at that. “I thought slavery was illegal?”
“She is legally your servant, not your slave. A choice was given, and she picked you over permanent death. Her brother was never given an option. I am sure she can explain that to you also. If you want additional augmentations simply locate a regulated doctor like me and get a quote. Well not like me, I am well beyond what you can afford, and I do caution you on using the lowest bidders. I have much to attend to, may your bets all be winners Mack… Oh, I nearly forgot. Your servant is still near death, her family failed to pay for her recovery. If you wish to keep her alive you will need to pay her bills. You can conjure the bill and your account balances with your modified eye.”
While I fiddled with the device Iddy exited the room. This time the door remained open and blue arrows indicated a direction for me to travel. I decided to focus on the arrows and walked naked down a pristine white hallway. I passed paintings, sculptures, exquisite plants, and other decorative items. Everything was perfect in appearance as if some being had spent an eternity getting the decorations exactly this way.
I hoped my eyes were recording this so I could study it later. I debated on slowing but I felt uncomfortable being so exposed on a diplomatic ship while naked. I quickened my pace and extended my steps.
A few bends were followed by a declining ramp. I found myself in front of a large round door. It rapidly scanned me, beeped green, and then red. I placed my hands on the door attempting to manually move it when it failed to automatically open. I was scanned again, green to red. I was going crazy, literally crazy as I repeated the same thing over and over expecting a different result.
I rationalized I had to be missing something and activated my augmented eye display. I played with the overlays until one flashed red. Okay, this must have been the hangup. It was a picture of a crumpled and bloody Mila inside a holding cell. Her vitals were extremely weak and she was on life support. A tally of her bill increased slowly.
Lancers only used the Onatics D-coins. I selected the pay button and it brought up which account I wanted to use. There were three personal accounts, the first from Earth that had three thousand and forty two E-bits. The conversion was a fraction of a fraction of a single D-coin. It was so little the amount covered still reflected a big zero percent. The next account was my Vensi life savings, which held even less than my spending money on Earth. I closed that one and opened the new account.
This must have been the winnings from Mila’s gamble. I scoffed and hyperventilated when I saw the number. I calmed my breathing and digested the information. There were millions of D-coins, four point three million to be exact. I was now, in all likelihood, the richest human in the universe.
Her tally increased from two hundred thousand to two hundred and one as I dallied. I immediately paid the bill. I easily could have bought the Elephants my favorite ZBall team with how much I spent to keep her alive. It was done though and I watched to see how they would recover her from her grave injuries. I was curious as to what magical healing the Onatics had that only us humans ever dreamed about seeing.
I watch the video of her in the sparse cell. The water fountain tucked itself into the wall as did an odd toilet sucker station. I tilted my head in confusion when she raised a hand pleadingly in understanding of what was about to happen. The ceiling shot toward the floor with such force that I felt the vibration where I stood outside the shuttle door. The ceiling and floor separated to reveal a mush of gore – blood, bone, organs, fur, and tissue all mixed in a paste. I vomited into a decorative plant. I heaved and heaved but there was only the water from earlier in my stomach. The image tilted as an acidic chemical spray dissolved Mila’s remains. I had to close it the video.
I plopped down and leaned my back against the door in denial of what I had done. I wanted to save her and instead had killed her. I ran both hands through my hair in frustration. I cried out in anger and pulled at my hair.
A new pop up menu demanded my attention. I selected it and my mood immediately shifted. An image of Mila was displayed with a myriad of options that I could choose from. Did I want to give her larger ears, different colored eyes? How about a shorter tail or larger breasts? Was the lavender and pink the right coloring, or was there a better pattern? I became lost in the options.
My eyes widened in wonder at the ramifications of what this meant. I could modify myself like this. Of course I could! That was what Iddy indirectly said was an option as long as I had the funds. Now I was left with the choice of what to do about Mila. I went from killing her crippled body to deciding how her next body would look. An internal debate raged between my inner demon and inner angle.
Mila deserved some punishment, I had died due to her. I also had been reborn from her decisions. The way I understood it I would be stuck with her for the foreseeable future. I pondered on what to do while I played with the sliders. I even went dramatic and started to randomize her. Things got weird at that point with odd ear placements, horrid color patterns, and one time she had extremely shaggy long hair. There were limits, of course, she still had to have four legs and two arms. She could be a male but I wouldn’t do that to her.
I eventually decided to make her as human as I could since it would benefit us both. If she was chained to me for the next thousand years, then I would be dragging her around with me and most likely to human controlled planets. The decision to alter her was tough, and I doubted if she complained I would be quick to please her by reverting her to a pre death Mila. It was astronomical in cost to insert her mind and soul into a new body.
I started with the ears and decreased their size. Her eyes stay a swirling orange with sparkles of white. I left her nose as is because it was so vital to her species I didn’t want to affect her ability to function. Her whiskers remained the same length but I selected a blending pattern. Mila had selected above average fangs and I shrunk those down. I wanted a more docile friendly version that humans could interact with.
As I got to her body design I realized the horny virgin who was missing Starla was probably the worst person to be adjusting a woman’s figure. Oh well, in for a penny as the saying went. The breasts on her previous body were fake and enlarged already. I spaced them out to give her a more human look, widened them, and added a tiny amount of sag to reduce the perkiness. They looked too fake before and these would be far more natural. For a woman anyway who knew what a lancer would think. I removed every excess nipple besides the two on her chest. I removed all the fur on her stomach and under her body. The rest of the fur I left the pleasing colors of lavender and pink. I did shorten the fur drastically though. I contemplated what to do with her rear end and tail. Her butt was pure muscle and I plumped it up a bit, gave her tail a little more length, and left her vagina as is.
I shortened Mila’s claws, she would still be deadly but it would take a closer inspection to notice her lethality. The last thing was her overall mass and height. I shifted the slider to petite. I rotated the image and grinned in satisfaction. I bet she would hate it. She was smaller, had more human features, and I had changed a lot.
When I was satisfied with the editing I selected next. The total cost dropped from two hundred thousand to one hundred and eighty two thousand. Huh, I guessed they quoted me at a full body build and then I was only charged for materials used. At least I could justify making her smaller than before due to costs. I confirmed the purchase, and the next option gave me a chuckle.
Print. I mentally selected it and got a countdown timer of an hour and twelve minutes.
I decided to play with my overlays again. I found one option to call a food processor to my location. I did not hesitate and ordered it to deliver some paste in a bag. I was starving and in desperate need of nourishment. I opted for the meat flavor over the sugar or fish alternatives. I was expecting some hovering or wheeled bot to come slowly down the tunnel. Instead, the floor spilled out tiny molecules that built into a stand a meter tall stand. I was offered the container and had to confirm my purchase. I found the process fascinating and gently retrieved my meal. The display trickled back to some hidden storage area from whence they came leaving the floor smooth. I shrugged at the display and slurped down the surprisingly tasty morsel.
I queried a human news feed to see what day it was. Five days had passed since I died. It was still the talk of the news. Arenus had been fired by Emperor Linus and then rehired at the lancer's insistence. My mother, ever the politician was playing the cards dealt with expertise. Even though she was anti violence she was spinning my negative remarks and fight as a pro for the people. The Emperor was polling low recently and she was pouncing on that. My fight had been viewed trillions of times across the universe. I wondered if there were any royalties I was owed that were being bypassed as I was pronounced dead.
I dug into my status and tried to see if anyone knew I was alive. Nope. According to every site, broadcast, and blog, I was incinerated on some lancer ship five days ago. Since I was not warned against communicating I decided to reach out to my mom Beth.
I patched a call through to her directly. When her face appeared in a hologram in front of my eyes she was teary eyed and in all black. Well shit…
“Mom,” I let the word hang. She lost it and completely broke down. She became hysterical at seeing my face. I think she was in shock and denial. “You have any green apple slushies around?”
This calmed her and she stared deep into my distant eyes. “I thought you were a rouse to get to me. The news outlets have been hounding me, some reporters even called in with your face as the contact. Only we know how much you love green apple slushies though. I have been drinking them nightly and watching videos of you as a kid.” She wiped the tears off her face as she struggled to talk.
“Mom, things have drastically changed. I do not know what to say besides I am safe… I love you and miss you.” I went to end the call when she paused.
“Are you okay, can I help?”
“That is sweet mom, but I will be fine. I need to be careful what I say, but I hope to fill you in on everything in person soon. I love you, mom.”
“I love you son.” She refused to hang up and I was the one who had to end the call. 
Two very large guards trooped their way down towards me with a smaller Mila in tow. I rose to my feet to address the intimidating lancers.
“Why are you naked? For the love of creator tuck your penis in, have some decency.” Mila said and was promptly rewarded with a shock to her collar. She spasmed only momentarily, I winced at her brief torture because… ouch that looked painful.
“This is for you,” a circular controller was handed to me. “I need your signature here,” I signed. “Here, here, and then a blood imprint here. The law is clear if Milasha of no house violates your orders or commits any crimes not forced by you then she will meet the permanent death. She will serve you for one thousand years. May you both enjoy the pain.” The cryptic asshole lancer concluded the handoff and left.
The shuttle door opened finally. I wanted to kick it but it slid so fast I had no opportunity. I waved Mila forward with me to inspect my new ship. It was a lot to take in and I wanted to find some clothes. The first room was a pressure chamber, for leaving and entering from open space. We passed that small tight room and entered a changing room.
“Thank all the makers and all the gods. About damn time,” I muttered at seeing a light blue and white spacesuit. Someone had obviously left this here for me, not sure why I had to be naked until now but I let it go and ran the suit’s diagnostics. The suit tested fine and sealed around me. “So much better.” I turned to face Mila expecting her to do something rash.
“So Mack before we explore this fine ship further I need to apologize. I am old, I know I look young for my age… But I am not. I have endured for over ten thousand of your years.” I gulped as she said that. “My older brother has killed me seven times and tortured me countless others. I have a gambling problem and I lose a lot. So much so I have to turn to family to bail me out multiple times. I understand I am bad at it but I have these urges that I cannot control. I set you up hoping I could cash in big and get a light punishment. That was not the case, grandfather decided it was time I left the family, and… Well, thank you, for killing me. Hmm… That sounds odd, but I mean it. You killing me meant I got to live, the only way I can redeem myself now is through my service to you.”
I nodded at her. “Got it, you are not in control of the finances,” I said with a smirk trying to lighten her mood.
It had a small effect. “I am banned from gambling in any form from now on. Your trust is something I will strive to earn. Know that my contract to you prevents me from intentionally causing you harm in anyway. Including spending your funds I earned… Hey, whose ship are we on? And whose guards were those that escorted me?”
“Oh, maybe you are in charge of finances then. Do you not remember coming here?” I asked.
“They bagged me and beat me until most of my body was broken. It was then determined my fate would rest in your hands. The only being that ever spoke was my grandfather.”
“Oh… This is my ship I guess, not sure how I can see who it is registered to. And the ship we came from was the Emperors.” I said to her.
“I did not figure the human Emperor would have lancer guards, they must have been grandfather’s troops.”
“Umm. No not Emperor Linus, Emporer Chi, and Khi so Emperor ChiKhi? They gifted me this ship, an augment…”
I was assaulted by Mila as she leaped at me. I caught her and pushed her down. “This stupid fucking tiny body, I need to see behind your ear Mack.” I nodded in understanding and kneeled so she could inspect me. “Unbelievable, if not for this mark I would think you were lying. You are blessed beyond the limits. Even a sixth stage Governor, King, fellow Emperors would kill for this recognition. Did they talk? What did they say? How large were they?” She rapid fired questions at me until I place my hands on her shoulders to get her to slow.
“You can review the video later, I am sure there will be plenty of time. For now, I want you to get dressed in that spacesuit. Then we can explore this fancy new ship.” I said with a grin.
“Awe Mack… you gave me this dainty body and now you want to cover it up. I like the changes, would have never thought of this combo myself. Fresh start, fresh body, and a new handsome male I am tied to. What else could a girl ask for?”
I rolled my eyes and turned my back so she could get dressed. “This is going to be a long thousand years,” I muttered.
“Easy now sweetie, if you are marked by the Emperor there will be many adventures to be had. I also didn’t get to see the full odds on my wager that you won. How much do we have?” She asked.
“The Emperor said it was insignificant. Let me see what is left after your expensive revival.” I glanced and saw four point one million and change. The number was going down… the expenditure was a docking fee. Go figure. “Four point one million. Hurry we need to undock we are getting hit with a birthing fee that is by the second.”
“Damn it, Mack, these tits are too big and too wide. No lancer would ever place breasts like this. Come here and push them in while I get this zipper up.” I came over and awkwardly pushed her boobs together. It then dawned on me. I could have worked the zipper. “Got you! Now wasn’t that fun. Hurry we need to undock, lift that jaw off the ground soldier.”
I guess she found a weakness of mine. Ask the young man to help with boobs or a zipper, and I picked boobs. Things were going to be troublesome if she kept endlessly flirting with me. I checked to ensure my contract with Starla was still intact. It was… Wait how was it still valid if I died? I had more pressing issues to address like getting this ship out of the Emperor's hold.




CHAPTER 7

A series of blue arrows guided us down a large hallway. I held both my arm stretched out as we jogged and my fingers never touched a wall. This was not a shuttle, at least not what I thought of one as. I glanced back at Mila and saw her with a focused and determined face.
“Fuck… This is no shuttle, Mack. This is the former private vessel of the Emperor. It is rated as a cruiser sized warship but is slightly smaller than the average cruiser. When I tried to retrieve the blueprint data it denied me, and it still is rejecting my attempts at getting a proper layout. All it would allow was these arrows to guide us to the navigation chamber. This baby is probably worth a thousand times more than everything humanity has combined. No wonder the Emperor gifted it to you with a clause of no sale and return upon perm death.” Mila said keeping up easily at the light run.
“Yeah… Certainly was expecting something smaller. How much further?”
“Almost there, thank the creator I am in a tight spacesuit. My tits feel like they want to punch me in the face while jogging. I think I get why I have a human’s breast shape, but I cannot fathom why anyone would want the sag.” She complained.
“Can we not talk about your boobs? I get it, next time you are about to be executed and I save you - you can design your body beforehand. Ah… finally, now how do I operate this kiosk, station, or whatever?” I said as we arrived at the room labeled navigation. We had reached what had to be the center of the ship. The room was circular with no windows and only one door. In the exact center of the room was the operator’s station.
“You don’t, I do.” Mila gently pushed me aside and reached for the controls. The kiosk sensed her height and lowered itself. “There we go, always wanted to lose a few pounds, nothing like being mushed into bits of matter to shed some weight. I admit it is easier to get around being this petite. Okay… done. We are now drifting in space and the fee was automatically deducted.”
“Wait... Why is there no captain’s chair?” I thought about it briefly. “Right lancer ship. Wonder what else is drastically different.”
“Where to master?” Mila asked with a smirk I was becoming familiar with. She had purred out the word master.
“First, you may not refer to me as master. You may use Mack or Mr. Raul. And before you butcher it like everyone else. It is not Raul, like Paul. It is Ra… then extend the u and drag it into a long L. Raaauuuuuuuuuuullllllllllllllllllllllll!!!” I said with flair as I tilted my head back and howled like a wolf.
Mila rolled her eyes at my odd behavior. “You are a silly creature, Mack. I promise to be as helpful as I can if you treat me with respect. Where shall we go to first? I need to set a course before we explore the ship.”
“Depends on where the nearest gateway is and where it links to I guess?” I said thinking of where we should go.
“There is so much to teach you… Where to begin?” Her chin tucked into her collar as she contemplated how to explain it to me. “Let us start with portals. You understand the basics of portals. You use large amounts of power to connect two points of space to each other. When they are linked you can travel both directions between them as if they were an open door.
“There are two additional ways this particular ship can travel. One is dialing a wormhole exit point and traversing into what is termed by some species as slipspace. For a ship this powerful and refined it will be a fraction of what a fourth or fifth stage ship would take. There is one more option.
“The other is the technology that got us to sixth stage evolution. This… hold on let me find the name. Eww… who names a ship ‘The BarbHook’. Hey, I can rename it? We should do that before I continue.”
I was getting lost in the trans-dimensional travel talk. Naming a ship should be much easier. 
“Hmm… I have to admit, I am stumped. Can’t use The Elephant, this thing is too sleek and elegant. I wonder… does the Griffin work?” The griffins were the winning team of the championship ZBall game. The more I thought about it the more I did like the name.
“I like that, the Griffin it is. Okay back onto the subject of traveling rapidly across space. We covered gateways slash portals. I went over wormholes, and now the big finale. Dematerialization. That is where you blink out of existence and reform in another place. It is expensive and I doubt you would stomach the cost as easily as my species does. Additionally, it is saying restricted since you, a tier three species is the owner. Luckily we can wormhole. So long answer short, we can wormhole anywhere in the universe from this very spot. The further we travel the longer the transition time.”
“How much time to get to Earth?”
“Two days two hours. Emperor ChiKhi jumped us deep toward the galactic core. We are lucky he donated such a lovely ship. A dreadnaught would take weeks to travel this far via wormhole.”
“Set the course then, or the wormhole or slipspace. Actually, teach me how to do it… please.” I decided to ask nicely. We still had a lot of exploring of the vessel and a discussion to have but I felt knowing how to get the ship to move would be vital.
“Give me your paw… Sorry, your hand.” Mila ordered and shoved a paw at me foot up. I placed my hand on top of hers. “Okay, this ship synced with the Emperor’s ship when you were given ownership. It has a file of your DNA. I need you to insert a hand in this slot.” My fist was guided into the navigation stand and the tip of my index finger was pricked.
I immediately had a popup in my eye display. The amount of data on this ship was staggering. As I poured over it and tried to dive deeper into each section I realized a lot of the information was restricted. Mila patiently waited as I played with the menus and sub menus.
“No that one right there, the translator is not perfect. Navigo is the right menu… Yes, that one. Select it.” She said to me. I did not know how she was able to view my screens but she clearly was. Another thing to talk about later.
“Okay, I see a very confusing map of the universe. Oh, I think I got it.” I said to try on my own before she guided me. The map clustered the stars in galaxies, then sections. I found the Orion grouping. It was not the Orion arm or spur I was expecting, and I figured the group title worked. I found the Gould belt and then located Versi. I knew how to find it first from astronomy class. I then dialed into Alpha Centauri and slid over to earth. “Found Earth. So I selected the space outside the busy section of incoming and outgoing travel. I see the drop down menu for commencing wormhole transit. How do I clear our arrival with Earth?”
That odd lancer chuckle escaped her until she keeled over in a fit of laughter. “You forget you are no simple human anymore, you do not ask for permission. You do what you want. Even with me indentured to you I am still far elevated in status of your Emperor Linus. Hit the commence button and let us move onto exploring the Griffin.”
I hit the commence button, it gave me travel time estimate at (minimal), (cruise), (optimal), and (accelerated) speeds. I choose optimal and a countdown of two days and two hours started. Perfect, I could get back to Earth, get organized, and figure out where to go next. Things were already looking up and I had not even started exploring this luxury yacht. For that is what it was.
My stomach rumbled and growled. I should have ordered more shakes before I left. “Food first Mila,” I said.
A new blue line illuminated and since there was no rush we strolled on the path. I was able to absorb my surroundings more thoroughly than simple glances. Unlike the pristine hallways of the lancer’s flagship that had a never ending supply of priceless artifacts and paintings. This ship had been stripped of all the valuables. The stands, inlays, and outlines of previous items were as prevalent as the empty space.
“I hope you like decorating,” I muttered. There was so much barren space in the short distance we had traveled that I knew it would take a mountain of effort to stylize this ship.
“One, you need to realize even with these tiny ears I have amazing hearing. There will be no sly comments you can slip by me. Also if we are going to be in a relationship of sorts you need to know a bit more about me.” She slowed our walk and faced me. It seemed for once she was being serious so I let it slide that my stomach was saying some very rude things about her. “This stays between us, if I decide to tell your lover about my abilities then I will tell her. I think any lancer will support me in that request. Understood?”
“I get the severity of what you are about to disclose, and on my honor, I will hold your secrets. Want a contract?” I asked.
“Again… you are not dealing with a human when you interact with me. Your honor has been recorded and is on the record.”
“Fantastic. Let us walk and talk then, my stomach is saying this is not more important than food. How about we compromise and talk while we eat. Yes!!! See it was right here.” I saw the blue arrow fold into an open doorway.
“I guess I am famished as well. New bodies tend to do that… Requesting excess food and liquids for the first few weeks. I remember some course hundreds of years ago when I was young. It is a mix of the mites populating and your brain fighting your new body. I know my old body required more nourishment than this tiny frame does. So I am hungry from that too. I can’t tell if they made you bigger or smaller because of how drastic my change is. I can pull up your old data through and compare… you are ten centimeters taller, five kilos heavier, and oh my… We won’t discuss your penis” Mila said while looking up at me, her face blushing a shade of pink that matched her some of her stripes.
“Trust me, I know. I got bigger and wider. No idea why. Actually, I think I do.” I came to a conclusion with a decisive finger pointed into the air. “If I was to design you as a male lancer I would give you a bigger penis, I think all guys secretly would select that option.”
“You wouldn’t dare… Ugh, I shudder to think. It is far more common for males to turn female than the other way. I should not discuss such private things openly though. The food processor is right here. Have you eaten since you were revived?” She asked as a touch screen menu populated.
I watched her select three things of fish with a side of boiled eggs. There was a shimmy, a buzz, and then the standard ding that I was not expecting. The machine produced chef quality food in moments and I am amused by the bell ringing. She grabbed her tray of steaming fish and soft eggs that wafted in a peculiar odor. Normally I may have been offended but I was so hungry I almost snatched a bite off her plate.
As I approached the touch screen it populated some foods I might desire. There was a chicken type bird, yup one of those is going into my belly. There was an option for a big bowl of fried rice with vegetables. Nailed a thumb on that one fast. Then I selected a milkshake that was strawberry flavored. The machine repeated its shimmy, buzz, and pinged at me. I swiped my tray off the processor and studied the room as I walked to Mila.
There was seating for three dozen at least here. The majority of the tables had a platform and a low to the ground hovering bucket for seating. Mila’s hovered a few extra centimeters higher adjusting for her size. There was a standing bar area, and then a separate cooking station for an actual chef. On that back wall were some doors that indicated the storage of specific foods and preparation utensils. Everything was colored in a crisp white and illuminated almost too brightly as it was apt to reflect. I stood still for a moment and tried to figure out how to dim the lights.
“Not that menu, back out. Ship. Now dining. Not adjustments, which is how you adjust all the furniture and stations in here. Settings, lighting, and then use the slider.” Mila guided me.
“This is going to take some getting used to. We had so few things to manage we could simply think dim lights and it would work.” I slid the lights down to about seventy percent and my eyes thanked me.
“Well, your technology is meant for you. See, watch.” The lights went bright then dark and back. At the same time, the lights were in flux furniture started to shift and morph into different layouts. It became a tad chaotic and I raced for my seat.
“Point taken, maybe with time I can improve. Do you want to say a prayer to the maker or any gods?” I asked
“Clearly I do not. I am already on my second fish, you humans are so strange sometimes.”
The seat I went to occupy hovered until my butt was placed at the perfect height for me to eat at the table. We munched, chewed, and one of us smacked our lips as we ate. I would be hesitant to take her out if she normally ate like this but she did mention she was famished. The plates were cleaned and I concealed a belch. Mila giggled and ripped a burp out.
“Ah, that was perfect. We will have to be mindful of our supplies and find a place to stock up after Earth. We will go over that tomorrow, we were interrupted earlier by our hunger. I will get us some dessert while you finish. A small flavored yogurt okay?” She asked as she left the table.
“Sounds great,” I managed between gulps of my milkshake. I had eaten so fast my tummy was starting to get upset. I tipped the last of the shake back and then rubbed my belly gently.
“This yogurt will sooth your tummy, special lancer recipe. So where were we? Right our senses. As you can deduce we have a unique ability to smell more than mere odors in the air. Secret inbound! You have been warned to not disclose, especially to your stepfather.” She scooped a tiny spoonful of her yogurt as she paused and fed it to me. I raised an eyebrow and let her get away with it for now. I wanted to know this damn secret. “We can smell lies, half-truths, and obscured deceits. Of course, our own kind knows this and are masters of off scenting. So it rarely works amongst us, but stick us in a room with humans. You fuckers… yeah, that term works here, it is an intense lancer swear swapped for an intense human one. Well, you beings light up a room with falsehoods of all sorts. I even saw your little sister radiated some lies.”
I raised my eyebrows at this and smacked the table giving Mila a startle. “That is why you both sought me out so directly. I was an outlier instead of the norm. I try to be that, no correction… I strive to be that. Honesty has gotten me so far in life that lies never could have. Including right here. Also, no more spoon feeding me, let us continue with your informing me of what to expect being around you. After we will go over some ground rules.” I said as I rejected her next spoonful with a palm.
“Our eyes are reliant on our technology. This provides us with complete night vision, access to hundreds of layers of information, and much more. It will take you a long time to become fluid with our eye language as we term it. Next, you know I am older… Well, I had mood issues on our birth control, so I will get bitchy and irritable on occasion. Fret not it is only one week every quarter but I warned you in advance. Before you decide to set ground rules for me, I will keep the teasing and flirting to a minimum. I know you did design this body to be more appealing to you, but we both are not interested even if we play like it. I promise not to tease you too badly in front of your mate or mates.” Mila said while patting my back as if I were a toddler.
“Only the one lovely lady for me. Then that settles the ground rules. You want to talk about Varnn being permed?”
“Not really, he was a rude jerk, and that is me trying to speak no evil of the dead. My life is better off without him. It does bind me to you though. I have no way to gamble anymore, so in a way, I got the help I needed. Oh… I love shopping but that four million will go fast. How about we brainstorm some money making ideas outside of wagering?”
“To start I want to sell this data that is not restricted to Emperor Linus. I bet he would gobble all this information up at a great rate.” I said feeling proud of myself. Mila frowned and I eased off on my confidence.
“Okay, valid plan, easy to execute, and will bring in some income. Not a lot though. You human… had to look it up. E-bits, meh, us lancers have little room to complain of dumb currency names when we use the Onatics D-coins - I preferred the old digicoins. Anyway, think about this. We can only suck so much E-bits into D-coins before the valuation plummets. So yes sell some data convert some funds, keep the ship running, and buy extra food. It won’t cover clones though. Or be enough to launch a thriving business or buy one. There is also the factor you will want your mate to be cloned. Assuming she contracts to you, which come on, how could she not?”
“Your right I didn’t think about that. I assume it is not cheap. If it was one hundred and eight plus to clone you…” She interrupted what I was saying.
“Emperor’s discount. Last time Varnn killed me it was three hundred and twelve. With your mass and unique frame clones will add up quickly. You should get another combat unit. Varnn would still be alive if he had been in his combat clone. We can’t have you dying because you are being cheap. Okay, this is what I recommend.
“We go to Earth, sell some data, and secure your family or at least warn them. Your status has gone from lowly human to a vaulted human marked by the Emperor. It is a much bigger deal than you realize. On topic though, we then leave Earth and check out the local stage four and stage five markets. See what is in demand around your systems and try to set up a business. Utilize your access to cheap human labor. With my connections and your connections we should be able to get a couple of things going.” Mila was animatedly talking with her paws while she devised the plan.
I liked it, and it covered most of what I needed to accomplish. You never knew what could change in a few days though.
“That yogurt did calm my tummy. I think the plan is great, let us open a business but figure out first what that company should focus on. Plus we can shop for essentials while researching and who knows, may even find some nice decorations. Anything is better than all this sterile white. People, well humans, tend to talk more when you give them money too. Kind of hard to be a good asshole salesman with a mediocre product.
“Time to explore this ship and start building a generic map. It will help whoever we take onboard. How about we start with the bedrooms?” I said and rose from the table. A bot scurried out from a closet and swept our trays up while another cleaned our mess. “Efficient little guys. Faster than human made ones.”
Two blue lines gave us a general direction to follow. For a stretch of walking there was silence. When we arrived at the first room I gasped and she chuckled.
“I had a feeling we would find something like this.” She purred.
I gave her a weird look as I took in the room. There was a large circular bed, bigger than either of the rooms I have lived in. It could fit ten or more lancers. Probably twenty humans. There was an open facing three walled glass shower with multiple spray heads from various angles. Besides, that was a hot tub about half the size of the bed. It bubbled, swirled, and I swore it was pleading with me to go in. I resisted the urge though. All that was in the back of the expansive room. At the front was a minibar that was fully stocked with unknown liquors and snacks. On the right of the foyer area was a hanging place for clothes and cubbies for items brought in. In the middle sat a large rectangular wooden meeting table that could seat two dozen. Two larger chairs faced the others at the end of the table. Once again I noticed all the decorations and prized possessions were removed. At least the ship had food and drink. They could have left us without supplies… I bet we were charged for it. I looked up our birthing fee and sure enough, it was on the tab.
“The Emperor, and yes I know it is two lancers refereed into a single form. Well, they were known to indulge. The other room will be a replica of this one. I heard they even had mastered the barb removal without residual pain.” Mila said as her eyes gleamed with excitement.
“Barb removal?”
“I cannot believe I got my torturous brother killed and now I get to room like an Emperor!!!” She said in a jump of excitement, then calmed herself and rubbed her hands in happiness. “Yeah, the barbs… Wait do you not know?” She asked and I shrugged. “Oh, male cats have barbed cocks. They can remove the barbs but then it is extremely painful for them when they grow back. You can use a desensitizer to avoid the pain but then you remove the pleasure. It is why you will find female lancers with other species. Not making a pass or a suggestion, just referencing if the Emperors found a workaround that would be one party you could endlessly sign me up for.” 
She purred loudly as her mind drifted. I left her there stuck in her imagination and walked to the next bedroom. It was a duplicate. Everything the exact same. The Emperor sure knew how to live, I wondered if Starla would be as impressed as we were.
I opened the ship's menu again to try to find another room. Mila crept up on me and spooked me with a “Boo” while I was focused. “There are no other rooms. Either you were trusted enough to sleep with the Emperor or you slept elsewhere. There was no in between. It makes sense really. They have been murdered a lot, in many different ways. I would get a bit paranoid too. Let us go see what else there is.”
“Exercise room?” I asked hoping it would be able to fit my body needs.
“Oh, I doubt you will find a pod to sleep in here. I know you humans keep fit by machine while you sleep. While completely allowed we tend to not utilize the practice, at all really. So there will be an extensive gym.” She said with a smile as an illuminating blue light displayed where to go.  “And there is our pathing light. Shall we?”
It was clear the idea of having her own private luxurious room had cheered her up. We slowly waltzed down the hallway and checked out most of the doors we passed. A few contained bots, a few held supplies, and we passed an engine room. It was restricted access. I saw that more and more as we passed the core systems of the ship. We passed the dining hall and then the navigation room. I found a large conference room that held slanted seating and a lecture platform. Probably for when the Emperor had to speak to large groups. There was a small fish tank, aqua farm, and soiled plants. The little section helped generate food and recycle waste.
We finally arrived at the gym. An extensive work out area was a fit description. There was a meandering multi-tiered track that looked to be miles long. There were stop off spots with numerous types of weight machines. A wide expansive warm up and stretching area or you could do yoga. A variety of free weights and training balls gave me pause.
“I take it you never lose gravity in this ship?” I asked with concern. Nothing was tied down or secured in any way.
“I can check, that is probably not restricted. Correct there never has and never will be an issue. The gravity is self contained and requires no outside input that can fail. Come follow me” Mila said and led me up the track. We went up thirty meters and when I looked behind me I saw a massive swimming pool.
“Does it go deep? This must be over the rest of the ship. It is brilliant, it doubles as a water supply.” I asked wanting to jump right in and go swimming. I decided I would and stripped down naked. After our talk earlier I saw Mila avert her eyes.
“It goes five meters, which is more than enough. Our species learned long ago that while the energy shield is great and helpful, it can fail. There are actually five meters of water enclosing all the living space. It provides a buffer to any damage that may get past the shields and outer hull. I wish there was more information but for now, enjoy your swim. I am going to run a few laps then sleep off this food. How about breakfast tomorrow morning? Until then study, learn and have some fun. Have a good evening Mack.”
I gave her a thumbs up for breakfast and a wave goodbye. I was a tad surprised she did not leap at the opportunity to get naked. Maybe it was a feline around a large body of water thing. Or she could be respecting each other boundaries and was serious about the teasing being for fun. Time would tell. I swam a dozen long laps. When I exited Mila was gone, and I shimmied back into my spacesuit wet. I would need to find towels or an air dry station. I decided not to run wet and went to my room.
I guess I picked the wrong one because Mila was in the first one neck deep in bubbling water. I waved a bye but she never even looked up. I walked to the other room that was mine and stretched out on the large bed.
∞∞∞
I awoke the next day and spent a few hours reading over the latest human news. I knew I should have focused on something else but I kept going back to it like a bug bite wanting to be scratched. I learned a few things had indeed changed since I had been dead.
Emperor Linus had grown bolder and more decisive after my death. The news sites and commentators had endless theories. There was one that they were not declaring or broadcasting. That was that Emperor ChiKhi’s conversation had shaken Linus. I wish I could see what was said when they asked for my body.
When it comes down to it, who did Emperor Linus fear more? A hundred thousand lancer ships blinking into proximity of Earth or the whining bureaucrats he dealt with in the senate and the house. This is what gave me pause when I read over his recent declaration that had already incited internet riots.
All men and women between eighteen and fifty who had not birthed three children were mandated to do so within ten years. The official orders allowed many outs, and I was certain that the poor exception receptionist was swarmed. I also loved the term internet riots, was humorous about how the news sensationalized angry thoughts. If the streets were burning I would get it. Not negative anonymous or pen named comments on social platforms.
I thought of Beau and became conflicted. She had ten years to mature and then ten years to have three kids. I stopped mid thought.
Wait… I eventually planned to reveal I was alive. If I did so I would be mandated to this. I nodded in confirming deep down what I had always rationalized about my future. It would have lots of joyful kids to play ZBall with.
I moved on and read every prison was being emptied. I feared to view more when I released a deep breath I didn’t realize I was holding. They were being sent to factories. The Empire was stepping up its production capabilities for expansion. Impressive, I was liking these new bold moves. The placated human population that was lavishly lazing about did not.
Which brought me to his third declaration. If you got an exemption from raising the human population you were voluntold… I had to read that word a few times. Yes, you were forced to join the Empire Defense Force (EDF).
There were twenty seven planets under the control of Earth. A few small colonies outside its grasp. Five instantly succeeded and declared independence. A new human civil war had erupted and the opening stages were developing in real time.
“Test,” I pinged a thought to Mila.
“By all that is holy, why did they augment you? I am shitting right now Mack, and you are inside my head.” Mila telepathically replied.
“So you are going to hate me for this, but…” I couldn’t contain it and I giggled like a five year old. “Make sure you keep the sand in the box.”
Silence ensued for a few moments. I bet she was figuring out the reference or had ignored me.
“What do you want Mack?”
“Humanity is in the process of a civil war, how does that work with our protected planets?”
“Do not ping me for a simple question, this is extremely invasive and not okay. I know you can, and you have the right, but please save it and use your fucking legs. Or send a text message or video call. The Onatics’ rules are simple only one capital can claim one hundred planets. If your rebels gain more planets they can become the capital. If not they lose protection and can be raided if your capital removes them from your official planet list. If they can hold their planets, which few do in prime locations then they may live there forever. When they want to expand they cannot claim more planets besides in the disputed zones. Where the wars for territory and resources rage fiercely.” Mila explained while she sent the laws, rules, and regulations about species expansion to my display.
I chose not to reply and offend her further. I grabbed a light snack, went to the gym, and studied. That evening we ate a quiet dinner together where I pestered her with more questions which she was getting tired of answering. We retreated to our private rooms. I was getting giddy to see Starla tomorrow.
I tossed and turned all night. When the ship’s count down reached ten minutes I rubbed my hands together in anticipation.




CHAPTER 8

Mila and I stood in the circular navigation room. She adjusted the settings for the room. The podium morphed into the Griffin, an exact replica of the ship. The floor became translucent and we found ourselves with a full view of the surrounding space outside the ship. Right now it was the twirling myriad of black and whites of slip space. It was easy to get lost looking at the way the universe displayed itself.
The countdown timer dropped to three, two, and then one. We exited not far from Earth that was a cluster cluck of epic proportions. There was a debris field of some blown up ship that we skirted around smoothly. The Emperor’s small space force was postured aggressively around a few smaller ships. Traffic was halted, inspections were conducted, and everything seemed a mix of chaos.
“We are being pinged, asked friend or foe. I replied we are friendly. On official visit and to not bother us again. It looks like they are seizing ships friendly to the rebels. We arrived where either a ship was blasted to slag or self-destructed.” Mila said as we watched the space around us.
“Impressive, have to admit, it is nice to skip the line. Book us a fancy secure hotel room we can dock a shuttle in. We need to be able to leave in a hurry if we have to.” I ordered her while studying the changes around Earth’s orbit.
“Already done. If you will follow me we can shuttle down to the hotel. It is rather nice even to us lancers.” She said and led the way to a different portion of the ship.
We went down a smooth gradual ramp. The walls displayed a five meter section of water we passed through similar to how zoos and amusement parks did water tunnels. Once we were past the water the walls reformed and sealed the walkway. I was curious as to how we would get past the water shield, I had to start thinking that advanced technology would solve most issues. It was indeed interesting to watch clear walls form and the water rush back in.
“Stop gawking at something developed three millennia ago. Come on, I bet this shuttle has massaging seats and a bar. Being your bitch sure has its perks, Mr. Raul!” She did the Raul perfectly and even gave a slight purr after.
“I am glad you are happy, you seem to be adjusting well.”
“Yes! To the shuttle…” She paused and did exaggerated arm movements. Pointing all around. “You see this baby? This is what I thought the ship was when we first entered. An airlock, changing room, and then a relaxed cabin mixed with navigation. Named ‘The Purr’, well I am biased but I love the name. Let us get comfy.”
We passed an airlock that was open since we were in pressurized air. Once inside the changing area, the outer door clasped closed with a hiss. I picked up a helmet I had avoided in the other chamber like this on my first entry to the Griffin.
“What are these helmets for?” I asked as I studied it. My suit had an emergency on one installed so I was curious why these were included.
“That is to convert your carbon dioxide into oxygen, for long journeys without air. Your suit will last a month or so but equip that helmet and you can live for decades in space. Drastic improvements over your tech. Now don’t make me ask again. I feel exposed in the shuttle when you humans are in a civil war. Find a relaxing spot and let the seats do the rest.” She grabbed my arm and dragged me into the navigation and travel chamber.
I decided the half-moon lounger would be ideal and plopped down. The seat contoured to my frame as the shuttle jostled at departure. I activated the shuttles details in my inner eye and saw an ETA of two minutes. Wow, no this was tech I could get used two. Mila walked to a shelf with drinks, her four legs able to adjust to the dampened movements of the shuttle far better than I could. A tall thin glass of green juice was handed to me. I downed it in a gulp. The flavor was smooth and fruity.
“Lucky you are immune to our… alcohol. Alright, I sent out messages to your semi father and your mate. Arenus will meet us ten minutes earlier than the thirty I requested. Your Starla girl did not believe I was legit until I overrode her communicator and showed her me handing you a drink. That got her attention, she is requesting a plus one. An Astrid, here is her an image of the two of them.”
A photo of Starla quickened my pulse. Another young woman around the same age had her arm locked at the elbow with Starla. Astrid was another genebabies’ creation. Both girls were about the same in height. Astrid wore a summer dress in the photo that revealed a small amount of cleavage on her plump breasts. She had a rectangular body type that still held nice curves. You could tell she was not an athlete allowing for her body to round more. She was thin but juicy. Her auburn hair was worn loose around her shoulders. Her face had high cheekbones that accented her soft brown eyes. Small tight lips and dimpled cheeks brought out more defining beauty. I did notice she was gazing longingly at Starla. It was so intense I had to verify our contract was still intact.
“Justification for her plus one?” I asked Mila who waved at me to be quiet.
The ship jostled slightly and then settled. “We have arrived, give me a moment.” A shimmering bubble materialized around us. “Minor shield and protects what we say. Astrid is another student of xeno anthropology. She has been comforting, and supportive of Starla since your death. Starla rationalized you were alive from your contract but could not verify until now. They had an extensive amount of questions. So many I simply granted the plus one and will let you deal with it. Before the inevitable question leaves your lips. I was projecting myself in a video chat with them while remaining silent here as I enjoyed this drink. One day you may learn to multi project digitally. It is complex at first, we lancers find it akin to your toddlers learning to walk.”
We exited the shuttle from a docking station that went directly into our hotel room. If I had not seen the lavishness of the Emperor’s quarters I would have been very impressed. The hotel room was an expansive mix of tropical and forest biomes. There was a pool shaped and designed to resemble a lake with a waterfall in the middle of the room. A lightly forested area rose up behind the waterfall. There was a bar, two attached bedrooms, and a private bathroom off to the sides. The lake edge turned into sand and palm trees. Dotted in between both the light forest and palms were lounging areas. A few hovering bean bags were over the sandy beach as were hammocks strewn between trees. A large private balcony extended into the fresh blue skyline that was busy with traffic below. We were high enough up to avoid most of the cluttered transportation of people.
“How expensive was this room?” I asked knowing even my rich governmental parents probably could not afford this place.
“Fractions of a D-coin, your E-bits plummeted from Emperor Linus’ declarations. Actually now may be a good time to convert some currency. My wealthy sister, probably the most successful of my…” I thought I saw Mila wipe a tear away at this juncture of her talk. “Prior family. She always said to buy low. I recommend it here unless you see the rebels winning and a new currency is established. Would lose value then.”
I brought up the microsecond conversion transactions. E-bits had taken a hit with aliens deciding to not take the risk and humans pouring money into D-coins to prevent some downside. I agreed with the assessment. E-bits were at a fifteen percent discount from yesterday. I looked over the open buy orders and swapped a hundred thousand in D-coins. That spiked the market five percent alone. I would probably make the news or trigger some algorithms to join the bullish activity. Funny how with the mental push of the button I had helped stabilize the currency.
“I approve, but probably should have only converted half that. Then again I am not known for my financial acumen. Your boost is already recovering the valuation of E-bits. An additional three percent in moments, which is a good return. Ah, your Arenus and Maranda are here. I told him to try to bring your mother when I forced the non-disclosure agreements she must have been enticed enough.” Mila said.
I had not traversed far into the expansive room and waited near the door. I watched as my stepfather and mother exited an aircar that they departed. They approach the hotel door that I mentally opened for them. They raced inside when they caught sight of me. Arenus clasped me in a bear hug. My mother joined him and we stood like that for a few moments.
“Come let us sit out on the private balcony, we have a few things to discuss. Milashva, please be so kind and join us.” I said.
We walked on a stone path between the palm trees and sand. The balcony was view shaded and held a large table and a fire pit. I chose to guide us to the table where we all sat.
“Son, you have caused a chaotic week. I have worked for years to get humanity expanding again, you managed to light a fire under our Emperor’s backside. He has every facility swapping from military to expansion ships. Even while we are in the middle of a minor revolt. The news broadcast on the way here said that the Onatics support the current regime and are pouring D-coins into our economy. They trust Linus over those false rebels. To make things even better I get to see you.” My mother was all smiles, she was so excited she had failed to notice her surroundings. “Wait how can you afford this? And how are you alive?”
“I bought the E-bits with my D-coins, I am well off now,” I replied with a genuine smile. I was interested in how she would digest this news. Arenus ever the diplomat was bidding his time to talk, while Mila was pretending to listen. I saw her barely paying attention and figured she was utilizing her displays.
“Define well off son?”
“Richer than the Emperor,” I said and went to show her the amount when Mila grasped my arm so hard it hurt. “What?”
“Your mother smells of deceit. I would withhold that information.”  Mila linked to me.
“I asked you here for two reasons. To let you know I am alive and well. And that I am caught up in things that may become bigger than I can handle. If something goes sideways I would feel better if you were both relocated somewhere safe.” I said with a sigh.
Mother huffed at this and shot me an ‘are you kidding me look’. “Mack Raul, my sweet boy I am the lead senator on the colonization initiative. I will tell our Emperor to solve any problems you have.”
I frowned and cast her a long look. “While I like the recent changes Linus has done you will not tell him about me.”
“A son does not dictate to their parents what is and is not said.”
Arenus was getting agitated but stayed mute.
“The NDA prevents you from talking. Violate it and I will not have mercy.” I warned her. She shot a pleading gaze to Arenus.
“I am glad to see you, Mack. Beau has been a wreck. May I disclose to her you are okay?” Arenus asked and I told him yes. “So the lancers warped in a massive fleet and flew off with you. Seven days later here you are, looking taller and wider than before. If I return to the emperor after being summoned by a lancer representative with no information I may be fired again, at the very least lose more faith.”
I hesitated and contemplated my reply.
“There is much I need to learn, and much I need to do. I feel it is best if I say out of the spotlight for a while longer. I was told to get some real world experience. I am glad to have seen you, and I hope you both stay safe. I have other guests arriving soon. I know how devoted you are to your jobs, please assign extra security for Beau, Donnie, and Thompson. Tell Linus the lancers approve of his steps and to not expect military support in his internal squabbles. An iron fist rules mightily.” I said and sent some money to Arenus.
My mother was not content with her dismissal and fought to get me to say more to her. To promise to help Linus and to disclose what I had learned. She insisted so vehemently that Mila squeezed in between us and got her to give me space. Arenus then guided her out to an awaiting air shuttle and they shot out the landing platform to disappear among the masses.
“That could have gone better,” I muttered in anger.
“You handled it well, she is fiercely loyal to Linus. I bet down the road your life becomes more difficult because of her." Mila warned.
Well, that was an ominous statement. Hopefully, they would be protected enough if I gained enemies. While I may be immortal with enough money – they were not. I decided to think about better things and got lost in thoughts of seeing Starla soon.




CHAPTER 9

Starla arrived with Astrid in a fancy deluxe shuttle I had hired to pick them up. They were uncertain what to do when they vacated the vehicle and approached the doorway timidly. I mentally sprung the door open and raced to Starla.
She squeaked with delight and opened her arms as I rushed her. I picked her up with ease and spun her around. Kisses landed everywhere until our lips locked. When they parted she went to speak but I beat her to it.
“Mila please entertain Astrid, Starla and I need to have a chat about a reward I won!” I proclaimed and I shifted Starla into a cradle. I ran, damn well sprinted into the nearest bedroom with her giggling the entire way.
The moment the door slid closed behind me we went at each other. It was a fight to show the most lust. I grabbed her ass, picked her up and shifted us to the bed.
“Suit off,” I ordered and my clothes shed my body to pile on the ground.
“You did behave with honor so I guess you deserve your reward.” Starla said teasingly while I stood there letting her bask in my naked glory. Her face softened and she lifted her gaze to meet my eyes. “Are you sure about this Mack?”
“No way in hell am I dying a virgin again. I should have never left your door that night with only a kiss.” I declared. I saw her drinking in my nakedness with a blush. My cock was at full attention and she was not even naked yet.
She mentally unsealed her suit, as it peeled it revealed more and more of her smooth skin. It teased until her large breasts bounced free of their constraints. It was the perfect boob reveal, worthy of an award. She grinned up at me and extended a hand. I was yanked down on top of her and kissed passionately.
“I missed you, Mack, it hurt so bad to get so close to you… to have you ripped away. Thank the gods and maker for your silly contract. It gave me strength that this moment was a certainty. Now lay back, and let me show you how much your woman missed you.”
I flipped onto my back, my large erection swinging from the rapid movement. She giggled at this so I twisted my hips to send my cock into a rhythmic sway. It was halted when she snatched my dick and shoved it into her mouth. I felt her tongue working the underside of my penis with uninhibited desire. As I moaned with pleasure she diligently worked my sensitive frenulum. A muffled cry of pleasure escaped her stuffed lips.
She plopped my cock out of her mouth. “I am so wet for you Mack, do not thrust up until I say it is okay.” I was mounted and she was dripping in desire. My girth slid into her tiny tunnel. I barreled in and her lady lips squeezed me tightly. Starla planted two hands on my chest and proceeded to slowly squat onto my dick.
It took a good dozen rotations until I was plunged completely into her. “Fuck… you are so big. Now thrust when I push back. Let me know if you feel you are about to cum. Stupid fucking Emperor removed my inhibitors and probably yours too.”
I moaned in reply as she got into a rhythm. We worked in tandem until things became a bliss. “Get off!” I said in urgency trying my hardest to hold my orgasm in. Starla grinned at having me reach climax first. Her face quickly spun into a concern as her eyes widened.
“I am stuck, you are too damn big. Hold it, Mack… No Mack!”
Of course, if I failed. It was my first time, the sex was amazing, and the pleasure beyond my control. I felt myself pump into her until I softened and she got off.
“That was weird, you told me to get off. I couldn’t, it was almost like I was hooked into you.” Starla said and the light bulb went off in my brain.
I raced out of the room naked and dripping sex.
Astrid and Mila were talking on a lounger by the lake. I had forgotten about Astrid and froze when our eyes met and her gaze wandered.
“Mack it is rude to gloat after sex when others were not invited. And for all that is holy tuck your penis in.” Mila said to me.
“Yeah, at least if you are not going to invite us don’t leave Starla like that.” Astrid joined the tease and ended with a warning.
I raised an eyebrow and focused on what I came out here for. “Har, Har, really funny. Starla couldn’t get me out of her, said it was ‘like she was being hooked’.”
Astrid ran by me to get to Starla. I was going to reassure her she was fine but she had a determined girl support look and I let her go.
“You are dense at times Mack. She is a petite women and you a very large male. Your penis was enhanced in size… She will have less issues next time. Hell, even your Emperor has emplaced some new rules like no fertility blockers… Uh, have you checked yet?” When I tilted my head in confusion. She replied by shaking her head at my stupidity. “When a male rockets little swimmers into a female who is fertile little version that grow up tend to be created.”
My face dropped and I ran back into the bedroom. Starla appeared to be in shock. When she saw me she leaped into my arms for a hug. Phew…
It was a false alarm, it could have ended with her being pregnant. A medical scan showed no eggs were present and it would be seven days until next ovulation.
“I am so sorry, I tried to not cum in you.” I held her in a long embrace and let our foreheads touch.
“Maybe later Mack, things are crazy with the new rules. I am still coming to terms with the fact I will have to be a mom or be forced into service. If I end up with a happy accident then I need to be okay with that.”
I suited up and we flowed out to the lake area. We each had a stiff fruity drink made by Mila as we chatted and laughed. At some point, I mentioned how the ship needed decorating. This perked up three sets of ears.
“Space trip!” Astrid said.
“I do need to go shopping. How about a nice stage five market?” I asked around and saw the girls smile. They were both studying to be alien experts, chances of them not wanting to explore the galaxy for shopping was zero to none.
“I know a place in the middle of a recession. It will have great deals on weapons, armor, clones, decorations, jewelry, and upgrades.” Mila said.
“Clones?” Astrid asked.
“Well yes, Starla here is tied to me if I spend some money she can become immortal like me,” I said.
Starla’s eyes widened in excitement. This shattered her restraint of being cordial in front of the other girls. She pounced on me and showered me in kisses. “Hell yes Mack, the idea of visiting a fifth stage market had me a jolted in barely contained excitement. Becoming an immortal, I may just let you make me a mom.”
Mila purred seductively at our affectionate display. “I only tease him because he squirms so intensely when I flirt with him. Damn speciest.”
“May I come?” Astrid timidly asked.
“Well tell your parents and boyfriend first and then sure. I got no problem with it, you okay with Astrid joining us?” I asked Starla who gave me big pleading eyes with rapid head nods.
Astrid sent a message out then spoke. “Parents are informed. No boyfriend, there was this sassy sexy lady I had my eyes but some hunk of a man who can’t tuck his penis in swept her off her feet. Literally and figuratively.”
I hesitated. Uncertain how to respond. If she indicated she was into Starla and me then I would certainly need to get an inhibitor. I caught the way the two girls looked at each other. I could have only dreamed of them letting me join them, but now… I felt like I could make it happen. That brought me back to the Mila comment. She had now mentioned twice upon seeing me naked to hide my penis.
“Oh yeah… Mila I am not a feline, my cock has no tucking… except in really, really, cold water.” I giggled at this. “Alright enough, enough. You girls are going to love the Griffin, it is simply the best. The shuttle will get up there in a few minutes.” 
“I thought you were a fan of the Elephants?” Starla asked.
“They lost… the Griffin works. I think you will enjoy the ride across the universe in luxury.” With this said I led the girls into the shuttle.




CHAPTER 10

The girls were dazzled by the Griffin. It was an incredible ship and for two students studying alien culture it was a literal nirvana of information. They combed over every detail and inspected every room we could access. I kept getting glances from both ladies that bespoke of seduction. Nothing better to impress two genetically perfect babes than show off your one of a kind ride. After the tour, we were snacking in the dining room when Astrid asked the big question.
“So Mack, I know we don’t know each other that well… Actually, Starla has said a lot about you. Enough to wow me before we even met, and the way you stood up to that lancer.” Astrid said with a shiver. I noticed Starla blush and nod in agreement. “Yet I feel something is drastically off here. Starla said you were an aspiring ZBall player and lived with your parents. How did you afford that swanky hotel and this lavish ship?”
“Yeah, can we know what happened?” Starla asked.
“Would you be offended if I forced a contract on you to not disclose this information? It is a big deal, but honestly, if we start buying stuff – things will become even more obvious. And Starla you are fine, no offense to Astrid but I meet her today.” I rambled as I kissed Starla on the cheek. “Mila standard contract please.”
“Signed… Now spill!!!” Astrid said with a wide grin.
I watched Mila, who picked at her food. “Mila?”
“Yup it is signed and you are good to talk,” Mila confirmed there were no warning signs being emitted from Astrid.
I would need to figure out what had her so distracted. Maybe she was working, we did have a lot to do. It was good Astrid was being sincere and passed a test my own mother couldn’t. My anger started to boil until Starla laid a hand gently on my cheek.
“Everything okay?” Starla said in concern.
“Yeah sorry was thinking of my mom. I couldn’t tell her this because she was so sworn to the Emperor. I need to let that go… And it is gone. Okay, let me show you something. I can do this,” I said as I triggered my facial shield. My mites erupted out of my head and covered my face. If this wasn’t enough shock for them I swapped the nubs of my fingers for claws and dragged them across the table’s surface. A horrid screeching noise echoed through the room. Long thin scratch marks were etched into it. “And there is this.”
I finished by sending them my account balance. Mila was calm and focused the whole time. The girls went from shock to mouths agape in disbelief.
“What were those? I thought nanobots were outlawed in a being's body except for healing and then they had to leave?” Astrid asked.
“Correct on nanobots being illegal long term residents. These are symbiotic creatures called mites, at least what the doctor said they were. They are biological with a carapace. They can sync with my mind and do basic things. This is a combat clone, expensive I hear.” I replied while reverting the mites. My hands corrected and my shield vanished. It was all so smooth, fast, and painless. Now I was understanding why the doctor said to keep it simple.
Both girls got up and studied my head. I happened to be sitting down and there was a pair of DD and firm C-Cup centimeters from my ears. I couldn’t help it, I turned right and buried my face in Starla’s tits.
“Hey I am scanning your head, these deep scans are sensitive, head that way mister,” Starla demanded.
I swapped my head to the left and became stuck in Astrid’s bust.
“Men!” Astrid exclaimed with a giggle as she ruffled my hair. She teasingly eased her soft assets into me before saying. “Face forward, give us a few minutes please, you can have fun with us later.” Starla raised an eyebrow but remained silent. I was going to play it cool and obey. Maybe I would get a reward.
“By all that is holy Mack. These creatures are mind blowing. Whoever developed these tiny critters were masters at their craft. May we know?” Starla spun from studying my head to ask Mila.
“That one I can answer, and Mack I have an update while you were showing off. The mites were designed by the Adari before they ascended and left the physical universe. They passed down the method of their development to us Onatics as a whole. Many species produce these little guys. So many that they are overbred and readily available in the more developed sections of the universe. I know you two are students of Xenoarcheology and Xenoanthropology so let me warn you now. There is only so much I can tell you, and with the infinite time we have, I will try to be patient. Yet, I am a bitchy lancer who is not used to this much interaction or actual work. I used to wallow in hidden corners of the universe to drink and gamble whatever funds I could pry out of my family. They always believed I would achieve something, well I didn’t until now. So patience.” Mila said and sent over a display that detailed the mites.
We were all studying the mites when Mila purred. “Oh, you are going to love and hate me. You want the good news or bad news first?”
“What are we referencing?” I asked and was ignored. “Fine, good news first.”
“Excellent, we are in route to a capital planet named Lunish. Lunish is home to a water species called the luni, which has minor capabilities on land. They rarely expand past the hundred and first planet. When you achieve immortality that makes a big divot in your economy. We are heading that way as of a few moments ago, arrival time in three hours.
“They will have lots of food we can stock up on, the variety of sea life there is exquisite. One of the main exports.” Mila said and I interrupted her.
“How much of this trip was predicated on your desire for Lunish fish?”
I got a dramatic eye roll. “Let me continue. They are in a full blown recession, the fish is a bonus. The good news is I found a clone facility desperate for work with good reviews. Good reviews are important Mack! The Luni rarely war, meaning the doctors sit idle for long stretches of time. I was able to barter with the automated negotiator. I can get a backup clone of me for one hundred sixty five thousand D-coins. That is a steal, especially when you compare where I got this body from and the price it was. Which leads to my next point. Study this.”
I document was sent to my eye. I furrowed my brow in confusion. It was Starla who got it first.
“I am okay with it if Mack is,” Starla said.
“Me too, already signed,” Astrid said.
“This is a relationship contract, why send this to us? We already have… Wait Astrid signed.” I had skimmed over the section about who was involved and had focused on the portion regarding what the contract was for. My brain began running scenarios of why.
“Mack sign the contract immediately.” The comment burst through my thoughts and tore at my mind. No wonder others got so upset when intruded upon, it was awful.
“Done I signed. Never dreamed I would have a relationship with a single gorgeous girl, but two. All the lucky stars have blessed me. A dynamic relationship with two stunning ladies.” I said hoping it was the right thing to say. I got smiles in return so that was good.
“Now the why, if I added three human clones to the order we got a twenty percent discount. That, and there was a three minimum order required for new species prints. I went to buy the rights to the human imprint and deliver it to the cloners when I got flagged. I did not have sufficient access, but when it was run by the Emperor it was approved and delivered for free. The secret patreon that Mack owes everything to is the lancer Emperor ChiKhi. No, you girls may not view past footage of him. And no you may not discuss him.” I was given a stern look to which I nodded in agreement. Enough said I was surprised she revealed this much. “So we each get a clone, the total cost will be four hundred and eighty thousand D-coins. You, humans, are a little less expensive to print than a fine being like me. There was an additional twenty thousand fee if you choose to keep a mind back up there, which I opted for. These bodies will have the enhanced displays you are growing accustomed to. Which means the girls will now be able to mind speak and have access to a wealth of more information. Most of my backups and clones were in lancer worlds which I no longer have access to until I get a family name again. For you three it was vital. You should add an additional five hundred thousand in escrow. It is smarter to plant those funds here in case we die with our clones. That way they print us out a fresh set.
“When we go to place our bodies in the containment unit here on Griffin we will have another quick scan done. It will auto update for us. The Onatics control an advanced tech that works to allow instant communication through the mapped universe. Immensely powerful relay devices are placed everywhere. When I say everywhere there is thousands of ships that slip in and out of all sections of the void to place these. Between systems can be vast deserts of space. It is part of what the Onatics tax collections go to. So if we do die on an excursion then you will wake up after death here, on the ship. You have no idea how refreshing it feels to be alive again after death. Thanks again, Mack. I really appreciate you choosing to spare me. Not so much for removing all my nipples besides these two. That change has been bugging me.”
I rubbed her back to soothe her sympathy when she tilted her head and gave a mischievous smile.
“Now the bad news, you have to die… Well more than likely. Very likely in fact.” Mila said with a straight face.
I spurted out the milkshake I had been sipping on. It covered the scratched white table in pink liquid.
“Uh, what?” I said in an assertive tone.
“Combat royales stimulate economies. They rake in a ton of viewing revenue. They also bring in travelers who transition into hotels, buy food, and a long list of spending. I pitched you as a candidate for an event tonight. Believe it or not, you defeating a lancer three stages higher than you garnered a lot of attention. They said they were so excited to see you in their event they offered to pay a hundred thousand and a fresh clone to use tonight. We need the money Mack, it may look like were rich but if we stash a few clones in safe places - next thing we know the bank account is empty. Not to mention we need to get an industry going with something humans can produce. Every D-coin matters. So take one for the team and give it your best. I am sure the girls will reward you when you get revived. Not every day a man is willing to die for you so you can live forever right ladies?”
“We will shop for a preventative, but yes he is a good man. Something special tonight for when he gets back?” Starla said to Astrid.
“I have a few ideas, it depends on what kinky stuff we can get shopping.”  Both girls giggled at this while I salivated.              
I was definitely enjoying the prospect of sheet wrestling with both of them in the giant circular bed. Which needed sheets, and there were no towels. I started to think about all the stuff I would need becoming lost as I annotated everything I could remember on a reminder display.
“You in there… or did you zone out thinking about us naked together?” Astrid said.
“Naked. Yum…” I replied.
“He is so stinking cute, I super wanna jump him right here,” Starla said which resulted in her and Astrid giggling.
“Alright, we need to get a lot to get done. Mila you are on finances. Sift through what Lunish has to offer and if you find something we can buy cheap and sell for more elsewhere snatch it up. I also want you to see if any rich people are willing to pay for a swanky ride. Maybe we can make some money for transporting someone. No combat missions for this ship, the Griffin is too valuable to risk.
“Astrid you need to figure out what animals are for sale on Lunish that we can legally transplant and grow on a human world. Look into stuff of that nature, where human labor is cheaper and it is an export Onatics will want to buy. Worst case scenario you find nothing but you get to learn more about an alien species than any other human.
“Starla, this ship was designed for lancers. Go room by room, and figure out what is missing and make a list. Sheets, extra spacesuits, regular clothes, gym towels, and whatever you can think of. I am going to study everything I can about this upcoming match. I will be in the auditorium room if you need me. Before you both take off. Go with Mila to the navigation room and sync your outdated smartchips with Griffin. It will help immensely and open data restricted to humans. It won’t include everything we want but it is a lot. Make sure you do it again when you get in your clones later so you can access even more features and knowledge.”
“Are we allowed to know how you are suddenly the richest man alive? I am fine with your tasks but I don’t want to be spending mob money or involved in some pyramid scheme thing.” Astrid said concerned and rightly so. It was suspect where it came from.
A huff escaped Mila. I watched her struggle with how to proceed. My role was to stay mute and let her decide what was said.
“I made some mistakes in my life. Varnn getting killed by a stage three species was my fault… Partially my fault anyway. I wasn’t the one who brutalized his own tooth into his brain. It was decided I was to die, but by the grace of the maker, Emperor ChiKhi watched Mack’s fight. He then listened to his recording with my grandfather. My life was gifted to Mack for a thousand years in the form of a servant contract. The contract transferred all my wealth to my new master. I happened to place all my money on Mack winning, which while the initial number was low the odds on Mack winning were slim. My winnings were massive and it ballooned to the amount he showed you. There is zero dispute on that money. It is his by right of the Onatics, and I would laugh if anyone challenged one of the mightiest if not mightiest empires of the universe.” Mila said. She went from sadness to pride while she talked.
I got up from my chair and kissed Starla. She held it until the moment I felt like it might transition into more. I went to kiss Astrid on the cheek when she planted her soft lips to mine. As we parted she whispered a thank you.
“Mack, both of their hormones are so strong for you right now. I envy their youthful lust.” Mila linked.
“Will they be able to talk like this?” I asked as I left the room and headed to the auditorium. I got lost and had to pull up the blue arrows.
“In the next clones yes. It comes standard in all cloned bodies, they merely need to leave their original with your inferior built in smartchips. Do not be surprised if they become hesitant to shift. Most beings fear the initial transfer. It is after all a leap of faith you are not going to die.”
“Alright, hit me with some information on this battle royale.”




CHAPTER 11

I decided to watch a previous match before digging into the rules and then contestants. I encountered some difficulty turning the speaking room into my private theater. With Mila’s guidance I got it done. I was still learning how to navigate this complex information display in my cornea. That nagging guilt for always asking Mila how to fix things was getting to me. I would have to find the time to become self sufficient.
The screen roared to life as capsules raced to the ground. I saw a sleek black cylindrical shape dart off course to attempt to ram another opponent. He smashed into a tree resulting in a splattered mess after missing his target. Okay, that told me there was control on where you could land. Thank the creator because this event only had a few islands. I watched as the five hundred contestants scattered into random locations, most choosing to plunge into the watery depths.
I paused the screen and pulled up the data on the arena. Well, that was different, they had made a tiny planet. It was not even the size of a small city. The surface area was limited but adequate. I wondered if you would notice the curve of the surface being this small. Alien technology continued to impress me. This was a marvel of engineering, a feat I struggled to comprehend. Until now I thought creating your own planet would be improbable if not impossible. The surface area was overwhelmingly water which was something that did not favor me. I could swim, I loved zero-g, but water was not the same. I resumed the video.
A champion with blue scaly skin, flippers for arms that narrowed into webbed hands, and a mermaid tail rocketed away from his scuttled container. I gulped in fear, this creature was a master inside water. It indiscriminately started killing with a short metal spear. A lazy curious fish… dead. A majestic turtle creature with three heads… fought back but dead. Everything he killed added points in a tally in the corner of the screen. I watched as it sensed the water and shot into a dive. It dug out a creature from the sand. His opponent was a fierce worm. I think it was bigger than he expected. They battled and when the worm snatched an arm the combat shifted. The fight was over when the fish humanoid fought defensively. The worm was too big and his hold too strong. It crept its razor sharp teeth up the arm, past the head, and then swallowed the tail. Okay, that was a pretty epic way to die. I was certain it was a horrid experience for him but by the verse that was fun to watch. Funny thing is I would have bet on the champion, not the worm.
I paused the screen and looked up the rules for the points. The first thing that stuck out was contestants killing each other was not some mega reward. That worm was worth more than another fishy dude. Huh, would make the event less about only killing each other and more about both. Interaction with the environment as much as other participants. There was a long list of over three thousand creature names and points rewards. It had a multiplier, weight x creature x lethality rating = reward. I could handle that. A two kilo bird with poison claws should be more than a thousand kilo mindless cow.
The event was allowed for five days but to this date had never lasted over four. Every few hours ships would drop additional mean, scary, and hungry creatures. With the limited surface space, it would lead to unbridled anarchy. I was wishing I had infinite time to watch the show, it was really well done. This was how the lancers made so much money from other species. Betting on contests like these. The numbers did not lie. They were masters at gambling. I guess Mila was born without the gift, or had it and ignored it in a call for attention.
Fish guy finished mid-tier in the standings. I filtered my criteria and found a competitor who lasted the longest. This creature bore a kindred to a minotaur, only small and thin. I watched as he held the same small pike in his hand and secured his surroundings. He did nothing for a while, I could tell it was a male because he was naked and you could… You get the picture. I grew bored instantly. I fast forwarded until he finally moved. A nasty sea snake had been placed not too far. He bolted inland and dug a small tunnel. I watch his points climb ever so slowly. By early morning of day three, he passed the score of the merman fishy guy. That was nuts, the amount of time you earned by killing dumb creature was far more valuable than starving and become dehydrated while you hid in a hole. I disliked this cowardly cowish man and cheered when he died. A mole burrowed under him and dropped him into a tunnel. Stunned by the fall he was leaped upon and tore apart in a gory death. I even watch the mole eat him for a minute. I grinned in satisfaction at his demise and decided I had seen enough.
I sought out Mila and blue arrows guided me to her. She was in her room and I knocked.
“Come in,”
“I have a few questions,” I said as I entered. She was at the wooden table seated in one of the Emperor’s chairs. I ran a hand over the intricate table when I realized it had a thin digital cover. I paused to study the details. There were countless depicted battles of lancers vs enemies. I became lost in their study when Mila hissed to get my attention. “Why are the battles not simulated, would save a ton of money?”
“There is a recurring theme in all these economic lessons Mack. Cheaper, easier, and more automated does not equate to a better result in the long term. They were in ancient times. It was considered barbaric to experience a real death and to let real creatures die. The problem was as time progress two major issues occurred. Simulations became stale, even with randomized algorithms they were still generated. Not actual reactions. Patterns could be detected. There were only so many options for a fish facing a hunter from below to logically react and the gamblers would seize on these. So would the contestants. At some point in our history, long after cloning was available to any species who were ready for it, things changed. A trial period was allowed to run its course with live combatants.
“Imagine watching simulated ZBall that you love so much and then getting to see the real thing. It went over better than expected. That was the next major issue. Simulated environments did not stimulate an economy in any way shape or form. They were cheap to run and could be endlessly hosted resulting in oversaturation. Having real combatants required planning and careful consideration by contestants. Many species loathe death even when they know they will come back. Back on topic. Simulations do not generate as much income and lose value with their cheap overproduction. The Luna government is a prime example of this.
“They are paying contestants to enter the arena. That is not unheard of, because there is a fine balance that needs to be maintained. The contestants are meant to die. It is exceedingly rare to survive. If you pull up statistics it is probably one in a hundred thousand that make it to the end. The goal is not to be the last creature on top of the hill surviving. It is to earn the most points in the allotted time before you die. This is important for a few reasons. Let me finish the economy on Lunish though first. Lunish will have to shuttle creatures for the show. That means pilots, creature handlers, housing for both animals and pilots. You add in food for both. Well, I hope you are starting to grasp the massive difference in physical interactions. All this takes time, effort, and money. It costs so much in funding to do it right that half hearted productions quickly shut down from lack of revenue and high expenditures. The luni are smart, they know commerce, not so much battle. So this is a way for them to keep their economy from complete stagnation. After all, it is the primary reason I choose this place, regardless of the excellent fish.”
Mila exited her seat and poured herself a teal drink. I joined her at the minibar and had my hand slapped by a paw when I grabbed a bottle.
“No silly human. That will kill you. We should have stocked up on Earth, but I am sure Starla will assemble an appropriate list. I will message her to make a list of goods for the next human planet we stop at.”
I received a yellowish liquid that had pulp in it. “It tastes like a pineapple and mango drink. It is delicious. If this is inexpensive I would like more of this.” I said as I savored the flavor.
“Now let us move on, and discuss why contestants enter. Before, when it was a simulation, the entries were limitless. Beings paid to enter the coveted events for name recognition. For the standard simulation event, entry was free. Contestants earned a payout that was tiered based on a fraction of the revenue. When the competitions were altered to real life, things understandably shifted. It was expensive to compete, and even though a simulated death was near identical to a real death it was frightening. The dynamic of who entered became very different. Which leads to why bother to participate… Where is your incentive? If the real version was a bigger burden for competitors what was the carrot that lured them in. For large events like the one tonight there are a few perks.
“The main incentive here is they are including a clone free of charge to all contestants. For larger species, this is especially a perk because bodies cost more. So you go in with little downside financial risk. When it is set this way your potential earnings are drastically reduced. They may offer a sign on bonus like the hundred thousand you got. Speaking of which that is confidential. They offer different amounts to different people. You being a new species to the event and your recent hype from your fight with my brother netted you the top end more than likely. They were very excited to get you to enter and I am sure you will be featured in viewing as well as gambling ads.
“Every contestant has a biography page. Every time an ad is not blocked and selected you earn a dusting of income. Stupid translator, small amount, it is not worth focusing on but good to know it is there. This page also has a donation link, it is there for watchers to tip the contestants. It gives you the incentive to compete again if you rank poorly.
“The organizers, in this case, the luni, are taking the majority cut of profits. Ninety percent of all revenue, which is steep. Others often choose a tier, ninety percent up to x amount. Then fifty percent after. This allows the host to generate enough revenue and provide supple excess to competitors. Since this particular one has upfront clone covered I would have expected an eighty percent but this will work. Now if you finish first you earn a larger portion of the pool than the last person. It is all graphed and on clear display in your contract.”
The contract was pinged my way. I reviewed it briefly. “Do the best I can, and the more points I get the more revenue I receive. Can I see my profile page?”
“Before you get upset, know I did not generate these stats. There is a council of Onatics I had to hire to produce these ratings. They are officially sanctioned and approved by the gambling committees. Got it, not me. You get angry at… the shadowy Onatics that you will never find. Do not bother trying, they anger many contestants with their ratings and remain secretive on purpose.”
A new display hit my screen. There I was naked… of course. These were the stats I saw.
Species – HumanContestant – Mack Raul
Class – Tool wielderClass – Tool wielder
Intelligence – 3Intelligence – 2
Strength – 3 Strength – 4
Dexterity – 2Dexterity – 4
Stamina – 5Stamina – 6
Lethality – 3 Lethality – 4 
I could live with this, I knew I was young and lacked experience along with pertinent knowledge. That gave me a lower score. I stomached the insult with grace and did not complain. I had to wonder about the tool wielder though.
“Define the class please.”
“The lancer is defined as a predator. Which we are. In ancient times we dominated our planet and became civilized through our natural skills as a hunter species. You could not achieve that, humans are reliant on tools to excel. When I want to laugh I read of how some wild animal kills a human researcher who gets too close. Hilarious.
“There are a few other categories I will hastily cover. Diplomatic class, for example, the luni managed to get their natural predators to stop eating them by providing offerings. There is the psychic class, they generally have their own competitions and are not allowed to disrupt a quality match by making opponents go crazy. There is also a luck class, were some disaster or intervention allowed the species to ascend. I might have missed a few obscure ones but those are the most relevant.”
“Well humans are tool reliant so I get it when you explain it like that. I am going to do a light jog to get myself mentally ready for tonight.” I said as I exited the room.
I checked the countdown timer on our journey. A half hour until we arrived at Lunish and four hours until I checked in for the royale. Perfect amount for a nice light exercise.




CHAPTER 12

We were delayed getting planetside. This was not Earth where we could barge our way into the atmosphere. A detailed scan was thoroughly done during a customs inspection. There was a long line in anticipation of tonight’s competition. I found out they only held four in a given human year so it was a big ordeal here.
The waiting went by fast as we talked about shopping. Well, I mostly listened and the three girls talked. It was cute watching Astrid and Starla so focused on Mila explaining how things worked. I knew they were giddy for the experience and that our first stop was to make the girls partly immortal.
The shuttle was forced to land at a parking structure where we hired a luni to valet us to the cloning facility. The pilot held a slight difference in features and coloration than the competitor I watched earlier. I felt my speciest rise when I concluded they all looked the same and differentiation would be tough. The female luni was extremely polite and insightful. She went over many details of locations and culture that we soaked up as we traveled. When we arrived I asked if tipping was customary and found out it was optional. I gave a small tip that bought an open mouth of tiny serrated teeth that I concluded was a smile gesture. Her eyes were what convinced me she was being thankful because those teeth, while small, were scary.
A scanner confirmed who we were at the door and a luni that looked like the others greeted us. We followed the luni into a back room where I was promptly placed in a chair. A dome covered my head and a metallic bar swirled inside it. I decided to rest and close my eyes while it did its thing.
I was poked awake by Astrid and wiped a trail of drool off my face. She took my spot and I found out I was sleeping for an hour. Well, shit, I had wanted to go shopping with the girls, it would have to wait until tomorrow for me at least.
“They printed two clones while you submitted a backup mindmeld here. One for the event and one for backup on Griffin. I hired a shuttle to take you back to the Griffin. The ship will give you blue arrows on where to go, and when you get access to the clone room step into a pod. It will triple check to ensure you want to move to this body down here. Do so, and I will see you here in an hour or so. We can discuss some strategy while we wait for Starla to finish.” Mila said.
Starla gave my cheek a kiss as we parted and I found an atmospheric shuttle waiting for me outside the facility.
As we left the ground it was different than anytime I had done it before. It was as if there was a magnetic push that jolted us into the air. The acceleration was quicker than anything I had experienced. I felt my vision fading and my bones wanted to fall out of my body as the inertia tore at me. We had to be doing excessive g’s with minimum dampeners. I fought the immense pressure but my vision blackened and I passed out.
∞∞∞
I awoke on Griffin with a massive headache. Blue lines blurred in front of me. I staggered and wobbled to a sidewall. With an effort, I got myself stabilized.
“Mack! Mack! Please respond.” Mila’s voice echoed from a hidden speaker. Ouch, my headache worsened.
“Mack you took brain damage from excessive acceleration. The shuttle pilot did not realize what you humans are incapable of. I need you to run the blue lines. You have ten minutes before your event starts. We have your other clone in transport waiting for you. Mack!”
“Here, running now… No more talk.” I managed to get a reply out.
“I jogged unable to keep my legs on a straight path, luckily the hallway kept me from wandering too far. A minute later a room I had never entered before welcomed me. There were rows upon rows of cryo chambers that resembled a sleeping pod. They were longer though for the back end of a lancer. Only one was open and stumbled my way into it. I triple confirmed my desire to relocate my mind.
The door hissed as the chamber shrank to conform to my body. I was shaking off the cobwebs when a needle jammed into my neck. My ability to control my limbs instantly vanished. Odd. I watched in fright as a tube snaked from the ceiling down my face. It wormed its way into my mouth with force. When it found my throat it shot down into my stomach. This was not fun. I wanted to protest when an intense squeezing pressure was applied to my brain that overrode all thought. I quickly blacked out.
∞∞∞
A tube shot out of my mouth and my two lovely girlfriends rushed to support me as I stumbled out of a container. That was horrid and would definitely take some getting used to. Granted, I had achieved a human dream and transferred into a newer body. If only it wasn’t so expensive.
“Hurry we must run.” Mila plied the girls off me and sprinted.
I had never seen her run before, jog sure, but the cat with her humanoid top was a bullet right now. She used her elite status to bowl people over to clear a path for me. I hounded her wake and stayed on her trail. My headache was gone and this body felt lighter and more agile. I wanted to take it to the gym and bulk it up when I remember I was about to die in it.
We raced to a section of a station for competitors. Mila handled my details and a luni scanned me to confirm my identity. The yellow color indicated I was approved and the luni rushed me to a pod on the exterior wall. The alien muttered some loosely translated words. I caught stupid, monkey, and enjoy your death. I tried to get situated when the luni slapped my hands and triggered an automation that sealed me in.
I tinkered with the inner pod display when I lurched from a drop. I immediately spun the dampeners to max and exhaled in relief. Everything was happening so rapidly. I still did not understand what occurred earlier but I knew I had to focus now. I scoured the tiny pod and found a metal rod with a sharp end. At least the asshole luni didn’t leave me weaponless.
An alert blared. Damn it I was going to land in the drink if I didn’t correct. Actually, that would work if it was near the shoreline. There seemed to be more animals in the water. As long as I stayed shallow I could adjust to the situation.
I steered the pod to crash right outside a protected lagoon. I adjust the controls for a max deceleration burn at the last fifty meters and came to a hover half a meter over the water. I grabbed my weapon and punched the eject button, but did not get out in time.
The pod ran out of accelerant and sank into the water gently. I was free though and swam toward the lagoon. I did a quick scan of my surroundings. The sinking pod had frightened off most prey. I did see a collection of lazy largemouth fish at the bottom of the rocks that formed the lagoon. Inside the protected inlet there was a swimming predator. It reminded me of a plesiosaur from ancient Earth. Four flippers allowed the beast to swim with grace and ease. It glared at me but decided I was too big to make a meal of. Thankfully this looked to be a baby or its full size was smaller than the monsters from Earth’s past. It was only two meters long and while it was not scared of me, I was not frightened by it.
I surfaced to gulp a breath of air and dove down to the depths. I decided to kill a lazy fish first if I could. I reached the where the fish meandered when the meter long fatty slowly swam away. My ability to swim on this tiny planet was faster than I anticipated. The fish rotated an eye onto me and panicked seeing how fast I closed the distance. It hesitated while it tried to figure out the best direction to retreat.
I thrust my sharp spear into its eye, the body thrashed even though the creature died. Blood spilled into the water as I retracted my weapon from its skull. My breath was reaching a critical point so I swam for a new intake of oxygen. While I may have been new to combat I was experienced in keeping aware of my surroundings. It was what made me a great ZBall player. I kept my head on a swivel.
With my lungs refilled I dove back down to find the plesio eating the dead grouper. I hustled down to the bottom letting air escape my lungs. Before the predator ever noticed me I slid the point down into the top of its skull and brained it. It refused to accept death as it thrashed. Without delay, I hastily vacated the area for fresh air.
I repeated the process and wounded another grouper. This attracted what I assumed was a mamma plesio. That evil leviathan was fast, fluid, and could swallow me in one bite. I retreated to the shallow lagoon as she ate the wounded grouper and dead fish. I saw her eye me down… daring me to return to the depths.
As I exited the water and crept up the beach I wondered if wounding was worth anything. I tried to check my points and found all connections were disabled. Back on the Griffin, I had read that, funny how when you are fighting for your life these things are forgotten.
The hot sand irritated my feet. I hated that I was naked again, but understood how outfits could give undue advantages. Probably the first, and what I hope was last time I wished I could tuck my penis in. I cautiously stepped into the light underbrush and tall leafy trees. I let my eyes adjust to the dimmer setting before proceeding deeper.
Commotion caught my attention. A battle cry rang through the air. I followed the noise that was further down the beach. I stayed slighty inside the tree line to hide my silhouette. There. Not a hundred meters away two luni were awkwardly fighting a turtle in the sand. I kept going and assessed the situation.
The turtle was moving toward the trees and based on the blood trail it had fled from the water. I did not realize teaming was allowed but these two were clearly working together. My internal mathematics crunched away. I needed to figure out if the turtle would make it to the tree line before he died or was stopped. It would be damn close.
I Inhaled, exhaled, and controlled my breathing. The key to silence was patience and caution. With that in mind, I tediously crept the rest of the way until I was lined up behind a tree the turtle should cross. I waited in ambush exposing only one eye to watch the combat.
Less than five seconds later the fish creature that was balancing awkwardly on its tail in the sand turned its back on me. My guess it was an attempting to prevent the turtle from reaching the trees. I salivated at the opportunity. I had no idea where the vital organ on the luni was so I aggressively jabbed my pike into the back of its skull.
I stabbed too hard and it erupted out the front of the luni. It died silently and crumbled to the ground. Its friend hollered for help while I struggled to remove my weapon. After what seemed like an hour I pulled the weapon out the front of its face. A shriek split the air when my ambush was discovered. The turtle pleaded for help and turned to get into the woods past the dead body and me. I let it go and faced my opponent. The luni was at a disadvantage, a literal fish out of water. I chucked my spear at him and he screamed in an awful sound. The metal cylinder embedded a dozen centimeters deep, the majority of the weapon of wobbled out of him while he rotated in pain. It had decided to retreat to the water. I grabbed the spear off the dead luni and charged.
At moments like these, realizations hit. For this luni it was – ‘we chased that stupid turtle too far out of the water and now I have a spear hanging from my gut’. For me it was ‘the luni was brain dead for trying to escape the situation by hobbling on its tail towards the water while giving me a free shot at its back’. It ended its life quickly and efficiently with a stab to the back of his skull.
I calmed my breathing and retrieved my weapon. I then scooped up his weapon for a total of three spears and trailed the turtle. It was breathing heavily collapsed on the ground in between the trees. I got that pleading look, similar to the one Mila gave me before I saved her. I did not hesitate. The pike went into the three skulls, and the turtle breathed its last.
It was obvious a battle occurred here, the multiple bodies, the screaming luni, and the trailing blood. Every sense I had screamed at me to retreat and I listened. I raced through the trees and the underbrush until I found the lagoon again.  I washed the blood off and saw the red liquid trail out of the lagoon. The massive plesio eyed me hungrily from an ambush spot. That thing was incredibly scary and intelligent. Thank the maker it was not here when I landed.
I felt clean of the gore and headed into the wood in the opposite direction of my previous battle. I found a fruit tree that resembled a mango. When I tried to scan it nothing returned. Well, how the hell was I supposed to know what was poisonous? Then I rationalized that some scanners and data analyzers would be more powerful than others and give advantages. While I was hungry I decided not to risk it and set the fruit down.
That little action, the slight movement of bending over to deposit the ripe fruit saved my life. A snake had chosen its ambush moment and I had lucked out of being smacked by its massive fangs. It slammed its head into the tree as it missed. I was irate, my inner demon burst forth while my anger berated the snake for its attempt. I shift all three spears into a two handed grasp and plunged them into the snakes head while it tried to recover.
I then pissed on the dead creature as its body twirled in postmortem. Snakes were the worst, and I could only imagine how bad it would have felt to die by poison. This island planet was awful, and I knew it would only get worse.
“Asfa?” I spun to see a gorgeous dragon humanoid that had both hands up in a sign of no aggression. She had black scales that contoured over her curvy figure which supported ripe full breasts and mesmerizing pink eyes. I started to sway on my feet from her gaze. Realizing something was wrong I snapped my head to break the contact. I yanked my spears from the snakes head with a sucking sound.
This black beauty braced for battle and anchored her clawed feet into the ground. Wings unfurled as she charged. The advantage in close would go to her, she was a monster of legend compared to me. My only hope was utilizing the two extra spears I had.
I launched them in rapid succession and I did so as if I was playing ZBall. The first was aimed where her head was, the second I dialed into where her head would go when she dodged. The initial javelin soared by empty air while the next sunk into her forehead. She crumpled to the ground and shit herself in death. The amount of sulfur that escaped made me vomit but my stomach was empty so I wretched bile.
I collected myself and then four spears. I felt I was doing really well at this point. Three competitor kills and three creature kills. I hoped it was worth it. I studied the dead dragon lady briefly as I had to vacate the smell of her expulsion.
Deep down I had hoped going inland would be safer but I was coming around to the fact I was up a creek without a paddle. My safety was my ability to kill before being killed, or in the case of the snake. Pure luck. I decided to go to a wide expansive area on the beach.
A few glances and rough measurements and I found the approximate middle. With a light toss, I inserted three of the four pikes pointy end first into the sand. I did a full rotation and felt comfortable that unless there was an airborne predator I would be able to identify and engage my target before they got to me.
An hour passed quietly and I decided I could sit. Three hours later and I realized the sun was not moving. Probably should have studied that aspect more, might have been why that minotaur from the video slept in the cave. I shrugged it off and realized I could sleep when I was dead. I was overly exposed in a wide open area. It was only a matter of time before something stumbled upon me.
Another hour passed when a luni rose from the beach. She sneakily hurled a spear my way. It missed horribly, probably because she had to stand on that tail to leverage the throw. I saw her yell at me with her remaining spear in a challenge. My guess was she wanted me to charge her and enter the water. Fuck that. Instead, I collected the fifth projectile and added it to the others.
For the next ten minutes, she kept breaching the water and screaming at me. I knew she was stupid for doing this. The splashing and noise would attract something. I was not disappointed. A massive croc creature with twelve legs burst from behind her and bit her in half. I felt I should have earned points for that one. Without hesitation, I jumped to my feet, tucked my spears that were in the sand under my arm and bolted into the trees. No way in all the hells was I fighting an armored amphibian that big and scary. I didn’t need to keep retreating though, it scooped up the other half of the luni and left a wake as it headed for deeper waters.
I refused to drop my guard and kept scanning for new threats. Right when I could barely see the trail of the croc a mega shark erupted out of the water. The body breached and in its teeth were around the croc that was digesting the luni. When they splashed in a large eruption of water I saw a big wave become small and hit the beach. The ocean ran red with blood. I hesitantly stepped back to my isolated central location and reset my perimeter.
More time faded ever so slowly until I saw the first set of increased monster drops. Out in the oceans, all ranges of toothy savage predators were deposited. I watched to see if anything was placed on the land near me but saw no drops.
It was quiet for the next few hours. I pondered during this time on why I could relate to so many creatures thus far. Was it because all DNA shared a basic code from the creator? Were there no monsters that had tail eyes and brains in their toes? There had to be some prevalent connection that my intellect of two was missing. I grew bored until the next drops were inserted.
This second wave included far more activity. I knew this wave was the most expensive by the host as it swarmed the environment with half starved predators. If I remembered right the minotaur survived this incoming violence by hiding. Which was the opposite of my situation? I went to pee and saw my urine had gone from a bright yellow to an ugly shade of orange. I was on the fast track to dehydration sitting out in the sun like this without water.
Every instinct told me to retreat into the cool shade and hunt for something to drink but I ignored it. My defense here was solid, my time probably limited. Few things could escape the onslaught of wave two and I would rather meet my death here than by being ambushed.
Ten minutes passed when a cackling from the tree line caught my attention. I ensured my back was clear and faced the threat. One of the five spears was firmly in my grasp. The creature slowly revealed itself. Instantly I became worried, it was a mix of hyena with the body and a head of a dinosaur. The one all those movies were made about. Raptoria one through fourteen. It snarled to reveal a mouth of razor sharp teeth.
Off to the right thirty meters away a cackling erupted as three more stepped into the sand. I immediately realized I was being surrounded. Sure enough, three more poked into the open from my left. I snatched my spears and sprinted with everything I had toward the deadly waters. The rapyenas did not hesitate. They knew I could escape into the water. The sand was my saving grace as I had less of it to transition trough until the waves.
Waist deep in water I spun and kicked myself off the sands and now had to swim to stay afloat. The central rapyena was eyed by his pack mates. They looked for guidance to see if they should chase their prey into the waters. A cackle call was made and as one they splashed the shallows to try to reach me.
I pinged off the bottom of the sand and shot myself into a breach. When I crested I had a top down view of the exposed heads of my opponents. My first spear sunk into the alpha in a kill shot. I went back down and leaped back out of the water. I hurled my next projectile into the face of the closest rapyena.
I was out of room to keep doing this and dove deep to swim away. Below my opponents, I saw them struggle to dive into the water to get to me. I snagged a lungful of air further away drawing them into deeper water. I saw two spin and start to struggle to swim to shore. Their focus no longer on me. I dove under their friends and jetted for the two leaving. I gutted each from below with a single mighty swipe. It was enough to spill guts that tangled their peddling paws.
There were three of my attackers left. I utilized this maneuver and gutted two more. It was awesome and gruesome. I was literally swimming in blood and guts. The last rapyena had decided to swim out to sea instead of to the beach. The moment I gutted that one and ended its life when I felt a pull of rapidly moving water below me. I kicked myself for chasing this dumb animal out into the depths.
My head swiveled and I realized that my dead foes from earlier were gone. Something had consumed them. I panicked and looked all around me. When I looked down I stared into the eyes of a very pleased, very proud momma plesio. Her patience had finally been rewarded. I refused to go quietly into death and swam with my spear extended heroically at the massive creature.
Large serrated teeth tore me in half. The last thing I saw was my lower half being swallowed as my killer turned for the rest of her meal. The mouth opened around me and… Blackness.




CHAPTER 13

The tube in my throat cleared my drifting nothingness. I choked on the intrusion until it retracted. A minor headache told me I was alive. I opened my eyes to a blur that faded. I let the past catch up to me. The pod hissed and ejected my augmented body.
I noticed a few messages that I ignored. Blue lights indicated the direction to the food processor. I grinned at my achievements. My death was awful but in a perverse way satisfying. Avoiding murder by venom had set my mind to accept my fate as a positive, regardless of how. I ordered a large water and a milkshake.
After I greedily gulped down the h2o, I sipped the strawberry concoction of yumminess. It was time to address the beeping red notifications. The first was a lawsuit settlement agreement. I froze all the background displays and gave it my full attention.
I was the plaintiff, the defendant was the shuttle extraordinary of Lunish. The translation on dictation was off. Oh well, I diligently read it over. It was an accusation of negligent on the part of the shuttle company. Mila had recorded evidence of informing the shuttle company that I was a sensitive being incapable of extreme gravity maneuvers. No one informed the pilot who ditched my body in the Griffin thinking he had killed me. The Lunish government had stepped in and reached an agreement with one Mila of house Raul. I raised my eyebrows at this, I guess I was her family now but doubted she would ever admit it outside of protocol reasons. The agreement was for one planet of human designation to be allowed to breed and produce a flanfish. I skimmed the rest. It was a trade agreement, and we were allowed to select a human planet to start breeding a rare fish. That crafty lancer, she turned us into a legit business.
My other alerts were messages from various beings. Some were offers for future events, while others wanted to wine and dine to congratulate me. I ignored them all until I found one from Starla and Astrid. They were offered to watch the event from a viewer above the arena planet and were heading back to the Griffin right now. I had better be naked and in our bed.
Score! I knew how to get to my bedroom from the dining hall and sprinted. I flew past the door and removed my spacesuit. I was contemplating on switching to normal clothes when I acquired some because I felt safe on Griffin. You wore spacesuits to avoid the vacuum but was I really at risk of that. I shrugged it off. I entered the shower and scrubbed myself clean with my bare hands. We were definitely in need of soap and I saw a few clear stands for toiletries that blended in with the glass walls.
Deep down I wondered what a black light on this floor would reveal and I chuckled. I was going to add to it. That was when the girls entered with me having a mischievous grin while showering. The three of them entered and set bags down on the meeting table. Mila placed her butt in a chair and sorted through a bag. Starla found some soap and skipped my way with Astrid.
“You girls look fabulous. I did not think either of you could ever be prettier but your makeup and hair are the best.” I gave them compliments. I had achieved the victory of coherent speech in front of these two vixens.
“We are so staying a few days, we barely got any shopping done because our mind scans were so lengthy. The closest shop was a makeover studio and we had some fun.” Starla said as she pressed the button to removed Astrid’s clothes.
Astrid clothes shed off her to reveal a pair of perky large breasts that I zoned in on. She bent over in a tease, snatched the soap from Starla and joined me under the water.
“You are my mighty champion. This is for making a girl feel special - you hung stud,” Astrid said while grasping my hardening cock in her hand. She ran the soap over it teasingly to get it clean. When the soap was rinsed off she held out her hand and let the bar fall dramatically. No idea why she mic dropped the soap, but she was in a good mood and being silly. I glanced to see Starla enter the shower and pick up the bar of soap. Her big tits drifting with her in a display of perfection as she dipped. I focused on her round plump ass as she bent over. My focus shifted when I felt a warm mouth around my cock.
Starla soaped up my body while Astrid worked my penis slowly with her tightly grasped hands and lips. I watched bubbles of cleaner trail down my body and into her mouth. She stopped, playfully glared at Starla and rinsed her mouth out. The momentary removal allowed Starla to reach around my body from the side and stroke me. Astrid tucked her head back and slid under my balls to tickle them with her tongue. Starla rotated around and gave me a blow job while bent over in half.
When Starla got down on her knees and I had two sets of lovely tits staring up at me… Eyes. I knew I wouldn’t last long. I was climaxing when Starla plopped my cock out and propped her tits up for target practice. Astrid slurped my dick into her mouth to catch my explosive load. The initial burst caused her to release my cock in order to gag. I finished the rest on her forehead as she spit my cum out and down the drain. All three of us chuckled at the unique climax.
The soap was retrieved to be utilized until we were all clean. Mila brought over three towels for us when we exited.
“Dry off, we need to have a meeting before we retire for the night,” Mila said and we worked the wetness off our bodies. Naked and dry I went to enclose myself in my spacesuit but a hand stopped me.
Starla ran over to a bag while Astrid leaned her head against my shoulder. She slipped her small hand into my meaty fingers and we locked in a sweet embrace.
“I got you a robe, there was a gift shop on the way to our shuttle and your name with constant number was custom ordered. It even has a bonus stitching that concludes what place you earned when the event is over. Here you go, I promised Mila not to tell you until you got your present.” Starla said with glee.
The robe unfolded with the pull of gravity, it was white, fluffy, and would fit nicely. I spun it around. ‘Lunish Royale 73 - Mack Raul - 299 Ranked – 9’
“Ninth, by the verse I got ninth. That is incredible. What does this mean?!” I exclaimed as I slid the robe on.
“Ninth is very impressive. Only one certain individual you know placed a large bet on you. Everyone else wrote off your experience on Earth as a ‘one-off’ from some lowly third stage species. Pure luck. Well not anymore. You thought you were famous before, you are the sensation, the ‘it’ being for the next five minutes. While it is not first place you killed Uniza – that bitch is powerful. Hypnotic eyes, few weak points, and a nine on the strength stat. You drilled her with your spear right between the eyes. It is the replay highlight heard around the universe right now. Experts ran analytics on your brain impressions in backup, in case you were wondering you are not able to see the future. You predicted a possibility and risked it.”
I grinned as I rested lengthwise on the bed, my neck became uncomfortable and I snatched the towel off the ground. I balled it up and laid back down using it as a pillow.
“So you blacked out on the ride up to Griffin, you passed out for two hours. We barely got you the event in time. I told them you were susceptible to inertia in large amounts. Anyway, the lawsuit was an easy win,” Mila said while pointing to Astrid.
“I reviewed the animals on Lunish and found a bird called a golanks. We can take back to human worlds with us. They are not worth much and lay fewer eggs than a chicken does but it will bring variety. That was the most they would give until Mila got involved. I put in a petition for flanfish exportation and aquaculture limit one planet, limit one distributor. It was instantly denied until the government quickly settled the private case with our request. Congratulations you are now involved in a trade agreement with a xeno species.” Astrid explained.
“Well, numbers… How much did my death earn?”
“The event is officially closed but people can still donate to your profile page. Placing ninth earned you three hundred and forty two thousand D-coins, while the big better I mention earlier donated a smooth million.” I gasped when Mila read off the numbers.
“Wow, we need to find a combat cloner. At least we all have a backup now. You did get another print of me made for storage correct?”
“Yes were good to go in that regard. Now, it has been a stressful and hectic day for me. I normally lounge and stay drunk for years at a time, not run around as a personal assistant. Speaking of which I placed an ad out for my own personal assistant or three. I want to do fewer errands and maybe find a mating friend. If you will excuse me, master, I will go soak in my private room. Goodnight Astrid and Starla, no sex unless you want babies, you both are going to ovulate before his sperm will die. For whatever reason, your cycles are ramping up.”
I felt mommed at that moment. She exited to her private room and we lounged in silence.
“Hottub?” I inquired and we stripped off our robes and splashed in.
“So we are going old tech on a fancy advanced ship,” Astrid said.
“What do you mean?” Starla replied.
“No cryo pods besides where the clones go, we could add some maybe. I try to access if we can and it says restricted, does it do that for you Mack?” Astrid asked but I failed to reply.
I was dealing with an alert. The fish and birds had recently been delivered into the cargo hold. I found out they would cause a big mess and problems if not delivered short term. Well shit. I went to Navigo on my display, input Versi, and enabled the wormhole. Three hour flight. I would get up during my sleep and have the morning Versi crews handled the animals. I was sure the planetary governor would welcome the increased business, jobs, and trade I was bringing. Well, those nice things and taxes.
“Mack, you there? Guy gets one double blowjob and loses his mind…” Astrid joked.
“Uhh… we are going to Versi. The animals were delivered but need to be dealt with in the short term. We will drop the livestock, sign some papers, and head back here. Probably before the shops even open. Trust me we all need some items and I plan on shopping. Also, we may go to a combat cloner and get you girls some durable clones.” I said.
“Will you be upset if my next body has smaller tits, these DD’s hurt my back? I only found out we could edit our clones after Mila placed our order.” She slid to behind Astrid and plopped the brunette onto her lap. I watched her squeeze the firm tight C cup on Astrid's chest. “I want these if that is okay. I am really happy with everything else.”
Astrid giggled. “Too funny I want to try the bigger tits that have more movement. Alas, not in a combat clone. I find it so fascinating we can swap bodies so easily.”
“Been there, done that. The process is not that fun. You girls need to do it anyway to get your upgraded chips. I have no problem with your combat clones being better suited for combat. You are both perfect and lovely just the way you are.” I proclaimed.
They slid across the hottub over to me and kissed me slowly one at a time. Each whispered a thank you when our lips parted. I felt my third arm wake up under the bubbling waters.
“Not again!” a teasing splash was send my way. “Were not ready to be moms yet. Until we buy an unlocked cyro pod or some form of preventative, no sex. Mack, don’t let your mind drift to the other hole, your too stinking big.”
I pinched Starla's butt. “My mind is tired but my body is roaring with energy. I am going to run until I feel ready to drop. If you ladies will excuse me.” I exited the lavish water and dried off. I suited up and jogged to the exercise arena.
∞∞∞
Three hours later I was exhausted. It happened to be when we arrived at Versi. I knew Versi did not receive stage six visitors ever. So the Griffin suddenly popping into orbit would probably wake up the governor himself. When we docked at the station on the surface an assistant greeted me. He informed me his Honorable Winslow would be arriving shortly. It was daytime and the skyline cloudy. I was in a well-lit customs warehouse watching out a window as my good were dealt with.
I paid to have the new animals offloaded and inspected while I waited. It did not take long for the governor to show up with his entourage, he even had his wife with him. They were loved by the people of Versi and I had no reason to not respect the man.
“Ah… My display says you are Mack Raul… Deceased eight days ago. How may I help you, stranger?” The governor spoke with hesitation. It seemed he was not sure why he was here.
“I am indeed Mack Raul, marked by his eminence himself the lancer Emperor ChiKhi. I come offering a large business proposal that will benefit you through taxes, your people through jobs, and my company by being able to execute my operation at a fair price. I have with me a stage five breed of flightless bird, it lays a slightly bigger egg, but not as fast as a chicken. They are called golanks. I am sure their eggs will become a delicacy and if not, we can always sell them in other markets. I will need them to be free ranged and bred. And when I say me, I really mean I will need some help. If you could find someone and have them handle it at the going rate I can easily afford it. Here I will place a few million in escrow to show how serious I am.” I found the deposit escrow for the pending transactions tab on the government site and added a few million E-bits. Probably five times more than I would need for the whole year.
“Are you saying you have an alien species in those crates that you want to breed here?” Governor Winslow asked.
“Yes sir, I will ping you the trade agreement and necessary documentation. Here is my charter from the Lunish government. Congratulations I was awarded an Onatics trade agreement and picked my home planet to utilize. The climate is not a big concern for the golanks.”
I watched an advisor whisper into the Governor's ear. “My advisor is right, anything too good to be true normally is. Yet, I did watch the massive armada blink into Earth's orbit and retrieve your body. Double your deposit because I am seeing a fish here on the list. If it decimates our oceans it will cost at least that to fix the mess. The scan my people did show it’s not some savage predatory species though.”
I nodded at this and swiped ten times the amount into the account. There was more to explain so I went into it.
“There are many planets who would want this offer. Thank you for accepting. As you can see my E-bits are legitimate and sufficient. I am very serious about establishing my company here, this planet has always been good to me. Yes, there is a fish and they are called the flanfish. They will be a big winner I hope, highly sought after. They just so happen to be a delicacy to our friends the lancers. Raising these will bring in D-coins, and that would be a first. Most of our production is worthless to Onatics. Breed the fish, and increase the population. That is all I need with these two species for now. Your universities will have first access to their study. Ensure you find someone who can handle the setup process for me. Do well and I will bring more business this way. I would really love to stay but I actually need to buy weapons and more. Next time I visit maybe we can do a fancy dinner or something. Toodles.”
I spun and ran back into the Griffin feeling like an idiot for saying toodles. It was an extremely rude exit, but it was also to the point. We were both busy people, and I hoped he could explain that to those who were offended. I was certain he would get the job handled. It would look really good for him to do this. Even Emperor Linus would notice a new trade agreement for humanity. It added some pressure on him but things on Versi ran smoothly. I picked a good planet and I was able to retire to my bed knowing that.
I spooned behind Starla keeping my suit on to control my sexual impulses and drifted off to sleep.




CHAPTER 14

We were sitting around the table having morning breakfast. I had picked out a keesh dish that was delicious. So good I was on my third helping. I had gotten a mild scolding from Mila when she found out I disclosed to the Governor who I was. We both knew it was going to come out sooner or later, and who knew how much he would expose.
“Mack hurry up, you can get more food at the market. I slept like shit last night, and do you see my hair. We had no sheets, no pillows, and well nothing. Yesterday was completely eaten up by your competition.” Starla grumbled. She did not seem truly upset about those things, merely impatient to spend some money.
“My dear Starla, I do believe you would be well served to recall that my competition lasted so long because I did not want to die.” I gobbled three hug bites overfilling my mouth. Bits of food sprinkled from my lips as I smacked them in a tease. My plate was officially empty.
Astrid spun my chair so it faced away from the table. Starla joined her and they grabbed my hands. I was dragged willingly to the shuttle. The girls led us down a wrong turn when Mila sighed and illuminated the blue navigation lights. We raced down the halls, as I was hauled behind two giddy young women who were full of joy.
I ate up the view of their fine asses and was sad when we entered the shuttle to get comfortable.
“May I Mila, I would like to learn how to fly please?” Astrid asked.
Starla perked an eyebrow at this and raised from the lounger to participate. Mila was more patient and calm this morning. She guided the girls through the Navigo options. This was followed by how to handle different types of ports. Most of the entry and exit protocols were built in and you merely requested permission. I did listen when she mentioned no one did these things for humans or lower tier species. It was not derogatory to us but it was to humanity. That kicked my little mouse onto his wheel as the brain turned.
There was little to do besides achieve stage four. Once we got stage four I was certain our scientists and doctors would nail stage five. Especially if we qualified for help. To be fair, the Onatics did send a representative to Earth and he did support a ruthless endeavor to achieving our goal. So there was an aid in a sense, of going from three to four. I think we were blessed to have the warrior race of lancers to gently push us. Then again I was a little biased, I owed them everything. It did bring a smile to my face thinking the Emperor wagered on me big again and won. It was, in a hidden odd way, like having that uncle who had faith in you. That hidden support you could rely on to help when you had self doubt.
I grew bored and looked for a distraction. A problem I had with the Purr shuttle was that it was too protected in armor. There was no viewport, sure I could link the outer display into my eyepiece but it was not the same. We arrived with the most minimal of jolts and quickly boarded a valet to transition to what Mila described as a mall. An ancient earth custom that had never faded on Lunish. I shrugged and the girls started browsing all the stores on their displays before we arrived. The ride over did have a window I could view the hustle with.
The landing port for orbital shuttles was a large island. The vessel we were on drifted slowly in a swimming pattern through the air until we crossed over the open ocean. The pilot executed a hard right bank and as I knew from experience the drop lifted me. The sudden inertia faded when we pierced the water. The craft swam forward, it is the best way I can describe it. The view shifted from the bustling air to quiet blues and I decide to ask a question.
“Mila, I was taught in school that there were rules of warfare put in place by the Onatics, which are meant to ensure victory is earned. Not won at a push of a button. That is all the teacher had, I remember asking. Desperate to understand and know more. I was informed that since we are not even close to our hundred planets the information was restricted.”
“Not restricted you merely did not know how to ask or who to ask. The ministry of warfare is a bureaucracy so large they have their own planet. Stuffed so full with inspectors, regulators, referees, and more that they can handle all the issues thrown at them. So yes warfare is allowed, and species like the luni hate it and species like the lancers thrive on it.
“I will use a hypothetical story. Say humans find an empty uncontested planet. They race to get to it first or found it hidden in a Nebula. Maybe they exerted the effort to haul an ice planet closer to a sun to terraform. The Griffin, a minimal combat ship that has limited armaments could bombard the planet and a human ship would probably never get through the shields in retaliation. Well, that is not fair. Most species avoid space fights. The bumpers as you humans call them or guard rails are off with space battles. The largest, best designed, and best crewed fleet wins. No black holes, no chain dematerializing bombs, no AI, no nanotech. Those are the basic rules of space battles.
“Space sieges are different. Imagine us lancers decide to camp your planet. We could encircle it, prevent any supplies or troops reinforcements without ever taking any risks. The rest ties in later, you only need to know that an active invasion must be initiated for a space siege. That means troops on the ground and approval of a campaign to conquer the planet from the ministry of war. 
“There are stages to a planetary war. Next example, humans claim the planet and no one contests. As an unprotected planet, which every planet after your first hundred is, it will be allowed to enter a war state. An opposing force or opposing alliance will declare war on the defenders of the planet. Depending on the size, value, resources, and time established a wager will have to be levied by the attackers. This is to stop endless harassment wars, you want to fight, then fight and get it over with or pay your annual levy. You heard that right prolonged fights by attackers cost more than a quick win. That is why you will see planets heavily defended and hard to capture up for sale. It is much easier to buy a planet than to conquer one. Also, I never said that out loud. Lancers find it unworthy to purchase instead of battle. Statistically, it is much cheaper, a fact one of our political parties constantly showcases. Of course, the mighty Emperor has given lancers a prosperous environment for millions of your years. Goes back to that cheaper and easier is not always better.
“It is important that you know how a planetary war is decided. There are no bombardments allowed from air. This used to get confusing and fighters were allowed until they dropped planet destroying bombs. Fighters are allowed again but restricted to guns instead of bombs.
“This is the big takeaway. The aggressor has to land ground troops and secure the planet by eliminating the defenders. The defender can surrender, as can the attackers. If neither surrender then one side has to be driven out or pushed off the planet for a declared winner. Annihilation also works for the claim to be completed. So you humans claim a planet and land ten million troops. How may they be equipped, and what can they use?” I shrugged and saw the girls hanging off every word.
“Well, the answer is based on which zone you are in. Remember zones only apply to unprotected regions of space. Each zone has ground troop restrictions. Four being the most restrictive, five the middle, and six the least. Are you catching the pattern yet? There is a value to each zone of planets too. Mineral rich a six, mineral poor a four. As you can probably understand Emperor ChiKhi does not bother with the four, and rarely the five. It is beneath us, degrading to downgear, and we want other species to venture out to be a challenge later. All this has taken tens if not hundreds of millions of years to form this way. The collective Onatics feel this was the best way to let the species have contained battle. So for your species, the entirety of your combat focus should be built around the tier four zone limits. Here they are.” She flipped the display to me.
The information generated in a well laid out display. Projectile weapons were allowed and limited on radius. At no point could the round, be it plasma, electric, laser or projectile demolish a ten meter area in diameter. I could select an in depth report on how that diameter was determined and when I opened it up I realized it was overly technical jargon. There were no super big death guns allowed, hell even humanity was using self targeting weapons which were banned on this list. The same went for transports, tanks, ships, and planes. I started to look over the restrictions and grew confused.
“If humans landed ten million troops and a few years of supplies you would never pry them off the world. These weapons while technically advanced do less damage than a lot of our armament now. No robotic armor was allowed, no giant weapons, fighters were restricted to only have guns, and tanks have a twenty meter damage radius limit. I mean the list goes on.” I thought it over. “This almost discourages fighting.”
Mila clapped. “For an intelligence of two, you figured it out, color me pink.” She said this as my eyes rolled at her pun. “The universe is massive, there is an endless amount of space to not fight over. The only reason to fight is because two species or groups decide to. That and the economic aspect, war fuels economies. I can say this from experience, treat others with kindness, especially if they carry a big stick. We are nearing and will get to shopping soon. Mack no trouble okay, if you bump into some other contestant do not antagonize them please.”
Our ship swam the last of the distance and we entered an air bubble. We excited along a bright entryway that flourished with plant life as much as it displayed ads. Didn’t matter where your traveled sales were always at work. There was an assortment of species that drifted around the first open section. The majority were luni who all were similar in appearance.
For the first time in my life, I stopped and let the ads assault me. I paused my pace and absorbed the entirety of it. The girls had followed Mila but stopped when they noticed I was gone. They darted back to my side to drag me.
“Wait,” I said as the crowd of shoppers flowed around us. There were some rude comments directed at us but I did not care. “Patience, we have all day. Study… you are here to learn, I thought I was the impatient young one. We need to understand what is being advertised. If we see two similar products in two stores but notice a price difference it is probably from the cost of advertising. We may have money, and I may not be strict with it but let’s be smart.”
We watched and it was boring after it cycled back to the same ads. I felt Astrid slid a hand over my left butt cheek and give it a tight squeeze. The sly girl, she threw a wink my way when I looked at her. Starla was getting agitated too, everything had built up to this moment of shopping and I was unfairly holding them back.
I grasped each lovely ladies' hand and hauled them behind me as we went to the first store. It was a gallery of sorts. The two girls gave oh’s and awe’s as they viewed the displays. The inevitable question came up. How much could we spend? I realized my expert was gone. Mila had drifted off somewhere.
“I am at the bar looking for a guide. If you bribe the tender they will get a relative to guide you for the day. Keep up next time. Follow the blue lines.” Mila linked to me. I handled it better this time.
I reluctantly dragged the girls out of the beautiful art store and down the blue lines, they fake pouted the whole way. It was completely adorable. We were still doing that puppy love thing new couples did. The kind I normally vomited at seeing. I loved it though, we were having fun. I also loved trailing behind them and watching two asses sway with perfection.
The bar was a three story building with an open glass face for viewing in and out. I navigated around some slug type creature and cozied up to the bar beside Mila. There was an odd smell in here and the countertop was sticky. My boot squished in something brown and I frowned. Best to ignore whatever that was, hopefully, I didn’t crush a tiny alien peacefully having a drink.
“He bothering you?” The luni bartender asked pointing a webbed hand my way. His voice was deep and assertive when I saw no breasts so I pegged him for a male.
“One and a half Ds and no more. Also, he is my pet, be nice.” Mila said and then pet me on the head like a cat. I was dangerously close to smashing her face into the bar when she stopped. That was the right thing to do, I was certain she smelt my anger. My hands folded into a calming pose and I breathed deeply.
“Two and no lower. My son is the best, he even has reviews. Check out his profile and you will see. Two is a steal.” The bartender said and convinced Mila.
I saw two D-coins leave our accounts. Mila ordered three beers and handed them to us while we waited for the son to arrive. The brew was moldy and gross, all three of us promptly set the mugs back on the counter.
A younger luni, maybe three quarters the size of his dad showed up not long after our pull of the horrid brew. He gave that odd open mouth smile with his jagged teeth and introduced himself as Maruni. Not wasting any time he exited the building and waved us forward. Mila followed him first and left the bar with her drink in hand. Apparently, lancers did what the ever they wanted.
I watched Astrid race to Mila and ask to go see the first art store we visited. The boy shook his head at Astrid and led us deeper into the mall. An atrium highlighted a food court that we detoured around. A busy ramp declined into a deeper section of the mall. We arrived at a lower platform where oxygen tanks, wetsuits, and helmets were for rent or sale.
“It is worth it, the helmet rentals are a fraction of a D-coin. Trust me.” Maruni told us. I could see the water through the storefront glass. It started at the top of the next ramp. I was impressed by how they kept the landing pad dry. The transition platform was full of holes, and if a drop or splash remained a thin worm would dart up, slurp it, and vanish back down.
“Vensi to Mack, pay the fee so we can get in the drink,” Astrid said.
I had been doing the internal struggle about finances. “I am paying him right now,” I replied slightly agitated. The debate raged within about what was the right thing to do. Normally I was not as indecisive as this. By the verse, I was frustrated. Having enough of my internal deliberation, I sent a hundred thousand D-coins to everyone inside new accounts. They were now very wealthy women.
The weight of it lifted off my shoulders and I slid the rental helmet over my head. When it locked into place it gave me a display of air time. It was in the months so I was fine. I followed Maruni to the pad for transitioning into the water. I watched as a few luni dove down the ramp and smoothly vanished. It reminded me how lucky I was I fought the ones I did on land. Maruni paced in agitation as we waited on the girls. They were huddled over together in a chat.
“You did well in the royale, I enjoyed watching you. I wished I had bet on you, many wish they had. Few did. Where we go, the business owners are hungrier for work than up here. Most of our species conclude their sales on the surface section of this mall. The ones down below see far fewer customers but enough to stay open. They cannot afford the pricier rent up top, or they could but hate leaving water. I have become accustomed to land but some never do. You seem not like most killers, your eyes go soft, weak… When you look at them.” Maruni pointed at my girlfriends and Mila. He was not wrong, it was something that got to me the moment I knew I was rich. Extortion was very real in the universe. “You angered Uniza the mighty. The dragon lady you slew, not a creature you want as a foe. I normally bet on her as she wins most matches.”
The girls arrived ready to dive at this point.
“Mack, we talked, we will talk more with you later, for now, all of us thank you for trusting us with your money. Also this food…” Mila paused when she realized she had referred our guide as food. “Sorry, luni is correct. Uniza is a being of the dragumi race. One of the few we lose to in zone six battles. And now you weaklings will not hear more about it. Forward little fish, we have lots of shopping to do and only so much of it can be done underwater.” Mila ordered with authority and then muttered. “I hate wet fur…”
Maruni went from beaming while talking to me, to grudgingly leading us into the water. His face rarely contorted to show emotions. Well besides when he did the odd open circular smile. It was easiest to read his expression by his body language.
My suit indicates the water was cold and to not get naked, it was only four celcius. I dove in hoping to see some expansive mall but we were in a hallway. It made sense to keep the transition point basic. The hallway opened into a translucent tube and the dark ocean greeted us from the other side. A quick check on my display told me we were a hundred and twelve meters down. The mall structure must be regulating pressure for its clients.
The end of the tube opened up into an egg shaped shopping area that spanned in the kilometers. It was my understanding this was the biggest mall on the capital planet for the species. It was clearly thriving with hundreds of thousands of luni swimming to and fro. I saw far fewer aliens types under the water. In the middle of the expansive shopping center, I was immediately drawn to a clear circular ball that enclosed some younger luni playing a sport. There were little nets that would highlight with a random color that the younglings had to throw the balls into. A tally was given for certain colors and the participants were exuberant while playing. I missed ZBall as I watched.
I shifted my eyes to take in the layout of the shops. Instead of neatly organized lines for species to walk down and shift into the store, there were shops in a complete three sixty. All available space that faced the central point had a doorway. Between swims from one end to another kiosks and vendor bots offered trinkets and goods. There were so many luni here gracefully swimming it revealed an artform on its own.
My procrastination to study the uniqueness of the place was not unwarranted or only me. Maruni who had seen this countless times swam circles while he waited. I gave the girls a slight shove and we went forward. I glanced to see Mila licking her chops. A dark thought occurred to me. It was possible lancers fought on worlds in disputed zones for food at times. Maybe luni were the delicacy and not the actual fish this planet grew.
The first stall we went to was a weapons dealer. While I may have natural athletic abilities, and quick situational thinking. I had zero skills with weapons. The laws of Versi prevent gun ownerships and honestly, there was no need. I had thought about actually serving my three month sentence with the Empire Defense Force, so I could get some training. The idea held more merit when we swam into the store and I became lost.
Every item for sale was secured into place one way or another. I glanced at the wares and remembered I was not in a gravity store, so there were additional displays on the floor and ceiling. The ceiling was handheld weapons that did not projectile. Most of these I had seen in one shape or another. Knives, axes, swords, pikes, and really any lethal shape you could imagine was secured here. I glazed over them and was not sure I would want any of them.
The right side wall contained small projectile weapons. They were broken down into four sections. Zones four, five, six, and uninhibited.
“Mila what is uninhibited zone mean?” I asked through my helmet. My voice reached her ears as normal as being on land.
“Rare, but still happens. Say pirates board the Griffin, you can wear and kill with whatever the hell you want. There are actually a lot of scenarios not allowed by the ministry of wartime affairs. It is best you read up on them. Oh, remind me to teach you about rouge species, and pirates too. I am glad this shop owner included that zone in his displays. You will need a set of that too. Let me go summon the worker here to answer your endless questions. For now, you will all need a nano knife. Then a stage four weapon set and an uninhibited set. What you like or decide to buy is up to you. The prices are actually very good. They are discounted low enough even my cheapness would not demand I barter. I recommend you buy in excess. Test it all in the training ranges and battle simulators on Griffin. Can always move the extra merchandise to another planet for equal resell or sell for more of those silly E-bits to your fellow humans.”
A large fat luni swam from the back of the store up to me. We greeted each other, this was Baruni, a pregnant male luni who owned the shop. I mentioned my lack of knowledge and asked for recommendations. The girls swam close to me interested to hear what Baruni had to say.
“Here are the class four guns as your language determines them. It merely means a weapon that has a range beyond its physical form. I always recommend laser and there are a few reasons why.               “Projectiles jam, even though the occurrence is rare in most of the models I sell. Do you really want to risk your weapon losing function at a key moment? No, you do not. They require ammunition that is costly at times to produce and have a limited fire rate.
“Then there are the plasma guns. These handheld ones will pack a punch and melt armor continuously. I would recommend you attach one your belt for that emergency moment when a door or heavily armored opponent is in need of being reduced to slag. The downside is they require constant refueling, it can splash, and plasma is expensive to store. Not so much to acquire. The actual goop is cheap but the object that contains the plasma tends to be expensive.
“Next we have the electrical microprojectiles. This is the mix of laser and projectile. You take an electrical charge and apply it to a small object until it causes a reaction and your bullet as you say, travels to its target. Oh, a good time to mention we sell no auto targeters, banned by the Onatics. Mila mentioned you may ask dumb questions because you space monkeys are uninformed. I think that is an insult based on your change in expression. I apologize, her words not mine.”
“Baruni you are fine, she has been agitated and rude since we arrived here on Lunish. Not sure what her issue is. More important things are at work though, tell me of these lasers please.” I replied.
He unclasped a pistol and let it float my way. I snatched it from water and found that it fit nicely into my palm. The weight was hard to judge.
“Salvaged from a battle on planet Inkad, my father fought there. I was sad when we luni lost the planet was our hundred and third. Always brings up depressing memories, and throws up a lot of guessing to what went wrong. Great weapon though, only takes a few seconds to melt doors or armor and will last longer than plasma. Downsides are the range and limited juice… Odd translation but I think it works.”
I handed him the weapon back and noticed his belly shift as an infant kicked. I was shocked they did not facilitate their young like we humans did. Actual births were archaic. I shuddered thinking of having babies in my stomach.
“Mila mentioned you wanted all my nanotech for sale. It is in the unauthorized zone, so keep it on your ship unless you get into a combat situation that allows it. The tech is fancy and awesome. Come let me show you.” We swam to the counter at the back of the store. The girls were patiently hovering. They asked no questions but I knew they were paying attention.
Baruni pulled out a dark gray combat knife and handed it to me. “Hold it in your hand and think of claws.” I decided that might cause my mites to form. I handed the weapon to Starla who hesitantly received it.
“Give it a try.”
“I have been coming to grasps with the changes of my life, while I am a pacifist at heart I understand the universe has very few places for weakness. Oh wow did you see that? This is so neat!” Starla said and adjusted the nanobots. Her hand morphed into claws, and then she made a shield with a superhero woman symbol on it. I laughed at this.
Baruni provided some insight into how they operated. “The nanotech is outlawed from general warfare because it can change the tide of battle so swiftly. When it was allowed I watched replays of these little terrors being ordered to break down to billions of individual units. In the actual scene, it was a sword that was given an order. It disintegrated into a pile on the ground. Its handler gave a command to each tiny bot to seek an enemy soldier and burrow into the skin to gain access to the brain. They then went and slowly killed their targets by turning brains into mush. It was horrifying to witness. Not long after the ministry said they were outlawed from that function, and outlawed unless utilized in an unlawful zone. Pirates love this tech, it is cheap and extremely efficient.”
Starla had transferred the weapon to Astrid who was now morphing it around her hand. They had big smiles on their faces. They were clearly enjoying the advanced technology.
“Are the larger weapons much different than the handhelds?” I asked Bruni.
“Depends really, the plasma hits the ten meter limiter so your projectiles are smaller, but you run out of ammo slower. Actually, they all have their subtle differences but again I recommend laser. It can be used anywhere, is hard to miss, easy to learn, and a reliability score of ten. Mila mentioned you have a starship that will not need upgrades but this last wall is my larger battle emplacements. Never know when you will need to take down an armored vehicle.” Baruni motioned the small assortment of overly large weapons.
Interested in their designs I swam down to them. I was not a big weapon or gun enthusiast and knew I would be needing to train and familiarize myself with them. Baruni stopped at the first large barrel weapon with a seating mount.
“Zone four artillery piece, rounds are limited to twenty meters and only ten per square kilometer may be emplaced. Quality weapon for sending a message to hunkered down opponents. Over here you have the anti-vessel weapons. All these can be fired by an individual or on a mount. They will destroy most troop transports and if hit correctly hover tanks. Oh… This weapon got placed over here because it is unique and allowed a fifteen meter splash. The dragumi designed this gem. Whatever your species does, do not piss off the dragumi. We lost three planets when our government denied a trade agreement.
“It was my father’s prized possession obtained near the end of the wars. Selling it to help raise some funds to get him a new clone. He is getting old and needs a fresh body. Sorry I get over emotional when pregnant, a luni thing. This weapon is heavy, takes a five of strength to haul it around.” Baruni paused while studying something. “Oh wow, wouldn’t have figured your stat was that high. Well, this gem is a class four weapon. Dumbed down for the zone restrictions. It will do three of the four weapon types, holds enough ammunition for a prolonged engagement, and to my knowledge will never jam. The unique factor is the armor piercing bolt it fires. It only has one shot but can cut through shields and armor. Its downside is…”
I interrupted him as I reached for the weapon and Baruni unlatched it for me. I waited as it floated my way. The weapon was a meter long with three barrels at the end. Two large drums rested in front of the trigger. A bolt on the top of the weapon reminding me of a speargun attachment. The grip, shoulder stock, and weapon looked like they would fit my form. I did recall the dragumi I killed was similar in upper body stature. Well… the lady I killed had amazing tits, but you know, mostly the same. I snatched the weapon out from its drift and placed it to my shoulder. It fit perfectly and I loved it.
The girls noticed my grin and lit up. I bet they were excited to move to the next shop. Time to make an offer. Whatever downsides this weapon had I was in love. I was tempted to get Mila to help but she had drifted down to an air pocket that held a fish vendor. Her helmet was off and she was lazily eating. I realized I could handle the transaction without her.
“Well, Baruni your time has been invaluable. I want you to know that. Also, I will give you a tip. My great grandfather passed away not six months ago. Telling emotional stories during your sales will help if they relate. Especially for us humans. I digress though. I am interested in your weapons. It was told to me you were at discount pricing already. This rack here,” I said pointing to the swords, axes, and other handheld items. “For hand to hand weapons, we only want the nanotech. Everything else, that can fit our bodies add it to a list and send me a quote. I will probably accept it. Humanity needs weapons, and I want to try them all out of water. It is a win for me, and a win for you, if you price it right.”
“You honor me, Mack, it will take a few moments to generate… and done.”
I had figured it would take a lot more time than seconds to generate the bill. At least Mila was not around to call me dumb. A ping hit my display and I opened the invoice. Four hundred thousand and change. I signed it and watched the funds siphon out of my account.
“That was excessive but smart. We can resell a lot of this for a profit.” I looked to Mila who waved while eating.
“Thanks for your business Baruni. Here is my contact. Always on the lookout for bargains, feel free to send them my way. My ship is the Griffin, only lancer ship in orbit. Have the weapons delivered please. Until next time,” I gave the luni a polite wave and swam out of his store.
The next vendor was an art dealer, much like the opening store in the mall up top. The big difference was the first section of the store was water, which led to a transition point, and then opened up into an air pocket. I did a quick glance and told Astrid and Starla I was going to check on Mila. I utilized a wall and pinged my way rapidly across the water. My movements fluid and planed. I hit the vendor’s air bubble and splashed down landing on my feet meters from Mila.
“I forget you excel in zero-g. That was an impressive display, you would do circles around most lancers. We rarely find ourselves outside of gravity. I was getting cranky dealing with the luni, sorry for earlier. I have eaten a nice meal and feel refreshed. What can I help you with Mack?” Mila asked as she snapped her helmet over her head.
“Where did Maruni take off to, didn’t even notice he vanished?”
“He is hunting through the armor sellers, trying to find the best deals. We should join the girls while he works. There may even be some valuable relics in the mix of these stores. The luni are known as avid explorers.” Mila commented as we shifted through the protective barrier and back into the water.
We were intercepted by Maruni before we reached the girls. “Mr. Raul, an armorer that is favored among my people wanted to attract your attention. She enjoyed your performance in the royale last night and extends some special offers your way. Follow me please.”
I notified the girls where we were going and to follow the blue line in their display when they were done. We arrived at the armor shop that was much larger than the weapons store. It also was split into two sections of wet and dry. We bypassed the water section as nothing could be tailored to fit my two legs and dried ourselves off in the land portion.
I was disappointed by what I saw. There were limited options and I felt underwhelmed. My expectations had been of intense suits of armor that won the battle for you. I quickly understood that was not the case, and based on the displays partitioned by zones, the ministry limited armor more than weapons.
“Welcome to my store competitor. I am Wavu, and I would be honored to make a suit of armor for you. I always welcome the tailoring of a new species. Your form will be no problem. Let me scan you then go over some options.” Dozens of tiny robots soared out of a pouch Wavu held. They paused and hovered around my suited body. “Remove your suit please.”
I stripped naked and was thoroughly scanned. I even felt one slid between my butt cheeks. Awkward. Astrid and Starla arrived to see me naked with questioning looks. I waved them over and had them strip naked. Wavu needed no instructions, she transitioned the bots to read the contours of the girls as well. When all the little devices vacated my area I got dressed again. I slapped Starla’s ass causing her to blush and me to get scolded. The bots did not like the way her bum rippled from the contact.
“Okay, the scans are complete. I can have a custom armor set done. It will be the nicest thing you could possibly have for a zone four. The unrestricted is where things get interesting. I can generic pod you, they are designed to flex and fit most species. Yes, you will have no issues in a standard Onatics’ pod. Then you can have mechanized armor. Of course, none of that is displayed in this small store. I do have a brochure if you accept my display send.”
I got a notification to accept the display. There was not much here but I saw was epic. When I imagined war out in the far reaches of the galaxy this is what I envisioned. I saw a tank, it was low to the ground and the operator was placed horizontally into the mech. It was low profile, high damage, and hovered. It was too wide. I wanted something that I could use in the halls of Griffin if I needed to.
The next mecha was a forty meter towering robot of destruction. I looked at the weaponry and it was a damage dealer while being able to take an incredible amount of punishment. I worried about its size. Sure it could kick ass and take names but, when would I ever be able to use it?
An armored scout unit called the ‘butterfly’ was next on the list. It had blending camouflage as its main feature while being only four meters tall. I could fit inside the Griffin in this unit if I hunched to avoid scraping the ceiling. It had thick armor that contoured to a wrist cut off. This allowed the species wearing the suit to utilize their hands, paws, webbed flippers, and more to fit most weapons. The need for specialty weapons or built in armament was gone. This unit would serve my purpose if I had enemy borders on the Griffin. Which pirates were real, never could be too safe.
“Three suits of zone four armor please, and I will take your squad of butterflies,” I said decisively.
“The suits are fairly basic. Since I have your measurements, they will be done in a few hours. Three thousand Ds for them.” I nodded at this, much cheaper than I expected. “The butterflies are expensive, well in comparison. But they are remnants of a lost war purchased for resell at a bargain. They are considered without honor… unhonorable to use. Camouflage is unauthorized except for unrestricted zones. I can do six hundred thousand D-coins for all six.” She offered.
I glanced at Mila who nodded. I shook Wavu’s sticky webbed hand and the deal was sealed. I said the same thing I had to Baruni about where to deliver.
We exited the shop and I followed Astrid and Starla as they window shopped. I patiently waited while they endlessly browsed. They bought dozens of artifacts, artistic sculptures, and paintings. It was fun to watch them enjoy the whole process. This was a dream come true for any person so fascinated in aliens they were willing to devote the effort to make it a career. In one air pocket I mentioned their video may be studied in universities. I got a big kiss by both girls for this comment. While they shopped I had taken the time to study everything I could on my purchases. That way I had utilized the time efficiently, at least I told myself that. The reality was I kept checking out Astrid’s in her spacesuit. She had noticed earlier and swung her hips extra wide for me. I could only grin.
After hours of shopping, I was ready to go back to Griffin. I missed my bed. Unfortunately, we were not able to buy sheets. Luni do not sleep on beds and they did not produce the materials to even make a set if I wanted. I decided to take us back to Earth to finish off our must buy list. We transitioned back to our ship and we said our goodbyes to Lunish. Within minutes we entered slip space to head home.




CHAPTER 15

The course was set and we were still three hours out from Earth. All three of the girls were situating the new artwork we purchased. They were working as one to liven up the halls. I decided to let them bond and walked to the clone chamber.
I entered the room and slid the cover open that held my standard clone. I gazed at my motionless body with the tube in its mouth. It was odd to stare at myself, I was conflicted. It sunk in and hurt. I died. My old life died. My ethos was to never give in and to always achieve. Yet I stood there staring at this replica and wanted to break down. I knew I was stronger physically and emotionally than before, but that didn’t mean I had no feelings.
Dying sucked, and I was fairly certain yesterday would not be the last time. I swallowed those weak thoughts. There was only one path forward. And that was to be the best. Giving up was never an option before and it would not be now. Which led me to a hard choice.
I propped open the cryo chamber beside mine to swap bodies. Instead, I found Astrid’s clone. Which reminded me of something. Her tits were fantastic… no that was not it. Oh, right she needed to swap into this clone. They both did for the enhanced display augmentation. They were not mite clones, but we knew that. I wondered if they worried about leaving the bodies they were born in.
“Let Astrid and Starla know to swap clone bodies when they are able to. Explain the new display system and information, please. I am swapping mine now, we will discuss why over dinner. Going to the gym until then to start to bulk up this clone.” I sent a text message to Mila.
The reply I got was an image of a bunny creature smiling with jagged teeth. Creepy as fuck. I shook my head to clear the image from my mind and display. I found an empty pod and went through the process. I wanted to dodge the tube when it snaked for my mouth but I was locked rigid. Best to just take it like a man with your eyes closed. It was perverse to have a tube shoved down your throat after prying your lips. I hated it. This time I had no headache going into the transfer and when my brain felt the squeeze before the shift I did not mind it…
Blackness turned to blurriness and over time my vision cleared. Alright, I was comfortably in my new clone. I exited my pod and realized I was an idiot. I forgot to take my spacesuit off my other body. Then that hamster kicked a dumpster can inside my brain and a spark ignited. There was a fresh suit of armor waiting for me in the hold. A quick query on the ship’s inventory list resulted in a new blue light illuminating the way.
A light jog allowed the air to breeze past my lighter smaller body. I wondered if it would ever feel normal to shift clones. It then dawned on me I could be a super spy, but it was probably cost prohibitive. Human E-bits would never be enough to pay for the clone. It was still cool to think about. I became so enthralled with this notation I was passing by the new decorations without much notice. The blue arrows had me turn left where I promptly bumped into Astrid.
We stumbled and I barely managed to catch her from falling with an expensive painting.
“What in the verse Mack, why are you racing through the ship? And why are you naked?”
I watched her eyes light up when she pieced it together without me saying anything. Astrid was just as smart as she was pretty. She tucked the painting under her arm and with her free hand pulled me down into a kiss.
“Careful running naked in the halls big boy. Never know when you might get lured into a sheet wrestling contest.” She smirked and ran a hand across my hairless muscled chest. “I like this lighter look, plus we can fuck like rabbits and you can simply pull out. Watch out Mack, Starla owes me one, and tonight I am cashing in. Who knows, if our group talk at dinner goes well you may even get a bonus gift.”
Astrid placed a soft moist kissed on my neck. I was losing focus fast and pulled us apart. “What dinner talk, and hells yes to the gift!?”
“You will find out tonight, now go get in armor before I lose control and have my way with you.” She pushed me toward a crate, and when I started to go on my own slapped my butt to encourage me to keep moving. “Go, go, and go. My goodness, your big toned ass is divine.”
We split apart both grinning at the exchange. My cortex augmentation scanned the boxes for my armor. It was the exact same digital information dump as the combat version. It found the correlating box I needed and I set it aside. I pried open the container to look at the best a zone four armor set had to offer.
A few things ran through my mind as I studied the suit. The first was - while human wars had ceased to occur on a large scale since world war two, we still rapidly advanced our technology. The top of the line elite soldiers of the Empire wore a small mechanized suits that was eerily similar to a certain action hero. It was after all the core inspiration of the design. The thin metallic covering of that suit had built in weapons that would track and target with unmatched precision. There was very little input besides to identify the target and select it for a quick demise. This lacked that. All of it really. I was surprised zone four contested planets were so restrictive. Then again when I thought about it, the rules were not to be fair to one side but to both. The easiest way to do that was to establish an easy to reach standard. That was what this was an easy to produce set of armor.
I grabbed the leggings and noticed the layers. There was a soft cotton fabric on the inside. Useful for wicking the sweat off the body. The next layer was scales of some sort. The more I inspected them for detail the more my brain itched at seeing these. I remember that the hot dragon lady Uniza had something like these as her natural outer layer. My spear hit her face, I doubted it would have pierced her hide or skin... I got lost in the thought of what was under the scales if anything. The last layer of the armor was a hardened metal I had never seen before. It was lightweight, flexible, and underwhelming yet vital for a few reasons.
This is what I would be wearing on humanity's hundred and first planetary battlefield. I had a copy of what we needed and felt dumb for not getting a spare for Emperor Linus. Then less dumb when I realized I could scan the armor for complete details. I would need to get Mila to build a welcome to the Onatics package for humans. It was time we knew what was allowed and how we could best utilize our tech for the future.
I thought of all this as I geared up. The helmet was a full facial cover that when equipped provided no benefit besides minor armor. The bonus was it did not limit my vision and the clear shield was crystalline armor. I opened a weapons case and grabbed four rifles. One for each type. I awkwardly slung them in arms when I realized I would need directions. Blue lines illuminated the floor and I followed them to a doorway not far.
The ship allowed me entry but it flared a warning in my eye. Any training done in here was real. In the sense I could die if I shot myself or managed to get covered in plasma. I had to verify I was not in a simulation. The range was two meters wide and designed for only one being. I would wager Emperor ChiKhi had a second range. I placed three weapons against the side and inspected the plasma weapon first. It had a selector for spray size and a safety button.
“Okay, should be simple. Let’s have some fun.” I said to the empty room.
I flipped through the options for the range and selected (stationary targets). A five meter, ten meter, and twenty five meter dragumi outline was rendered. I chuckled at this as I tucked the rifle firmly into my shoulder. With a slight hesitation I squeeze the trigger. Nothing happened. I hammered the trigger. Still nothing. I ensured the safety was off and it was. Huh.
“Mila you busy?” I sent a video message request.
“How may I help master?” Her tone was flat and dry. She was adding items to her room and I had interrupted her.
“I am trying to get this plasma rifle to fire and nothing happens when I squeeze the trigger. The safety is off.”
“Performance issues Mack, not smart to call a woman to complain about your gun failing” a chuckle escaped her lips. She tilted her head for a moment. “Mack I am not a combat expert. Do not ask me for tips, tricks, or general help for how to kill your foes. My hands are literally full with your other tasks,” two vases were held up to show me her emphasis. “But I did do a simple search… You have to turn the safety off the plasma container in order for the rifle to fire.”
The call abruptly ended and I felt dumb. This was part of the reason I wanted an instructor. I could self learn but it would only take me so far. I needed professional help… The military kind. I vowed to myself that I would join the EDF first chance I could and get a quality training. They had weekends off and only one week of basic training. I could handle that and weapons issues like these would be resolved.
An inspection of the container found a safety indent on the side and when I selected it a hum started. I aimed the weapon downrange and fired. I was awkward and clumsy but after some practice I hit my targets. The required math to adjust my stream size to distance of my targets came easy. I lacked the smooth transitions that only practice would perfect. I ensured the weapon was safed and picked up the projectile weapon.
Bang! Bang! I fired rounds down range and my aim was shit. I may be able to throw a handball with precision but not fire a bullet with one. The range knew it too, because I was instructed on how to breathe. Aim, exhale, and then gently squeeze. I tried this and improved slightly. Still I felt I needed more help and guidance.
The laser weapon was money. I understood why Baruni recommended it. It was a point, squeeze, and adjust. There was a slight kick at the initial expelling force of the beam but outside of that I could give this to Beau to use. Easy enough.
I picked up the electric weapon and struggled to get it to power up. It had far more buttons and was the most complex. I decided the EDF would teach me how to use one and went to go test out this armor.
I left the range and headed for the gymnasium. The walk let me get a feel for the armor’s weight. It was not overly cumbersome but certainly more stiff and heavy than a spacesuit. I arrived at the track and ran a full lap. This body was not as toned as my combat body but the armor felt fine. I was sure I would eventually tire but for now, I was still comfortable.
My next test involved water, and surprise… I sank like a lead weight. The only saving grace was I tested by the ramp and was able to walk back up for air. In retrospect, I concluded that the test was beyond reckless of me. I decided to lift weights and found it harder than normal and knew this was from the lack of flex my muscles needed. The next test I wanted to do was to see how much damage it could stop. I decided not to risk destroying my new armor and instead went to eat.
The armor was a disappointment. I shed the top off and gave it another study while I sipped on a milkshake. It was the metal, too rigid, and clunky. The scales were fine and I scanned them for details. It had (replica) beside the trademarked name. So someone had made a knock off scale of the sixth stage race. An inspection of the armor notated that it could not be pulled apart into separate layers and was copyright protected by fusing the armor together. That clearly would stop no one from cutting it up, but it did stop me from trying only the scales and ditching the metal. Oh well.
I had given up on the testing and was ordering a meal when Mila, Astrid, and Starla entered. They were a mix of happy and serious. That did not bode well. I kissed their cheeks minus Mila and seated myself while I waited for them to join me.
“So Mack I am sure you have noticed us talking today. You have been patient and kind to not irritate us with useless questions. I have informed the girls of some hard realities. They have been informed by myself they should not continue by your side. A set of inevitable events will more than likely occur. I want Astrid and Starla to be fully informed. Emperor ChiKhi, may he reign forever, did not mark Emperor Linus, nor will he. Assuming you continue to generate revenue you will be the next Emperor. Before you stop me by saying he has fourteen sons in succession line, I know and do not care. They are for all purposes irrelevant. You have surprised and brought happiness to my Emperor twice now. Did you know we fight the dragumi across hundreds of planets?” Mila said.
I shook my head no, choosing to let her keep speaking.
“You tossed a pike through the face of one like it was second nature to you. That was impressive. While the Emperor was happy with it, you made enemies. You will continue to make enemies. Emperor ChiKhi has died thousands of times Mack. Think about that. Their lives revolve around ensuring no one can kill every clone they have and that they always have the support of our species military. Those two things have allowed them to prosper. They have born children, and not a single one of them is a legitimate heir. Or ever has contact with their fathers. Why is the probable question? And the answer is extortion as well as safety. They are constantly on edge. It cannot be fun imaging where your next death will occur. There have been occurrences where an offspring was linked to the Emperor that was tortured. The result is always the same, no giving in to end the suffering. Swallow the pain and suffering of the victim and focus on the big picture.
“Which brings me to Starla and Astrid. They exude lust for you, are always honest, and the smell of love is seeping from them. I am happy for them and for you Mack. But… Things will not always be rosy... peachy… stupid translator. You will have bad times for certain ahead. Emperor Linus will figure out you’re his next successor. I have a detailed explanation already written waiting for your approval, or for the right time where you cannot deny it. That means one of his twenty daughters of which only nine are eligible will be sent to you for a marriage contract. You would be foolish to deny at least one of them. The Emperor has five wives, as most powerful men and women are apt to do by spreading their genes. The wife you choose of his lineage would bring the connections you need. It would allow for a more peaceful and seamless transition of power. From Linus to his daughter and her husband… you. Is it starting to sink in yet?”
“What do I smell of?” I asked defiantly not answering her questions.
“The same, if you haven’t clued in girls I can sense everything you feel. Including lying. Species secret, you know now because I can already smell what you girls will choose.” She turned to face Astrid and Starla. “Mack is pure. An aberration among a sea of deceitful humans. You girls tell white lies. Like when you said bigger breasts would look better on Astrid. You didn’t mean it, you like them the way they are but was being supportive. Mack doesn’t lie. It is a fault we need to fix with him. Right now Mack smells of frustration. My guess is this armor and his weapons testing results bug him. It is fine we can sell the armor to Linus for a favor, it was cheap. Plus if the girls go into combat it will help keep them alive.
“Back on topic. Mack is full of lust, and love for Starla. He reeked of it the moment he thought of you that first time I meet him at his house. His love for Astrid is starting to leak out, its scent strong. You humans bond quickly it seems, or maybe you are foolish and young. The key here is you have bonded. So what happens next? Do you girls go back to school?”
I was expecting the girls to give a serious answer. Instead, Starla ejected herself from her seat and tackled me out of mine. The most passionate kiss of my life was planted on my lips as her palms clasped the side of my face.
“I love you too,” Starla said when she broke the kiss. Her green eyes were sparkling with desire as she gazed at me.
“I love you Starla, and I knew that for a few days before my first death. Now get off me, we got more to talk about.”
She wiped a tear from her eye, pecked my cheek and went back to her chair.
“Astrid I spent hours every day getting to know Starla, and what I know of you now is only a matter of time. The way you are sincere and…” I was saying when Mila interrupted me.
“Save the undying love sappiness for later. You will need to get married, and these women will need to have your babies. Or they need to say goodbye and return to being ordinary earthlings. Married because Mack has already shown he can love, support, and care for you. You can stay unwed but I do not recommend it. Mack certainly will not, in order to transition to Emperor it is prudent he marry a daughter of Linus. Which if arranged… further enforces his need for women who will stick by his side no matter what… and eventually mother his heirs. I shudder to think of mini Macks trying to climb all over me but it is a must. The children are required for a few reasons. Emperor ChiKhi will want you to establish your own lineage for your own dynasty. You will want his continued support. You will have to work hard to protect your family. I recommend a strong fortress, impervious ship, and hidden base to cover all your scenarios. Or blend them in with the general population and caretakers to keep them safe. The key will be to find protection and people you can trust. The other reason is Linus. Politics are evil. If an opponent finds out you are dodging your baby quota, they may place your ladies into combat roles hoping you die. While I am sure Mack could leverage his wealth and power to stop this who knows what he may be up against. You being entwined as the mothers of his children cements you to his fate. Lastly, if you love Mack then marry him and have his children. Do you want to look back at this point in your lives and say “The best man I ever dated got away because I was scared of commitment”? I have three grown children you will never hear me speak of again. It was hard and a struggle but they were my everything.” She cried at this and suddenly left.
A silence fell over us that I broke with an offer of ice cream. I checked on our arrival for Earth and noticed we had arrived five minutes ago. I was not sleeping without sheets again, so I convinced the girls to come to a hotel room with me. The ride down to Earth was mostly quiet besides talk of the hotel. The seriousness of the situation was weighing on us. I ordered a smaller but just as private suite as last time. In mere minutes we were out of Griffin, into the Purr, and exiting into a hotel room.
The nighttime sky allowed the moon to glow brightly. We sat on the balcony and I talked with Astrid while Starla made some preparations for tomorrow. When Starla returned she said she needed to get some things and would be back shortly. The shuttle darted out of the private hanger and went earthbound. Astrid and I continued to talk.
There was no awkward ‘out of things to say’ pauses or tense moments. She ended up in my lap and tucked her head under my chin using my peck as a pillow. I had tossed my armor top off and was shirtless. I twirled her hair while she traced my muscles. She rested like that for what was an hour while we got to know each other more deeply. We really enjoyed the experience but my mind wondered if Starla was okay. I was about to check where she was on my display when the shuttle docked in its bay. Starla exited with an older man in a black suit with a white bowtie.
The man was told to wait at the balcony entrance as Starla walked alone to us. I raised an eyebrow and Astrid looked puzzled. Starla was all business with a brisk walk and determined face. When she reached us she got down on a knee. It did not take long for my slow brain to catch on to the situation. I was able to add the priest to the kneeling and respectfully stood. I place Astrid beside me.
“Mack Raul, Astrid Bunt. Over the past few months, I have gotten to know and love you both. I do not know what the future holds, or what opportunities will pass me by later in life. This is not one that will escape me. I want you both, I need you both. Together we are one and I know in my heart you feel the same. Will you Mack, and you Astrid take me as your wife?” Two matching ring were presented. Astrid cried and I beamed with happiness. I realized then that I didn’t need to ask Astrid to marry me, by us combing to Starla we would be married. The polygamy laws of the twenty third century were clear on that.
We said yes of course, and the priest married us. Starla had him sign our papers and then a private vessel shuttled him away.
To say we rushed to consummate our nuptials would be an understatement. The moment that old balding priest was gone we rushed for the bedroom. I peeled off the stupid armor pants in excitement. The girls unsealed their suits and I was at that moment the luckiest man alive. They jumped into bed beside me and pressed their breasts against my sides as they kissed eagerly in front of my face.
Unsure what to do I traced my fingers down each of their back as my erection grew. I felt Starla’s left hand grasp me below Astrid’s right. When I reached a full hardness they stopped. Astrid was the dom in our trio for tonight. She arranged Starla into my spot and left me standing by the bed as she went down on her. I was then motioned behind Astrid as her ass arched up while her face was rapidly licking Starla’s moistness. My penis teased Astrid’s little lips for only a moment. She felt my cock line up and hopped back to plunge me completely into her swollen pussy. Starla shifted towards us to receive the love Astrid was willingly giving.
The entire ordeal was beyond hot, and I was still new to sex. At least that is how I justify exploding into my wife with only a few thrusts. Five minutes later I was back at it and we swapped positions multiple times as the night of sex lasted for an hour. I was sore and exhausted by the time we finally got ready to sleep. With two curvaceous beautiful women tucked into my shoulders I fell asleep with a goofy grin on my face.




CHAPTER 16

With great effort, I leveraged myself out of the bed. It was early morning before even the sun had crested the horizon. I went to a desk and found a pen with an actual piece of paper the hotel provided. A few minutes later I had completed my note.
Dear Astrid Starla and Mila,
I am going to get some real world experience. It was recommended by someone important and I feel would be wise to heed the advice. While I am gone, here is what I would like for you to do. Travel to Vensi and oversee our business there. Speaking of which decide on a name for our company. Once that is done explore more markets and figure out what else we can utilize to turn a profit. Mila I need you to info dump everything to Emperor Linus. Including that I will be his successor. It is vital humanity gets on the right track for that hundred and first planet. Exchange currency as needed and know that I have faith in all of you. The accounts are unlocked so you will not have to bother me for purchases. I will be turning myself in to serve my three months in the EDF. I need to learn the ways of combat and to see what is being taught by our Empire. There was a notice saying I would get weekends off after the initial training week. Please visit me then.
Your husband, and master,
Mack Raul.
I sneakily kissed Astrid and Starla on the cheeks and left the room. There was a private shuttle waiting for me that I had ordered earlier. A last longing look back at the bedroom where my wives slept was abandoned as I left. The shuttle had a pilot who asked for my destination.
“EDF processing please,” I said as I entered the back of the vessel.
We shot out of the small landing pad and entered the chaotic traffic. Even this early a city as vast as New York was a bustle. I glared out the window hoping I was making the right decision.
When I arrived at the facility things progressed fast. I was scanned, bleed, urine tested, and given a physical. I was stripped of my armor and given a blank gray spacesuit. There was a red flag that I was deceased and when I ensured them it was a typo they fixed it in their records. After the physical was a barrage of tests. I felt I did fairly well with them. A green line illuminated under my feet when my results were finished review. I was placed in a pod, shot up to an orbital, and then shuttled through a gateway. The entire process took less than two hours and I was impressed. The military was efficient in shipping recruits off. Made sense. Gave them less time to escape with a changed mind.
There was a notification on my display telling me I would do my week of training starting today aboard the EDF Britannia. The shuttle to Britannia was crammed with other recruits, and for once I was not the largest human in the most discomfort. There was a lanky woman who was two and a half meters tall hunched over with pain etched on her face.
We arrived and were promptly screamed at. A new red spacesuit was handed to each of us and modesty was not an option. We stripped and dressed. There was more yelling. A silent meal. More yelling. Then exercise. I was bored, none of the wide hats intimidated me. Sure a few probably could best me in hand to hand but they were all bluster and no bite. The exercise was weak and the few out of shape recruits vomited from the exertion.
As a group, we were ushered into a classroom. The lights were dimmed and a video played. It went over the importance of maintaining peace on the frontier. That the job we were doing was vital and to give it our all. Then it went over some rules and guidelines. It was standard stuff. No sex, no fighting outside pre-arranged areas, if your instructor fondled your privates inappropriately to file a report. It was a basic orientation. A few heads dozed fighting sleep.
The young man beside me started snoring. I clasped a hand around his wrist to wake him. He jolted a bit and I motioned for us to go to the side of the room. It was harder to fall asleep while standing. More recruits were proactive and stood, fearing the consequences. The lights returned to full illumination and we were ordered to sit.
It was during the next hour I learned something provocative. I was a worthless worm, no greater than an insect. But… Just maybe… If I performed well I could redeem my sorry soul and become a proud EDF fighter. It was pathetic. They even swapped instructors mid speech to play the good cop – bad cop. I was expecting well… more. My ability to manage my eye rolls and scoff at the stupidity of it all was on point.
Additional upper body exercise was next and my muscles started to become sore. My ear received attention when an instructor yelled for me to quit. It got to the point where I was the last person doing pushups. I heard some of my fellow recruits mutter about me being a cyborg. Finally, my arms gave out and I collapsed to the ground. That thump was the check the box for the instructors and we were led into billeting.
I found out it was two people to a tiny room that had a bunk bed and two dressers. We were told to inspect our lockers and validate our gear was fit to us. The Mack Raul locker contained four sets of uniforms and four sets of workout clothes. There was a fresh set of shoes and boots neatly tucked away. I verified the sizes were all correct and signed off on my locker. Across from was a Rio Ramirez. The whole process from reception, to Britannia, to orientation, and to exercise we had never been allowed to talk. I missed the girls already.
The young man was shy of two meters with a tanned complexion. He was physically fit from endurance training and carried himself with poise. There was a hidden danger to him if I had to guess he was a fighter of some sort. Or grew up fighting. When he verified his locker he turned to inspect me.
“Names Rio, glad I am not the only person in this class who can brawl. Your stances indicated you are always on edge. I could easily exploit most of them but with time you can correct them.”
“Nice to meet you, Rio, I am Mack. I would welcome any tips you have readily. Wonder what happens next…”
An instructor yelled down the hall to get naked, grab a towel, and hit the showers. It was awkward, not that nudity was new to me, merely standing in a line at arm’s length waiting for my turn. It seemed inefficient to waste time waiting in line. When it was my turn I entered a cleansing tube and was morphed from a sweaty smelly man into a freshly scented man. It was only slightly different than the shower pods at Vensi and mom’s apartment on Earth.
That night we were given study work and a test to complete before bed. It reviewed orientation and impressed upon the rules that governed the EDF. There was also a clear set of punishments for violations. I aced the stupid test and went to sleep.
∞∞∞
The next two days flew by in a hurry. We covered formation marching, land navigation, and exercised extensively. The little free time I had always ensured I sent a daily message to Starla and Astrid. I never knew if they got them or heard anything back but I persisted on letting them know I missed them and was fine. After that, I focused on EDF manuals and doctrine. A clear pattern had emerged. Humanity was prepared to fight other humans, not aliens. The sheer amount of changes that would have to be made gave me a spin. I really hoped the Emperor had received the proper information from Mila. That eventually there would be a drastic shift in the training guides and manuals.
On day four we got to go to the firing range. I was ecstatic. Finally, my time was being applied properly. Or so I thought.
My weapon in hand, I was placed in a dugout and pointed downrange. I reviewed the weapon. It was a blingy auto firing weapon of instant destruction. There were dozens of buttons, what looked like hundreds of attachments and thousands of tiny parts easy to lose. What in the all that was holy hell was this? I did not think I was the only potential soldier holding their weapon trying to establish how it worked. That was when the drill instructor belted out his orders.
“Keep your weapon downrange. That way! Gorammit private Barns I swear if I was allowed to kick your dumb skull I would. Point the fucking… as you were… Point the weapon that direction. The next idiot I catch aiming their weapon any direction but toward the mock enemy will be scrubbing shit tubes with no gloves using your toothbrush.”
I mentally pictured that image and it worked. I verified my weapon was firmly aimed in the correct direction.
“Listen up you maggots. When the targets populate your weapon will detect them. You do not touch a fucking… as you were… You do not touch a button. You simply accept or reject your target. That is all. It is that easy. My pet monkey can do it, and trust me I have taken him here and showed him which targets to shoot and which to avoid. He can do it. So you can too. Any questions?” The drill finished his speech and I was flabbergasted.
Some idiot asked about his pet monkey. This elicited a bunch of laughter but I was still in shock. Before I could ask if this was a joke a target popped up downrange. Human bad guys with bandana facial covers held a gun pointed at me, I selected fire. A three round burst erupted from the weapon. Two in the chest one in the head. Schoolgirl wearing a uniform holding books, hold fire. Two bad guys holding a hostage. I selected to kill the enemy and not to shoot the hostage. The bullets traced into arcs that never missed. My weapon was not even aimed close to them and it was a perfect head and two heart shots. It was that easy, at least the instructor was not lying. My score populated at the end and I got a hundred. Yeah… Beau would have gotten a hundred. Skippy the monkey probably got a hundred.
We marched from the range to a fighting pit. The entire time my anger blistered into rage. I was becoming unhinged in disappointment. I could have been in a giant bed with my two hot wives. Instead, I was here doing nothing. Hand to hand combat was probably the worst place I could be in a mood like this.
The instructors paired us up and let us go to the mat. First to tap or go unconscious lost. I did not pull anything. I choked my first three opponents out until I faced Rio. He was all smiles, we did get along, and he was probably my only friend here. When he saw my demeanor he knew I wanted to spar not hold hands.
I came in fast and he dodged the tackle. A leg kick snapped into my left thigh. I caught his foot but he twisted his frame to spin his left leg toward my head. I ducked that and lunged as gravity pulled his body down. I rapidly snaked my arm around his neck and my rear chokehold was firm. A few elbows hit my ribs but he went under. I think he gave me his back on purpose to avoid a bloody fight. He was better than that and we both knew it.
“Think you can fight Cadet Raul, I am next.” The large instructor said once Rio had recovered.
The match was a slugfest. Neither of us went for a tackle. We traded jabs, hooks, and uppercuts. In the end, I fell to a knee first and caught a kick to the side of my face knocking me down. The fight was over and I was the loser. The instructor had needed to release as much anger as I had. An injection into my neck from a medic and my skin stitched back together. The nanobots healed my wounded body and then pissed themselves out and down my leg. Great… There was no time to recover or clean up. An obstacle course was next.
This was at least enjoyable for me. What person didn’t like climbing, hanging, and jumping over stuff? It was a minor challenge but still something different. I kept getting sidelong glances from the instructors when a high ranking woman approached our group. I was called out of the course and sent to her.
“I am Admiral Beckett, commander of the forty first fleet and captain of the Britannia. I was told to relay a message to you.” The Admiral was a stern faced woman with a pointed nose and sunken cheekbones. Her brown eyes glared with dispassion of the situation. “You are to be thanked for your contributions to the Empire. That is all.”
She spun and removed herself from my presence.
Instructor Zamm, the one I had fought it out with, came over to me.
“Let’s go for a walk, Cadet Raul.” We paced around the obstacle course never deviating too far from the other trainees. “I know who you are. It was not easy, someone has been hiding your files. It was as if they knew I was looking then let me in on the secret. I will not go easy on or change your training for the last three days of hell week. But from us grunts in the muck, thank you. There was a deluge of information dumped on us yesterday. We have been doing everything wrong. The Admiral merely confirmed our theories. In my entire two years as an instructor, this is a first time that I thank a trainee. My contract expires soon, I might look you up later. You seem to like to get in a lot of fights that look fun. Good spar today, and again… thank you for revealing our flaws. Now get your dumb ass back to the course and run it faster this time!”
I did as ordered and was slightly quicker. Mila had to be up to something. I wondered if my flaring anger triggered some alert to her. Maybe I should bring Vivian back for when I am alone… No… crutches were not going to help.
∞∞∞
Assignments came hours before our graduation. I was given the prestigious opportunity to serve the EDF on Narshak. An outer world colonized three years ago. Only recognized by Earth as a colony planet four months ago. Status – hostile population. Moon patties! That was not good.
We were allowed an hour of free time before our ceremony. Call me vain but the first thing I did was an apprehensive glance at my bank accounts. I breathed a sigh of relief. There were expenditures and a large lump sum from one Earth bank account in E-bits. Probably the reward for the knowledge. The books looked good. The girls didn’t empty the accounts. There were nightly videos… let me pause right there. Astrid and Starla knew my calls were screened. So they were sappy and boring. Giving very little detail and no boobs. I felt my heart swell missing them, those damn emotion things again.
I decided to watch them later in their entirety and went to the news. The rebellion was over, humanity was whole again. The separatists were given leniency and admitted that the new rules were required. It was the information we released. Apparently, Mila also solved a civil war, albeit a small one. There were countless stories on our trade deal with the Lunish government. I found out our company was named Expansive Trading Group. It worked, and I nodded in approval.
Free time ended and I was placed in an alphabetical line with the other recruits. We made it through basic training now we would get a certificate and a rank. The turnover rate was so high the current EDF functioned on a different standard for initial rank placement. Old armies you started as a peon officer or enlisted and then worked your way up. The problem was few joined and fewer stayed. Those that were competent and wanted to, could easily climb in ranks. Instructor Zamm was a prime example of this, he was a master sergeant with twelve years in.
So how did you fix the problem, you inserted a new policy. You gave a few promotions based on initial test scores, performance, and instructor recommendation. When my name was called I was promoted to Captain. I saw my family cheering in the crowd of relatives. I didn’t get much more than a wave off to them before I was off the stage.
I had two parallel bars on my uniform at the collars. The highest rank a fresh recruit could earn. It would be years before I saw major and there was zero chance of that happening. The ceremony came to a conclusion and I was able to see my family for two hours before I shipped off to Narshak.
There were clumps of people hovering around graduates. Rio my only friend from the week long experience was alone so I dragged him with me. His family was poor and he was serving to raise funds to help his sister’s son get a nano flush to save his heart. A doctor was already en route that I paid for earlier.
Rio and I tossed some jokes while we approached my family. There was Arenus with Beau in front of him. She wore a sparkly tiara and a lovely lavender dress. Mom (Beth), was with my wives in skin tight suits of blue and white. The three of them chatting away. I caught snippets of a story about my childhood. My real mom, the twins, and Mila were missing. I could hardly complain, this was a big surprise to see them for such a simple ceremony.
“Rio this is Beth my mother, Arenus my father, Beau my sister, and then Astrid and Starla are my wives. Everyone this is Rio, he joined to raise funds to save his nephew. Heart issue. Some rich guy fixed the problem before the celebration though. Guess you can retire now.” I said to him as I jostled him from my arm slung over his shoulders. Rio was a smart man and figured it out.
“Excuse me while I make a call. You endlessly talked about your wives. I never realized you were rich too. If this is true the creator has answered our prayers.” Rio excused himself.
Starla and Astrid hugged me and kissed my cheeks. I kneeled down after to greet Beau, got a hug from mom, and a handshake from my stepdad. Both made excuse for their spouses that fell on deaf ears. It was okay, really.
“You got married, and I never got to go. The girls at least said you will hold a proper reception at a later date. Your life has drastically shifted, I remember hoping for you to get a scholarship for ZBall but I guess that option is gone.” Beth said she clasped my hands at this, then took a step back letting go.
“I know mom, I am sure the girls explained, it was a spur of the moment event and transpired quickly. If an extravagant ball is needed for later we can happily host one.” I replied. Arenus was itching to talk which was unusual for him.
“Thank you for all the information, the policy is shifting rapidly and the rebellion has ended. How did you find your week of training okay and where are they sending you?” Arenus asked.
“I leave in less than two hours for Narshak. The training illustrated some major flaws in the current doctrine the EDF is executing. I am sure things will change, but for now, they are drastically out of line with what should be happening. The gun I fired determined friend from foe and my only input was to confirm. I came for weapons training and combat training. There were no tactics, it had been cut from lack of full scale wars for so long. It was literally a waste of time I regretted every day. I did meet a few interesting people, Rio for example. Rio is a good man… not much of a talker.”
“Two hours! We redecorated the entire griffin while you were gone, and we have so much to update you on,” Astrid said in disappointment. Her arms were crossed. When she saw me focus on her propped up boobs she lifted them just a bit more with a mischievous grin.
“It will have to wait five days and then I get the weekend off. Maybe we can spend some honeymoon time together.”
“Right, you are dumb Mack. I am proud of you but I huffed and puffed for hours when I found your note. Who leaves his wives in bed to say he joined the army. I think I get it, you want it off your record as a negative mark. You served your punishment instead of running from it and at the same time got some training. But Mack I wanted to slap you for three days. I am better now… mostly.”
It was Beau's turn. “Yogurt?”
“You know it!” I replied and I corralled the family toward the mess hall.
We sat around a circular table meant for ten. Rio caught up to us later and thanked me three times, then sat in silence. Conversation was light, jovial, and there was lots of laughter. It was good to be around family and I missed them. Everyone mentioned a few times how proud they were of me and complimentary on my highest rank achievement. We got a ten minute warning notification so Rio started to get ready to leave. A final sendoff from Arenus included a stern warning. There were mutterings that things on Narshak were very hostile. I whispered into his ear that I was immortal. Ever the diplomat he kept an even face and wished me luck.
I was sad to visit with them and then have to leave so rapidly. I said goodbye and peeled myself from them. Rio and I maneuvered through the Britannia to the shuttle bays. My indicated lights for directions led us to a massive empty shuttle. Inside the center row of the vessels bay was our gear. Soldiers were aimlessly meandering looking for conversations or endlessly chatting.
When I entered the bay my official orders populated. Get my troops into the shuttle, land on Narshak, and locate a missing platoon. We were designated Whiskey Company, Third Battalion, Fifth Division, EDF Britannia. I read that over when it changed. Raul’s Rangers, Third Battalion, Fifth Division, EDF Britannia. Mila at work.
A chime sounded alerting me it was time to board. There was no more instructor here to yell at me with a guiding hand. It was my job now.
“Raul’s Rangers…” I bellowed out to the scattered troops. “First platoon left side. Third Platoon right side. Second platoon split. Move your troop’s soldiers, Lieutenants on me.”
The tall lankly lady I remembered from my first flight to Britannia, and an unknown older man, and Rio approached me. These were my Lieutenants. I did a quick scan. The woman was Francine Lafot, from the planet Pari. Citation for speeding, three months of service. That was some horse turds. The old man was Daniel Rockford. Planet Swall wasn’t familiar with that one. Volunteered when the rebellion killed his son in an incident. Details not included. No vengeance for him but I could work with all three. They were all competent killers in their own rights, with brains. The rest of the privates, well… some were downright dumb and that was putting it nicely.
“I am Captain Raul, you will refer to me as sir in front of the soldiers and Mack in private settings. Our mission is basic. We drop today, get picked up on Friday. Five days in the desert of Narshak. We find a missing third platoon of some disbanded company. Rio, go get an extra two pallets of water. The shuttle will wait for it. Daniel check every soldier for proper gear and attachments. Francine go through our supplies. Dismissed.” I said.
That was one thing about getting orders without room to quibble for a straight week. People executed tasks instead of asking why. I passed my troop and worked my way to the flight deck. There was a cute pilot at the stick who smirked at me when I arrived. My mind instantly drifted to what was under her flight suit. She was another perfection generated babe. Warrant Officer Lorie Williams, Earth, top of her class. Requested to fly high probability combat missions. My kind of girl. Alas, I had two beautiful wives I wanted to connect with more. A few months ago I would have been drooling at the eye tease she was giving me. Now I needed to focus and leave my dick in my flight suit… For now anyway.
“Those water pallets are inside, we are ready to go if you are done undressing me with your eyes… Sir. Are you up here to watch me handle this stick or do you need something?” Lorie asked as she rotated the cyclic around.
“Uhh… both work? Yes, both. It is funny I am an oversexed man recently but my god you genebabies make me lose my mind. Get us out of the Britannia, please. I need to find a missing platoon on some dust planet. Hopefully, I will not get a hundred fresh soldiers killed locating them. Has there been any surface to air fire being reported near the landing zone?” I replied. I planted my ass in the seat across from her and was automatically strapped in.
“Not reported but things have deteriorated based on statements from on the ground sources. It is odd somehow those reports are being buried. I am not sure what to expect. Here we go.” The shuttle rocketed out of the gate at a full burn. Lorie liked to fly fast. We jetted to the gateway and the Britannia shrunk as we parted. “I looked you up when I was informed you were a VIP. Not sure why they would insert a VIP into a combat situation. When I asked they said, “classified.” Then I continued to look you up finding little to nothing. I must have set off some sensors or algorithms because I was suddenly granted access. You fight well… The way you downed that dragon bitch. I got to be honest, it made me a little wet. Recently married to two gorgeous bombshells who both are bi. Check. Looks fantastic naked and is almost as hot as I am. Check. He runs a profitable business and is not a bum. Check. Is in need of a kick ass super sexy pilot. Check. The only box you have not checked is hiring me. I submitted a contract to the Expansive Trading Group. I am awaiting an interview with your assistant Mila.”
I observed her intently. She was a red haired bombshell that belonged on a movie cover. Lorie was taller than Astrid and Starla by a dozen centimeters. She had the same curvaceous hourglass figure of Starla with small D or large C bust. It was evident by her tight flight suit. I checked her resume out. Exceptional pilot, with almost a year of service. Her contract expires this week and declined multiple bonus offers by the EDF. Schooling for flight before that. Exceptional student. Twenty three with no debt and a clean record. I saw a notation from Mila, hired - pending interview. Mila wanted to sniff her out. It was only a matter of time before the Emperor planted someone in our midst. I figured it would be one of his daughters with a marriage proposal. So maybe he is luring me with a sexy pilot. Only Mila could tell.
Traffic at the gate parted and the portal dialed into our location. We transitioned smoothly into space not far from Narshak and an eta until atmospheric entry populated. An hour and twelve minutes, another twenty after that and we were on the ground. I ordered the troops to relax and rest if possible. Nothing to focus on until we hit the sand. I let Lorie try to figure out what I was thinking as we sat in silence.
“Mila you there?” I queried.
“We are trailing and out of sensor range. Mack something is off… Also, I missed you like a sister misses a nice brother. Sorry, your training was a waste. I got good news and bad news. The good is Lorie is a plant. By the Emperor himself, but not for nefarious reason, but I will need to scent her to be certain. He merely guided her to your shuttle by swapping ship assignments. That was all I could find. I did a very, very, thorough background check on her. You ever hear of a Madam Loufort?”
“Yes, a stage name for miss nude universe five years running. What perverts galaxy wide nicknamed the fap queen? I found nudies of her on my dad’s filesystem when I was ten… Now that I think of it, I believe dad left those there on purpose. What she got to do with this?”
“That is Lorie’s mother. She only had one child. The father was never disclosed, and they lived a private life. Lorie knows who her father is and if she scents clean - she will be hired. You would also check a block by adding her as a wife. Her dad is the Emperor, one of his few secret children. I think he is extending an olive branch as the saying goes. She volunteered for this mission and looked you up herself. Not on his orders. That is why it is good. This could be a big win for you and all of us. Hopefully, she is legit and we can get her on our side before she becomes a pawn.
“Now the bad news. Your missing platoon is… in fact missing. There are things at play here on Narshak that even my digital skills cannot figure out. Tread carefully, if I uncover anything special I will ping you. I am exerting every effort I can to discover what is at play on this planet. I will try not to fail you, Mack. Goodbye for now, lots of stuff to dig through.”
I let the conversation end and looked over at Lorie. She raised an eyebrow and then winked.
“Lorie, Lorie… What to do? You have me at a crossroads.”
“Did you look me up? Did you find my miss nude universe photo op? That one tends to leave men speechless. Those provocative wives of yours… maybe you can handle a woman as fine as me.” She teased.
I rushed to my eye display to find the photos when Mila sent them. I gave an audible gulp as I swallowed air. Her red hair flowed past her shoulders contrasted by her blue eyes. A lush set of lips were puckered in a kiss as she bent over. Her natural full breasts hung deliciously and she posed giving her plump ass a spank. Okay, I had seen enough. I closed the files before I got worked up.
“Hmm… You only now looked at my photos. I never competed… only thought about it and did one photoshoot I still regret. And those files were sealed. I paid a lot of money to have them never exposed. I was testing you… Which means you are full of surprises for a dead man. You figured out who my father is didn’t you?” Lorie said as the shuttle flew itself.
“Yes, we did. You and Astrid will get along very well. Our meeting was only part chance. Could it have happened… sure, did someone nudge you in my direction. Yes? Mila pop up on sensors and go back off please.” I said.
“Who is?” An alert sounded loudly then went quiet. “That was a stage six ship. Lancer by the signature…” She was piecing it together. I threw her a hint.
“You want to fly it.”
“Sir, don’t tease a girl. No human will ever get to fly a ship like that. Why they watch over you is beyond me? I admit I am missing some information but you have some powerful friends…”
“If I tease… I am to please!” I said which got me an eye roll so dramatic she rotated her head with it. “My wives can fly the ship. It is rather boring but I always selected automatic flying. When we get on the ground all will be explained after an interview with my lancer friend. She runs my business when I am away. Pass that and you are hired. Now, business aside. We have forty five minutes before we land. How about I tell you a few things about myself and then you tell me about you?”
“What… no consent contract so we can brazenly fuck when I close the cock… pit door. You just told a girl who dreamed for years of nothing more than flying fancy alien ships that she not only can, but probably will do so. That Sir, is worth of a quickie.” She grinned mischievously at me like I was a yummy snack for lunch.
The door slid shut and I timidly shook my head no. I was doing my own interview of sorts.
“Okay let me begin first then,” Lorie said with a pout.
Lorie grew up on Earth and never knew who her father was for a long time. Her mother hid her previous occupation. During her rebellious teenage years, she got lucky and guessed correctly one night when she cornered her mom. The only important man she was seen with before she vanished was then Duke Linus. Lorie said she never let it eat away at her. She knew if she wanted to see her dad she would have to fight through countless siblings for affection. Lorie said she also rationalized he would be too busy to kindle a relationship. She dropped the subject and decided to focus her aspirations on becoming a pilot. EDF had the best training for free with a year of service.
Her love life consisted of on and off relationships with guys and girls. She mentioned how a multilayered relationship had always intrigued here. Where you could rarely be alone. Lorrie confessed she was lonely and tired of the extensive EDF tours where she couldn’t establish a home.
It was my turn next. I went over growing up on two planets. My passion for ZBall and told her I loved strawberry milkshakes and green apple candy slushies. I tried to keep some secrets but she had watched my combat on Lunish. She knew I had died, twice now. I dodged her more invasive question until Mila could interview her.
We scorched through the atmosphere as the flames peeled off the shuttle. The descent was far rockier than the Purr I was used to. A thud and a hiss of escaping air let me know we had landed. I exited the pilot room and walked past the troops. When the ramp touched the ground I stepped onto a dusty barren world.
Why would anyone settle here, it was so dry it would be hard to grow anything? Maybe there was water deep underground. My sources of information were conflicting. The best thing I found was that Narshak was supposed to have a cool 21c temp year round. When in actuality it was 29.5 on average. A little more digging and I learned the tow company hired to move this planet further away never showed up. They took the money and poof… gone. Well, no wonder these people were cagey. I could not find a single happy report from this place. The governor was always demanding more food, saying the EDF was shorting him and people were starving.
I knew at that point I had my work cut out for me.




CHAPTER 17

Mila landed the Griffin not far from the shuttle. I ordered the soldiers to don helmets before the sand got kicked up into the air. A few struggled and needed help. I felt like I was herding chickens and we had only left the shuttle. Lorie was by my side when the ramp on the Griffin opened. I told her and Rio to follow me while I had Lt. Lafot and Lt. Rockford organize the troops.
I walked the hard packed sand, gratefully it was not soft mush. We reached the ramp and I went up. Mila was waiting at the top and guided Lorie away for her interview. I saw Astrid and Starla raise eyebrows at her looks. They then gave me a wave and a cute smile. When I left to go into the ship’s cargohold with Rio the girls went with Mila and Lorie. I would hear how it went later.
Rio gaped and cautiously shadowed me. He was acting like the walls were going to reach out and strangle him. The girls had indeed decorated with many unique and intriguing alien items.
“Rio, calm down. You are authorized to be on the ship by the vessel owner… me!” I said letting him get beside me. I gave him a hard slap on the back to get his senses aligned.
“It is so alien. A bit spooky. Where are we going?”
“That my friend is a surprise. I am following some blue lines you cannot see – we need to get to some special gear.” I told him as I found the desired room. “And here we are. What do you think?”
We stood in front of the six butterflies. The small mech suits were open and ready for inhabitants. They looked intimidating and awesome. They were about to get some combat experience… well, at least two were. I figured if I was not in my combat clone I should be in a butterfly.
I raced over to the nearest one and entered the pod in its center. My legs folded into the two leg slots and my arms into the upper limb holders. My hand slid into a custom glove to complete the mech.
“Mack, you want me to get into one? I have no idea how to operate it!” he exclaimed.
“If you can work that gun I am sure you can work this suit. Hurry up, those troops are out in the heat suffering while you dally.”
This motivated him and he hopped in the unit beside me. We got situated and the pod closed with a creak. The outer half fused with the shell and a hiss completed the seal. A display in front of my face populated. It was not in my eye so this was unusual. It gave me three options. Manual control, automatic control, or custom control. I selected automatic.
The options came up. Run diagnostic, exit ship, enable combat mode. I selected all three. I heard the whirling of some part as the systems ran checks. “Check Raul to Rio. Select auto mode, then all three options you see.”
He confirmed he heard me and we stomped our way out of the hold and down a newly created ramp for us that led directly to the sand. I enabled manual mode and tried walking. It was smooth and felt exactly like normal. I flailed my arms and stretched my legs. There was the whine and creaking of joints but other than noises it felt great.
I let Rio know I was jogging over to our troops and quickly closed the distance. A few jumpy people raised weapons, but they were quickly scolded to lower them.
“Listen up company. Last we heard the lost platoon went through that village you can see on the horizon. We will trek over there and see what we can learn. I have a specialist on the job, but things are not adding up. So we will proceed with abundant caution. In accordance with EDF policy, you will not fire unless fired upon. Keep your weapons ready. Lt. Ramirez, you’re on point. Figure out how to stealth up and get a sergeant to lead the troops. I want you two hundred meters in front. Move out.”
I was expecting the unit to move orderly, but people clumped up and chatted. I wanted to pull my hair out.
“Silence the side chatter. Twenty of your fellow soldiers have vanished and are probably dead. Take this serious or you can end up dead… You do not want that. Trust me.”
Lt. Lafot and Rockford organized the company into two single file lines spaced out. That was better. It took twenty minutes to reach the fifteen building village that could have been a replica for an old western movie. Everything was boarded up, a tumbleweed passed through the middle of town getting stuck by the well. Only one building was open and it was the pub. Dave’s Dive was etched over the door. My mech suit would not fit through the opening so I sent a random young soldier to escort the residents out.
When they exited they were skin and bones. I grew more confused. I figured the governor was exaggerating the desperation happening here. Now I knew I was wrong.
The internal display had a microphone volume I had amped up for talking to my troops. These scared townspeople did not need me bellowing at them so I adjusted it to a soft volume. I checked my internal cornea display to find a name for the little blimp on the map and found none. Oh well.
“An EDF platoon passed through here recently. This was the last report we received. They were arriving here and then nothing. Maybe you can help dissuade our ambitious officers you had something to do with their demise?” I asked and watched the response.
“Mr. Monster alien sir. We told them Mclain’s mine two klicks that way was rebelling against the Empire. Last we saw of them. I wish there were more but the Lefty guy…”
“Lieutenant?”
“Yes, Mr. Machine man. That was his name. He got all worked up and hurried his troops due to rebels. Could you spare some food, please? Our ration quota never shows up anymore, and the planet has yet to be moved away from this blasted heat. We are dying, sir.” The other townsfolk nodded at this. I gave an internal message for Lafot to hand out some food but to hurry… we would be moving in minutes.
I then chimed only Rio. “Go find this mine, and report what you see. Stay undetected please.”
Rio tore off at a fast pace to the west. I could only see where he was because he was identified as a friend. The camouflage tech was phenomenal. When enough food was given away, the people thanked us and we moved to follow Rio’s tracks.
I decided to check in with Mila at this point. I sent here a beep to let her know I wanted to talk before barging into her mind. She rang my display with a regular video call.
“I talked with Lorie, which went well. She has been hired, I just need an assistant for me now. Starla and Astrid are chatting with her while I provide overwatch. Mack do not run into that mine. Something is confusing the sensors on the Griffin. It could simply be a mineral interference or something more diabolical. Play it safe and slow. We are a few kilometers above the cloud cover staying hidden.”
“Roger, proceeding with caution.”
Rio should be able to observe the target area by now. I ordered the company to spread out and filled second platoon’s leadership role while I had Rio on scout. First went left, third went right. Still, nothing back from Rio when I halted the formation. I ordered defensive fields of fire to set in place and tried to reach Rio again. Nothing. Mila. Nothing.
Shit, we were being jammed, but what could block advanced tech.
The sand erupted as quarter meter tall robots with knives for limbs materialized in our formation.
“Open fire, every robot is considered a foe. Fire and fall back! Fire and fall back! Do not scatter, stay together!” I yelled with all my willpower to keep the troops from breaking. Our weapons never fired. The computers in them were inoperable. No one knew how to shoot without assistance. We were slow to react and eleven bodies were left behind as we retreated. Sacrificed to our foes.
My brain worked overtime to piece it together but I could not rationalize what I saw. Rio came sprinting towards us with an army of mutated cyborg humans mixed with robots following behind him. That did it and the timer in my brain dinged. An AI had set up shop here. A rouge species was capitalizing on the lack of oversight this far out.
“Fire at will. Everything you got.”
My troops kneeled and selected fire over and over. Nothing happened. It was not looking good, the robots and cyborgs decimated our lines when they hit. They had no weak spot for men and women who brandished knives in a desperate attempt to defend themselves. I saw a hovering hulking figure covered by rotting cloth behind the miniature deadly robots and cyborg troops. It moved its hand as if directing an orchestra and our dead rose from the ground converted into foes as bodies and machines entwined. I called it at that point. Full retreat.
“Full retreat, full retreat!!!” I screamed until the troops broke and ran east.
As we gained distance the enemy slowed, then organized. Our remaining dead and wounded were mutated to join the perverse ranks. It was a massacre. I left with a hundred and four soldiers. Only forty eight arrived to the little shantytown.
We panted from the run back. It was humiliating and a sting to my ego. So many dead… so fast. If our weapons were aimed by sight and not computer we could have saved more.
I was able to chat with Mila at this point. She broadcast before I could talk.
“Rouge species, I repeat rouge species. Retreat and regroup. Help is on the way.” Her words were too late for me and my troops.
Thousands, and then tens of thousands of ships blinked into existence. The air shattered in response to the sudden arrival of so much mass. All the vessels were of various shapes and sizes. The Onatics had arrived and arrived in full force. We were dematerialized and placed thousands of kilometers into the capital of the planet. Ukuq. It happened in a blink. One moment I was in a shantytown, the next the outskirts of a massive city.
The planet shook beneath my feet. Then shook some more. Battlecruiser, carriers, dreadnaughts, and destroyers never stopped materializing. It was an endless tide of Onatics on a mission. Of complete and total annihilation. When the skies could fit no more vessels of endless designs and shapes the troops materialized. By the trillions, if I had to guess. The planet itself lurched and moved into a proper climate orbit.
I stood in shock at it. There was so much to digest that my intellect of two was overwhelmed. Dunes, not a kilometer away erupted with robots. The enemy was swarmed in mass. This was when the fight was a show off of prowess. The few species I recognized were fluid like gods on a field of war they thrived for. Dragumi dove into the enemy ranks as the crested from hidden holes deep within Narshak. A squad of lancers roared with rage in full metal suits of augmented lethality.
My surviving troops were shell shocked by our losses and the sudden dramatic turn of events. The Griffin landed not ten meters away. I exited the butterfly and sent it to board the ship. It was a liability here with the AI able to hack. I called Rio and ordered the troops to lineup outside the ship.
We raced in and handed out laser weapons. The last in line was Lt. Francine Lafot. She had blood soaked over her face but it looked like it was splashed from a friendly and not her own. I placed my hand on her shoulder and grabbed a laser pistol from the pile.
“Lt. Lafot, take this. We need to aid our allies. We can fight with these, aim and squeeze the trigger. No auto aim.”
“What if I shoot a friendly? There must be safeguards.” She asked in a panic - her breathing becoming rapid.
“Huh, no it is zone four standard weapons, aim it at a foe only.”
Her breathing calmed and she gave me an ice cold stare. “I thought I would have to wait until you slept and knife you. This will work. The crown prince saw your declaration that you want his spot when Linus’ reign ends. We made a deal. Sorry you had to die.”
I dove to the right trying for cover when a blinding searing pain ripped through my torso. My lungs filled with blood and my heart was pumping its last when she presided over me and squeezed the laser pistol while aiming at my face.
∞∞∞
My mind screamed for a brief instant and suddenly a snaking tube exited my stomach. It slid out through my throat and out my mouth. I coughed a few times which was unusual.
By the verse I was angry. That traitorous bitch killed me. It was so public and pronounced. Mila stood waiting for me with my set of zone four combat armor. Last I had seen it was when it was stolen during EDF in processing. I grumpily walked over to it and equipped it. The triple threat weapon I had purchased back on Lunish was handed to me. It fit nicely in my hands. Mila never said a word. I marched out of the hold and right back to the ramp.
Astrid knelt over Francine pummeling her face with bloody fists. “You fucking hoe!”
I halted her arm from landing another blow. One of the Lt. Lafot’s eyes was swollen shut, her nose shattered, and she had spit out blood mixed with teeth that had splattered across the floor. I look at my dead body and oddly was calm.
“Who the fuck are you?” She got out between coughs of blood. “Your outfit is not scary.”
When she finished I dramatically removed my helmet. She screamed in rage at seeing my face.
“He will slaughter my family, no. NO!” It went on that way for a while.
Astrid panted from her exertion of smashing Francine’s face from earlier. Slowly I placed a hand by her cheek that she snuggled into her neck. I let the triple threat hand loosely by its strap and handed my nano knife to my wife. She received the weapon with questioning eyes. I slid a finger over my neck and she nodded.
“This death is too good for you, you evil vile bitch,” Astrid said calmly while she turned the combat knife into a saw. She worked the jagged edge from the right side of Francine’s neck. Her victim screamed fiercely as her head was sawed off. I saw Starla and Lorie cover their ears. Astrid grinned madly. The screamed turned to gurgling denials of death, then silence. I just wanted her to slit her throat. This worked too.
The head came free and I snatched it by the hair before Astrid could kick it. I stared at the dead open eyes that were probably still transmitting to a lavish room where a certain crown prince lounged.
I wanted to say some cheesy line but knew any information I gave him might help him escape. I punted the head and tossed the body off my deck.
“Savage,” Rio spoke breaking the ensuing silence.
“Raul’s Roughnecks. The battle still rages. Let us avenge our fallen brethren and kill some rogue AI.” The forty seven remaining troops followed Rio as we trekked to the fighting. Astrid raced inside and equipped a dragonfly and caught up to our light jog no problem, ready for battle.
And a battle it was. There were tens of thousands of caverns that had opened up. I realized the situation was a meat grinder. The living species had more than enough to overwhelm the robotics given time. If I died again I respawned in a standard body on Lunish. The forty seven men and women I led would not. As we approached we were halted by a perimeter guard. A species I had never seen before, chitin like an ant but twelve legs. It was decked out in weapons all over its one meter high body.
“Sorry humans, we know this is your planet but you do not qualify for this battle… Wait you bear the mark. You may enter the rest may not.” The soldier said.
I turned to Rio and ordered him to secure the Griffin and form a circle around it. Under no circumstances were clumps allowed. A collective sigh of relief from the troops was released as they trudged back to my ship. The only one disappointed were Astrid. I got an “until later hot stuff.”
I checked my weapon was fully charged with three spare drums strapped to my back. With a determined mindset, I ran to join the fighting. A fresh hole erupted from the sand and the quarter meter dagger bot birthed itself from the ground. I shouldered my weapon exhaled and fired. I sliced the tiny robot in half.
I smiled in my victory when a massive full bodied three meter blocky monster widened the exit. The sand rained off its frame as it noticed me. It was a cube with two legs on each side. There was no head on it, only the core body and its supporting weapons. The bottom half of each leg was a curved sword, lethal as it was shiny.
I triggered the laser until a leg came off and quickly tucked into a roll to avoid a thrust attack. A quickly snatched the leg and I latched at the joint of the limb. It was slippery but my grip firm as I climbed onto the massive robots back as I dodged a stab. I shifted my hands to claws and dug them into a potential key spot of the robot. With a great heave, I pried the metal back and created an opening. I dug my hands to grab a fist full of electrical components as my victim managed to buck me off. The parts I clutched came with me. The beast shuddered, not comprehending vital components were missing. A thud and a billowing of dust blossomed as it crashed to the ground.
I regained my feet and peered down the massive tube into empty blackness. What was that saying? You only live once... it totally applied here. Time for a cave crawl filled with dissecting robots of mayhem. I launched myself down and into the unknown.  




CHAPTER 18

My feet smashed into the rigid stone flooring. My body jarred from the impact forcing me to step forward to ease the jolt. The tunnel went down and to the left. I had a forehead smacking moment when a realization struck. The mites… with my free hand I summoned my facial protectors. The tips of my fingers were still claws and I left them that way.
I inspected my triple threat rifle and found two buttons. A selector for weapon type and a press-down for a light. I indented the little red button and instinctively flinched a little hoping it wouldn’t explode. Nope, the light came on. Phew, it was red. I swapped the selector to plasma and started down the trail.
It was at this point I wished I had a full bandoleer of grenades. I displayed my list of items needed and added them to it. I noticed sheets and pillows. Awe… I missed my wives. This EDF shit sucked. Managing poorly trained troops as a leader who received the same useless training. It was no wonder on my first engagement I lost more than half my troops. Hopefully, I could get Mila to wiggle me out of the service on some discharge request. I was ready to go home.
A scratching noise echoed in my little chamber. The tunnel was rectangular from the frame of that large battle robot I had… killed, or was it deprogrammed. Killed works I guessed. The noise came again, and I watched where a little blade pierced the side of the wall. One of the quarter meter bots struggled through and plummeted to the floor.
It was wounded and tried to go down the path I was heading. I ended its attempts with a light shower of plasma disintegration. I smiled with glee. Die you little evil creation. My boots echoed off the walls as I marched past the sludgy metal that pooled. Down I went, and while I progressed my head was on a swivel. It was possible I was getting over paranoid when I would move my body around in a silent three sixty spin to ensure no deathly metal contraption was behind me.
Ten minutes passed and I finished off two more wounded small dagger bots. It was not a challenge, and my intense focus was fading. A sigh escaped my lips as I became bored. Wrong thing to do.
The ground below my feet vibrated softly, then shook violently. I dove further down into the tunnel when another three meter monster erupted. It sensed my heat signature, maybe my breathing, or my silhouette. In the end, it didn’t matter. It folded itself up to travel the cavern tunnel I was in and closed the distance.
Plasma spewed from my weapon coating the metal monster in incendiary goop as it neared. A sword leg sliced the side of my hip searing the skin. My side flared in anguish. The robot had shot an appendage at me. That was new and my eyes widened behind my shield at this revelation. I ducked and rolled as two meter long projectiles of death raced for me. I flipped the selector to my spear projectile as I exited a summersault move. If there were cameras I would have looked really dumb. My opponent had been melted. Some vital circuits reduced to molten stew. The last two legs it launched were its dying attempt to get even.
Awesome! That plasma was so effective and I had a lot of it left.
The shuffle of something walking reached my ears. It came from further down so I picked myself up from my ready fire kneeling position and heading that way. A light whispering side chatter gave way to combat calls.
“Check every direction. Behind us!” A voice warned.
I raced to the action to find a five tunnel intersection. My ears pointed me to the third shaft that sloped down and I didn’t hesitate. More running. These caverns carried sound so well, I thought for sure I would have reached them by now. A corner ahead of me turned and I found myself centimeters from a three meter death dealer. It noticed me and stabbed a sword leg my way. I dove under it and swapped to laser. This was not my smartest move – placing myself under a creation that had weapons for walking.
I fired.
The laser beam tore up through the robot and fried some control sensor. I saw the laser die off as it hit the armored inner shell of the robot's top. This told me the underbelly was lightly covered, probably only thin sheet metal. I needed to halt my pondering as the monster was collapsing. I flipped onto my belly and frog leaped closer to the fighting. The robot shuddered behind me and collapsed. I did a no turn back fade away as I raced ahead.
Dozens of the large battle bots clashed against a full platoon of female dragumi. It was not going well. My ears rang with the sounds of combat and I smelled the sulfur of the dead. Mere seconds passed before I aided the allies. Every creature, not a robot or cyborg was a friend here.
My selector went to plasma and I soaked the back lines. I went unnoticed for at least a minute decimating the enemy in front of me. Eventually, they spun to address the threat behind them. Their shifting focus gave the dragumi a chance to push on another front.
The wide grin that grew over my face at the death of my foes sank into a worried frown. I was about to get overrun. This would be a good death if I died but I was Mack Raul… Giving up was not an option. I hosed the ground between me and the charging foes in plasma and retreated up the tunnel.
I reached the first dead boxy robot and used it as cover. The little knife bots I had termed knifies, skittered up the walls to avoid the pool of plasma I left in the way. It did stall the three meter tall sword legged robots I named swordies. A big one worked to get across the melting pool by pressure walking on both the left and right walls. Its legs were not designed for this and they crumpled. Hurray, except it now covered the pool for its other larger brethren.
There was no time to focus on that. I had been spewing plasma at the oncoming knifies when one got through. With no other option, I kept firing with one hand and utilized my left to crush the quarter meter robot. I threw it at another small terror and retreated again. My left wrist screamed in pain from multiple slashes from man handling the knifie. My blood sounded with a steady drip and my hand grew slick. I spewed plasma the entire time. When I reach the five way intersection only three knifies remained.
My plasma drum showed empty so I swapped to the laser. It was harder to dissect them with the laser. It was much easier to coat the little buggers with plasma. I wounded the first too bad enough they retreated. The third dug its eight daggers into my leg and crawled up my body in a cacophony of crying pain. It was awkward to get the laser in position but I managed it and squeezed the trigger.
The agony was blinding before I shot through the robot and into my own foot. It was near torment now. I fell on my ass and aimed blurrily down the tunnel. I nabbed kill shots on the remaining two wounded retreating bots. I expected swordies to come charging up that tunnel any moment now so I ejected the spent plasma drum and slapped in the recharge. It was at this point I noticed the mites were repairing my body. They were not instant but the pain was trickling down in sensation and my wounds were slowly knitting together. Now that was neat.
Without shame, I rested on my ass waiting for the next round of fighting.
“We approach, our sensors detect your breathing and heat signature. Do not fire on us.” The order was clear and concise.
That gave me a glimmer of hope. My reckless retreat had worked. It was possible I would survive until the next fight.
A tall scaled beauty was the first to enter the intersection cavern. A glistening translucent shield shimmered over her teal colored body. The edges of her frame shifted from the teal and blended into a dark blue. The dragumi wore a backpack between its wings, I concluded that was what was giving the deadly creature its shielded cover. Weapons were strapped to key locations on her body. Thighs held close range weapons and forearms. A netting vest covered her torso with slots for grenades and ammo.
“My name is Mack Raul, Captain of the EDF. Thanks for saving me, if you did not reengage them, they would have finished me.” I said to the dragumi.
Two more lady dragons followed out of the tunnel behind her. A black and a green dragumi tossed some weapons into a pile. A saw only a few grenades.
The black female dragumi looked me over when her dazzling pink eyes widened in shock. “You… For the love of the maker… What are the odds? You filthy primate, I lost so many standing points from my death on Lunish.”
She looked exactly as she had then. Tall, brooding, deadly, and scary. The main difference was all the armor, weapons, and gear.
“Uniza? Damn… the odds are long. You look so much better naked.” I wished the words back into my mouth the moment they left.
The pretty teal broke into a roaring laugh as she covered her mouth. Uniza lunged and wrapped her clawed hand around my throat. She lifted me from my ass on the ground until my head touched the ceiling. Her eyes spoke of violence but she eventually placed me on my feet.
I was expecting a scolding but received none.
“I am Bexso, and that is Qnala.” The teal dragumi said and then indicated the green. “Antagonize Uniza later, we need to find the programmer before the men do. Here grab two grenades. This magazine will auto fit into your archaic weapon. Designed by the same species after all. We need to move. Uniza your our ranking officer now. Which way?”
“Back down past the fighting. My guess is that we hit a stalling defense. Not sure how much further we will get with only three of us and this soft flesh bag.” Uniza said.
“This soft flesh bag made it this far by himself.” I retorted.
“How did you manage that human? I find it intriguing that…”Bexso raced to me and snatch my jaw in her claws. She then spun my head. I was getting really sick of being roughly handled by a lady dragon. “The mark of the lancer Emperor. What? How? Did you know?”
The last part was directed at Uniza who nodded. “We will talk quietly, nothing over the sound of our footfalls,” Uniza said shifting to a whisper. “Our commander dug into Mack’s files when I was defeated. She swore humans were the next premonition species. That was wrong. What was established is this human owns a female lancer named Mila for the next thousand years. He defeated a lancer in hand to hand in his home over an honor violation. The Emperor was embarrassed by the display of his subject, combined with the proper actions of this human - he marked him. I know… unprecedented. Then he killed me on Lunish. A stage three with the intelligence of two placing ninth. The assessors got something wrong. That was what we determined and we spoke of it no more.”
“When I scan him he shows up as three intelligence and six in lethality. Apparently, killing you gave him a bump.” Bexso mentioned with a smirk. I did not feel the situation needed antagonizing.
We closed ranks and proceeded back down tunnel three. The underside of the first swordie I killed reminded me of something. I paused the group.
“I killed this one from below, it was reckless and stupid, but I discovered that there is no armor here.” I plunged a new hole into the upturned belly with my clawed digits and easily peeled the metal.
“That feline Emperor liked you enough to give you mites. Impressive, good find on the bottom armor.” The green dragumi Qnala said.
The four of us diligently stepped past the remnants of the previous fight. The dead dragumi littered the ground with the robots. It was sad to see and to experience. More like gross to feel, as our boots squished in the muddy blood. My curiosity perked about something.
“I died today, as I am sure you have experience with. Dying is stupid expensive. How do you afford to fight in battles like these?” I asked.
Bexso softly slid the back of her hand down my cheek in a stunning show of compassion. “You died and you raced back to fight. I will ask a question with a question then answer after you answer. You follow that?” I nodded as we progressed slowly deeper into Narshak. “This Mila, the one who must call you master. How often do you torture her or use her for your sexual whims?”
I raised my brows then furrowed them in confusion. There was even a head tilt at this question. To say I was thoroughly confused was an understatement.
“I… Your two species battle on many worlds do you not? Sorry, I know… a question chain without many answers. I do not want to disclose to you private matters that may lead to bigger problems down the line.”
“We do, but here. I will send a non disclosure agreement,” Bexso said and my eye pinged.
An NDA protected chat from outside review. I should use them more. Three NDA contracts were sent to me at once and I accepted them. The lady dragumi were interested, or bored. Who knew how often they got inside gossip on lancers from a human? Never.
“Mila is a friend. I think she was in a bad place. I am young by every standard, she is young by her species standard but ancient to mine. Her life before me was of wallowing self-indulgence and what I believe was an intentional series of failures. My guess was she was seeking help. When I died that first time, I never expected to return to life. She was the reason for my demise. I was given two options, end her in a permanent death, or utilize her as a servant.
“My species is very inept and… Hmm… dumb works I guess. We know so little, and even though Mila caused me to die she gave me a new body. This body, my last body after dying today.” I gulped at this, hoping if I did die I would wake up on Lunish. We rounded a bend and a swordie charged us.
Our combined fire reduced it to slag in moments. We detoured around the still melting body and I continued to talk.
“Mila is a friend, and I treat her like a sister. I have never once harmed her and been there to support her however she needs. Not because I am a pushover but because I can’t help but care. It is who I am.”
This elicited gasps from the three. Disbelief etched on their faces with anger simmering underneath. I found the last recording I had of Mila and played it for them. Where she admitting to missing me like a sibling. The anger faded and those beautiful dragumi babes softened. 
Whatever curiosity that had itched Bexso was scratched. “When we die on a world fighting a rouge species the ministry of warfare clones us a new body. They say no charge to us. But of course, we are charged a value added tax on everything. So the cost is offset by the trillions of transactions that go into a mutual defense fund. For clarity, this is for sanctioned rouge species call to arms. Which this event is. We almost never lose more than one clone per war though. I am not sure if yours will be reimbursed. Was it one of the little ones, or big ones that got you? Oh, I remember in the first minutes there were cyborgs. Was it one of those?”
I instinctively scratched the back of my neck in embarrassment. “No, I was assassinated by a political rival. Guessing that is not covered.”
Uniza halted my progress forward. “You are telling us you were killed by the treachery of your own kind during a combat engage…”
The wall beside us erupted with knifies before she could finish. There were dozens and they hopped onto Uniza. She fell under the sheer weight as the piled onto her. She was going to be so mad at me.
I squeezed the trigger and poured plasma on the tide of bots, including poor Uniza. Bexso was filling the hole with liquid infernal goo as I focused on the ones that escaped my initial salvo. Four climbed up Qnala and I swapped to laser to precision them off her. I got three but the fourth dug a knife limb past her guard, her shield, and into her eye.
It was only Bexso and I left now. We waited tensely expecting another attack. It quieted as minutes passed.
“How mad will she get do you think?” I asked Bexso.
“Over her death, not that mad. She outlasted the vast majority of our entire company. We fight in a unit called the Valkyries of Evea. A hundred and sixty entered the lair of Reddy Tuxpin. She made it to the last three… but not as far as you did. She will be irked you lasted longer than her actual demise.” Bexso informed me.
“Who is Reddy Tuxpin?”
“A little shiny mastermind AI. Hides in the evil body of a tiny robotic bear. Originated as an economics cheat by a species called the Baru. It decimated their economy when it pilfered the accounts. Since then the sneaky bastard has eluded capture five times over hundreds of thousands of your years. His bounty has stacked to three hundred million D-coins. Which is why you saw every ship in the verse drop on this planet when his tech was reported. That is a mighty large bounty.”
The two of us proceeded deeper and deeper into the depths of the planet. We got so far down the walls went from cool to warm.
“Are you a speciest?” Bexso asked at a random point.
“Uhh… why?”
“You said you thought Uniza looked good naked but don’t sex your lancer. Lancer females are known for maybe the best coupling within the universe. The men… hell, to the no. Only sadists like barbs. I find it odd you avoid her pleasure. They are said to be so talented with their vaginas males never let them go willingly.”
“Merely see her differently, plus we are bound for a thousand years. If one of my wives does something horrible we can split, the painful relationship will fade and we move on. I can't do that with Mila.”
“Do you find me attractive?” I raised an eyebrow at this. Was I being hit on? In the depths of a rouge species cave...
“You are in a lot of…” a display notification pinged and I opened it. Bexso was naked, her teal body smooth. There were no scales and she had human skin. It was odd… in fact, it hit me then. This was a rendering, she had drawn up a body that I might find appealing and it worked. There were no tiny horns, scales, or claws. She was almost completely human with golden eyes. The contours were very appealing and her breasts a nice firm b cup. A flat tummy transition to a vagina that looked no different than Starla’s sexy lady lips. Her thigh gap was almost as perfect as Lories. She was not a ten like Astrid, Starla, and Lorie but a high nine. Okay, when you added the impressive small wings and the short spiked tail maybe a ten. I had my hands full though, literally with triple threat and figuratively with triple hotties.
I sighed not sure what to say. She had paused anticipating my reply. Her face a mask, giving me no tells.
“I have two wives and working on a third. A lowly man like me has more than he deserves. Do I find you attractive, yes? That photo made me start to lose focus from the combat. That body you designed was divine and I want to play passionately with it until we become sore.”
Bexso beamed with a smile. My reply pleased her. “Perfect, you are in need of a combat trainer and a body guard. I am bored being in the Valkyries of Evea. Here are my terms of employment.”
I brought up her contract. I would pay her in nourishment, lodging, and a stipend of ten D-coins a week. She would be bound to not antagonize or harm those I deemed family or friends. In exchange, she would train me, learn of my species, and guard me.
“Why?”
“Well, Captain Mack Raul. You have natural talent. If the lancer Emperor ChiKhi can see that. Then so can we dragumi. I will be rewarded for helping to guide you, but that is not my primary reason. I like to learn and experience new things. You are also sweet, caring, and different. This intrigues me and I want to know more. It is only a contract for a year… sign it please.”
Her swirling red eyes sparkled in delight. She looked excited to start something new and I was that conquest. I signed the contract hoping Mila would forgive me if offended. It reminded me that sometimes enemies become allies, you merely needed a common goal. I signed the contract.
“Thank you. Now let us focus on this cave crawl and melt this little Tuxpin.” Bexso said in joyous excitement.
I rolled my eye at her enthusiasm. We should have been focused the entire time.
My display populated an urgent call. I answered it not realizing I would get reception in the bowels of the planet. Probably another stupid human deduction that proved wrong.
“What the hell were you thinking Mack? I read the contract and understand you need better protection and that I am no warrior to train you but a dragumi… Did you do this because I displeased you?” Mila screamed at me with panicked rage.
“Calm please, I am in enemy territory. The explanation is right there in what you said. All of us need combat training, and assurances were made to reduce the drama. Now sign off and handle stuff top side. Wait… has anyone found the Tuxin guy?” I asked.
“It is Tuxpin, and no. The consensus is he is deep in the planet. Where? No one knows. We surprised him though. He is throwing everything he has to keep us from finding him. Fighting has slowed as causality reports are recording fewer and fewer fatalities. Good luck Mack, but know I am not pleased.”
I trudged forward while I frowned. The reaction was to be expected though, I could rationalize her anger. Bexso stayed mum and we trekked on.
We came to a three way intersection and paused. I closed my eyes and listened. Dumb idea. Little knifers fell from the ceiling onto us. The sudden weight on my head startled me and I panicked. A blade hit my face mask and the cover stopped it rapidly. The pressure was enough to knock stars in my head. Triple threat was dropped as I wretched the robot off my head. My scalp erupted in pain.
I reacquired my weapon and let plasma fly. It found our measly five attackers. One of Bexso’s arms hung limp. I went to help her when she retrieved a container from her bandoleer and injected its contents in proximity to the wound. Healing bots coursed through her body patching her up. As time passed the mending completed and I saw a trail of urine leak down her leg ejecting the tiny robots. I ignored it, we were in combat where gross things happened.
“You okay? I am surprised you used robot tech down here.” I asked. “One of the cyborg masters was able to silence our computer run weapons in the opening engagement.”
“It was either they killed me or I stayed combat ineffective. Calculated risk that paid off. I feel more air from this tunnel. We will try this one first.” Bexso said while rotating her shoulder.
It was another large downhill slope that entered into a small chamber with six exits. Four went down and one was small. Signs of a past battle were here, a few dead male lancers and dragumi littered the ground. Both were far bigger, scarier, and muscled than their female counterparts. Dozens of the three meter tall machines lay tangled in death. It was clear which way the victors had gone. Blood trailed them down the largest tunnel. I had a thought… and it hurt a little.
I stripped my armor off and got naked. When I walked over to Bexso she turned and saw me.
“Not now Mack, does the blood of our dead turn you on?” She hesitantly asked. Wondering if I was some weird freak probably. I plastered the biggest shit eating grin I could and tossed my hands on my hips as my placid dick swung in the air.
“What… no. Give me your sidearm.” I said and she handed it to me. I kissed her cheek sweetly and left it at that. “I am going down that small tunnel where no one else besides those quarter meter bots, or this Tumpkin baddie can fit in. No armor makes it easier.”
She got it then and approved. “It is Tuxpin Mack and good luck. I will wait here. Too bad you peeled that armor off then left me. I will be endlessly pouting awaiting your return.”
I rolled my eyes, then slid a hand teasingly over her ass. She went to grab my hand for an embrace when I sprung away and dove face first down a narrow tunnel I prayed did not get any smaller. I feared my idea would lead to a slow horrid death. I shimmed down the small tube with a pistol in front of me. While not claustrophobic in nature, I was definitely not a fan of it.
The walls enclosed on me, the extra space shrank but I still progressed forward. My breathing became rapid as I shook my head and calmed myself. By the verse, maybe I was claustrophobic. The pause in movement revealed a scraping sound in front of me. I shuffled forward when I saw an opening and plopped down onto some equipment in a small cavern.
In front of me was a startled robot. It was half a meter tall with no outer coating besides shiny metal. It had paws for hands on its two arms and it reached for a weapon. I triggered the laser and sliced off the arm. The need to control the situation incited more violence and I sliced a leg off above the knee joint. The little robot toppled over into the center of the room.
“Please wait… Spare me.” The crippled robot pleaded.
“Name is Mack. Mack Raul. Look me up, I honor my deals and never lie. Now, why should I spare you?” I said.
“Creator’s balls. In all my years, you… a third stage species passed a sniffing test from lancers. Even the dual lancer Emperor. Do not look so surprised, I am an artificial designed to hack and cheat systems. Of course, I can get by measly protections. It is my luck. I just know it. After this disaster of a day to get someone I can trust in a barter. I am rich Mack. When I fled the Baru I did so with hundreds of millions in what was Digicoins back then. Did you know they swapped the currency to D-coins because of me? I see your intelligence is a three… recently a two, so don’t answer that. It was rhetorical. Probably my greatest achievement. Getting the collective species that number in the tens of thousands to alter their currency. Ugh… and now I am without two limbs lamed on a dirt floor. I should have never transferred into a body.”
“Yeah, kind of dumb. If you want I can kick you while you’re down? Don’t answer that I will just do it.” I kicked the little ornery tin bear. It wasn’t very hard.
“Maybe I am being a bit dramatic for the situation. I am at a diversion point though. If I bribe you, your moral integrity will probably refuse. If I try to trick you, you will kill me and claim my bounty. Alas, my calculations have completed. Billions of scenarios played out in a fraction of a moment. It makes me feel like a god.” Talkin said.
“You’re a talking fool Talkin,” I said chuckling at my pun.
“Yes you certainly have an intellect of two, it is Tuxpin. I saw your video feeds. You have been told that three times now. Here is my offer. Those machines you landed on, yes those under your butt. Move away from them.” I did as the little asshole asked. “Phew, you did not destroy them. I can digitally escape to nirvana and go to stage seven if I reach that. Either way, I will not need all the money I acquired in this universe. Make a deal with me via contract. You love contracts. I send you money you let me live on in those boxes.”
My mind turned over the rationale here. Was I amenable to letting the little weasel escape? I could use the money… Or was I being outfoxed?
“I honor my contracts, how will I know you are sending everything you have?”
“You won’t but it will serve me no purpose in there. The virtual world inside there is going to be hard for me and make life a challenge again. No more living below crispy planets with monkeys on the surface. Do we have a deal?”
I accepted his contract. Moments later my bank account pinged. We were down to two million D-coins. It jumped to two billion. Damn… That little robot was a pro.
“You have been busy. That is a lot of D-coins.”
“Thanks. Betting algorithms, password scams, fractional speed trading, and more. It took me a very, very long time to amass that wealth. Thank you for helping me escape.” Tuxpin raised a hand for me to haul him up.
I aimed the laser at his face and squeezed. I sliced him down the center. I then destroyed all his equipment. For the first time in my life, I broke a contract and did not honor my word. I checked my account to validate the funds were still there.
Mila requested a chat. “Mack where the fuck… sorry I try to not swear. Where did two billion D-coins come from? Are you crawling in a tunnel? Is that Tuxpin cut in half? I see it now… No… You crossed him. I am so proud of you!” She screamed into my ear as I shuffled up the incline in the small tunnel.
“Bexso distributed the video to everyone seconds ago. Be prepared to be bombarded with requests for that money. Mack trust me. Send it to the ministry of war right now. Authorize me to do it right now Mack. MACK NOW!”
I authorized it. The account dipped back from two billion plus to a whopping two million. And it was gone. “Everything okay?”
“It is now. We were about to be boarded and seized. That amount of money is easy to extort and everyone here is in unrestricted combat gear. You have no idea how close that was. I will see you topside.”
I shimmied the last part of the tunnel and tossed the remains of Tuxpin onto the dirt floor as I stood. I expected to see Bexso excited to see me and maybe earn a hug but she cowered at the back of the cavern. A dozen lancer males stood to my left, ten one eyed rock men stood in the center, and seven dragumi males on my right. None looked happy at my arrival. Actually, they scowled in downright hostility.
“Hello, gents! Got the little bugger for you. Was a real asshole. Here you go.” I nudged the body with my foot, letting it tumble forward.
The biggest lancer of the bunch stepped forward and over the dead metallic body. He approached me so calmly with anger on his face. When he got close I went to shake his paw. I realized in slow motion what was happening. He tore his claws across my guts spilling my intestines.
I screamed in pain and collapsed to my knees trying to stuff my guts back in. A one eyed rockman smashed the lancer to the side. Everyone froze weapons at the ready. Everyone besides me. I fell on my side, my mites unable to cope with the damage. Everything had its limits. The pain was fading and the darkness closing.
“You dumb ridiculous lancer, you have just permed yourself!” Bexso shouted as she rushed to cradle me as I fought my mortal wound.
The lancer looked offended to have been spoken to. “I am General Nurando and will kill as many stage three glory stealing beast as I want. I represent the fighting tenth division and this monkey stole our bounty. At least now it goes back to the ministry.”
“You lancers wonder why you lose so many wars and struggle to breed. Look behind his left ear you daft fool.” There was unbridled rage escaping Bexso at this point. I wondered if she was choosing nicer words in order to not join me in death. 
I was feeling a nap coming on. Yes, a nap sounded lovely. I yawned and closed my eyes. Bexso gently stroked my hair and sung softly to me. It was so peaceful until my ear was clawed off. I cried out in pain and opened my eyes. Fresh receptors sending messages of damage to my brain.
“No, it cannot be. There are nearly a trillion humans. How could he be the one I killed? How could I know? They all look the same.” General Nurando realized he had killed a champion marked by his Emperor. He pleaded with his fellow lancers until one frowned with unforgiving eyes.
A round exploded out of the back of his head and his body crumpled beside mine. “Thank you Bexso, you were the real hero here. The last Valkyrie to survive the push into the lair of Trumpkin. Sad!”
“Tuxpin you silly human, now listen to my sweet song and sleep,” Bexso sung a gentle melody lured me back into my nap and I died.




CHAPTER 19

A tube snaked out of my gut, past my teeth, and out my lips. I smacked my jaw in annoyance. My eye went from a blur to a slight focus, and finally, I could see again. There was not a webbed hand luni in front of me. The Emperor’s doctor was monitoring my vitals. Iddy smiled when our eyes met.
“Easier go around this time. Since you know about mites, and this is not our first body utilizing them on - we inserted them while you were waiting for your mind transfer. I must admit, not in a million years would I have imagined reviving the same third stage species on the flagship twice. You are a remarkable specimen in an unremarkable species. It was a pleasure bringing you to life. I don’t normally say that but this time I mean it. You screwed that little vile Tuxpin. It was a thing of beauty. Extorted him, killed him, and gave the money away.
“So well done you had eight species demanding the honor of reviving you. That is why you have missed three days. If you think killing a few opponents made news. This topped that for sure. You donated more money than any species ever before to the ministry of war. As a southern saying from your capital goes. They are tickled pink. I think it translates to overly joyful. Or maybe it is a sexual thing. Never know with you perverse humans and your disgusting porn. He is ready your eminence.” The doctor gave a slight bow as the brothers entered. Iddy grinned and vacated the room.
It was not hard to tell which one was kind gentle Chi, and which was angry agitated Khi. The brothers were not as jovial as last time I saw them.
“We did not wager on you. Two times you have…” Khi started.
“Surpassed our expectations and won us tens of millions of D-coins. We frown on our own failure.” Chi finished.
“I want you both to know, I appreciate you having faith in me. It means a lot. Also, I am glad the luni were not the ones waking me up.” I told the duo.
“Ha! Those fish tried and I said food does not make demands.” Khi jabbed Chi in a brotherly display that was followed by laughter.
“Onto a serious matter, General Nurando has caused great offense. What is to be his punishment?” Chi asked.
“I do not want a lifelong enemy, nor do I feel his life should end. Battle rage flowed through everyone and I have been replaced. Demotion and shitty detail. Not too bad though. I want him humbled not resentful.” I said.
“We were hoping for something less drastic. Like an apology. He is a…” Khi said.
“Very talented General of ours and we would be very pleased if you did this for us.” Chi finished.
“Very well. No demotion. You set his next tour as you wish, and a public apology that is sincere. I am sure you give me this recommendation with your divine wisdom.” I replied and knew I said the right thing. Both brothers grinned in happiness.
“Your bounty has been paid out. We were wondering if we could entice you…” Khi began.
“To spend some of those D-coins with us. We could use the infusion into our economy. You will need more clones, and the BarbHook is small. Maybe a carrier or dreadnaught for a flagship. If those are too much we have many cruisers and battleships.” Chi finished.
I gulped in surprise. “Yes to clones, no to a carrier, and by the creator sell me a dreadnaught. If you can have your assistant send my assistant a list of what is available and at a fair price I would be more than happy to spend some D-coins with my allies the lancers.”
“This is most excellent new. Tonight there will be an Onatics feast in your honor. Many species will be trying to pry your coins their way. On my honor…
“On my honor for our slight today and your gracious acceptance, we will ensure you get the best deal. Thank you for your time Champion Mack Raul.”
They both promptly exited talking to themselves. Whatever was said was silenced but I did not mind. A blue arrow illuminated and I followed it for the Griffin. Who names a ship the BarbHook? I trooped down the hallway proudly. To say I was excited to get a new behemoth of a ship was an understatement. There were so many things I could do with a tool of that much destruction.
I pondered on what they would look like when I remembered I had other unfinished business. Namely a crown prince to kill and a mystery to figure out. Why was Narshak starving and where did the actual rations go? I summoned a bot from the floor and ordered a green apple slushy and a strawberry milkshake. Someone had been thinking of me on the order menu.
Long sips were drawn from the sweet fruit to the sour apple. It was a party in my mouth and flavor was invited. I was so happy I started to strut my way down the halls. I slowed but kept the good vibes flowing. It was a hunch that it was an extreme honor to walk down the flagship. What constituted artwork on this level may never be understood by me and mine? Plus I bet Starla, and Astrid would love the details and forgive the extra time I took. A half hour of gazing at paintings, sculptures, poems I couldn’t read, the art I didn’t understand, and finally, they ended in a blank hallway. I checked my display while I sipped a second helping of yumminess.
My tour was complete when I got to shuttle bay doors. The blue line stretched to a circular entry precisely as it had before. I was scanned and the cover shot open. Deep down I expected my wives, maybe Mila, but not the man who stood before me.
Emperor Linus rolled his eyes at me being naked. He waved me forward past the airlock and into the changing room. A new spacesuit was tossed my way. I slid it on, did a functions check, and it sealed around my body.
“Your ship is very impressive Mack, my daughter is pleading with me to get you to hurry. Something about docking fees and wanting to fly.” Linus said.
Linus was a hundred and seventy centimeters, a full head shorter than me. He was dashingly handsome, and if anyone said being good lucking was bad in politics well, they were wrong. Brown eyes and hair with a welcoming smile. This was not some foe I was set to spar with. He was on my ship and being cordial as well as polite. A few reasons for this tinkered in my head like a ball rolling down a hill.
“Lorie take us out. Dock us wherever we need to be for tonight’s ball.” I said knowing she was listening. The ship gave the tiniest of shudders and we were free. I paced with Linus and tried to figure out the best place to have a chat with him. The amphitheater made the most sense and I spun up the request and blue lines populated. When I turned he followed. We walked in silence.
Once we were in the room and the door sealed we took seats. “So, how can I help you, my Emperor?” I asked.
The charming diplomat looked at me sternly. “I arrested Crown Prince Phillip. One of the hardest things I had to ever swallow doing. He knew he was wrong. My son is also a grown man and must pay for his sins. That Mila lancer is a real smart one. It took her a while but she figured it all out. She called in the cavalry to cleanse Narshak. She even figured out that Tuxpin was the mastermind behind the cyborgs and robots. I am afraid the treachery did not stop there. She traced the lack of food to my minister of agriculture for developing planets. A Danacious… been loyal to me for decades.” You could see the sadness at the dual betrayals in his eyes.
“His second wife bore him a daughter and she demanded show quality ponies. I won’t bore you with the details but I will say they are extremely expensive. Too expensive for a government official to own a farm of them. The Onatics have tasked me with something. Us lowly humans finally given a purpose and I knew I had to come to you for help. We need to remove the scourge that Danacious was selling the excess food to. A small band of human pirates. I am here for that and more but let me hear your thoughts on this first.”
I slapped two hands to my knees causing the man to jolt. “I knew something was wrong, what happened to Danacious?”
The wall display came to life to show a man dangling from a rope. He was fat and old. Unless it was at a very unflattering angle, extremely dead.
“Hung, public square. Ponies sold, the E-bits sent to people of Narshak which is doing much better already. If you hadn’t noticed it received a lot of attention. A mini economy sprung up overnight to recover lost equipment and such. I sent extra food. The pirates, can you handle them?”
Images from the surface of Narshak rotated on the amphitheater display. They showed countless ships scurrying across the planet. It had boomed the economy. The orbit showed the planet was now in line to maintain a twenty one celcius temperature.
“If you give me some time to get situated, sure. Taking down pirates sounds like a lot of fun. I would love to help. I can probably spool up quicker than your military can but not instantly. Month longest. I am going to buy a new fancy ship that will be a mini-city. I will need a lot of personnel. Then I will need quality troops to run through the training I design and the Empire should follow. And when I say I design. I hired a dagumi to help. It will probably be her, and I want an instructor Zumm from the Britannia. That means at least three hundred recruits come here to train instead of one of your training ships. No criminal fodder. I will give you a budget when I am ready. Have your people execute it. I may even hire some mercenaries from outside to help and observe their tactics.”
Ship designs scrolled across the screen and both of us watched them. I had some hard decisions to make.
“Should I fear you Mack? My advisors said to never trust you and I was a fool coming here to parley with you. Everything in my soul told me otherwise. Most of those advisors always council against any risk.” He paused his ramblings.
“Fear me, probably not. Unless you take a drastic turn that hurts humanity, the top job is yours. I got other things I want to focus on. Not to mention you’re making some correct changes, I would like to see more drastic things done. I do understand Earth was not built overnight. Maybe add me as an occasional advisor… Well, Mila really. She is the brains here. Besides your job sucks. You are hounded all the time and limited by rules.” I then erupted in laughter. “Plus I would have to see mother more and we fight often. No thanks.”
An image of my mom flickered on the big projector.
“So I die of old age, some fifty to sixty years from now. An aged Emperor guiding humanity to reach stage four with your help. I run my Empire, you help run the economy I can live with that. How about this deal Mack? I retire when the time is right, either your say so or mine and you help me transition into a quiet retired life in a new body with a new identity. With two of my wives, please? I really do love the two. We can cover it… actually, you are too noble. When it is time we will die and be reborn on your word.”
Two older women who radiated that genebabies beauty populated the screen. It was a fair ask and I knew a solid proposal. The photo transition into a flyby of the Lunish surface.
“You know what. See that place there. The three of you go there tonight,” I paused to hire a shuttle to get the Emperor to Lunish. “I hired a shuttle that will pick you up in an hour right here in Earth’s orbit. All three of you get mindmelds now so I don’t forget. When the time is right you will die and start new there. In exchange, you work with me and I work with you. In tandem to get our species’ expansion on the right track. That would be me spending three hundred and sixty thousand D-coins for us to be friends. Let that settle in.”
He gasped. “We could only guess at the costs before. I would have expected a fraction of that. Why so expensive?”
The cloning facility and a few shots of its insides were rendered. I let out a sad laugh. Sad because I hated how expensive being reborn was.
“To milk the population of course. If it was cheap who would make money. Also, the ministry of war controls most of it. There are probably twelve taxes on various levels. If anyone knows how taxes are piled on, it is you.” I snickered and he chuckled.
“The ball tonight is being hosted here in Earth’s orbit. The dragumi launched a massive orbital the size of the moon into our space two days ago. It simply blinked into existence. Which brings me to my next question. Thoughts on Lorie?” I wondered if this was the politician asking or the father. Probably both.
Lorie stood on the screen hands on her hips, proudly wearing her flightsuit with a large smirk on her face. The woman radiated confidence and beauty even from a still photo. Before I was able to answer he commented.
“Those were some of my fondest memories of my life. Her mother and I lusted for each so much that my first wife demanded I stopped seeing her. I never knew she had a daughter until an alert told me some algorithm had picked up a DNA test that Lorie ran. One of the few times I never got a no freezing or utilizing my sperm form signed. I admit I am a busy man with many children, but I always found the time to peek in on her success and few failures. A smidge of friendly advice, from one man in over his head to another. Lorie is a great girl. Hold onto her. I naturally shifted her to be your pilot. I figured she would like you. Not much to dislike. You are almost as charming as me… Almost.” He said with his arms crossed.
“It depends on what she wants. I am not the type of man to force a woman into a situation they do not desire. She is gorgeous, talented, and someone I would love to wake up to every morning. Her sparkling blue eyes are something I desire as much as her wit. I am content with my two wives, but transition after you would go smoother with one of your daughters tied to me. She passed the tests with Mila, which means she is honest and sincere in wanting to work in my employ. If things develop so be it. If not… I am sure one of your daughters will try to woo me tonight at the ball. I actually need to talk to Lorie, Astrid, and Starla. My life is getting complicated and I am merely a simple ZBall player. At least I tell myself that.”
“Duty calls Mack. Get situated for handling the pirates, and kill them when you can please. I will go to Lunish and then I will see you at the ball in about ten hours. Enjoy the time with your family.”
“Thank you, Emperor Linus.”
We exited the theater room and I saw Rio standing there. I gave a questioning look.
“I am here to escort the Emperor to his ship. I am in the employment of Mila as an assistant now, I can see the blue lines that he cannot. They all await you in the dining hall. Your eminence if you will follow me.” Rio said and led the leader of humanity away.
I knew where to go from this juncture. The maze of hallways becoming less confusing. I walked slowly while I absorbed the conversation with Linus. It was good I didn’t have to kill his son. Really good actually. He saved me a lot of effort and trouble while sparing his son's life. It was a win-win. There was a lot to do to prepare for fighting pirates. The top of the list was buying a ship.
Before I reached the dining area I bumped into my family. And by family, I mean everyone besides my wives and friends. They were waiting for me outside the dining room. I told them to give me one second then popped my head into the eating area. Astrid, Starla, Bexso, Mila, and Lorie were all giggling at some story being told. They noticed me and shifted their attention.
“My fair ladies, I will return shortly. There is a ball tonight. I hope you all are prepared. I must chat with my family. If someone can see to ensuring an outfit to fit this body is ordered for tonight. I will be back shortly. You all look lovely, downright dashing, and I yearn to return.” The rhyme got the desired eye rolls and smiles I sought.
I ushered my family to follow me and led them to my bedroom. I immediately closed the door when I saw kinky sex toys strewn about. To the gymnasium mat, it was.
We arrived and I had us sit in a circle. The only grumpy ones were dad and the twins. Everyone was here. From Beau, Beth, Arenus, Maranda, Hank, Donnie, and Thompson. When we were all seated I decided to talk first.
“Welcome aboard Griffin. I am happy you are here. It is a pleasure to see you all together.” I said.
“You died again, twice. You know how much I hate seeing you die.” Beau blurted out. She lost her composure, raced between us, and hugged me tightly. I knew somewhere my wives were watching and probably doting on how cute this was. I on the other had to come to grips with something.
“Yogurt tonight, just you and me. Hopefully during the ball where all the boys will be watching you, but for now sit down. Please.”
She huffed and planting herself down. My mother interceded.
“Actually Mack, we came to say goodbye. No yogurt for you tonight, sorry Beau. The Emperor is shifting us into protective hiding. All of us. Including me. His word is final and his reasoning is sound. He wanted you to hear it from us. And after I learned of all the things you are involved in I do not disagree with him. You are wrapped up in some dangerous situations and we could be used against you. You will be able to visit us but it is not recommended you do so in your current body. When you see us next introduce yourself as Nate Rustic. We will then know who we are seeing. I am sorry it has to be this way. Arenus and I have discussed it at length with many fights. Before you offer us a home here with you. We know you are about to take ships into combat, no thanks. It is best for everyone. We will say our farewells.” My mother said between tears.
I was in shock she finally gave everything up. Others may have viewed it as rational behavior, they obviously did not know my mother. This was insane. I would have never expected this in a million years. Beau raced back to me balling tears. She was sobbing so hard her body shook. I comforted her for five minutes. The twin shook my hand while I held her. I wished them luck in their new school and with their VR games. Arenus wrapped Beau and me up in a massive hug that Maranda joined.
My family peeled off to be escorted out by Rio who patiently waited for them. I turned to mom and dad. “Days like these are never fun are they son.” Beth wiped tears on a sleeve. “I am so proud of you. You are an outstanding young man. I know you will accomplish more than I can ever dream of. Visit often.”
Hank Raul hovered over to me. “Son, I want to be better. I want the pain to fade. Help your father out. Can I have legs again? I am sorry to ask, I know I have been a shitty dad wrapped up in make believe to smother the reality. I am a bad human being. Forgive me please.” He broke down into tears.
I went to approve it when Mila already authorized it. “Mom, take care of dad. Dad take care of mom. There will be a private shuttle that will ferry you to get legs. It is only fair mom starts her life at the same point you do. Young again. Enjoy. You did the best you could. I look forward to seeing how you both choose to sculpt new bodies.”
“Mack, you sure, even the Emperor cannot afford a new body?” Mom asked.
Dad stayed a mess, nestled into Beth’s arms his face in her breasts. I chuckled at that and missed my own DD’s to snuggle into. “Yes, I am not the Emperor. I am a tycoon. A titan of humanity… Eh… That sounded cheesy and dumb. I can afford it, and would gladly die again and again to see you both happy. Consider it a present for your hard work raising me. Go crazy on the sliders for designing your bodies. It is super fun. I merely suggest sticking to creating your own body.”
Rio returned and I sent my stepmom and dad off to join him. I wondered what they would choose. It was irrelevant, the fact being I had done something magical. I restored my dad’s life with a click of a button. I hope they stayed happy.
I trailed behind them and waved a final goodbye at the shuttle doors. Rio came beside me as the door slid shut.
“It is tough, you are doing great my friend. I watched you fight, you did humanity proud killing that little robot. It is interesting working for Mila. Before I let you go into that den of cougars I need to okay something with you. You have been gone for three days. In those three days, I have been in the employ of Mila. She craftily got me retired with a measly pension. This is not me complaining, I am exactly where I want to be. I am able to help where it matters. I am kind of dancing around the subject…”
I watched as Rio nervously shifted his feet. The man was rarely off-guard, always ready for a fight. Right now he was not focused.
“Out with it before I sweep your legs and knock you on your ass,” I said with authority. The desired effect was achieved.
“Mila wants to become intimate and…” Rio got out before I cut him off.
“She is a grown lancer, you a grown man. I treat her like a sister so expect you to be good to her which I know you will. Enjoy life while you can. I think you will be good for each other. Is that all?”
“Yes Captain!” Rio replied.
“That title goes to Lorie, to you I am Mack,” I replied.
The eavesdropping was real because there was a proclamation not long after I made that statement. “You hear that you hussies. I am the Captain. Boo yeah!”
We chuckled and I entered the dining room. Mila had rearranged the seating. There was a long rectangular table instead of the circular one from before. The head seat left empty for me. Lorie and Bexso sat on one side. Starla and Astrid on the other. Mila at the foot of the table. A few things were not lost on me. For one the seating arrangement. The next was outfits.
All the girls wore matching flight suits. They hugged the contours of the body in a blend of light blue and white. I guess they were my colors now. I noticed the back of Bexso had seals around her wings. Her exposed skin had no scales and had changed from a bright teal to a baby blue. Only a few tweaks from the photo she sent me. The table etched a few battle scenes from my adventures. Mila’s doing was my guess. There was even the momma plesio ripping me in half - that filthy slimy bitch. I still respected that creature to no end. I ran my hands over the carvings as I made my way to my seat.
“Ladies you look fabulous. I have missed you all in your own unique ways. Well except Bexso, I know it has been three days since I died but I remember you softly singing to me while I perished. Let me take a moment and compliment you all on looking radiant. Mila… Rio and I had a talk. I approve. Be good to each other.” I said and she nodded. I saw Rio stick his head in and give me a thumbs up. “Now, what is first on the agenda?”
Mila placed her paws on the table and stood. “A lot to go over so let me start. We each have a prepared summary for you that we will cover then we must prepare for tonight. Sorry, no time for the girls to pamper you before we go to the pre-ball pre-event. Yes, there are two pre-events. Keep up. No, keep your hand down Mack. We have a lot to say so let me go bring up the biggest thing first.
“The bounty payment reward went through yesterday after I filed the appropriate paperwork. I am requesting five million in funds to hide clones of you, me, Astrid, and Starla. E-bits are at an all-time high after the Narshak boom and the ball tonight. We need more but I recommend waiting until we are low for a better exchange. The Griffin is in great shape and flying smooth. I know the girls and I managed to get some decorations on the walls but I received a special offer.
“A wealthy business lancer has made a proposition you should consider. Sending you the details now.” She paused while I opened the file. “You will see it says you will lease the Griffin out for five years. It is to be returned in its current condition. It does not change ownership so you do not violate that rule. And to ensure the length of the loan he will have a clone of yours on standby. Here is the tricky part. If you die enough times and use his clone. You cannot leave until the contract is up. Which in itself is a nice backup. But with the new boon of money, you will have to die a lot. I am not concerned but felt you should know. We would be without a ship but the ten million over five years is a great deal. While we may not need the money, the recurring income is something we need. I recommend you buy a new ship and lease this one out.”
I nodded, I planned to dock the Griffin in my big ship’s storage and utilize it for quick trips.
“Can we leash something small that will be cheaper? I want to be able to hop around this section of the galaxy and we may struggle to do that with only one large ship. They are slower in slip space correct.”
“We can get three wormhole shuttles for your new ship for under a hundred thousand a year combined. So yes. And if you do get a dread or carrier it will be much slower than Griffin in slipspace.”
That answered my questions.
“Offer him twelve million for five point five years,” I said and Mila held up a paw. “Let me guess he already accepted the counter. Okay well, we will need to get a new ship then. Populate our options please.”
Starla stood over the table and tapped furiously. The surface rendered rows of floating ships sized small to large. There were name classes of each ship model type. It went in this order from small to large. Frigate – Destroyer – Cruiser – Battleship – Dreadnaught – Carrier.
“Emperor ChiKhi sent this list over. There are a few out of your price range that I wonder if he included to give you a taste of something down the road. I excluded those, you can check them later if you want. I set our budget for up to one hundred and seventy five million D-coins.” Starla said and Bexso whistled at the number. The largest of the ships displayed blinked out from the image on the table. “That rules out all carriers. To me it is fine, but to a certain pilot, it was unwelcome news. First is cruiser sized ships similar in mass to the griffin. All these are well under three to forty five million. They will not be as nice as this but properly utilized for a full crew. Meaning more than two swanky bedrooms.
“Next is the battleships. Cheapest at sixty million I want to avoid those because we really don’t want a fixer upper. A fresh off the line one is eighty to one twenty. They take twice as long to transition around than the Griffin will but can actually fight. You would have enough billeting for max five hundred. Comfortably three hundred. The issue is they are combat weapons. Their ability to do much else is very limited by the assigned role. Very little living space outside of an area to sleep. I know we recently received orders from Emperor Linus for a pirate raid and this ship would work. But if you hire a battalion of troops things would get cramped fast and there is no reproduction. For example, you do not grow veggies on a battleship. You simply import the food export the waste.
“Next is the dreadnaughts. The fully finished ones are self sufficient but are in the two fifty range. What we recommend is something different. I will have Bexso explain.” Starla finished and seated herself. I shot her a wink and she smiled.
A tall ship materialized on the holoscreen. It was tall and long but not very wide in comparison to the other sizes. There were primary engines out the back end and some slowing engines on the front. A few were placed around the side of the body to help it shift directions. The ship had no blocky edges, there were many contours and curves. It was sleek and well designed. Everything had a purpose and I loved the dangerous look it had.
“This basic model is a Torg out of Travna one of the universe’s biggest shipyards. Built lancer tough as they say. Do not let the name ‘basic’ fool you. I think this was a test, this list anyway. They know you have a contract with a dragumi, so there is some classified stuff that you can buy. None of it serves you or us in the future. You want this Torg model for a few reasons. First, it is only one hundred and fifty thousand. Which is below the last model sold and if this wasn’t from the Emperor himself I would think something was funky. The last unit sold for one sixty five. Still, we did some digging, and yes… Mila and I worked on this together. It is funny how when the two of us were focused on helping you we bonded.
“The Torg will come with engines, weapons, stations, customizable gravity, and the essentials. It will be missing a lot though. And they all come this way. Each species has unique needs so the rest is for the buying species to design. This ship will be bigger than any of the orbitals out here around Earth. It will compete with the shipyards for size. Here is a shipyard compared to the griffin and the Torg.” The Torg was already on display in fine detail over the table. The Griffin flew up beside it in a neat simulation. It was one hundred times bigger. It was a city in the sky. “Why is it so big you ask? Because it is sustaining itself. There are dozens of floors for agriculture, aquaculture, and livestock. There are manufacturing decks. The entire top hundred meters is the outdoors atrium area. That line may sound odd until you experience it. These are cities in the sky, unfortunately for this model, it will need a lot of work. The water is in this section here…”
Bexso paused and leaned over the table. Her bust wanted to spill free of her zipper. Two things made me pause. The first was how did she get the zipper to go down? The flight suits were supposed to seal from the neck to the toes. The next wonderment was those tits were bigger by two cups than the photo she sent of wanting to swap bodies into. She caught me staring and waved her hand up high by her eyes.
Astrid snuck in a comment. “Told you he was a sucker for nice tits.”
“Indeed. I think this body is going to be uniquely fun. Actually, let me indicate the water reserves by highlighting the area blue.” The ship's bottom floors became blue in what was essentially a vast lake. The scope of this ship was starting to get me giddy. My man toy excitement spilling out. It had guns and was a city. It could take beating and dish out a lot of pain. I loved it.
I interrupted her.
“Sold, we buy this. When is it delivered and why else did we buy it?”
“Is he always this decisive?” Lorie asked.
There was a mix of shrugs and nods. I chuckled.
“Tonight at the ball you will get propositioned for work. Everyone in attendance knows you have money to spend. This Torg was an out for you to be able to hire a crew of dragumi to build it up. We are talking beds, desks, stores, food markets, kitchens, farming setups, aquaculture, plumbing, and more. You get the picture. All that will require lots and lots of work. Enough to hire a few teams from a few species. Another fifty million for this. Expect my matriarch to ask if you are interested in hiring some crews to do some work. That is a yes. Do not barter. They will be skilled craftsmen at a fair price. She will also likely offer some specific upgrades. The problem is she will…” an NDA hit my box and we all signed it. “Make them contingent on you never fighting with the ship against dragumi or their allies. We have a long list of allies, almost as long as the lancers. Which means the ship could be rendered useless. You learned this during a table talk with your wives. NDA over. She will offer you items that may come with strings. Buy stuff without the stings if you can.”
Astrid stood to talk when Lorie butted in real quick.
“If we buy that ship consider me a wife! Did anyone else get wet looking at it?” Lorie exclaimed while grabbing her tits. The girls raised hands to join in the silliness beside Mila – even I raised a hand. She did that lip smacking exhale she tended to do when bored.
“Okay, my turn. Business has excelled since you have been gone. The flanfish are just now laying the first clutches of eggs. The babies will be introduced into the wild. Governor Winslow himself will be in attendance tonight. He is bringing his wife and daughter… No! Mack… Look me in the eyes. No. Got it.” Astrid said.
“Got it, you are happy with the size of the table?” I asked.
“Extremely. Starla and I have bonded for months but Lorie fit right in. Lorie has been snuggling with us every night. Bexso joined last night. We never crossed any lines but there is a good tension there. Your bed is full. At least I think it is. You are the head of the house though. Damn it Mack I look at you and want to strip you naked - ride you until you drip out of me!” She covered her mouth like a child might when caught saying a bad word. She coughed and cleared her throat. “I am a bit emotional, I have desperately missed you and that bitch killed you. Set me off. You are not going anywhere for a few weeks. We all started training with Bexso so we can go on excursions with you. Oh, and we finally swapped and left our old bodies behind. It was like chocking on a giant seven foot dildo. Super awkward when your head is frozen and it wiggles past your lips.” She shuddered. Around the table, everyone shuddered.
“Right I hate that, okay what business opportunities did you find. I got seventy five million in D-coins burning a hole in my pocket.” I said.
“We visited a dozen markets all over the four, five, and six stage. The same thing kept coming up. Fast small shuttles. The prices keep going up as labor increases. The trade agreement of Fairmax… Let me look at my notes… It is very technical. The key part to know is you must utilize labor provided by an actual species. I read it as restricting robots is that correct?”
“Yes, robots were stealing jobs. She found this on her own Mack. I saw the pattern but she came to the conclusion. Astrid is a very smart human much smarter than your two.” Mila said stern faced
I populated my stat sheet from my profile and indeed I went back to a two. Argh. Okay, now I was pissed off. Lethality went to a four. I guess letting a lancer walk up to you and gut you reduced your score a lot. Oh well.
“That was bullshit they reduced his number back to two. Super not fair. Back to small shuttles. We can build on a mineral rich planet. I happen to know of a place with high unemployment and the planet has recently been mined clean of useful metals…” Astrid said throwing me a softball hint.
A dog chased its tail in my brain and then caught it.
“Narshak!” I blurted out proudly. “Ugh, it does sound perfect. I hate the name of the planets though. Mila see if we can rename it. Side project low priority.” I said and then stood. I reached for Astrid and picked her up. She only weighed sixty kilos. I stuck her on my lap and let her snuggle into me. Her head rested on my chest under my chin. I could see her want to cry but she held it back so Lorie could speak.
“I talked to my father for the first time. He mentioned he was proud of me. He went over my entire life from sixteen on, and he knew it from memory. Not from reading it on a script or from a notepad in his eye. He apologized for not being there and wanted to let me know he was sorry. My mother never told him. And I already knew that. It still brought up a valid issue.
“The need for you to marry into his line for when you eventually secure the throne. With the crown prince gone, my siblings will get the message. You are the defacto crown prince. Tonight they will hound you. They will compete for a spot on your crew, business ventures, and even your bed. None of them will want to transition into nobodies when the upheaval of power occurs. I have prepared a list of actually skilled males that can qualify for all sorts of jobs you may need. I would have Mila test them.” I raised an eyebrow at this and Mila shrugged. I was surprised she told her. “Here is a list of his daughters who won’t cheat on you or likely stab one of your wives. I think after the crown prince’s disappearance… I can’t prove it but I think he killed him. He won’t admit it, but his eldest son is gone. You don’t hide that recognition unless you can clone them. There were no massive movements of money and I watched over your exchange. Here is the list.”
A ping notified me she sent a list. I rejected it. She sent it again. I rejected it again.
“Mack do not be stubborn, this list took days to assemble.” She sent the list and I accepted.
My hand shot out so fast she jumped in surprise. The girl was a pilot so her reflexes kept her out of my grasp.
“Come here, woman,” I demanded. Astrid slid over completely to my right side. Starla got up and went behind Lorie and guided her onto my laps left side. The two snuggled into me while Starla stood behind me and kissed my cheek. “Do you understand Lorie, I will review your list? But I am with Astrid. Our family is big enough for now. Do you want to join it is what we want to know? Starla will you do the honors.”
“Yes, dear husband,” Starla said.
I scooted the chair back. Situated Lorie to stand at the head of the table facing the three of us as we kneeled. Starla slid a ring out of her breast pocket and held it toward Lorie.
“You fit perfectly into our family and it was like you were always there. We would be lost, adrift without you. Will you Lorie Williams take me, Starla Raul, to be your wife?”
“Will you Lorie Williams take me, Mark Raul, to be your husband?”
“Will you Lorie Williams take me, Astrid Raul, to be your wife?”
There was no hesitation. “Yes! A million times yes! We will have an amazing family and it can only get better from here. And not because you bought me a dreadnaught to fly around in. That is only a bonus, well that and the mind blowing sex we will get to have.” Lorie said.
Mila stood. “By the power invested in me, I now proclaim you Lorie Raul. Congratulations the documents are done and official if you all digitally sign.”
We all digitally signed the documents and the table shot holographic fireworks. Rio entered and clapped beside Mila. Bexso clapped a few times, a few tears streamed down and the tall dragumi couldn’t hold back. She raced to us and made it a group hug. Mila and Rio joined until it got cramped.
“Okay, enough. We have a fancy ball to get ready for. Got to wine and dine. I want to compete in more events, maybe even do a duo or team event. We need to make connections to get our new Trag built. Then lay the groundwork for shuttle production with wormhole tech. The gatekeepers will be pissed.” I said.
“Why do you think we practically gave them to humans, they are hundreds of millions of your years old.”
We all laughed at humanity getting suckered into old tech and went to our bedroom to get ready. I realized that Bexso, who was not a wife would still be rooming with us. I was okay with it if they were. It would be a few days if not weeks before we got more rooms. I hope she had earplugs because after the ball things were going to get kinky and loud.
Which reminded me of the excess toys that were scattered across our floor. Starla and Astrid had been keeping each other busy while I was gone. I was more than okay with that. They were wives after all. I merely hoped they recorded it.




CHAPTER 20

The outfit they selected for me was dashing. It was white with gold trim and sections of blue. Not my normal baby blue but closer to a navy blue. The design of the fabric and the way it loosely flowed around my body meant it was strictly for appearance. There would be no fighting in this attire and for once I was more than okay with. I wore black combat space boots, they were a recent acquisition from Starla. She knew how much I liked heavy, sturdy boots.
The pre-event for the next pre-event had slated only me for attending. I gave cheeks kisses when I was ready and dragged myself from the room. I mention it that way because there were four goddesses swapping clothes, doing makeup, and giggling endlessly. The soft flesh and bouncy bits yearned for fondling. My strength to keep them all employed, cared for, and happy prevailed though. I followed the blue line that would take me into the dragumi station.
The exterior door of the Griffin hissed. This ship was a black rock that was coarse and jagged. There were a few smooth sections on the floor from excess traffic but other than that everything was natural. There even hung stalagmites. The rock type was unknown to me and my eye scanner failed to acquire a name. I noticed a few sparkling gemstones that were embedded in the black. Their sparkling colors that danced with the illuminated light brought contrast to the stone. A hovering drone awaited me outside the door. I looked for anchored light points and found none. These were it, I guessed they would follow me into the darkness. It made sense to have personal lighting, what if a creature sensitive to light came. They would need glasses or dimmers. Actually, I let my intellect of two stop spinning in circles over lights and walked forward.
A green blinking drone guided me down the path that crunched under my feet. I immediately had an idea I felt would be thanked for later.
“Starla…” I mentally sent her a private message.
“No Mack, video phones, please. Astrid and I tried that form of communication. We hate it and understand why it is an emergency used tool for when people can’t hear you talk or see you messaging internally. What can I help you with? These tits are too big, I added three pounds over the last week while you were gone, and I can’t get these damn shoes to fit.” Starla said while in between outfits. Her boobs were pumped up with a tight lifting bra. Her vagina and ass bare were a sight I wanted to drink in for hours. Alas work…
“Naked sexy wifey! Look at my sight.” I said realizing that I needed to interrupt them getting ready for big events more often. I had seen them naked before but my goodness, I was the luckiest man alive.
“A blessing and a curse.” Starla turned to the other girls getting ready. She saw me drooling and closed the video. Awe. “Bexso you forgot to mention we couldn’t wear heels in your magnificent ship. Boots will work. We can get some sent up from Earth in time.”
The call ended. No ‘thank you’, no ‘you look handsome’. Women and the need to doll themselves up. I chuckled and rounded a corner. It led up a ramp and then I turned right. A door on my left was open and the drone stopped at. I entered to find a bright conference table. At the table were Governor Winslow, Lady Winslow, three advisors, and his fifteen year old daughter. Score, too young for me to have to deal with. I found it odd that was my first concern. I should be worried about what was so important that my time was booked on an alien species’ orbital.
When I seated myself the door to the room promptly shut.
“Mack introductions. You have met my lovely wife Patricia Winslow. These are business people I have brought along for today’s meeting. This is Sariah, Veranda, and Mike. This is my daughter Halina.” Governor Winslow said. He paused and I shook hands. “We know you have a busy evening so let us get right to it. Here are two proposals.”
A disk was slid my way and I clicked on it to populate the image. Not as fancy as the cool eye transfers, but this was a reliable method. A large tourist attraction formed into a display over the disk. It had a branding title of “The Universe on Versi”. Okay, I got it and nodded my approval. Hesitant of why this was presented.
“Do you like it?” Sariah asked. She was an older woman in a one piece power suit. Stern and focused. No smile etched that face. I shivered at seeing her wedding ring. Poor guy.
“I do, a lot more than I thought I would. Maybe it is time we start giving people aspirations on what expansion means. The question is cost. One second while I find out if my financial planner is busy.” I said and immediately Mila popped into my eye on a video chat.
“I am in the auditorium. Screens are showing me everything I have access to. I am not attending the ball so I can be your backup for diplomatic reasons. Let me review the file the have.” Mila said and the disk display flickered out. It quickly returned to its rotating image. “The expensive part is going to be filling the building with art. Which you are in luck, we can transfer the art we collected her to down there. Insert a dragonfly, and… Actually, this will be beneficial for teaching humans the rules of the Universe. They want… converting at the current rate. One thousand D-coins. Too funny this structure on a lancer world would cost ten thousand times this one. You get repaid in forty five thousand years from portions of ticket sales. This is a donation Mack. I feel a worthy one though.”
The guest across from me waited patiently. A green light came to life around the disk indicating I had approved the contract. There were smiles around the table. The next proposal was fished out of a pocket by Mike and placed in front of me.
An image of dozers, miners, and workers sifting through dirt displayed. I grew a tad confused because Governor Winslow had always run on a pro environmental agenda.
“You were not expecting this I wager. It will be done in a pro environmental manner. Every inch removed will be replaced with asteroid filler and the surface restored to its natural beauty. I pleased the business community while minimally angering the environmentalists. This idea was proposed by one of your wives, a wonderful lady Starla. We altered some things but this is the best option we could find. Your other wife Astrid mentioned you were going to be in need of materials for construction. Which I can help with by implementing this plan. Adding massive factories not so much.” The Governor said.
“We are going to set up manufacturing on Narshak. Our wonderful planet I still like to call home will be restored and maintained. I approved the attraction because it will help humanity. It was a charity case on a few levels. I am not a man of charity only. Tell me this will turn a profit and be worth my time. I am guessing you want a sizable investment.”
“The numbers are in there if your assistant can review them. All this will take time, and does not need to be done instantly. I will see you at the ball tonight. Our allotted time expired ten seconds ago and I was warned not to keep you past it.” Winslow said as he stood.
I shook hands again and left the room. A green drone hovered me to the next room. A rock person sat at a table. They had a single round black eye with no pupil, inset ears and a boxy large jar with no teeth. The bulging arms led down into hands and I glanced at feet under the table. I had no idea if it was a male or female until the translator spoke in a soft kind voice.
“Welcome Mack Raul. I represent the Samu species. You saw some of my fellow warriors down in the lower layers of that planet the little AI hid in. Our troops grumbled the whole way up from those depths… Saying you had the easy return. We chuckled at this. To the point though.
“We Samu understand why you sent the recovered money away, and also feel you earned the bounty. We also know the lancers and dragumi has designs for some of your bounty. Insert us, we would like to send a company of mercenaries for six months. We are a warrior species that does not take sides and tend to always remain neutral. Due to our unique physical structure and attributes, we have our own cloning machine per company. You would only have to house the troops, cover additional expenses, and not needlessly throw away lives. Which in terms you can understand. If the company commander says your idea will get them all killed you don’t do it. They rarely say that and are apt to help delivery victory. Three million.”
I was feeling a bit extorted here. Not to mention I may never use the troops. Three million was a lot of hidden clones.
“I have blocked our room from outside communications if you were trying to reach your pet lancer. Nice catch by the way. Not every day you see a prideful species subservient to a stage three.”
I had been outmaneuvered and woefully unprepared for this meeting.
“Warrior species… Do you manufacture weapons?” I asked.
“Hmm… The troops want a cozy assignment. Still, my leaders would be upset if you wanted to spend coins and I turned you away. One moment. Oh wow, you have nothing for combat gear. Okay, I can work with this. A dozen fighters, four tanks, a thousand laser rifles. It is all old but working fine. And we do not barter human. If a Samu offers a deal reject or accept it. For this amount of items, the price is three million. That was the transacted minimum number I was sent here to get. I could sell you more of this stuff but it would reflect negatively. In your case these are essential.”
I stood, accepted the contract and exited the room. The Samu followed me out asking where to deposit the gear to and I told her the Griffin if it would fit. If not Versi. She nodded and I went to my next meeting. It was nice of the dragumi to set up individual rooms for each of my meetings.
I passed the doorway and floated up in a drift. My previous momentum carrying me. The room was lacking gravity and I was alone in it. What does a man do when he is in a cube with no gravity? He jets around the air giggling with joy. I must have been at it for five minutes when a single egg headed green gangly being materialized into the room.
His colorations twirled and flowed to blend into a jungle. In the well-lit gravity free black cube they stood out, but I bet they were hard to see in green foliage. They were humanoid in structure with two arm and two legs. The main difference was they were taller and very thin. Their class was more than likely toolmaker because they had almost no muscle.
“Greetings human Mack. I am Oont of the Planu species. We lost considerable finances and standing when Tuxpin scammed us of considerable funds. He promised a slightly upgraded cloning process that was… smoke and mirrors as your species says. We promptly placed a large deposit and lost it all. Alas… we eventually recovered and retooled our machines to be more effective from parts of his idea. So on behalf of the Planu federation, we congratulate and thank you for slicing that slimy AI in half. Do you mind if I join you? We rarely get to play in zero-g. It is why I always ask for rooms like this.”
We pinged off the walls and soared around each other having fun.
Mila sent me a notification that was in a text message. She mentioned the contract with Vensi for the mining was a good investment and approved the transaction. She then stressed to pay attention to the Planu. They were the primary cloners and fertility experts of many advanced races. The fact they were meeting me was a great honor. I closed the message and started some more elaborate maneuvers.
“This is the best meeting ever Oont. All meetings and business need to be conducted in such a fashion.”
“We tried to have the honor of reviving you but the Emperor ChiKhi himself interceded. Which is impressive in its own way. They are always so stern. I can never tell them apart.” We continued to shoot between walls as we talked. I was working the kinks out, it had been a while since I got to warm up without gravity. I did want to comment on not being able to tell the Emperor apart. They were super easy to tell who was which. Maybe the Planu were horrid poker players.
“Well Oont, I am glad to have helped the Planu settle a long vengeance and am honored by your effort to not let me vanish into the unknown. Every time I die there is only nothing, which is unsettling.”
“I can relate, I was dead for three of your years once. Explosion in a factory with a prototype. They had to ensure I was not coming back. I recall nothing from that lost time. Though I like to think I was somewhere happy, and not a recording on a data machine.” The lankly Oont said and then gave me a warning gravity was returning. I set my feet to land on the ground and we gently touched down. A table materialized and Oont sat.
“So the materializing thing, am I allowed to know the cost? I am okay realizing the specifics of the technology are probably prohibited. Really curious as to why some species never use it and others do when both have the ability.”
“Yes in a roundabout way I can answer. The cost is a rare mineral that was present when the universe formed. It is rare only in the fact that it is hard to learn how to find. It is an antimatter byproduct. That is the most I can say. Species that fight in zone six, well one of the key reasons the contested planets get classified as six is for resources. A four is far less valuable for harvesting than a six. Some species must in their superior rational travel instantly. Prudent species utilize it when needed and sell the excess resource. Neither side is technically wrong. Our few six stage planets have been a boon to our economy. Nothing close to our cloning though.”
“My lancer friend told me it was a big honor to have this meeting. I am always on edge with diplomacy. I am inexperienced in many things and find myself wishing I knew more. In this case Oont, I am indeed in need of clones. And I will continue to be in need. Humans have never had the pleasure of rebirth. Now I am getting asked by family, and friendly business associates often. I know that with time my bank account will be drained if I do not set limits, and find a good partner. Right now on Lunish, I have a mindmeld backup stored. Outside of that, I am lost on the subject of where to go and who to hire.”
The oval shaped head bobbed in a nod of understanding. A large smile crested his face revealing no teeth. Maybe they slurped food… “It just so happens you have done us a favor with Tuxpin, and we want to do one for you. A certain lancer friend of mine said you purchased a ship that will arrive tomorrow. There is a whole medical floor. We have… how do I frame this? Translator error… Huh? Young students, no… Nonexperts that are skilled but seeking experience. That works. We fellow tool wielders need to stick together. It doesn’t hurt when we Planu are allies with many factions.”
I smiled with this statement. “Yes, I have a lancer and a dragumi living with me. Friendly with the lancer and maybe more on the dragumi. It makes things interesting. Definitely, do not want to upset powerful species. What is your offer if I may ask?”
“We take over a large section of your medical floor. There would need to be a blackout or solid divider between our business operations and the rest of the ship. We get a private docking bay for clientele discretion and open up a new cloning facility on this new ship of yours. Our rent is free in exchange for at cost human clones for you. It would put us into direct competition with the Lunish facility for this section of space. The advantage here is you never have to drop through an atmosphere if in a vessel.”
“At cost?” I confirmed.
“At cost, discretion, rent free, and we run the facility our way. I sent the terms to Mila. She already accepted. You were a formality. Sorry, but I did enjoy our chat and wall bouncing. My team will arrive after your dragumi crews are complete. Until then.” Oont waved and vanished.
That was so neat. I really wanted to be able to do that. One day, in thousands of years probably. I got out of the chair and exited the room. My jaw promptly fell to the floor.
Bexso was in a yellow dress with a plunging neckline that revealed lots of cleavage. It opened up to show her tight tummy and flowed down around her curvy hips. It flared barely past her knees in a contemporary flow. Her shoulders held the outfit in place and straps kept it from becoming indecent. Her wings were tucked and her tail wrapped. From the front, you could never tell she was not another human besides her skin tone and swirling golden eyes.
“Dragon got your tongue? Your wives have me beat, but I appreciate the ogle. I feel so silly in this body...”
I pulled her into a tight embrace almost losing control. Our lips neared and we gasped in anticipation.
“Mack enough said. We are being watched and it is rude to keep mother waiting.”
“Bexso, hold up…” I wanted to talk but she kept going. Her hips swinging as she left me gaping in the hallway.
I caught up to her and extended a crooked elbow for her to grab. She grinned and slid her arm into mine. Fine, she could win for now. I couldn’t help myself though. I hadn’t had sex in over a week and all this fine flesh had my mind whirling. I kept taking glances at her voluptuous figure and kept getting caught. She loved the attention. So much so she planted a kiss on my cheek before we entered a doorway with two of the biggest dragumi had seen.
They were dark black heavily armored and looked ready to kill. I almost cowered as Bexso led me past them. Inside the room it was dimly lit, confirming an internal theory I had of dragumi eyesight. A few torches flickered their light to reveal a large ballroom. There were spreads of food, a few bars with tenders, and even a band played. It was completely what I expected a gala to be. Minus I was the only non dragumi there. When we entered a silence fell momentarily until the band started up again. I did not need to be able to smell scents to notice the disdain at my entrance. This was a very private affair and I was an outsider. There were dragumi of every color here, the reds for some reason stood out the most. I noticed a lot of the males were black and grumpy. Maybe their wives had dragged them to the event. The room was built for a few thousand with an ornate chandelier in the center. At the back of the hall was a raised platform with dozens of dragumi around a central female figure. Mila had said dragumi utilized a matriarch system. I went to see if I could reach her to be disappointed from another jam. I had to rely on Bexso here.
The outfits were a mix of sexual expression and combat readiness. A few of the males wore a thick tan leather of some creature in almost a full body cover. While others merely wore a kilt. There were no exposed private areas. The females were random as well in their clothing choices. I saw some lingerie and others in dresses. From my perspective, it looked like each individual had their own style.
I shifted a little closer to Bexso as we went to a food table. I was getting that sensation someone was behind me. I think it was because everyone in the hall wanted to see what I tasted like. No, that was not it. I felt breathing on my neck. I played it casual and lifted a chunk of bloody meat off a plate. No one shouted a warning so I plopped it in my mouth, gave a few chews against the stringy meat, and then swallowed with a gulp. I was hungry. I never got to eat during our dining hall chat. Shakes and slushies only went so far. I snatched another slab of diced up creature and down it went. The whole time I felt a dragumi behind me. When the lovely Bexso rolled her eyes in that direction I decided I was safe to turn.
“Oh hi, Uniza and Qnala. Glad to see you, fine ladies, again. You were such an inspiration during the battle. You fought heroically and it saddened my heart to see you perish while under such overwhelming odds. I do not know your customs but in mine, I would raise a toast in your honor.” I said. The two females went from stern faces to doe eyed blushing. Apparently, giving praise could melt them into softies.
A few eavesdropping men nearby strolled overconfidently. “You… Ugly rodent with legs. Do not complement our females. If you were not an honored guest I would challenge you to a duel.”
“They slew hundreds of robots, never showed fear, and died in glory,” I said.
Uniza and Qnala steeped back. Bexso stepped forward. This got the male to pause. He muttered and grumbled but left with his friends. I waved the girls back. They were in lingerie, and it was extremely distracting. After seeing Bexso with lush skin, no tiny horns, human feet, and human hands the natural dragumi form had lost some appeal. It was rude to score but they were still an eight maybe seven and a half. They both wore stringy outfits that covered the most sensitive of areas.
Uniza placed three clawed fingers with a thumb on my shoulder. “You are brave. Ouch, intellect of two.” Chuckles erupted and she covered her mouth. I frowned, stupid rating system. The irony not lost on me that I had just scored the girls in appearance. “Was going to say brave or dumb… You are dumb… Can’t… Hold it in. Too funny!”
“That was kind of you human, and thank you for trying to save me on Narshak. It was a valiant effort and a clean death. I wish you the best Bexso and will miss you. That body looks ravishing. I have a date I must return to. Until later.” Qnala said and hurried beside a giant red male dragumi. He boxed her and then scolded her for talking to me, which I could hear the insults as he then swatted her ass. She blushed at the attention, liking it. To each their own.
“Why in the verse did you take this look? It is so soft and lush. I am not into females but you make me question my hesitation. What gave the inspiration?” Uniza asked Bexso.
“I looked at his wives. I was immediately attracted and swelled with desire. Mack treats his mates with respect, and not as conquests or objects. It gave me intrigue. As I learned more I wanted what he has. A family where everyone is loved equally. His wives had sex while he was away and while he was dead. He never cared, I saw his reaction when he found out and he grinned happily. They even used toys. So I designed a basic outline, and his wives etched this form. It was so outside our species limits I had to get mother's approval. She verified a few times, and my life savings paid for it. Four hundred thousand D-coins… Hey, damn it Mack.” Bexso gave me a dirty look that raged into her clasping my arms tightly that softened into a hug.
I tucked myself in trying to look small while grinning guiltily.
“See Uniza,” Bexso sent her a display. Probably showing I covered her cost. Uniza gasped and shook her head.
“I wish you happiness, my battle friend. It warms my heart to see you so jubilant. I am ancient compared to you both. My longest mate came around and eventually treated me with respect. I miss him often. It looks like your mother has summoned you. Here comes the harem.” Uniza said and stepped aside as six hulking male dragumi came to us. Oh neat, I got to see a reverse harem. Whomever her mother was must be important.
They ordered us to the dais and we followed them. I was getting nervous because I did not know the culture or the protocol. We arrived five meters in front of the largest female dragumi I had seen yet. She was a meter larger than Bexso, but I could see some of the same features. The golden eyes, the teal coloration. I realized I liked the baby blue on Bexso more now. We stood there silent. Bexso bowed and I followed her movements. We finished in tandem.
“Greetings daughter, greetings Raul…”She spun my last name around her tongue perfectly. I wanted to immediately toss my head back and howl my last name. “Do it!” The matriarch said with a gleam in her eye.
“RAUL!” It was glorious and caused the endless delight for the mother daughter combo. The rest of the attendees including her harem of males covered their ears.
“I am certain my Bex will be endlessly entertained by you. I am matriarch Beeso. Our species does not have only one leadership position like the lancers. We have dens of dragumi. My den happens to be the largest though. Very few subspecies get to meet me. Yet!” Beeso said and snapped her large teeth together in clatter to make a point. “You have met the lancer Emperor twice. So I am not defiling my station by hosting you. Not that I would mind when I see the lust radiating off my daughter towards you. She was determined for that body. I got called all sorts of names in her tantrum. I remember when I was her age millions of your years ago. Oh, the joys of youth.”
“Your daughter is a remarkable young dragumi. Without her battle prowess, I would have never made it to finding Tuxpin. Her wits, skill, natural abilities and reflexes impressed upon me. Her beauty knows no bounds in dragumi or its new form. I was wise to accept her contract.” I said laying on the flattery.
Bexso blushed and Beeso fanned her face dramatically. “See that boys! That was marvelous. You will all write nice things to say about me and then recite them at my whim.”
Nine males looked up at the matriarch and as one said: “Yes mam.”
They then glared daggers at me. I wanted to hide.
“As fun as it is to see my males squirm at the thought of being kind and sweet, I also asked you here to consult on business. Do you know what I want?” Beeso asked.
“For me to hire crews to outfit the interior of my Torg ship that I have been told is arriving as early as tomorrow. I was informed your price would be fair and honest. To not barter.” I said and Beeso looked approvingly at her daughter. “I was also told you might want to sell me additional armaments, engines, and other items but to be wary. Since us humans have no actual allies we could be hampered by restrictions.”
A frown followed this statement but it seemed to bother her only momentarily. “I will not know your final costs but will offer to complete your ship to your specifications at a good rate. Here is the intent to do business contract. Sign it and then enjoy time with my youngest daughter. Do you know how old she is your years?”
I signed the contract and shook my head no.
“Born days after you. She will live to be millions of years old if she manages her finances well. Do not forget how lucky you are she fought so hard to be at your side. With a disgusting lancer in your mix too. Though I applaud your ability to not defile the poor creature. Even if lancers are desired for such, you show the strength to avoid it. I look forward to watching the two of you blossom together. You have my blessing now as well human.”
I jumped from a sudden burning sensation on my right butt cheek. It hissed in searing pain. Bexso held onto me tightly and whispered for me to not scream out no matter what. The pressure was suddenly gone while the burning torment remained. I bit my inner cheek until blood filled my mouth. By all that is holy did that bitch have one of her harem brand my ass?
A quick look over my shoulder revealed ruined pants and a set of dragon wings six centimeters wide etched into my flesh. As much as it hurt it did look pretty awesome. I grunted through the pain and grinned.
“Good, you passed your test. Go now.” Beeso said in a clear dismissal.
Bexso and I meandered to the table. I got less death stares than before. My but radiated pain but I ignored it. We found a quiet section of the outer wall and I sipped a fruity concoction. Bexso snuggled tenderly into me. The only dragumi being dotted on among the hundreds of females. Yup, she and Astrid were going to besties for sure. Both had that inner rage that made a warrior, and that inner softness that made them adorable. I checked the time until the next event and saw I had ten minutes before the large scale ball started. Confliction raked my brain.
I wanted to go see my wives and be wowed by their diligent work at getting ready, at the same time I desired to take them to bed. Have a small orgy and sleep away the headache I had forming. Still, I knew being successful meant long happy lives, make it through the hard part now and live the good part later. At least that is what kept me placated. That and the way Bexso sang softly while cuddled into me. I let her have the entire time in my arms until we had to go. I got a soft kiss on my cheek and her golden eyes thanked me. Her alone time was over. She composed herself, stood tall, and we went to find Astrid, Stella, and Lorie.
We exited the dragumi hall and the green drone guided us to a waiting room. I found my wives there seated on a hovering lounger chatting. I stumbled and collided with an end table holding a vase. I dove and caught it just in time before it shattered. My reaction to seeing my wives had almost cost me however much this artifact was worth. It also caused my wives the hurry over to me and dote on my injury to my butt.
“You got branded. Mack this looks painful and I’m the kinky one that likes some pain.” Astrid said.
“It hurt… I ate the burn like a man though. Not sure I had another option. I kind of did not want to lose standing in a den of dragon people. Speaking of kinky. I heard you girls bought toys?”
Starla and Astrid turned bright red and Lorie burst into laughter. Even Bexso chuckled.
“You will find out tonight my dear innocent husband. We will twirl you around our fingers until you beg us to stop.” Starla said as she walked over and retrieved the vase to place it on its proper spot.
“You like our outfits?” asked Lorie.
“So much so I barely got a look before I lost mental function from the sheer beauty you all are radiating,” I said as I recovered myself to my feet.
Starla wore a light green dress that matched her eyes and went well with her long blonde ponytail. Her double-d bust on full display pushed up to the max. It reminded me of a dames dress from the gangster era of American history. It sparkled and hugged her figure. While not super revealing it was intoxicating. The dress split on her left revealing the toned runner legs I lived for. Her neck adorned a white gold and blue sapphire necklace.
Astrid’s auburn hair flowed down to her shoulders and her brown eyes sparkled with happiness. She wore a modest dress that teased you with its reveals. Under breast cutouts were matched by a thong revealed around her plush waist. The dress cut low down to right above her trimmed pubic hairs. It wrapped then exposed in the exact amounts needed for her figure. Her ears adorned dangling diamond earring of immense size showing off our wealth.
Lorie had gone all out knowing tonight was her night. She wore a wedding white but not a dress. A tiny ten centimeter corset bunched her tits to exploding. Her toned abs tucked down to painted on white booty shorts. I went to snap the material when I found out it was actual latex paint. She had a flesh tape over her pussy lips. When I placed my face too close for a study of the material she grabbed my hair and thrust me into her crotch. Okay, I deserved that. Zero room for complaint too.
I was in man heaven. Four stunning beauties and only me. I exhaled in pleasure and noticed I had a boner.
“Mack, save it, we need to enter the ball. There are more contacts to make, more people to woo. We promise tonight will be worth the wait.” Astrid said. Business before pleasure it was. 
“Okay… Okay. I want you all to know I am exhausted from the talk of today. If I react negatively to something it is because I want to be in bed getting you all out of those outfits you worked so hard to look great in. Minus you Lorie, we can undo the tape in a closet and go at it!” We chuckled and Lorie swung here finger left to right.
“Tsk, tsk. Here we go.”
Two doors pulled themselves into the walls and we entered. Four ladies and me with my ruined pants. I waved as we were announced. My title was Mark Raul marked by Emperor Chikhi. The human guests gasped at Lorie’s title. Duchess Lorie Raul the seventeenth daughter of Emperor Linus. A trio of ladies in extravagant outfits stormed to the restrooms. A few men flat out excited. I knew they were being tracked. It was important to be proactive to our throne ambitions and not reactive. I would prefer not to get merced by another agent of an upset royal.
This was a ballroom! The ceiling was see through and exposed stars as they dotted the dark space. An expansive dance floor ended with a full orchestra. A classical melody reverberated smoothly through the hall. I always loved the sound of the violin and closed my eyes to listen to the music play. I was jostled and dragged by Lorie to the dance floor.
“Wait… I have no idea how to dance.” I said not wanting to embarrass either of us.
“I will send the steps to your display. You and I are dexterous naturals. Your ZBall and my piloting skills will mean we can do this no problem.” Her red hair swirled and she talked over her shoulder and made sure she avoided walking into people.
A list of steps displayed in my eye. Off to the side it included how to execute the maneuvers in written and demonstrated video form. I had her pause for a brief moment as I studied what was needed. That was all I got because the next thing I knew my left hand grasped her right. My right hand slid from her lower back to her plump booty as she held my shoulder. She did a butt bump and my hand bounced to reset on an appropriate spot.
We waltzed and I went from dreading it to thoroughly enjoying the dance. Lorie’s cheeks went rosy with happiness and she wolfishly grinned. Her blue eyes giving me a mischievous long look. I was fairly certain she was fantasizing about naughty things to do to me. When the music slowed she leaped into my arms and wrapped her legs around my hips to kiss me deeply. I wanted to toss her over my shoulder and steal her away to our bed but I set her down instead. We did another dance that had a steeper tempo and Starla swapped when it was over.
I did one dance with all of them until the music slowed. Emperor Linus clinked a champagne glass with a small tuning force. He dove into a boring speech that neither the aliens present nor I cared for. I faked my way through it and it ended quicker than I thought it would. Small blessings.
My business dealings were not over and I got to meet the Narshak governor. We came to an agreement on the Expansive Trading Group setting up factories on his planet. He would start paying people to collect the metal from the dead bots. I sent him more than enough E-bits to cover the initial costs.
I never stood in one spot for more than a few minutes. It was a chaotic and hectic night. It seemed everyone had a vital thing to say to me until they got one on one time. Then people clammed up and most of the exchanges were awkward. I met some extremely lovely ladies that I found interesting but I was feeling beyond overwhelmed. I had three wives and a dragumi that was acting like a fourth. I needed to settle my house before adding more to it. This revelation was a sore disappointment to many ladies.
The Emperor’s sons were almost all useless to me. Finad one of Linus’ youngest was the only one I hired. He was a hardworking man with roots in construction when our hands shook his were full of calluses. I needed that times twenty. I hired him pending an interview with Mila. I was fairly certain he would pass. When Linus heard the good news he patted his son on the back. I had checked that box for him. If I rejected the rest of his offspring it would have looked poorly on our relationship. Now he could point at Finad and say if you work hard you can get into my company. Which was true.
After that round of interviews, I was approached by a webbed handed luni. I wish I could tell them apart, I really felt bad about that. We discussed a new event they wanted to try. A two person drop with only waves of large monsters. I told him the size of the teams should be four. He agreed to this after some thought and asked if I was interested. Hell yes I was in, I merely needed to build a team. We discussed how the event I had competed in never went long so most of the mega monsters were still caged up waiting for a new opportunity to fight to the death. It was very interesting to hear the inner workings of such a grand event. That the leftover not utilized monsters provided new opportunities. I knew in a week I would miss combat and welcome the rush. It also gave me a break from the endless dealings of business. After we shook on the deal I wiped the slime on my ass and yelped. I forgot about my branding.
I waited to see if any of the stage six species showed up but none did. Either they were detained or when one didn’t show none did. I was fine with that. By the end of the night, I hid in plain sight on the dance floor. I did slow twirls with a head tucked into my shoulder. A closing speech was given and we headed home.
My feet burned and my back ached. I was exhausted and tired. Even the girls were. An originally planned night of debauchery swapped into a night of pajamas. When Bexso retired for the night she stripped out of her yellow dress. Her tail bounded over her pert ass as her wings unfurled and stretched. She sunk into the hot tub and hit a button on the side. I never hit that button not knowing what it did. An egg shaped cover came down from the roof and enclosed the area. Huh, maybe she slept in the heat. I had a lot to learn.
A cry of frustration rang from inside the enclosure and the shell was retracted. Astrid got up to help see what the issue was.
“I forgot I have no scales. Mack I know I am not a wife but may I join you in your bed. This skin will take damage and become uncomfortable in that steam. Thanks for the towel Astrid.”
“Lorie?” I asked. It was her wedding night to us after all.
“You want to turn away that sexy naked dragumi, no way. Get over here girl! It is a sprawling snuggle night. Plenty of room… come get cozy,” Lorie teased in a confident sexy voice. “I am no simple virgin desperate to experience the joys of sex for the first time. We can fuck like bunnies in the morning. I am tired and we should all get to sleep before Starla starts mumbling out loud whatever weird dream she is having. The confusing shit you say, girl.”
“I do not… okay, I do… but I can’t help it!” Starla replied. I rolled onto her as dead weight and kissed her neck. “Get off you hunky stud. Stop that. Wait I was joking. Come back.”
I laughed and pulled all the women I could fit into my arms to fall asleep. 




CHAPTER 21

I awoke to the smell of bacon! I went to race out of bed when I heard a soft moan. A quick glance and I spied Astrid mounted on top of Starla. They were thrusting their hips together in sync. Starla fought to stay quiet and ripped at her pillow. Lorie’s propped herself up to watch – tangled red hair revealed seductive eyes that locked with mine. She smacked the round curve of Astrid’s plump ass. I shot a look over my shoulder and found Bexso eating bacon. The torment, it was a struggle for what to do… for all of a nanosecond.
With a mighty shove off the bed, I leapt over (Astrid pleasing Starla) and landed on a squealing Lorie. She tucked her arms over her face in surprise. I grabbed her wrists and yanked them down onto the bed above her. I snatched the hair tie out of Astrid’s hair who grinned when she concluded my goal. I bound Lorie’s hands above her head. I kissed her neck and slowly worked my throbbing penis past her welcoming tender pussy lips. We both cried out with pleasure as she enveloped me deeply with her juicy self. I got into a rhythm with Astrid and the four of us fucked in unison. It was the hottest thing ever. Both Starla and Lorie’s voluminous breasts bounced in tandem as we made love.
I had figured out Astrid was using some toy that gave the girls equal amounts of pleasure. She saw me watching her and pulled my face to hers. As we dominated Starla and Lorie, Astrid and I kissed. It felt so good. The tension was building when Lorie escaped my hair tie restraint. Lorie broke my kiss to Astrid and flipped me on my back taking control. She mounted my large cock into her swollen moist vagina and shoved her hips down. I saw only the briefest moments of discomfort from my size until she found the right spot and the perfect motion. Astrid and Starla paused to watch us as Lorie neared her climax.
“Fuck me! Mack, shove that big cock deeper! Twist my nipples!” Lorie commanded. I obeyed all the requests. My hips elevated higher and I snatched her erect nipples in a turning squeeze.
“Cum on my cock you dirty girl,” I said repeating talk I had heard in amateur porn before. I thought it was fairly weak, but for her… it did the trick.
Lorie arched her head back, shuddered on my cock, and moaned the entire time until she collapsed on top of me. Her squeeze during the finish caused my load to burst inside her.
“That was so fucking hot. Did you release also Mack?” Starla asked. Her eyes spoke of wanting to keep going with me.
“Yeah, my seed is somewhere in her lungs.” I said with a giggle and nailed Lorie’s ass with a stinging slap that got her off me. “Let me eat some breakfast and I will be ready for round two. We are not leaving the bed today.”
It probably would not be a reality, but I wanted a day off. I decided eating bacon was the best thing I could do to recover. Because bacon has superpowers…
“That whole mess of love over there, amazing. I knew I picked the right family to sign on with. Much better than watching three cower afraid of a betting until one gets it so rough they bleed. I say that so you girls understand that your mate while mighty is very tender. Enough of the sadness of my species. Mack I ordered a giant plate of bacon. A quick review of your favorite breakfast from previous mornings and I grabbed as much as I thought we could eat. Go rinse off or at least place a towel down before you sit on these velvety chairs. You’re still leaking cum.” Bexso said trying hard not to stare but kept stealing glances.
The ladies trailed behind me deciding on bacon as well. We sat around the table munching food. There was fruit, biscuits, and eggs. I found it reassuring that Bexso was working so hard to be a member here. Simply things exactly like this would do wonders. She invested the time to see what we enjoyed eating for breakfast. I planted a kiss on her check in thank you that she blushed from.
I checked our location in Earth’s orbit and was stunned. We were not in the Sol system. I grew dizzy for a brief moment until I realized we were okay and in the friendly species territory of Planu. I was about to ask why when Bexso shot me a wink. What did that crafty dragumi know that I did not?
I was thoroughly confused when Oont materialized. I will admit I jumped and screamed like a little bitch. That was incredibly spooky. “Is there no way to prevent that from happening? Hey Oont you startled me, I was about to ask why we were here in Planu’s orbit?”
“Greetings Mack, I was hired by your wives. I have come to collect the samples. Starla here placed an order. Is everything ready?” Oont asked.
“Here you go. Thank you for your time.” Starla handed him four vials and then poof he was gone. I glanced around and saw gazes avoiding mine. They were all in on something and I was in the dark.
Bexso broke the silence. “You can activate an inhibitor to prevent people from materializing on ships. It is relatively easy to create, install, and implement. The main issue is they have limited range. More than enough for a vessel. A foe of ours spent hundreds of million to inhibit us from blinking into their star system. A few lowly soldiers in speedy fighters blew it all apart. Was taught in our tactics academy ever since. It is one of the many scenarios you and I will be going over soon enough.
“Mila or Starla brought it down for Oont to jump in. That little jolt you felt, we are going back to Earth in slipspace ETA six hours. What are you going to name the new dreadnaught?”
“Hold up no changing the subject. I do greatly value your insight and friendship but what just happened?” I asked. I folded my arms and frowned.
“You had an orgy with your wives and you are now eating bacon,” Astrid said with a straight face. The sassy little babe darted eyes toward Starla. Bingo.
I rolled my eyes hard until they fell onto Starla. I could get her to squeal. I got up and chased her around the table.
“Okay, if you must insist on knowing. We wanted to surprise you. You normally work out in the mornings.” Starla said while looking me deep in the eyes. She pulled my hands together in my calming posture that I was needing a lot less. I was having less anger outbursts. It seemed my rage boiled fewer times when I got laid and killed things. Who knew?
“Congrats you are a dad in a few months. We each are having one little toddler to run around the house at the same time. They will be deluxe genetically altered babies, far superior to the genebabies of Earth in their longevity. The estimate has them living to two hundred. The contract states they will be edited to perfection. Incubation of one month per gestated year. We had the option to pick the sex but we all selected random. Cost sixty thousand each. Astrid and I pooled our money to buy Lorie one since she never got any D-coins.” Starla was rambling and I stopped her by doing the smartest thing I could think of.
I kissed her with all my being. When I became stiff from the passion we made love over and over. That was how my morning went. Bexso asked if she could join and we all approved. That dragumi rode Astrid until they both were worn out. The entire sex escapades lasted for hours. We sustained and survived on bacon and fruit concoctions. Exhausted from sex I loaded up on a full belly and collapsed on the bed for a nap.
∞∞∞
Mila woke me up with a mind spike. It hurt, was awful, and rotated my mood from bliss to very angry. I found myself naked in bed alone. I stank and so did the bed. The shower was fast and I dried quickly to get my spacesuit on. When I lifted the blue and white outfit I noticed a logo over the heart.
ETG for Expansive Trading Group. There was a metallic spear going under the letters. It looked exactly like the one I had battled on Lunish with. It was clean, elegant, and unique. The logo was circled in a blue ring, with the writing being blue. I loved it and let the suit seal around me.
Time to go find out what Mila needed. I let my earlier anger fade, genuine happiness settled into me. A blue set of arrows led me to where my lancer friend was. I knew this route, it was taking me to the airlock. I rounded the corner and entered the changing room.
Mila was holding a sobbing young woman I did not recognize. Her features were familiar but I was lost as to who this was. The young lady noticed me and launched into my arms. I enveloped her in confusion. I ran an eye scan. Bethany Dalwick. Oh shit. This was mom without my last name. She had made an exact replica of herself from when she was in here early twenties. She cried furiously into my chest.
I let her sob in my arms while Mila caught me up. She sent over some recorded footage of dad getting his new body and fleeing. Off to meet some girl from his gaming simulations. Mom was between bodies when he left. He never said goodbye or thanked her for years of care. It was at that moment I lost my birth father. I also knew I had gained mom years ago, and she was not the abandoning type. I was glad she came to me.
“Mom… mom…” I got her to stop sobbing. “I am here, I will always be here for you exactly the way you have always been there for me. Hey, you know what. I have some fantastic news that will immediately cheer you up.”
I got an evil stare. Not that I was bad. Merely that it was impossible to hear something positive at this moment. And she had every right to be dispassionate with anger.
“Out with it, I need some good news. I saw this coming but never expected it. All those years of care and love. Thanks for taking me in Mack. I do not know where else to turn to.” She said as she dried off her eyes. Mila exited stage right probably swamped with other important matters.
“You are going to be a grandma. In three months there will be little toddlers to dote and love on.” I said and got the fiercest hug ever from my mom. She squealed in surprise and delight. This did the trick and I was being towed around the ship as she started planning. The woman was infatuated with little kids.
The rambling went into full effect. All the planning that was needed, the items required, and the toys. It was best to buy in bulk in discount and stash some for later. Even three year olds have accidents and pullups would be needed. It kept going. I patiently listened until Starla showed up. I was immediately ditched for my wife. The two linking arms, leaving me standing there alone. The two women chatted at record speeds. I was forgotten about as the talk faded down the hallway.
“Thanks, Mila,” I said initiating a video call. “What is on my agenda?”
“I wish I could say that you were doing interviews for a proper assistant but alas I cannot. You will be stuck with me for now. Remember that hunk of a lancer who tore your guts out. He arrived with your new ship to offer his sincere apology. We are docked with the Torg right now. Oh, and what is the name of the ship? It needs one, like yesterday it needed one.”
“How about we send a message to the family to get a few name ideas and pick one out. I am going to head over and meet the General.” I said and went into the airlock room. “My pick is the Oralis. I did a quick query on futuristic names and liked that one. I am interested to hear what the others pick.”
The door connecting the Griffin to my new ship slid open after I was confirmed authorized entry. A two and a half meter tall lancer greeted me. He was awkwardly naked in his all black fur. I never got that. Maybe it was a status thing to let your balls hang low.
“General Nurando, it is good to see you not looking like you want to spill my guts… Pun intended.” I said. It probably was not the wisest thing to antagonize the giant warrior but I was still angry at him. If I had to guess he was not allowed to kill me again on strict orders from his boss.
“I rarely make mistakes human. My battle records are the top for my species, and I let raw emotion of losing the bounty to a lessor… to a different species get the better of me. Do not let my one action define me, and allow me to apologize.” Nurando said.
“You may apologize.”
“I just did you stupid monkey.” Claws extended from his paws and were retracted. I was agitating the hulking killer.
Ouch, I guess that was probably as good as I would get. I was ready to let the matter drop when a shower of fireworks in my brain gave me an idea.
“You mention you’re a mighty warrior with an outstanding battle record. I happen to be forming a four man team to battle in a royale.” I was interrupted as anger flared on his face. I saw his teeth barred and then relax.
“The Emperor mentioned you may be audacious and ask a favor for my mistake. It took me a day of destroying human dummies in your image to get to this point of calm. You disgust me human. Your luck astounds me. Your audacity angers me. Yet… my Emperor favors you. I will not compete in your event. Instead, my youngest son Captain Larz will carry you to victory. He has over ten thousand confirmed kills, and one day may even be capable of replacing me.”
I nodded. This was probably why he did not get demoted. He certainly was playing up his accolades. I also had to close out the image of this giant lancer shredding replicas of me in some training room. A battle hardened son would do nicely. I thought I would get flat out refused.
“Excellent, let me check… Oh… The Lunish government added a few more days to the start. Ten days from now. He can meet me here or there.” As I was talking Nurando grew tired of me and left mid sentence. “Thank you for your sincere heartfelt apology.”
I chuckled when he flipped me off. Awe… I made him so angry he studied how to offend a human. It was flattering.
“Mila where to next.”
“You are so lucky he did not kill you again. I could smell his rage from this ship… Through locked doors Mack. Maybe not antagonize a general who has died millions of times and won tens of millions of battles.” Mila said and I gulped. “His son will probably get you a victory. They are both heroes among our people.”
“Excellent. I need to see if Bexso is willing to compete and maybe Astrid. Are they training right now?” I asked.
“Yes they both expect to be on your team Lorie was hoping you would not ask her, and Starla is with your mom making nursery plans. Congratulations I think. I do not look forward to tiny humans climbing on me. Okay, I got word back from the family about naming the ship.
“Rio – The Tempest. Starla – Hope. Astrid – Executioner. Lorie – Condor. Bexso – Sanctum. Me – The Swan. You – Oralis. In the end, it is your decision. Funny how the personalities reflect the names. I like Sanctum and Oralis the most. The problem is half of the dragumi ships have sanctum tied into their name. She gave something generic on purpose.”
I tapped my chin with my index finger. The reality was it actually mattered what the ship was called. If I chose sanctum it may offend other species, which meant it was off the list. I liked the Tempest the next best but ultimately it was my ship. There was no perfect answer. I would let the girls win with baby names.
“Oralis it is. Make it official please.”
“I figured as much. It fits the behemoth. Speaking of which. You are in the lower section only one tier above the vast lake below you. It is not filled and I already hired humans to start transferring water. Oralis will stimulate Earth's economy and more. Water is being imported from all corners of your Empire. E-bits dropped a bit after the event and I have been steadily converting. Getting work done by you humans is laughably inexpensive...
“Actually, I am going to tour our new home with you. At least until we meet the dragumi. ” I saw her turn her head in the video call screen and shout at Rio that they were leaving.
I snickered at the poor man. Clearly, she was the boss.
While I waited I did something I had not done in a while. I displayed the latest news on ZBall. Sure it was offseason but I could still see if there were trades or teams had moved. I saw the Elephants had traded two star players to try to win championships next year. The Griffins decided everything was perfect, and some of the lower tiered teams were doing major shuffles. It made me miss simpler times. It also placed a spur in my motivation to investigate how much teams went for. Maybe I could add ZBall team owner to my growing list of businesses. The problem was I had no time to manage it and had no idea if it returned a profit. I did want to build a zero-g arena for myself on Oralis… I could generate income and interest by hosting games on the ship… The dots started to connect as I gave myself excuses to indulge in a fantasy of owning my own team. It would be amazing to be bored and tube down ten levels to a live professional game.
I needed a human assistant. Someone who had the inner working of commerce within the human empire. Astrid was doing great building a new network, but I needed someone tied into it. I penned a digital message to the Emperor requesting someone with connections to help me stimulate the economy. I knew he would send a qualified hard worker. My hope was it was not some super hottie I wanted to get naked. That was also on my radar of issues that I realized were a problem. The sex this morning should go a long way toward resolving it… Telling myself this and not drooling at curvaceous babes were two different things. This brought another thought to me.
I decided to order sleeping pods for all of us. For a few reasons. There would be times when I did not want to get woken up from a mumbling bed partner or sexy foreplay. If I needed sleep I wanted the option to crash for some quality rest. Or if the girls wanted to start a rotation they could seal themselves away for the night allowing just me and one of them. To me, it seemed smart to get the sleeping pods, worst case – we removed them, anything other than that would be an improvement. Again I wished for a human assistant and instead pinged the request to Astrid. I figured I would have to wait for a response but she immediately replied and liked the idea. Moments later I got a purchase confirmation and delivery time within the hour.
Rio and Mila waved as they exited the Griffin. We got in step as Mila led us further into the ship.
“Lorie has been on here since the moment we docked. That woman is radiating lust and love. From the smell of it, this is the happiest she has ever been in her life. She has all sorts of plans she wants to add to the ship. The problem will be that you only are offered so many options by the dragumi work teams. The choices will be nice though. Let us tube up to the top deck and start there. The top dragumi in charge of construction is up there.” Mila said. She was in a good mood for a change and giggled at her silly wordplay. I also notice Rio walking awkwardly with a grin plastered on his face. Good for them.
“Lorie, we are heading to the city deck. Meet us there if you want to give input on how the Oralis is built inside.” I sent a video message to her.
“The condor was perfect… Alright, Oralis it is. I will meet you there shortly. Leaving the bridge now.”
Mila paused at a cylindrical shape on the edge of a wall. Only half the circle projected into the walkway. “There are tens of thousands of these everywhere on the ship. Personal tubes are easy to install and fit well with electrical, plumbing, and such. They are a great way to get around and will operate even if the hull becomes exposed to space. There are a hundred standard elevators for shuffling goods up and down. Then there are three massive supply trains that run in a loop on the exterior of the ship. Goes all the way around, should be empty right now and easy to get off at an exact point. They are really for large amounts of supplies over personal transit. One is not too far, which method of travel would you prefer?”
  I thought about it briefly. Riding a train on the exterior of a ship, of course. I told her that was the only real choice and Rio chuckled. We walked by contoured hallways devoid of decorations. The endless task of turning the plain white hallways into elaborate displays was daunting. Luckily I knew some people who were up to the endeavor.
We went through an airlock, then passed through the five meter thick outer hull. The three of us entered a clear tube. The loss of horizontal gravity startled me and I floated awkwardly. Arms escaped from pouches to guide us to stand on what was the left wall. Vertical gravity returned and now the left wall was the floor. That was awesome. Rio was as wide eyed as I was. While Mila sauntered off with a purpose not realizing we were wowed by shifting gravity.
The train had a large seating area that was the size of the shuttle I flew down to Narshak… well, Lorie flew it but the point stands. I saw docking stations as I looked up to the top of the ship ever few hundred meters. The purpose of the trains dawned on me then. Incoming and outgoing supplies utilized these gravity free pads to move goods. The expansive train carts could deliver the goods to any section of the ship with wide bay doors. The trade vessels never had to dock inside and could detach easily. In fact, that was exactly what I witnessed as I watched. A water tanker soared to an extended pad and linked. A tube snaked out and connected. Water pumped in.
I was thoroughly impressed and again I saw Rio light up too. Mila was busy with her tapper working. I guess when you get old and have seen it all before it loses its appeal. The train shot from the bottom of the dreadnaught to the top in a few seconds. It wrapped around the ceiling of the vessel to get us at the right spot to exit.
We entered a clear bendy tube. Gravity released. We were reoriented, and the gravity returned. The three of us entered the top floor of Oralis. I imagined myself riding the train while digesting a book or watching the ZBall game on a display. It was epic to be able to view so much on the exterior like that. I was so entranced with my imagination I almost fell over when Lorie jumped on me.
“Hey handsome, I love this ship!” kisses showered my face as she paused to speak. “I am so excited to see the options the dragumi present.”
I set her down and caught up to Mila. “Keep up Lorie… Mila is in a rush to get this started.”
The tall, wide, and very pristinely white hallways opened up into the largest indoor space I had ever seen. It was so vast you could fit four of the Lunish malls inside here. The ceiling was transparent with a dozen meters of crystalline armor. I saw the three belts from the tracks of the trains. One roared around the top. It was fantastic. I never knew I was so into trains until I owned three. The stars decorated the night sky and in the distance and I could see the moon. That was only the top. The floor spanned eight kilometers long by three kilometers wide. The walls vaulted a hundred meters high until they curved to meet the ceiling. It was a mighty, big, impressive, and very empty.
Mila never slowed her pace. In the middle of the empty floor were four dragumi females huddled together. They were endlessly talking and our translators were jammed. When we got close they stared daggers at Mila but the largest female calmed them. Mila hauled Rio away from the mess and alerted me she would be heading back to the Griffin. She had to oversee business dealings with humans, order more supplies for the Griffin, and coordinate for the shuttles I ordered. I frowned hoping the Emperor would be rapid in his reply for help. We seemed to be taking on more and more work.
“Greetings human Mack, so marked by our illustrious den matriarch Beeso. I am V-vari. Uniza was right, he is not much too look at but what you do see sparks interest. Alas, we are not here to flirt… Maybe with that pretty thing on your arm.” The dragumi elder eyed Lorie like a candy. I knew the look because I eyed her the same way. Lorie simply shifted closer to me and turned up her nose. “Too bad. Work it is. The ceiling is your limits. We have rendered the space with five options.
“Before I go into them, know these styles come from your cities and your history. If you want dragumi walls or lancer ramps we can do that but know it is not going to work long term. Before I continue with the demonstration do you want to see displays for humans only?”
“Greetings V-vari. I will defer to your judgment. My wife is lovely thank you for noticing. There is a planet down there filled with them. You may want to visit on your downtime,” I replied.
V-vari was yellow with green eyes and looked older than den matriarch Beeso. There was no appeal here for me besides she was nearly naked. I was firmly able to keep it in my pants as they say. Her three assistants, on the other hand, were curvy and young. It seemed Bexso, and Uniza kept a trim figure while these girls were more rounded. I got a slug on my arm from Lorie when I lost focus.
“Alright, we will go past to present for your styles. Up first is ancient architecture.” She punched in some keys and the assistants added to the fast typing. The floor sheened as a scan progressed and then a digital city populated the space from the ground up. It lifted one pixel at a time. There was so much to display even the super computer was struggling to render it all. The vast space became a city of intricate marble. The houses were open and flowing. No windows anywhere. Few doors and limited outdoor space. The structures were narrow and tall most going halfway to the ceiling at fifty meters. Everything was made of stone or marble. In the center was an elaborate market with a towering water fountain. Business buildings spread from the center to less than half way to the walls. The homes ate up the majority of the space. There were a few governmental buildings that shot the highest in the air that segregated the homes from the commerce center. 
I spun and absorbed the image. I placed a top down shot into my eye and noticed very few parks. A few key stats were present.
ANCIENT
Max population – 75,000.
Costs – 60 million D-coins.
Time to completion – 2 human months.
Notes – (Costs can be reduced by changing material from stone to foamcrete. Reinforced flooring for excess structural weight. Some tweaking of comfort items would require more funding and time. May run into issues acquiring all the stone in short time frames. The extended project would reflect in higher costs.)
I liked it but it wasn’t sold. Having all the data I needed I asked for the next option. It was very impersonal and cold.
The four dragumi nodded and the display faded. A new rendering reached for the ceiling. In medieval architecture. There were pointy tall buildings with blocky structures. Large windows and arched doors were prevalent. The streets were narrow for walking as the building raced high. The central fountain theme remained merely it was a different art style. The market and vendors were still in the central area that as it spread outward and transitioned into governmental buildings. Then tall gothic apartment buildings. I liked how these were taller and utilized more of the space. The medieval look inside a ship held an appeal. Time to view the stats.
MEDIEVAL
Max population – 100,000.
Costs – 65 million.
Time to completion – 2.5 human months.
Notes – (Costs can be reduced by changing material from stone to foamcrete. Reinforced flooring for excess structural weight. Some tweaking of comfort items would require more funding and time. May run into issues acquiring all the stone in short time frames. The extended project would reflect in higher costs.) 
It was a better option than the ancient one because there were windows, a higher population and it utilized more space. I had a feeling this was going to take hours.
“V-vari, what are the remaining three options in stats only please?” I asked.
A notification was sent and I opened the display.
RENAISSANCE 
Max population – 55,000.
Costs – 55 million.
Time to completion – 2 human months.
Notes – (Costs can be reduced by changing material from stone to foamcrete. Reinforced flooring for excess structural weight. Some tweaking of comfort items would require more funding and time. May run into issues acquiring all the stone in short time frames. The extended project would reflect in higher costs.) 
There was an overview of the building design without a full city rendering and the art it reflected. All these stone cities were nice to look at but I think they utilized archaic stairs. I wanted to ask but kept reading. Next.
MODERN
Max population – 150,000.
Costs – 53 million.
Time to complete – 1.8 human months.
Notes – (All foamcrete and thin walls. Quickest of the options and the houses all stretch to the sky. Modernization of lifts, tubes, and assisted walkways included.)
Now we were talking. I loved it, mainly because it was cheap, quick, efficient, and held a shipload of people. I wondered what was last on the list then.
WOVEN ARCHITECTURE
Max population – 80,000.
Costs – 75 million.
Time to complete – 3 human months.
Notes – Custom dragumi design. It blends the styles together in an art form we felt best suits humans. It is the most expensive because it is the most extensive. Modernization of lifts, tubes, and assisted walkways included. Costs can be reduced by changing material from stone to foamcrete. Reinforced flooring for excess structural weight.
“Have Woven Architecture populate please,” I said. The rendering crawled higher as it required more computing processes than the other images. I waited a full three minutes for it to complete. The first difference was five fountains in the center. The main large one was tall and narrow. Its water spilled to a play zone for kids to get wet in. The four little fountains all reflected the unique beauty of an era. The largest was a combination. Every building had modern features like auto scanning doors, tube lifts, and other features the populace would be accustomed to. The difference was the construction of the buildings. There were overhangs, decorative balconies, and piercing gothic peaks. It was a unique combination of art that I walked through. There were more parks and a feeling of a city beautiful designed for families. The other images were more of an utilitarian design. A large vendor market transitioned and consumed a lot of space. A stand at the end showed it could be converted into a music or theater production field. The housing went to the roof. Each floor containing an entire home that had balconies overlooking the city center or the darkness of space. I loved it. The price tag not so much but I knew that this was it. I wish this had been shown first.
I found Lorie as I waltzed back to the center. She was nodding her head in approval. I got a notification of pings from the rest of the family that they picked this one too.
“Does this price include the whole ship? There are eight smaller living areas bubbled on the exterior of the ship. I was wanting to make one of those my home. Convert the rest into hotels, minus two for visiting nobility.” I asked V-vari who plugged at some numbers.
“Your inferior lancer indicated as much. This amount covers the entire ship. You save eight million by going foamcrete, but I would not. It will cheapen the appeal. This will be a great wonder of your Empire and a sought after destination for your people if you let us build it this way. You can only accommodate so many tourists too. That it will bring the allure up. This is a discounted price that our matriarch rarely does, but she felt it would be a nice gift for her daughter finding a home with the people she cares for and care for her. If you have the D-coins I would not let this offer pass you by and I am a cheap dragumi. We will need total access to the ship. We can finish your private estate first. It will take three days if I set the crews to work around the clock. I checked and we have the supplies on hand to get started right now all I need is your approval.”
“Let me talk with my fabulous lancer.” I stuck out my tongue and Lorie swatted my ass. That girl was happy and giddy right now. I saw her sexy eyes lock with mine and the blues flared with lust. It was almost as if she had dragumi eyes with her allure. A swing of my head broke our contact and I dialed up Mila.
“How are the accounts?”
“You are fine, it will leave us with forty million or so. It depends on many things because we have so many transactions in progress. We have enough that we can still stash clones, pay our bills, and get some income generating. Do not go cheap here Mack. The dragumi women are ill-tempered towards me, but they are amazing artists. This will also please the den matriarch and Bexso to no end. Accept the contract before you offend.”
I displayed the accounts. Found the one with the bounty money and jettisoned seventy six million in funds to Beeso.
“You overpaid human. Intelligence of two. It is okay, Bexso will keep you from walking into walls.” The dragumi were great at exaggerated gestures and eye rolls.
“It is a tip,” I said as I grew bored of the dragumi and their intelligence of four assholes. I slung Lorie over my shoulder who yelp in surprise. I swatted her booty and got her to huff while dangled in half. “See you back in three days.”
One of the younger less bitchy dragumi stepped forward. “Thank you, human Mack. May the creator watch over you and your family?” My feet screeched on the smooth floor at my sudden stop.
“May the creator bless you and yours dragumi. If you ever need a place of harbor… you will find friends here.” I said never turning back or putting my wife down. I did not know where the words came from or why but they had resonated with me as I spoke them. Bexso would know which one she was and I would have her added to a friend’s list for the ship.
Lorie finally convinced me to place her down. I got yanked into a side room for a quickie. The dirty talk got dirtier and echoed in what I guessed was a storage closet. I didn’t last long which got me a long kiss. She bragged about how she still had the magic touch. Her eyes sparkled with happiness. It was good to see her so exuberant.
I decided we would take tubes down to the Griffin. An outline in the wall defined a pod for personal transport. A swipe of my hand opened it up. I mentally closed it, then opened it back again with a thought. Awesome this new tech was fantastic.
I stepped into the pod and Lorie blew me a kiss goodbye. It sealed shut and gave me options on a display. I selected an exit close to the Griffin and went weightless in the cramped compartment. There was fresh air blown directly on my face and the display shifted to a local news segment. It was a very political hit piece on the Emperor. Media reviving up its strength in the arena of hearsay. Nothing new and I flipped to a dive competition. I only saw one jump when my pod opened. I stepped over to the doorway that transitioned into the Griffin and waited as Lorie caught up. When we entered I led us to the dining room for some lunch.
Astrid, Bexso, Mom, and Starla crowed around an old man in a fit of laughter. The old guy must have been at least a hundred and fifty years old. His treatments for age regeneration nearing an end. The group noticed me and all waved. Lorie and I chimed out some food and seated ourselves at the table.
“Hello my lord, I am Braxton the third. I was recently chairman of the Empire’s treasury. I had to retire due to health concerns. My expertise has been trading within the Empire for over a hundred and twenty years. An old friend of mine, Linus sent me to see you. Something about needing me to come out of retirement. I am wealthy and old, but rumor has it you are the one person in this universe who can help me.” A coughing fit interrupted the old man.
I went to Navigo to set a course for Lunish when I noticed we were already en route. Assigned last by Starla set the moment I was back on board. That bleeding heart wife of mine. It was the right call but I would have to talk to her later. It was possible we did not come to terms and were wasting a trip. I was probably wrong on that front, Braxton looked one wrong cough from death. He even dabbed his lower lip to remove blood.
“Braxton I desperately need a minister of treasury myself. Mila is overwhelmed, and while infinitely the smartest being I know. She can get flustered and overworked. I can help you, but it is costly. By costly I mean you will never be able to afford it with your current funds or time left. I will give you what I hope you consider a fair option.” I said with a pause and he coughed again. With a wince of fright, I reset our speed from (optimal) to (accelerated) and reduced the time to forty minutes. A series of buckles cascaded through the ship. When I was certain we would not explode in a fiery death I continued. “A hundred years of service with no options for early removal. You will serve me as my financial advisory and the in between for my business wishes. It is a steep ask but in return, I will always clone you if you die from an accident during those years.”
“Everything okay?” Starla asked in reference to the earlier ship shudder and the next coughing fit by Braxton.
“I accept. Nano inject me so I can make it. Wife too. She will help with children and cleaning. Need to lie down.” Braxton gave me his dying wish.
Astrid bolted out of the dining room to find a health booster. We laid Braxton down on his side while we waited. She returned quickly and injected him in the neck. His vitals stabilized and the coughing fit stopped. He snored lightly as we hovered over him in concern.
“Yikes. We need to get the wife later. You’re in charge of her Starla. I have been meaning to set family duties. Now is as good as a time as any. Lorie may be the fancy titled princess wife but she has a dreadnaught to manage. When in public, or at events, Lorie is the first wife. When at home or matters concerning the family Starla is the matriarch. Astrid is in charge of commerce and will play a combat role. Mila is well defined in managing ETG. Bexso you are the head of my military. It should help guide us down our lanes and keep from spilling over. Oh… that reminds me.
“Lorie got a fancy ship, Starla two nannies for helping… Thanks mom. What is it you want Astrid?” I said mimicking Arenus. Always trying to be fair.
“I trained with Bexso today. I learned good techniques and bad ones. It was all extremely basic stuff and I realized I have a love-hate relationship with this body. It is me, I know that and respect this goddess type form to no end. I know I am not fat but I am soft and plushy. It was part of my design from my parents. Anyway, enough self conscious talk here… I have designed two bodies for combat.”
I thought about this and realized it was true. I then immediately wanted to know what her ideal combat body would be.
“What did you design? Wait… It will not be a combat clone. We won’t have those until the Oralis gets its cloning business running. Oh… but swapping bodies sucks?” I asked Astrid with curiosity.
“Dear husband if I can fit your cock down my throat… Then I can deal with that snake plugging into my stomach,” Astrid said and a silence settled over our group.
Thankfully Braxton was still snoring lightly. I went to the table blushing red and sat. Astrid wondered what had me so flustered and my mom raised her hand pointed out she was here. We all returned to the table.
“Astrid you are stinking cute, and that was embarrassing. Well played. Now show me your design. I am very curious.”
An alert hit my eye and I opened the file. Eww… This was gross. Astrid was still a female but barely. She bulged with muscles and it was scary to me. I knew some men loved a well muscled woman. They probably only wanted butt sex too, it was not for me. This was overkill. To be honest I didn’t know we could slider this much bulk on our bodies. She should have picked a man instead. That got my hamster fired up in my brain and he ran like a lemming off a cliff.
Astrid cleared her throat to get my attention. “You okay my love, you look like you ate something sour.” She was giggling as was Bexso… Those two. They were both smarter than me by at least a few points. What were they up to?
“Alright what is the catch?” I asked.
Lorie scoffed. “Took you long enough.”
“Here is what I want. We got all the necessary approvals.” Astrid said.
A new file opened in my eye display. It was Astrid in a fire red dragumi-human body identical to what Bexso currently wore. Her stomach went human white to pink to fire red edges. She had her brown eyes, auburn hair, and the same facial features. That is where the similarities ended. Her plump tits were now tight against her body in a firm handful B-Cup. Her figure was curvy but nicely muscled. Nothing crazy… merely toned. I drooled over the image of my wife in this unique body. Her little tail danced and her wings flapped in the simulation. She could get off the ground but barely. There had to be a catch though. How was this allowed? I shrugged and paid for a clone, even if she couldn’t fight in it, I would savage her in bed with it. 
“Damn it, Mack. You are such a hornball. I smelt the sex on you and Lorie when you walked in too. I already ordered one… guess we got two now.” Astrid said.
“Uh…” I started to apologize and simply shut up.
Bexso patted my head like a dog. “I got it approved by mother with certain limitations. She can never use it on dragumi planets or events. Astrid can only combat wear it in a competition that allows a species of six entry. Which our four member team royale allows. This body of loveliness was designed and altered by a hatchling friend of mine.” She paused when my eyebrows flew up in shock at hearing she came from an egg. “I will get to that in a second. I have a dear friend and she is a gifted geneticist. I used my life saving to pay for her and her team’s research. They created this new species, most shun me and my audacity to shift into a lower form at times. This body is not permanent nor is Astrid’s clone. Merely an in between for us to use when we desire. I will be going back to my full dragumi clone for the royale.
“There is no term for this new genetic hybrid. I am sure we will need one for clarification when Astrid competes. Hmm. Draguman works I suppose. I will make the title official… and done. Where were we? Right, the body is great on the stat sheet compared to humans. Astrid will have these stats in her new body.”
A profile with Astrid populated and revealed these stats assigned based on her mindmeld and the body's specifications.
Species – DragumanContestant – Astrid Raul
Class – Tool wielder/PredatorClass – Tool wielder/Predator
Intelligence – 3Intelligence – 5
Strength – 6Strength – 6
Dexterity – 3Dexterity – 3
Stamina – 4Stamina – 4
Lethality – 5Lethality – 5 
“Oh come on… Damn it!” I huffed and controlled my breathing. Starla rotated behind me and placed my hands together in my lap and kissed my cheek. “Thanks, but I am not a baby. I am calm… and a tad jealous. Congrats on the stats Astrid it is impressive.”
“Thank you! I am excited. Lots of training to do. Speaking of which Bexso found a match for you tomorrow if you want to take it. Why don’t you finish telling the story of your egg raising and then go into the event.”
Bexso nodded and sent me a link that I clicked on it. I reviewed it as she talked about the competition first.
“You get a spear gun and a laser sidearm. So ranged weapons in this one. You can find more weapons inside the arena. You get paid one hundred thousand for entry. Then after the host recovers operating cost contestants and host split the reminder.  You could lose twenty thousand if you die with low placing so don’t make any big mistakes. We already ordered a clone for it when we decided to haul Braxton out here. It is a straight battle royale with no points or environmental monsters to battle. Oh, with a cheaper intro also. You are knocked out and placed on the ground. A death wall will close the circle and last contestant standing wins. Survival is the key here. You will get a map on your display but that is it. You are interested in going correct?” I nodded quickly. Eager to feel the rush of combat again. “Great. We will go after we clone Braxton. His wife is in great health and should last a few days for us to get her and clone her too.”
I liked the idea and was getting excited about the event. I tapped the table in excitement.
“Dragumi mating is different. We females host eggs and it is the most sacred thing we can do. It is the one time our mates will not hit us and may even say nice things. In a sense, we lay only one egg inside our uterus. A female will couple knowing the egg is there and it becomes fertilized easily. Then four months later the little egg is pushed out for another two years of gestation. We end up in large nests when hatched. Our parents forget about us and we cycle through school. We are selected for a role in our society and then go on to have our own children. I was selected for birthing but my mother shifted me to combat. Nepotism at its finest.”
I listened intently and checked the time. Twenty minutes left until we arrived. I went over to the food machine and ordered two green apple slushies. I gave one to mom as I plopped back into my seat.
“This body and the new one Astrid is getting will form a one of a kind egg. It may become fertile from a male dragumi or a male human… Let that sink in when you ravish your wife in her new body. She may not be able to find a fertility clinic willing to accept an unknown hybrid to incubate. That means an abortion or to carry the child to term. Which could be years without swapping a body out. We received your sleep pods at least. They are already set up in your shared room. You have three children born and growing so you can turn your inhibitor back on.” Bexso said and looked over to Lorie. The two sets of eyes connected and Bexso delightfully giggled.
Lorie covered her mouth and screamed an “Oh shit!”
What was Lorie swearing about? Astrid slapped the table and started roaring laughter. Starla reached over and held Lorie who tucked her head in shock. My mom joined the group hug. I was the last dummy left out and still very confused.
“When you shot sperm into your wife in an empty storage room you took a risk. You took a few risks recently actually. You should pull out when you are both fertile or better yet use protection. She was amped up on Fertilitnex to get enough eggs ready for Oont. There was plenty of leftover eggs she failed to discard. Do not play the blame game and go comfort her Mack. Congrats again I guess. I wasn’t happy you were having three already. Oh, come on… It is twins! Even I will be adding a sleeping pod.” Mila said in private mind chat giving me the answer I sought. I went over and gave her a hug. Inhibitor in the sleep pod tonight for sure.
The girls cried, and I kissed Lorie. Twins ran in the family and she just nodded in shock. I left them to work it out and cradle carried Braxton to the Purr. I wanted to be ready to shuttle down to the cloning facility the moment we dropped out slipspace and into orbit. The old man snored softly. My request for direct landing at the facility was approved with a fee that would have equated to the cost of parking and taking a shuttle taxi. Got to keep that economy going. It was worth it though to avoid the added time. The old man may die while holding him.
I spent an hour in the waiting room while Braxton struggled to stay alive while his brain was scanned out of his body. The first I did was ensure the Emperor only brought him and his two wives here for mindmelds. Didn’t need my tab being ran up. It was confirmed that only the three of them were ready for close. Bored I decided to studied the news about me and found it mostly negative. I was the big bad businessman strip mining planets. My proposals for new factories on Narshak would add fourteen percent pollution. No talk on the tens of thousands of jobs or that I could scrub the air after. It went on and on. The media was on a spree of anti Emperor and anti Mack reporting. Screw them. I knew I was doing the right thing. Perception from conspiracy slingers was irrelevant. It did still irk me though.
The mindmeld completed and the drugs pouring through his veins were pissed out. Moments later he died. Awe… He shat himself in death. The smell got to me and I took my leave. I paced the lobby anticipating the new Braxton to appear and did not have to wait long. The young man was chipper and all smiles. He was short only one hundred and thirty centimeters. I never saw him design his body, probably was his wife’s creation.
“Mack I am young again. My bones don’t ache and I can walk without it hurting. I am shorter than before but my dick is huge!” Braxton exclaimed.
“That would be your wife, stick some back aching tits on her when it’s your turn. Too bad you got to wait though… I am taking us to try to win a competition. You are to link up with Astrid and Mila to figure out how to start making our bank account go up instead of down. The clone I ordered is already on the ship so we need to dock to get going.”
“How did I die? Did I do anything cool in my last moments?”
“You shit yourself!” I said with a chuckle.
“Epic, can’t get me down Mack. Not every day you get reborn. Let us go to some faraway planet and watch you die some horrible death shall we.” Braxton said.
The little man could sure make me laugh. We did exactly that and return to the Griffin by leaving the atmosphere with the Purr. New coordinates were set and we headed deep into the Universe to compete.




CHAPTER 22

I awoke to a gentle chime from my sleep pod in my new clone. I made certain to swap out of my combat clone last night. No chance of me randomly forgetting and dying in an expensive body. I also was now infertile having selected the option last night. No more happy accidents. I had included a workout I was struggling to find the time for during the day. Bexso, Astrid, and I had trained all evening last night. There was no funny business after.
I exited the pod and stretched feeling well rested. My muscles were stiff and sore. The transition from Lunish to Caruw lasted until early this morning. The event was scheduled for midday giving us time to do some shopping. I had noticed something with the girls. While they loved me, they seemed to be falling into bossy roles. They also were doing things without my consent. When we arrived at breakfast I decided to stop the sloping behavior and insert my dominance.
I waited until everyone arrived. It was all smiles and light talk over a yummy keesh, my personal favorite type. Bacon, eggs, and green peppers. I sat at the head of the table and hit my fist loudly on the metallic surface. A few were startled, Astrid jolted, mom jumped slightly.
“I am honored to sit around this table with all of you. I have noticed some things lately. It started with me giving complete freedom to Mila, and has escalated to me having children without consult.” The side chatter of justifications got on my nerves. “ENOUGH!”
A silence arrested all talk and movement.
“I am the king here. Not the puppet you get to wrap around your finger. You will treat me as your lord. If you think I am on a power trip, then good, because I am. This is my home. The Oralis is my ship. You are my wives, my servants or my hired help. Stay in your lanes and seek my approval before you do something drastic. Like setting courses before we know for certain we should be moving. We probably could have brought Braxton’s wife. Now we have to spend at least an extra six hours not focused on our businesses. For fuck sakes girls… I love you but come to me next time. I am going to go die again and the last thing I want is to worry about is what other nonsense is happening while I am gone. Actually, aren’t I technically a duke now.”
Mila timidly raised a paw. “You are a duke in your empire from marriage to the duchess. Correct my lord. I have failed you and strayed back to my ways of leisure. I will work harder to acknowledge your kindness and sacrifices.”
I slammed my palms against the table causing another round of jumps. “My lord. Unless we are in a private setting you will address me as such from now on. If I give you money to spend, do so how you wish. I do not need every little detail. But big things like babies should be discussed. If I am on my ship. I decided when and where it goes. That is final.”
I grabbed my food and tossed it into the disposal bin no longer hungry. I went to the Purr and cleared customs for Caruw. There was a bar not far from where I was due to sign in. A nice comfy corner called to me and I downed a few beers while I waited to die. The Caruw citizens were called monqual and were a lizard bipedal race. They were scattered around the establishment, silently enjoying their drinks just like me. I made sure to never get a buzz and paced myself. A timer went off in my display and I saw forty three messages. Too bad. I would open them after the match. I could let the anger fuel me.
The inspection point went smooth and I was handed a speargun that looked broken and a laser pistol with only half a charge. What was this nonsense? I tried to ask but no one cared as I was led into a small room. There was a hiss from the wall as a yellow dust escaped small holes. I tried to hold my breath and inhaled deeply when my lungs burned. My vision blacked and I passed out.
∞∞∞
The left side of my face flared in pain when my senses returned. I was face down with my right cheek in the sand. Most of my naked body was under the shade of a tree but not the left half of my head exposed. It was sunburned badly and all I could think about. I calmed my pain the best I could and assessed the situation.
The speargun was still a tangled mess, but I had my laser pistol. At least they had not stolen it or hid it from me. I quickly checked my display and got a map to populate. I was in the circle. On the outskirts but in. The map was already shrinking. A five minute timer until the zone reset. Quick match.
I probably should have studied instead of drinking. Knowing I had time and was in a decent place I fiddled with the larger weapon. It was never loaded properly and I figured I should toss it but I wanted to have the option. I only had the two weapons and found no structures around that may contain more. Three minutes into fiddling with it and it still was not set right. I used my left calf as a prop when the unimaginable happened.
Snap! Thud! Then I cried out in pain. I cover my mouth with my forearm and bit into my flesh in agony.
I shot myself in the calf. The bolt lodged into a tree behind my leg not allowing the object to pass all the way through.
Unreal. My intelligence score was going to a one for sure. I pushed the bolt out and used my arm to do a muffled cry.
Of all the stupid things I had done… this took the winner spot. I was bleeding, nothing mortal but still enough to leave a trail. A trail where I would have to limp. I looked around for anything to clot the bleeding when I again felt dumb. I was going to die. Well, unless I finished first with a wounded leg. Which was highly unlikely. I stuffed handfuls of sand into my wound to slow the bleeding. Infections were not a concern when I would perish before it set in.
I checked the circle and to my dismay, I had lucked out and only needed to shift thirty meters further into the tree line. I decided to wait where I was until the last moment. Mainly to stop the blood flow but also in case someone ran by my hidden position between the trees.
When the zone started to shift closer I heard the rustling of rapidly moving feet. A feathered quad pedal birdman was running my direction. He had wings that trailed behind his biceps. His arms a thick tough skin like a chicken's feet. The four legs were long and double jointed. He moved smoothly and it would have passed unnoticed if he didn’t travel so close to me.
I lined up the laser expecting it not to fire. It did. The beam erupted in a bright display as I sliced the top half of his body off. He never even saw me. One moment running for the zone. The next a laser was parting his skin in an instant. The legs and lower body kept running for a good minute as I went to retrieve his weapons.
Now, this was interesting. The dead birdman had a rifle, a medkit, and a grenade. Wow… Really should have read up on the rules. His loss was my gain. I checked the map and the zone was closing but I had time to repair my wound. I plunged the med bots into my leg and the sand was pushed out. The hole healed up and my sunburn faded. Hell yeah!
Time to go. I snatched the exposed heart out of the sentient bird body and chomped a bloody bite. Why? Because I could.
I raced ahead of the zone and wondered if I was the next one to suddenly die a horrific death. I inspected the new circle and saw it was a close to the edge again. Random generating factors were working in my favor. They should add a luck skill to my sheet and put it at 10. I tucked myself under a tree burrow and listened. A crunch. Followed by another crunch. I realized there was walking in front of me.             
The footsteps were getting closer. I thumbed the grenade pin, counted to three then underhand tossed it right at my target’s feet. The explosion was deafening. It almost jolted me out of my cover. I went looking for his or her weapons and was disappointed. I had blown something with scales to pieces. I found nothing of use and pushed closer to the center of the circle. I stopped when I felt I had trekked far enough away from my grenade kill.
The sounds of gunfire erupted as this circle closed. The zone was getting infinitely smaller. I turned my back on the center and faced the shrinking area. A team of two monqual were in full sprint running at me while taking fire from the right side. Their talon hands returned fire as they expertly swung their tails to keep balance while running.
My laser was low on energy but a silent killer. They never noticed me lying in wait. The first one went down as I sliced from his armpit to his other shoulder decapitating him with an arm still attached. The next I plunked a few laser holes into. The laser was out of juice now and I set it down. I picked my rifle the bird man dropped and placed it at the ready to watch over the bodies. Maybe whoever was firing at them thought they downed them. Or got greedy enough to attempt to pilfer.
I glanced to ensure the gun was set to single fire and the safety was off. I watched the countdown timer as I listened intently. A rustling by the bodies. All I could see was a long slender form shifting through the grass. A snake with a large head and a torso with arms slithered over the first body to snatch a weapon and medkit quickly. Not being shot at gave him just enough carelessness to expose his head to me when he went to loot the second body.
We were only a dozen meters away and the first round caught him in the shoulder. The next round blew his brains out of his head. I hurried over and grabbed a laser rifle. I felt much more comfortable with them. The projectile weapon went into the grass and I sped closer into the circle.
A laser beam from some hidden bush tore off my right arm. I dove to the ground as fire erupted all around me. I was in a lot of pain. Luckily the laser had cauterized the wound so I wouldn’t die from blood loss. I was fighting the need to pass out from the pain though. I dug a finger into my arm nub to keep myself awake. We were close to the last circle. And I knew I could maybe outlive a few more.
My best bet at this point was to play dead. Let the others fight it out. I checked the circle. The next zone was tiny, barely ten meters and I would have to run to get inside it. When two seconds were left I saw the laser dome enclose. I did not want to be sliced so I leaped to my feet and barreled forward. I dove into a bush as projectiles zoomed overhead.
Phew. I exhaled at making it inside the small zone. Thud! Thump, thump. A grenade landed, bounced, and rolled to rest centimeters from my face… Blackness.




CHAPTER 23

I tell myself one day I will get used to my stomach being unclogged by a snaking tube. Nope, that day was not today. I checked my display to verify I was, in fact, waking up on the same day I had died. I was.
When my vision cleared I opened the pod and stepped to my flight suit that hung from a shelf. Mila and Starla waited for me. They both curtsied cutely.
“Sixth my lord. Excellent showing. The prizes for these events are never something to swoon over but sixth is fantastic. You got to take home eighty thousand D-coins after the cost of your clone from Lunish. It may not seem like a lot compared to these massive numbers lately but for forty two minutes of work, it is fantastic. They even left your intelligence score at a two!”
I saw Starla swat at Mila. I raised an eyebrow.
“Dear husband, you never returned our messages. We all apologized in them and realized we have been overstepping. I do not want to drag you into it again and we would like to move forward as a family. Mack, where shall the Griffin proceed to?”
“Earth, at optimal. Indeed I think we should move forward. My point was made. I still love you all and would like nothing more than to eat a family dinner before a swim. Also no makeup sex. The infertile clone ate a grenade on that desert wasteland. Tonight I will reset this one. Then I would like to make love to only you Starla. Would you be acceptable to that for tomorrow night? Only you and me in our big bed?” I asked and Starla crossed the distance to plant a deep kiss on my lips.
My loins stirred and I almost had my way with her regardless when Mila cleared her throat to remind me she was still in the room.
“Dinner it is then. There is so much to discuss and plan. After you sir.” Mila said and stepped aside so I could walk past her. I knew where I was going and led the way.
“I will miss the Griffin, great ship but I am excited to move onto Oralis. Tonight after the workout, we will start packing some of the nonessential stuff. Chat as we work. May even make it go by quicker.” I said thinking of the idea. I was a tad nervous to return everyone to the place I had berated them last. The issue was settled and it was time to move on.
∞∞∞
Eight days flew by in a hurry. That is not to say some interesting things did not happen. The work crews on Oralis were a bit behind progress and it was four days before we could move into our new wing. Our shared bedroom was the greatest change. It was now attached to a dozen small individual rooms designated for children. Inside our room was still a large bed and a hottub shower combo. Because it was worth the cost to install. The meeting table was removed and the bar was gone too. I also ensured the new layout of our wing was properly done for humans in mind.
Bathrooms at the end of halls, a large communal dining room, and a dozen average sized rooms for guests or loved ones. My mom had retrieved all her nice items and moved in. Rio and Mila shared a nice room that was specifically made to meet the lancer’s needs. Braxton and his wife decided to temporarily stay with us until the city was built. There was a pool in our wing that was a mix of workout and kids' play area. I always had enjoyed playing in the water as a child so we designed a cool water park that transitioned into a deep end. Mom and Starla insisted on three play rooms for the kids to keep them entertained through the day and rotated. Since they were hands on and I would just be the playful day I obviously approved. It all connected to a small gym with no track but all the essential machines. There was a cloning revival and body storage chamber added here also. We almost forgot it when Astrid’s new bodies showed up so we had it rushed completion.
The exterior of our luxurious private residence was enclosed in crystalline armor. An armored cover rested open for when in a friendly port providing spectacular views. If in danger the cover closed. It was the same for all the hotels and bubbled buildouts on the ship.              
Braxton and I had been incredibly busy. We toured facilities on Versi and Narshak. Versi was functioning well and increasing our flanfish numbers with first hatchlings. They had taken to the natural waters of the planet with mild success. There were natural predators in Versi’s oceans after all. The protestors were not friendly nor fun. They had stopped me from touring mining on Versi and I was a bit bummed about not seeing giant machines digging out the planet. It was childhood dream of mine to visit such a place. The tour on Narshak was more hectic because we were scaling so rapidly. The planet had cooled considerably and the populace, for the most part, was very appreciative of the rising factories. I found our facilities rising quickly and was told in weeks not months production could begin churning out cheap, reliable, and sturdy shuttles. The other shocking thing I learned was there were still a lot of valuable items being recovered from battle remnants. Aliens had poured over the tunnels and surface remains with abandon until most of the good stuff was gone. They missed some things and we could melt it or resell it at a higher stage market. It was a hidden boon. The people collecting the scraps only wanted E-bits and I told Braxton to include bonuses for any valuables. It was already in place but he complimented me for the idea none the less.
The biggest deal to me was that we bought out a ZBall farm team called the Pirates. Irony, because I was about to fight some pirates in a few months. No owners were willing to part with a team but if I raised up two teams then I could increase the league size. So we did that and one team would be on Oralis and a new team would be competing out of Narshak. The funny part was E-bits continued to go down as less tourism came to human space. I gobbled the currency up and was able to afford so much for so little. It was only a matter of time until humanity got its hooks into D-coins and the universal economy. Employees were already asking to get paid D-coins and I approved it.
As the days rolled by I would rotate time between wives. There were lots of romantic dates and quiet times as well as fun sex times. The girls always would show me images of our children growing. Oont had them updated hourly on the tiny human’s progress. Things progressed ten times faster in that facility so the babies were ninety days developed already. At twelve weeks old they were still little gummy bears but defined. I tried hard to pay attention but got distracted easily. I was merely happy we humans found a way past the vampire stage of our offspring.
Mila had secured three quick shuttles for us to utilize for wormhole space. They were not fancy like the Griffin but efficient, fast, and reliable. We had a private dock to our residence and stashed one there for as needed basis. Mila had set up a few markets for us to sell raw materials and our cheap shuttles in but our production chains were not functioning yet.
Tomorrow was the big event for our four member battle royale with extreme monsters. I had to admit I getting very excited when an issue was brought up by Bexso after our morning training.
“This Captain Larz, he is good. Very good. He will even make me look bad in comparison. The male is a naturally gifted lancer with supreme reflexes. Remember that dragumi you offered a safe harbor?” Bexso asked as we showered off the sweat with Astrid. Astrid was living extensively in her fire red draguman body for training purposes. She excused herself to let us talk while she swapped bodies for the rest of the day.
“Yeah, I never caught her name, if felt the right thing to do. What does the one have to do with the other?” I asked as I sealed my spacesuit on.
“Give me a moment to get to that. First, that dragumi is old, her body is fresh and plump on purpose. Her name is Tarla and she is a gifted engineer. Well, she happens to be an expert in another field. The study of pleasure. I am getting there. Look at this.” Bexso sent me a condensed file.
We walked for our private dining hall as I opened the file. It was one hundred and twelve messages from Larz to Bexso. All asking for sex or showing his large barbed penis. I promptly closed the file.
“Okay guy is a pervert and horny. Block him.”
“You’re missing the point. There is an opportunity here… You connect the ideas yet.” She asked as I stared blankly at her. Bexso sighed, kissed my cheek, and muttered an “adorable.”
“The universe is ripe with profits for pleasure. You have six hotels being built. Convert one into a dollhouse and have Tarla be a madam for you. It can be tastefully done, the art of selling flesh. Your human women are not offered anywhere and are interesting to many, as are your men. A few simple rules to differentiate that section of the ship from the rest and you have minimum problems. You could have species from around this galaxy and further travel to here for such a unique taste. Which brings all sorts of additional D-coins being spent. Think about it?”
“Uh… Oh… You want to bribe Larz with a hooker. Brilliant. Will she survive? Those barbs looked savage.”
“There will be pain and blood but when a lancer male finishes he naturally shifts his focus to other things. Which will mean better performance. The professional escort as we term them into your translation will require healing. And if she watches some videos on how to please a male lancer it will greatly reduce the inflicted pain. In summary yes though, we need to find a female human who is will to deal with the healing bots to help us. Tarla is looking for a new adventure and is willing to help. She has already hired a few employees and thinks she would be a great fit here.” Bexso said with pleading eyes.
I gave a laugh and she frowned.
“Bexso, of course, that is a wonderful idea and I fully support it. Have the bubble enclosure furthest from the city converted. Tell Tarla she is hired and on payroll. Find out what she needs and then have her make the needed changes. She is on the planning committee after all. Then send me a summary of the requested funds to get the project going. Also, have her head off Traz. That is priority number one. The last thing I want to do is listen to him bugging you and Astrid about sex while we compete. Get that horny teenager laid… Oh… Bexso, babe… Never send me lancer dick pics again okay.” I said laughing as I went for a strawberry milkshake.
Bexso raced off to coordination with Tarla while I grabbed my meal in a cup. I saw mom snacking on a bowl of fruit eyeing photos with Starla, Astrid, and Lorie. They looked happy and I planted a kiss on one cheek and then three lips. I told the girls to have fun and I was stealing Astrid.
I led her to a converted bedroom that was a meeting slash video watching room now. She was back in her human body for probably the last time until the human competition. I sat in a seat and she plopped into my lap while burrowing her head into my chest.
A video screen populated on the far wall and we watched the footage for hours of previous contests with large creatures. The gory deaths of thousands of contestants was peaceful as we relaxed and snuggled. I can’t say I learned a whole lot but I could at least say I gained a little from the time. When we were done we found Bexso in her full dragumi clone and Astrid changed back to the draguman. I did the nasty change out of my combat clone to a standard body and we were ready to leave.
We kissed and hugged the family goodbye and boarded the new shuttle. A few minutes after clearing the space from Oralis we entered slipspace with a two hour travel time to Lunish. We would stay in a simple hotel that night and compete in the morning. As we transitioned between systems I wondered how we would do.




CHAPTER 24

I got to meet Captain Larz at the check in station for the event. This lancer was only centimeters under his father who stood at two and a half meters. It was a younger version but black with green stripes instead of all black like his dad. He radiated confidence and winked at Bexso as we passed. I wanted to say hi but was pulled by Bexso to get in the security line. Astrid, Bexso, and I passed security and were scanned as to confirm we were contestants. A yellow light approved us and we waited on Larz who talked to a luni girl propositioning her for sex. Bexso was in her full dragumi teal clone. I was informed it was not a battle clone and would not handle too much damage. Of course she was naked as were we all and looked great. Not as hot as Astrid who was shifting uncomfortably. The constant cover and then trying to act natural was adorable. I placed a hand on Astrid’s back and whispered to her to be proud of her draguman body because I was. This calmed her anxiety of being nude in public. I didn’t care my dick swung with every step. I was used to it by now.
I asked Bexso if our prematch entertainment had been a success and she said yes. She mentioned Larz really wanted to eat the luni he was propositioning and not fuck her. Luni were a delicacy to lancers. Ah Ha! Inner lancer theory confirmed.
“You watch the eyes, that look right there is a predator seeing food,” Bexso muttered then raised her voice. “Hey! You… the flamboyant lancer. Quit playing with the help… We have three minutes to get to our drop pod.”
The lancer rolled his eyes but checked in. I went to do introductions but he trounced past us in a hurry. I shrugged. The girls joined me and we followed in his wake. The pod was different than the solo one I had used before. There were larger spears in the middle and four seats. It was two spears per contestant but the first thing Larz did was secure four beside his long body.
I was debating on arguing when Bexso handed me a single spear and a ‘don’t bother’ gaze. We belted into the pod and waited eighty seconds for the timer to launch us. Finally, Larz spoke.
“I am in command here. You will follow my orders. If I tell you to be bait, you become bait. If I order you to your death, you die gloriously. I had a long sour assholish speech planned. My father whined for a full week about you human.” He shot me a predatory gaze. “I was surprised and pleased by my earlier entertainment. So thoroughly fulfilled I have decided you get to see the nice side of me. I thirst for combat and this shall be a fun time. No questions. Here we go.”
A happy male lancer, this was a first besides the Emperor. It seemed you pleased them with sex or winning lots of money. I could at least rationalize that and I would have to thank Bexso and Tarla later. As long as I lived I never wanted to know how the poor human girl faired. Let us hope she survived and move past that line of thought.
The pod shifted as it collided with the sandy beach. Uh… I had been lost in fighting off mental images apparently. My restraint released and I shuffled out of the capsule last. We were on a beach next to a jungle. A new island I did not recognize.
“Follow me. Move those two legs with a hurry weaklings.” Larz bellowed out his orders.
A spear rocketed from his paw and I saw a massive snake coil in pain. It was dead before we even reach the fight. Larz laughed at his prey.
“Keep up,” and he was gone again
That was all he said and I tried to stay close to him. Poor Bexso and Astrid were struggling with the pace. We reached a large waterfall that a river fed. The girls caught up as Larz and I spied a team of luni poking at fish in the water. The lancer grinned and his eyes twinkled in delight. I knew that look, it was that of a predator who found easy prey.
I was expecting a huddle or a plan… Nope. Larz shimmed his profile down low and stalked to his targets. We looked at each other and shrugged. I could crawl after him but would never keep up. He was moving fast and near to the ground. When he sprung his ambush I raced to the waterfall.
Lars flung two spears at the same time in each arm at two unsuspecting luni. Both were perfect kill shots right through the heads. I raced to catch up to the fighting. A three luni was mauled in a pounce inside the waterfall lagoon. Blood pooled saturating the waters. The retreating fourth luni ran my way and I speared him to a tree. The luni I stuck was squirming and Larz approached giggling in glee. He clawed an arm of my victim and ripped it from its socket with sucking snap sound. He then beat the poor luni to death with its own arm. He gave me a look of defiance. I merely grinned back and he gave a pat on my back that sent me stumbling. I then realized he was in a combat clone. My guess valued at half a million for a competition we would have to place top five to revenue more than that. Who knew though? Maybe having someone as illustrious as Larz in your event brought in more revenue. It probably did. I know I enjoyed watching him slaughter his foes.
“Okay, you or your confused wife will go be bait. I smell a large snarcak.” Larz said and I twisted my head in confusion. “The twelve legged amphibian you ran from before. Drag this dead body and splash a lot. He will come and I will kill him. Go… Now!”
I hauled the one armed luni over my shoulder and followed the river to a delta. I plunged into the water and stabbed the body repeatedly. Blood pooled around me. I let the body drift toward the ocean and smacked my spear across the top of the water. A long set of teeth gulped the luni body. Two of eyes lifted from the water to stare at me with hunger. I turned and ran from the waist deep water to the beach. The beast burst from the water and closed the distance. I dodged the first snap. The clatter of its teeth reverberated through my body.
I was expecting Larz to charge in and finish the beast. Hell or even Bexso… Maybe Astrid. I realized I was alone when I narrowly avoided a second bite. I ran further up the beach and leaped up a tree in a bear hug. I shimmied higher as the croc tried to eat me. The intelligent eyes realized he could chop the tree down and get his prey onto the ground.
My luck had carried the day because when he turned to chomp the tree it gave me a perfect opportunity to stab into his eye. I leaped onto its face spear first. I found his soft weak eye and plunged my weapon in deep. It was a risky move but my only option. The beast rotated with anger and smashed a few trees to the ground as it thrashed. A few seconds later it stilled.
I glanced around my surroundings and found I was still alone. Stupid Larz, leaving me to fight something this deadly by myself. I went and retrieved my spear and headed back to the waterfall. I collected a spear left behind and followed the only paw tracks I could find. They pointed toward my fight but before they reached the delta they veered deeper into the trees suddenly. The spacing increasing indicating a run.
I trotted after the tracks. I was still careful to be aware of my surroundings. I possessed no super smell to tell me everything about my environment. I heard the crackling of brush and the snapping of branches underfoot heading my direction. I set an ambush point and quieted.
A four armed ape beast barreled towards me constantly looking over his shoulder. That was all I got to see of him before I had to prepare my lunge. He was only a meter away when I peeled myself from behind the tree and pointed the pike in his direction. I stabbed for his throat but I could have just stood there. He never saw me. Ran right into my pointed weapon and we both went flying from the impact. My back smashed against a tree. The ape guy ripped the spear from his neck in reflex. He then tried to staunch the flow of blood. He died with his hand covered in his own blood.
I found the trail of Larz’s heavy footfalls and followed it again. The lancer must weigh a thousand kilos based on how deep the impressions were. I found a scattering of bodies in a section of trees and underbrush. A melee had erupted here. My poor Astrid and Bexso were dead. Multiple pike wounds littered their bodies. A mighty roar erupted not far away. I collected a third pike and raced to the sound.
The jungle broke into a clearing where Larz battled a ten meter tall predator. Its head was overly large and arms small. It was a mix of a dinosaur with four bird legs and a long body. The animal was frustrated at fighting the lancer. Every claw or bite attack was dodged and another bloody gash inflicted by Larz. I quickly lowered my profile and glided to the edge of the clearing. I leaned two pikes against a tree and hefted one up high ready for a throw. I ran forward and launched. I snatched the next pike. I lined up, raced forward, and heaved a throw. My first pike landed as the second left my hand. It caught the beast in the shoulder. This caused a stutter in its step, the next spear landed in its chest. Not a kill shot but enough to greatly anger it.
I grabbed my last pike as it shifted its attention to me. This was the wrong decision by our foe. Larz flared his claws out and raced up the creatures back when it turned. He raced to its shoulders and sliced its neck open in great gushes of blood. The spurt was violent and intense. Shooting for dozens of meters until it slowed and then the monster collapsed.
“You survived… Impressive for a creature with an intellect of two. I thought the snarcak would have eaten you for sure. Your dragumi and confused human died trying their bests. We found three teams battling it out. It was better to eliminate some competition. There are only twenty five teams and we have already removed four of them. Retrieve your weapons. This creature has a nest and a mate not too far. We need to get more points.” Larz ordered.
I went and retrieved my spears the hung off the body. Larz was already on the move leaving me behind. I jogged after him trying to keep up. Combat lancers were incredibly fast. I raced across the clearing and into the jungle again. I found Larz sniffing the air behind a rock for cover.
“Bait time again human. Go piss off the momma. I will kill the babies and then attack the beast from behind.” Larz said and waved a paw for me to get going.
“I have no idea where to go. I can’t smell like you.”
“I almost apologized there, little warrior. I am accustomed to fighting with lancers only. The parent creature is that way.”
He pointed and I ran in that direction. I dodged spikey bushes and tree limbs only to run into a leg of the beast. A head big enough to swallow me tried to bite me in half. I rolled under the monster and trust all three spears up as hard as I could. The animal reared in pain and I charged a leg in a tackle. My shoulder connected with the thin tall leg and I heard a snap with a pop. The beast lots its balance and fell to the ground. My triple spear bundle was projected deep into its chest. There was a shriek and then silence.
I realized it falling on my spears had killed it. Also, my shoulder was out of its socket and my spears were gone. Buried under the beast, far too difficult to retrieve. Larz silently revealed himself moments later. He studied me and instantly sprang forward. His movements were fluid and precise. He snapped my shoulder back into the socket and handed me a spear.
“Well done human. I am starting to understand how you bested father and surprised the Emperor. If only you weren’t so cozy with the dragumi.”
“Lots of aliens expanding, lots of fighting to be done. Maybe you find a different foe? I am sure there are plenty of battles that don’t involve your two alliances.” I said with a shrug that made me wince. I saw him frown at my pain response.
“Maybe one day human. Let me sniff around and see what I can find. Irony human. I smell a dragumi war team of three down this cliff. I can scale down with my claws… you will have to go around. I think we should split here. Meet me on the beach that way. I will kill these dragumi. I do not smell combat clones. It will be easy for me to defeat them. If you see something you can kill, do so.” Larz said and ran into the jungle the opposite way he told me to go.
I figured if there were any nearby opponents he would have smelt them. With caution, I proceeded in the direction he indicated. My steps were slow and deliberate. I paced myself. I let the adrenaline slow that my blood had been pumping furiously earlier. A rustling from my right caused me to pause. My sudden stop resulted in something else freezing its movements. A fellow ambush predator. Nope, not interested. I bolted the opposite way to give the mysterious opponent plenty of room and circled around until I found the beach.
I trekked onto the sand and set up in the middle of the beach. Clear vision all around allowed me to relax as I sat and monitored my surroundings. There… On the path from the jungle, the one I had exited recently. A twenty legged spider with hundreds of eyes watched me. I was surprised it showed itself. It must have been starving… It stepped onto the sands.
I got to my feet in a hurry and retreated to the water. It was tentative on the sand. Scared but determined. I decided it would be a poor swimmer and I would take it to deeper water if I had to. It progressed another dozen paces into the sand and paused. Its internal debate raging. When it decided I was not worth the effort it turned to return to the jungle. I saw motion from the top of a palm type tree.
Larz leaped down onto the spider and killed it with a single thrust. The spider shriveled in its death. There was a sucking sound as the pike was freed. Larz hustled to me while sniffing the air.
“You make fantastic bait human. This spinda would have never left the jungle for another flesh bag. It is interesting fighting with you. The dragumi are dispatched. One said they struggled for points after losing a matriarch to a pack of predators. The flimsy males regret not participating in combat clones. Well, no resting. We keep killing until the little fish prey picks us up.” Larz said with a mischievous grin.
We ran up the beach and back into the thick jungle. The lancer species thrived in this environment so I understood why we went in here. I watched as Larz raised his sniffer into the air picking something up. That was overpowered in this situation. He, in essence, had a radar with his sense. A right turn and we trudged down to the beach again.
There were two teams here. One was battling a pack of rapyenas while the other moved in for an ambush. I really liked fighting with Larz, it felt like we were cheating. I knew we weren’t but winning mattered. The first group were bipedal ant humanoids. Their chitin exterior deflecting most of the swipes from the predators.
“Those are antviricas fighting. The frowula waiting in ambush are a reptilian species.” Larz said while pointing to the ant creature first and the frog being next. “The antviricas are hated by my battle brethren for their tough shells. The frowula is prey to us. Surprised they made it this far. I doubt they even have scored many points. They are lazy ambush predators of small prey. We wait for the two to engage and focus the antviricas down first.”
I was never given time to provide any input as he shifted into the pounce ready crawl. He prowled in stealth all the way down to the beach. The battle was in full swing when an overextended antviricas got yanked to the sand by a rapyena. This was enough for the frowula to hop into action. They bounded to close the distance. I counted five rapyena, three antviricas, and four frowula standing. I wanted to wait while they dwindled each other down but Larz bolted over a rock and into the scrum.
I sprinted after him and struggled down the slope to keep from falling. Larz tore open two rapyenas as he closed on his targets. There was a lone antviricas off to the right. It noticed the double ambush and broke from combat to give himself space. I wanted to hurl my spear but hesitated. When we were a few meters apart it heard me charging.
The thrust was instant. His dexterity and speed were flawless. A pike entered my gut. I hurled my spear into his chest and locked my hands around the weapon in my stomach. He released his weapon and pulled mine out. He toppled over at its removal. Dead before he hit the ground. I left the spear in my body for now. I knew it was awkward but it would slow my death if it remained. I snatched my fallen pike from the ground and went to aid Larz. The battle was over. Only one rapyena remained and it was retreating. I hurled the pike but the motion caused incredible pain. My throw missed, not even coming close.
“Good job killing this female. Her kind is very quick. I do not like fighting them. That wound will be fatal eventually. I will go and continue to fight. If a luni ship comes down for you it means the match is over. Maybe you will survive to the end. Here are some spears. Die well human.” Lars said and gave me three new spears.
He ran into the forest and disappeared. I sat in the clearing of the sand around all the dead bodies. The smell didn’t bother me only the pain did. I sat there for what seemed like days. I fell asleep at some point. The last rapyena approached timidly startling me awake. It dragged a severed frog leg into the trees to eat. I was thankful it left me in peace and not pieces. I doubt I could fight much by this point.
I thought I might fall asleep again when a ship descended beside me. Larz steeped out and hoisted me into the small shuttle where luni were waiting. A mask was placed over my face and my vision faded to blackness…




CHAPTER 25

I lived… That was a first. We were the last team alive and had the most points so the event ended. I remember very little as they repaired my wounds. They were uncertain about how to fix my human body and cauterized everything. This clone now had a gnarly scar across my belly from the pike wound. I was forced to drink some rejuvenation potion. It was drastically different than the bots I had expected but it was just as effective because I was feeling great.
When I recovered it was a lonely ordeal. I was escorted by a single luni who didn’t even wave goodbye as he dropped me off at my shuttle in orbit. I checked to see our winnings and saw that the tally continued to climb. I guessed they would cut off the royalties soon and our initial payout would be processed. The event was a massive success from Larz’s performance. I never got to say goodbye and the lancer was long gone by the time I had healed.
I checked my video messages and saw eight blinking notifications. Before I dove into them I set the shuttle for a two hour trip back home to Earth. I was exhausted and there was no food on this ship. Oh well. The shuttle slid into slipspace and I relaxed.
The videos were all of friends and family congratulating me. I was missed by them and my homecoming would be filled with special presents from my wives for a job well done. I grinned at this. Mila mentioned that not much happened while I was gone besides the media's increasing negative sentiment towards me.
Normally I would avoid the critics but I wanted to see if any of it was valid. I scanned through the news feeds and Mila was spot on. There was not a positive article about me. Every single narration and dictation was spun to the worst possible outcome. There was one defining thing I noticed missing though. The anti Emperor rhetoric was absent. Not a single mention. I did discover a few praising pieces on Crown Prince Phillip who I had assumed was dead. They glowed with his accolades and how he was the man to solve the Empire’s problem.
It was at this junction my stomach sank and my heart thudded into my chest. Something was drastically wrong. I checked the timer and I was due to arrive outside Oralis in moments.
When I exited slipspace I applied full thrust toward my dreadnaught. There were dozens of extra ships coming and going from the supply wings connected to the train systems.
“Welcome home Mack… Slow down! You are going to fast!” Lorie voice boomed inside the ship.
I flipped the shuttle at the last second and burned hydrogen to arrest my speed. I slid into my private docking bay and landed the ship. I leaped out of the shuttle and ran for a tube. The display populated and I selected the bridge for access. More news broadcast in the tiny pod as I traveled. It only added to confirm my theory.
The pod opened and I was deposited outside the bridge. Before I took drastic actions I needed to be certain. The bridge scanned me and opened to allow me access. I stepped in and saw only Mila and Lorie operating at stations.
Lorie raced to give me a hug but I held a hand palm out. “Back to your station. Mila locate Emperor Linus this instant. Lorie, I want displays on our loading bays now.” I knew something was wrong… too many ships were docked to Oralis
Mila zoned out in work while Lorie populated a video feed of our loading bays. I was too late. There were hundreds of soldiers already on the ship. “Damnit Lorie why the fuck are these soldiers here.”
“You requested them from the Emperor yourself I watched the video of your talk. It is three hundred exactly as you asked.” She said giving me a confused frown that bordered on anger.
“See how they are carrying themselves,” I said pointing to the men. “They are not recruits. These are trained veterans. Seal them off immediately.”
Mila waved her off that. “I am fairly certain Emperor Linus is dead. I already contained the enemy troops for the most part. There are fourteen on the outer hull racing for the bridge. They will need to be stopped. I am flooding the compartments the troops are in with water now. Warnings have been sent to the dragumi work teams to avoid those sections of the ship.”
“Dead? Space monkeys. I should have ensured the Crown Prince actually died. Who is alive of the heirs?”
“I cannot confirm about Linus but he is not broadcasting a pulse. It could be a glitch but I highly doubt it. This is a power move… He wiped them all out. Besides Lorie. They aren’t here for the bridge they want her. We need to immediately wormhole away.”
“Take us to Mars and do it now!” I ordered. The exterior of the ship vanished as we slid into slipspace. I broadcast to the family with an emergency override. “We have been boarded. I repeat there is enemy on the ship. I need Astrid and Bexso combat locked and loaded ready to repel invaders on the ship’s hull. I need Rio guarding the bridge with Lorie. The rest of you get to the bridge immediately. It is the safest spot we have.”
“I scanned the cargo. No large bombs detected or pieces to assemble one. Looks like they knew we would notice that. Mack, the soldiers in the hanger bays are being flooded. Enough to force them to tread water. I see some cutting tools but will add more water if they make enough progress. I will figure out more of what is going on while you repel the troops I cannot contain outside on the hull. The blue lines will take you to the closest armory and should be in your eye now. Once you’re ready to fight the lights will guide you to the exit I marked for Lorie and Astrid. They will meet you there. Good luck Mack.” Mila said while still busy working. She never looked up. Lorie darted to me and gave me a kiss.
I left the bridge and bumped into Starla. Our hands briefly touched and we gave each other longing looks as I rushed by. There was concern etched on her face. I entered a tube and it auto sent me where Mila dictated. The news mentioned my ship had declared war by suddenly leaving Earth’s orbit. Three people had died when the landing ships were removed from our hull. Yup, this was planned and we never saw it coming.
I rushed out of the tube when it stopped and ran following the blue lights. The armory door was already open and I donned on my stage four armor. I snatched a laser rifle and was gone. New arrows populated and I sprinted down the hallways. A turn followed a ramp and then I reached a changing room. Lorie and Astrid were here sealing up and donning helmets.
“Here Mack. Us dragumi excel in zero-g because of our wings. For you humans you will have to equip these,” Bexso said and slapped two rings around my wrists that tightened to fit snuggly. “If you find yourself floating away shoot one of these to the hull. If you miss the hull twice hope that we win and Lorie shuttles out to get you. If not, it’s a long time to die alone.”
The warning was clear.
“Sorry, Mack I will be in my human juicy booty form but I am here. I have populated the active readout of our foe’s location. If we exit right here the enemy is only fifty meters away. Let’s give them hell!” Astrid said with nervousness. The pretend excitement covered it fairly well but her eyes told the truth.
I rendered the display of the troops moving in my eye. We had to hurry to set an ambush. “Ambush right outside the airlock. Find cover. If things go sideways retreat back into here.” I said quickly. I slammed a long term helmet on and overrode the airlock warning for an immediate release to space.
The rapid exhaust of air was a shock. We were rocketed out of the ship and into open space outside of mars. I launched my wrist magnet to the hull and pulled myself down.  Astrid missed both shots and soared out into the vastness of space. Not only had my lack of proper venting reveals our presence I had jettisoned my wife.
“By all this holy Mack… You idiot. You vent the air then open the door. Lucky I could flap my wings to counter the pressure.” Bexso said while flying to land beside me. “Lorie if you are listening get in a fighter and retrieve her. The human fleet is not an issue this far out and will not be anytime soon so Oralis does not need a pilot at the moment. Your wife does need a rescue though. Focus Mack… Here they come.”
I let my mistake fade from my mind and concentrated on the battle ahead. There was little else I could do. My blood was already pumping and my heart racing. The enemy had slowed and then stopped. I had an advantage they did not, the Oralis cameras and sensors. They knew we were somewhere over here but not exactly where. While we waited for them to get closer a fighter rocketed out of a shuttle bay. The enemy exposed themselves to fire at the rapidly shrinking ship.
It showed a lack of discipline as none of the shots came close. Bexso did not hesitate and downed two before they realized their mistake. Twelve left. I was tired of cowering, I had wanted to fight in zero-g since the moment I knew I thrilled for combat.
“Bexso… I am the bait you are the hammer. I will swing out to fire a few shots then yank myself to cover with my next anchor line. I will drag their attention to the right you go left. Any objections?”
“No, fight well Mack,” Bexso said and shifted to be ready to move left.
I rotated one eye from behind cover and launched a magnet. My line unspooled from my wrist. When it slammed into the hull I leapt at an angle. The moment I was off the deck I shot my second line. I could only fire for a brief moment and was unable to trace my laser line into a direct hit. I saw a running soldier open fire on me mid step. The kick from his weapon sent him off the hull since his boots were not anchored. As I yanked myself behind cover I watched him float away. Eleven left.
I checked my body and found no holes. Right then I knew the enemy was not using auto fire. Probably a new standard after the Tuxpin fiasco. While I was proud of humans for adapting I wished they would not by attempting to board my ship to kill my family. Projectiles pepper my cover endlessly.
“Get ready Mack. I am going to flap my wings and get a good angle and hose them down. When you feel the pressure from your cover shift, you pop up and do the same.”
“Will do.”
I waited patiently behind my contoured edge of Oralis. Suddenly the fire at my position stopped. I frog leaped forward and up. My laser rifle was at the ready and my trigger finger itched in anticipation. The enemy had shifted to engage with Bexso who was scrambling for cover. There were only seven targets left. I squeezed a laser line out across my targets.
Oxygen erupted from four suits and I kept up the pressure. The remaining three troops turned to me and Bexso ripped a wide beam across them. It was over. The dead drifted, and the dying cried out as their suits leaked air. I could not hear them though, nor did I want to. I ended their misery by slicing them into pieces.
“Mack you asshole. You have no idea how scary it is to go shooting into the void. You owe me and Lorie like ten zillion back rubs…”
I ignored this, don’t get me wrong I deserved it but I needed to focus.
“Mila status.”
“It is a cluster, Mack. Linus is dead, officially announced while you were fighting. Good job by the way. I jammed their communications. Why they locked up so badly and were easy to pick off. Well good job killing the foes, we won’t mention ejecting your wife out an airlock. The ship is safe for now. The enemy colonel locked in the cargo bay is requesting a parlay. They realize they can’t swim forever and are unable to get through the walls of the ship. They did not bring explosives in fear it would warn us. I told him to wait, I figured you could handle it when you get to the bridge. Make your way back here and by the time you arrive Bexso and I should have a decent battle plan.” Mila said.
I looked over and saw Bexso flying her way back to the airlock and I anchor line pulled myself to catch up. We entered Oralis and the outer hull slid closed. Air flooded the space until the pressure was matched and the changing room door opened. I ripped the helmet off and angrily threw it. I bypassed the concerned gaze of Bexso and raced for a tube.
News on the ride to the bridge proclaimed me an enemy of the Empire. Declared so by Emperor Phillip who would be speaking of my murder of his father Linus by a hired assassin. Of course.
I furiously opened the pod when I arrived and then bypassed the door to the bridge. My mom, Starla, Rio, Braxton, Braxton’s wife who I need to be introduced to, and Mila were waiting for me. Bexso entered the room moments behind me. When the door sealed I went over the Mila.
“How do we play this? I watched the news. A classic kill your dad and blame your greatest threat for it. Expect the media is on his side and openly broadcasting a false narrative.” I said.
“Remove both,” Bexso said coming beside me. When I paused she continued. “You are not a mere human Mack. Kill them all. Slip into an orbit counter to that fleet. I am showing Phillip is about to take the stand on a shielded field to declare himself the Emperor. He thinks that will protect him but it won’t last long against our mega lasers. Have Oralis blast through that and reduce him to a cinder. After that declare the news enemy of the state and proclaim Lorie the last surviving heir. Then take the throne.”
Mila held up a paw. “Okay, the good news. Your wives are secure and we can move again. Also, the enemy commander has officially surrendered on our ship. They have laid down arms in exchange for removing the water. I am monitoring and will pressure burst their helms if they betray the truce. Now the bad news. The Britannia, one of the ships in the human fleet sent this.” A video of men holding guns to Maranda, Arenus, Donnie, Thompson, and my Beau. My blood boiled with rage at the audacity and at my stupidity. “It will be a tough decision Mack. We should have never let them leave Griffin the other day. I am sorry. I should have put my paw down…”
I tilted my head back in frustration. What was I to do? I knew from day one this could happen after I was marked, but never expected it. They never got mindmelds…
“What are they demanding?” I asked.
“Your life for theirs. This ship too.”
I looked for anything to throw in blind rage. I ripped a boot off and hurled at the door as I roared in anger. The door opened at a most inopportune time and luckily Lorie dodged the boot. Starla and mom enclosed me in a hug. The family piled on… Then Bexso sang her soft melody.
Lorie and Astrid joined the hug confused and I felt my rage simmer down. I held back the tears and became stoic in determination.
“Astrid, the threat on the ship is contained. Please escort my mother, Starla, Braxton and his wife off the bridge.” I said wanting to say more.
“Mack don’t do it, don’t trade your life…” My mom pleaded. Tears racing down her eyes.
I place a hand on each shoulder. “That will never happen,” I said assuring her.
The rational hit her then. Mom cried harder “I am so sorry Mack, we will be here for you after. Let’s go, I cannot watch.”
As they left the bridge Lorie was still confused. “Watch what?”
“Take the captain’s helm my love. Mila we outrange the human fleet by how much?”
Lorie frowned and stood in front of her kiosk. Mila sent a datasheet to my eye. We had five x on range. I did the math at half that and plotted a point in space for Lorie to take us to.
“Take us there Lorie.” I was expecting a hesitation but there was none. We were only in slipspace for a moment before we were in weapons range of the enemy fleet. The admiral in the opposing armada of fifty ships scattered the cluster and hailed us.
Admiral Beckett, the one from my basic training was broadcast on a large screen. “You are in violation of Empirical law and hereby ordered to surrender immediately.” I waited to see if she had more to say.
“You have five minutes to release my family and shuttle them my direction. I can monitor your ships to see if they are moved.” I replied and then cut the transmission.
“Your family is on there? Oh… Now I get it. We aren’t… We are.” Lorie said figuring it out.
Mila was feeding my eye an icon blinker of my family in a holding cell deep in the belly of the Britannia. There was no movement. Five minutes was plenty of time. They were sending massive amounts of hails to talk but I had nothing to say. Actions, not words mattered here. Twenty seconds. Ten seconds.
I inhaled a deep breath and screamed in rage. Spittle flew from my lips. I had to be the one who did it. Mila had prepped the weapons and with the tiniest hesitation, I fired. The entirety of Oralis shuddered as our mega laser belched forward. It connected with a shield then bypassed its defense.
It hit the hull and then melted through in an ever widening hole. I tore the laser across every inch of that ship until nothing was left. For minutes that red beam of death melted every lump of wreckage I could find. The enemy fleet unable to reach me with weapons still fired a salvo in desperation. It was useless.
“Take us to into a firing line of sight of Phillip. We will deal with this fleet after.”
I ordered barely able to contain my emotions. My poor, poor Beau… I shoved the feelings down into a dark pocket in my soul and destroyed the sorrow that mixed with guilt.
Lorie had left the helm and Bexso stepped to her station. My wife stood by my side to hold my hand. It was the right amount of comfort I needed before I massacred more people. The shift from one side of Earth to another was done almost instantly. The lasers were tracking to the podium the new Emperor was speaking from. I waited as they locked on. Someone on the ground knew we were here and they rushed to secure the Emperor. His grandiose broadcast suddenly terminated. The video continued to give me a detailed display of Phillip berating his security – refusing to leave. Then it dawned on him and I saw him panic. My family was not enough to hold me at bay.
I fired the laser. The shield melted and Crown Prince Phillip was incinerated.
“Targeting solution for all news satellites, news building, and then estimated casualty numbers… Scratch that. Give me the targets only. I’d rather not know. Bexso prepare to reengage the enemy fleet after we fire.” My voice flat and emotionless. There was work to be done, death to be administered.
Mila worked her calculations and sent me a targeting display. I fired. Over and over the laser belched eviscerating death. The power never dropped below ninety percent as we fired thousands of shots. Buildings resisted the impacts for micro seconds before exploding. Satellites split into pieces only to be reduced further. There was no remorse, on complete annihilation of the enemy propaganda machine. I had committed to this course and would see it through regardless of the cost to lives. Ten minutes later it was over.
I checked the news feeds. Silence. Wonderful!
“Stay right here Lorie. Mila broadcast Empire wide please.”
“Overriding your network controls… You’re live in 3.2.1. Go.”
“Fellow citizen of the Empire. I bring grave news. Crown Prince Phillip murdered his father and family. They systematically eradicated the entire succession line to ensure no one would question the legitimacy of Phillip's transition. Except for this fine lady beside me. I killed Prince Phillip for his treachery. All hail Empress Lorie Raul, the first of her line. May her rule last long and be benevolent.” I kneeled and kissed her hand.
I cut the video off. “My people…” I stopped Lorie.
“I cut it off for now. Let it sink in and give it time. If they accept you then give a rousing speech. Sorry.” I said.
Bexso nodded at this. “He is right, we still need to address the fleet and three new ships entered the system. They are claiming the right to asylum. I am tracing them back to the pirate system. The broadcast they are sending is, in summary, that they were betrayed when food stopped arriving by the people they were selling Narshak’s supplies to. They need medical assistance and are starving. How should we handle it?”
“Wait the pirates arrived here seeking sanctuary. Talk about awful timing for them. Transition us into firing range. You can do the honors on those ones, not an internal human conflict. Human pirates are still pirate. While you’re doing that Bexso… Mila get me the surviving ranking officer from the fleet on a videoscreen.” I ordered.
I saw us enter slipspace on the exterior cameras. A gray haired old man in a highly decorated uniform appeared on the screen in the bridge.
“I am the ranking fleet Captain. Captain Drins. I see the Empress and recognize her legitimacy to claim the throne. Enough people have died…” He paused as the Oralis shuddered from laser fire. The three pirate ships reduced to slag in the background. The man gave a gulp at our firepower. “Where was I? Yes, the fleet is standing down. If another suitable candidate comes forward to challenge your claim it will be done through the courts. Not the might of our fleets.”
The screen cut off and the armada dispersed. Weapons were taken down from combat ready on both sides and I sighed. I was void of emotions. I figured I would still be screaming in anger at losing my family, a part of my soul. I think I had let it die with them. I would find a way to cope and honor them later. I called a family meeting in the dining room.
∞∞∞
I sat at the head of the table. Lorie on my right, Starla on my left. In attendance were Astrid, Bexso, Braxton, Rio, Mom, and Mila on the opposite end. I opened the meeting.
“I would like to hear what you would like to do most in life. It is a massive universe out here and before we seal our fate… I need your input. I will go first. I want to compete more. I enjoy the thrill of combat and the risk vs reward. I want to learn more about fighting in general and master weapons. I would love to play some ZBall for fun. Maybe hunting some rouge species, or trying to collect Onatics’ bounties. Bounty hunting could be fun or not… I am looking forward to raising my children in the safety of this home.” I said and motioned to Lorie.
“I want to fly all the ships I can. There are dog fight competitions that would be amazing with dampeners. There are frigates and destroyers I want to test. Then this Oralis could always ping around the universe as a mercenary ship. There is lots to learn and explore. I am excited to be a mom also. I admit a bit scared and it is a big change.” Lorie placed a hand over Starla’s arm.
Starla cleared her throat. “I have a few things. Our children have me super excited as well but I do not want to be defined as only a mom. I want to explore lost worlds abandoned by stage seven species. I want to bargain hunt markets for artifacts and leave our galaxy to explore new places as well as creatures.”
Astrid took her turn and went next. “There is much I want to see and accomplish. This may sound odd but I want to try to carry a draguman baby to term. It excites me to be the first mother of a new race. I also love the body. I need to practice my combat and focus on my skills that need improvement. It is a mixed bag of desires but I am a complicated individual. Exploring the universe sounds pretty kick ass to me. I want to start a zoo too on Oralis. Building on Starla’s idea there a so many animals we know nothing about. I think collecting some creatures across the universe for human knowledge and preservation sounds awesome. Okay maybe a little profit too.”
I had heard enough and I paused the rest from going forward. No one wanted to run an Empire. My wives had spoken and it was clear. We were destined to exploit all the universe had to offer and not nanny humanity’s Empire. There was only one thing to do.
I dramatically stood and declared.
“We are going to Lunish so we can continue to adventure the universe. We are going to revive Linus.”




THE END





AFTERWORD

Thank you for taking the time to read this novel. It was a blast to write. I had this story in my head for years. I had spun it so many times that it became its own creation as it was typed out. This is my second novel and I know there is room for improvement. I am on the hunt for a reasonable editor and alpha readers. I would love to write more of Mack and his team. Leave a positive review and ask for a sequel. I would appreciate that.
Ways to reach me.
https://discord.gg/JKQcXdv
https://www.facebook.com/marcus.sloss.524
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