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    LUNAR ALPHA: BOOK TWO
FIGHT NIGHT 
 
    A few weeks ago, I was found by the Lagolians, a race of bunny girls from another star-system. I helped them defend their race against the Nekrol, deadly A.I. robots. We even took back one of the portals the Lagolians previously lost to the Nekrol.  
 
    Everything was going great. Hell, it was even kind of fun… 
 
    But now the Lagolians want me playing ‘support’ in the 5v5 skirmish battles. I’ve gone from being a hero sniper, landing sick head shots, to a glorified field mechanic, regenerating mech shields from the far end of the battlefield.  
 
    I’m not going to lie: it’s kind of boring.  
 
    So when I get the invite to play in Fight Night, an underground skirmish simulation league, playing whatever role I want against crazier opponents than ever before, how can I turn the offer down? It’s just harmless fun, after all… 
 
    Until Lagolian girls start to go missing.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER I 
 
    I was going to do it.  
 
    I was going to level up.  
 
    I knew I was close; I could feel it. Though it had been two weeks since we won the battle on Cygnus and I still wasn’t quite sure how levels were determined or who was enforcing the seemingly well-known intergalactic rules—that didn’t really matter. All that mattered was that I won that battle and reached level four.  
 
    I was going to reach level four. 
 
    I was really starting to respect Vega. Her level thirty-nine was seeming more and more impressive by the day.  
 
    In two weeks, we ran almost two dozen Valvoline simulations. We won twenty-two and lost one, but apparently that wasn’t enough for me to move from a level three to a level four, even though Vega kept assuring me that it was possible to level up in a simulation.  
 
    I really wanted to reach level five. A day after the victory on Cygnus, they took me down to the ship’s armory, in the basement, and showed me all of the guns. There was one beast of a rifle, called the Ryon Tank Gun, that I wanted to shoot more than anything… but they wouldn’t even let me touch it. “You can try it out when you’re a level ten,” Vega said to me. And then she showed me the Ryon Shield Support Rifle, which I was somewhat familiar with after watching Iva use it on Alpha Centauri. It had a number of neat features: a shield energizer, smoke grenades, and a camera launcher with a screen which allowed the user to monitor up to three cameras at once.  
 
    The Lagolians wanted me using the RSSR, which required me to be level four, but I was hoping to slip by level four and get right to level five, so I could use the Joblex Quiet Marksman S-2. It was a sexy thing, about three feet long and matte black all over. There was a thick tube on the end of the barrel to suppress sound and hide muzzle flashes. It had a modifiable scope that could do thermal view, night vision, and— 
 
    “Kyrie!” snapped Vega. I tuned back in, remembering we weren’t in a simulation now. Now, we were actually fighting to take Valvoline from the Nekrol. It was the first real assault since the assault on Cygnus. After taking Cygnus, the Lagolians insisted on spending some time regrouping. Cygnus was a relatively easy beacon to defend, so some of the younger Lagolians played defense for those two weeks, getting some valuable experience in real battle situations. It gave Vega some time to heal up from her leg wound. The mechanics were able to get Kuzu’s mech back into tip-top shape, and it gave us plenty of time to master some Valvoline assault strategies.  
 
    Now, we were putting one of those strategies to the test. 
 
    I was settled into my sniper’s nest at the south end of the map. It was a mountainous setting, with lots of tall rocky spires and strange bushy trees. The beacon was almost engulfed in those curious purple trees, down in the middle of a mountain valley.  
 
    I felt a bit useless. In the Valvoline simulations, I rarely got a shot off. My job was to watch the left flank, which was a narrow passageway between two tall rocky spires. It was one of three ways for the Nekrol to reach Beacon Bravo in the middle. But the Nekrol weren’t usually stupid enough to venture down the deep, exposed passage, and that’s part of why I didn’t end up levelling up to level four. In twenty-three simulations, I got a total of four kills.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked, looking down my scope at the barren rocky corridor.  
 
    “Didn’t you hear me?” Vega said. 
 
    “Sorry, no. What’s up, Barbie doll?”  
 
    “I told you to stop calling me that,” she growled into my earpiece. “We’ve got eyes on all four units near Crown. You can rotate from your position. Come down long-mid.”  
 
    “Oh,” I said, sitting up and taking one last look down that left-flank corridor. “You sure? What about their fifth guy?”  
 
    “Presumably a sniper,” said Kuzu. I could hear her chewing her bubblegum.  
 
    “Gotcha,” I said, then I started to climb down from that cozy little spire, which was enclosed with a natural rock formation wall—the perfect height for sniping. But if the Nekrol weren’t anywhere near that end of the map, there was no need for me to be up there. 
 
    We’d practiced that rotation a few times. I was supposed to loop back to Beacon Alpha, near our spawn point (the Lagolians didn’t understand why I called it that) before turning down the wide rocky corridor down the middle of the map, which went to Beacon Bravo, where all of the action generally took place. But it was a long rotation: the ‘safe route’. I knew that I could cut a lot of time out by sneaking through that left flank, the one I was originally supposed to be watching. If they had all four units accounted for, then it should have been safe. I could slip right through and cut five minutes off of my trip. 
 
    “I’ll be there in a jiffy,” I said. I’d gotten into trouble once before, in simulation, taking that same risky shortcut. But we won that simulation handily, so I didn’t see why it was a big deal. Besides, if the Nekrol suddenly decided to attack while I was five minutes away, was it really such a ‘safe route’?  
 
    “Take your time, shooter,” said Kuzu. “We’ve got all entryways covered.” 
 
    “Take it slow, just like we practiced,” added Vega. 
 
    I smiled. I knew I was going to get into a bit of shit, but I didn’t want to miss the action. I didn’t want to miss my chance to get an extra kill or two, to ensure that I got that level-up I was looking for.  
 
    I got down from that spire and tiptoed towards that left flank. The warm Valvoline air was drier than it felt in the simulation, making my lips chapped. I could have used a sip of water. 
 
    From down on the ground, the tall mountainous walls seemed even more enormous and that passageway seemed wide, yet somehow, I felt totally claustrophobic as I stepped down that left flank. My original plan was to rush down, to get into the action before it started. But now, my skin was tingling. My gut was trying to tell me that this was a bad idea.  
 
    Both Valvoline suns were beaming overhead, making sweat drip down the back of my neck. “I think I see movement,” said Britzi.  
 
    Britzi was the top rated Lagolian medic. She was a level thirteen, despite being only seventeen years of age. She had remarkably long blonde hair, which flowed down in an angelic sort of way. Her skin was fair, almost as white as printer paper. She almost seemed to glow, and it seemed like she was floating when she moved because she stepped with so much grace.  
 
    She definitely did not look like someone who belonged on a battlefield.  
 
    I still hadn’t seen her use her healing powers, aside from the shield regeneration she did on Kuzu’s mech. In one simulation she held out her hand and a glowy white wall appeared in front of her, absorbing Nekrol bullets. It was quite the spectacle, though I still personally thought we were better off with a second mech, or maybe another infantry girl. 
 
    “What’s your ETA, shooter?” asked Kuzu. 
 
    “Two minutes,” I said, coming around the bend, seeing the middle beacon in the distance. I could even see Kuzu, looking small from about five hundred meters away.  
 
    “Two minutes?” Vega said. “Kyrie, are you serious right now?”  
 
    “What?” I said, playing dumb. 
 
    “You had one order!” growled Vega. “You broke your only order.” 
 
    “No, I had lots of orders. I just broke one of them,” I said.  
 
    I couldn’t help but let a small smirk slip. They admitted that they had eyes on all of the Nekrol units… Well, not all of the Nekrol units. They couldn’t see the sniper, but one could only assume that the sniper was with the rest of the— 
 
    Bang! 
 
    A plume of rock dust blasted up into the air inches from my feet. “Son of a—” I fell back and then I tried to scramble to my feet. 
 
    “Shooter? Are you okay?” asked Kuzu.  
 
    “Huh?” I said, trying to play it cool so I didn’t make myself look too foolish. I scurried across the open rocky valley to a tall, twisting spire, heart pounding, palms sweating. Another shot pierced that stony steeple.  
 
    “Are you taking fire?” asked Vega. 
 
    “Just a little bit of fire,” I said. So maybe I should have listened to her order. Maybe she knew a little bit better than me, though I was getting better. I already felt like twice the warrior that I was when they first put me up against those robot warriors. Now, I wasn’t completely shitting in my pants. I knew I could maneuver my way out of this little mess. I just had to think… 
 
    Another shot rattled off, cracking my stone cover. “Shit!” I yelped. “Sorry. I’m fine. So they’re sniper is over this way, in case you’re wondering.”  
 
    “You may as well just camp out there, human,” said Kuzu. “Stay in cover and don’t get shot. Keep their sniper distracted for another ten minutes and then they’ll be in retreat.”  
 
    “Alrighty,” I said, wincing as another blast sent rocky dust into the air a few inches from my face. But it wasn’t exactly the victory I was looking for. I didn’t want to leave that battle without a single kill… But I wasn’t about to risk my life just to get to level four… Or was I? 
 
    “Here comes their mech,” said Kuzu. “Coming Right Lane—I’m going to try to pin him. Opening fire.” 
 
    Kuzu’s machinegun whirred for a moment before roaring. I could see her pink mech from my little hiding place. I could see the bright flames exploding from her gun’s barrels.  
 
    “You’ve got their medic working overtime,” said Lala with a jazzy smile in her voice.  
 
    I could see Lala too, crouched in cover next to the overgrown beacon. Her long red ponytail was easy to spot—and I swear I could see her long thick eyelashes too, even though she was at least three hundred meters away.  
 
    Lala was Eris’s infantry replacement while Eris was growing my babies in her tummy; nine babies: seven girls and two boys. I was trying not to think about that. I was trying not to think of her enormous bump, which made her look ten months pregnant, though she was only two weeks into her pregnancy. Lala was young, only seventeen, playing in her first ever skirmish. But she was totally cool and relaxed, as if she’d done this hundreds of times before. The action didn’t seem to frighten her. Her ears didn’t even perk up once the shooting started.  
 
    Now, she was peering up at the enemy mech, watching as it twitched and stumbled, trying to catch its balance while Kuzu peppered it with gunfire. “I’m waiting for a clear shot on their medic,” she said calmly.  
 
    Another sniper shot chipped the rock next to my head. I knew their sniper couldn’t see me; he was just trying to keep me out of the game, keeping me pinned behind that lone rock in that open valley. “This sucks…” I whispered as I watched Lala stand up with her huge white-and-black assault weapon. She unloaded towards the enemy, apparently getting that shot she was waiting for. The enemies tried to scare her back into hiding with some uncontrolled spraying, but she didn’t flinch, keeping her sights on the medic, which I couldn’t see from my spot. 
 
    A part of me was glad I couldn’t see the enemy medic. Those Nekrol medics scared the hell out of me, with their long spider legs and long skeletal faces.  
 
    “Keep up the pressure,” Vega whispered. I couldn’t see Vega. I knew she was behind enemy lines, hunting them down like some sort of ruthless mongoose.  
 
    Another shot chipped away at that rocky spire.  
 
    “Great shooting, Lala,” said Britzi.  
 
    “Thanks, angel,” Lala replied. Britzi floated in and used that curious gadget on her wrist to create a glowing white forcefield in front of Lala while Lala reloaded her weapon, carefully and calmly, as if she was demonstrating proper reloading technique in a classroom setting—not at all like a girl taking fire from multiple A.I. robots.  
 
    I was starting to feel jealous. I was just stuck there: pinned while the girls dropped thousands of rounds in an intense firefight.  
 
    “I’m trying to locate their sniper,” whispered Vega. “Lala, start the beacon takeover. Kuzu, keep up the pressure. Once I get the sniper, the human can help to hold them back.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. It seemed like Vega was making a point of ‘saving’ me. She wanted it to be very clear that she had to change her plans because I didn’t listen to her order. I groaned and bit down on my tongue. I really didn’t want to give her the satisfaction, even though she was probably right in being pissed at my inability to follow orders. Now, had I gone the long and ‘safe’ way, I would be in the action, behind the girls, taking shots at the enemy mech to chip away at its shields.  
 
    I couldn’t just wait for Vega to make her point. I had to prove that I could clean up my own messes. So I clutched my rifle. I took a deep breath. I had a pretty good idea where their shooter was based on where his hits kept landing on that rocky spire. I took another deep breath. Then, I spun out of cover. I raised my rifle and scanned quickly with my scope. 
 
    He fired and I spotted his muzzle flash. “Got you, bitch!” I grinned. I fired a shot, missing but forcing him into cover.  
 
    Now, I had him pinned. I had a clear view of his whole wall: four feet tall and about nine feet long. I just had to wait for him to poke his head up, like a game of whack-a-mole. I took a step forward, keeping my gun readied. Then I felt a curious pain: a cramp in my stomach. Maybe I had too much to eat before going through the portal.  
 
    I stumbled slightly as a wave of lightheadedness washed over me. “That’s weird,” I whispered to myself. 
 
    “What’s weird?” asked Kuzu, still chewing her bubblegum.  
 
    “I don’t know. Nothing,” I said. Then, the Nekrol sniper raised his head, just a touch—just enough for me to get a shot off. It was a hit, sizzling through the top of his metallic skull. Green sparks danced into the air like fluttering fireflies, and then I watched as the green glow faded. “Got him!” I said.  
 
    I took one last look at that wall, making sure there wasn’t a fizzling Nekrol zombie pulling himself up for a taste of revenge. There wasn’t.  
 
    But I felt something strange tingling in my midsection. I started to feel a bit sick. I stumbled back as a dizziness took over. “Whoa,” I said. I lowered myself down to the ground, and that’s when I noticed the red seeping through my shirt. “Uh oh.”  
 
    I was hit, right in the stomach. I lifted up my shirt and watched as a frightening amount of blood gushed out of me. “That—That’s not good.” 
 
    “What’s wrong, shooter?” asked Kuzu. 
 
    “I’m hit,” I said. “I—I think I’m bleeding out. I feel dizzy.”  
 
    “Kyrie?” Vega said.  
 
    “Huh?” I had to set myself down on my back. Now, I was looking up at the two Valvoline suns. One was much bigger than the other, and they were both painfully bright. “I’m, uh, suddenly very tired.” 
 
    “Put pressure on the wound, Kyrie,” said Vega, now sounding flustered. I turned my head to the side, so I could see the action over by Beacon Bravo. Kuzu was taking cover behind the black stone tower. The Nekrol were blasting away at the beacon, trying to land a lucky hit.  
 
    “They’re moving up,” Kuzu said. “Shields here are getting pretty low.”  
 
    “Takeover is at forty percent,” said Lala, still sounding calm, even though things weren’t exactly going to plan.  
 
    And to make matters worse, I was fairly certain that I was dying. My heart was racing, rattling fast and hard against my ribcage. My vision was starting to blur. I should have listened to Vega. I should have followed the orders. Maybe there’s something to be said about playing it safe. 
 
    “Hi Kyrie,” Britzi said with a smile, now looking down into my eyes. Her long blonde hair fell down around my face. The Valvoline suns made that hair glow, making her look like an angel. And for a moment, I wondered if she was an angel, taking me away.  
 
    “Tell Eris I’m sorry,” I said, now hardly able to talk. 
 
    She giggled. “I’ll let you tell her, Kyrie. Just relax for a moment. This won’t take long.” She held her hand out, over my stomach. I tried to strain my neck to see what she was doing, but I didn’t have the energy. Then, I saw a glow. It was bright—seemingly brighter than the Valvoline suns. I groaned and turned my head away for a moment before looking back into her eyes. She was still smiling, still bright-eyed. “That’s better,” she giggled. 
 
    “Am I dying?” I asked. 
 
    “No. You’ll need to spend a night in the infirmary after this, but I’ve stopped the bleeding and closed the wound.” She looked right into my eyes and batted her beautiful eyelashes.  
 
    “It hurts,” I said. 
 
    Then she put her hand on my neck, caressing me gently, like a mother consoling a child. It was nice—at first—then I felt a sharp needle piercing my skin. I gasped and clenched all over. “Relax, Kyrie,” she said, and then I felt a surge of warmth in my veins, coursing through my whole body. 
 
    I tingled all over and sat up suddenly. The pain was gone and I felt like I’d just slammed six shots of espresso. “Whoa,” I said. 
 
    “Get back in the fight, Kyrie,” she said before floating up to her feet and rushing back over to Kuzu to help recharge her shields. 
 
    I had to look at my stomach. Now, the skin was welded closed. There was only drying blood. I didn’t feel any pain. In fact, I felt great. I felt so great that I started laughing. “Well that was a trip!” I said.  
 
    “We need to take down their medic,” said Kuzu, who was now pinned by the beacon door as the Nekrol approached. I started running over, unable to see the enemies, who were now behind rocky spires. I had to get closer. I had to find a shot before they stormed the beacon door. 
 
    But I was too late… 
 
    Vega beat me to them. She came up behind the medic spider and thrusted her sword through its abdomen before slicing up. She drew a quick cross, slicing sideways and lobbing the creature’s head off before tucking and rolling towards their mech, which was now swinging around to take her out. But she was just too fast for the bad guys. She jammed her sword through the mech’s hull and brought it to a sudden stop. It froze all over, suddenly decommissioned.  
 
    She took a breath before taking three more slashes through the machine, cutting it effortlessly like slicing through ripe fruit. It crumbled before her.  
 
    “Three down,” said Vega. 
 
    “Takeover’s complete,” said Lala. “With three minutes to spare—and I’ve got eyes on their infantry. She cocked her intimidating rifle and started to unload at a distance of one hundred yards. The Nekrol infantry tried to take cover. I tried to get him in my sights before he could take cover, but Lala made first contact, blowing out the robot’s knee before blasting his legs and torso to pieces with her mean firepower.  
 
    “Damn,” I whispered.  
 
    Not going to lie: watching her stand in her tight uniform, with perfect posture, long red ponytail flowing gracefully in the warm Valvoline breeze… Lala was a babe.  
 
    And then she demonstrated her flawless reloading technique again: so calm, so elegant, dropping the old magazine on the ground and sliding the new magazine into the feeding path in the same motion, pulling back the bolt and releasing it with the long, pointed fingers of proper princess.  
 
    “Let’s lock down this position,” said Vega. “Don’t let them take any cheap shots. Get into cover and guard the beacon door. Kuzu, you rotate back to Alpha, make sure they don’t try to pull a fast one on us.” 
 
    “Roger that, boss,” Kuzu said, engaging her thrusters and roaring back over to Beacon Alpha.  
 
    I took cover behind an old ruined wall. Britzi floated in next to me, scaring me as she was so quiet when she moved, like her body weighed nothing at all. “Jesus,” I gasped. 
 
    “Who’s that?” she asked. 
 
    “Jesus?” 
 
    She looked into my eyes and smiled patiently. 
 
    “He’s, uh, a guy from a long time ago. It’s an Earth thing, I guess.” 
 
    “How’s your stomach? Can I look at it?” she asked, batting her angelic eyelashes.  
 
    “Okay,” I said. 
 
    “Sit down and lean back,” she said, crawling over me. She pulled up my shirt and then she pressed her small, warm hand down on my abs, running her fingers over the sealed wound. “You’re lucky I got to you when I did,” she said softly. The tips of her beautiful blonde hair grazed my skin, making me blush.  
 
    “You smell like flowers,” I said. 
 
    She was too pure for me. I felt strangely guilty just looking into her eyes. But I couldn’t help myself, not with both of her hands gently pressing on my abdomen, feeling my muscles.  
 
    “Has anyone ever told you that you could be a supermodel,” I asked with a small grin. 
 
    “What’s that?” she asked. Her innocence was painful. 
 
    “Someone who is beautiful for a living,” I said.  
 
    “You’re a flirt, Kyrie,” she smiled.  
 
    She took her hands off of me. “I’m not sure right now is the time to be flirting.”  
 
    “I guess I can’t help myself,” I said. 
 
    “Kyrie,” Vega growled in my ear. She was cute when she was angry, though she also scared the hell out of me when she was angry.  
 
    Britzi was the first Lagolian to not react at all when my pants got a bit tight between the legs. She didn’t even seem to notice, not even blushing or pausing to take a look. Maybe super-smell wasn’t a universal trait for the Lagolians—or maybe she was just out of my league and she knew it.  
 
    “Two minutes until stabilization. I’m guessing our friend left the map,” said Lala. 
 
    “Good job, team,” said Kuzu. “That’s another star system in the books! Keep it up and we’ll be sipping drinks on Chorus by this time next month!”  
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Vega said. “But Beacon Bravo is now reporting just five units on the field, so the game’s over. Let’s go home.” 
 
    The girls jogged back to the portal. Their jog was about as fast as my full-sprint, so I just walked, taking my time and taking in the sights. Those cream-colored mountains were spectacular, reminding me of the badlands in the American prairies. But these were bigger. Some stretched so high into the sky that they were snow-capped, despite the fact it must have been ninety degrees out.  
 
    I turned to look the other way, at the field of rocky spires, and that’s when Vega grabbed me by the shoulder and spun me around, making me yelp. She grabbed my earpiece from my ear and turned it off before reaching into her own ear to turn her earpiece off. “We almost lost because of you, human,” she said. 
 
    “Right. About that. I really saw that all going a different way,” I said. Then she gripped my shirt and yanked me close to her. She looked down at the hole in my shirt and all of the blood around it.  
 
    “Not a time to be cute,” she said through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Sorry. You’re right.” I made a big smile, showing her my pearly white teeth.  
 
    “I am right,” she said firmly. “I didn’t just tell you to double back because I thought you needed to lose a few pounds, Kyrie. I’m not out here trying to waste your time. I’m trying to secure this victory.” 
 
    I felt like I was being lectured by a school teacher… an exceptionally hot, blonde school teacher. “I understand,” I said, nodding my head, starting to let a small grin crack. 
 
    “And I don’t want to lose you,” she said, breaking her stern character for just a moment. She looked back down at my stomach and then into my eyes. Her eyes started to water slightly, then she threw herself at me, wrapping her arms around me. Her squeeze was suffocating, feeling especially overwhelming now that the shot of adrenaline that Britzi gave me was fading and my blood loss was starting to feel more relevant.  
 
    “I think I should probably get to the doctor,” I said.  
 
    “Be more careful,” she said softly into my ear before letting me go.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER II 
 
    Eris threw herself at me as I stepped through the portal door. Her bulging tummy nearly knocked me over before her arms flew around me. “You’re alive! Oh God, Kyrie, you’re alive! Don’t ever scare me like that again!” She squeezed me hard, squashing her belly against me. Then her lips pressed against mine and she kissed me so hard that she nearly sucked my lips into her mouth. “Don’t ever do that again!” 
 
    Then she suddenly slapped me on the cheek.  
 
    I gasped.  
 
    Now her face was dark red and she looked terrifying. She’d been like this for about five days now: surging with intense emotions; pleasant one moment, horrifying the next. “Your children could have been fatherless! You can’t be so reckless out there.” Then she grabbed my arm, sinking her nails into my skin, making me yelp again. 
 
    “Not so hard, Eris!” I gasped, trying to pull my arm away. She looked into my eyes with the fire of two hot Valvoline suns. Then, the red suddenly drained from her face and her lips curled into a sweet smile.  
 
    “That was a really great snipe though,” she said softly.  
 
    “T—Thanks,” I said. I preferred her this way: when she was calm and precious.  
 
    “I really liked the way you landed that shot, right on the top of his head. We re-watched it a few times in the war room.” She put her finger on her bottom lip and pouted, batting her eyelashes before letting a small whimper slip. “We should celebrate.” She looked down my body, at my crotch, before letting out another soft whimper.  
 
    Now, she was sexy in a whole new way: a super-fertile seductress kind of way. Her tits were big before, when we first met, but now they were massive, threatening to burst out from her tight top, which was probably the biggest top she could find. Her hips had widened, and she’d put on a bit of weight, mostly in her ass, titties, and thighs.  
 
    “Kyrie needs to go to the infirmary for scans,” said Vega, stepping between us. “He’ll be lucky if that shot didn’t break at least one bone.”  
 
    And the reminder that I was shot was enough to set Eris off. She slapped me across the face again. “You need to be more careful, Kyrie Wyatt Aaron.” I got chills. She went from sounding like a porn fantasy to sounding like my mother in a span of ten seconds.  
 
    “It won’t happen again! I swear!” I said, backing away from the unstable pregnant woman.  
 
    “It better not happen again,” she growled. “I’m due in nine days, Kyrie. I want you to live to meet your children—at the very least!”  
 
    Vega tapped me on the shoulder, stealing my attention. “Kyrie, once you’re done in the infirmary, I want you to come down to see the troops with me. I think you might be able to give some great tips to our young shooters.” She walked away to talk to Kuzu, who looked like she had an important question, leaving me alone with Eris once more. Eris walked up to me and put her hands on my shoulders.  
 
    She looked into my eyes. “I need you to fuck my pregnant pussy, Kyrie,” she whispered. “I need it more than anything. Please—you need to come with me before you go to the infirmary. I can’t stand it anymore. I just need your fat cock inside of my little pregnant pussy. Please!” She gripped my shirt with both of her hands and squeezed, pushing her thighs together like a toddler trying not to pee.  
 
    “Eris!” I gasped, looking around to make sure there was nobody within earshot. As I turned to look left, Andrei approached me. 
 
    “Killer match, Kyr,” he said, seemingly oblivious to the horny pregnant woman clutching my shirt. “You really should follow orders though. You had over a ninety-five percent success rate in simulations. No need to deviate.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I said, waving him off. Eris finally released me. She stepped away for a breath of air. “I’d like to see how well you follow orders out there. It’s a lot easier to watch from the war room than it is to actually be on the battlefield. And it’s a lot easier to think straight in the simulation too—just saying.”  
 
    “You’re alive and you won Valvoline. That’s all that matters, right?” He gave me a hard pat on the back, nearly knocking me over. It was a reminder that I lost a good cup or two of blood on that Valvoline moon. “Oh, hey. Got a few minutes? I want to show you something I’ve been working on. It’s still a prototype, but I think it can be something cool—” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s great, Andrei, but right now, everyone wants to have me,” I said, grinning as I heard the words coming out from my own mouth. It was nice to be desired by so many different people at the same time. Maybe I was a bit of a superstar… though I really wished I would have gotten more kills out there. “Oh—by the way, did I level up?” 
 
    Andrei didn’t look impressed. His flat lips twitched from left to right and then he shrugged his shoulders. “I didn’t happen to look,” he said, sounding a bit like Eris when she went into her passive-aggressive phase.  
 
    “I promise I will see your thingy, Andrei—I just have to deal with everyone else first.”  
 
    “I get it,” he said. “Not a priority. That’s fine. You’re busy being a hero. That’s all great. I’m really glad for you.”  
 
    “Find me in a few hours… Actually, wait…” I looked at my watch. “Come and find me in the morning. I’ll take a look at your thingy-whatever and we can talk then. Alright, buddy? C’mon, don’t take it so personally. I just have a few chores, and one of them is getting to the infirmary to make sure I’m not bleeding to death on the inside.”  
 
    “Okay. Sure. Whatever,” he said, crossing his arms and looking away. I gave him a pat on the shoulder, but he refused to crack a smile. He was determined to make me feel guilty, and it was working.  
 
    I smiled and slipped away, off to get to the infirmary. But, of course, I didn’t make it very far. “Hey, Kyrie!” one of the girls said behind me, and I could hear her jogging up to me. “I need to talk to you about something!”  
 
    I stopped and turned to see Kuzu, with her perfect Egyptian eyeliner, subtle blue and gold eye shadow, and more glitter than any soldier had ever worn on any battlefield. “What’s up, Kuzu?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” she said, clasping her hands together at her waist and smiling as she looked around the room. “Um—how’s your stomach? They got you pretty good, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I laughed. “I really should be getting to the infirmary.” 
 
    “Yeah, totally,” she said, now looking into my eyes. She hesitated for a moment, looked at her feet, then looked around the room. “So, that was Valvoline. Pretty cool place, huh?”  
 
    I smiled. I had a feeling she didn’t chase after me for some casual chit-chat. “I really should be getting to the infirmary.” 
 
    “Right. Okay. Totally,” she said, pushing back her black hair. “Good luck. Maybe we can catch up later or whatever.” 
 
    I had a feeling that I knew what she was trying to say because Vega had reminded me nearly every day since our skirmish on Cygnus. “Why haven’t you had intercourse with Kuzu yet?” she kept asking me. “It would be rude not to.” 
 
    And it’s not like I didn’t want to; I really did want to fuck her tight olive-toned body. I wanted to pull her short black hair and make her purr like a sphinx. But I was busy. Since the victory on Cygnus, the girls had been pulling me in different directions—and it wasn’t just business on the ship that needed my attention; down on Earth, I still had tests to write and the odd class to attend. I still had to see my parents and maintain a more-or-less normal appearance. I couldn’t just leave them all behind. 
 
    Eris needed me to go with her to all of her doctors’ visits: checkups and ultrasounds seemingly every day. I had to be present for the daily simulations, and for strategy meetings. I had to study map layouts and callouts. Eris was also insatiably horny, sometimes demanding a filling twice a day, and that didn’t leave me with a ton of virility for other girls—especially with Vega slipping into my bed every few nights, snuggling up against me… and one thing always led to another with Vega.  
 
    But the guilt of constantly rejecting Kuzu was starting to get to me. I hated walking away from her while she stared into my eyes, biting her bottom lip. I didn’t want her to think that I didn’t like her—I just really had no spare time. 
 
    Even now, I had to go to the infirmary. I had to spend hours being tested, to make sure my organs weren’t experiencing any catastrophic failure. I had to make sure the Nekrol blast didn’t shatter any bones or fracture my spine. Also, I apparently needed a blood transfusion. “How you’re not fainting right now is beyond me,” said the doctor, so they put a needle in me and made me sit there while they pumped blood into me. And I sat there thinking about how strange it was to be getting infused with Lagolian blood. It seemed like I was being absorbed more and more into the Lagolian culture every day—and now I shared their blood.  
 
    My plan was to sneak away to find Kuzu after the testing. I kept telling myself that I was going to do it (and it meant sneaking past Eris, who was expecting me in her bed). But minutes before the doctor told me I could go, Vega appeared in the doorway. “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “You told me you would come to Alpha Centauri with me,” she said, looking at me with a certain look of contempt, as if she was assuming I forgot.  
 
    I did forget. 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “I know—I didn’t forget.”  
 
    And that’s how it was on that ship: there was always someone who needed me for something. We had to go all the way down to the mechanics bay. We had to wait ten minutes while they got a ship ready for us to take through the larger portal that opened up after we secured Cygnus. Then, it was a fifteen-minute flight down to the surface of the Alpha Centauri moon. We parked and went for a short hike down to the range where the new troops were doing some sharpshooting exercises.  
 
    It was an impressive sight: a long line of troops, maybe over two hundred, all armed and shooting down a range at targets at various distances. There were a few young men—thirteen at the oldest—but the troops were otherwise female, all clad in those Playboy-Bunny-style battle outfits. The boys’ outfits were similar, covering their whole ass and more of their chest. The male outfits were tight and made from that same tight fabric on the girls’ outfits. I wouldn’t have been caught dead dressed like that; they didn’t exactly look masculine, though it didn’t help that the boys hadn’t started developing much muscle yet, so they were mostly built like the girls.  
 
    There was one girl who caught my attention, and the attention of all the other girls around her. She had her curly blonde hair tied into a loose ponytail. Up her arm was a long tattoo: a bolded text that read, ‘BORN TO LIVE, LIVE TO FIGHT FOR FREEDOM’ in Lagolian. She was holding a dense infantry rifle, standing in cover as she took out eight targets in under four seconds. She kept her upper body firm and steady, turning at the hips and looking almost like a Nekrol soldier as she located each target and unloaded a tight grouping of shots.  
 
    Her reloads were fast. She took out the next eight targets faster than the first eight. Her second reload was a bit sloppy, and her third round of targets didn’t go down quite as quickly as the previous ones, but the performance still got an applause from her classmates.  
 
    “Fourteen-point-four,” said General Dryas, holding a stopwatch behind her. “A personal best!” 
 
    The curly-haired blonde blushed and put her rifle down.  
 
    “Wow,” I said.  
 
    “Eris still holds the record,” said Vega. “Twelve seconds flat.” It was strange to think of Eris as some badass super-soldier. When I thought about Eris, I either thought about a crazy pregnant, hormonal lady, or a cutesy, bubbly firecracker. It was hard to believe that she held any sort of shooting record.  
 
    “Who is that?” I asked, pointing at the girl with the curly blonde locks.  
 
    “That’s Petra,” Vega said. “She’s developing nicely—surprising for a runt.”  
 
    “A runt?” I said. 
 
    “She was the runt of her litter,” Vega said casually before pointing out the next girl up to the plate. 
 
    I knew this girl because I’d just fought with her in the hot Valvoline mountains. Her name was Lala. She was a busty ginger: fair skin, calm demeanor, long red ponytail.  
 
    A timer beeped three times, then the targets sprung up. She took a moment to brace her gun against her shoulder before shooting. Each shot was calm and frighteningly accurate, though she wasn’t moving at the same breakneck pace as Petra. 
 
    She turned gracefully from target to target, and then there was no rush to reload. It was just like watching her on Valvoline: so calm, so cool. It didn’t seem like she was trying to break any records. It almost seemed at times like she was moving slowly intentionally, even taking second-long breaks to ensure that her rifle was well-braced against her shoulder before shooting. 
 
    I was surprised when General Dryas called out, “Fifteen-point-one!” She wasn’t even a full second slower than Petra, though with her slow, calculated motions, it really did seem like it was going to be at least thirty seconds.  
 
    “Impressive,” said Vega, nodding her head. Then Vega walked up to General Dryas. “Impressive numbers from the girls today.”  
 
    “The girls are putting up some of the strongest numbers I’ve seen in months,” smiled Dryas. Then she looked at me. “Good work today on Valvoline, Kyrie.” 
 
    “Thanks, General,” I blushed.  
 
    “I brought him down to show the sharpshooters some tricks,” Vega said, pointing over at the line of aspiring snipers. Now, they were on their stomachs, practicing shots out at four-hundred yards. It was hard to see if they were hitting their targets. I was surprised to see Iva, still bandaged from her wounds on Alpha Centauri, taking shots with her fellow Lagolians.  
 
    “Good idea,” said General Dryas.  
 
    Suddenly, Petra was standing before us, looking at the general with bright, glistening eyes. “I told you I could shoot under fifteen,” she said, interrupting our conversation. I was surprised by the slight rasp in her voice.  
 
    “That was impressive, Petra. Your hard work is paying off.” 
 
    Petra stood tall, with perfect posture. I was waiting for her to put her hand to her forehead to salute the general. Instead, she kept standing, as if she was waiting for the general to feed her another compliment. “Sorry, General Dryas,” she said suddenly. “Not to be rude, but my time was better than Lala’s. Is there any chance you would consider me for the attack on Kentaurus on Thursday?”  
 
    General Dryas shook her head, not even giving the request much thought. “You’re not quite there yet, Petra.”  
 
    “But General, I beat Lala’s time. In fact—if I’m not mistaken—I beat her personal record. Lala’s only ever shot a fourteen-six. And I’m a higher level…”  
 
    “Lala hit all her targets,” smiled the general. But now, the curly-haired Petra wasn’t so enthused, starting to look like a frustrated child, lips beginning to pout and eyes becoming wide. 
 
    “I had two misses. Subtract a point for each miss to my score and I still beat her.”  
 
    “Petra,” General Dryas said firmly.  
 
    Petra sighed and rolled her eyes. “I don’t understand what else you want from me.” 
 
    Then the general put her hand on Petra’s shoulder. She smiled sweetly, looking into her eyes. “I know you’re eager to get back into battle, Petra. But you have to be patient. You’re a good shot, but there’s more to being a good soldier than having a good shot.”  
 
    Then she side-eyed me for a quick second, making my heart flutter down into my stomach. She didn’t say anything, but she didn’t have to: I was on the squad for no other reason than my good shot. “I just think you should strongly consider me for Thursday’s skirmish.” 
 
    “Petra, the answer is no. But you’re close. Just stick to your training regime. Stay consistent in your simulations. You’ll be battle ready again in no time.” 
 
    I could see Petra biting down on her tongue for a long moment before she forced a smile. “Yes, General Dryas. Of course.” She looked down at her feet before turning to walk away. She was done training for the afternoon, so she caught up with a couple of friends and they went down to the large clearing where the ships were parked.  
 
    “C’mon, Kyrie,” said Vega. “I want you to work with some of our snipers.” She led me over to the sharpshooters. Then, I noticed an older Lagolian woman running from the clearing where all of the Lagolian ships were parked. The tension in her body was obvious, and I wasn’t the only one who noticed. Vega stopped to watch her, and so did a number of other training girls. The woman ran up to General Dryas.  
 
    Dryas’s eyes became wide and she shook her head as the woman started talking to her. “Think everything’s alright?” I asked Vega quietly.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Vega said. “It’s not any of our business. C’mon, let’s go over to the snipers.”  
 
    I worked with those girls for two hours. I was quickly learning why the Lagolians prized me so much as a sniper. Those girls weren’t amazing, though it wasn’t necessarily anybody’s fault. Their technique was poor. The guns were heavy for their small bodies—most of them were teenaged girls, hardly weighing sixty-five pounds each. The recoil was hard against their brittle bunny bones, making them wince whenever they pulled the trigger. Even the slightest wince was enough to put a shot ten inches off target.  
 
    Lagolians weren’t natural-born warriors. Their bodies weren’t made for battle. Sure, they were fast and nimble; they could jump high and prowl quietly—but their bones were soft, their muscles were small, their bodies were short and light—not ideal for handling deadly firearms. It didn’t help that their men were few and far between—larger and more muscular, sure, but their litters were made up of ninety percent females.  
 
    But I did my best with what I had to work with. I tried to show them how to properly brace a rifle so it wouldn’t hurt too much when it kicked back. I tried to get them used to the feeling of a rifle butt punching into the shoulder, so that they wouldn’t wince and miss their shots.  
 
    Vega was standing near me when General Dryas finally came back from Lunar Alpha. Dryas went to Vega and told her the news. “Another three girls have gone missing—including Tae.”  
 
    I paused and looked over. So did the three girls I was working with.  
 
    “Tae is missing?” said the girl next to me. Her face was suddenly white.  
 
    “Who else?” asked another girl. 
 
    “We’re still investigating,” said General Dryas, looking a bit annoyed that the girls were eavesdropping. Though with their long Lagolian ears, it was hard to have a private conversation anywhere.  
 
    “My sister wasn’t in her room this morning,” said one of the snipers, now in a full-blown state of panic. Her skin turned white and her gaze began to flutter.  
 
    “Kass, I said we’re investigating. Focus on your training right now.”  
 
    “She didn’t come for breakfast this morning,” Kass continued, now starting to cry.  
 
    “Kass.” General Dryas pointed down the range, but the worried look on her face suggested that Kass’s sister was one of the missing girls.  
 
    “Let’s talk somewhere else,” Vega said. So Vega went off with General Dryas, towards the woods, and all of the Lagolian girls watched in silence for a moment before descending into full-blown-gossip-mode.  
 
    It was the third mysterious disappearance on Lunar Alpha since I showed up. Now, nine girls in total had gone missing—vanished overnight, as if some aliens were coming in the night and abducting them from their beds. The original theory was that the girls had been going out to party at night on Alpha Centauri, now that Alpha Centauri was stabilized. It was, supposedly, a very similar moon to the moon the Lagolians were from (Lago), and many Lagolians were sick of being cooped up in Lunar Alpha for so many years. 
 
    But after the second group of girls went missing, the theories started to become darker. A rumor went around that there was a serial killer loose on the ship. Then there were some rumblings about a eugenics program that some Lagolians believed was secretly being carried out by Queen Syabus and her government. Vega told me that it was a silly conspiracy theory that had been around since she was born, though there had apparently been a terrible queen three hundred years earlier who created a program to ‘improve Lagolian genetics’ by reducing the population by 80%. Her name was Queen Lyaya, and from what I could gather, she was like the Lagolian Hitler or maybe the Lagolian Chairman Mao. In fact, I’d heard a few Lagolians teasing Vega before, saying things like, “Whatever, Lyaya!” whenever she was being overly strict during training.  
 
    Getting the girls to focus after the gossip started going around was difficult—and hopeless. I heard one girl ask another, “Who’s going to go next?”   
 
    By the time I was finished that afternoon of training, the Alpha Centauri sun was setting and my eyes were becoming heavy. I was exhausted. And by the time we were back at Lunar Alpha, I was half-asleep. I’d been awake for over twenty hours, training, fighting, and teaching. I just wanted to go to sleep. I just wanted to make it back to my bed. 
 
    I saw Eris down the long stretch, standing by the elevator, looking around as if she was trying to find me. I knew what she wanted, and for once in my life, I was too tired to provide, so I quickly hid behind a pillar. My heart raced. I couldn’t believe myself: hiding from sex. But sex with pregnant Eris was exhausting. She was nearly impossible to satisfy. She was never finished until she got what she wanted, and what she wanted wasn’t always realistic—like when I finished coming inside of her and then she immediately wanted me to ejaculate in her mouth. “I’m not going to stop sucking until you come, Kyrie!” she’d said to me with a shockingly threatening tone. And then she got angrier and angrier as the minutes went by and I wasn’t coming in her mouth.  
 
    “I just came, Eris. I can’t just come again so quickly,” I told her. 
 
    “You can and you will!” she demanded. And it took her twenty-five minutes to finally get me off in her mouth, and then she moaned blissfully for twelve seconds before getting onto her hands and knees and saying, “What are you doing now, Kyrie? Mount me. I want to have another orgasm.” That night, I came three times, and it took four hours.  
 
    Now, I was too tired for that. I needed a night off, even though her boobs had seemingly grown overnight and her hips were noticeably wider. She was like a fertile princess—but sometimes the prince needs to take a breather.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER III 
 
     I decided to find another way to my room. I knew that the ship had staircases at its far ends. I tiptoed towards the west staircase, trying to make no noise. The Lagolians had remarkable hearing—unsurprisingly, given their large ears. I moved slowly until I was far away. Those ship hallways were quiet. It was nearly midnight now.  
 
    I crept down one long stretch and saw the doorway to the stairwell. Then, I saw a door open ahead of me. Three girls emerged. I didn’t recognize any of them, and they didn’t see me. They were dressed curiously, like they were going to some sort of cyberpunk rave. One girl had a red bandana on her head. The other had her hair tied into a long Viking braid, with red war paint drawn onto her face. They darted to the stairwell, and then one girl looked back at me and paused. Her two friends did the same. 
 
    They seemed strangely out of place. Their bodies were tense with nerves. They stared at me, wide-eyed, before they slipped through that door and went down. 
 
    Down?  
 
    I knew the ship had a basement, but I was pretty sure that the downstairs was just filled with electrical panels and boilers and plumbing and storage rooms. The armory was down there too, where Vega took me to see all of the cool weapons that would become available to me when I leveled up. 
 
    But there certainly weren’t any great party rooms down there. There weren’t any sweet hangouts. In fact, it was hot down there—and loud. There were grinding gears and humming machines. Humidity formed on the ceiling and dripped onto the floor. Lagolians were especially sensitive to the heat.  
 
    Once the three girls were out of sight, I stopped thinking about them. I’d only been on the ship for a few weeks and I certainly didn’t know everything about it. I went into the stairwell and looked down. The basement was dark and I could hear some of that dripping now.  
 
    I’m sure the girls have their reasons, I thought, and then I went on my way up. I climbed eight flights of stairs. I got up to my floor and looked through the door window. I thought that I was in the clear, and then I heard her right behind me. “Kyrie, what the hell are you doing here?” she said. I shrieked as I spun around and saw the horny pregnant woman standing behind me, with both of her hands cradling her large belly. 
 
    “Eris!” I said. “W—What are you doing here?” I forced a smile, feeling a sudden bead of sweat tickling my forehead. 
 
    “What are you doing here? Are you trying to hide from me, Kyrie?” Her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “What?” I laughed. “No, of course not. I just—I thought I would try taking a different route back to my room. I like switching it up from time to time, you know?” I laughed again, this time nervously as she peered into my eyes.  
 
    “I want sex, Kyrie,” she growled. 
 
    “Of course,” I said. 
 
    “I want it now,” she said. Then she grabbed my wrist. “We can go to your room.”  
 
    “O—Okay,” I said. And my efforts were for nothing. Now, I was locked into sex with Eris. I suppose there are worst fates than having to fuck a beautiful woman all night long… 
 
    She pulled my wrist down the hall. We went around the bend, towards my room, and then Eris suddenly paused. I looked up to see Kuzu standing by my door. Her eyes shot open wide and then she stood up straight clasping her hands behind her back. “Oh, hi Eris. Hi Kyrie,” she smiled. 
 
    “Hi Kuzu,” said Eris, suddenly sounding like a pleasant angel. “Do you need something from Kyrie?”  
 
    Kuzu looked into my eyes. She pressed her lips thin and then she shrugged her shoulders. “Nothing too important. I, uh, guess it can wait.”  
 
    And it was a moment before I noticed Kuzu was all dolled up: sparkly silver dress, cut short to show off her long pale legs. She had big gold hoop earrings and her lips were a ruby red color.  
 
    “Is there a party tonight?” Eris asked. 
 
    “Oh, no,” she said. “Nothing tonight. Okay. Well, I should be on my way.” 
 
    She turned slowly and started towards the elevators. The guilt was stronger than ever now. I couldn’t stand to keep rejecting the poor girl. She wanted me so badly. “Kuzu, wait!” I said. 
 
    Then Eris looked at me.  
 
    I still hadn’t totally figured out how the Lagolians looked at relationships. I tried asking Vega about it a few nights before, and she tried to explain it to me—but her answer was a bit above my GPA, so to speak… Something about alphas and betas and deltas—and then something about concubines and breeding circles. I still had no clue what a breeding circle was, and I was terrified of saying the wrong thing and offending the wrong person.  
 
    I cleared my throat. “Eris,” I said, preparing myself for the worst. “I, uh, would like to fuck Kuzu tonight.” 
 
    “Kuzu?’ Eris said, suddenly looking pale, with parted lips. I couldn’t tell if it was the calm before the storm or if it was something else that I hadn’t yet experienced from her.  
 
    I cleared my throat again. “I’ve been meaning to fuck her for quite some time now,” I said. 
 
    Kuzu pushed her knees together and bit down on her lip, looking like she was trying not to smile, or maybe trying not to pee in her panties.  
 
    “I see how it is,” Eris said softly, turning her chin up. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s normal around here, but, uh, maybe you could both come in and I could satisfy the two of you… together.”  
 
    Now they were both staring at me strangely, as if I’d just spoken in Mandarin. “You want one of us to wait while you breed with the other?” Kuzu asked, looking intrigued and confused—but mostly confused. 
 
    “Or… like a threesome.”  
 
    “Explain,” said Eris. And now she didn’t look angry; she just looked interested. It was a concept that was totally foreign to the girls. 
 
    “We would all have sex together,” I said. 
 
    “With what second penis?” Eris asked. 
 
    “Well I would do her for a bit and then I would do you. Plus I have my hands and my mouth… and you have your hands and mouth.” 
 
    “My mouth?” said Eris, reaching up to scratch her ear. 
 
    “Right,” I said. “You could, you know, pleasure her while I pleasure you, and then we can switch.”  
 
    “How will you ejaculate into both of us, Kyrie?” Eris asked bluntly. 
 
    “Well I can’t really do that… I mean, I could try. It probably wouldn’t work well. But if we go for long enough, then maybe I can come in Kuzu first and then you second.” 
 
    “So I would wait while you breed with Kuzu?” Eris asked. And they really didn’t understand it. Threesomes were truly non-existent to Lagolians. And I was quickly learning that there were no same-sex relations between the bunny girls.  
 
    “Have you ever been with another girl before?” I asked Eris. She shook her head and then I looked at Kuzu. 
 
    “What would be the purpose? Can human females breed with other human females?” Kuzu asked. 
 
    “No. It’s just for fun.”  
 
    “Fun?” they both asked at the same time. 
 
    I sighed. It was like trying to explain the rules of a complicated board game to someone who had never played anything like it before. “Let’s just try it out maybe.” 
 
    The girls followed me into my room. We closed the door. I turned and looked at them, not quite sure how to kick things off. They both still looked utterly perplexed.  
 
    “Okay,” said Eris, deciding to take some initiative. “I suppose I can go first. Kuzu, you can go wait in the bathroom.”  
 
    “No,” I said. “There’s no going first. We all do it together. And there’s no waiting in the bathroom.” I put one hand on Eris’s wide hip and the other on Kuzu. Kuzu was especially tense. I could feel her trembling, maybe with fear, maybe with excitement. I looked into her eyes and her skin turned red.  
 
    “Now what, Kyrie?” she whispered. 
 
    “We can kiss,” I said. I leaned in and pressed my lips against hers. She was quick to kiss back. I was still half-expecting a fist to the side of my head from Eris. But instead, she just watched. I tried to give her some attention, to show her that it wasn’t just a ‘take turns’ sort of game. So I put my hand on her bum and I squeezed. Then I turned to her and kissed her on the lips, using my other hand to feel Kuzu’s tight, perky ass.  
 
    Kuzu giggled. 
 
    Eris sucked my bottom lip and then she leaned back and said, “I can taste Kuzu’s apple-flavored lipstick.” She looked at Kuzu. “It tastes so good. Where did you get that?” 
 
    “Bomi’s,” said Kuzu with a smile. 
 
    “Was it expensive?” 
 
    “No, not at all. It’s new.” 
 
    “I like it.”  
 
    Then I put one hand on the back of Eris’s head and one hand on the back of Kuzu’s head. I turned them to face each other and then I gently pulled them together. “Kiss each other,” I said. 
 
    “What? Why?” said Eris with a gasp. 
 
    “Just try it.”  
 
    I pushed their faces together. Their lips mashed together and they were both still for a moment. I had to do some positioning, moving Eris’s hand onto Kuzu’s side, moving Kuzu’s hand onto Eris’s plump pregnant bum. Then, after a moment of confused hesitation, they kissed. Kuzu giggled. Eris giggled too.  
 
    “It’s weird to kiss a girl,” said Kuzu. 
 
    “I don’t think I understand what the purpose is,” said Eris.  
 
    “It’s making me hard,” I said. 
 
    Then Eris said, “Oh!” as if she suddenly understood everything. “This arouses you, Kyrie?” She giggled and turned back to Kuzu. They kissed for a long moment before giggling again.  
 
    And it really did arouse me. Kuzu looked cute, leaning forward to kiss Eris, as Eris’s belly was pushing her away. They were starting to figure it out, starting to fondle each other. I took Kuzu’s hands and put them on Eris’s breasts. She turned dark red and moaned softly.  
 
    “Somehow this feels wrong,” she said.  
 
    “It’s to arouse Kyrie,” Eris said, as if she fully understood everything. “He needs us to arouse him so that he can satisfy us.”  
 
    “Sure,” I said. 
 
    I slipped down my pants and pulled off my shirt. The girls didn’t even notice, even though I’d put on a few pounds of muscle over the past few weeks. I was erect now, watching the hot bunny girls kiss. I grabbed one hand each and led them down to my cock, making them grip it firmly. Kuzu gasped. Eris was more used to my large size, so she started stroking straight away.  
 
    Kuzu stopped kissing to look at my member. Her face was dark red now as she let out a gasp. “It’s huge!” she said. 
 
    “Kyrie has the biggest cock,” Eris said with a curiously smug tone of voice, as if she owned me and my cock. And maybe she did—I still wasn’t sure.  
 
    I reached out and slipped down Eris’s top, letting her large pregnant breasts spill out. Each tit was the size of my head. Even Kuzu paused to gasp at the enormous knockers. I laughed. “You take that one,” I said to Kuzu as I grabbed Eris’s right breast, squeezing it with two hands before leaning in to suck her nipple. 
 
    Kuzu gasped. I heard her laughing nervously. And then, she leaned in next to me, taking that free breast and copying me: squeezing it with two hands while sucking Eris’s nipple. 
 
    “Oh God,” Eris moaned softly. Kuzu giggled. So I put a hand on Kuzu’s bum, giving her a firm squeeze, making her let a moan of her own slip. I caressed that perfect bum, and then I took the opportunity to feel the bulge of her pussy, which was damp.  
 
    “What did you call this, Kyrie?” Eris asked softly. “A three-sex?” 
 
    “Threesome,” I said. “Or you can say three-way.”  
 
    “It’s popular with humans?” she asked. Now, Kuzu was playfully pulling Eris’s nipple with her teeth, making Eris flush and moan.  
 
    “Sure,” I said.  
 
    I stepped back to watch the girls. Eris really liked the feeling of Kuzu sucking her nipple. I liked watching. Kuzu, without looking, reached down and grabbed my cock. She began pumping it again. So I reached around, under her dress, and pulled down her panties by pinching them between her pussy and her asshole. I slid them down her thighs, and that was enough. I rubbed her slit with my fingers and felt her dampening hole as it quivered.  
 
    I did the same to Eris with my other hand, rubbing them both while they explored one another.  
 
    Kuzu was becoming increasingly fascinated with Eris’s body. As she became more relaxed, she seemed to want more and more, kissing down Eris’s large bump and even sucking on Eris’s neck. I had to back away to watch for a moment—but Kuzu needed a bit of a push to go all the way. I put my hand on her head and pushed her down, until her head was between Eris’s thighs. 
 
    “What are you doing, Kyrie?” she laughed nervously. 
 
    “Eat her out,” I said. 
 
    “Do what?” she asked. 
 
    “Lick her pussy.”  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Just do it,” I said. 
 
    Kuzu hesitated, maybe a bit grossed out by the idea—but she was eager to please me. She closed her eyes and stuck out her tongue, grazing Eris’s slit. Eris instantly let out a moan and a small gasp.  
 
    “Kyrie,” said Eris with nervous eyes. “This is very… unconventional.”  
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “Doesn’t it feel good?” 
 
    She nodded her head. Kuzu was down on her knees, licking up and down that beautiful pregnant slit. I decided to step in, holding my cock down so that it was poking her cheek. She turned to me with red cheeks, looked into my eyes, and then she sucked me for a blissful thirty seconds before turning back to Eris to eat her out.  
 
    “Let’s move to the bed,” I suggested, and the girls complied. Eris went onto her back and Kuzu crawled up and pressed her face back between her thighs so she could keep plunging her tongue into her fertile hole.  
 
    I straddled Eris’s face, turned so I could see Kuzu working away between Eris’s thighs. I knew she loved sucking me so I gave her what she loved. I pressed my cock down into her mouth and gently thrusted. I felt her tongue moving up and down, exploring my length and my girth. I felt her plump lips sucking hard, and I heard her moaning softly as she tenderly grided her pussy against Kuzu’s face.  
 
    I had to pull Kuzu away from Eris’s pussy. She blushed and wiped her lips with her wrist. Now, her lipstick was smeared, but she still looked like a hot Egyptian princess. “Kiss Eris again,” I said, and then I playfully pushed her down on top of Eris. She had to prop herself up on her knees so that she wasn’t crushing Eris’s big belly. They locked lips and kept kissing. 
 
    I stood at the end of the bed, with a perfect view of both their pussies. Carefully, I mounted behind them. I decided to start with Kuzu. Her pussy was tight and shaved smooth. I used my fingers to gently spread her lips so I could see that narrow hole. Then, I pushed my throbbing tip in, making her gasp loudly. I held her hips firmly with my hands, and Eris helped, grabbing her sides and pinning her in place. She tried to look back. “Be gentle,” she whimpered.  
 
    I just laughed before pushing it into her tight body. She screamed out, throwing her head back. I watched as her nails dug into Eris’s boobs. I pushed deep, feeling her tight hole stretching so I could fit. I could see her lovely lips reddening as my veiny member pushed inside of her. 
 
    “It’s so big!” she cried. 
 
    “Doesn’t it feel so good?” Eris asked. 
 
    She nodded her head and whimpered. Then I started pumping her. Her ears perked up tall and she kept her head tilted back, so Eris wriggled down and started sucking on her perky teen tits, as if she wanted to give it a try too.  
 
    I tried to keep things fair. I only fucked Kuzu for sixty seconds before pulling out and sticking my long shaft into Eris’s pregnant hole. She moaned as I started pumping her. Kuzu kept her bum in the air. Her hole was agape and dripping, and she was still moaning from the lingering euphoria. She didn’t stop moaning before Eris’s sixty seconds were up. I put it back into Kuzu’s tight teen body and made her scream out my name. I grabbed a handful of her raven hair and pulled, making her scream even louder.  
 
    And then Eris got her turn again. Eris was more used to my length, so I could really give it to her. I could really slam her slit and make her gush like a broken hose. I had to be a bit more careful with Kuzu’s thin, tight frame. She felt fragile, and her hole was so tight—I didn’t want to ruin it.  
 
    “I want you to ejaculate inside of her, Kyrie,” Eris said. “I think she deserves it.”  
 
    I didn’t answer. Now, I had my cock deep in Kuzu’s body. I was pumping her hard and watching as her raven hair danced down her back. Her head was tilted so far back that her ears kept grazing my face, which I actually liked. Her white cotton ball tail was especially cute, and she seemed to like it when I grabbed it and pulled, though it felt a bit weird to be grabbing a part of her that was exclusively non-human.  
 
    “Do it, Kyrie! Unload your seed in her. She’s in heat—I can smell it!” Eris said excitedly.  
 
    And then I got rattled. I thought about the fact that I was about to be a father to nine children. I didn’t want to make that eighteen. I didn’t want to take another star soldier out of the battle circuit. I really wanted to come inside of the girl, but at the last second, I panicked. I pulled out suddenly and groaned. With my cock between the girls, I came, spraying their tummies with my load as my legs wobbled and I nearly fell over. “Shit,” I groaned. 
 
    “Kyrie!” Eris snapped. “Why do I feel you ejaculate on me!? You were supposed to come in Kuzu!”  
 
    “Sorry,” I said, biting my bottom lip, still unloading. It was an especially big load. I probably could have put an ounce in one girl and another ounce in the other.  
 
    I fell over on the bed, completely drained of energy. It was crazy to think that I’d been battling on that Valvoline moon earlier that day. I’d been shot. I’d gone to the hospital. I’d taken a spaceship to Alpha Centauri and trained the newbie sharpshooters. It was a long day… 
 
    But Eris wasn’t ready for it to be over. “Kyrie Wyatt Aaron,” she growled. “You are not going to sleep until you ejaculate into Kuzu’s body. Do you understand me?”  
 
    “I—I don’t think I can do it tonight,” I said, half asleep. I rolled onto my back and saw both girls staring down at me—both naked, with their perfect breasts wobbling in the open air.  
 
    “Don’t be a bum, Kyrie,” Eris said, shaking her head. “You can’t just bring the poor girl in here and then deny her fertility.”  
 
    “It’s really okay,” said Kuzu. “I should probably be getting—” 
 
    “Quiet, Kuzu!” snapped Eris. “Kyrie is fine. He can go again. Believe me—he gets dramatic like this all the time. He’s a perfectly capable stud.” And I don’t think she was calling me a stud in the complimentary sort of way—more in the literal sense. “Kyrie, get your erection back and fuck Kuzu. Do you need us to pleasure each other again so you can get aroused? Is that what you need? Okay, Kuzu, grab my breasts. Kyrie liked that. Just like that. Squeeze them. Suck on my nipples. Kyrie, why are you not getting hard? Is this not what you like?” She sighed and shook her head. “Okay, Kuzu. You can—what does Kyrie call it again? —eat me out. Get down and lick my vagina.”  
 
    Kuzu was afraid of Eris, just like me. She nodded her head quickly and sunk down, not wanting to set Eris off or get on her bad side.  
 
    I had to admit that it was hot. I ended up getting hard again after ten minutes. Then Eris made Kuzu lay on her stomach and she made me mount her from on top. She didn’t let me stop until I came, and it was a long, sweaty hour before I came. Kuzu must have had ten orgasms in that time. She must have lost five pounds in water weight sweating underneath me—and she couldn’t have weighed more than eighty pounds to begin with. Once I pulled out of her and rolled onto my back, she couldn’t even move.  
 
    And Eris…  
 
    Eris was asleep. I’m not sure when she dozed off, but she was on the side of the bed, snoring and drooling, naked and still covered in my original cumshot.  
 
    “You okay, Kuzu?” I asked. 
 
    Kuzu was silent for a worrisome minute before she grunted and forced her head to nod slightly. She didn’t move until I was done cleaning myself up in the bathroom. I slipped into bed, between the two girls, and then they both simultaneously snuggled into me, sandwiching me between them. Their bodies were hot and a bit sticky from the combination of sweat and cum. It wasn’t easy to fall asleep, but I have to admit that I spent the night feeling like an absolute Chad, with two stunning women filled and covered in my seed, snuggled up tight against me, purring like happy kittens. 

  

 
   
    CHAPTER IV 
 
    I woke up to a pleasant feeling: a tickling around my cock. I squirmed slightly, keeping my eyes closed. I felt the soft lips moving up and down my erection. I felt her petite hand grasping the base of my cock, stroking it every ten seconds or so whenever she needed a breath of air.  
 
    I’d never woken up to a blowjob before, but I was fairly certain that it was every man’s dream. I let out a soft moan, stretched out my back, and then I opened my eyes. Eris was asleep next to me, sprawled out and snoring in a cute but ungraceful sort of way. She had the whole blanket wrapped around her (which happened every night).  
 
    Then, down between my legs was Kuzu, sucking me quietly. She opened her eyes for a moment and saw that I was looking at her. She smiled and beamed and I smiled back, folding my hands behind my head. “That feels good, baby,” I whispered.  
 
    “Really?” she asked with glowing eyes. 
 
    I nodded my head. 
 
    She cried a cute sound. “It’s so strange. It feels so… fulfilling to satisfy you. Maybe it’s hormones or something—I don’t know. Please just… just tell me what I can do for you.”  
 
    My mind was spinning with the possibilities. “What about a tit-job?” I asked with a smirk. 
 
    “Tell me what it is and I’ll do it for you,” she said with those glowing eyes. 
 
    “Press my cock between your tits and make your boobs bounce up and down.”  
 
    “Okay. If that’s what pleases you,” she said. She crawled up slightly. Her boobs weren’t huge—certainly not even in the same realm as Eris’s boobs—but they were just big enough to engulf my cock. She pressed them hard together and began to pull them up and down, jerking my shaft, occasionally grazing my pelvis and thighs with her erect nipples. “Like this, Kyrie?” she whispered. 
 
    “Just like that.”  
 
    She giggled. She licked my tip when it came up, like she was playing some weird game of whack-a-mole. I didn’t mind—it felt nice.  
 
    “Hey Kyrie!” said Andrei, bursting into the room. 
 
    I gasped. Kuzu was slow to react. She kept sucking for five seconds while I pushed on her face. “What?” she said, and then she saw Andrei and quickly covered her breasts while I reached down to cover up my erection. First, I reached for the blanket, but Eris was wrapped tightly and was refusing to give up an inch.  
 
    But Andrei didn’t even seem to notice that we were naked and doing the dirty. He just looked into my eyes and said, “Mind coming down to the bay with me to see what I made?”  
 
    I stared at him, dumbfounded, unable to think of anything to say, until I was finally able to say, “Are you serious right now, Andrei?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said with a casual smile. “You said you would come check it out. Remember?”  
 
    Kuzu crawled over the side of the bed and darted to the bathroom, butt-naked. She closed the door, leaving me alone with Andrei. “G—Give me a minute to get dressed,” I said. 
 
    “No problem.”  
 
    Finally, he stepped out of the room. I went to the bathroom to talk to Kuzu (and to talk her into finishing the blowjob) but she was already in her dress and ready to leave. “I’ll see you later, Kyrie. Last night was fun.” She gave me a peck on the cheek and then darted out of the room, looking shy and embarrassed as she went by Andrei.  
 
    “This better be good,” I groaned as Andrei and I went towards the elevators.  
 
    “I spent a lot of time thinking about these skirmish rules,” he said. “And there doesn’t seem to be any restrictions on what you can bring through the portals—as long as you’re taking five units or less. Right?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said, rubbing my eyes. I was still half asleep, and still half erect from the blissful blowjob I was getting from the raven-haired bombshell.  
 
    “But there does seem to be a force stopping the Nekrol from bringing in more than five units. I’m not sure I understand what’s stopping them, seeing as they aren’t living creatures. They’re robots, made from the same material your rifle is made from. So why can you bring your rifle in but they can’t bring in more than five guys? It’s an interesting conundrum, and I’m fascinated by the Ancient Builder Race and how they figured it all out. There’s some real genius behind it.”  
 
    “What are we looking at this morning, Andrei?” I asked. My voice was raspy from lack of sleep. I maybe got two hours total—maybe ten hours over the past week.  
 
    “Guns,” he said. “Something to give you all an edge on the battlefield.”  
 
    And there was his creation, sitting in the corner of the mechanics bay, surrounded by scrap metal and tools and computers and nests of different colored wires. His creation was concerning: a mech’s machine gun arm fused to what looked like a heavy-duty camera tripod. “I made something similar back home, after you told me about the Nekrol. But the resources I had at home were limited: my dad’s hunting rifles and my mom’s camera gear. But here, they have everything… And their computers! I was able to rig a familiar Linux OS to one of their systems; it was actually quite easy to do. And from there, I just had to make a few updates to my A.I. module—basically the same code that I used to make telescopes track stellar bodies across the sky.”  
 
    I was afraid to go near it. Andrei was a smart guy, but he knew next to nothing about firearms. I didn’t want to step in front of any of his deadly creations. “What does it do?” 
 
    “I’m just working on making it recognize a Nekrol unit,” he said. “It should be easy to do, just using standard face recognition software. Then, it should just automatically track bad guys and fire at them. I figure each of you could carry one of these out onto the battlefield. It would give you a huge advantage, having five A.I. turrets set up around your beacons. I could even rig some cameras on them to give you more vision across the map.”  
 
    I walked up to the thing, staying behind it. “It’s turned off, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. I think so. Wait. No. Okay—now it’s turned off.” He flicked a switch. 
 
    My skin tingled. I grabbed it from the plate where the machine gun connected to the tripod. I hoisted it up.  
 
    “See? It’s not even heavy,” he smiled. 
 
    “Andrei, it’s at least sixty pounds,” I said. 
 
    “That’s not too bad. I did a little test and I was able to carry three at once… Sure, it was a bit much, but I’m only suggesting you carry out one each.” He smiled big, as if his invention was going to win the Lagolians the war. 
 
    “Andrei,” I said with a small laugh and a head shake. “The girls weigh eighty pounds. I think Eris currently weighs ninety-nine pounds, and she has nine babies in her belly. They aren’t going to be lugging sixty-pound turrets down onto the battlefield. It’s just not going to happen.”  
 
    “Nonsense,” Andrei said, waving me off. Then he turned to one of the girls in the bay: one of the bigger girls, who was busy fixing the leg of a new mech. “You there!” Andrei shouted. She looked up slowly, brushing her blonde fringe off of her face. 
 
    “Me?” she said. 
 
    “Yeah. Come over here for a second. I need you to help me demonstrate something.”  
 
    She paused for a moment before approaching cautiously. She eyed Andrei’s machine, and then she took a half step back, not trusting the mess of wires and questionably welded steel. “Lift that up for me,” Andrei said. 
 
    “Why?” she asked. 
 
    “Just show my friend here how light and versatile it is,” he smiled confidently. 
 
    So she approached the unit. She wrapped her arms around it and grunted. It lifted slightly up and then she nearly toppled to the side. Andrei’s cheeks turned red. “Try grabbing it more from the side, and lift with your legs.” She tried, but she wasn’t able to get a good grip on it. When she finally did lift it into the air, she started to fall to the side. We both ran up to catch her from falling over and being crushed by Andrei’s heavy turret.  
 
    “See?” I said. “It’s just not practical.”  
 
    “Sorry,” the girl said softly. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Andrei said, now sounding totally defeated. “But if I make it any lighter, it will fly back as soon as it starts shooting. Maybe you’re right. Maybe it was a stupid idea to begin with.” 
 
    “I never said anything like that, Andrei.”  
 
    “I know, I know. You’re right. It’s silly.” 
 
    “What is that thing?” a familiar voice said from behind us. We both turned to see General Dryas walking towards us. I bit down on my tongue. She was eyeing the monstrosity.  
 
    “It’s garbage,” said Andrei.  
 
    “Maybe don’t get too close to it,” I said, still not confident Andrei had the thing turned off.  
 
    “That looks like a Ragnar 1600 mounted on a combi-stand,” she said. “And then what’s that on the side of it? Some sort of ammunition box?” 
 
    “It’s a computer with tracking software and face recognition… Well, the face recognition doesn’t work yet. So it will just shoot anything in front of it really.” 
 
    “I want to see,” said General Dryas. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea, General,” I said. 
 
    “Nonsense. I’m intrigued. Let me see it,” she said. 
 
    “O—Okay,” said Andrei. Now, his face was lighting up again. Someone was showing interest in his crazy invention. He perked up, cleared his throat, and turned to his machine. He looked forward. There were a couple of mechanics working away, including an old man with grey hair and grey ears. “Uh! You guys there. Can you, uh, all come on this side of the room for a minute.” 
 
    “Andrei, you’re not actually going to shoot this thing in here, are you?” I asked. 
 
    “Sure. Why not?” he said, now with beaming, crazy eyes.  
 
    “We’re inside of their mothership.” 
 
    “The turret won’t miss,” he said. “Don’t worry about the ship.” Then he put on a big smile and turned to General Dryas. “So here’s how it works. Basically, you set it up like this.” He demonstrated by collapsing it and then opening it up again. “You turn it on like this.” He pulled open a flap on the metal box that Dryas assumed was ammunition. He pressed a couple of buttons. “First, you want to tell it to scan the environment, so it knows what not to shoot. That’s just one button, like this. Okay, good. Now—it’s going to be programmed to recognize Nekrol units. But right now, it will just shoot at anything that it doesn’t recognize.” 
 
    He reached down and grabbed a metal bucket. 
 
    “Andrei,” I said, taking a few steps back. But he wasn’t listening. He threw the bucket across the bay, in front of the turret. Suddenly, the gears on the tripod hummed and whirred and the mech arm swung to track the bucket. It fired, making everyone in the room cover their ears. It must have unloaded thirty shots into the metal bucket, shredding it and peppering the wall behind with bullets. Every Lagolian except for General Dryas was now crouched down with hands over their tall ears. Smoke billowed out of the mech gun, which wasn’t designed to be fired in an enclosed space.  
 
    “Pretty cool, huh?” he smiled. 
 
    Then, even taking him by surprise, the gun started firing again, now emptying hundreds of rounds into the bucket bits on the ground. The gun turned left and right and left and right as it tracked every tiny piece of scrap metal and blasted each one into oblivion. Even Andrei threw his hands over his ears while someone in the room screamed, “Shut it off!”  
 
    “We just need to wait for it to empty out. Nobody touch it!” Andrei yelled, but his voice was hardly audible over the roar of the machine gun.  
 
    Then, one of the bits of bucket bounced up into the air as a bullet connected with it. It hopped unpredictably to the left and the turret decided to track it, making the Lagolians bounce up to their feet, running and screaming. Now, the turret was firing across the mechanics bay.  
 
    “Shut it off!” I yelled. 
 
    “I can’t!” Andrei shouted. 
 
    Now, the gun was spinning one-hundred-and-eighty degrees left and right, spraying gunfire everywhere. Lagolians screamed in horror as they rushed towards the safe exits. Then, finally, the gun was empty. The gears continued to whir and the rotating cylinder continued to spin, but it was out of ammo. Smoke billowed up from the gun, which wasn’t supposed to shoot for more than five seconds, but had now been firing for at least forty-five.  
 
    I turned to General Dryas and smiled awkwardly. I felt strangely responsible. Andrei was my friend and it was because of me that he was on that ship, which was now peppered with bullet holes.  
 
    “I promise he won’t do this again,” I said, feeling my face turning white. 
 
    “I love it,” General Dryas said, eyeing the crazy machine with sparkling eyes. “I can really see the potential!”  
 
    “Really?” Andrei said. 
 
    “How many can you carry at once?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, I can carry three. I’m a big guy. We, uh, tried to get one of the girls to lift one. She couldn’t do it, but I think I can make it lighter by using a smaller gun and a smaller tripod, and then—” 
 
    “Three!?” General Dryas said. “Imagine having three of those down to protect a beacon! Can you get them working properly by tomorrow?”  
 
    “Tomorrow?” Andrei said. “I mean—I guess so. I just need to tweak the software and, uh, get the face recognition software working properly so that it doesn’t… you know… kill our own guys. But I’m not sure how I can make it so the girls can carry it. Maybe Kyrie can carry one and, uh…” 
 
    “You can carry three,” said General Dryas with a big smile. “Lala and Britzi are taking tomorrow’s skirmish off. Lala sprained her wrist this morning in training, and Britzi won’t be much use to us on a dense urban map like Kentaurus. But your guns—I can really see the potential. And Kyrie, we’ll set you up with the RSSR.” 
 
    “The Shield Support Rifle?” I said. 
 
    “Wait,” said Andrei. Now, his face was bone-white. “You want me to fight in the skirmish?” His lips parted and his jaw trembled. 
 
    “Sure,” said General Dryas. “There’s no better map for experimentation than Kentaurus. We held it for almost two years—over three hundred victories before we suffered a loss.” 
 
    “But I—I’ve never fought before,” Andrei said.  
 
    “Everyone starts somewhere,” she smiled. “And I just love the human ingenuity. It’s so… fun!” General Dryas was in a strangely perky mood. She was smiling and didn’t even seem to care that the mothership now had about nine hundred holes that needed to be patched up—not to mention all of the damage to the mechs and spaceships from Andrei’s crazy turret.  
 
    She clasped her hands behind her back and smiled as she meandered away. “That was weird,” commented the blonde mechanic, whose hair was now frizzled from the forty-five seconds of pandemonium in the mechanics bay.  
 
    “I heard she started seeing a guy,” said another Lagolian girl with a big grin on her face.  
 
    “General Dryas?!” said the blonde. Then, the two girls went off, gossiping together. The Lagolians loved some good gossip. I suppose they really weren’t so different than humans in that way.  
 
    “She… She wants me in the skirmish?” Andrei said, now staring at his smoking turret.  
 
    “Isn’t that what you wanted?” I asked, giving him a pat on the back. 
 
    He turned to me slowly. “No,” he said softly. “I don’t want to die. I—I don’t know how to fight.” 
 
    “You’ll figure it out,” I smiled. “When your life is on the line, it comes pretty naturally. Just—uh—make it so the guns only shoot for a few seconds. Since you’re going to be down there with them, maybe you can make some sort of controller, so you can turn them off remotely just in case… you know—it starts shooting at me or one of the girls.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” he said, nodding his head slowly. “I’ll get started on that right now. I—I have so much work to do. Oh man, where do I start.” Then he looked at the blonde mechanic. “You! Yeah, you! I need your help. Stop what you’re doing. You can weld, right?” He ran over to her, abandoning me with his frightening pile of junk.  
 
    Word of Andrei’s addition to the squad got around fast, and I was on Alpha Centauri with Vega when Petra emerged from a ship and started yelling, “Where’s General Dryas!? Is she here somewhere? I need to speak with her right now!”  
 
    “What is it, Petra?” General Dryas said, standing up from her seat next to the sharpshooters.  
 
    As Petra stormed forward, she pulled her long curly hair into a ponytail, so it wouldn’t be in her face while she raged at the general. “The other human!? Are you serious!?” 
 
    “Petra, with Trix and Vega, we don’t need infantry on Kentaurus. You know that—” 
 
    “—Just admit it! You would sooner have anyone on the squad over me!” Petra’s face was red and her lips were pressed thin. She was breathing slowly and heavily through her nose, and her ears were standing straight up. “I’m so sick of this! What do I need to do to impress you? Or is this just about making me suffer for what happened on Cygnus?”  
 
    General Dryas was silent for a moment, almost looking like she was caught. Her cheeks turned a slight shade of pink before she looked away from the furious little blonde. “There’s nothing personal about it, Petra. You just aren’t ready yet. And like I said, we don’t need infantry on Kent—” 
 
    “Bullshit,” said Petra, turning away and storming off. “It’s all bullshit, and you know it!” She went back to her ship and didn’t waste a second before blasting off towards the portal, back to the mothership. General Dryas was left with a guilty reddened look on her face. She cleared her throat and sauntered back to her seat. “Well?” she said to the sharpshooters. “Why are you all just standing there? I didn’t say to stop!”  
 
    “What happened on Cygnus?” I whispered to Vega.  
 
    “C’mon, away from everyone else,” she said, so I followed her towards the woods, close to Beacon Bravo, where we’d been battling Nekrol troops just a few weeks before. Vega looked into my eyes. “Kari, our sharpshooter before you, died fighting on Cygnus.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. 
 
    “That was Petra’s first match—and her last one as well,” Vega whispered, as if anyone could hear us even though we weren’t within earshot of any of the Lagolian girls. “She had orders to protect the left alley. The action was happening down mid, and she decided she would try to flank the Nekrol without telling any of us. A Nekrol scout slipped down the left alley minutes after she abandoned her post. The scout snuck up behind Kari and he killed her.” I felt myself tensing up. It didn’t sound quite so different from the little move I made back on Valvoline, when I snuck up my flank when I was supposed to drop back to loop around. I could have gotten myself killed—and maybe I would have gotten others killed as well.  
 
    “I mean—I’ve done some dumb shit,” I said. “And you keep letting me fight in the skirmishes.” 
 
    “Well you haven’t been responsible for any deaths… yet. And not the death of the general’s sister.”  
 
    “Kari was Dryas’s sister?”  
 
    Vega nodded her head. “It’s a sore topic so maybe don’t bring it up around her. Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if General Dryas keeps Petra off the roster indefinitely.”  
 
    “But she’s a good shooter.”  
 
    “She’s a liability. She doesn’t follow orders. She gets ideas in her head and then she runs with them. She’s impulsive. Maybe she just needs some time to grow up. I’m with Dryas—it’s not safe to take her with us.”  
 
    I laughed and shook my head. “Well just you wait until you see Andrei out there.”  
 
    “I heard his turret made some holes in the mechanics bay.” 
 
    “That’s putting it lightly,” I grinned.  
 
    “What time is your test?” Vega asked suddenly, looking down at her little smartphone, which was a cool little gadget, looking a bit like a flip phone from the early 2000’s, but with the flick of a finger, it had a screen that popped out and could be stretched as big as a laptop screen or as small as a wristwatch screen.  
 
    “Test?” I said. 
 
    “Don’t you have a test at your Earth school today? The one you asked me to take you to.” 
 
    “Oh shit!” I gasped. I looked at my own watch. “That’s now. Shit! My mom’s going to be so pissed.” I looked around and spotted Vega’s ship. “Can you take me? Damnit—Mrs. Mellencamp probably won’t even let me into the room. Oh God, my mom’s going to be so pissed.” 
 
    Vega giggled, thinking my torment was cute or funny. She didn’t realize that I wouldn’t be fighting in any skirmishes if I was grounded for the summer. This was a twelfth-grade final exam, after all—not exactly something I could just take a casual zero on—not after I cut a deal with my teachers just the week before. 

  

 
   
    CHAPTER V 
 
    Vega dropped me off on the school’s roof. She walked with me to the staircase door. “Should I wait for you?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know just yet,” I said. “They might just turn me around or they might let me take the test. But it’s a two-hour test. So if they let me in, you may as well head back to Lunar Alpha for a bit.”  
 
    She smiled before giving me a small kiss on the lips. “Good luck, Kyrie,” she said. She opened the door for me. I went down the stairs and slipped into the hallway. I didn’t have any of my things—my textbooks, binders, pens, and pencils were all at home, along with my calculator, which I was going to need for my math test.  
 
    But I didn’t have time to swing by the house, even with Vega’s spaceship. I had to just make it into the room before there was no time left. Even if I could just scribble in the scantron sheet to get at least a 25%, then I would narrowly pass the class. But if I failed, I knew that my mom would turn enraged. Right now, she was still in a state of blissful ignorance, thinking that I was learning a foreign language while working on some perfect relationship with a girl who would be giving her beautiful grandchildren.  
 
    She fell for the same scheme that my teachers and principal fell for. Days after the win on Cygnus, General Dryas and Vega came down to Earth with me. She walked me into the principal’s office and unfolded a lie that we’d spent a whole evening working out. She pretended to be Vanessa’s English-speaking mentor, and a teacher from a high-end private school in Denmark. The plan was to convince my teachers to allow me to travel to Denmark, and my teachers were close to biting. “He has to stay here to finish his final exams,” said Mrs. Mellencamp, the oldest teacher in the school. So Dryas and Mrs. Mellencamp worked out a deal where I only had to show up for my tests, and as long as I passed all of my tests, I didn’t have to show up for class. Luckily, like my parents, all of my teachers were floored and amazed by my natural Danish tongue, which nobody knew I was learning previously.  
 
    But even Mrs. Mellencamp thought it would be beneficial for me to teach the Danish exchange student, Vanessa, during her stay in the country.  
 
    Though she wasn’t so thrilled when I stepped into her classroom, an hour and a half late for a two-hour final exam. I smiled and said, “Sorry I’m late, Mrs. Mellencamp. I was, uh, caught up…” 
 
    “You aren’t late, Kyrie Aaron. You missed the exam,” she hissed, looking over her glasses and into my eyes.  
 
    “Well I actually think I still have thirty minutes, so if I could just grab a copy of the test, I’ll get started right away.” 
 
    Now, all of my peers were staring at me, looking at me with hopeless gazes, knowing that I was doomed.  
 
    “You can sit in the corner until the other students are finished,” she said, pointing at the corner where Ria was already sitting.  
 
    “So you’re going to let me do the test, right?” I said. 
 
    “Sit,” she growled. It was hard not to throw my arms up and yell, ‘Fuck this shit!’ I was really just there as a courtesy to my parents. I was only there to satisfy a few people so that my parents wouldn’t have to feel ashamed of their child, who ran away with some strange foreign girl. I was just there to tie up loose ends before the summer, when I would ‘go off to Denmark’ for a few months of ‘immersive education’.  
 
    I took the seat next to Ria, who had a bored and unimpressed look on her face. She didn’t look over at me when I sat by her. “We have to sit here for the next two hours, you know,” she whispered, still not looking over at me. “Maybe even longer for you. I was only twenty minutes late.”  
 
    I was honestly surprised that Ria was even talking to me. I was pretty sure she’d never talked to me before. She was one of the high-in-demand girls leading up to prom. She was a perennial top-three on every guy’s top-ten-girls-in-the-school list. Kenny asked her out at the start of the twelfth grade, and after she rejected him, he didn’t show up to school for three days. Then Larry asked her out and she said no, but that didn’t stop Kenny from going after Larry. They even scheduled a fight to take place after school, in the field that was obscured by trees from the classroom windows. It was a lame, awkward fight with lots of grappling and wrestling that looked a bit erotic in all the wrong ways. Ria showed up to watch the fight, and she stood with crossed arms, shaking her head the whole time. While she was watching the fight, Perry asked her out on a date. She said no, and then Perry didn’t show up for school the next day (it didn’t help that everyone heard him getting rejected, and they all laughed). 
 
    We sat in that classroom and watched our fellow students writing that test. There was a long, boring silence. This really did seem like a gigantic waste of my time. I could have been working through a simulation. I could have been helping Andrei with his turrets (Andrei came back to Earth three days after the battle on Cygnus and wrote all of his final exams in the span of four hours, acing them all, of course). I could have been catching up on my sleep. I could have been practicing with the Ryon Shield Support Rifle. 
 
    But instead, I was sitting in that pointless classroom. 
 
    “I heard you have some hot Swedish girlfriend,” Ria whispered to me, still with her arms crossed, still without turning to look at me. 
 
    “She’s Danish, actually,” I said.  
 
    “I heard Danes are pretty frisky and into some weird shit,” she said.  
 
    I laughed and blushed. “I definitely wouldn’t say frisky.”  
 
    “Well that’s lame,” Ria said. 
 
    I turned to look at her and she looked at me for a moment. Her long, dark hair was down, almost covering one of her eyes. She gently brushed it back and smiled before turning to look forward again.  
 
    “So are you taking her to prom in two weeks?” asked Ria.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t know if I’m going to go to prom.”  
 
    “Too cool from prom now, Kyrie?” I was surprised to hear her using my name. I had no idea that she even knew my name. Maybe she was just now noticing me because I had some extra mass on my arms, and my shirt was a bit tighter from the seemingly endless workouts I was getting up on Lunar Alpha.  
 
    I laughed and shrugged my shoulders. “There are more important things, I guess,” I smirked. 
 
    “So yeah, too cool for prom.” She looked at me with a grin. “Maybe that’s the excuse I should use too. Nobody’s asked me out yet.”  
 
    Then I felt the blood rushing to my cheeks. I noticed her crossing her legs, letting her little foot dangle in the air, playfully dancing from side to side. I’d spent enough time around women over the past month to know what those little mannerisms meant. Was Ria into me? Was she dropping a hint, hoping I would ask her out to prom?  
 
    I stayed silent. I definitely saw my opportunity and I knew that it was stupid to pass it up, but I had no idea when prom even was. Maybe it was scheduled during a skirmish. Maybe I would have to help train the Lagolian sharpshooters that day. I couldn’t commit to taking her to prom. I wasn’t lying when I said that there were probably more important things that needed to be done.  
 
    Then she surprised me again, saying, “Maybe we should ditch prom together.”  
 
    She didn’t look at me. She just stared at her foot, which continued to dance from side to side. I grinned. “I’ll be sure to check my schedule.”  
 
    “Shh!” snapped Mrs. Mellencamp. She was glaring at us now with a ‘that was your only warning’ sort of look on her enraged face: a frustrated face that hadn’t seen an erect cock in at least twenty years. So we kept our mouths shut for the next forty minutes, until every student had handed in their test and filtered out of that classroom.  
 
    Then, Mrs. Mellencamp closed the classroom door. She went to her desk and shuffled up the tests, getting them into a proper pile just next to her keyboard. She cleared her throat and looked up at us, turning her chin to the air and looking down with her eyes. “I want proper explanations before I make any exceptions,” she said firmly. 
 
    Ria went first. She was a brilliant actress, describing a heartfelt visit to the hospital to see her cousin, who might not have much time left to live. “I had to see him… just in case this was the day.” 
 
    Her acting was so great that even Mrs. Mellencamp got a bit choked up listening to the story. She was silent, nodding her head, and then she turned to me, cleared her throat, and said, “Is your reason that good?” 
 
    “I was helping Vanessa—the foreign exchange student from Denmark—with her English verbs. We, uh, lost track of time talking about, uh… verbs.” 
 
    She stared at me with an unimpressed look, and it probably sounded like I was telling her we lost track of time fucking. “Um—I mean—I was getting her to tell me about her family, in English. It started out as an exercise, and then she started telling me about her brother, who’s, uh, in the hospital. He has cancer.” 
 
    Ria looked over at me with a narrowed gaze. Maybe I was stealing her story just a little bit. Mrs. Mellencamp looked suspicious, but intrigued, eyebrows up and chin tilted down. “Go on,” she said. 
 
    “I guess the cancer is pretty bad, and, uh, I had the idea to call him. Vanessa—she had things she wanted to tell him.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Mrs. Mellencamp said, shaking her head. I don’t know if she was buying the story or if she was just tired of hearing my sad attempt at inventing a sob story. “You both have two hours, starting now, to finish your exam. You can only use your calculator and a pencil.” 
 
    “Could I borrow a calculator? I didn’t have a chance to grab mine.” 
 
    She glared at me for a long moment before growling, “Fine.”  
 
    We were told to sit on opposite ends of the room, and then we worked through our exams. Math had never been my strong suit, but I assumed I could fake my way through it, seeing as it was a multiple-choice exam. But it was harder than I was anticipating. There was a lot of unfamiliar material in that forty-page booklet. I found myself scratching at my head more than using my calculator. The formula sheet was seemingly in another language, with symbols that may as well have been common in another star system.  
 
    So I didn’t have time to study for the test. So I overestimated my ability to muck my way through an exam. By the time I flipped to that last page, I was fairly confident I would have gotten a better score had I just not showed up in the first place.  
 
    I looked up as Ria went and placed her test on the teacher’s desk. I got up to do the same. Mrs. Mellencamp glared at me for a long moment before looking down at my scantron. It was just long columns of bubbles but she could seemingly tell that all my answers were wrong. “Are you sure you’re finished?” she asked me—but she didn’t ask Ria the same question. 
 
    “I guess so,” I said. 
 
    She grunted and put our tests with the others. Then she got up and said, “Have a good rest of your afternoon. I’ll start marking these right away.” She walked to the door. Another teacher was waiting there for her. “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “There’s cake in the teachers’ lounge,” the other teacher whispered, and off they went together.  
 
    Ria was grabbing her bag, bent over as she stuffed her calculator inside. She gently pushed her long dark hair behind her ear and side-eyed me. “Fail?” she said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Your face—that’s a fail face.” 
 
    “Is it?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded her head. “You didn’t need this for a university application, did you?”  
 
    “Not really,” I said. “More for a summer freedom application.”  
 
    Then she eyed Mrs. Mellencamp’s desk. “How’s about we make a deal?” she said. “I’ll make sure you pass if you take me to prom.” She grinned and blushed at the same time. “And don’t you dare tell anyone that I’m making this deal with you.” 
 
    I bit down on my tongue. “Ria, that’s really sweet of you, but I really don’t know if I can even go to prom.”  
 
    “Who can’t go to prom?” she said, leaning back and planting her hands down on a desk. Now, her tits looked especially big… maybe it was the red bra that was poking out from her top.  
 
    “I guess I’ve just overbooked myself.” 
 
    “Then un-overbook yourself. I promise I’ll even wear whatever you want me to wear.” She batted her eyelashes and made one last tempting grin.  
 
    I had to shake my head. “It’s not you, Ria.” 
 
    “Your Danish girlfriend?” she said. 
 
    “It’s not even her—and, uh, she’s not really my girlfriend. She’s a girl, and she’s a friend.” 
 
    “Are you fucking her?” she asked with big eyes. 
 
    I paused for a moment, then she started to laugh. 
 
    “Okay, your Danish booty call then.” 
 
    “It’s not her!” I said. “It’s just… If I told you, you wouldn’t believe me. I mean—not to sound like a pathetic loser or anything, but until two hours ago, I didn’t even know that you knew my name.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly, Kyrie,” she said, meandering over to Mrs. Mellencamp’s desk. She hopped up and sat her bum down on the smooth wood surface. Now, with her legs dangling down, I could see up her skirt. She was wearing black lace panties—and I swear I could even see a tinge of pussy through the somewhat sheer garment. I had to clear my throat and force my gaze away. 
 
    “Well it’s true,” I said. “We’ve never talked—not that that’s important. I’d love to take you to prom, but I just really don’t know. I’ll check my schedule and get back to you. What day is today?” 
 
    “The fifteenth,” she said.  
 
    “And what day is prom?” 
 
    “The twenty-fifth,” she said. I tried to do the math in my head.  
 
    She giggled while I tried to count the days on my fingers. “Okay, so it is an off-day,” I said. “But I still don’t know. I just don’t know.”  
 
    “Take me on a date then,” she said. “It doesn’t have to be prom. I’ll make sure you pass the test if you take me on a date—maybe we can see a movie.”  
 
    I grinned and looked into her eyes. “Why do you want to go out with me so badly?”  
 
    “Why are you making such a big deal out of it? Do you want to pass math or not?”  
 
    “Fine,” I said. “We’ll go on a date.” 
 
    She turned her chin up and smiled before turning to look at the pile of tests that had been abandoned on the desk. She flipped through them until she found mine and hers. Then, she grabbed a pencil and started erasing all of my dots.  
 
    “Seriously?” I said. 
 
    “What?” she asked without looking up. 
 
    “You’re just going to copy your results?” 
 
    “I know I aced the test,” she said. “And I’m going to make it so you get a few wrong. I’m not a dummy.” 
 
    “That’s it? This is your way of making it so I pass?” I shook my head, unable to hold back the small laugh. 
 
    “What were you expecting, Kyrie? My God, Kyrie, I don’t think you got a single question right. Is that even statistically possible?”  
 
    “Still want to go on a date with me?” 
 
    “I’m starting to have second thoughts.” She looked up at me with a small giggle. Then she went back to redoing my test, using her own test as a reference.  
 
    We left the classroom together once she was done. I followed her to her locker. “Want to walk me home? I don’t live far.”  
 
    “I think I have to bounce here pretty quickly,” I said, knowing that Vega was probably up on the roof waiting for me. 
 
    “The Danish booty call?” she said. 
 
    I smiled and shrugged my shoulders.  
 
    “Tell me honestly, Kyrie. Is she going to be pissed when she finds out we went to a movie together? You’re not going to do it behind her back, are you?”  
 
    “She’s just a friend, Ria,” I said. “I don’t think she’ll think much of it. But you’ve got to tell me—what’s with your sudden interest in me. We’ve been in the same classes for the last four years. You’ve never talked to me until today.”  
 
    “I have so, Kyrie. You’ve just never noticed.”  
 
    I tried to think of an example but couldn’t think of any. “If you say so.”  
 
    “So you’ll pick me up tomorrow?” 
 
    “How’s about the next day? We can even meet at the theater.”  
 
    “Fine. But I get to pick the movie.” 
 
    “Deal,” I said. And there was a small moment where I thought she was going to throw herself into my arms. I thought she was going to kiss me on the lips. Instead, she just winked and spun around, letting her skirt lift up into the air before she walked like a model down the hallway towards the front door.  
 
    Suddenly, I found myself thinking about all of the ‘chores’ I had to do. I still had to run through a simulation with Vega. Andrei also wanted me to help him out with some simulation or another. Then I was pretty sure I was supposed to go to a doctor’s appointment with Eris—and then I had to find time to get some sleep before the big battle on Kentaurus, to secure one more star system for the Lagolians… 
 
    I stopped as I reached the stairs. I looked back, down the hallway. There was a girl flirting with a guy by the drama room door. She was playing with her hair and he was awkwardly spinning his phone between his thumb and pointer finger.  
 
    I felt suddenly jealous.  
 
    It would have been so much simpler to just be ignorant to all the space drama. It would be so nice to just be a high school student. I was so jealous of all my male classmates, entirely concerned about who they were going to take to prom and not at all concerned about defeating a race of killer A.I. robots in another star system.  
 
    And maybe I was just wasting Ria’s time. Maybe she was better off just being rejected by me. She could focus her attention on some other guy and maybe get a decent prom date out of it. Now, I knew I was just going to let her down. I knew she would be inevitably disappointed when I had to prioritize the plight of the Lagolians over making her feel at all special.  
 
    Was it fair to her?  
 
    Was it fair to me?  
 
    I went up the stairs and gently pushed open the rooftop doorway. I could see Vega now, sitting with her legs over the school ledge. She was looking out at the town, unaware of my presence behind her. This was the life she was stuck with: fighting A.I. robots every two days since she was fourteen years old. It wasn’t fair to her… but that didn’t necessarily mean it needed to be my problem. 
 
    I liked Vega. I liked Eris. I liked Kuzu—and I liked the rest of them. But this wasn’t something I ever signed up for. I never sat down and filled out a contract. I just wanted to help and now it was starting to seem like there was no end in sight in terms of my volunteering.  
 
    What would Vega say if I went up to her now and simply said, “I think I’m done, but it was fun.” They didn’t need me anymore. Maybe I was their best shooter, but I’d seen some of their developing talent. They had some great snipers in their ranks. They didn’t need me. They seemed to have a handle on the situation now, now just a day away from winning Kentaurus and stabilizing Valvoline.  
 
    They really didn’t need me.  
 
    Vega told me herself: Kentaurus was an easy system to defend. They defended it for nearly eighteen months, and that was without me. 
 
    Vega looked back at me. She had a soft smile on her face. “Ready to go?” she asked. “Andrei asked me three times when you were going to be back. I think he wants your help with something.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, but I didn’t take a step forward. I was really tempted to just say it—to tell her that I wanted out.  
 
    I watched as her expression dropped. I watched as her head tilted slightly to one side. “What is it, Kyrie?” she asked. 
 
    And I just couldn’t say it. I couldn’t let her down—not yet. Maybe I could just help them win Kentaurus and then leave them to figure things out on their own.  
 
    “Let’s get going,” I said. Then I looked over the ledge and saw Ria, with her cute little backpack high on her back. She was skipping as she went down the road, oblivious to what was happening outside of that planet. Hell, she was seemingly oblivious to what was happening outside of that town.  
 
    And that’s what I wanted.  
 
    I wanted that innocence back.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER VI 
 
    The Lagolian demolitionist, Trix, wasn’t available for that evening’s simulation, and there was no ‘engineer’ class programmed into the simulation, so Andrei wasn’t able to participate either. So instead of loading Kentaurus up as a 5v5, we loaded it up as a 3v3, with myself, Vega, and Kuzu.  
 
    It seemed like a waste of time. We couldn’t practice any strategies. The battle scenarios weren’t going to be realistic. But Vega insisted, “It’s a good way to get acquainted with the map.”  
 
    “If you say so,” I said.  
 
    It was a big battlefield and we’d only done a few Kentaurus simulations before. With just three of us and three Nekrol troops, the map seemed enormous. It was a dense city map with old concrete walls and the bombed-out remnants of floors—the whole place looked eerily similar to some World War II movie: like Stalingrad right at the end of the war.  
 
    “What happened here?” I asked Vega as I settled into my position at the end of a long street, looking down at the beacon, which was surrounded by blackened craters.  
 
    “We fought here every two days for nearly eighteen months… Something like three hundred battles, with Trix of all Lagolians… And it wasn’t exactly in great shape before that. Just focus on the mission, Kyrie.”  
 
    “What’s up with this Trix chick? Why does she never come for simulations?” I asked, ignoring Vega’s last little command. I still hadn’t met Trix, but I’d heard a few stories. Some of the girls were afraid of her. Whenever General Dryas suggested her for a skirmish, the girls’ faces turned bone white. But Eris had told me Trix had one of the best records on Lunar Alpha: hundreds of wins and only two losses, including the loss when Kari was killed on Cygnus. 
 
    “She kind of does her own thing,” Vega said after some hesitation. “Focus on the mission, human.” And I knew she was getting frustrated with me now because she was calling me ‘human’.  
 
    I rolled my eyes. All I knew about Trix was that she specialized in blowing things up—and Kentaurus was blown up. Every corner of that map was crumbling: craters everywhere, ruined walls, tall buildings that once had four or five floors—now just concrete walls and twisted rebar. And there were bullet holes everywhere. There wasn’t a square foot of concrete that didn’t have at least a pair of bullet holes.  
 
    “This place is a mess,” I said. 
 
    “This is just the simulation,” Kuzu replied. “You should see the actual map. I don’t think they’ve updated it in the last year.”  
 
    “Focus, Kyrie,” said Vega again, this time sounding even more firm. She never let her guard down—not even in simulations. And maybe it was because they kept record of each simulation. Every shot and every kill were carefully recorded and reflected on our stat sheets. Vega was, after all, one of the highest levels on Lunar Alpha, closing in on being the first level forty since General Dryas, who was apparently a level fifty-nine.  
 
    Kuzu finished her initial scout and settled into place at the end of that long road, right in front of Beacon Bravo, just as Vega slipped through the door. “They’re taking Alpha,” Kuzu said.  
 
    “Starting Bravo takeover,” Vega said. “Kyrie, get your cameras set up now.” 
 
    I was using the Ryon Shield Support Rifle. It was a long, thin thing—but it was heavier than it looked. There were so many little buttons and dials. It looked like some 1950’s science-fiction fantasy gun. I’d hardly spent much time with it at all since becoming a level four. But it wasn’t too complicated. It had a dial to change the shooting mode, and there were four modes: shield regeneration, smoke screen, camera projectile, and ‘attack’. The attack mode wasn’t as powerful as the Ryon Long Rifle that I was used to, but it was nice to have some firepower just in case. 
 
    I snuck through the crumbling building to my left, going in through a doorway and then exiting through a blown-up hole in the wall. Now, I was in an alleyway: one of three ways for the Nekrol to skirt down to Beacon Alpha. I shot a camera down. The little gadget locked onto the wall. Now I had to huff it back through that building, across that middle road, and through another series of blown-up buildings. These ones weren’t so easy to navigate. I had to go up a flight of stairs, tiptoe across a narrow bridge that once was the building’s third floor, back down a flight of stairs, down a long hallway, and then I had to shoot that camera down from a balcony, into the other alley that the Nekrol could use to sneak down to Beacon Alpha.  
 
    “Cameras are set up,” I said. 
 
    “We’ve got action coming down mid,” Kuzu said. “Try to hurry back here, shooter.”  
 
    I paused as I figured out how to turn on the screen on my rifle. I was looking for a button for ten tedious seconds before I realized I just had to swipe my fingers across the screen. All of those fancy Lagolian gadgets made me feel like my baby boomer parents.  
 
    Now, I could simply swipe my fingers to see down both alleyway flanks. I could swipe up to make both alleys appear in small squares, so I could keep an eye on both while I made my way back to Kuzu. 
 
    I heard the roar of her machine gun.  
 
    “Takeover is at forty percent. Keep them back,” said Vega. She had intensity in her voice, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she was acting. The simulation seemed so inconsequential. This wasn’t even going to be our strategy for the real battle. In the real battle, we weren’t going to attempt a Beacon Bravo takeover until we took out at least two Nekrol troops. The plan was to boobytrap the map while Vega went around assassinating their units.  
 
    Now, we were just carrying out a standard rush-and-defend tactic. With only three enemy units, it seemed too easy.  
 
    Suddenly, there was a loud buzzing coming from the sky. I looked up and saw the clouds vibrating. The sky turned black. “Whoa,” I said. 
 
    “What’s going on?” asked Kuzu. 
 
    Then the whole sky fluttered before turning back to normal.  
 
    “The simulation is glitching,” said Vega. “I think it’s back to normal now. Let’s focus on the mission.”  
 
    “That was a trip,” I said. 
 
    “Get back to mid. Their units are making a hard push. My shields are getting low. I need a boost,” said Kuzu.  
 
    “I’m ten seconds away,” I said, running across that narrow, crumbling bridge.  
 
    “Oh my God!” Kuzu said suddenly. 
 
    “What is it?” Vega asked. 
 
    “Their infantry just… he changed. He’s glitching out!”  
 
    I emerged from that building, stumbling down the steps and into the road, just in time to see Kuzu backing away from a twenty-foot-tall Nekrol infantry. His body glitched before he turned to look down at us. 
 
    “Holy shit!” I yelled. 
 
    Then he opened fire, spraying gigantic bullets down that middle stretch. Kuzu engaged her boosters and spun around, flying towards me. I took cover behind a pile of sandbags. Grey dust burst into the air as the gigantic robot stomped down on that map like a heavily-armed Godzilla.  
 
    “What the hell is going on!?” Kuzu yelled. One of the heavy bullets struck her back before she turned the corner, making her shields fizzle. Her mech crashed into the ground. She screamed, but managed to eject herself from the mech pod. Now, she had nothing but her little black outfit and the cute makeup on her face. She screamed and bolted across the road as more heavy gunfire sprayed down. 
 
    The giant Nekrol warrior wasn’t our only problem. Their medic was coming at us, along with about twenty-five replicas: dozens of robot spiders with large cannon arms were flooding down that road. Some were even crawling on the walls as they poured towards us. I tried changing my RSSR to ‘attack’. I fumbled before firing a few shots at the approaching spiders, but their armor was too much for my gun to pierce.  
 
    “Vega!” I yelled. 
 
    “They’re in here too,” she screamed. I could hear her screaming and chopping away at the aggressive spider horde. Meanwhile, the Godzilla robot continued to stomp buildings, unloading powerful gunfire down on the Kentaurus city. 
 
    My heart was racing. I knew that dying in the simulator didn’t mean dying in real life—but the pain was real. It wasn’t an experience I was looking forward to… again. So I ran into one of the blown-up buildings. Kuzu was already inside, scrambling up the stairs. “C’mon, Kyrie! Hurry up!” she yelled. But she was faster than me, and she could jump far higher. I tried to scramble up the same crumbled slope she went up, but it was too steep for me. I just slid down. She reached out her hand for me, then she saw them coming into the room. 
 
    She pulled out her pistol and started shooting at the doorway. “C’mon, Kyrie!” she yelled. 
 
    I managed to get a grip just as the spiders started shooting. One shot hit my leg and it stung like hell, but my adrenaline overpowered the pain. Kuzu took my hand and pulled me through the next doorway. She ran over to a balcony and jumped effortlessly across the alley, onto the adjacent balcony. “Come on!” she said. 
 
    “I can’t jump like that! Are you kidding me!?”  
 
    “Just try!” she said. “Get a running start.”  
 
    “I can’t hold them back!” yelled Vega—and I honestly assumed she’d been killed already. Through her mic, I could still hear her slicing and dicing inside of that black-stone beacon.  
 
    I took a deep breath. I could hear the spider horde getting closer. I had to try. So I started to sprint. I yelled as I reached the balcony and then I jumped, not looking forward to experiencing a pair of broken legs. 
 
    My jump wasn’t good enough, but luckily Kuzu managed to reach her hand out at the right moment, gripping my fingers. She gasped as the weight of my body—nearly double her weight—nearly pulled her over the ledge. I’m pretty sure I dislocated her shoulder, but she still managed to hold onto me. She pulled me up enough that I could get a hand on the balcony ledge.  
 
    Then the giant robot shot. His oversized bullets shattered that balcony, sending both of us crashing twenty-feet to the hard ground below. 
 
    But there was no pain—no pain at all. I couldn’t move anything but my neck. I was only able to turn my head to see Kuzu next to me, looking up at the sky with a look of horror on her face. So I turned to see what she was seeing, and I nearly screamed when I saw Andrei staring down at us from the sky, his face was the size of a thousand suns and he was humming the rhythm of some old Britney Spears song.  
 
    “A—Andrei?” I said. 
 
    Then he paused and looked around. “Kyrie?” he said.  
 
    “Look down here!” I said. He looked around, clueless, as if he had no idea that he was floating in the sky over the simulation.  
 
    “Down where?” he said, still looking around everywhere.  
 
    “I’m frozen,” said Vega. “I can’t move. What’s going on?”  
 
    “Andrei, what the hell are you doing?” I said. 
 
    “I’m just trying to make some modifications to the simulator. I was looking at the coding and it’s a surprisingly user-friendly code—” 
 
    “We’re in the simulator you shithead!” I said. 
 
    Then he gasped and looked around. “What? Oh God. I’m sorry. I didn’t know…” He looked back. “Oh shit. There you are. Whoops! Hold on. Let me just power you down.” He jumped up, away from the sky. Then, the world jolted and we all woke up in our simulator thrones. Andrei stood there with a red face and a toothy smile. “Sorry about that. I was just trying to add my turrets into the simulator.”  
 
    “That…” Kuzu said softly with a pale face, “was the most horrifying thing I’ve experienced in my entire life. And I’ve almost been killed in real life five different times.”  
 
    “Sorry,” Andrei blushed. 
 
    “I don’t understand what you did.” 
 
    “Well,” he said, turning to the computer. “I went in to add my turrets, and then I was looking at the code, trying to familiarize myself with its characteristics, and I saw a few ways it could be improved—simple line changes here and there. I got a bit distracted—I will admit—and then I decided to change a few values, to see how user-friendly it—” 
 
    “Don’t fuck around with the simulators, Andrei,” I said. “Kuzu’s right. That was a nightmare. Like—a literal nightmare. There were spiders everywhere—and a King Kong robot was trying to stomp us to death. In fact, I think that was worse than any nightmare I’ve actually had.”  
 
    “Okay, okay,” he said. “I won’t do it again. I’ll leave it to the professionals. I just thought that I could load my turrets into the system and do a bit of a practice run while you all slept.”  
 
    “You should be sleeping,” said Vega. “You’re going to need your rest before the skirmish tomorrow.”  
 
    “Well, I don’t usually sleep before big exams. The trick is the right amount of caffeine, timed perfectly. Some people say it’s better to sleep for eight hours—but do you know how much studying you can do in eight hours? A lot. You can read an entire textbook about four times, reading slowly and carefully.” 
 
    “This isn’t an exam,” said Vega. “It’s your life.”  
 
    Andrei was suddenly silent—and it took a lot to make Andrei silent. He bit his lip and turned away. “You’re right,” he said softly. “I’ll get some sleep… After I make a few tweaks to the turret software. This won’t happen again—I promise.” 
 
    He stuffed his hands into his pockets and walked with his head down to the door. “Goodnight, Andrei,” I said. 
 
    He didn’t reply as he left.  
 
    There was a long silence, and then Kuzu said, “I’m not sure I’ll be able to sleep after that. I’m definitely going to have nightmares.”  
 
    “On the bright side,” said Vega, “tomorrow’s battle won’t be nearly as crazy as that—as long as we stick to proven tactics—and as long as everyone follows their orders. She turned to look into my eyes. 
 
    “What?” I said with a grin. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    She just kept glaring into my eyes, already angry at me for something I hadn’t even done yet. But I was determined to prove to her that I could be a good boy. I could control myself. I could stop myself from being a lawless cowboy out on the Kentaurus battlefield… At least I was pretty sure I could control myself. 

  

 
   
    CHAPTER VII 
 
    I couldn’t decide if Trix was exactly what I was expecting or not at all what I was expecting: blue hair, tattoos speckled all over her body—including one on her face. When I walked into the portal, seeing her for the first time, she stared into my eyes and grinned, showing off her teeth as she gnawed on a piece of pink bubblegum. She just kept staring at me, almost as if she was trying to win a staring contest. 
 
    There was something slightly off about her. Maybe it was her absurdly long fake eyelashes—or the fact that she wasn’t dressed like the other girls; she wasn’t wearing the issued uniform. Instead, she had long belts of heavy shells strewn across her chest. She wasn’t wearing the black armor bodysuit. She was wearing a red bralette and tiny pair of red booty shorts. But most peculiar of all were her black stockings and fingerless gloves, which at a glance looked like… lingerie. They were black fishnets—not armor at all. The outfit wasn’t protective; it wasn’t meant to be protective.  
 
    I found myself remembering the first time I saw Eris and Vega and Ilyra, down on Earth, thinking that they were a group of Instagram cosplay hoes before realizing they were the real deal.  
 
    Trix looked like a character that had just stumbled out of a comic convention. Her outfit was hardly practical… or maybe it was somehow more practical, assuming she wasn’t too worried about being shot at. She had a massive gun in her hands: some sort of rocket launcher—but it wasn’t as big as the heavy piece of artillery on her back. I couldn’t understand how her tiny body could hold so much weight. The seemingly homemade bombs around her waist looked heavy enough—devices straight out of some Taliban basement.  
 
    I found myself inching away from her, worried she was going to suddenly blow herself up along with the rest of us. Now I understood why Kentaurus was such a wasteland. It was where she fought most of her battles. It was one of few maps perfectly suited to her playstyle, which I understood to be ‘blow everything up’. “It’s so great to be back,” she said with a raspy voice. It wasn’t the rasp of a chain-smoker. It was the rasp you would expect from a girl who sings lead in some heavy metal screamo band to have after a show. Hell, I wouldn’t have been surprised to discover Trix was the lead singer of a heavy metal screamo band.  
 
    She went up to the window, squeezing herself up against Vega to peer out at Kentaurus. She bounced up and down. Her tail fluttered and her ears suddenly went erect, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she was aroused. Even Vega inched away from her, worried she was going to set a bomb off in her state of excitement. She turned to us with that big smile. “Ready to blow shit up?” She bit down on her lip and her legs wobbled like a toddler who had to pee.  
 
    “We’re going to stick to the plan,” said Vega. “We’ll take it slow and steady. We beat them to Beacon Bravo and set up our traps…” 
 
    “We know the plan, Vega,” Trix said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “I’m just going over it quickly before the door unlocks,” she said. “Trix, you will go deep and lay your bombs down in their territory. Andrei will set up a turret at Bravo before dropping back to Alpha to set up his other two. Kyrie, you know your spot to watch Kuzu. Keep her shields up and find a good opportunity to set cameras up down the alleys, just like we practiced… before Andrei showed up.” 
 
    “Sorry again about that,” he said. 
 
    Andrei was sweating. His jaw was trembling as he breathed slowly in and out. He looked like an inmate on his way to the electric chair. Trix seemed to think his state of horror was funny. She giggled and gave him a firm slap on the back. “Relax, human,” she said. “With me out there, you won’t even see one of their guys.” She winked. There was a symbol on her cheekbone. At first, I thought it was a sticker, and then I realized it was a tattoo. It appeared to be a question mark. 
 
    “Doors open in five,” said Vega.  
 
    “I just can’t wait!” Trix said, hopping up and down. I will admit that I let my gaze move down to her butt, which was now bouncing, uncovered save for the small strip covering her butt crack. There was a tattoo on her right butt cheek: a black circle, which upon closer inspection was a bomb, similar to something you would see in an old Bomberman videogame.  
 
    She looked back at me and gave me a little wink. “Excited, human?”  
 
    “I guess so,” I said.  
 
    “You guess so?” she said. 
 
    “I’m interested to see what you can do,” I said.  
 
    She bit down on her lip and heaved out her breasts. “You want to see what I can do, huh? It might be more than you can handle.” She winked again before giggling.  
 
    “I adapt quickly,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t put ideas in the human’s head,” Vega growled softly under her breath. “He’s easily distracted. He needs to focus.” Then she looked at me. “This is your first time playing support. It’s an important role and you have to do a lot more than just land a few headshots. We’re all going to be counting on you for map vision, and to keep Kuzu’s shields up so we can have a tank when we go to capture. Got it?” 
 
    “I know, I know,” I said. “I’m totally focused.” 
 
    “Then stop looking at her butt, Kyrie!” 
 
    And maybe I was taking a quick look at the tattoo on her butt again—and the other tattoo on the other side: a piece of text that read, ‘Boom, Boom, out go the lights.’ “You know that’s a song on Earth.” 
 
    “What is?” Trix asked. 
 
    “Boom, Boom, Out Go the Lights,” I said. “I can’t remember the band name. It’s an old song.”  
 
    “You like my tattoos, human?” she asked, reaching back and grabbing a handful of her own ass and lifting it up.  
 
    “Trix!” Vega snapped. I was starting to think that Vega was getting jealous… Or maybe she was legitimately concerned that we weren’t focusing before one of the most important skirmishes in recent Lagolian history. Capturing Kentaurus was a big deal. It was a map that the Lagolians knew how to defend; they’d done it successfully for eighteen straight months, after all.  
 
    And if I wanted to have a good out, then securing Kentaurus was a must. If I could help them take that moon and that star system, I could say, ‘That’s enough for me.’ In fact, Trix probably would have been thrilled if they went back to defending Kentaurus every two days. I’d never seen a more excited Lagolian in my three weeks on Lunar Alpha.  
 
    “Two minutes,” said Vega. 
 
    Andrei was whispering to himself under his breath, but his words were being picked up by his mic. “My mom said I can do anything. I can do this. Mom told me anything is possible. This is possible. I can do this.” He paced back and forth. His turrets were leaning against the wall. 
 
    “Keep it in your head, Andrei,” I said.   
 
    “Oh. Sorry,” he said. But twenty seconds later, he was doing it again, just quieter, apparently forgetting that the little device in his ear was also a very sensitive microphone.  
 
    “One minute,” said Vega. 
 
    Andrei went to his guns and grunted as he picked them up. He had a clipping mechanism to hold one on his back, and then he held the other two with clenched fists. If he was going to keep fighting these battles, his extra chub was going to be muscle in no time.  
 
    I looked down at my Ryon Shield Support Rifle. I was a bit bummed out that I wouldn’t be rocking something that was made for killing, but the point was to win, not to boost my kill-death-ratio, or my level. 
 
    “Here we go,” said Vega as the lock clunked and the door swayed open on its hinges. The brisk, dry Kentaurus air was startling—not at all like it felt in the simulation. The bunnies didn’t seem to notice as they bounced onto the battlefield, rushing down that narrow street towards Beacon Bravo.  
 
    I started running and then I noticed Andrei was frozen still. “C’mon, buddy. Let’s go. We have to hurry.”  
 
    “I—I’m not going to die, am I?” he said with a trembling jaw. 
 
    “That depends on whether or not you hurry the hell up. Come on!”  
 
    He shook his head like a dog coming out of a lake, and then he started huffing with his heavy gear, brushing by me as he rushed down towards Beacon Bravo. It was more important for him to get there before me. His turret was going to be protecting the building that connected the right alleyway with the surprise flank into Beacon Bravo: a flank that we didn’t want to leave exposed.  
 
    I knew Andrei was going to be slow, but I wasn’t expecting him to be this slow. “Come on, man! Run like your life depends on it!” I said as I passed him. 
 
    “I’m trying, Kyr!” he gasped. And he was already out of breath. It didn’t help that he was lugging about one-hundred and forty pounds of gear.  
 
    “You’re about a quarter way there. Just keep going.” I had to leave him behind. I couldn’t wait up for him and leave Kuzu without a support. And I couldn’t wait to get the cameras down on the flanks. 
 
    It took me five minutes to reach my spot at the back end of that long street, behind that concrete barricade where I could see Kuzu parked in front of Beacon Bravo, which was in the middle of an old, battered cul-du-sac.  
 
    “I’m in position,” I said.  
 
    “Me too,” said Kuzu.  
 
    “I’m behind enemy lines now,” Vega said. If they’re coming down mid, I’ll know any second now. Nothing yet…”  
 
    I looked around, wondering where Trix had gone off to. As far as I was aware, she didn’t have any orders. She was just supposed to go plant bombs, though Vega never specified where. I guess that was left up to her own discretion.  
 
    “I hear something,” whispered Vega. “Sounds like at least one sneaking up mid. I’m going into cover.”  
 
    “Alright, Kyrie,” said Kuzu. “I think that’s your cue to get your cameras down.”  
 
    “Roger that,” I said, springing to my feet. My heart was racing. I always hated going off on my own. And this was the scariest map to be alone on: so many buildings and tall walls—and corners everywhere. It was impossible to secure every turn. Walking through a doorway was like rolling dice, and there were doorways everywhere. 
 
    But I had to follow my orders to impress Vega. So I slipped left, tiptoeing into that first building, which was in even worse shape than it was in the simulation. In fact, I hardly recognized it. The door I took in the simulation was now buried in a pile of rubble, so I had to find another way around to the alley. It meant going up a flight of stairs, through two rooms, and then down another flight of stairs. It took longer than expected, and each second that went by was a second closer to the Nekrol troops being in our territory.  
 
    I had to move quickly.  
 
    I found an opening into the alley. I bit down on my tongue as I stepped out, half-expecting a crew of skeletal warriors to be standing there. But the alley was empty. I shot a camera down, loaded the image up on my screen, and then I started trucking across the map, back to that main street so I could start my way through the ruined labyrinth that was Kentaurus.  
 
    “Three mid,” whispered Vega. “I saw two infantry and a mech. Not sure where the other two are hiding.”  
 
    “Nothing coming down left flank, yet,” I whispered back.  
 
    “What about right?” 
 
    “I’m on my way there now,” I said.  
 
    “They aren’t attacking the beacon yet,” said Kuzu, and as she said it, the bell tolled in the air. The Nekrol captured Beacon Charlie, as expected. But the expected sound of the bell still made me jump and gasp. It made Andrei scream into his mic like a frightened little girl.  
 
    “Are you okay, Andrei?” asked Kuzu. 
 
    “Oh, I’m fine. That noise just startled me,” he said, completely out of breath. “I can see you now. I’m… Going to… set up the first turret.” He sounded like he was crawling on his hands and knees, like he just finished running a marathon after nine months of inactivity.  
 
    Kuzu giggled at his expense. 
 
    “Get it up quickly. You’ve only got a minute—maybe less,” whispered Vega.  
 
    I reached the street. I saw Andrei from behind, slipping into one of the buildings. He had the map memorized, maybe better than me. He was going left, and now, I needed to go right. Once again, I was slipping into the unknown: going into a building filled with corners and turns and drops and exposed floors overhead. Every single building in that ruined city was a deathtrap.  
 
    My butt must have been getting a workout from staying clenched as I tiptoed through that large maze. I was getting closer to that alleyway. The route was mostly familiar: a bit crumblier than in the simulation. The bridge between those two upstairs doors was a bit narrower, and I could feel bits breaking off with every step I took. Then I reached the stairway, which was partially blown up, so the stairs were more like a rocky ramp. I lost my footing slightly and nearly slid down. “Shit,” I whispered.  
 
    Then I located that balcony that looked down at the alleyway. I thought about shooting a camera out from where I was, so I wouldn’t have to poke my head out and risk having it blown off. But Vega had said there were three going down mid, so it seemed unlikely that the other two would be this far down the right flank already. I cautiously stuck out my head. 
 
    The alley was quiet, so I lined up my shot and launched a camera at the far wall, giving me a new view down that whole flank. “Right is quiet,” I whispered. 
 
    “Make your way back—slowly. And watch out for Trix’s bombs.” 
 
    My heart bounced and fell down into my stomach. I hadn’t even considered the possibility of stepping on one of her terrifying bombs. I looked down at my feet. I could see footprints in the dust: small footprints, a Lagolian shoe. They were fresh.  
 
    I turned to head back up those stairs, to get back to that bridge so I could get back to my position at mid.  
 
    Then, an enemy jumped out at me, arms in the air, lunging towards me like a football player trying to sack the quarterback. I screamed and winced away, dropping my rifle. 
 
    “Boo!” Trix yelled before bursting into a fit of laughter. She covered her lips with both of her hands as she giggled like a schoolgirl.  
 
    “You just about gave me a fucking heart attack!” I said. “And you’re lucky I didn’t shoot you!” 
 
    “Oh, relax. Quit being a baby,” she said. “You should be more careful where you’re going.” 
 
    “I’m trying to be fast,” I said.  
 
    She giggled again. Then I skirted by her, off to that crumbly ramp up to the next floor. “Wait!” she said. She jogged up next to me. “Got your cameras set up?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    “Let me see,” she said, leaning over me. Her ears brushed my face and I got a good whiff of her perfume… which I’m pretty sure was men’s cologne. It certainly wasn’t a girly smell—more like leather and whiskey than flowers and vanilla. “Good angles,” she said. “See that there?” Then she used her fingers to zoom in on my screen (which I didn’t know how to do until that very moment). “That’s one of my bombs!” And sure enough, there was a small black square on the ground, obscured in the dust of that shelled-out map. “Stay here with me, so I can watch your screen.” 
 
    “I need to get back to Kuzu,” I said. 
 
    “I’m fine for now,” Kuzu said. “Mid’s still clear. If Trix needs you, stay with her. Just be ready to run back when I call for you.”  
 
    Trix smiled big, then she reached a finger gently into her ear. She tilted her head to the side and fiddled with her earpiece before nodding at me to lean in. I’m not sure why, but I followed her quiet command. She put her finger into my ear and smiled. “Your camera and mic and turned off now.”  
 
    “Why?” I said.  
 
    “Because it’s more fun this way,” she grinned. “Besides, I want to get to know you—not with the general and the queen listening in. So tell me about yourself, Kyrie.” She stared into my eyes and casually leaned back on a ruined wall. She blew a bubble, letting it pop on her face before using her tongue to pull it back into her mouth.  
 
    “You’re going to get us in a lot of trouble,” I said. “How do you turn this thing back on?”  
 
    “Oh, c’mon, Kyrie! I saw the footage from Cygnus. You’re no square. Don’t let Vega get to you. It’s good to challenge her from time to time—and to keep her on her feet.” She winked again. I hated that I was now ‘offline’. I could imagine General Dryas and Queen Syabus sitting in that war room, freaking out, thinking we got ourselves blown up or something.  
 
    “I really think we should just turn the comms back on,” I said.  
 
    “Boo,” she said, waving me off. “Don’t worry so much. This is such an easy map.” And then, as if on cue, the little device on her waist beeped. A red button glowed and she looked down at her little pad. She pressed a button with a playful finger and then the map rumbled. Dust fell down from the old cement ceiling. The boom was loud and deep. She giggled. “See? They’re already down to four guys,” she said, doing a cute little curtsy.  
 
    And was it really that simple? Had she really just blown a Nekrol unit to smithereens?  
 
    “Now put your gun down for me so I can watch the screen. Your friend’s turret has the left flank covered. Kuzu has the beacon covered. And let’s face it: Vega can probably deal with the last four guys on her own. So let’s just play it cool. We’ll stay here and watch the right flank.” She took my gun and placed it down on a long wooden table, which was in surprisingly fine condition, though she had to wipe about an inch of dust off of it before setting the gun down, screen-side up.  
 
    She bent over slightly, and it almost seemed like she was making a point of showing me her butt, like an animal in the woods, trying to seduce a mating partner.  
 
    But surely, she wasn’t trying to seduce me in the middle of a skirmish. Was she? We were on a time limit. We had to capture Beacon Bravo and Beacon Alpha in the next twenty-five minutes. We didn’t have time to be fooling around.  
 
    Though it was hard to look away from her butt, with her back curled down and her white cotton tail perked up into the air. She planted her elbows on the table and her chin onto her hands. She hummed gently while watching my screen.  
 
    “Alright,” I said. “I’d better make my way back to mid.” 
 
    “You heard Kuzu,” she said. “We can hang out here for a while. I’ll give you the secret to Kentaurus, Kyrie. The secret is patience.” She looked back at me and smiled. “It doesn’t have to be boring if you don’t want it to be. Let’s…” She bit down on her lip and shrugged her shoulders. “Get to know each other.” She winked again. 
 
    Now, I was positive that she was trying to seduce me. And Goddamnit—how could I resist her?  
 
    I cleared my throat and looked around. “What do you want to know?” I asked.  
 
    “I heard you have a really big dick. Is that true?”  
 
    She turned to look at me. She had a big grin on her face, as if the question was a joke. But I wasn’t so sure that it was. “I think I should really be getting back to mid. Can you turn my comms system back on?”  
 
    “I really thought you would be fun,” she said. 
 
    I paused for a moment. I thought about Vega, and then I looked at her bent-over body. “I am fun,” I said, trying not to stare too much at that tattooed ass.  
 
    “Prove it,” she said.  
 
    “I’ll prove it later,” I said. “They’re throwing a party if—I mean—when we win.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “What are you, Mr. Life of the Party? Who cares about that? Prove it to me now. Prove to me that you’re fun.”  
 
    I laughed and shook my head. “How?” I said.  
 
    “How’s about I dare you to do something?” she asked with eyes that were suddenly big and bright.  
 
    “Like what?” I said. 
 
    “Take off your clothes and run to Beacon Charlie and back,” she said, giggling. 
 
    “Are you nuts? They would blow me to pieces.”  
 
    “Does Vega blow you to pieces?” she grinned. 
 
    I stuttered, turning red all over. “I thought Lagolians didn’t know about oral sex,” I said. 
 
    She shook her head and laughed. “Who said that? My God, Kyrie, you’ve been hanging out with some boring girls. You should hang out with me and my friends.”  
 
    “Sure. Later. Just do me a favor and turn on my mic and camera again, before they think I’m dead.”  
 
    “Maybe I will, maybe I won’t,” she said with pouty lips.  
 
    “C’mon, Trix,” I said.  
 
    “How’s about we make a deal?” she said.  
 
    “What’s the deal?” I asked reluctantly.  
 
    “Fuck my brains out and I’ll turn your mic back on.” She giggled, and I thought that she was joking until she reached back and picked the little strip of fabric out from her butt crack, exposing both of her little holes under her tail. She swayed her hips from side to side. My heart raced furiously. I could feel a fist-sized lump swelling inside of my throat. 
 
    “You really are crazy,” I said. 
 
    She nodded her head. “C’mon, Kyrie. Prove to me that you can be fun. Fuck me with your big dick.”  
 
    “Maybe later,” I said. 
 
    “Loser,” she said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “What?” I snapped. “We’re literally in a battle right now. There are five Nekrol troops hunting us down right now.” 
 
    “Four,” she said. “I already killed one.’  
 
    “This is crazy,” I said.  
 
    “Then fuck the crazy out of me, Kyrie,” she said with the big eyes of a lunatic. Though I had to admit that she was a pretty hot lunatic. I’d never fucked a girl with face tattoos before. She wasn’t exactly my type, but right now my cock was telling me otherwise. I was rock hard and throbbing, unable to look away from her tight pussy, which was still exposed, with her little outfit tucked next to her plump lips.  
 
    “You’re going to get me into a lot of shit,” I said.  
 
    “Oh, relax,” she grinned. “If you’re fast enough, nobody will even notice.”  
 
    I couldn’t believe myself. I couldn’t believe I was letting her corrupt me like that. And maybe it was partially my own fault. I got a bit… aroused when she bent over to look at my gun’s screen. She could probably smell it. In a way, I probably seduced her with my ‘pheromones’, as the Lagolians liked to put it.  
 
    I knew that I would be crazy to take her up on the totally inappropriate offer, and I would be just as crazy to turn it down. So I went with option number one, telling myself that I could be quick. I already felt like I was on the verge of coming just from the sight of her fit body.  
 
    “You’re seriously crazy,” I said as I slid up behind her and put my hands on her hips. I gently rubbed her soft skin and she curled her back down further, pressing her bum into my lap to feel my bulge between her perky butt cheeks. She giggled and purred.  
 
    “It is big,” she said.  
 
    “You’re definitely helping,” I whispered.  
 
    “Why are you whispering?” she said. “You know I’m going to start screaming when you start fucking me, right? There’s no point in whispering.”  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. It almost seemed like she wanted to get as close to death as possible. She wanted this to be a gamble. She wanted me to have a heart attack.  
 
    I reached down and slipped my cock out from my pants, letting it bounce out into the cool Kentaurus air. Like a proper slut, she reached back and grabbed it, as if she just had to feel it with her hand. She squeezed it and moaned. “Oh my God,” she said. “It’s actually so big… Lagolians don’t get this big.”  
 
    I laughed nervously as she stroked my cock. “I thought there were no Lagolian men—so how would you really know?”  
 
    “There are plenty of old men,” she said. I shook my head, immediately expelling the thoughts from my mind. She seemed to think my reaction was hilarious. “Relax, Kyrie—I’m not that much of a slut.” Then she took my cock and pressed my tip against her hole. “Oh god,” she groaned again. She swayed her bum from side to side, letting my tip part her cute lips. She kept her fingers around my cock, squeezing tightly as if she was afraid that I was going to run away. She backed herself up hard. Her pussy mashed against my tip for a few seconds before I penetrated her suddenly, making her gasp. 
 
    “Oh, fuck yes!” she yelled. And she really wasn’t kidding. She really wasn’t holding back. If there was a Nekrol unit within one hundred meters of us, our position was certainly compromised. Though I suppose this wasn’t a horrible way to die. If I had to choose a way to die, being executed while fucking a hot, tight slut was high on the list… 
 
    I pushed in deep, watching as her tight lips stretched wide to accommodate my thick girth. She moaned blissfully, finally letting go with her hand so that she could press her palms against the table to push her shoulders further into the air. 
 
    “Fuck me, Kyrie! Fuck me, fuck me, fuck me, fuck me!”  
 
    I grabbed her hips and held her still while I rammed my cock deep into her body. I didn’t know I could get this hard. I felt like I had a steel rod where my dick was supposed to be. And with each penetration, she screamed louder. I felt her tight vaginal walls clenching my shaft, quivering and drooling as euphoria overwhelmed her bunny body.  
 
    “Pull my ears,” she said, leaning her head back. So I grabbed onto her long ears. “Pull them, Kyrie! Pull them hard! Oh God! Yes! Just like that! Fuck my little pussy. I’m coming, Kyrie! Oh God! I’m coming! Don’t fucking stop! I’m coming! Pull my ears!”  
 
    I was really pulling her ears. How she wasn’t in pain… I have no idea. I felt like I was about to snap her neck, but she didn’t seem to care. She apparently liked it. And she liked every inch of my thick cock, sliding in and out of her body.  
 
    I felt her coming. Lagolian girls came very obviously. Their slits quivered and clenched and then they gushed. At first, I thought it was just a Vega thing—maybe a leaky connection down there somewhere. But I was quickly learning that Lagolian ladies gushed half a pint of fluid with every orgasm. Maybe it had something to do with the weird way that they ovulated… I had no idea, and I had a feeling that I wasn’t smart enough to understand it even if someone explained it to me.  
 
    “Oh, fuck! That feels so fucking good! Pound my cunt, Kyrie! Pound my slutty little cunt!” She had a fowl mouth, but I wasn’t about to complain. She liked it when I slapped her on the ass. And she liked it when I put my hands around her throat and squeezed. 
 
    Then she gasped suddenly. I didn’t think much of it until I saw what she was seeing: a Nekrol scout standing in the doorway at the other end of the room. 
 
    I froze, completely panicked like a deer in front of a speeding semi. Thankfully, Trix didn’t hesitate. She reached down and grabbed the device strapped to her waist and quickly pressed a button. A fiery explosion made us both wince away as the concrete doorway disintegrated around the Nekrol scout. A Nekrol gun, attached to a Nekrol arm, flew by us as cement crumbled into a small mountain over the space where the scout had been standing. 
 
    Now, the dust was settling. I was still frozen in the exact same spot, still with my cock inside of Trix’s body. She wiped the dust off of her face and then she looked back at me.  
 
    “Well?” she said. “Don’t just stop. Finish!”  
 
    I was too scared to move, so she started it back up for me, bouncing against my lap, massaging my cock with her tight pussy—and it really didn’t take long after that. I groaned and then I filled her slutty pussy with a heavy creampie.  
 
    I pulled out, letting my cum spill out of her. She stood upright and spread her legs, giggling as the substance fell to the ground. Then she put her bottoms back where they went and looked over at the pile of Nekrol bits in the doorway. “Close call,” she said.  
 
    “Turn my comms thing on, please,” I said. My heart hadn’t stopped racing. There was a good chance I was having a real heart attack—or at the very least a full-blown panic attack. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and stepped up to me. She stood up on her tippytoes and reached into my ear. “Better put your cock away before I turn your camera back on.” 
 
    I hesitated for a moment and then I scrambled to stuff my cock back into my pants. She giggled one more time before turning away from me.  
 
    “—fire on my position,” said Kuzu, as her feed was once again coming into my ear. 
 
    I perked up and grabbed my rifle, quickly checking my cameras. 
 
    “Hold them back,” whispered Vega.  
 
    “I’m coming!” I said. 
 
    “Kyrie! Is that you? Oh thank God! I thought you stepped on one of Trix’s bombs!” said Kuzu as her machinegun roared into her microphone.  
 
    “I’ll be there in two minutes. Just hold them back.”  
 
    Trix waved at me with a blushing smile. I nodded at her and then started my journey back to my post.  
 
    “Twenty-one minutes left until our window is closed,” said Vega. And I was shocked to hear the remaining time. Had I only been with Trix for a few minutes? I was sure that I lasted at least five minutes… but maybe it was more like two… or maybe even one. I felt my face turning red. At least the Lagolians thought premature ejaculation was a compliment… 
 
    I crossed that narrow bridge and I stumbled down the stairs, until I was out on the street, looking down at Kuzu, who was firing at two approaching units—and taking fire from both of them. 
 
    “Shields are getting low, Kyrie!” she said. 
 
    “I got you,” I said, turning my dial to Shield Regeneration mode. It was weird aiming at my own teammate. It was surprisingly hard to pull the trigger. I had to double-check to make sure I hadn’t turned the dial too far, to ‘attack’ mode. Then, once I was sure I was properly set up, I fired at her. A bolt of cyan light shot from the tip of my rifle and connected with her back. Her shields glowed for a moment while my gun cooled down. It chimed softly when it was ready to shoot again, so I took another shot at Kuzu’s back, making her glow again. 
 
    “Thanks, Kyrie!” she said. 
 
    Keeping her shields up was surprisingly simple. Her large mech body was easy to hit. It was a bit harder to check my cameras while keeping her shields up. 
 
    “Shields are back up to eighty percent,” said Kuzu.  
 
    I figured that was high enough for me to switch my focus and fire a few ‘attack’ shots off at the bad guys. I turned the dial and jumped out from my cover. I ran down the street to the next concrete barricade. Now, I could see that whole cul-du-sac—and I could see the pair of advancing infantry units.  
 
    So maybe I was breaking my orders a little bit. I was supposed to sit back and keep her shields up—and nothing else. But it was frighteningly boring back in cover, taking easy pot shots at the world’s biggest target. I knew that I could be more useful while staying almost just as safe. I lined one of the infantry units up in my scope. I took a shot, missing. It wasn’t quite so easy to aim that heavy rifle. 
 
    So I tried again, missing again. This time, I caught their attention.  
 
    “What are you doing, Kyrie?” Kuzu asked, looking back at me for a brief moment before turning back to the bad guys. 
 
    “I thought I would try to help while your shields were up,” I said. 
 
    “Kyrie!” Vega snapped in my ear, making me jump. “Stick to the plan!”  
 
    Then we all heard the loud boom. The ground rumbled and dust came down from the windowsills above. I looked down at my screen and saw the settling of rocks and robot bits down the right flank before Trix announced, “Three down!” Then she giggled. “I think the dummies forgot what my bombs look like.”  
 
    “Good work, Trix!” said Kuzu. “And that means we have the last two guys here, in the plaza.”  
 
    “Just hold them,” said Vega. “If you can keep them pinned, I can swing back and steal alpha.”  
 
    “Roger that, Vanessa!” said Kuzu with a giggle. It was the third time I’d heard the Lagolians teasing Vega with the nickname. They apparently thought it was funny that she had an ‘Earth name’. And now, I swear I could hear her face turning red through her mic.  
 
    “Watch for bombs, girly,” said Trix.  
 
    The infantry units started firing on me, making me duck behind cover. Their bullets chipped the cement barricade. Kuzu tried to redirect them back to her. She fired on them, but they managed to skirt her, getting into cover while still putting pressure on me.  
 
    Kuzu sidestepped in front of me, using her shield to absorb the gunfire. “Get back, Kyrie,” she said, blasting at them while they worked away on her shields. 
 
    So I popped out of cover and started sprinting back. By the time I reached the old barricade, her shields were down—and once they were down, they couldn’t be brought back. “Shit. Sorry,” I said. 
 
    “It’s fine,” she said. “But, uh, I might need to abandon the mech. I’ve got two different alarms going off.” I could hear the dinging from my spot. Now I was feeling guilty. It took a lot of time to fix those mechs, and a lot of manpower. General Dryas wasn’t going to be happy. Queen Syabus wasn’t going to be happy. I was going to have some explaining to do: another blunder because I couldn’t follow simple orders.  
 
    “Fifteen minutes,” said Vega. “I’m at Beacon Alpha. Hold them for five minutes while I complete the takeover.”  
 
    Kuzu screamed as she hopped out from her mech and ran into cover. The pair of Nekrol infantry units were firing on her. I remembered I had a smoke-screen projectile. There had never been a better time to use it. I aimed down that street, turned the dial, and fired with a loud, deep pop. A canister blasted out from my gun and lobbed over Kuzu’s head. Smoke billowed out, puffing in every direction as there wasn’t a breeze to pull it into a smoke wall.  
 
    “Thanks, Kyrie,” Kuzu said, hopping to her feet and jogging back towards me. But now Beacon Bravo was left undefended, and we couldn’t see the remaining pair of enemies.  
 
    “You okay?” I asked as she jumped behind cover with me. I put my hand on her shoulder and she looked into my eyes. Then her eyes narrowed and she looked down at my lap. 
 
    “What’s that smell?” she said. I tried my hardest not to turn red. She was probably smelling Trix’s pussy on my cock.  
 
    I cleared my throat and shrugged my shoulders. “Let’s find another angle on Bravo,” I said. 
 
    “Just hide,” said Vega. “They don’t have the time or the manpower to capture two beacons now. They’re going to use the last few minutes to do as much damage as they can.”  
 
    And sure enough, one of the Nekrol warriors stepped through the smoke, scanning side to side. His green eyes were glowing bright as he located us behind that barricade. He didn’t waste a moment, firing on the barricade, sending cement chips and dust in the air as we both flattened ourselves down on the ground. Instinctively, I pulled Kuzu close to me and covered her head with my arm.  
 
    “Taking fire!” I said.  
 
    “Get into hiding!” Vega barked.  
 
    I looked around as gunfire rained down around us. There was a doorway across the road, leading into that interior building maze. It was a great place to hide, though I wasn’t too familiar with the layout. I grabbed Kuzu’s hand and waited for a break in the shooting—waiting for him to be out of ammo, even though I knew that they could reload in seconds.  
 
    “Let’s go!” I shouted, pulling her by the hand. The scene felt strangely similar to the simulation, when we were running away together from the horde of glitchy robot spiders. Though now there were real consequences. Now, we were running for our lives. The Nekrol didn’t have enough time to win, but they still had plenty of time to kill—to take one or two of us out so that the Lagolians would have to scramble to regroup again, like when the Lagolians were ripped to shreds on Alpha Centauri.  
 
    We reached the doorway as he started firing again. I felt a bullet skim my calf as we got inside, but I was surging with too much adrenaline to notice that I was bleeding. “Which way?” she said. 
 
    “Up,” I said. There was a staircase up to a top floor. There was a good chance there was a dead-end up there, but every direction was its own gamble. We rushed up the stairs and were met with a series of doorways. Two had working doors. The other two doors were chunks of wood on the ground. “This way. C’mon.” I pulled her into what used to be a bedroom long, long ago. There was a hole in the wall, leading into the next apartment’s bathroom.  
 
    We could hear the Nekrol unit downstairs. His joints were heavy gears that whirred loudly with each step, and each time he turned his head. He wasn’t designed for stealth; he was strictly designed to kill as ruthlessly as possible.  
 
    “Shh,” Kuzu said, putting her finger to her lips. 
 
    I probably should have stayed completely still. Instead, I decided to try to step over to that hole, to get into that bathroom. My foot made a floorboard creak, and that was enough to alert the enemy below. He started shooting up through the ceiling. Kuzu let out a small scream, diving to the side as bullets shot up, all around us.  
 
    She took out her pistol and started shooting down at the floor, using her other hand to cover her face as plumes of dust blasted in every direction. I tried firing a few shots with my rifle, though that thing wasn’t really made for combat. It was so heavy and clunky—great for regenerating a shield and firing cameras onto walls—shit for killing robot murderers.  
 
    I decided to ditch the gun. I grabbed Kuzu by the arm and tugged her, pulling her through that hole and rushing her away from the barrage of gunfire. “Let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
    But we could hear the Nekrol warrior tracking us from below, stomping loudly on the ground. His metal body must have weighed five hundred pounds.  
 
    We tried being sneaky, but he found us again, firing up and peppering the floor with holes. I don’t know how he didn’t land at least one shot.  
 
    I spotted a staircase and decided to make a run for it. I grabbed Kuzu again and tugged her along. Her fingers gripped my hand tight as she bounced over a pile of rubble and narrowly dodged a stream of Nekrol gunfire. We rushed down the steps and moved around the bend—but we weren’t fast enough. 
 
    Now, we were face-to-face with a Nekrol warrior, just finishing his reload. He didn’t have a jaw or a mouth, but somehow it looked like he was smiling, enjoying the dread and horror on our faces as he raised his gun and prepared to fire. 
 
    Then there was a roar and a hot burst behind us, making us both wince to the side. The Nekrol’s body jolted and clattered back into a wall. Wires short-circuited and his limbs began to separate as lead penetrated every inch of his skeletal body.  
 
    Finally, the thing fell to the ground and Andrei’s turret stopped shooting. Smoke billowed out from the tip of the A.I. gun. Kuzu and I both turned to look at the silly contraption, which had just saved our lives.  
 
    We were both speechless. We turned and looked at each other, then we looked at the Nekrol corpse, which was twitching slightly as sparked gushed in every direction.  
 
    A moment later, the building rattled with a loud boom. Dust fell from the ceiling and then Trix giggled into her mic. “That’s four for Trix!”  
 
    The battle was won before we even captured that second beacon.  
 
    Every Nekrol troop was dead, and Kentaurus once again belonged to the Lagolians.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER VIII 
 
    We were met with applause as we left the portal. General Dryas was—thankfully—oblivious to the fact that I made two major fuckups that nearly got us all killed; first when I let my guard down to fuck Trix, and second when I left my post to try to register a kill before the end of the game. She shook Vega’s hand and then gave Kuzu a hug. “Are you okay?”  
 
    “I’m fine. The mech will need some work though,” Kuzu said.  
 
    “It can’t be as bad as last time,” said General Dryas. 
 
    Kuzu scratched the side of her head. “It took at least three heavy shots to the engine block.”  
 
    “I can fill in until her mech is finished!” said Petra, leaping forward from behind the crowd of Lagolian officials. She clasped her hands behind her back and turned her chin up high, putting on a confident smile. She had been waiting like a fox for her opportunity to throw her name into the mix.  
 
    Dryas turned to Petra and hesitated for a moment. She must have been going through all of the options in her head. “We really need a mech for Eubuleus,” she said with a polite smile.  
 
    “Actually,” said Petra without budging her confident posture, “we’ve been running Eubuleus simulations without a mech. The map is well suited for additional infantry.” Her replies were strangely rehearsed. Her eagerness to get onto the battlefield was almost as curious as Trix’s eagerness to get onto the battlefield.  
 
    General Dryas stood and thought for a while. She turned to look at Vega, and then she turned to look at me, as if I would have any input on the subject. I knew nothing about Eubuleus. I hadn’t even reviewed the map yet—though Vega had told me to a number of times over the past week.  
 
    “I’ll consider it,” said General Dryas. “I’ll have to look at the numbers, but… maybe it could work.” 
 
    Petra pumped her fist and let out a small squeak like a mouse before pressing her lips thin and nodding her head. “I won’t let you down, General.” She turned and walked away with her hands still clasped behind her back before breaking character and running with her hands out at her sides like a 70s teenager trying to make a run at Paul McCartney as he walked from the stadium to his tour bus.  
 
    Vega came up behind me, putting her hand on my back. She looked into my eyes. “Good work today, Kyrie,” she smiled. “Though I don’t want to keep reminding you: you need to stick to the plan, even if you think your ideas are better.”  
 
    “I know, I know,” I said. “I had a small lapse of judgement.”  
 
    “You’re lucky to be alive,” she said.  
 
    “I’m just glad we won. But, uh, maybe for the next battle, I can switch back to the Ryon Long Rifle. I don’t know if this whole support thing is really for me. It’s kind of… boring.”  
 
    “It’s not about being exciting,” she said.  
 
    “I know, but it’s—” 
 
    “I know you’re not really a play-it-safe kind of guy, Kyrie. But you need to figure out how to become one, because one of these days you won’t be so lucky.” She put her hands on my shoulders and took a step closer to me. Her lips parted and she was just about to speak—then she hesitated. She looked down at my crotch and then she looked back up at me. “Kyrie,” she growled. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Why do you smell like Trix?” she whispered.  
 
    “Huh?” I said.  
 
    “Your dick smells like Trix, Kyrie. Don’t play coy with me.” 
 
    “It does? That’s weird,” I said.  
 
    She took a deep breath. Then she grabbed my wrist and pulled me away from that crowd of celebrators. She took me down the hall, to a door that went into the empty war room, where the queen and General Dryas had just been watching the action on the screens. I thought that she was going to pull up footage from the match. My heart was pounding, worried I was about to be caught, even though I’d already been caught. But she didn’t go to the computer screen. Instead, she slipped out from her tight black outfit and let it fall down to the floor, leaving her naked.  
 
    “W—What are you doing, Vega?” I asked.  
 
    “If you can please that whore then you can please me,” she said with a defiant sort of voice. “Some of us can be patient and wait until a match is over before we spread our legs.”  
 
    I tried not to laugh. Vega was jealous. I’d seen her jealous before, but this was different. Now, she seemed determined to prove to me that she could be naughty too. “Come on, Kyrie. Do me right here where General Dryas sits.”  
 
    “Aren’t you worried she’s going to come back?” I said. 
 
    Vega turned dark red and her eyes became wide. She was clearly terrified of the thought of being caught, but her fortitude was strong. “I don’t care if she catches us. I want you to fuck me.”  
 
    “I like you, Vega,” I said. “You don’t have to prove anything to me.” 
 
    “Just fuck me, Kyrie!” she barked. And that was a command I was happy to obey. I walked up to her and put my hands on her naked body. She leaned back and reached her toes down to my crotch, cradling my cock between both of her feet. She rubbed gently.  
 
    It felt nice, her toes rubbing up and down as I stared straight at her tight pussy. “Want to suck it?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not a whore like her,” Vega said with a scowl, making my heart flutter. 
 
    “I know,” I said cautiously.  
 
    “But I can be if that’s what you want,” she said. “I can be a bigger whore than her, if that’s what you’re into, Kyrie.”  
 
    I laughed. “I like you the way you are, Vega. You don’t have to be anything. But I have to say, you’re cute when you’re jealous.” 
 
    “I’m not jealous,” she growled, still making me hard with her feet. Though now I was starting to feel a bit worried that I wasn’t going to have anything left for Eris—and I knew that Eris was going to be finding me before the end of the night, looking for me to pleasure her pregnant hole. “Just do me a favor next time, Kyrie.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Find me before the skirmish, to get this out of your system, instead of turning your comms system off in the middle of a fight to fuck some crazy whore.”  
 
    “You really don’t like her, do you?” I said.  
 
    “I don’t think about her,” Vega said, pouting as she turned to look away. But she kept rubbing my erect tip with her toes. I reached down to pull my cock out, so that her bare feet could be on my bare shaft. My God, it felt so good. I watched as her toes mashed my bulbous tip, making it turn a shade of pink. “Are you hard enough to fuck me yet or what?”  
 
    “I thought you were going to suck me,” I said. “Weren’t you going to show me how much of a whore you can be?” I grinned and winked. 
 
    She groaned and rolled her eyes. Then she hopped down from General Dryas’s desk. She dropped to her knees and grabbed my cock with her fist. She plunged my tip into her mouth and sucked, bobbing her head back and forth, slurping loudly. She pushed her face far forward, deep-throating my shaft for an amazing five seconds before she pulled back for some air.  
 
    She grabbed my cock again, squeezing hard and pumping fast while she sucked my tip. So maybe she was right; maybe she was perfectly capable of being a big whore. 
 
    “Oh yeah, Kyrie!” she said with a fake Barbie doll voice. “Your veiny cock feels so fucking good in my mouth.” She sucked me for another ten blissful seconds. “Oh God, Kyrie. I just want your cum all over my tongue, and all over my stupid slutty whore face! Come all over this slut face, Kyrie!” I had a feeling she was doing her best Trix impression. “Come on my face, Kyrie! Come on my slut face! Do you like it when I stick your big cock down my whore throat?” She did it again, and I did indeed like it. “Oh yeah, Kyrie! I fucking love your big, veiny cock—” 
 
    I came while she was doing her somewhat-rude but very, very hot impression. I sprayed her face and she gasped in horror. “Kyrie!” she snapped as the next blast got her right eye. She shut her eyes and turned her face away, but the next shot still got her open mouth, and then I got her nose, and her cheek, and her chin. After ten seconds, her whole face was dripping and she was frozen with shock… and that shock was quickly turning into rage. 
 
    “You came all over my face, Kyrie!” she gasped. 
 
    “That’s what you wanted!” I said. “You literally begged me for it.”  
 
    “I didn’t mean it!” she said, standing up. She wiped the cum off of her eyelids with the side of her hand. Then she paused and let out a small sigh. “A little warning would have been nice.”  
 
    “For sure,” I laughed. “Next time you get a warning.”  
 
    She picked up her outfit and was just about to slip into it when the door opened. I was quick to stuff my cock into my pants before turning to see General Dryas in the doorway. Vega was, unfortunately, not so quick to get dressed—and she apparently forgot that there was cum all over her face. Instead of covering her visage, she covered her breasts and pussy and gasped, “General Dryas!” 
 
    Dryas froze and stared at us. I forced a smile. She looked at Vega. Her eyes narrowed. “Vega,” she said, “it’s, uh, nice to see you celebrating for once.”  
 
    “He was just checking me for wounds,” she said. “I thought that maybe I took a shot to the armor during the skirmish.”  
 
    “Okay,” said General Dryas, looking at her face. Then a drop of cum fell from her eyebrow onto her nose. She wiped it and then gasped when she realized she was looking at her boss with a full facial.  
 
    She spun around quickly and moaned, “Oh God.” Now she was showing her boss her tight ass.  
 
    “I’ll, uh, leave the two of you alone for a few minutes.” General Dryas backed out of the room and closed the door. Then Vega spun to me, almost in tears.  
 
    “That was so embarrassing, Kyrie!” she yelled, as if it was my fault. “General Dryas just saw me with your cum all over my face!”  
 
    “Sorry!” I said. “But again, you did ask for it. And this was your idea. In fact, you insisted.” 
 
    “Oh God, I’ll never be able to look her in the eyes again!” She grabbed a tissue and wiped her face clean before tossing the tissue away with a disgusted look on her face. “Yuck!” she said—but I knew that she liked it. I caught her licking her lips to taste it. Vega was a serious chick—as straight edge as they come—but she was a little bit naughty at heart.  
 
    She made me leave the room without her, so that people wouldn’t see us leaving together. Now, the crowd was gone, so I decided to stroll off to my room, to get ready for the party that was being planned in our honor.  
 
    Now, we were six star systems away from retaking Chorus, the Lagolian home star. Now, the Lagolians controlled Kentaurus, which they could easily hold, and had done so hundreds of times before. Now, they really didn’t need me.  
 
    I went up to my room and looked out the window. Lunar Alpha was back on Earth’s moon. It wasn’t the most scenic spot in the galaxy, but the Lagolians seemed to like the low gravity. Apparently, it made it a lot easier on their ships’ thrusters and other mechanical components. The lack of oxygen outside of the mothership didn’t seem to bother anyone. They were fine walking through the portal to get to Alpha Centauri for training exercises or just to get some fresh air and look at some trees.  
 
    And I was happy to look out my window at Earth, to see that it was still there and still thriving. But the more I looked at it, the more I thought about my family and my friends. It’s not like I was dying to go down to sit in class and do a bunch of tests—but at the same time, that did sound kind of… comfortable. Nobody dies during a test. Nobody is forced to leave their home planet after a boring day of class.  
 
    I found myself thinking about all of the things my friends were probably out doing: gaming parties, going to the movies, playing D&D, partying with liquor they weren’t supposed to have, camping, watching the stars as if they were just little lights in the sky…  
 
    Would I ever know that life again?  
 
    At least I had my girls. I pretty much had sex at the snap of a finger. I guess that was pretty cool… But it definitely came at a price, and I wasn’t sure how much longer I could do it. Once again, I narrowly escaped that skirmish with my life. My luck was bound to run out eventually. I couldn’t keep escaping death; I was already living on borrowed time. That Nekrol warrior just needed to aim one of his shots an inch or two closer to me and my brains would have been splattered all over that concrete wall.  
 
    Maybe it would finally happen on Eubuleus. Maybe I wouldn’t get so lucky there.  
 
    I kept staring at that glowing blue marble as it climbed higher into the sky.  
 
    Now, I was thinking about Ria. I could go back down there and make her my girlfriend. Her and me: boyfriend and girlfriend. No skirmishes. No training simulations. No Nekrol warriors. We could date, cuddle, fuck, watch movies, order takeout… That sounded like a pretty chill life to me.  
 
    I dozed off when I should have been getting ready for the party. Lack of sleep finally caught up to me—or maybe my subconscious just realized that there were no girls in the room and I wasn’t going to get another chance. I went down onto my bed hard and I probably snored so loud that the walls rumbled.  
 
    It was a blissful few hours of sleep, but of course it didn’t stay that way.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER IX 
 
    The ship lights were dimmed low when I woke up to the sound of my bedroom door opening. I assumed it was Eris, coming in to get her nightly filling (which I fell asleep before giving to her), or possibly Vega, who often slipped in in the middle of the night for a warm cuddle. I inched my body over to the side of the bed, making some room. I even pulled back the blanket, too tired to open my eyes. I was waiting for her to snuggle in, but there was a silence.  
 
    The silence lasted only a few seconds. Then, I felt her petite body slipping onto the mattress. Now I was sure it was Vega. Eris, with her big tummy filled with babies, wasn’t so light and nimble.  
 
    I was surprised when she snuggled in facing me, wrapping her leg around me and putting her hand on my chest… But she didn’t smell like Vega. She smelled like mahogany and leather-bound books. I opened my eyes and saw her big devilish smile. 
 
    “Hey, Kyr,” Trix said, making me gasp—nearly screaming as I tensed up all over. 
 
    She started laughing. “My God, you’re so easy to scare!” She giggled and covered her lips. “You aren’t scared of me, are you, Kyrie?”  
 
    “What are you doing in here?” I asked, not wanting to answer her question. She was hot—but she did indeed scare me.  
 
    “You’re sleeping through the party,” she said.  
 
    “Oh, shit. I forgot about that,” I said. Then I yawned. “I honestly think I’m too tired.”  
 
    “Not a big partier?”  
 
    “I used to be,” I said.  
 
    “It’s fine. I wasn’t going to go to the party either.”  
 
    And even though she scared me, I still wanted to feel her fit, smooth body against mine. I reached out and put a hand on her thigh. “Why don’t you lay with me here for a bit?” Though I was a bit worried that Vega would come in and catch us together. Vega had no problems with me sleeping with other girls—literally and figuratively—but she seemed to really hate Trix more than anything.  
 
    “Why? You want to snuggle me like I’m your sweet little princess?” she asked with a teasing voice. “Yuck. Don’t be a loser, Kyrie. Get up. We’re going to have a bit of fun. You like fun, right?”  
 
    “I’m really not in the mood to go to that party. I haven’t had a real sleep in over a week.” 
 
    “Who said anything about a party? This is better. Get up. Oh! By the way—is it true that you gave Vega a facial in front of General Dryas?” She covered her lips again and giggled. 
 
    “What?” I said. “No.” I squirmed and grinned. “I gave her a facial and then General Dryas walked in a minute later. Where did you even hear about that? Who told you?”  
 
    “Girls gossip,” she said. “Now get up.” 
 
    “Not until you tell me where you’re taking me,” I groaned, tired enough that I could have just closed my eyes and fallen asleep at that very moment.  
 
    “But that wouldn’t be any fun,” she said. “Just come! Seriously! Stop being such a drag.”  
 
    “I’m tired, Trix. Maybe tomorrow.” I closed my eyes and rolled over. 
 
    She groaned. “Name it,” she said. 
 
    “Name what?” 
 
    “You can do anything to my body. You can fuck my pussy, my face, my titties, my butthole… Or, if you really want, I can get a carrot and we can do some weird role reversal stuff.” 
 
    “Hey!” I snapped. “I’m not into that. Nothing goes in there.”  
 
    “I don’t know what you humans are into,” she said. “But it looks like I’ve got your interest now.” She grinned. “Let me guess—it was the butthole that piqued your interest. You a butt guy, Kyrie?”  
 
    “No,” I said. “I mean—if that’s what you want, I won’t say no.”  
 
    “I just want you to come with me and have some fun,” she said. “And if you impress me, then you can have the butthole—or whatever you want. I’ll pee on you, sit on your face… sit on your face while peeing on you—I promise I won’t tell anyone whatever weird thing you like. Just come with me. C’mon—please!”  
 
    “Fine!” I said.  
 
    She bounced up and down and clapped her hands. “Yay!” she said. “You’re the best, Kyr. And everyone says you’re the best shot too. I heard you made a five-shot one-inch grouping at two hundred yards in a skirmish. That true?”  
 
    “Two-fifty,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “No kidding.” She tossed me my pants. Then she noticed my erect bulge as I slipped the pants on. “Hey! I don’t need you hard yet. Save that for later.”  
 
    I blushed. I hadn’t even noticed the stiffy until she pointed it out. It was just morning wood… in the middle of the night.  
 
    “Let’s go,” she said, grabbing my hand and tugging me away from my warm, cozy bed. “And just tell me what you’re thinking for later. It’s the butthole, isn’t it? Actually—don’t tell me. Let it be a surprise. But if it is the butthole, promise me you won’t stretch it out so that I need to wear a diaper for the rest of my life. My body is nice and tight and I want to keep it that way.”  
 
    She spoke too quickly for me to process. We were halfway down the hall before I realized I hadn’t even put on shoes. “Where are we going?” I asked, rubbing the sleep out of my eyes. 
 
    “Gosh, you really don’t like surprises, do you?”  
 
    “I like sleeping,” I said.  
 
    “Just relax with the sleep, Kyr,” she said. “You can do plenty of sleeping when you’re dead.”  
 
    We reached the end of the hall. I thought we were going to be taking the elevator, but instead, Trix took me right, down a narrow hall to one of the two main staircases on Lunar Alpha. I was tempted to ask her again where we were going, but I bit my tongue, knowing she would just tell me it was a surprise. We went down to the main floor, and then Trix kept going down, towards the dark basement. “Come on, Kyrie!” she said.  
 
    Down we went, into the darkness. She could see much better in the dark than me. I was moving slow, bumping into walls—and she thought that was pretty funny. She would cover her lips to giggle.  
 
    “Can’t we turn on a light?” I said.  
 
    “I don’t understand,” she laughed. “You’re a sharpshooter but you’re practically blind!” And then I learned something new about Lagolians: they could see very well in darkness. It was almost pitch-black down there. I could feel the steam from the large boilers. Drops of condensation landed on my head. One drop rolled down my forehead and across my nose—and I thought it was a bug so I swatted at my face, getting another laugh from Trix.  
 
    And then I could hear the laughing. I could hear voices, many voices, speaking loudly as they battled to be heard over one another. I could see a glow at the end of the hallway: light seeping out around an old metal door. There was music playing, and I could smell that fermented apple drink: a pungent beverage that the Lagolians just couldn’t get enough of.  
 
    “I told you I don’t want to party,” I said.  
 
    “This isn’t a party, dummy,” she said. Though it sounded exactly like a party. And it looked exactly like one too as soon as Trix threw the door open.  
 
    Two dozen Lagolian girls populated the large concrete dungeon, with drinks in hand. A few girls sat up on what looked like old, decommissioned boilers. Others stood in circles and chatted. There were even a few girls dancing.  
 
    Trix grabbed a can of that apple drink and tossed it at me. “Relax a little,” she said. “But don’t get drunk—not unless you’re one of those high-functioning drunks.” She giggled.  
 
    I paused and looked around, now more certain than ever that Trix lied to me so that I would join her at that basement party.  
 
    There was a certain lewdness to the bash. Modesty was not the theme of the night. Most of the girls were wearing what humans would call lingerie. One girl was wearing nothing but a thong—her small, perky tits were out, nipples and all. I forced my gaze away, not wanting to get even slightly aroused and give off the wrong pheromones.  
 
    The girls were passing around something that looked like a hookah: a tall cylinder with a series of hoses attached. Each girl sucked smoke out from one end of a hose and let the smoke billow out from their noses.  
 
    I noticed two other girls without tops on, wearing matching G-strings to the first naked chick. Then I noticed another three girls dressed alike: in tight blue and white cheerleader costumes, with short skirts and blue bows to tie up their matching ponytails.  
 
    The cheerleader girls eyed me, slowly up and down. I smiled and nodded towards them. “I didn’t know there were Lagolian sports, never mind Lagolian cheerleaders,” I said to them from across the room. 
 
    The girls giggled. “What’s a cheerleader?” one asked. 
 
    “You’re wearing a cheerleader costume,” I said. “Or is that something different here?” 
 
    “We got these on Earth,” she said. “We went down this morning.” 
 
    “Human girls have the cutest clothes,” said her cheerleader friend.  
 
    “We decided this is our new team outfit.”  
 
    “Team outfits?” said Trix. “I guess I missed that memo.”  
 
    “Should we have gotten an outfit?” said a remarkably short Lagolian girl, stepping up to Trix as she pushed her circle glasses up her nose. She was a cute little thing, with a band of freckles across her nose, tight librarian bun on her head, and the most modest outfit in the room: a cardigan over a knee-length dress. The dress covered her skin up to her neck, but it did nothing to hide the fact that she had enormous breasts, which really didn’t suit her tiny frame at all.  
 
    “Outfits are silly,” said Trix, shaking her head. “We’re not a dance troupe.”  
 
    “We’re going to start in ten minutes!” one of the girls called out.  
 
    “What are we starting?” I asked. 
 
    Trix looked at me with a big smile, clasping her hands behind her back. She bit her bottom lip, suddenly looking guilty, like she was about to ask me some sort of favor. “How much do you love me?” she asked. 
 
    “I hardly know you,” I said.  
 
    “You’re supposed to say ‘a lot’,” she smiled.  
 
    She looked like my sister, whenever my sister went to ask my mom for money. “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “We need a marksman for our team tonight,” she said. “My deal from upstairs still stands, by the way! I mean—if you help us out.”  
 
    “What? What team? What are you even talking about?”  
 
    “It’s Fight Night,” she said, motioning around the room at all of the girls, who were apparently all on teams. And then I noticed the simulator thrones behind them: all in a long line along the wall.  
 
    “Fight Night?” I said.  
 
    “You can’t tell anyone about this,” she said, suddenly wide-eyed and speaking quietly. “This is a secret. We’re not technically allowed to be using these old simulators.”  
 
    “What is this? Some sort of illegal fight club?” I laughed.  
 
    “Sure,” she said. “It’s all just for fun. It’s a league.” She pointed around at all of the big television screens. 
 
    “A league?” I said.  
 
    “That’s right,” she said.  
 
    “What does that mean? What kind of league?”  
 
    She pointed at the simulators. “We’ve been doing this every week for the past six months. Playoffs started at the beginning of the month. We’re into round four now, but our usual marksman wasn’t available tonight. C’mon, Kyrie. Help us get to round five. It’s just for fun.”  
 
    “To be honest with you, I think I get enough simulation training during the week. I’ll happily stick around and watch though.”  
 
    “No! You can’t make us fight 2-on-3. Don’t make us lose like that, Kyrie. It’s a thirty-minute 3v3. It won’t kill you to spare thirty minutes. Plus this isn’t some boring simulation with your square wife, Vega. This will be fun. Plus you’ll get to be our sniper, not just some boring support.”  
 
    I stared into her eyes. I was just noticing her red irises for the first time. I wondered if they were colored contacts. “What would I have to do?” 
 
    “They haven’t announced today’s map yet—they’ll do that in a few minutes. I don’t know if we go up first or if there’s another game first. But we’ll find all that out shortly. It’s really simple, Kyrie. They load us into a 3v3 simulation. We can win by either killing the other team or capturing the single beacon. If we win, we move onto the next round. If we lose… Well, then we lose.”  
 
    It was strange to see her looking so excited. But to be fair, she hadn’t been fighting in the real skirmishes until that afternoon, and I didn’t recognize any of the other girls in the room—though it was hard to see everyone in that dim lighting. And there were two different teams wearing masks: one team with cutesy fox-masquerade masks, and the other team with more brutish welding masks—the same masks worn by the mechanics in the mechanics bay.  
 
    “Just for tonight,” I said. “Because I don’t want to be the reason you lose.” 
 
    She jumped at me and wrapped her arms tightly around my body. “Thanks, Kyrie. You’re the best. Don’t worry! You’re going to have fun. For once you can actually have a bit of fun, since Lyaya—I mean Vega—isn’t here.” She covered her lips and giggled.  
 
    I let a smirk slip, and then I felt a bit guilty. “Vega’s not so bad.”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” she said, rolling her eyes. “And Lyaya wasn’t so bad either I hear.”  
 
    Then, Trix’s short friend giggled. 
 
    “This is Minxi, by the way,” Trix said. 
 
    Then Minxi stuck her hand up into the air so I could shake it. Her big breasts jiggled as I shook her hand. Then I noticed she was wearing tall heels. My God, she couldn’t have been taller than four feet. “Nice to meet ya,” she said with a toothy smile. One of her ears was floppy while the other was perfectly erect.  
 
    “What class are you?” I asked. 
 
    “Close combat,” she smiled, clasping her hands together and perking herself up onto her toes.  
 
    “Minxi is the best,” said Trix. “She can wield a sword better than Vega, though they won’t give her a shot on the battlefield.” 
 
    “General Dryas said that I’m just ‘too short’,” Minxi said, rolling her eyes. “Apparently my perfect simulation record is meaningless. Thirty-six kills and zero deaths in official simulations.”  
 
    “Impressive,” I smiled, nodding my head.  
 
    “She’s the best,” Trix said. “And she’s undefeated in Fight Night simulations too. We’ll add another win tonight.”  
 
    “Okay everyone!” called out a tall blonde Lagolian girl—one of the girls with no clothes on besides that G-string. Her perky tits were mesmerizing, making it tough to focus on her announcement, which she was reading off of a sheet of paper (and I think it was the first sheet of paper I’d seen on Lunar Alpha). “Here’s tonight’s matchups, straight from the show runner. Go-Squad, you’ll be up against Foxy-Foxy, playing on Cygnus. The Mechanics, you’ll be facing Great Tits—that’s us. She giggled. “Our map is Kentaurus. Mermaids will face General Dryas’s Failed Abortions on Alpha Centauri. And finally, Rag Tag, you’ll be up against the Mean Bitches on Eubuleus.”  
 
    Some of the girls in the room high-fived in excitement. Others became suddenly tense and quiet with nerves. 
 
    “First round starts in five minutes!” the topless announcer declared. 
 
    “Which one are we?” I asked Trix. 
 
    “Rag Tag,” she said. “You like the name? Our last sniper came up with it. I don’t really like it, but it’s too late to change it now.” 
 
    “It’s fine, I guess.” Then I looked around the room. “Who are the Mean Bitches?” Then I laughed. “And who came up with the name ‘General Dryas’s Failed Abortions’? That’s… kind of gross.”  
 
    “Good question! And the Mean Bitches are over there: the girls in the shiny blue bikini-looking outfits. Another team who apparently got the outfit memo.” Trix rolled her eyes. “Last week, nobody had outfits. I’m not even kidding. There must have literally been a memo.”  
 
    I spotted the Mean Bitches. They all had black hair, pushed back with blue headbands. They were wearing small tops: shiny blue with silver lining, and black crisscrossing laces over their cleavage. Their shiny blue booty shorts matched their tops, and so did their shiny blue thigh-high boots and their sleeves, which only covered their wrists and elbows.  
 
    They were looking at us now, so Trix decided to tease them from across the room. “Which brothel did you find your costumes in?”  
 
    “We got them down on Earth!” one of the black-haired girls shouted back. “Just admit that you’re jealous.”  
 
    “Psh,” Trix said, rolling her eyes. Then she turned to me. “How do I politely tell them that they’re dressed like whores?”  
 
    “Eubuleus,” I said, changing the subject. “I’ve never played it before.”  
 
    “Really?” Minxi said.  
 
    “It’s a great map for you,” said Trix. “It’s fairly big and open—and the girls’ shiny blue costumes will stick out. It’s a sandy dessert and the buildings are the same sandy color as the ground. You’ll be fine, just don’t sweat it.”  
 
    We followed the rest of the girls over to the screens. Trix looked down at my drink and said, “Why aren’t you drinking? It will help you relax.”  
 
    I took a sip to be polite. I was still getting used to that intense flavor, and the insanely high alcohol content. The Lagolian girls were so petite—I couldn’t understand how they tolerated such a powerful drink.  
 
    The first six girls got into the simulation thrones. The helmets came down and they all squeezed the handles, activating their simulators and making them fall into the sleeplike state that was necessary to get them into the simulation.  
 
    The dark screens on the walls started lighting up. Each screen was a different girl’s POV, along with their stats, which seemed to only be from that underground league, and not from the ship’s main database. None of the girls were higher than a level seven.  
 
    “Here we go,” said Trix.  
 
    It was the girls in the fox masks against the girls in the cheerleader outfits. Most of the Lagolians stood around to watch the match, though some didn’t seem to be too bothered. Instead, they lingered around, drinking and laughing, minding their own business as if the battle wasn’t happening.  
 
    The girl standing next to me, with her welder’s mask now up on the top of her head pushing back her long ears, was glued to the screens. She was breathing deeply, and jumping every time one of the girls in the simulation shot their gun. “C’mon, Go-Squad,” she whispered under her breath. “C’mon, c’mon, c’mon.” 
 
    “Why are you cheering for Go-Squad?” asked another girl. 
 
    “I don’t want to have to face Foxy-Foxy later,” she replied.  
 
    They were on Cygnus, and it was dark and raining: the exact conditions on Cygnus when I won the match with Vega and Kuzu. None of the girls had mechs. Both teams dressed one sniper and two infantry units. There wasn’t much strategizing: just an all-out firefight for control of that lone beacon.  
 
    Having fought on Cygnus a couple of times before, I found myself wondering why the girls weren’t trying to gain control of one of the more advantageous positions, like the sniper’s nest or the lighthouse or the shops. Maybe the girls weren’t familiar with the map. 
 
    The Foxy-Foxy sniper made a clean shot on the opposing sniper. She screamed as she went down, and was lifeless seconds later. Some of the girls in that humid, warm basement cheered and clapped. Others groaned. Only a few couldn’t be bothered to care. 
 
    Then the same Foxy-Foxy sniper made a clean shot on one of the cheerleader girls’ infantry units. It was a one-hit kill, leaving Go-Squad with just one girl, who was pinned at Dead-End, trying to reload while the other girls moved in on her. 
 
    “They’re not looking like the top seed anymore, are they?” remarked a girl next to me, then the girls around her giggled. 
 
    I don’t know why they were all moving in on her. Dead-End was a literal dead-end. They just needed their sniper to watch that only exit while the other girls captured the beacon for a guaranteed win.  
 
    But there was no strategy, maybe because the game just started within minutes of them announcing the matchups. Maybe the girls didn’t know the map, or maybe this was just their chance to skirmish however they wanted to skirmish, not being bogged down by boring orders and strategies that required more patience than fighting.  
 
    These girls wanted action. This wasn’t the Underground Patient Fight Night.  
 
    The two Foxy-Foxy infantry girls rushed Dead-End together, guns blazing. But the cheerleader was behind cover. She fired back, spraying the girls’ legs, making them fall to the ground, screaming. It was a sloppy play. 
 
    Then the cheerleader bounced over her cover and rushed the downed girls. She took them out in a brutal way, standing over them and emptying half a magazine into the chest of one before emptying the other half into the chest of the other. It was a graphic moment, with lots of blood and screaming. Most of the girls looked away from the screen. I will admit that I had to look away for a moment too.  
 
    Now it was just the Foxy-Foxy sniper against the Go-Squad infantry. Now, every girl in that room was watching the screens. The room was quiet. The cheerleader approached the end of the alley, took a breath, and then ran out. The sniper tried taking her shot, but she missed. She tried taking another shot on the moving target, but she missed again. The cheerleader made it to the beacon. 
 
    “Fuck!” yelled the sniper. Now, she had no choice but to leave her cover and attempt an attack on the beacon. This was all avoidable had there been a little bit of communication and a moment of planning before the match started. 
 
    And that made me think we needed to do some planning. I turned to Trix. “Should we talk strategies?”  
 
    She smiled. “I know Eubuleus pretty well,” she said.  
 
    “So what’s our plan?” I asked. 
 
    “We’ll go over it in the simulation—not now,” she hushed. “We don’t want to give away our plan.”  
 
    The sniper tried to catch the cheerleader before the beacon takeover was complete, but the cheerleader was ready for her, crouched and aiming at the beacon doorway. She filled her chest with hot firepower as she ran into the opening, and the match was over.  
 
    The simulation thrones beeped and the helmets came up. All of the girls stood up and stepped away. The cheerleaders were thrilled, hugging each other and bouncing up and down. The Foxy-Foxy girls weren’t so enthusiastic. They were silent, eyes glazed over, as they stepped away from those thrones. Though it may have been less disappointment and more of the side-effects from dying in the simulation. I’d died in two simulations: the first one I ever did, and once training for Valvoline with Kuzu, Vega, Lala, and Britzi. After both deaths, I was light-headed and a bit nauseous for a few hours. I don’t think it’s natural to trick your brain into experiencing death like that… 
 
    I watched as The Mechanics’ girls and the Great Tits’ girls took the thrones. I still found myself trying hard not to look at their tits. They were indeed great. One girl had large breasts, shaped like perfect pears on her chest. Her nipples were fat and her areolas were like dinner plates.  
 
    “See something you like, Kyrie?” Trix giggled, elbowing me in the side. 
 
    I cleared my throat and blushed. “I was just looking at the simulator thrones. Are those old?” 
 
    Trix just giggled. “You like her tits, just admit it. She’s got great tits.”  
 
    I bit down on the edge of my tongue and I forced myself to look up at the screens. It was another ruthless firefight, this time in the familiar destroyed city on that Kentaurus moon. One team, Great Tits, had a close-combat swordswoman and two heavy infantries, the other team, The Mechanics, dressed three heavy infantries. And with all of those turns and bends and doorways and windows, it was a bloodbath. The shooting started three minutes into the simulation and it didn’t stop for the next fifteen minutes, until there were only two naked girls left standing. The Mechanics were defeated. The swordswoman registered all three kills, sneaking around and stabbing each enemy through the back.  
 
    I found myself a wee bit mesmerized after the match when the members of Great Tits hugged, squishing their breasts together. “Getting nervous, Kyrie?” Trix asked. “We’re almost up.”  
 
    “Sure,” I said. “I guess so.” 
 
    But really, it just seemed like fun. Trix was right: it was a nice opportunity to have some real fun with the skirmishing. There were no consequences to Fight Night. I mean—sure—Trix didn’t want to lose, but the girls were clearly treating it like it was just for fun. Even in simulations, Vega would get angry if I took a shot before we were all in position. I couldn’t change positions without having to announce myself and wait for confirmation. And now General Dryas had me using the Ryon Shield Support Rifle, sitting in the back and watching cameras like some mall security cop.  
 
    It was full-fledged sniper warfare on Alpha Centauri. Trix told me that the girls usually played infantry, but had decided to switch roles for that match. Three snipers against three snipers, firing across that sparse moon forest. The Mermaids, who didn’t have a team uniform, handily beat General Dryas’s Failed Abortions, not losing a single unit after exchanging at least four hundred rounds of Ryon Long Rifle ammunition.  
 
    “We’re up,” Trix said, bouncing up and down. Apparently, she didn’t get her fill earlier in the afternoon on that Kentaurus moon. “Alright, Kyrie. Just do me a favor and land your shots. This is going to be so much fun.”  
 
    She rushed over to the simulation throne. The Mean Bitches all looked at me and grinned, making me feel out of place—not just because I was the only man in the room, but because I was wearing my sleeping sweatpants and an old T-shirt, while they were all dolled up and wearing uniforms.  
 
    “C’mon, Kyrie,” said Minxi, who skipped over to her simulation throne. She looked like a child sitting next to Trix, who wasn’t exactly tall to begin with.  
 
    I was surprisingly nervous, grinning and jittery all over. I was excited to play without any real rules. I didn’t have to worry about any missed shots showing up on my stat sheet. This was just for fun. 

  

 
   
    CHAPTER X 
 
    “Doors open up in one minute,” Trix said, bouncing at the window, peering out and wiggling with excitement.  
 
    The petite Minxi was brandishing a sword that was longer than her body. I was shocked to see that she was still in her high heels, looking like some curious cross between a stripper and a librarian. “You ever see one of these before?” she asked, turning her sword around for me to see all the angles. It was a freaky-looking thing, with two long blades and a deep gap between them. She squeezed the handle and the whole blade began to glow a cyan color.  
 
    “What does the glowing do?” I asked. 
 
    “It makes it hurt more,” she smirked. Then she pushed her glasses up again.  
 
    “Alrighty,” I said.  
 
    Trix was still bouncing, unable to contain her excitement. “Twenty seconds,” she said. 
 
    “Aren’t we going to go over the plan?” I said, looking down at the very familiar Ryon Long Rifle in my hands.  
 
    “Oh right,” Trix said. “Uh… There’s not really time for that. We just need to beat them to the beacon. Then—uh—I don’t know, Kyrie. Shoot them. Here we go!”  
 
    The door opened and Trix bounded out with Minxi close behind her with that long sword. I tried to keep up. We were in an old temple complex that didn’t appear to have been inhabited for thousands of years.  
 
    There were tall stone walls, carved brilliantly with symbols and images. Perfect stone cylinders rose up from the ground, also carved from top to bottom. Over the old stone rooftops I could see the black beacon: ten feet taller than any of the buildings in that town, except for the pyramid off to the left, which looked like a mountain at first, seeing as it was the same sandy color as the ground—and the same color as all of the stone buildings.  
 
    “Don’t drag your feet, Kyrie! Run!” said Minxi, looking back at me.  
 
    “Where’s a good place to shoot from?” I asked. 
 
    “Just stay behind us,” said Trix. And now, Trix was pulling her giant rocket launcher off of her back. She came to a sudden stop and aimed her huge cylindrical weapon over a short wall. “Blast off!” she yelled, and then she launched a spiraling grenade over the wall. Seconds later, a large explosion created a twenty-foot-tall plume of sand and dust, near the towering beacon. Trix laughed before running again.  
 
    I sprinted to keep up to the fast girls. They turned a corner. I was now about forty yards behind them. “Any idea what the other girls’ roles are?”  
 
    “They usually dress a sniper and a heavy infantry,” said Minxi. “Their third girl, Luci, is one of those girls who can play anything. Last round she was sniping, the round before that she played support.”  
 
    “I can see them!” shouted Trix. “Bombs away.” I heard the dull thud of her rocket launcher, seconds before the heavy explosion of her projectile shell. “They’re spreading out!”  
 
    I turned the corner and saw the beacon at the end of the wide road. I could see Trix, now stopped, pushing another shell into her RPG-launcher. She was behind cover and taking fire from a girl at the far end of the road, who was also behind cover. One of her stray bullets whizzed by my ear, making me fall back.  
 
    “I’m going down the alley,” said Minxi. “It’ll take me a minute to get all the way around.”  
 
    “We’ll hold them back,” said Trix before firing another explosive shell down the street. 
 
    Another rogue bullet whizzed by me, making me realize I needed to get into cover. So I turned off through the first tall doorway I could find. The doorway led straight to a tall staircase, which went right up to the rooftops. I ran up fast and then I poked my head out slowly.  
 
    Scanning the other rooftops in the town, I spotted movement: their sniper settling into cover behind a pile of sandbags. I tried lifting up my gun to get a clean shot on her, but she was obscured. I needed to find a better angle on her—and I needed to take her out before she found a good angle on Trix. 
 
    I crouched as I moved across that rooftop. There was a wood plank creating a bridge to the next rooftop, so I crossed. Still, I didn’t have a good shot on the sniper girl. So I kept moving, crouched as I jogged down the left row of buildings, getting closer to that beacon where Trix’s bombs kept going off.  
 
    Finally, onto the third rooftop, I had a bit of a shot: a sliver of her arm from about two-hundred yards. It wasn’t an easy shot, but I’d certainly faced harder shots before. But was it worth giving away my position?  
 
    I could see her inching forward as she leaned over the edge of the building. Now, I couldn’t see her arm—just a bit of her foot. But I didn’t want her taking out Trix, so I had to make the shot. 
 
    Bang! 
 
    I knew I hit her because I heard the scream as she pulled her foot into cover. Then I used my scope to check the damage. A streak of blood was slicked across the rooftop.  
 
    I grinned, and then a peculiar dread washed over me, making me pause.  
 
    It wasn’t a real skirmish. There were no real consequences. But I just made that girl feel real pain. I’d been shot in simulations and it hurt like hell. Having been shot in real life, I could confidently say that it was the same pain.  
 
    I didn’t want to hurt the girls. We weren’t teammates in that simulation, but we were teammates on Lunar Alpha. We were all fighting the same bad guys in real life.  
 
    “Did you just shoot their sniper, Kyrie?” Trix asked. “I heard a scream above my head.”  
 
    “I got her foot,” I said. “But now she knows I’m here.” I looked around to find cover but there was none on that rooftop.  
 
    Their sniper rose up, now facing me. It took her a moment to locate me. I beat her to the shot, but I missed. She fired three fast shots, missing—but coming awfully close to blowing my left foot off. I jumped back and then fell down. “Son of a bitch!’  
 
    On my back, I aimed at the girl, but she beat me to the shot. This time, her blast took the gun out of my hands. A bit of the gun broke off and flew up into my lip—and it stung like the worst wasp bite imaginable. “Fuck!” I yelled. 
 
    “You okay, Kyrie?” Minxi whispered.  
 
    “Not really,” I said.  
 
    And then I would have probably been dead had Trix not fired a grenade straight up into the air. It went up about one hundred feet before coming back down and landing right on that sniper’s rooftop. The whole roof caved in and the enemy sniper crashed down along with thousands of pounds of thick stone, surely being crushed to death.  
 
    I stared at the building as dust rose up. Trix giggled. “Whoops,” she said.  
 
    “I don’t have a gun,” I said, looking down at my shattered Ryon Long Rifle.  
 
    Nobody answered me. Trix was too preoccupied reloading her grenade cannon, and Minxi was deep in enemy territory, not wanting to make a single sound while she hunted our foes.  
 
    I rushed back to the staircase. I wiped the blood off of my lip and then I went down. Without a gun, I really wasn’t much use. Maybe I could find a way to sneak into the beacon and steal it while the other girls duked it out.  
 
    I poked my head out and looked down that long sandy road. I could see Trix’s back as she launched another rocket, making another large explosion at the far end of the road. “She’s a spry little fox!” she said.  
 
    I darted across the road and into an alleyway. It was a narrow passageway, bending around in a large circle that, presumably, went around the whole town center.  
 
    “I only have eyes on the one infantry,” Trix said. “Luci could be anywhere.”  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. Maybe Luci was wielding a long double-bladed sword. Maybe she was going to sneak up behind me and stab me through the back. I found myself looking back constantly, like some hopeless teenager in some dumb slasher movie.  
 
    The wind whistled down that long narrow alley.  
 
    I had the option to turn off a number of times, but I wanted to get as close to that beacon as possible, so I kept going, deeper and deeper into enemy territory. 
 
    “I can’t find Luci either,” said Minxi. “Should I just flank the infantry?”  
 
    “No. I want to get her. I’ve been so close so many times,” Trix said, sounding like she was laughing. She enjoyed the chaos of battle a little bit too much.  
 
    I turned around the next bend and then I saw her: their missing unit. She had a pair of long brown braids that were so long they were almost touching her knees. In her hands was a grenade launcher, not too different from the one Trix was using. I gasped and jumped back, flattening my back against the wall.  
 
    “I’m guessing she’s sniping,” Trix said in my ear. And I wanted to tell her where Luci was, and what she was holding, but I was too afraid to make a sound. I didn’t want to experience being blown to pieces. I tiptoed back to the last intersection in the alley. Then I turned around and jogged down it, headed back to that main street. Just then, their infantry stepped up, inching closer down towards Trix. 
 
    I gasped and fell to the ground, pressing my chest against the sandy stone floor. The girl didn’t see me. Her focus was on Trix, who in that moment fired another grenade, which exploded about ten feet to the infantry’s right side. The girl stood up tall and fired about forty rounds down the road. The roar of her rifle was deafening in that alleyway. I wanted to cover my ears but I was afraid the sudden movement would give me away.  
 
    I even thought about playing dead. 
 
    Then, I saw her going to reload. She ducked down and dropped her empty magazine. Then she started to pat around her belt for a fresh mag.  
 
    I knew I couldn’t run back, unless I wanted to face their demolitionist. And I couldn’t just sit there, or she would definitely notice me with the slightest glance over. So I had to act. I had to bite my tongue and rush her with everything I had. 
 
    I stood up and charged like a tackle playing football. She turned and saw me, fumbling suddenly as she finally found a new magazine—but she dropped it in her state of panic. Then my body connected with hers. I slammed her to the ground and managed to fight the gun out from her hands. It helped that I had a good eighty pounds on her.  
 
    But she was feisty, now going at me with her claws, which hurt almost as bad as bullets. She dug her nails deep into the skin on my arms, making me yell.  
 
    I was able to get my hand on a rock: a perfect fist sized stone. I lifted it up and she turned her head away. I could have easily done it: bashed her brains in with that stone. But I couldn’t bring myself to do it. She wasn’t a killer A.I. robot. She wasn’t even really my enemy. This was just a game, and I knew the pain was real. So I didn’t strike her with the rock. I groaned and dropped the rock next to her. She was still turned away, covering her face with both of her hands, whimpering softly as she braced to be killed. Instead of killing her, I took her magazine and picked up her gun.  
 
    Finally, she uncovered her face and looked at me with wide, terrified eyes. I aimed the gun at her, “Get up and run back to your portal,” I said.  
 
    She nodded her head quickly, and then she scurried back down the road like a frightened mouse. 
 
    “Hey!” Trix yelled. “What did you just do to my kill!? Where is she running?”  
 
    “I got her gun,” I said. “And their demolitionist is in the alley behind me.”  
 
    I spun around and saw her turning the corner. I had enough time to rush over to the side before she launched an explosive grenade down the alley, blowing up the spot where I’d tackled her friend moments earlier.  
 
    “This isn’t the Pity Party Game, Kyrie,” Trix growled at me in my ear. “It’s Fight Night—and it’s the playoffs.”  
 
    “She has no gun. What is she going to do?” I said. 
 
    “Got her!” Minxi yelled, and then I heard the girl gasping for air through Minxi’s microphone. Then I heard the sharp slicing sound as Mini’s pair of blades sliced through her and ended her simulated life.  
 
    A cold tingle crept down my spine. No, she wasn’t dead in real life—but that pain was real. It seemed cruel to kill her when she wasn’t even a real threat. She was literally caught running back to the portal.  
 
    “That wasn’t necessary,” I said.  
 
    “It’s all about the KDA, baby!” said Minxi with a giggle. And suddenly, I could see why these girls were operating this league in secret. It probably would have made the average Lagolian gasp in horror, knowing they were having fun killing each other.  
 
    I’d fought in four real skirmishes. There was nothing fun about skirmishing. It was dangerous, deadly, and painful. It was something Lagolians had to do because their lives depended on it—not something anyone should want to be doing. Sure, there was a thrill to it. It was satisfying landing those clean hits. The adrenaline didn’t stop, from the moment the match started to the moment it finished. But was it something I wanted to be doing in my spare time? Hell no. I wanted to be sleeping. I had so much on my plate—I couldn’t be wasting my time skirmishing for fun in the ship’s boiler room, with all of the Lagolian misfits.  
 
    I pulled back the bolt of my rifle and kept a close watch on that alleyway. “Go and capture the beacon, Minxi,” I whispered, clutching that rifle, keeping my stance wide.  
 
    “Boo, that’s so boring,” she said. “Let’s just take this girl out. I’m already circling around. I’ll get her. Don’t even worry about it.” 
 
    “Not if I get her first!” said Trix with a giggle. Now they were both hunting her down, apparently not learning a thing from watching that first round between Go-Squad and Foxy-Foxy.  
 
    I shook my head. Maybe playing without a leader wasn’t such a wonderful experience. Maybe it was good to have someone like Vega to call the shots. At least this didn’t really matter. At least there was nothing of any real value to be lost in that match.  
 
    I decided to make a run for the beacon. I captured it while the other girls were playing hunt-the-demolitionist. I managed to capture it before they found her.  
 
    But Trix ended up getting the kill, spotting her in a building which was apparently brittle enough to take down with one well-placed rocket-propelled grenade. We won our match handily. 
 
    After the simulation, Trix jumped onto my lap and wrapped her arms around me. “Good work out there, Kyrie!” she said, giving me a big smooch on the lips. “You’ve earned your prize.”  
 
    “Glad I could help,” I said, though I still felt guilty about shooting the girl’s toes off. Now, our opponents were looking like zombies as they rose from their thrones, spaced out and lost as reality returned to them.  
 
    “We’re going to have a wild night,” she grinned.  
 
    “Can it please involve some sleep?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “No.” 
 
    I groaned, though I was admittedly feeling up to fucking her again. I had my hands on her sides and I swear I could smell her thirsty pussy between her fat thighs. “Okay, maybe we can fool around a little bit. Want to go to your room?”  
 
    “If you want to fuck me in my room, that’s fine. My bed’s a mess and it still smells like gunpowder since the… incident. But if that’s fine with you, it’s fine with me.” 
 
    “Let’s go then,” I said. 
 
    “No! Not yet!” she said, hopping off of my lap. “We have to stay and see who gets eliminated.”  
 
    “What?” I said. “There’s more?”  
 
    She nodded her head. “We can’t miss the elimination game! 3v3v3s are so much fun. C’mon, Kyrie. Just stay a little bit. The match will start in ten minutes, then it will be—at most—forty more minutes.” 
 
    I groaned at the thought of staying awake for another hour—and that wasn’t even including the kinky sex she wanted to have (and I wanted to give it to her). So I grabbed her wrist. “It sounds really great, but I think I’m just going to fuck you now.”  
 
    I got up and pulled her towards the exit.  
 
    “Fine, Kyrie,” she moaned. “You know I can’t say no to your big dick. But I’ll tell you: you’re missing out. The real action happens in the elimination round.”  
 
    “I’ll watch the replay later. C’mon.”  
 
    And together, we left that Fight Night party. I didn’t want to stick around to see more carnage. I didn’t want to watch those poor girls getting killed all over again, even if it wasn’t ‘real’.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER XI 
 
    Trix was very quickly making me think that I’d been hanging around with the wrong Lagolians. Maybe Vega, Eris, Kuzu—and their friends—were part of some Lagolian group equivalent to Earth’s Conservative Christian ‘Say No To Drugs!’ Fun-Free Missionary Gang. Until that day, I’d assumed it was just a Lagolian thing. 
 
    But Trix made the other girls seem like hyper-prudes.  
 
    Once in her room, she sat me down in her desk chair, which was facing the middle of the room. “Don’t move,” she said, then turned on some music. It was strange music—like offbeat Russian techno—but it started to sound very sexy when she started dancing.  
 
    She could move her hips in ways humans couldn’t, with a few very flexible exceptions. She twirled slowly, spinning her hips around, gently pulling her ears up into the air with her hands.  
 
    I felt awkward in that chair, staring up at her while she moved in front of me. She danced towards me, turned her back to me, then she bent over and pressed her bum onto my lap. “Hands on my hips,” she demanded softly, so I put my hands on her hips. She grinded her bum on my lap, in perfect circles. Then she bent forward far, pressing one palm onto the floor of her bedroom. She used her free hand to reach back and spread her butt cheeks for me—and I could see her tight butthole puckering open behind her little thong. She clenched it closed before spinning around, stretching her leg over my head and sitting down on my lap. 
 
    Her eyes were closed and her head was swaying to the curious music. She put her hands on my shoulders and continued to move her hips in those hypnotizing circles.  
 
    “This is the best lap dance I’ve ever gotten,” I said. 
 
    “Shh,” she hushed. Then she slowly wriggled her shoulders, up and down, managing to get the straps of her top over her arms without touching them with her hands. Her top slid down, exposing her braless tits. She cupped her breasts and squeezed before pinching her nipples. She pulled them towards me softly before rolling them with her thumbs and pointer fingers, making them erect.  
 
    Her hand fished my erection out from my pants. “It smells so good,” she said—and it was a moment before I realized she was referring to my cock and not the aroma of gunpowder that made my nose tingle in that messy bedroom. 
 
    She stood up to slide down her panties. She sat back on my lap, squirming until my erection was pressed between her plump lips. Then she grinded, using my throbbing length to part her lips and stimulate her clit. With each passing second, it felt wetter and wetter.  
 
    I no longer cared that I was tired. I explored her tight body with my hands. I felt her perky tits and I rubbed her wet slit. She moaned softly before bending forward to kiss me. As our lips pressed together, she stuck her impressively long tongue into my mouth, taking me by surprise. Her tongue moved around in my mouth, wrapping around my own tongue while she continued to slide back and forth on top of my cock.  
 
    “You’re hot,” I said.  
 
    “Better than Vega?” she asked. 
 
    I laughed and shrugged my shoulders. “What do you have against Vega?”  
 
    Trix smirked and then she pouted her lips. “I’m not a fan of boring girls.”  
 
    “Well she’s not so boring in bed,” I said with a grin of my own. 
 
    Trix leaned forward and pressed her lips to my ear. “I’m better,” she whispered. 
 
    Then she stepped off of me and walked across the room, one foot in front of the other like a model walking down the catwalk. Each step was placed down in time to the music, as if this was still part of the same high-class stripper act. Her tattooed body was frighteningly mesmerizing. My heart throttled against my ribcage. My cock throbbed, desperate to feel the inside of her body. 
 
    She opened up her little kitchenette fridge and she pulled out a carrot. Then she walked back to me. “So just to be clear, it was the thought of anal that got you excited before, right?”  
 
    Now my face was feeling hot. I smiled and opened my mouth to reply, but I struggled to find the right words to reply to her. She just grinned. Then she turned her back to me and bent her torso slightly forward. She pressed that carrot between her legs, cradling it between her plump, wet lips. She pulled it back and forth and moaned softly.  
 
    I laughed nervously. “What are you doing with that carrot, Trix?”  
 
    “Try to guess,” she said softly. She reached the carrot around back. She used one hand to pull her butt cheek to the side while using the other to bring the pointed tip of the orange vegetable to her puckering back door. She giggled before pushing it in, gently twisting while she kept her hole open. 
 
    I watched with parted lips and no words. I wasn’t even sure if I was breathing.  
 
    The carrot went deeper and deeper and deeper, until she was just holding onto the long leafy greens. She puckered suddenly, sucking the last bit of the carrot in, and now it looked like she had a leafy tail under her white cotton tail. She kept it inside of her for a moment before pushing it out. And by this point, I may have been drooling.  
 
    “You’re hard, Kyrie,” she said with a wink, looking at my cock.  
 
    “No shit,” I said softly.  
 
    “Do you wish you were this carrot?” she asked, holding it in the air for a moment before pushing it back into her asshole. I don’t know how my cock wasn’t erupting like a volcano.  
 
    “Give the carrot to me,” I said. 
 
    She grinned before walking it over to me. “Are you hungry, Kyrie?” she giggled. 
 
    I turned her around. I slapped her ass and then I pulled her cheeks apart, wide. Then I stuck the carrot into her and made her moan. I plunged it in and out, and then her pussy gave out—spilling fluid down onto the floor before me.  
 
    “You like that?” I asked. 
 
    “Let’s lose the carrot,” she said. And then she grabbed the leafy greens and pulled it out from her asshole. She tossed it aside before grabbing my cock, standing it upright. With her tattooed back to me, she sat down, inserting my shaft deep into her anus. “Oh God!” I felt her clenching. She reached down and dug her claws into my thighs. I felt her body trembling. I heard her whimpering and moaning. Her perfect pussy let out one more loud gush before she started bouncing. 
 
    “Spank my ass, Kyrie!” she demanded. I spanked her ass until it was red. “Spank me like a bad girl. Don’t stop.” So I kept spanking her. She moaned. “Pull my fucking hair, Kyrie. Fuck me like a man, Goddamnit.”  
 
    So I pulled her hair. I yanked her head back and I spanked her hard on the ass. Then I grabbed her throat and squeezed, making her gush again. I squeezed until her face was dark red and she was gasping for air, then I released her and spanked her ass again.  
 
    It was rougher sex than what I was used to—and maybe a wee bit out of my comfort zone. She kept asking me to hit her harder and harder—to pull her hair harder and to squeeze stricter around her throat. I left her covered in handprints and red marks, but that’s what she liked and that’s what she wanted.  
 
    And then I came inside of her. Her asshole clenched my shaft tight until I was drained, and then she sprang to her feet with a shocking amount of energy once I pulled out of her. “That was great!” she said like a girl who had just done three lines.  
 
    I was exhausted: hardly able to stand as sweat dripped off of my forehead. “Cool,” I said.  
 
    “You know how to make a woman happy, Kyrie,” she grinned as she skipped over to her closet. She dug through her clothes before pulling out a surprisingly cutesy satin night dress. I was expecting her to sleep naked—or maybe in something with lots of straps and lots of latex.  
 
    She slipped into the little skirted number and then she went to the bathroom to wipe up. “You’re staying the night, right, Kyrie?”  
 
    “Sure,” I said.  
 
    Then she came back and jumped onto the bed. She crawled under the covers with a giggle and then she looked at me. “Snuggle in,” she said. I climbed under the covers and she cuddled right up to me, like a precious, warm kitten. Her bum was nestled into my lap. Her back was pressed against my chest and the top of her head was buried against my chin. Her ears were pushed forward. She fell asleep quickly, and then she purred.  

  

 
   
    CHAPTER XII 
 
    We woke up to the sound of rushing feet in the hallway outside of Trix’s door. Trix groaned and rolled over, not ready to wake up. “What’s going on?” I said, hearing someone in the hallway shouting, “We need to look for them!” 
 
    “Trix?” I said, trying to wake her up. But she just groaned as if she had a terrible hangover. “I think something’s happening.” 
 
    And a moment later, the bedroom door opened up and the blonde, angelic Britzi stuck her head into the room. “Hey, Trix—Oh, hi Kyrie.”  
 
    “Hi Britzi,” I blushed.  
 
    “Are you in here with Trix?” she asked. Her cheeks turned red.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said.  
 
    “Was there a problem with your bed?” she asked. At first, I thought she was making a joke, so I laughed. And then I realized she was serious. My God, she was too innocent for her own good.  
 
    “What’s going on out there?” I asked. 
 
    “Three more girls went missing,” she said. “They were seen just eight hours ago. General Dryas wants everyone looking for them.”  
 
    “What?” I said. “Another three girls?” I wanted to jump out of bed, but I was naked—and I had an erection from a long night of pressing my lap against Trix’s plump ass.  
 
    “Eriza, Mae, and Fealiss,” she said. They weren’t names that I recognized.  
 
    “What?” Trix said, suddenly springing alive.  
 
    “They were seen last night at the victory party,” Britzi said, shaking her head. “Apparently, they left early, together, and now nobody can find them.”  
 
    “Thanks for the heads up, B,” said Trix. She sat up and hopped out of bed, walking over to the bathroom. “We’ll come help in a couple of minutes.”  
 
    Britzi smiled. Then she looked at me with those innocent eyes and warm smile before slipping back into the hallway. She left the door open, so Trix jumped over to close it. “I can’t believe that,” she whispered.  
 
    “Do you think there’s a serial killer on the ship?” I asked. “That was the rumor I heard.”  
 
    Trix looked at me. Now, her face was strangely pale.  
 
    “Did you know those girls?” I asked.  
 
    She clasped her hands behind her back and pouted her lips, looking like a guilty child. My heart plunged down into my stomach. Was Trix the serial killer? Had I spent the night with a psychotic murderer? I could tell by the way she was biting her bottom lip that she was about to make a confession.  
 
    “W—What is it?” I asked, ready to jump out of bed and run—but she was blocking the only exit, unless I wanted to smash that window and try my luck on the lunar surface.  
 
    “Don’t be mad,” she said. 
 
    “I’m already mad,” I said. “Please don’t tell me you had something to do with this.”  
 
    “Not really,” she said. 
 
    “Trix,” I gasped. I jumped out of bed and grabbed my boxers, slipping them up to cover my slumping dick. “What the fuck did you do?”  
 
    “I didn’t do anything—not really,” she said, still grinning as if it was funny. 
 
    “Are those girls dead?” I asked. 
 
    “Keep your voice down, Kyrie!” she hushed, rushing over to me. She grabbed my wrists. My skin turned cold. “You’re going to get us in a lot of trouble if you can’t keep your voice down.”  
 
    “Tell me what’s going on. Now,” I said. 
 
    “Eriza, Mae, and Fealiss were Foxy-Foxy,” she said, looking into my eyes.  
 
    It was a moment before I remembered the night before: the underground simulation club, and the girls with the fox masks. “What are you saying?” I whispered.  
 
    “They must have lost the elimination game,” she said.  
 
    I opened my mouth to speak, and then a frozen terror washed over me. “W—What are you saying, Trix?” My heart fluttered down into the pit of my stomach. 
 
    “You said you wouldn’t be mad.” She smiled like a guilty brat.  
 
    “I am mad,” I said. “What was that Fight Club last night?” 
 
    “It was Fight Night,” she said.  
 
    “Whatever. What was it? I mean—what is it?”  
 
    “It’s a high-stakes competition. Let’s face it: contests aren’t fun without stakes.”  
 
    “Are you telling me that the losing team was killed?” I almost couldn’t even spit the words out; they were too surreal. And to think I participated!  
 
    “I told you to stick around for the elimination game!” she said. “It’s always the most exciting.”  
 
    “You’re fucking mad!” I roared. And then she put the palm of her hand against my lips. 
 
    “Do you want to get us killed!?” she gasped. 
 
    “You need to go to General Dryas and tell her everything right now,” I said through clenched teeth. 
 
    “No way. They’ll kill me,” she said. 
 
    “Who will kill you?”  
 
    “The girls who run the league,” she said. 
 
    “Who are the girls?” I asked. 
 
    “Nobody knows.” 
 
    “What do you mean nobody knows!?” I said. 
 
    She put her hand on my mouth again. “If you can’t keep your voice down, Kyrie, I’m not going to tell you anything. And you better keep your mouth shut about this, or we’ll both end up dead.” 
 
    “I really hope you’re fucking with me right now,” I growled. Now I really wanted to strangle her—and not for her sexual satisfaction. I felt sick. I couldn’t believe that I contributed to the deaths of three girls. Maybe my contribution was small, and maybe it would have happened with or without me—but the guilt still made me sick. “I can’t believe you. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me.” 
 
    “I knew you wouldn’t do it if I told you,” she said, rolling her eyes.  
 
    “You think!?” I hushed.  
 
    She batted her eyelashes and clasped her hands at her waist. “I’ll give you a blowjob to make up for it,” she smiled. 
 
    “No!” I said. “You’re actually mad, Trix. I can’t believe this. I can’t believe you pulled me into this. And the other girls—the nine girls that disappeared before…” 
 
    “They lost their rounds,” she said softly.  
 
    I opened my mouth to speak but no words came out. I had no idea what to say. I couldn’t wrap my head around how this was real. Why were these girls willingly competing in this insane league? Who was organizing it? “This is disgusting, you know that? Those were young women… girls! Some of them weren’t even adults. Those were people’s kids!”  
 
    “You’re getting loud again, Kyrie.” 
 
    “I don’t care. This is crazy. You can’t just brush this off like it’s not a big deal.” 
 
    “Look!” she said. “You can act all disgusted and horrified—that’s fine. But don’t talk to me like I’m some scumbag loser. Don’t look at me like I’m some murderer because I get a kick out of Fight Night. I stopped caring a long time ago what people think about me, and that’s not going to stop now. You don’t get it—maybe that’s my bad. Maybe I assumed you would get it because you seemed kind of cool. That was my mistake. But the girls who died—they knew what they were getting into. They knew what they signed up for.”  
 
    “That doesn’t make it right,” I said, shaking my head.  
 
    “Good for you, Mr. Morality.” She shook her head and stormed over to her closet to get dressed for the day. She pulled her nightie off and tossed it onto the floor before digging through a mountain of outfits. She didn’t bother to cover her perfect tits or her luscious pussy. “I don’t care how you feel about all this. Just do me a big favor and keep your mouth shut about it. That’s not a threat—it’s my advice to you if you don’t want to go missing. And I don’t want to go missing either, not unless it’s because I lost fair-and-square in a competition that I signed up for. Got it?” 
 
    She pulled out a tight black t-shirt and pulled it over her firm body. She was still bottomless, so she went in search of some panties next.  
 
    “Do me a favor and don’t show up for your next game,” I said. “Withdraw. The Lagolians need you, especially if they end up defending Kentaurus again.” 
 
    “Wow, listen to you. Aren’t you the skirmish expert? Don’t worry about what I choose to do with my time and with my life.”  
 
    “Your people need you, Trix.”  
 
    She snapped her head towards me, now with fire burning in her eyes. “My people think I’m a fuckup, Kyrie. My people hate my guts. Nobody cheers my name when I pull out a victory. Believe me—I spent eighteen months winning on Kentaurus before General Dryas decided to change strategies for no apparent reason, fucking up my streak. Then everyone blamed me for the loss, even though we would have won had we done what I wanted to do—and what I’d been doing just fine for eighteen months.  
 
    “Nobody cares about me. Nobody likes me. They think I’m weird and scary. When I go down to the shopping strip, parents will turn around and walk their kids away from me. Girls don’t invite me to parties. You know what it’s like to be loved and adored, Kyrie. I don’t. And downstairs—two or three times a week—I get to fit in. Girls hug me and cheer for me—and we have fun. So screw your morals and screw your phony patriotism. Everyone knows you just want to stop the Nekrol from reaching Sol, so don’t pretend like you care about us.”  
 
    “You’re wrong about me,” I said. 
 
    “And you’re wrong about me,” she snarled. “Why don’t we just leave it at that?”  
 
    “Fine,” I said. 
 
    She slipped up her panties and then she found a short black skirt to put on to cover most of her butt and the bare-minimum amount of thigh. I pulled on my sweats and shirt and headed for the door. 
 
    “Kyrie, wait,” she said, now sounding strangely sympathetic. I was almost sure that I was going to get an apology, so I stopped and turned to face her. “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Monday night is the next match,” she said, looking into my eyes. Her skin was pale and she was keeping her distance.  
 
    “Good luck, I guess,” I said.  
 
    She looked at her feet and squirmed. “You—uh—You have to be there.”  
 
    I paused. I tried to consider what she was saying. Surely, she didn’t mean what I thought she meant. “What?” I said.  
 
    “You’re registered on our team,” she whispered.  
 
    “No,” I said. “I don’t want to be.”  
 
    “It’s kind of too late.”  
 
    “Don’t. Don’t mess with me like this, Trix. I’m not going to do it. I’m not going to fight in Fight Night.”  
 
    “You kind of have to. I’m sorry,” she said. She couldn’t look into my eyes. I rushed up to her and grabbed her by the arms. I wanted to throttle her, but I bit my tongue.  
 
    “Tell me you’re lying,” I said. 
 
    “I had you signed up last night.” 
 
    “Trix!” I gasped. “You can’t do that. Tell them to take me off the list. I refuse to participate.”  
 
    “That’s not an option, Kyrie. If they think you’re a risk, they’ll take you out. I really thought you would be into it. I—I’m sorry. It was a misunderstanding on my end.”  
 
    “I hate you,” I said.  
 
    “That’s fine. Everyone hates me,” she said.  
 
    “Try to guess why,” I said, and then I turned around and stormed out of her room. My hands were clenched into tight fists. I wanted to punch a wall, but I knew the Lunar Alpha walls wouldn’t have the same give as drywall, so I resisted that urge. 
 
    I couldn’t force myself to wrap my head around what Trix had told me. I was locked into Fight Night. But I couldn’t do it; I couldn’t possibly shoot another girl or capture a beacon knowing that it could mean the deaths of another three girls.  
 
    And if I didn’t show up, would they really find me? Would they really make me disappear in the middle of the night?  
 
    Now, Lagolians rushed by me, desperately looking for the newly lost girls: the members of Foxy-Foxy who had apparently lost the 3v3v3 elimination match. Further down the hall, I found two sobbing girls: sisters of one of the missing. And through a doorway I could hear the wail of a mother who was coming to the realization that her daughter was most likely dead.  
 
    My heart fell into my stomach. My legs wobbled and I felt the life draining out of me. 
 
    Trix said that there wasn’t an out, that I had to fight in the next round, or they would find me. But there was an out. I turned to look out the window, at Earth. That was my out. Now that the Lagolians had Kentaurus, they didn’t need me. Maybe this was my cue to head back down to Earth and resume my normal life. I could pretend like this had all been a crazy dream. And maybe after a few months—or a few years—I could convince myself that it was all just a dream… or maybe a nightmare. 

  

 
   
    CHAPTER XIII 
 
    I stood in that large, empty movie theater lobby for forty minutes before the doors finally opened and Ria came in. She was moving as quickly as she could in her heeled boots, using her hands to keep her short dress from blowing up from the sudden gust of air-conditioned air that hit her when she came through the doors. She blushed and looked around until she spotted me, standing with our tickets in my hand. 
 
    “I’m so sorry I’m late,” she said, rushing over to me. “The movie started already, didn’t it? 
 
    “It’s fine,” I laughed. I took a moment to appreciate her outfit, her hair, and her makeup—surely the reason that she was late, but I could tell that it was a special effort for me. She was wearing her eye-shadow dark, with thick flicks of eyeliner. Her short white dress looked brand-new; I was surprised there wasn’t a tag hanging off of it. “You look great.”  
 
    “Thanks,” she said. “Traffic was just so bad.” She obviously didn’t want to admit that she was trying to be pretty for me.  
 
    “Not a big deal. There’s another showing starting in forty minutes. If you’ve got nowhere to be, I’m cool waiting.”  
 
    “Sure,” she smiled.  
 
    “Arcade?” I said, nodding towards the theater’s large arcade area. 
 
    “I’m trash at all those games.” 
 
    “Same. Everyone is. That makes it more fun.” 
 
    We went over and started with the basketball game. We took turns trying to get the highest score. Ria was indeed trash, missing almost every shot—but she was a hero at Skee-Ball. She beat me handily in all three rounds we played. “Let’s play the basketball game again,” I laughed. 
 
    “No way. You’re just tired of losing,” she grinned. 
 
    “Maybe I just need to show you how to sink a shot,” I said. So I took her back to the basketball game. “Okay. Grab a ball and hold it like this.” I demonstrated and then I handed her the ball. She held it and I stepped around her, reaching my arms around to fix her position. I caught her looking down at my bicep. “You want to use this hand here to push, while using this hand to keep the shot accurate.” I ran her through the motion. “By the way, you smell nice.”  
 
    She took the shot and missed. “You’re a bad teacher,” she said.  
 
    “I never said I was any good,” I laughed.  
 
    Then she eyed the target range game. “That looks like fun! Do you have any tokens left?”  
 
    “I can get some,” I said.  
 
    “I bet I can outshoot you,” she said. 
 
    I grinned and nodded my head slowly. “You think so? I’m pretty good.”  
 
    “My dad used to take me shooting every weekend,” she said, skipping over to the game. It was a small range, with the back wall just twenty-five feet away. The rifles only had iron sights, but the targets were large: moving up and down and left and right in a predictable pattern. I passed Ria a token and she punched it into the game.  
 
    “I wouldn’t have pegged you as a shooter,” I said.  
 
    “Why’s that?” she asked, picking up the rifle. 
 
    “I don’t know. You’re just too… pretty, I guess.”  
 
    “Awe,” she said. “I like the compliments, Kyrie. But you’re coming on a bit strong.”  
 
    “It wasn’t really supposed to be a compliment. It’s just a fact. Pretty girls don’t usually spend their weekends shooting. They get invited to parties. They have tons of friends who want to hang out... stuff like that. I know you’re popular.”  
 
    “Well I’m sorry I’m not cookie-cutter enough for you, Kyrie.” She shook her head and looked down the range. “So what are the stakes?”  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. Just hearing that word— ‘stakes’—made my skin crawl. Monday was a couple of days away. Fight Night was going to go on with or without me. Three more girls were going to vanish. And what did that mean? Were they killed in front of everyone after the elimination match? Who did the killing? And their poor families… 
 
    “Kyrie?” said Ria, looking at me with a curious smile. “You okay?” 
 
    “What? Sure,” I said.  
 
    “What are we betting?”  
 
    “How’s about loser buys the popcorn,” I said.  
 
    “Fine,” she said. “And just so it’s on the record: I want a large popcorn with extra butter.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me, since you’ll be paying.”  
 
    I picked up my own rifle. It was much clunkier and heavier than the Ryon Long Rifle that I’d gotten so used to. I looked down the barrel and could see that it wasn’t even straight, curving slightly to the right.  
 
    “Let me see your gun,” I said. 
 
    She giggled. “Already blaming the gun?” She shook her head. “No way. That’s your gun. Now I think we each get ten shots. Ready?”  
 
    “Sure,” I said.  
 
    She lifted up her gun and stared down her sights. Her first shot plinked the metal target at the far end of the gallery. “Nice shot,” I said.  
 
    “Thanks,” she said, brushing her long black hair back. “I’m going to get all the best targets before you even take a shot.” She aimed and shot again—another sharp plink.  
 
    She was right. I needed to start hitting some targets. So I aimed at a bouncing clown head at the far end of the gallery. I shot, but my little rubber bullet landed eight inches to the right. Ria giggled, so I tried to shoot again, this time aiming way off so that my shot would hit.  
 
    Plink! 
 
    “There you go!” she said. But then she was quick to take her next shot, pegging the little mouse on the middle ledge.  
 
    “You really are pretty good,” I said. 
 
    “Told you!”  
 
    I took my next shot at a swinging pendulum inside of a grandfather clock. I had to aim left to make the shot, but I did it.  
 
    “Wow,” she said. “You’re good at hitting those moving targets.”  
 
    “Cheers,” I said. Then I scanned for my next target. And that’s when I saw the bunny. It was a cute bunny with big eyes and tall ears. I went to pull the trigger, and then I paused. 
 
    Did Trix really expect me to show up for Monday’s match? Did she really want me to take out her fellow Lagolians? The other option was her getting taken out… I just couldn’t understand how she got a kick out of it. I couldn’t understand how any of them thought that was okay. Did they not hear the screaming mother? Did they not see the weeping sisters?  
 
    Plink! 
 
    The bunny went down. Ria made the hit. She giggled: an innocent sound that didn’t know war, that didn’t know misery, that didn’t know what it was like to face a lifetime of true hardships. Maybe she had her issues and her battles, but at least she was down on Earth, able to go to the movies and hang out with friends and sneak liquor out from her parents’ liquor cabinet. 
 
    Plink! 
 
    She pegged another target: the fish that went up and down, in and out of a fishbowl. “C’mon, shooter. I’m making you look bad!” 
 
    My spine tingled. It was a nickname I didn’t want to hear again. I didn’t want that life anymore. I liked being on Earth. I had my friends on Earth. I had my family. My biggest worry was whether or not I would be invited to the next family hunting trip… Though now, I wasn’t so sure the thought of toeing through the woods with a rifle sounded like much fun. I was starting to think I got it out of my system.  
 
    Plink! 
 
    Ria beautifully ended her go with a perfect score and big smile on her face. She looked over at me, and that smile slowly faded. “What’s the matter?” she asked. “Not having any fun?”  
 
    I had to force a smile onto my face. “Just a lot on my mind, I guess.”  
 
    “We can see a movie another time if you’ve got things to do,” she said.  
 
    “No, no,” I said. “I want to see the movie. We’ll get popcorn and we’ll go see the movie. I just need to exchange these tickets for the next showing. I’m sure it won’t be a problem.”  
 
    “Why don’t you give them to me and I’ll go do it. They’ll be nicer to me because I’m a girl. You go and buy the popcorn.”  
 
    “Sure,” I said. I gave her the tickets and we parted ways. There was no line for popcorn. The whole theater was empty.  
 
    “Butter?” the woman behind the counter asked. 
 
    “Extra butter, please,” I said.  
 
    “Alrighty.” She went off to pour the butter. Then I noticed the screen next to the menu, playing movie trailers. Now, there was a trailer for a family comedy: some silly story about a high-school football player. 
 
    “Evan’s life has been perfect, until…” Evan, the movie’s protagonist, was alone on a football field. It was night and the big lights were shining down on him while he practiced his throw. His ball swirled through the air and soared right into a target at ninety yards. Evan pumped his fist, and then he looked to the side to see a group of aliens watching him. “Evan’s life is about to get a bit more… complicated.”  
 
    Suddenly, Evan was on the alien’s ship. They were little green men, done questionably with CGI. They were reviewing footage of Evan’s solo practice. “Why did you bring me here?” Evan asked. 
 
    “Have you ever played Kronk Ball?” an alien asked him. 
 
    “Huh?’ said Evan. 
 
    “If we don’t beat the Carbloobians in the final, they’re going to destroy our planet!” shouted one especially small green alien.  
 
    My stomach turned. It was a ludicrous plot, though it wasn’t so much different from the plot of my life. I forced myself to look away from the screen. I didn’t want to deal with reality. I wanted to enjoy my date with Ria. I wanted to pretend—for just a couple of hours—that I was a normal guy, living a normal life.  
 
    “Sir?” said the cashier.  
 
    “Huh?” I said, looking up at her. She was holding my popcorn.  
 
    “Here you go. Your girlfriend is calling you,” she said. I looked back and saw Ria standing by the ticket boy.  
 
    “You coming, Kyrie?” she called out. 
 
    I smiled. “Sure. Be right there.” We went down the hall. I tried to pull myself together. I tried my best to make it a decent date. “So tell me about yourself. I know you’re a good shooter. What else might surprise me?”  
 
    “Well, my dad was in the army,” she said. “He was a big gun guy, so that’s how I got introduced to all of that. He wanted me to the join the army, but that really wasn’t my thing. I’ve always wanted to… Oh, I know it’s so taboo these days—but I’ve kind of dreamed of being a stay-at-home mom.”  
 
    “Why is it taboo?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, you know, everyone thinks women should be working. My mom tried to do the stay-at-home thing for a while when I was younger, but her sisters really shamed her for quitting her career. I don’t know—I’m not judging anyone. I just love the idea of being home and having lots of kids… I’m probably scaring you off right now, right?” She giggled. “At least I’m being honest. It’s not like I’m telling you that I want to have your babies. But what can I say? One day I want to have, like, eight kids. I’m one of those crazy people.”  
 
    All of a sudden, I had the image of Eris in my head: pregnant with nine kids in her tummy. She was days away from giving birth now—days away from making me a father to more kids than I could certainly handle. And she was probably wondering where I was. It had been a while since I’d seen her, and I was pretty sure I’d missed one of her ultrasounds. Did that make me a bad dad?  
 
    And if I left Lunar Alpha for good, did that make me Shit Dad of the Year? Would I regret leaving my kids behind? Was I obligated to stay on Lunar Alpha and continue fighting skirmishes every two days, just to keep my kids safe?  
 
    I had more to process than I could handle. It was all too much. And the stress was starting to break me down physically. I’d never felt so tired in my life. My body ached in multiple places. I knew stress could kill a person. I knew it could add years onto a man’s life.  
 
    “Kyrie?” Ria said softly as the movie started. 
 
    “Sorry, what’s up?” I said. 
 
    She smiled awkwardly. “I don’t know,” she said. “To be honest, I’m not sure when you stopped listening.”  
 
    “I’m listening,” I said.  
 
    “I just asked you a question—and you’re just… staring off.”  
 
    “I’m listening. I, uh, just didn’t hear the question. Ask it again. Sorry.”  
 
    “It’s okay,” she said. “I can tell you’ve got a lot on your mind.”  
 
    I looked into her eyes. Her gaze darted away. She spent hours dolling herself up and I couldn’t even focus on her talking for more than five minutes. I didn’t deserve her.  
 
    And now, I was tempted to tell her the truth. I had so much on my shoulders—so much that I wanted to get off. I desperately wanted to talk to someone… but I knew she wouldn’t believe a word. I knew that she would just look at me like I was a psychopath—especially after I could barely hit a target in the shooting gallery.  
 
    “I think I’m going to go,” she said. 
 
    “No. Please don’t go,” I said.  
 
    “You’re a cool guy, Kyrie. But I can tell that you’re not that into me—which is fine. No one said you have to be into me.” 
 
    “I’m into you, Ria, it’s just—” 
 
    “It’s fine, Kyrie, really. You’ve already got a girlfriend, so I’m not really sure what I was thinking. I—I think I’m just going to head out. Enjoy the movie though—and the popcorn. I’ll see you at school, and, uh… yeah. I guess that’s it.”  
 
    Her lips quivered for a moment as she stood up. 
 
    “Ria,” I said, but she didn’t stop. She left me there, in that theater, alone. Once she was gone, I slumped into my seat.  
 
    “Fuck,” I said, giving the seat in front of me a hard kick.  
 
    I stayed and watched the whole movie, alone. I even lingered through the credits, and then I waited until the staff told me they needed me to leave to clean up before I got up to my feet. I wasn’t ready to go back. The pressure of it all was adding up so fast. 
 
    In less than twenty-four hours was the skirmish on Eubuleus. I knew Vega wanted to run at least a few simulations, which meant a few hours of training. They were already probably wondering where I was. Vega was probably already back at my house, looking for me. She was the one who dropped me off. 
 
    But I didn’t go home. I needed some time to think, to process my options. I feel like I didn’t really have any options. I couldn’t go back—I couldn’t fight in Fight Night knowing three people wouldn’t be waking up the next morning. And the only way out of Fight Night was to stay down there, on Earth.  
 
    It was raining. I didn’t have an umbrella, so I got awfully wet on my way to the mall. I didn’t really care though. I was just happy to be surrounded by humans—some happy, some sad, all oblivious to the wars happening in deep space. I meandered through a few stores and then I sat down on a bench until the mall closed down and the security guard told me to scram.  
 
    I walked home: a long forty-minute walk in the rain. I was about to go into the house and then I saw Vega, sitting on my couch with a toque on her head. My mom was sitting across from her, and they were chatting. Vega looked tense, smiling politely—but I could tell from her thinly pressed lips that she was containing some serious rage.  
 
    I didn’t want to deal with it. 
 
    So I walked another forty minutes, to Kenny’s house, three neighborhoods over. I knocked on his door and he answered a minute later. “Yo, Kyrie,” he said. “What are you doing here?”  
 
    “Hey man,” I smiled. “I got locked out of my house and my parents are out of town. Any chance I can bum on your couch tonight?”  
 
    He moved aside. “Sure, man—absolutely. I’ll grab you a towel. And hey! You have to tell me all about your babe girlfriend from the Netherlands, or wherever.”  
 
    I forced a smile. “Sure thing,” I said. His house smelled like pot and B.O. but it was better than facing my problems. The Lagolians could survive without me for a night… 
 
    And maybe they could survive without me indefinitely. 

  

 
   
    CHAPTER XIV 
 
    Kenny didn’t let me get a ton of sleep. He insisted on making me game with him until the early hours. And then I accidentally let it slip that I’d gone on a date with Ria, and he wanted to hear all about that. So I told him how I fucked the date up and she left before the movie even started. 
 
    “Damn, son,” he said, shaking his head. “But hey—you dodged a bullet. Ria’s hot, but she’s a bitch. You’re better off without her.” And that’s when I remembered that she’d rejected him earlier that year, crushing his spirits entirely.  
 
    So I just smiled and nodded my head. “Maybe you’re right,” I said.  
 
    “So who you taking to prom then?” he said. 
 
    “No clue. Who are you taking?”  
 
    “Don’t tell no one.” 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
     “I’m going to ask out Annie,” he said with a big red-cheeked smile. 
 
    “Annie from biology?”  
 
    He nodded his head before looking away, totally flustered. He jumped up to his feet and started pacing around. “I don’t know if she’ll say yes. I hope she does. Don’t tell no one, alright? Not ‘till I ask her out. Can you keep a secret? I’ve had a big crush on her for a while now. I think she’s maybe a bit out of my league, but… I don’t know. I don’t know why I’m telling you. I haven’t told no one.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll say yes, Kenny,” I smiled. 
 
    And then his face beamed. “You think so?” Then he cleared his throat. “So who are you taking then? Wait—I already asked that. But wait—obviously you’re taking your blonde girlfriend, right? Oh, but you said you don’t know who you’re taking… Everything alright with the blonde?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “It’s complicated. I, uh, think she’s busy during prom.”  
 
    “Ah shit, sorry to hear that, bro,” he said. “Those long-distance relationships are doomed from the beginning. Was she at least good in bed?”  
 
    I laughed and shrugged my shoulders. “I’m not saying anything there.”  
 
    Kenny went back to playing his game. He offered me a turn but I wanted to lie down instead. I tried watching him for a while, but my exhaustion finally got the better of me and I began to doze off. But it didn’t feel right, sleeping alone, without a Lagolian girl nestled against me. I was definitely going to miss their soft hair, their warm skin, their little fluttery tails, and the way they whimpered softly when they snored.  
 
    And, of course, I was going to miss their tight little holes, which they loved having me fill, stuff, and stretch. It pained me to think that I would never have a harem of beautiful bunny girls on Earth—and probably no harem at all. But I guess that was probably normal, and it was probably better to be ‘normal’. That’s what I wanted, wasn’t it? Normality?  
 
    It sucked waking up alone too, without Eris’s pregnant body radiating heat against me, without Trix’s tight butt cradling my morning wood. Kenny’s house was cold and damp. His neighbor was mowing the lawn with a clunking old mower. There was a horrendous smell oozing out from Kenny’s basement bathroom, making me turn the other way to see Kenny asleep on his couch with his controller in one hand and a can of Monster Energy Drink in the other.  
 
    I sat up and rubbed my eyes. The morning sun was blinding as it poured through the curtains. I looked around and spotted Kenny’s clock, surprised to see that it was only 7:00 AM. I stood up and stretched out my arms. I tried to quietly turn off Kenny’s TV, to save him and his family a buck or two on their energy bill—but Kenny woke up suddenly. “Hey! I was playing that!”  
 
    “You were asleep,” I said. 
 
    “What? I was?” he said. He stood up and about a half cup of chip crumbs fell from his chest onto the floor. “What time is it?”  
 
    “Seven,” I said.  
 
    “Why are we up then?” he asked. 
 
    “I tried not to wake you up,” I said. 
 
    “You taking off?”  
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. I didn’t really have anywhere to go. I didn’t want to go home, even though Vega probably told my mom that she was looking for me, and now my mom was probably freaking out thinking that I’d been murdered and dumped into the river all over again. But if the Lagolians were going to find me anywhere, it was at my house.  
 
    But where else could I go? I couldn’t just slum it around the mall all day. I couldn’t just sit in the park staring at the trees like some senile grandpa. I was sure that all of my friends were studying for their last few final exams. 
 
    I put on my coat and walked outside. The sun was high in the sky. It couldn’t have been 7:00 AM. I walked for a block before I found a woman working in her garden. I asked her for the time. 
 
    “It’s noon, sweetie,” she smiled.  
 
    Of course Kenny’s clock was five whole hours off… 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. And then my heart started racing. The assault on Eubuleus was just a couple of hours away, and I was MIA. Now, everyone surely hated my guts.  
 
    Nowhere to go, I just started walking. I walked and walked, and then I heard a siren. I didn’t think much of it, but I could hear it getting louder. Then I could hear multiple sirens. I looked back and saw the blue and red lights coming towards me. I stepped back, thinking they would roar by. But instead, they slammed to a stop in front of me, in a semi-circle around me.  
 
    I looked around and then I threw my hands into the air, just as two cops jumped out from their cars and points guns at me. “Don’t move!”  
 
    “Get on the fucking ground!”  
 
    “Huh?” I said. 
 
    “I said don’t fucking move!” 
 
    “Get on the fucking ground!”  
 
    “Should I not move or should I get on the ground?” I asked once my heart started beating again. Now, there were at least six guns pointed at me, and about thirty terrified onlookers behind the circle of cop cruisers.  
 
    “Keep your hands up and drop down to your knees, son!”  
 
    So that’s what I did. “I—I think you have the wrong guy,” I said as they rushed me. One of the cops grabbed me and slammed my face down onto the concrete. Another wrestled cuffs onto my wrist. A third cop patted me down.  
 
    “You’re under arrest.” 
 
    “For what?” I said as blood dripped down from my possibly-broken nose. “What the hell is this?”  
 
    “For armed robbery and assault with a deadly weapon. Kyrie Aaron, you have the right to remain silent. Anything you say or do can be used against you in a court of law…” 
 
    “This is insane!” I said. “I didn’t rob anyone.” 
 
    “You have a right to an attorney,” he continued. He wasn’t listening to me. He stuffed me into the back of his cruiser and then the cops scanned the area, maybe looking for some discarded weapon.  
 
    I was sure that I was dreaming; it was the only logical explanation. But why wasn’t I waking up? 
 
    “I didn’t do anything,” I said to the officer as we started to drive to the station. But he wasn’t listening to me. “I’m serious. You have the wrong guy. I didn’t rob anyone. I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”  
 
    And still, he remained silent. 
 
    We pulled up to the station and then he yanked me out from his cruiser and walked me inside, past the petty criminals sitting in the front waiting area. He put me into a holding cell in the far back of the station, near the staircase. “Wait here until questioning,” he said. 
 
    “Wait!” I said. “I have shit to do today! I can’t just sit here. Can you please call my mom!? Actually, call Kenny! He’ll tell you that I was with him all night. Why aren’t you answering me!?” 
 
    And then I was alone, next to a drunk man sleeping on the floor with his mouth open.  
 
    “Fuck this!” I said, kicking the heavy steel bar. A dull pain reverberated up my leg. I had to walk that pain off.  
 
    I really had no idea what was going on. I could see the cops working at their desks in the large precinct. I could see the petty criminals slouched into their seats as cops came and went. I thought about yelling out for them, to plead my case, but I knew that nobody was listening. I knew they were going to make me wait in that cell until I was tired and exhausted and ‘ready to talk’, even though I had no idea what any of this was about.  
 
    Then, the door opened and a girl came in. She wasn’t a cop. She had a hood on her head and a small smile on her face. She looked around and then her eyes met mine. I saw the question mark tattooed on her cheekbone.  
 
    I was looking at Trix. 
 
    She leaned over the front desk and asked the officer something. She chatted for a moment before making a polite smile and a little wave. “Okay, thank you. Bye now!” she said. Then she looked at me again, staring into my eyes with a big smirk. She looked like she was trying not to laugh.  
 
    Then she left the precinct.  
 
    Dread filled my chest. I knew something bad was about to happen—and I knew it was going to be really bad.  
 
    I sat down on the bench. Ten long, tense minutes passed—and it felt like five hours.  
 
    Then I heard a crash.  
 
    “Everybody get down!” shouted a policeman.  
 
    I jumped to my feet, but the precinct was still. I could see a shattered window and cowering people—but nothing else.  
 
    Then, the cowering people suddenly looked very limp. There was no movement at all—and no sound but a gentle hissing, like air escaping from a pin-sized hole in a pipe or a compressor.  
 
    The front door flew open with a heavy crack.  
 
    Trix stepped in with a compact gas mask over her face: just a small triangular shaped device covering her nose and mouth. In her hands was a heavy rifle. She scanned the limp bodies on the ground carefully before skipping over to me.  
 
    “Found you!” she giggled.  
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” I said, backing up against the wall.  
 
    “I’m getting you out of here, Kyrie,” she laughed. And then she threw a mask at me through the bars. “Put that on before the gas reaches you and you pass out.”  
 
    I hesitated, and then I followed her command, putting the mask onto my face. It didn’t have any straps, but it had a gasket lining that seemed to form to my face, holding on easily and securely.  
 
    “They’ll be asleep for a while,” she said.  
 
    “I—I don’t understand this,” I said. 
 
    “What don’t you get?”  
 
    Then two cops came running down the back stairs, guns drawn. Trix was fast, spinning around and firing a barrage of shots. The cops went down hard, screaming before becoming completely silent.  
 
    “Trix!” I gasped. 
 
    “Relax, they’re just sleeping,” she giggled. “Now let’s get you out of here.” She looked around before clicking her rifle onto her back. Then she pulled out a pistol from a holster on her thigh. “Stand back, Kyrie.” 
 
    She blasted the lock off of the cell. The sparks made me gasp and wince away. And before I opened my eyes, she had my wrist in her hand. She pulled me, making me stumble. I didn’t want to go with her, but she wasn’t giving me much choice.  
 
    “Trix, stop!” I said, and then she suddenly stopped and turned to face me.  
 
    “Why?” she said.  
 
    “Because this is crazy. Look what you’ve done! And look.” I pointed up at the cameras on the ceiling.  
 
    “Obviously I EMP’ed the cameras before coming in, Kyrie. I’m not a dummy.” She rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Still. They’re going to come looking for me. I’m under arrest. They arrested me for fucking robbery, and if I just disappear now, they’re going to think that I really did it.” I looked around at the limp police officers. There was no smoke in the room, but I could see the canister that she shot through the window: a large metal can that was slowly releasing some sort of sleeping gas.  
 
    “Armed robbery and assault with a deadly weapon,” she said with a grin. 
 
    “Oh great,” I said. “You had something to do with that. Of course you did.”  
 
    “Well nobody could find you, Kyrie, and we have a battle in less than an hour. You didn’t exactly give me a choice. I had to mobilize the humans.” 
 
    “This is so crazy. I’m honestly done with it. I’m not going back with you. I’m not going back to Lunar Alpha. Ever.”  
 
    “You have to,” she said. 
 
    “No, I don’t. I’m not going. Go back without me.”  
 
    “They’re going to put you in prison, Kyrie,” she said. “They have footage of you robbing that bank with that big scary black gun.”  
 
    “What are you talking about?”  
 
    “I got some help from a girl I know in Simulation Programming. It didn’t take her more than twenty minutes to make the footage.” 
 
    “What footage!?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. It seemed so hard to believe. Now, I was surer than ever that I was having a nightmare.  
 
    “Can we discuss this on the ship?” she asked. “We really need to be going. They’re all going to be waking up in about two minutes.”  
 
    “No. I’m not going,” I said. “Fuck that, and fuck this. You can’t just tinker with people’s lives like this.” I turned around and stormed back to my jail cell. Maybe she was right: maybe I would go to prison with whatever footage they created and put onto… hell, I had no idea what she’d done, but I had a bad feeling that it wasn’t going to be good for me.  
 
    She sulked her way back to me. “Come with me, Kyrie. Don’t make me force you.”  
 
    “Hold on,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m pretty sure that you’re supposed to be following my command.” 
 
    She was silent for a moment, no longer smiling. She had wide, nervous eyes. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “Aren’t Lagolian women supposed to submit to their male breeding partners. I’ve fucked you twice now. I’m pretty sure that makes you my breeding partner.”  
 
    She stared at me with lips pressed thin. Then she squirmed slightly. “W—Who told you that?” she asked. 
 
    “So it’s true then?” I said. 
 
    She was starting to look angry. She wasn’t answering me.  
 
    “Put down your guns—both of them,” I said. 
 
    She remained still for a long moment. Her nose twitched and I heard a slight groan leave her mouth. Then with a pout, she put her guns down on the floor. “I’m not doing this because you’re telling me to,” she said with a defiant voice—but she certainly wasn’t acting very defiant.  
 
    Now, I could hear the approaching sirens. I could see her body tensing up. 
 
    “Go make sure those cops are okay at the bottom of the stairs,” I said. 
 
    She took a deep breath, shaking her head. She marched over and bent down, checking to make sure they were still breathing. “They’re fine,” she growled.  
 
    “Now tell me more about this footage you made,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t you think we should talk about it on the ship?” she asked with a violent smile. “Before the other humans show up with their guns?”  
 
    “Tell me now,” I demanded. 
 
    She sighed, and then she spoke quickly. “I hacked into a human bank’s camera system. I sent the camera feed to my girl in the Simulation Department. She made some footage, starring you, and we hacked it into their hard drives. Like I said, it took less than fifteen minutes from start to finish. Then I went in with a mask on, unloaded a few rounds into the ceiling, asked for some credit. They were pretty confused. Then I just grabbed a handful of your human credit slips and left.”  
 
    “You’re insane,” I said, shaking my head. 
 
    “Thanks. Now can we go please?”  
 
    I hesitated, hearing those sirens getting closer and closer. They had footage of me robbing a bank with a rifle. I’m pretty sure that meant at least a decade in prison. Maybe I was better off on Lunar Alpha. I knew that I would feel like a prisoner either way—but at least Lunar Alpha had hot girls. In prison, maybe I would end up being the ‘hot girl’.  
 
    “Fine,” I said.  
 
    She smiled and bounced. “Thank God, Kyrie. I was really worried I was going to have to go with Plan B.”  
 
    “I don’t even want to know what that is,” I said.  
 
    She picked up her guns and grabbed my hand, leading me out of that precinct. The cruisers were just coming around the bend and down the road as we turned to run down the alley. “Faster, Kyrie!” she said. My heart was racing somewhere down in the pit of my stomach.  
 
    What was my mother going to think of all this when she found out? This was probably going to kill her. And would I ever be able to return home to see her and explain myself? Or would she go to her grave thinking that her son was nothing but a degenerate bank robber?  
 
    Trix’s ship was parked at the middle of the alleyway. She waved her hand, opening the hatch. “Hurry!” she said. We boarded and she pressed a few buttons on her dashboard, just as cops came running around the corner.  
 
    Trix made the craft lift up slightly, just ten feet off of the ground. Then we watched through the invisible walls as the cops went running by, oblivious to our presence in that invisible spaceship. “Close call!” she giggled.  
 
    “I’m so pissed at you,” I said. 
 
    “Get over it,” she said. 
 
    “No. You just fucked up my life.”  
 
    “I’ll change the footage! God, Kyrie, relax a little bit, will you? It will take ten minutes to have new footage swapped with the Gangster Kyrie footage they made for me in the Simulation Department. Then the human cops will go to review the footage and they’ll go, ‘Oh, why did we think that was Kyrie?’ You might still have to explain yourself a little bit. Or you can just stay up on Lunar Alpha, instead of hiding down on Earth like a little baby.”  
 
    “I wasn’t hiding,” I said, side-eyeing her as the ship began to lift away from the planet.  
 
    “Sure you weren’t,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I really believe you, Kyrie.”  
 
    “What do you want from me?” I snapped. “I really can’t believe you. I can’t believe that someone can be so selfish and so… cruel to other people. Like, c’mon! People have their own problems; they don’t need you coming in and complicating everything. Can you tell me one thing that you’ve ever done to make the lives of the people around you better? Or has everything you’ve ever done just been for your own satisfaction?”  
 
    She wasn’t smiling now. She stared into my eyes with a dead look, and then she shrugged her shoulders. “I guess I can’t think of anything.” But her answer sounded strangely sarcastic.  
 
    I shook my head and stormed off to the other side of the ship. I looked down at Earth, which was getting smaller and smaller now as we approached Lunar Alpha. Then I had an idea. I turned to her and stared into her eyes. “You’re going to tell General Dryas about your Fight Night,” I said. 
 
    Then her eyes became wide. “What? Are you nuts? No, I’m not.”  
 
    “Yes, you are—and that’s a command. As your breeding partner, I’m demanding it.” I had no idea if that’s how it worked, but I figured it was worth a shot. I was still figuring all these new rules out. 
 
    She had that familiar pissed-off look, with her lips pressed thin and her brow twitching. “Don’t make me do that, Kyrie. It won’t end well for either of us.” 
 
    “Too bad. You’re doing it,” I said. “Before the match, you’re going to tell her everything.”  
 
    “Fine!” she blurted out. “I will tell her because you aren’t giving me a choice.” She groaned loudly. “Just don’t feel bad when I disappear tomorrow. I guess that’s probably what you want though, huh? Well, you’re right, Kyrie. I have to do what you tell me. I literally can’t help it—even if you ask me to walk off a cliff, and sadly that’s exactly what you’re doing.”  
 
    “Fine,” I said, rolling my eyes. But the guilt was already weighing in my gut. Were they really going to kill her for talking? And if she vanished overnight, how would I live with myself? She wasn’t exactly the most savory character, but she was still a girl with a soul and feelings.  
 
    The ship docked in the mechanics bay. “We’re going straight to General Dryas,” I said. 
 
    She groaned and led the way. I could see that her hands were balled up into fists. Her shoulders were up near her ears, which were perked high up, tense with rage as she stomped into the elevator and then down the hall to General Dryas’s office. She looked at me with a dark glare before pounding on the general’s door. Dryas came out a moment later. “What’s going on? Kyrie! You’re back. Oh, thank goodness. I was just about to have one of the rookie girls sent down to the portal. What a relief! Where were you?” 
 
    “I was stuck dealing with some things on Earth,” I said. “But we’re actually here now because, uh—Trix wants to tell you something.”  
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    Trix squirmed and forced a smile and then made a loud groan. Her lips parted and then she looked at me with defeat all over her face.  
 
    But I couldn’t let her say it. Maybe she was telling the truth: maybe the admission would get her killed. “She was just going to tell you that she has a new strategy for Eubuleus. She wanted to run it by you quickly.”  
 
    “You do?” said General Dryas. “Well go ahead, Trix. What are you thinking?”  
 
    Trix looked at me with narrowed eyes. Then she turned to the general, cleared her throat, and said, “I was actually thinking that you might be okay with me going deep, almost down to Beacon Charlie. I can sneak in and wreak some real havoc with Vega while the human boys take Bravo.”  
 
    “It sounds unnecessarily risky,” said Dryas. “And it’s never been tried in simulation.” 
 
    Then Trix grinned, because she was essentially describing her crazy strategy that won the game at Fight Night.  
 
    “Not today,” General Dryas said. “But thanks for running the idea by me. Maybe we can try something like that in simulation before implementing it in a real skirmish.” 
 
    “Sure thing, General.”  
 
    The general smiled, nodded, and then sunk back into her office. Then Trix turned to me with an accusatory glare. “Why did you bail me out at the last second, human?”  
 
    “Will they really kill you if you speak about it?”  
 
    “What? You think I’m full of shit or something?”  
 
    “Yes, I do. But I don’t want you to die,” I said. “You might be a real pain, but I don’t want you dead.”  
 
    “That’s really sweet. Maybe the sweetest thing anyone’s ever said to me before.” She rolled her eyes. “We’d better hurry up down to the portal. Everyone’s probably waiting for us down there.”  
 
    I jogged to catch up to her. She still looked pissed, still with her hands clenched into balls. “Relax a little bit,” I said. 
 
    “Eat my pussy, Kyrie.”  
 
    “Careful, or I’ll make you do something embarrassing.” I grinned and she growled. Then I laughed. “Do you have cats on Lunar Alpha?” I was pretty sure that I’d seen one or two around. 
 
    “Sure. Why?” she said without looking at me.  
 
    “I just wasn’t sure if you would know what a kitten was,” I smiled. “Meow like a kitten.”  
 
    “Don’t be an asshole.” 
 
    “It’s an order.” 
 
    She stopped suddenly and looked like she was going to put her fist into my nose. Then she took a deep breath and made a surprisingly cute, long meow.  
 
    “Cute,” I said.  
 
    “Shut up,” she said. Now she was red in the face. And I was quickly realizing that I really could do anything to Trix—and probably to Eris and Vega and Kuzu too. Maybe that was a power I needed to start using more often. In a way, I owned those girls. I could use them like tools. And maybe I needed to start using them like tools, otherwise I wasn’t using the most of what I suppose were my ‘powers’.  
 
    I slipped away from Trix as she went to prepare for battle. I passed Queen Syabus in the hallway; she was on her way to the war room to watch the match that I should have been preparing for. But instead of preparing, I felt the strange need to satisfy a curiosity. 
 
    I saw Eris waddling down the hallway, holding her big belly in both of her hands. She paused when she saw me. “They found you!” she said suddenly, lighting up. She tried to jog to me, but her big belly clearly made jogging uncomfortable. She grunted slightly. “Where were you? We were all so worried.”  
 
    “I had some business to tend to,” I said, but I didn’t have time for small chat. I was supposed to be down at the portal, getting ready for battle. “Show me your tits.”  
 
    “What?” she snapped. “Kyrie Aaron, have you lost your mind? You’re supposed to be getting ready for the skirmish!” 
 
    “C’mon. Just show them to me,” I grinned. “Send me off with a nice mental image.” 
 
    “I won’t do it,” she said, making me think that I didn’t quite have the alpha-male powers I thought I had. 
 
    “It’s an order,” I said. 
 
    She paused suddenly, wide-eyed and thin-lipped. She stared into my eyes, groaned, and then she said, “Fine, let’s go into a room.” 
 
    “No. Just show them to me here. It’s an order.” It was hard not to grin. 
 
    She squirmed and groaned. Then she grabbed the top of her bodysuit and pulled it down, letting her enormous pregnant breasts spill out. It was maybe a bit mean of me, seeing as there were other Lagolians in the hallways, going about their business. Some stopped and gasped at the sudden display of nudity. 
 
    I blushed all over and bit down on my tongue. “Okay, okay. That’s good. I was just seeing if it worked.” 
 
    “If what worked!?” she snapped, pulling her top back up. It took her a moment to stuff her giant water balloons back into her tight top. “What the hell is going on with you?” 
 
    “We’ll talk later! I have to get to the portal before the skirmish starts!” I gave her a kiss on the cheek and I ran off to meet up with my squadron. I ran away from her, leaving her red in the face, with invisible steam billowing out from her ears. Maybe that was a bit rude…

  

 
   
    CHAPTER XV 
 
    Andrei, Vega, Trix, and Petra were already standing by the portal door as I came running down. They all glared at me with unimpressed looks on their faces. Even Andrei looked like he was going to give me a slap across the face. I did my best to smile and shrug my shoulders. “Sorry about that. I lost track of time,” I said.  
 
    “We’re going through the portal in forty seconds,” Vega said, staring into my eyes without blinking. She was good at being intimidating when she wanted to be. But now I knew that I had more power over her than she had over me. Hell, maybe it was time for me to be the squadron leader.  
 
    Trix was there with her pair of bazookas, grinning until the others looked her way, then she quickly put on a serious face. “Not cool, Kyrie,” she said. “Seriously not cool.” Then, when everyone was looking away from her, she covered her lips and let out a silent giggle at my expense.  
 
    “We’re fine. I’m here now. That’s all that matters, right?” I said. But nobody answered me. 
 
    “Here we go,” said Vega as a little chime went off. She led the way, stepping into that black box, beginning the fifteen-minute countdown until the door opened for the skirmish. Now, there were surely alarms going off in the Nekrol headquarters, letting them know that battle would commence shortly. I knew they were going to send their best—and that made me wonder if we were putting forward our best.  
 
    As we stood in that quiet box, I looked at Vega. She was a top-notch warrior. But Andrei? This was his second battle ever. And Petra next to him, with that nervous pale face—this was her second ever battle as well, and her first battle ended with the death of a beloved Lagolian sniper. Then there was Trix, the crazy demolitionist who specialized in Kentaurus and not Eubuleus at all. And me—with my relatively short record of narrowly winning matches.  
 
    To make matters worse, we hadn’t done any practicing together. We were supposed to the night before, but I decided to hide out on Earth. “We’re going to be fine,” I said, trying to kill some of the tension in the room. Everyone looked at me. Their dagger stares made me look away awkwardly. “Seriously. This will all be fine.” 
 
    “You’ve never even done a Eubuleus simulation, Kyrie,” growled Vega. 
 
    “Sure I have,” I said. 
 
    Then Trix snapped her head to look at me. Her eyes were wide. Vega turned slowly to look at me with her narrowed gaze. “What are you talking about?” she said. 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “No—maybe you’re right. Maybe I haven’t. But I studied the map like you told me to. I know what to do.”  
 
    “I sure hope so,” said Vega. “We’re going to play it safe. We set up around Beacon Bravo while Petra takes Alpha. Then we move in, slowly and methodically.” 
 
    Trix was just about to open her mouth, but Vega was faster. 
 
    “—I don’t care if it’s boring!” she said. “I don’t care if you don’t get the kills you want. That’s the plan. If we don’t take the beacon, then we retreat, slowly and carefully. We aren’t prepared for an assault and I don’t even know why we’re attempting this right now. But we’re definitely not going to lose any valuable units with some dumb overreach.”  
 
    “Once I’ve captured Alpha, should I rotate to Bravo with you?” Petra asked. 
 
    “No,” said Vega bluntly. “There are too many ways to sneak around the map. Someone has to stay back on Alpha. You’re our most versatile unit.”  
 
    “But Andrei’s turrets—” Petra tried to get a word in, but Vega wasn’t interested in hearing it.  
 
    “—No buts. That’s the plan, like it or not. And Kyrie, you’re playing support. We need cameras on the alleyways and a smokescreen down mid. I bet you don’t even know yet, but we had Andrei’s turrets upgraded with shields, so your job will be to regenerate the turret shields as they take damage.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said, shaking my head. “You want me to regenerate his turrets’ shields?” 
 
    “Correct,” she said. “Doors open in seven minutes.”  
 
    “You really just want me to sit there and… heal his turrets?”  
 
    “And watch your cameras, and maintain the mid smokescreen. Once we take down two Nekrol units, we can think about doing a beacon push.”  
 
    “I don’t want to just regenerate his shields,” I said.  
 
    “I told you, I don’t care if you think the plan is boring,” she said, and then I cut her off. 
 
    “—It’s not a matter of being boring. It’s a matter of using me to my fullest potential—and Petra for that matter. She’s right, Andrei’s turrets can watch the flanks and my cameras can watch the alleys, and then Petra can help to push mid with me and Trix, and then we can easily take Beacon Bravo.” 
 
    “Kyrie!” Vega snapped, storming over to me. I will admit that I cowered slightly as she clenched her sword tightly in her fist. “You want to run your crazy cowboy strategies? Then show up for simulation training! Don’t just disappear for twenty-four hours and then show up five minutes before battle thinking you get to call the shots here. You don’t even know the map. Petra’s never executed a successful push. What you’re suggesting is just… stupid!”  
 
    I knew that she was probably right, but that didn’t make the urge to fight her any weaker. I hated how she was talking down to me in front of the other fighters. I was responsible for saving the Lagolians from a future of death and uncertainty; she owed me a little bit of respect.  
 
    But there was a lingering guilt. She was right: I did vanish for a whole twenty-four hours. I hadn’t participated in the simulation and I’d never fought alongside Petra—not even in a simulation. I desperately wanted to use my alpha leverage on her now, to tell her to stand down while I took control. I knew I could do it; I’d fucked Vega more times than I could count, and apparently that had something to do with Lagolian hierarchy.  
 
    But now just wasn’t the time. 
 
    So I forced a smile, nodded my head, and through clenched teeth I said, “Okay, sounds like a plan.”  
 
    She stared into my eyes for a long time. But there wasn’t just anger behind that gaze. There was another little look: a sad glimmer, a look of hurt or maybe betrayal. I abandoned her. She dropped me off for my date with Ria, and then I never showed up when she came to pick me up. I let her go to my parents’ house. I let her wander around looking for me. I let her sweat and panic. She deserved better.  
 
    “We’ll do it your way,” I said. “You’re right. It’s the better way.”  
 
    Finally, she turned away from me. She walked back to the door and let out a deep breath. She looked down at her watch. “Two minutes,” she said.  
 
    Andrei was sweating. He had his eyes closed and he was whispering under his breath again. This time, nobody told him to shut up. It wouldn’t have done anything anyway; he would have just kept doing it because he wasn’t doing it consciously to begin with.  
 
    Trix, as usual, looked excited. She was squirming like a toddler holding back a pee-pee accident, doing little squats with a big grin on her face. And I suppose it was easy for her to be excited because she wasn’t being demoted to being a glorified turret mechanic. 
 
    There wasn’t much else for me to do as a support sniper. We weren’t dressing a mech. Kuzu was sitting the match out because her mech was in the shop, getting its engine fixed after taking a few hefty blows.  
 
    “One minute,” said Vega, now clutching her sword, ready to spring to life once those doors were open. Trix was right behind her, and Petra was right behind Trix.  
 
    I was ready for the fight. I didn’t feel too nervous. I wasn’t going to be in the action, after all. I just had to launch a few cameras and a smoke bomb, and then I would spend forty minutes staring at Andrei’s questionable handywork.  
 
    “Here we go!” Vega shouted. The door unlocked and crept open. Vega was the first one through, leaping into the dry, hot Eubuleus air. I waited until they were all out before I jogged out. I was in no real rush. The Nekrol were slow, aside from their scouts. They hardly ever dressed scouts for battle—and now that we had Andrei’s turrets, they were probably never going to dress one again. 
 
    Andrei huffed onto the battlefield. “Come on, Kyrie. Don’t lag behind!” he grunted with his heavy equipment, which was now even heavier, upgraded with thick metal boxes that could be flicked on to create glowing shields. 
 
    I didn’t feel like hustling. I didn’t really have any reason to get to the beacon too quickly. The Nekrol always stopped to capture Beacon Charlie first, and then we always sat around for five, ten, fifteen minutes while we waited for their push. I was probably better off conserving the energy. 
 
    But once I was on the battlefield, I paused. I looked around at the sandy structures and statues. That Egyptian-looking landscape was so familiar, dragging back memories from Fight Night with Trix. That was where we fought the Mean Bitches, and won. Now, I could see the strip of buildings down the middle. I could see where I climbed the stairs, and far down that stretch I could see the building where Trix killed that sniper girl.  
 
    And now I was remembering that there was another Fight Night battle coming up. Another three girls were going to be killed off in an elimination bout. Trix was expecting me to participate in that battle. And could I avoid it? If I tried to hide out on Earth, would she find me the way she found me that afternoon? Was that the real reason she robbed a bank and sprung me out of jail? There was no way she cared about that skirmish on Eubuleus; it was no secret that Trix wanted nothing more than to make a career out of defending Kentaurus, where General Dryas was sure to always dress her with her impressive—and almost lossless—record.  
 
    Trix went through the trouble of having me arrested and then breaking me out of that cell so that I would fight with her in the upcoming Fight Night.  
 
    “How far away are you with those cameras, Kyrie?” asked Vega as Petra announced she was starting the Alpha takeover.  
 
    “I’m making my way there,” I said. 
 
    “I asked for an ETA,” she said. 
 
    I tried not to roll my eyes. “I don’t know. Five minutes,” I said. 
 
    “Make it three minutes,” she said.  
 
    And then I did roll my eyes. I put a bit of effort into moving faster, but I was quickly distracted by the familiar sights. Now I was closer to that building that collapsed during our Fight Night skirmish. I could see that very perch where the sniper was stationed when she went down. And now I could see far down mid, where I wrestled that girl to the ground before Minxi assassinated her down near Beacon Charlie.  
 
    Now, I could see Trix in position behind cover, waiting desperately to fire off an explosive round down mid. I could see Andrei turning to run down an alley, to set up his first turret. “I’m in their zone,” whispered Vega into my ear.  
 
    “Alpha takeover is at twenty-five percent,” said Petra with a lot of tension in her voice. This was her chance at redemption. This match meant more to her than it meant to anyone else; it certainly meant more to her than it meant to me. I still thought the Lagolians should have switched to defending Kentaurus for a while—at least until Kuzu’s mech was repaired. Vega was right: this assault seemed silly. It was seemingly going ahead despite everyone’s better judgement.  
 
    I turned down the alley that I knew well, from when I was disarmed and trying to find a way to help Trix’s Rag Tag team win that battle. I knew how it bended all the way around the small and ancient town. I knew I couldn’t go too far down, unless I wanted to risk being face-to-face with a Nekrol troop, with nothing but that dinky Ryon Shield Support Rifle.  
 
    So I stopped short and fired my first camera before backing off. I kept the screen up on my way to my next destination, on the opposite side of mid.  
 
    “Okay, I’ve got eyes on three advancing units,” whispered Vega. “A medic and two infantry units.”  
 
    “Roger that,” said Petra.  
 
    “Want me to blow ‘em up?” asked Trix. 
 
    “Just hold your position,” Vega said. “We’re playing it slow and safe.”  
 
    I crossed mid. That skirmish was much, much quieter than the 3v3 I played on Fight Night. Nobody was rushing into the action. Trix wasn’t just firing round after round down mid, blowing up everything in sight.  
 
    I crept down the alleyway. I reached the long bend, which was the same as the alley on the other side of mid: a mirror version. I took a knee and fired a camera down at the wall, as far away as I could. I tiptoed over to the side to check my screen. I turned the camera down the little alley flank, and that’s when I spotted the Nekrol sniper, inching into cover, with eyes on Beacon Bravo.  
 
    I paused, looking at the back of his head through my little screen.  
 
    I knew what I was supposed to do. I knew what the ‘smart’ thing to do was: report the finding to Vega so that she could sneak up on him and deal with him. But was it necessary? Vega was down in their end, stalking three of their units as they moved up mid. I didn’t need to alter her whole course just to take care of a single unit, while I could take care of it myself.  
 
    And it would have been nice to get a kill, to maybe boost myself up to a level five, so I could use that much cooler Joblex Quiet Marksman S-2. It was never going to happen as long as I was repairing turret shields.  
 
    So I crept down that alleyway. I kept an eye on that camera, watching the oblivious robot sniper while also watching the rest of that alley, to make sure he didn’t have a buddy watching his back. But he seemed to be alone. He was an easy target, nestled in a little alley with nothing protecting him. I just needed to land an easy shot on the back of his head. Even with that Ryon Shield Support Rifle, a shot to the back of a head was enough to register a kill. 
 
    I carefully turned the dial to attack mode. I reached that little turn. My heart raced and I waited, watching my camera. That sniper was completely oblivious. He really was an easy kill. 
 
    I made sure I was set to attack mode. I clutched my rifle. I wasn’t fond of close-quarters combat, but this didn’t have to be combat at all if I could just land that one simple shot. I took a deep breath. 
 
    “See anything, Kyrie?” asked Vega. I didn’t reply. I couldn’t even whisper. I was just thirty feet from that skeletal warrior now. I stepped into that side-alley opening. I saw the creature crouched, still with its back to me. I raised my rifle and put his head in the middle of my crosshairs.  
 
    “Kyrie, why aren’t you answering?” Vega said. “Answer me now. What’s going on?”  
 
    Then, the Nekrol warrior turned around and peered into my eyes. He paused for a moment, almost as if he was a living thing, experiencing fear—and not just a programmed A.I. robot. I don’t know why I was hesitating. I don’t know why I wasn’t squeezing that trigger. I suddenly remembered having the opportunity to kill the enemy Lagolian during Fight Night.  
 
    The Nekrol lifted his gun, and then I managed to do it: I pulled the trigger and cracked his skull off of his neck, creating a display of sparks and fizzling wires. It was a kill shot, though it wasn’t quite as satisfactory as I was expecting. I just couldn’t stop thinking about Fight Night. It was like I was having some strange case of PTSD.  
 
    “I just heard a shot!” said Trix.  
 
    “Kyrie, was that you?” whispered Vega. 
 
    I fired my smoke grenade down onto mid. I backed out from that side-alley, into that narrow bend where my camera was positioned. Then I walked backwards until I was far enough away that I could turn around and run.  
 
    “Kyrie!?” Vega snapped. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I said. “It was me. I got their sniper. I put down the smoke bomb. And I got the cameras down on both alleys. Now I’m going to camp out by Andrei’s turrets.” 
 
    “What do you mean, you got their sniper?” Vega asked, sounding offended, even though I possibly just won the game with an easy, safe kill.  
 
    “He was just sitting there, so I shot him in the head,” I said. 
 
    “Good job, Kyr,” said Trix. 
 
    “No, not good job. That wasn’t the plan,” said Vega. “Now they know your position. They’re going to change their course and find a new angle of attack. We were waiting for them to make the first move—and for a good reason.”  
 
    It really did seem like she was just mad that I didn’t ask her for permission before shooting. I was starting to get tired of her nagging. Maybe it was justified, but it really was starting to seem like a matter of control. “I’m already far from the scene of the crime, Vega,” I said. “I’m already on our side of the map. The smoke bomb is down. I don’t really see what the big deal is.” I didn’t want to start a fight over the comms system, but I really did feel the need to defend myself.  
 
    “The fact you can’t see the problem is the real problem,” she said.  
 
    “Whatever,” I said. 
 
    “Fine, Kyrie. Do what you want. I don’t know why I bothered making a plan in the first place. I should have just assumed you were going to go off and do whatever you wanted to do.”  
 
    I just rolled my eyes. My heart was pounding—not with terror or excitement, but with annoyance. I could think of so many things I wanted to say to her. I wanted to chew into her. I wanted her to know that it wasn’t cool to talk down to me in front of our whole squad. But I knew there was a better time to fight with her, because now, we needed to focus on fighting the Nekrol.  
 
    I found Andrei’s turret. It was placed perfectly at the end of a small alley passageway leading to mid. And I could see the tower where they wanted me: the spot that looked down at both alleys, where I could see two of Andrei’s turrets. That’s where I was supposed to be, but it’s not where I was going to go.  
 
    Fuck that. 
 
    I wasn’t going to waste the next thirty minutes watching turrets. Vega did, technically, just tell me that I could do whatever I wanted. So that’s what I went to do. I jogged up mid and saw my smokescreen beginning to fade. Trix was still in cover. I stopped next to her. She looked at me and laughed. “What are you doing here?” she asked. 
 
    “Getting ready for the push,” I said. 
 
    She stared into my eyes, grinning suddenly. “It’s coming, any second now. In fact… I think I see something in the smoke.”  
 
    “I’ll check,” I said, using my scope to scan the wall of smoke down mid. And sure enough, one of their infantry units was poking through, coming down fast with his gun in his hand. “Right side, underneath the canopies,” I said.  
 
    Trix raised her bazooka and lobbed a blast down at the enemy, landing an impressive shot at his feet. Pieces of the Nekrol unit flew up into the air. Trix shouted with glee. Then a crimson beam pierced the smoke and began putting that Nekrol robot back together. “Their medic is in the smoke somewhere,” I said. “I think he’s by the market, to the right. Front doors.”  
 
    “Roger that,” said Trix, lobbing another shot at the target. The blast was loud. Rocks and sand flew out from that smokey haze. “Did I get him?” 
 
    “I can’t tell,” I said. “But he stopped healing his friend.”  
 
    “Let’s shoot another one to be safe,” she grinned, and she blasted another rocket-propelled-grenade at the smoke, sending up another plume of dirt and sand—and maybe some robot bits too.  
 
    “They’re quite possibly down to two units,” I said.  
 
    Then we heard the roar of a machinegun: Andrei’s turret. It spun for a moment and then it went silent. “And maybe they’re down to one now,” I smiled. The looming decisive victory was beyond satisfactory. Vega would have no choice but to admit that I was a little bit right to disobey my orders.  
 
    “Let’s take Beacon Bravo,” I said, taking command of the crew, since Vega had decided to be so silent.  
 
    “Roger that, Kyrie,” said Trix, hopping to her feet. I scanned the area before we made our attack, rushing into the beacon. I’d never done a beacon takeover before, but now, Trix was watching the doorway, so I approached the little computer. I thought it would be complicated, but it couldn’t have been more straightforward. It was just a button in the middle of a screen. There were no words or pictures. I pushed my finger on the button and it scanned it for a moment before beeping. Then, a bar began to fill. It looked like a standard download bar. “Taking Beacon Bravo now,” I said.  
 
    “Alpha is ours,” said Petra. “Should I stay here?” 
 
    I waited for Vega to give her input, but she was staying silent. So I decided to take full command of the crew. “Yeah, leave Alpha. We’ve got the turrets and the cameras. If we need to fall back, we can do it quickly.”  
 
    “Okay,” Petra said hesitantly. “Vega, is that okay?”  
 
    There was a long silence. Now I was starting to worry that something had happened to Vega. Was she okay? Did she get caught off-guard?  
 
    “Vega?” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, do whatever you want,” Vega said quietly. It was nice to hear her voice, but I wasn’t thrilled to hear that contempt in her voice. I knew it was something I would have to deal with later.  
 
    “Roger that. I’m moving up now,” Petra said. 
 
    “Takeover is already at fifteen percent,” I said. 
 
    “I think I see their last guy!” said Trix. “He’s coming this way. I’ll hold him back.” She laughed brilliantly as she launched an explosive. I heard the deep boom of her blast before she said, “Just missed! But he’s in cover now. I’ll keep the pressure on.” The next boom made the ground rumble.  
 
    “Third turret is up,” Andrei announced quietly. I’d forgotten that he was somewhere on the map. 
 
    “Good work, buddy,” I said.  
 
    Then there was a silence while Trix reloaded.  
 
    “Hold up,” said Andrei.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “One of my turrets is down. It’s offline completely.”  
 
    “What?” I said.  
 
    “Which turret?”  
 
    “Right flank,” he said. Then he screamed so loud that I could hear him in the air as well as through the comms system. As he yelled, we could all hear the gunshots: the automatic fire of a Nekrol machinegun.  
 
    “Andrei!” I shouted.  
 
    He didn’t reply.  
 
    I wanted to run away from the beacon, but I didn’t want to cancel the takeover. I paused for a moment. “Don’t stop the takeover,” Trix said suddenly. She could tell that I was about to run for my friend.  
 
    “Andrei, answer! Now!” I said.  
 
    Then I heard another series of shots: Bang! Bang! Bang! The shots were sharp and distinct.  
 
    “Infantry down,” Petra announced. “Another unit moving towards Alpha.”  
 
    “Shit!” Trix yelled. 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense,” I said. My heart was pounding. “They only had one guy left… And… Andrei—is Andrei okay?”  
 
    “Andrei is down,” Petra said. “Do I pursue the unit moving on Alpha or do I go to Andrei?”  
 
    I stuttered. I didn’t know what to say. Why wasn’t Vega chiming in?  
 
    “Kyrie?” Petra said. “I’m awaiting orders.”  
 
    “Go to Andrei!” I said.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Kyr. I’ve got the bastard at alpha. I’ll handle him,” Trix said with an inappropriate amount of excitement in her voice.  
 
    I looked down at the control panel. I was stuck there, with that takeover only at forty-five percent. I just had to wait and hope for the best. I had to sit there and steep in the growing guilt. I was supposed to be watching those turrets. No bad guys would have slipped by had I been watching from my post. They wouldn’t have tracked down Andrei and killed him.  
 
    No, he wasn’t dead. He couldn’t be dead.  
 
    This was all my fault. Vega was right. Her safe plan was the better plan. Now we were probably going to win—but at what cost? We were going to be down our only engineer—and my best friend.  
 
    “Is Andrei okay or not?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s not breathing,” said Petra.  
 
    “Make him breathe!” I said.  
 
    “I don’t think I’m going to make it before he takes alpha,” said Trix. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” said Vega with a dull, unenthusiastic voice. Then I heard her grunting as she sliced through that last fighter. An ethereal bell tolled in the sky.  
 
    “That’s the match,” said Vega.  
 
    “Good save, Vega,” said Petra. 
 
    I ran out from Beacon Bravo. My skin was tingling all over. I felt lightheaded. It wasn’t supposed to end this way. I rushed down mid and saw Petra and Trix hoisting Andrei up, carrying him down towards the portal. I tried to catch up to them, but they were quick. “Is he okay? He’s breathing now, right?”  
 
    Petra just looked back at me. She had a nervous look on her face, but it was her silence that made my heart fall into my stomach.  
 
    “No,” I said. “You’re mistaken. He’s breathing! Just—Just check again! He’s got a family. I—I know his parents, and his brother and sister. He’s not dead. Check his pulse.” 
 
    “We need to get him to a doctor, Kyrie,” said Petra with strain in her voice. It was impressive that the two girls were carrying him, seeing as he weighed almost as much as both of them combines. I finally caught up and slipped in to help, helping them move faster. And it really didn’t look good. His skin was white and his limbs were totally limp.  
 
    Eubuleus was won, but at what cost? 

  

 
   
    CHAPTER XVI 
 
    The Lagolian medical team took Andrei away with haste. For a frantic fifteen seconds, it was chaos, being swarmed by doctors and nurses as they lifted him onto a stretcher and attached his body to devices not known to human medical staff. Then, they left in a whirlwind and the portal area was silent. General Dryas stood there with a lost look on her face.  
 
    We won the match, but there was no celebration.  
 
    The looks I got from my teammates weren’t ideal. Vega wouldn’t even look at me. Petra looked at me with what I can only describe as pity, or maybe like she was so happy that she wasn’t me. Even Trix was scowling at me, even though she got to play exactly how she liked to play.  
 
    Then General Dryas looked at me. She stared into my eyes, almost with no emotion at all on her face. She looked down at my body before looking me in the eyes again. “You leveled up, Kyrie,” she said, though she wasn’t saying it in a celebratory way.  
 
    “Really?” I asked. “I’m a level five now?”  
 
    “Though I think we’re going to dress a different sniper for the next skirmish,” she said. 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “Okay.”  
 
    It stung, though I wasn’t quite sure why. Was it not exactly what I was hoping for? Was I not looking for an out?  
 
    “Orders from Queen Syabus,” she said with a similar pitiful look to the one Petra had on her face, behind her.  
 
    “I get it,” I said. “But—I mean—we won, right? It’s not like any of you actually care about Andrei. Let’s face it. He’s my friend. He’s a human. You only put him in because he’s expendable.” I’m not sure why, but I could feel a rage building up inside of me. Maybe it was because my friend was dead. Maybe it was because I couldn’t go back down to Earth without having to deal with the police and my family, and I would have to find a way to explain to everyone that I wasn’t some renegade bank robber.  
 
    Or maybe—just maybe—it was because I was sacrificing everything for them and they were treating me like I was some sort of nuisance. They hated my ‘cowboy’ attitude. They hated my risky plays. They hated my inability to follow exact orders.  
 
    “We’re not happy about your friend, Kyrie,” General Dryas said, suddenly looking offended—or maybe annoyed, with her lowered brow and piercing gaze.  
 
    “Not happy—no—but you aren’t too heartbroken about it either.” I shook my head and looked at the lot of them. “Sure, look at me like that. Look at me like I’m responsible for the death of your precious grandmother. Look at me like I snuck around and stabbed you all in the back. Treat me like I’m some sort of cancer on your ship. I’m over it. I don’t care anymore.” 
 
    “Kyrie, you’re overreacting,” Vega said.  
 
    “My friend is dead, Vega!” I snapped. “And you’re all mad because… what? Because I deviated from the plan? You’re literally here and alive right now because I deviated from the plan. You only stand a chance against the Nekrol right now because I deviated from the plan on Alpha Centauri, and then again on Cygnus. If it wasn’t for me, you would be… I don’t even know—maybe pushed out to the outer star systems. Maybe you would be extinct. But still, you’re all looking at me like a weed in a garden. I don’t care if you don’t want to play me in the next round, because I don’t want to play in the next round. I’m done with this shit. Take me to see Andrei. How do I get to Andrei?”  
 
    “You can’t see him right now,” General Dryas said. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “The doctors need to focus.”  
 
    I had to bite down on my tongue. I wanted to lash out at them some more. I just couldn’t stand to be treated like a curse any longer.  
 
    They all stared at me for a moment longer before General Dryas turned to Petra and said, “Strong work today, Petra.” Petra perked up suddenly, eyes beaming, lips pressed thin so that she wouldn’t let her smile slip. And how could she be so excited just minutes after passing a dead teammate off to the doctors?  
 
    “Thank you, General,” said Petra with her stiff, official posture.  
 
    “I want you to run some Eubuleus defense simulations with Vega, Trix, and Kuzu. I haven’t yet decided if we should dress Britzi or Lala, but Kuzu’s mech should be repaired by this afternoon, so she should be fit for battle in two days.” 
 
    “If my suggestion matters, I think you should consider Britzi,” Petra said, still trying not to smile.  
 
    “I’ll be making the decision, but thank you for your input.” General Dryas took one last look at me before turning to leave. Once she was gone, Petra finally let that smile slip. I was tempted to chew her out. She was proving me right; they really didn’t care about Andrei or me. Their annoyance with me seemed fabricated and far from genuine. It was all about posturing. It was all about optics. I guess I didn’t fit into that mold—and maybe it was for the best. I wanted to go home, and now I was going to get my chance. 
 
    Vega glared at me briefly before turning to leave, now leaving me alone with Trix. Trix had a grumpy look on her pretty face. “What’s the matter with you?” I asked. 
 
    “You aren’t going back down to Earth, Kyrie,” she hushed.  
 
    “I am. And you’re going to fix the mess you made down there,” I said. “You’re going to fix that footage with your friend in the simulation department. Maybe you can change the footage to show some made up person who looks nothing like me—I don’t know. And then you’re going to fly me down to Earth, and that will be it.”  
 
    “No,” she said. 
 
    “It’s an order,” I said.  
 
    She snarled and squirmed and then her hands became fists before she growled, “Fine! Come with me.” She led me down a series of hallways to an area I’d never seen before. She knocked on a door and then someone called out, “Come in!”  
 
    Inside the room was dark. A few girls were working on large screens. They were all seemingly processing the battle footage from Eubuleus. I was tempted to ask exactly what they were up to, but I couldn’t force myself to care too much. I only cared about two things: getting home and seeing Andrei one last time.  
 
    One of the girls jumped to her feet when she saw us. “Trix!” she said. Then her face turned red. She was seemingly keeping her distance from the scrappy demolitionist. “You can, uh, come with me this way.”  
 
    The other girls didn’t seem to notice us too much, or maybe they didn’t care about us. The nervous girl took us to a back room and put an awkward, forced smile on her face. “Why are you back?” 
 
    “I need you to change that footage,” grunted Trix. 
 
    “Was there something wrong with it?” Then the girl looked at me. “Hi Kyrie. Sorry about the, uh, whole arrest thing. It wasn’t my idea. I owed Trix a favor and, uh…” 
 
    “Just fix the footage, Gi!” said Trix with a sudden roar.  
 
    “Okay, okay. What do you want?”  
 
    I had a feeling whatever we were doing now was very illegal—or, at best, very frowned upon. I felt like I was with some mobster, shaking down some poor business owner for some monthly ‘protection’ fee.  
 
    Gi, the simulation department worker, rushed over to her screen, ready to fulfil Trix’s demands. 
 
    “Remove Kyrie and put in someone else. It doesn’t matter who.” 
 
    “It does matter,” I said. “I don’t want some innocent person going to jail.”  
 
    “Then put some Lagolian chick in,” Trix said, rolling her eyes. “I don’t think the human cops will be coming up to Lunar Alpha anytime soon.” She laughed suddenly. “Actually, put Vega in.”  
 
    “Don’t put Vega in,” I said. “Can you just invent a non-existent person and put them in?” 
 
    Trix growled. Gi looked from Trix to me and then back to Trix, not sure who to listen to. “Just do what he said,” Trix groaned. So Gi got to work, and I have to admit that it was impressive and surreal. She could just manipulate the footage by waving her hands in the air and swiping the screen in mysterious ways. Within minutes, that bank robbery footage featured some anonymous man in a hood, and not me at all.  
 
    And it looked real. It was disturbingly real. I found myself wondering if there were governments on Earth with similar technology, and what the implications would be.  
 
    “Okay, Kyrie,” said Trix. “Is it good enough? Want to sign off?” 
 
    “Sure. It’s fine,” I said. “How do we get it onto the police computers and hard drives—and how do we get rid of the old stuff?” 
 
    “It’s already done,” Gi said, pressing a button. “I just modified the source. All copies changed to mimic the metadata.”  
 
    I was skeptical but optimistic at the same time. But even if it was true, I still wasn’t looking forward to trying to explain how I got pulled out of jail.  
 
    “As soon as they’re done with Andrei’s body, I want you to take me back,” I said. 
 
    “Thanks, Gi,” said Trix, taking my hand and leading me out of that room. We skirted out of that video control room, and then she rushed me down the hall, looking around to make sure we were alone before speaking. “You really want to go home for good?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “You’re really going to leave me to die?”  
 
    I paused. I knew that she was just trying to manipulate me so she could win her little illegal tournament. I wasn’t going to take the bait. “You’re going to take me to Earth and then you’re going to figure out your own problems.”  
 
    Her gaze turned to the floor. Her body seemed suddenly lifeless, like all the energy had been sucked out of her.  
 
    “Don’t play games, Trix,” I said. 
 
    “I know you think that I’m being tricky, Kyrie,” she said. “The fact of the matter is, Fight Night is going to go on with or without you. And without you, we’re a two-girl team, fighting trios. We don’t stand a chance, so we’re probably going to get eliminated.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, Trix. I really am. But you can’t just find someone and turn your problems into their problems. You signed yourself up for Fight Night. Now you have to deal with the consequences. But don’t drag me down with you.”  
 
    “And what about fighting to help us get back to Lago?” she said, turning to look up from the ground. 
 
    “I was trying my best, but apparently my best wasn’t good enough. Everyone hates me, so I’m done. I’m going home. You can all fight the Nekrol however you want to fight them. And it doesn’t even matter if I stay. General Dryas is benching me anyway. What difference does it make if I’m here or there?”  
 
    “Alright, Kyrie. You don’t need to convince me. Go off and do your own thing.” She turned around and walked away from me, though I had a feeling she wasn’t done with her attempts to manipulate me into staying to fight in Fight Night.  
 
    Once she was gone, I found myself wandering around Lunar Alpha, trying to figure out how to get to the infirmary where they took Andrei. I still had no idea what I was going to do with him. I knew that I had to take his body back down to Earth, so his family could have some closure; but what was I going to say? They were going to ask what happened, and they weren’t going to believe the truth. And would I tell them that it was my fault?  
 
    His family was going to be heartbroken beyond belief. And because I couldn’t tell them the truth, they were never going to know that Andrei was a hero. They were never going to know that he helped to push a robot A.I. scourge back through the galaxy, potentially saving humanity.  
 
    I asked a meandering Lagolian for directions, and then I ended way up on a floor I didn’t know existed. And up on that floor was chaos. Doctors and nurses darted up and down the hallways. They yelled commands at one another, and they moved around me as if I wasn’t there at all. They were too busy to notice me.  
 
    I tried to stop one of them, to ask where Andrei was, but she just skirted by me, almost bumping me off of my feet. So I wandered the hallways until I heard a doctor shout, “I think he’s stable!” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. My legs tingled and my hands turned cold. They couldn’t be talking about Andrei… could they?  
 
    I looked around and saw a group of nurses rushing into a room. I ran after them, looked through the door, and I saw Andrei on an operating table, surrounded by medical staff. He was connected to a number of fancy machines, and those machines were chirping pleasant chirps. There was a green screen over Andrei’s head with a smiley-face glowing bright, filling my heart with an intense hopefulness.  
 
    Andrei wasn’t dead after all.  
 
    I was so happy, I nearly screamed out with joy. I ran into the room and budged myself between two doctors. “Hey!” they yelled, but I ignored them as Andrei’s eyes fluttered open and his head turned to look at me.  
 
    “You’re alive!” I said. 
 
    “Get out of here! Someone get this human out of here!”  
 
    Andrei blinked a few times and then smiled. It was a nice moment, but it didn’t last long. A group of Lagolians pulled me out of that room and dragged me all the way down the hall, until I was out of the infirmary. Then, they locked the door so I couldn’t get back in. 
 
    But I didn’t care, because Andrei was alive and supposedly stable. Suddenly, all my other problems seemed momentarily insignificant.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER XVII 
 
    Trix didn’t show up to take me back down to Earth. I tried asking a stranger in the mechanics bay if they could give me a ride, but they just shook their head and went back to work, tinkering with some old ship parts. I stopped for a moment to consider my options. I knew I could command Kuzu or Eris to take me back, but that meant facing them, explaining myself to them, and disappointing them. My goal was to leave mostly-unnoticed so I wouldn’t have to face the consequences and disapproval of my departure.  
 
    The only other option was to get a ride with Vega, though I knew she wouldn’t be thrilled either. Though she was possibly the best option, seeing as she was already pissed off with me, so it didn’t seem like such a big deal to make that anger worse. At least I wasn’t abandoning her unborn children… 
 
    And Vega was there, landing her ship as she returned from instructing students in the forests of Alpha Centauri. I watched her as she got out from her disc-shaped craft and strolled across the mechanics bay floor. She looked casually over and saw me there, pausing for a moment as our gazes connected.  
 
    “Are you looking for something, Kyrie?” she asked from afar. 
 
    “You,” I said after a pause.  
 
    She stared at me for a moment before walking over. “Did you hear the news about your friend? They think he’s going to make a full recovery.”  
 
    “I heard,” I said. “That’s great. I really thought he was a goner.”  
 
    “I’m happy for him, and I’m happy for you,” Vega said. And she was playing nice, but I could still see that contempt on her face. “Why were you looking for me?” 
 
    “I was hoping to get a ride back down to Earth,” I said. My heart fluttered. 
 
    “Now?” she asked. 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders and nodded my head.  
 
    “You aren’t planning to spend the night down there, are you?”  
 
    I remained paused. Then I shrugged my shoulders again. 
 
    “You know Eris could give birth any day now. You really should be close by in case she needs you for support.”  
 
    “You and I both know that I’m terrible at playing support,” I grinned, and then I was surprised to see a small smile out of her. Why was she suddenly in a better mood?  
 
    “So do you just need to run an errand or something?” she asked. 
 
    And now I couldn’t bring myself to respond. Now that she was smiling and cute and more like herself, I hated the thought of disappointing her. Maybe Kuzu was my best bet. Kuzu would be sad, but my relationship with Kuzu wasn’t quite so personal; it was more of a sexual relationship, though I could tell that Kuzu had been hoping for more. It was still new enough between us that I could say farewell without tearing up.  
 
    “Kyrie?” Vega said suddenly. “You aren’t… leaving, are you?”  
 
    I still couldn’t respond, but my lack of response gave her the answer I wanted to give her.  
 
    “You’re just leaving? That’s it?”  
 
    “You heard Dryas,” I said. “She’s not even dressing me for battle anymore.”  
 
    “For the next battle,” said Vega, shaking her head. “It’s not like she’s never going to dress you again.” 
 
    “The point is, you don’t need me here. I don’t think anyone wants me here. I helped you all out when you needed me, and now I’m ready to go back to my normal life—thought maybe that’s all gone now after what Trix did.”  
 
    “What about Eris?” Vega asked. 
 
    “She’ll be fine. She told me that Lagolian men don’t really raise children.” 
 
    “My dad raised me,” she said.  
 
    “I don’t know what to say, Vega. This just isn’t working out for me. I think you’ve all got a handle on things now, so I’m going to tap out. I’m going to try to pretend like none of this ever happened. Yeah, I’ll miss you and Eris and Kuzu. If it wasn’t for you, I would have been gone a long time ago. It’s not like I haven’t thought about this.”  
 
    She stared into my eyes for what felt like an eternity. I could see her heart breaking in those eyes. I could see the pieces of her heart fluttering down into the pit of her stomach. Lagolians weren’t supposed to pair-bond. They weren’t supposed to feel ‘love’ the way humans felt it. At least that’s what I was led to believe, but now I was starting to wonder if any of that was true.  
 
    “Let’s go to my ship then,” she said. She walked over to her ship and opened the door, stepping on without looking back at me. I paused before jogging on. 
 
    “It’s nothing personal, Vega,” I said.  
 
    “Okay,” she said, closing the door and firing up the ship’s power.  
 
    “I really am going to miss you,” I said.  
 
    “Alright,” she said, still refusing to look at me.  
 
    I let out an awkward laugh. “Maybe once you’ve gotten Lago back and the Nekrol are gone, you can come and pick me up to show me your home,” I said. “We’ll have a party or something.”  
 
    She didn’t answer. Now, we were drifting out of the bay and over the lunar rocks.  
 
    We pulled away from the moon. The sun was perfectly behind the Earth, making the stars visible in every direction. The heavens were brilliant that night.  
 
    I looked at Vega. Her head was still turned away from me. I felt suddenly compelled to apologize to her for disobeying orders and taking command of the fight. Though in a weird way, I didn’t feel like I’d done anything wrong. I still felt like Vega’s tactics were outdated. Sure, they were safe, but they weren’t going to win many skirmishes while playing on offence.  
 
    She was a master while playing defense. She never missed a beat when it came to blocking Nekrol attacks and taking them by surprise, slowing them down for long enough to win battles with few or no casualties.  
 
    But now, the Lagolians were taking stars back. Now, they were trying to make a push for Chorus, their home star. They needed to adapt. They needed to take some risks. They needed to be ready to change strategies on the fly. What did she want me to do? Not take that free kill on that Nekrol sniper? Did she really just want me to back off while we all sat there and waited for her to sneak up on him, to do what I did in thirty seconds?  
 
    I just couldn’t apologize for what I’d done, because what I did wasn’t wrong.  
 
    Vega was looking out at the stars—and at one star in particular: Chorus. I recognized it from when she showed it to me before. Now, she was lost in a daydream, probably wondering if she would ever see her home again.  
 
    “Alright, that’s good,” I said. I waited for a reply but got nothing. “Okay, Vega. You’ve made me feel adequately guilty.”  
 
    “I’m not trying to make you feel guilty, human,” she said. 
 
    “You’re going to make it to Chorus without me. You just need to take a few more risks,” I said.  
 
    She turned to me finally, glaring into my eyes. “Like the risks you take?” she said. 
 
    “Exactly,” I said.  
 
    “Like how you almost got yourself killed on Cygnus?” 
 
    “Exactly like that,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “Like how you literally got shot on Valvoline?”  
 
    “Yes, just like that,” I grinned. 
 
    “Like how you nearly got your best friend killed this afternoon?”  
 
    I nodded my head. “And now you’re just five wins away from being on Lago.”  
 
    Her cheeks were suddenly a shade of red, contrasting her pale skin. She pressed her lips thin, and I swear for a moment she was about to tell me that I was right and that she had been wrong. But instead she turned away with a little huff, refusing to admit that I might be right about something.  
 
    “It won’t kill you to admit that I might be right,” I smiled. 
 
    “I don’t take advice from cowards,” she said. 
 
    And then I suddenly wasn’t smiling. “Coward?” I said. “How dare you! I just helped you secure four star systems, and you’re calling me a coward?!”  
 
    “That’s correct,” she said. “Because you’re acting like a coward.” 
 
    “I stayed on Cygnus even though I was on the verge of being killed by deadly radiation, and you’re calling me a coward?”  
 
    “Maybe you aren’t a coward in battle, Kyrie, but you’re being a coward with your life, running away from all of your problems. Or maybe I shouldn’t say coward—maybe I should just say that you’re being a baby. You’re scared of being a father. You’re angry that General Dryas is putting someone in instead of you. You’re throwing a fit like a child. Your solution to everything is to just run away.” 
 
    “You don’t know everything,” I said, and then I nearly let the Fight Night secret slip out. I had to bite my tongue as she turned to look at me. 
 
    “What don’t I know?” she asked. Now we were halfway between Earth and the Moon.  
 
    “It’s just more complicated,” I said. 
 
    “I’m sure it is,” she said. “I’m sure your life is particularly complicated, not at all like anyone else’s life. At least you have the option of running away from your problems. The rest of us have to deal with our issues.”  
 
    “I never asked to be brought to your ship. I never asked to fight in your war,” I said. 
 
    “That’s right. You didn’t,” she said. “You’re right, Kyrie.” And then she looked back out the window, back at that star.  
 
    I bit hard on my tongue and groaned loudly under my breath. “Fine!” I said. “Stop the ship. Let’s go back to Lunar Alpha.”  
 
    She turned and eyed me curiously. “For what?” she said. 
 
    “I’ll stay,” I said. “You want me to stay, then I’ll stay. But at some point, you’ll have to bring me down to Earth so I can clean up the mess that Trix made.”  
 
    Vega stared at me for a long, long moment. Then she reached out her hand and pressed a button, making the ship stop. She turned away from me and pressed a few buttons on her control panel. I don’t think she knew that I could see her face in the reflection of the ship’s mostly-clear wall. I could see her cracking a small blushing smile. I could see her biting her lip before clearing her throat and forcing a straight face. She turned back to me. “Okay, well maybe after a few strong simulations you can be back on the skirmishing team,” she said with an orderly voice. “I heard that you’re a level five now, which means you can use the Joblex S-2.”  
 
    I grinned.  
 
    But now I needed to figure out what I was going to do with Trix and the whole Fight Night conundrum.  
 
    Vega did her best to act professionally as we returned to Lunar Alpha. She walked with her head up high as she went towards the ship’s mall area, so she could cut across to the ship’s military wing, where the war room and simulation room both were. It was late, but she was just heading back to work in classic Vega fashion, with no time for relaxing. 
 
    I grabbed her hand and pulled her down the hallway, towards my room. “Come on,” I said. 
 
    “Why? Where are we going?” she asked. 
 
    “Just come on,” I said, rolling my eyes. And she submitted, turning down the hall with me as I jogged her to my room for some playtime. She even let a little giggle out when we passed two of Queen Syabus’s officials in the hallway. They looked at us strangely as we went by. Vega’s face turned red and she tried her best to look professional, but that childish side of her was starting to come out: that side that only ever made tiny, short appearances.  
 
    I rushed her into my room and playfully thew her down onto my bed. “This is hardly appropriate, Kyrie,” she said.  
 
    “Who cares?” I said.  
 
    “Fifteen minutes ago, you were trying to abandon me,” she said with wide eyes.  
 
    “And then I looked at your ass and realized I was crazy,” I said, flipping her over and spanking her on the bum. She gasped and then she giggled.  
 
    “You can’t just charm me into forgetting that you were going to leave,” she said, looking back at me, suddenly without a smile to be seen on her face. “You don’t get to just play with emotions like that.”  
 
    I yanked down her outfit, making her gasp again. Then I fondled her bum and pressed two fingers into her tight Lagolian slit. I felt her lips clenching my fingers. “I’m serious, Kyrie,” she whimpered.  
 
    “Let’s face it. I wouldn’t have been able to stay away from you for very long anyway.” I gently fingered her, making her body melt into my bed. She planted her face down between my pillows and groaned.  
 
    “I’m not forgiving you. And I’m supposed to be running a simulation with Petra right now, to go over defense tac—oh, God, that feels good right there. Don’t stop.” Her hips started going up and down as she mashed her pussy into my hand. I kept fingering her, laughing under my breath at how easy it was to make her forgive me—though I was still convinced I hadn’t done anything wrong. 
 
    She gushed on my hand, moaning loudly.  
 
    Then the door flew open. “Are you trying to hide from me, Kyrie!?” Eris asked, storming into the room, seemingly unaware that I had my hand inside of Vega. I pulled my fingers out quickly and perked up.  
 
    “What? No,” I said.  
 
    “I’m so goddamned horny, Kyrie—and you know it. You just embarrassed me in front of everyone by making me take my top off in public, and then you disappeared completely after your battle.”  
 
    “Sorry,” I grinned. 
 
    “Wipe that smile off your face, and just fuck me. And from now on, when I need you to fuck me, you will be there. You don’t understand how intense these pregnancy cravings are.” She jumped onto the bed and wriggled out from her tight dress, still apparently not noticing the white-faced Vega on the bed next to her.  
 
    And then she did notice her. “Oh, hi Vega. What are you doing here?” Then Eris paused. She looked slowly up at me as she put it all together. “You’re here having sex and you didn’t even find me!?”  
 
    “Sorry, Eris. I meant to find you, but—we just got carried away.” 
 
    “Don’t let it happen again!” she snapped. And then she got planted firmly on her hands and knees, naked. She tilted her chin up. “I’m waiting, Kyrie.” 
 
    I stuttered for a moment before jumping onto my feet. I quickly took my pants off and slipped down my boxers, letting my erection flip out. I climbed up onto the bed and looked at Vega, trying to decide how she felt about all this. She was staring at my cock with glittery eyes. She whimpered sadly as I pushed my tip into Eris’s pregnant hole. “I’ll save some for you too,” I said. I reached over and slipped two fingers back into her, making her purr as she relaxed back down onto the bed. 
 
    I pushed deep into Eris, making her moan loud with satisfaction. I felt her gushing hole clenching all around my girth. Then the door to the bedroom opened again. “Hey Kyrie, are you in here?” whispered Kuzu. “I was wondering if you wanted to—oh.”  
 
    I looked back at her. She bit her lip and sighed sadly, so I invited her in as well. I couldn’t just leave her out of the fun. 
 
    She ran over, giggling and stripping herself down. She hopped onto the bed. It was starting to feel a bit crowded, but I didn’t mind.  
 
    In fact, after five minutes, I realized just how insane I was for trying to leave Lunar Alpha. This made it all worth it. I was happy to risk my life every two days if it meant getting to fuck my precious harem of bunny girls.  
 
    I pulled out of Eris and Kuzu sucked me clean before I plunged into Vega. Eris was still wanting more, and I knew that Kuzu had a bit of a thing for girls, so I commanded her to eat Eris out until I got around to her again. Vega deeply enjoyed her pumping, and was sad when I moved onto Kuzu, who kept licking Eris while I drove my cock in and out of her little slit.  
 
    Vega watched Kuzu with fascination. “Kuzu, being with another woman is highly frowned upon,” she whispered, as if she was afraid someone would hear. 
 
    “Don’t knock it ‘till you try it,” Kuzu blushed.  
 
    But Vega wouldn’t dare. She gasped at the suggestion, though she did watch with a combination of curiosity and lust. And when I got to fucking Vega again, she kept watching as Kuzu’s tongue slid up and down the length of Eris’s plump, pregnant lips.  
 
    I came in Eris; I figured it was safest to ejaculate in her, as she was already pregnant. Kuzu insisted on going down on her for another few minutes, and Eris didn’t mind the free cleanup. Then we all snuggled in together on the bed. The girls fell asleep fast, and they rested wonderfully even though Eris’s snoring was loud. I found it a bit tough to fall asleep under the pile of naked women. Their bodies burned warm, and they really did like to sleep in a pile, like rabbits in a cage at a pet store. I had so many limbs pressed up against me—I had no idea what belonged to who.  
 
    But for the first night in a long time, I had a tremendously peaceful sleep.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER XVIII 
 
    It was the next night and the girls came in again, one by one as they finished their duties on Lunar Alpha. We snuggled, fucked, snuggled some more, fucked some more, and then we fell asleep, sweaty, cuddled close.  
 
    I probably didn’t stay as hydrated as I needed to with all of that ‘exercise’. I ended up waking up in the middle of the night with a dry mouth, in need of a drink of water. So I got up, squirming out from that pile of beautiful women. I tiptoed over to my kitchenette area, and then as I was pouring water into a glass, I noticed that my bedroom door was open a crack. I walked over to close it, and then I saw the face in the gap, with a finger to her lips. “Shh!” she said, and I nearly screamed—spilling my water onto my own chest before settling and realizing I was looking at Trix. 
 
    “What the fuck, Trix!?” I whispered. 
 
    She motioned me with one finger to follow her out. I looked back at the sleeping girls, all nestled in their warm, cute pile. Kuzu’s head was on Eris’s chest, and I swear I could see her drool trickling down Eris’s big boob. 
 
    I crept out into the hallway. Trix was standing in what appeared to be a short Alice in Wonderland lingerie dress, with her boobs pushed up by a corset and her skirt puffing out around her, exposing her garter belt straps, which were holding up her tall white stockings. She looked like she was on her way to some slutty Halloween party.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s Fight Night,” she smiled.  
 
    “So what?” I said. “I told you I’m not doing that.” 
 
    “You also said you were going back down to Earth, and here you are.” She leaned to one side and put her hands on her hips. Now, she had her long hair tied into pigtails, tied with a pair of pale-blue bows to match her outfit, which I’m sure she’d found on Earth. That was becoming a Lagolian trend: going down to Earth to buy clothes. Lagolian girls were obsessed with human fashion.  
 
    “I’m not taking part in Fight Night—and that’s all there is to it.” 
 
    She groaned. “Well, actually, you are going to take part, and I don’t want to go over all the reasons again. Let’s not do this again, Kyrie. I feel like we’ve had this fight ten times now. It’s one thing if you’re down on Earth. Then the people who run Fight Night won’t be able to find you. But I told you this the other night: if you’re here on the ship and you just don’t show up for your skirmish, they’re going to consider you a risk to the operation and they’re going to make you disappear. So you have two options, Kyrie. You can come with me and play in Fight Night, or you can go back to Earth and stay there. Well, I suppose you have a third option, and that’s to let them make you disappear.”  
 
    I stood and stared into her eyes, trying to decide if she was bluffing or not. It was impossible to know for sure, but she was certainly convincing. A dozen girls had already gone missing because of Fight Night; it’s not like their morals were going to hold them back from making me vanish too.  
 
    “Come on, Kyrie. I’ve been standing out here for the last hour, trying to figure out how to wake you up under your pile of whores,” she smiled. “We’re going to be late.”  
 
    I reluctantly followed her. “Let’s not call them whores, alright?”  
 
    “Whatever,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I guess Kuzu is okay. I’ve always suspected she has a wild side. I’ve even thought about inviting her to join our Fight Night team. I guess you would know, Kyr. Does she have a wild side?”  
 
    I kept my mouth shut. I didn’t need to give Trix any more information than she needed to know.  
 
    We went down the halls and down that long stairwell, into the dark basement. She took my hand and led me through the dripping silence until we arrived at the party, in that old simulator storage room—or whatever it was.  
 
    The place was filled with familiar faces. But now, even more girls were dressed up, matching their teammates, getting more into the spirit of the contest. Across the room, I saw the Mean Bitches, all dressed in matching latex Barbie doll costumes—literally with ‘Barbie’ written on their chests, proving that the girls had been sneaking down to Earth to shop for clothes. The Mean Bitches eyed me as I entered the room.  
 
    Then I saw the cheerleader girls huddled in their corner. They turned to look at me with a smile. Standing near them were the Mechanics, with their masks on, as if they weren’t wanting to be recognized. That was probably smart…  
 
    “We’re right on time,” Trix said as Minxi bounced towards us.  
 
    “I thought I was going to be fighting alone,” Minxi said with a sigh of relief. “Don’t make me sweat like that again.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. Kyrie won’t let us down,” Trix smiled. I did my best to force a smile at the short swordswoman.  
 
    I looked back up at the Mean Bitches. They were still eyeing us, still looking strangely pissed off. Though I suppose it made sense that they were upset that we beat them the week before, sending them to the elimination game.  
 
    “So if you win the elimination game, you’re still in the tournament?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Minxi. “One team goes every Fight Night. Last time it was Foxy-Foxy. Now there are seven teams left. Go-Squad gets a bi this week.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. And I really don’t know why I was trying to take an interest. I should have been focusing on how to get out of that league, but instead I found myself morbidly intrigued. 
 
    “They had the highest score going into the playoffs, so they get to play with an advantage. Today, there are seven teams remaining, so one team has to sit out to make three pairings.”  
 
    I looked around the room. I spotted the Mermaids, who were wearing tight dresses and touching up their makeup. One of the Mermaid girls looked over at me and winked, making her long eyelashes flutter. She blew me a kiss and made my skin tingle.  
 
    “Everyone, listen up!” one of the topless girls announced, holding a sheet of paper. She was a member of the Great Tits, and her tits were indeed spectacular. “I’ve got the pairings here. I’m only going to read them once, so listen carefully! First up, we’ve got General Dryas’s Failed Abortions against Rag Tag on Sol. Then we’ll have The Mechanics against us, the Great Tits on Kentaurus. Finally, we’ll see the Mermaids against the Mean Bitches on Eubuleus. Then we’ll have a short break before the elimination match.”  
 
    “We’re up first,” whispered Minxi.  
 
    I had to look around to spot our opposing team with the especially vulgar name. One of the girls was looking over at us with a grin. Unlike the other teams there, they were dressed like a team that wanted to win the game, and not a team that wanted to win some sort of ‘best costume’ prize. They were all wearing camouflage hoodies and black leggings. It was hard to see their eyes under their droopy hoods. 
 
    Trix gave me a firm pat on the back. “Relax, Kyr. They’re one of the lowest seeds. We’ll take them no problem.”  
 
    “Sol,” I said. “We’re fighting here?” 
 
    “Well, we’re fighting in the simulation, Kyrie, but it’s based off of the map here.”  
 
    “Isn’t it super open?” I asked.  
 
    “It’s a bloodbath,” Trix grinned. She was excited to fight, but she didn’t seem at all worried about the fact that we would have a girl running around with a sword on a large, open map.  
 
    “Let’s get started!” the topless woman announced. 
 
    “C’mon, Kyrie,” said Trix, grabbing my hand and pulling me towards the simulators. The girls were already gathering around the large screens. My gut turned. How did I end up back here? I told myself I wasn’t going to do this again—but there I was, about to be loaded up into a deadly and illegal simulation.  
 
    I sat down in my throne. One of the other girls pulled the helmet down onto my head. I looked over at our camo-clad opponents. They looked confident, smiling and still as their helmets were lowered down onto their heads.  
 
    “Here we go,” Trix grinned, and then I felt the shock. It wasn’t quite the soft little vibration that I felt when I was loaded into a regular simulation. Down in that basement, things were different; maybe the machines were older and in poor shape. Maybe the technology wasn’t quite the same as upstairs. Upstairs, the simulators didn’t sting, and they didn’t leave you with a nauseating headache for a few minutes.  
 
    Now, I was looking out at Sol. I had a mask over my mouth so I could breathe. In my hands was the Ryon Long Rifle. “Don’t I get to use the Joblex gun?” I said, and then I looked over at Trix. 
 
    “Are you a level five yet?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    “Well why didn’t you say something, dummy? I would have had them load you up with the Joblex.” 
 
    Though it was probably for the best. I’d never used the Joblex before and this didn’t seem like a great time to learn a whole new weapon. At least I was familiar with the Ryon Long Rifle.  
 
    “I’m ready to slice these bitches up!” Minxi said, doing a few practice swings with her sword as she stood in the back of that black-stone portal room.  
 
    My stomach continued to turn. I needed to figure out a way to get out of this league without dying, and without getting anyone else killed.  
 
    “Doors open in ten seconds,” said Trix, bending her knees slightly, ready to pounce out the doors.  
 
    I took a deep breath. I clutched my rifle with both hands. Minxi skirted by me, up behind her friend. They were both wriggling—itching to be let out so they could kill.  
 
    Then the door opened and they burst out. I heard Trix laughing. I wasn’t quite so eager. I wasn’t desperate to get into the action. I was just trying to figure out a way to win without making the other team lose—or maybe I could find out a way to lose without being ‘eliminated’.  
 
    It was surreal being on the lunar surface. The air was cold and the low gravity took me by surprise, even though I should have seen it coming. As I started to run, I felt my body becoming light. I pushed off the ground, and then for a moment I was worried that I was going to fly up into the sky and never come down. When I did come down, I felt like I was floating. I felt like my feet hardly touched the ground before I pushed off again.  
 
    It was actually kind of fun. 
 
    I wanted to jump around for a while, but that wasn’t the best map to fool around on. The game had only been going for twenty seconds, and Trix was already firing explosive shells across the map. “I was close with that one!” she said as a distant explosion boomed.  
 
    Then their sniper fired. I saw a plume of rocky dust fly into the air near Minxi’s head. She gasped and giggled as if it was all a game. It almost seemed like they’d forgotten that this was technically a fight to the death, even though there was still an elimination round to be fought. 
 
    “C’mon, Kyrie! Take out their sniper! She’s already being a pest,” said Trix. And then the enemy sniper took another shot, cracking more rock near Minxi, who was forced into cover.  
 
    “How the hell am I going to get over there?” Minxi asked. And it was a good question—one she should have evaluated before we got into the simulation. This was no map for a close-combat fighter. It was a wide-open valley, with only a spattering of tall rocks for cover. In a lot of ways, it was a sniper’s dream. If we were fighting the Nekrol, I would have been like a kid in a candy store taking shots at the robots—or like Trix in any regular skirmish. But now, I didn’t want to shoot. I knew that shooting those girls would send them to the elimination game, and that meant they were one step closer to being on the chopping block. 
 
    I took cover behind a large rock. I took a moment before popping up and scanning the lunar horizon. It wasn’t hard to locate their sniper. She was popping off shots with a Ryon Long Rifle. She was far—at least four hundred yards, maybe five hundred. The shot wasn’t impossible, but shooting meant giving away my position. 
 
    Though my position wasn’t precious. It was probably better to have them firing on me than on my teammates. So I prepared to fire. I pushed my optics in as far as I could, and then I centered the girl in my crosshairs. I had a steady grip. It was a difficult shot to make from standing, but I’d landed harder shots before. 
 
    I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t pull the trigger. 
 
    There was a girl in my crosshairs. She wasn’t a robot. She wasn’t a monster. She was a Lagolian. She probably had a mother, and almost certainly had siblings. Aside from participating in that underground Fight Night league, she probably hadn’t done much bad in her life. So why did she deserve to die? 
 
    “Shoot already, Kyrie. Help us out,” said Trix as she launched another explosive towards the enemy. Now, two infantry units were rushing up the valley, taking the odd shot at Trix, forcing her into cover. I really did need to shoot at them, even just to get them into cover. But I couldn’t bring myself to do it.  
 
    Minxi tried to stand up, but the sniper was quick to pin her down. “Son of a bitch!” Minxi groaned. “Can someone please take out that sniper? This is lame.”  
 
    “Kyrie…” said Trix. 
 
    So I took a shot, aiming at the rock in front of their sniper. It was enough to force the sniper down. I turned and fired two more quick shots at the approaching infantries. They dove down into cover, behind lunar rocks. I didn’t land any kill shots, but at least I bought some time… 
 
    And maybe that’s all I needed to do. Maybe there was a way to make sure nobody lost. I just had to keep buying time. I had to stop them from capturing the beacon. But I had to make sure not to put on too much pressure, so that the other team could still stop Trix and Minxi from capturing the beacon. 
 
    If time ran out and nobody had the beacon and we were all still alive, then maybe nobody would face elimination. 
 
    So I took another shot at the sniper, intentionally hitting the edge of her cover to keep her down. I swung to the infantries, who were just starting to poke out. I fired the rest of my magazine, keeping them down, and then I reloaded. 
 
    But now, Minxi was making a dash down the valley. I couldn’t let her reach them, so I ducked down and gave the enemy a chance to regroup and spot the rushing swordswoman. I heard the sniper taking shots at Minxi. “I’m under fire!” she yelled. 
 
    And I just waited until she was properly scrambled into cover. Then, I let a few seconds pass: a few seconds closer to the stalemate I was hoping for. I rose up and fired a series of shots, making the enemy duck down. I could have easily taken them out. Trix was right: they weren’t great. They were a low seed for a reason. Their sniper was bad for leaving herself vulnerable. She didn’t duck to reload. She still didn’t even know where I was. And their infantry units were just as clueless. One was cowering in plain view, thinking she was hidden behind a lunar rock. It would have been so easy to take her out.  
 
     Instead, I kept taking warning shots, sending them into cover. Then I hid while they kept Minxi back.  
 
    It was Trix that I was worried about. Her bazooka blasts from cover were getting awfully close to the approaching infantries. She wasn’t going to let my incompetence set her back from winning. I stood up to take a shot at their sniper, and in that very moment, I saw one of the opposing girls flying up into the air in pieces.  
 
    “Yee haw!” yelled Trix. “Finally got her! Two to go!”  
 
    Maybe my plan to force a draw wasn’t going to be so easy. I let them take shots at Trix, making her cower behind her small rock. Minutes later, they evened the game up, landing a clean hit on Minxi, making her scream and taking her out of the game.  
 
    Now it was a 2v2.  
 
    I emptied another mag, keeping their sniper down. I reloaded fast and pounded five more shots down at their infantry, intentionally missing each shot.  
 
    “How much time is left on the clock?” I asked. 
 
    “Nine minutes,” said Trix. “Should I make a run for the beacon while you keep them pinned?”  
 
    “No,” I said. “I—I think I can get them if you just keep distracting them.” 
 
    “You’re probably due to land a shot one of these days,” she said, and I could hear her rolling her eyes.  
 
    Their infantry was making a run for the beacon. She had a long way to go: three hundred yards. I decided to give her a moment to make some distance before firing a few shots at her feet to keep her in cover. Their sniper was firing at Trix, so I knew I didn’t have to duck down while I reloaded. I kept a close eye on that infantry unit. I watched her as she poked her head up. Now she only had a few minutes to get to that beacon to start the capture. I just had to keep her pinned for a few more minutes… 
 
    Then, I felt a sharp pain. My vision went black, and I was suddenly sitting in that room, in that simulation throne, looking at all of those girls facing the large screens while they cheered.  
 
    “W—What just happened?” I said, looking around.  
 
    “Watch the replay,” said a girl with a giggle. She was standing with a beer in her hand, pointing over to one of the screens that was showing a slow-motion replay: the enemy sniper’s POV as she fired shots at Trix before turning quickly to see me reloading my gun. She carefully centered her crosshairs on my head and then pulled the trigger. 
 
    I must say, it was surreal watching the extremely realistic footage of my brains being blown out of my head.  
 
    “What were you aiming at out there?” one of the topless blondes asked me. She had a drink in her hand, and her long hair was almost covering her nipples. “Invisible butterflies?”  
 
    The other girls giggled, and then everyone turned to the screen as Trix jumped out of cover and started huffing down to the beacon. On the other screen, the enemy infantry was capturing the beacon. Trix only had a minute to stop her. I wasn’t sure who to root for. I didn’t want our team to lose, but I didn’t want to send anyone to the elimination game either. 
 
    “C’mon, c’mon! Run!” Minxi said, standing about ten feet away from me. She had her hands balled into fists and there were beads of sweat on her forehead. “No! No!” she said suddenly. I looked over at the enemy’s screen and saw that she had abandoned the beacon takeover. She was now crouching next to the door, waiting for Trix to burst in so she could flank her. 
 
    And the move worked. Trix jumped in and fired an explosive at the beacon computer milliseconds before the enemy unloaded an entire magazine into Trix’s chest. 
 
    Some of the girls in the room cheered, some moaned. Then one of the topless girls made the announcement. “General Dryas’s Failed Abortions have won and will be advancing to the next round! Rag Tag will be competing in tonight’s elimination round!”  
 
    Seconds later, Trix was grabbing my arm and yanking me aside. Her face was red and her lips were pressed thin. “What the fuck were you doing out there!?” she snapped. “We just lost our number-two seed!”  
 
    “Sorry. I just missed my shots,” I said. 
 
    “Bullshit! You lost on purpose, didn’t you? You think this is some sort of game, don’t you?”  
 
    “What? I just missed my shots,” I said. 
 
    “You missed a lot of shots—easy shots. I don’t know what kind of game you think you’re playing, Kyrie, but now we’re fighting for our lives. This isn’t a joke.” She turned away from me with a loud groan. She stormed back and forth while the next team got loaded up into the simulators.  
 
    And now I was second-guessing my strategy. I sauntered over to one of the Mermaid girls, dolled up in her Barbie costume. She looked at me with a smile. “Nice try out there,” she said. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, though I knew that she was just being polite, and everyone saw my joke of a performance. “So, uh, what happens if time runs out and nobody’s captured the beacon?”  
 
    “Sudden death,” she said.  
 
    “Right… Yeah, sure… What’s that again?”  
 
    She giggled. “The walls of the map move in slowly, forcing everyone closer and closer together until there’s only one team left standing.”  
 
    “Right,” I said. “Thanks.” I stepped away from her. 
 
    So maybe I wasn’t so smart after all. Maybe there were no ways to cheat the game and I should have taken my easy win while it was available to me.  
 
    Now, Minxi and Trix were sitting off to the side. They were no longer full of spunk and smiles. Now, they looked like what they were: girls on the brink of death. They were just one loss away from their lives being over—and the moment of reckoning was coming fast.  
 
    The Great Tits won their game on Kentaurus quickly and efficiently. The topless girls hid around corners and flanked the girls with the welding masks almost simultaneously. And nobody in the room acted surprised; the Great Tits were apparently heavily favored to win. 
 
    The next match wasn’t quite so close. It was a match between the third and fourth seeded teams: The Mermaids against the Mean Bitches.  
 
    The Mermaids started off with the lead, taking a quick kill on the Mean Bitches sniper. But then the Mean Bitches got a lucky kill, spraying across a row of windows with machinegun fire. A stray bullet ended up being a headshot on the Mermaids’ close-combat fighter. Then the Mermaids snuck down mid and slipped into the middle beacon on that Egyptian-looking map. The Mean Bitches spent the next few minutes hunting around the long alleyways, and they didn’t realize their foes were capturing the beacon until it was too late. After that, the Mermaids had no issues playing defense from inside the black stone tower.  
 
    “We’re fucked…” Minxi said as one of the girls stepped up to announce the winner. 
 
    “The Mermaids have won their match, so we will see Rag Tag, the Mechanics, and the Mean Bitches in the elimination round! We’ll take a ten-minute break and then we’ll get started with the fun.” And it was easy for her to call it fun; she won her game with the Great Tits. But every girl facing elimination looked far from amused. There were nine forlorn faces in that room, mine included. Skin was pale and gazes were lost. We should have all been going over strategies, but instead, we were making silent prayers.  
 
    “We’re so fucked,” Minxi said again. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t listen to her,” said Trix. “She’s just tilted. She’ll be fine. We’ll be fine. We’ve beaten both of these teams before, and we’re going to beat them now. We’re not going to be eliminated.” Then she grabbed Minxi by the collar of her cardigan and shook her. “Got it?”  
 
    “If we end up on Sol again, we’re actually fucked,” Minxi said. “Fuck that map.”  
 
    Then Trix came up to me. “I need you to try a bit harder, Kyrie,” she said. “I don’t want to die.”  
 
    “Okay,” I said. 
 
    “I mean it. I’m not dying tonight. Do you need some motivation? You want a blowjob? Do you want to stick it in my ass again? Win this match for us and you can do anything you want to my body, Kyrie. I promise. You can shit on my chest while you slap my face; I don’t care. Just win.”  
 
    My head tingled. The thought of standing up made me sick. I was starting to wonder if I was coming down with some flu, or if the reality of the situation was just catching up with me. Was I going to win the game? If we were going to win, I was going to need to pull the trigger on a Lagolian or two—or six.  
 
    I wasn’t sure I could do it… 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER XIX 
 
    Minxi came up to me minutes before the elimination match. She stopped a few inches short of my face and glared into my eyes. “Fuck this up and I’ll kill you myself,” she growled. 
 
    I wanted to pick her up and throw her to remind her that she was small and weak, but instead I bit my tongue. I still had no idea what I was going to do: win or lose. I didn’t have much time left to decide. Inevitably, three people in that room were going to die. Was it morally right to save myself?  
 
    “I mean it,” Minxi said from about eighteen inches below.  
 
    “Minxi!” Trix snapped, stepping close. “Get a grip.” 
 
    “I’m just making myself clear,” she snarled. It wasn’t an attractive side of her at all.  
 
    “You’re clearly making yourself look like a cunt,” Trix said. Then she looked at me. “Just land the shots, Kyrie. Please.” She stared into my eyes, and for the first time ever, I saw fear in her gaze. She seemed so strangely innocent, and so vulnerable. She really didn’t want to die… Then again, nobody in that room wanted to die.  
 
    I didn’t want to die.  
 
    My mind was blasting through everything I had to live for: Vega, Eris, the babies in Eris’s belly, Kuzu, my family, the future of humanity… There was a lot to think about, and not much time at all to process everything. 
 
    “The match starts in one minute!” announced one of the topless blondes. “The match will be fought on Kentaurus.” 
 
    Trix and Minxi both let out deep sighs of relief. It really was great news: Kentaurus was a perfect close-combat map, and it just happened to be Trix’s specialty map.  
 
    “We’ve got this,” Trix whispered.  
 
    Now, all of the girls on the chopping block were migrating over to the simulation thrones. “Come on, Kyrie,” Trix said softly. I hardly recognized her voice. She wasn’t giggling or acting ‘cutesy’. She was suddenly very normal: scared, vulnerable, and normal. She suddenly looked uncomfortable in her slutty Alice in Wonderland dress. She kept pulling down on her skirt and pulling up on her top. She cleared her throat about five times, and I caught her closing her eyes and whispering what seemed to be some sort of prayer.  
 
    Maybe I didn’t have much choice. Maybe I just had to win.  
 
    I took my seat between Minxi and Trix. I pulled that helmet down onto my head. I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and then when I opened them again, I was standing in a black stone portal with a Ryon Long Rifle in my hands.  
 
    “Ugh,” said Trix, standing by the door. “We got the East Portal.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with the East Portal?” I asked, stepping up next to her. Minxi stayed in the corner of the room, awkwardly pacing in small circles as her forehead glistened with simulated sweat.  
 
    “The East Portal isn’t a real portal on Kentaurus,” she said. “It was just added into the simulation for 3v3v3s. We’re basically between the other portals.”  
 
    “Great,” I said.  
 
    “It is what it is,” Trix said with a sigh. “We’ll make the best of it. Here’s what we’re going to do…” Then she was silent, as if she was trying to think of a plan. Meanwhile, Minxi wasn’t even listening. She was still pacing back and forth, trying to calm herself down. 
 
    I waited for Trix to lay out the plan. She knew Kentaurus better than anyone. I’d never even been in that corner of the map before, though I had a decent idea of where we were from all of the studying Vega made me do.  
 
    Then the bolt in the door clunked and the door swayed open. “Shit,” Trix said. And for once, she wasn’t excited to be released into the deathmatch. “Okay, okay. Let’s go. Just—Just don’t miss your shots.” Trix was the first one out. I looked back at Minxi. She was staring at the open door with wide, frightened eyes, like a feral animal hiding in some dark corner.  
 
    “Let’s go,” I said to her.  
 
    She nodded her head slowly. I went out before her. She came out slowly behind me. Trix was already down the long, crumbled alleyway. The buildings around us were tall but inaccessible, with piles of rubble in all the windows and doorways from past battles. There weren’t too many options in terms of directions to go. We could either camp near the portal or run down to the middle of the map where all of the action would be happening.  
 
    “We need to find a position, and fast,” said Trix, already a block ahead of me. Minxi was staying back, clutching her sword with two hands, still whispering some prayer under her breath. Now, that little prayer was being picked up by her mic, but she was whispering so quietly, it was impossible to know what she was saying.  
 
    A deep boom shook the ground. A series of distant gunshots echoed in that old downtown core, bouncing off of buildings and sounding like it was all around us. The battle had begun. 
 
    Trix turned a corner and then screamed as a barrage of hellfire rained down on her. Bullets sent plumes of dust into the air all around her as she crawled into cover. “Shit, they moved fast!” she gasped.  
 
    And now I found myself wishing I had the Ryon Shield Support Rifle. I could have shot a smokescreen, bounced it off the wall and created cover for Trix to escape. But now she was pinned, and I couldn’t go around the bend to help her.  
 
    She sprawled out onto her back and aimed her bazooka over her little sandbag wall. Then she fired, lobbing her shot down the road. There was a loud boom. The ground trembled. Then more gunfire rained down all around Trix’s position. “I think I’m pinned,” she said. 
 
    I looked around for another route. There weren’t many options, though there was a clear window on the second floor of the building to my left. A pile of rubble made it possible to climb up to an architectural ridge on the concrete wall. Then I had to awkwardly reach for the edge of the window’s ledge before pulling myself up. I was actually a little bit impressed with how nimble I was able to be as I looked down at the ground below. Maybe I was starting to adopt a bit of that Lagolian sprightliness. 
 
    I looked up and down the long alleyway. I couldn’t see Minxi and had no idea where she’d gone off to. Trix was still pinned. I had to help her. So I slipped into the building, which was in half-decent shape compared to the rest of the town: no holes in the walls or gaping pits in the floors. Though there were countless bullet holes along the back walls, reminding me that there wasn’t a single room on that map that wasn’t a deathtrap.  
 
    “I think they’re moving up on me,” Trix said. 
 
    “I’m going to help,” I whispered. I had no idea how deep I was into enemy territory. I’d never fought in a three-way skirmish before. Now, I knew there were bad guys to my left and to my right. I couldn’t let my guard down.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat each time I jumped through a doorway. Then I reached a stairwell. I had the option of going up or going down. I went up. Upstairs was even more untouched—still with bullet holes on every conceivable wall, but otherwise intact. Even the old apartment furniture seemed to be in good condition.  
 
    I found the third-floor corner unit, which looked down on the alley and on the street that the Lagolians called mid. I crept up to that rounded turret dormer slowly. I was terrified of stepping up to that window and taking a bullet to the middle of the forehead; though I now knew what dying from a headshot felt like, and I suppose it wasn’t so bad: quick and relatively painless.  
 
    But I still didn’t want to be dead. 
 
    So I ducked low and crawled to the window before inching up and looking down, exposing no more than the top half of my head. I could see Trix down below, still cowered behind that sandbag wall. She was stuffing a hefty shell into her dense bazooka. Further down the road, a pair of infantry units were working their way up to her position, running from building nook to building nook, taking turns. They were clad with welders’ masks. Those masks had large tinted visors, though it still seemed like they were putting themselves at a disadvantage, obscuring their vision for the sake of an aesthetic.  
 
    I could have taken one out, but I wasn’t quite ready to give away my position. I still had no idea where their third unit was—or what she was—and then there were the other three players still somewhere on the map.  
 
    I was right in the middle of that concrete warzone. All roads led to me, so once I started shooting, I needed to have some sort of exit plan.  
 
    I poked my head up again as Trix shot her bazooka. Her explosive round whistled down the middle of the road, way past the advancing troops, and she had no idea. “You weren’t even close, Trix,” I whispered.  
 
    “Where are you?” she asked. “Why aren’t you shooting?” 
 
    “I’m up high. I’ll shoot in a bit. Just aim lower. They’re about halfway down the road. One is by the pharmacy to your left, the other is across the road, to the right.”  
 
    She pushed a shell into her deadly tube and then she adjusted her aim. A moment later, the wall of the pharmacy was reduced to rubble as the approaching Lagolian mechanic screamed and dove to the ground. 
 
    “Not a kill shot, but she’s definitely injured,” I said. My heart raced fast in my chest and a nausea filled my gut. It didn’t seem right, maiming the poor girl. That pain was real: temporary, but real. Now, she was trying to crawl. Her legs were red and torn up. She didn’t have the energy to pull herself to her feet. “Now to the right,” I said. “She’s crouched into a nook.” 
 
    I hardly finished speaking before Trix launched her next shot, aiming high at the building and sending an avalanche of rock onto the poor girl’s head. A heavy plume of dust billowed up and filled the street.  
 
    “Now’s your chance to slip back,” I said.  
 
    I watched as Trix rose slowly before bouncing to her feet and darting back down our starting alleyway.  
 
    I turned to look the other way down the street. I couldn’t see anything, but I knew the Mean Bitches were out there somewhere too. We’d beaten them before, and we could beat them again.  
 
    “Gotcha!” yelled Minxi in our ears, making me jump. “One down—ah!” She screamed suddenly before she could go into any more detail.  
 
    “Minxi?” Trix whispered. There was no reply. Trix groaned. “Dumbass could have at least given us her position before she died.”  
 
    Now there were no more than five of us on that map: it was a 2v2v1. Only one team lost in the end. “Should we make a move on the beacon?” I whispered. 
 
    “Are you nuts?” Trix said. “You don’t go for the beacon in an elimination match, Kyrie. That’s suicide. Let’s just hunt this last Mechanic girl down and call it a night.” But going on the hunt seemed like an atrociously bad idea, knowing there were three deadly girls stalking around that map. 
 
    But Trix was the Kentaurus expert. I had to put some faith into her. I had to trust that she knew what she was doing, even though she’d already almost gotten herself killed once.  
 
    I scanned the streets again. Still, they were empty. The remaining girls were in the buildings—and all of those buildings were connected. It was a maze of corners and stairwells.  
 
    I backed away from the window and turned to the apartment hallway. It was quiet; I hated how quiet it was. I could hear every single footstep that I took: my shoes crunching on those chunks of old concrete, turning rocks to dust underfoot.  
 
    My heart plunged into my stomach as I stepped into the hallway, rifle up. That rifle was not made for close-combat. It was a single-shot firearm: one charge every time I pulled back that bolt. And if I came face-to-face with an enemy, I would only have one shot to come out alive. 
 
    I stepped cautiously. I was trying to be as silent as possible as I approached the stairwell, but I knew that the Lagolians could hear ten-times better than me with their big ears. And they could smell about one-hundred times better. They could probably smell the terrified sweat accumulating on my forehead.  
 
    I turned another corner and then nearly screamed when Trix spoke. “Where are you, Kyrie?” 
 
    “I’m in the apartment cluster near the middle of the map,” I whispered, trying not to make any noise at all. 
 
    “I can’t hear you, Kyr. You’re going to have to speak louder. Hold on!” I paused suddenly, looking down that long hallway. There was a stairway at the far end, and there was a stairway behind me too—not to mention all of the doors that could have been concealing a hiding Lagolian.  
 
    A loud boom made me crouch low. Dust and debris crumbled down from the ceiling. A ceiling light, hanging from a single wire, crashed down onto the ground.  
 
    “I think I got one,” Trix whispered.  
 
    Then I heard gunfire, distant and echoing. Each shot was like a little pop, sounding so innocent, but I knew it was deafening up close. “Scratch that!” Trix gasped.  
 
    “Where are you?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m hiding now!” she gasped. 
 
    The gunfire became heavier, now with two units unloading. I slipped into one of the apartments and crept up to the window, crunching shattered glass under my feet. I looked out and tried to identify where all the shooting was coming from. It was impossible to know until I heard the next loud boom, and I saw one of the small buildings down the street suddenly crumble to the ground, sending a giant wave of dust rushing down the street.  
 
    “Trix?” I said, as I ducked down so I wouldn’t get a wave of dust in my face. She didn’t answer. “Trix? You alright?” Still, I got no response.  
 
    My spine turned cold as I realized I was now alone. But the game wasn’t over, which meant each team had at least one survivor.  
 
    I wanted to hide out. I wanted to sit in the corner of that room until some oblivious girl walked in. But I knew that sudden-death was less than ten minutes away. I wouldn’t survive sudden-death. If we were all forced into close-quarters combat, I stood no chance with that Ryon Long Rifle. I had to find one of the surviving girls and I had to finish them off.  
 
    I jumped into the hallway, heart pounding. I turned left and right and then I crept up the wall to the stairway. The stairway was demolished at the bottom: a pile of concrete chunks before a gaping hole in the wall. I was able to lower myself down onto my feet. I darted to the wall and pressed my back against it, giving my heart a moment to get into a consistent rhythm.  
 
    The map was silent now. I had a good feeling that it was a matter of next-kill-wins. Or, I suppose, it was next-kill-loses. If I went down first, it didn’t just mean I would die. It meant both Trix and Minxi would die too. But if someone else went down, then three other girls were goners. 
 
    The cruelness of the situation was clenching at my heart. But I just wasn’t ready to die yet.  
 
    I poked my head out of that doorway before darting across the street to the main cluster of buildings that made up the Kentaurus battlefield. I rushed into the blown-up lobby of what was once a hotel. I spun around, ready to fire, but the place was empty. The surviving girls were keeping quiet. Maybe they were hoping for sudden-death. Maybe they knew that I stood no chance once the walls started coming in. 
 
    And then a noise made me jump and fall back. It was an ethereal chiming, coming from the sky. “Two minutes until sudden death,” said a pleasantly programmed female voice. 
 
    “No,” I whispered, looking around. I crept quickly down a hallway, spinning to check each empty hotel room for hiding girls. I knew it was just a matter of time before I came in contact with one of them: either a Mean Bitch or a Mechanic. My heart was fluttering down in my stomach. My hands were covered in sweat. My whole body was trembling.  
 
    At least a loss against the Nekrol didn’t necessarily mean death. Against the Nekrol, I had the option of retreating back through the portal. But now, there was no option to retreat. It was kill or be killed.  
 
    I turned a corner and looked down a hallway, just as the surviving mechanic girl turned down the hallway at the far end. She paused as she saw me, and I paused too.  
 
    I knew I had to act fast, but my body was suddenly tense. Her mask was down and she was staring at me, not wanting to shoot—maybe for the same reason as me.  
 
    But one of us had to shoot first—to save ourselves, and our teammates. 
 
    She got the first shot off: a burst of shots. One pierced through my left side, sending a shockwave of unbelievable pain through my body. I groaned but I didn’t go down. I raised my gun, aimed at her head, and I closed my eyes as I pulled the trigger.  
 
    My shot ricocheted off of her helmet, making her scream as she stumbled back. Her mask fell down onto the ground and she staggered to catch her balance. Then she got a grip on her rifle and was about to shoot at me—and that’s when I recognized her. 
 
    I was staring at Lala, Eris’s infantry replacement. Her face was so young. Her long red ponytail was unmistakable. I fought with her on Valvoline. She was a good fighter: one of General Dryas’s favorite prodigies.  
 
    Now, blood was trickling down from the side of her head. She stared into my eyes. I felt like I could hear Trix and Minxi screaming at me from inside of that basement simulation room. ‘Shoot! Shoot! Shoot!’ Their lives depended on it.  
 
    My life depended on it. 
 
    And now, she was pressing the butt of her rifle against her shoulder. I knew that she was a good shot; she wasn’t going to miss.  
 
    I pulled the bolt back on my rifle, arming another cartridge into the chamber. I raised my gun. She wasn’t shooting. I wasn’t shooting either.  
 
    Then a loud crash made me wince to the side. I squeezed the trigger instinctively: some sort of built-in defense mechanism.  
 
    But the crash was just a lamp falling over in a nearby room; it had probably been teetering since the match started, once Trix started blowing up walls and rattling the town.  
 
    The bullet through Lala’s chest made her drop her gun. She looked down and turned pale all over, pressing both of her hands against the bleeding wound. 
 
    “I—I’m sorry,” I said, but my voice was hardly a whisper.  
 
    She dropped to her knees.  
 
    It was just a simulation, but her real death was now sealed. She fell down onto her face, and then that ethereal bell chimed in the air. “The elimination match has ended,” said that programmed female voice.  
 
    Then I was suddenly sitting in that simulation throne, looking around with a pounding heart. I spotted Lala, still sitting in her chair, pale in the face, eyes wide. I was a bit relieved when I saw her blink, to see that she was still alive. Her friend helped her up to her feet.  
 
    “Good job, Kyrie,” said Trix, offering her hand to pull me up. But I didn’t take it. I just sat there and watched Lala. Her friend put her hand on her shoulder and said something into her ear.  
 
    I got up. “Lala!” I shouted. She looked at me slowly. “I’m sorry.”  
 
    She just stared at me, fear burning in her seventeen-year-old eyes. She said nothing to me. She just stared, and her gaze clenched my heart.  
 
    I should have let her shoot me. I should have taken the loss. Maybe my life wasn’t as valuable as I convinced myself that it was.  
 
    “Relax, Kyrie,” Trix said, grabbing my wrist and grunting as she pulled me up to my feet. “You did good. You did what you had to do.”  
 
    “Don’t talk to me,” I said, pulling my hand away from her. I tried to follow Lala, but she was leaving fast with her teammates. Trix grabbed my wrist again. 
 
    “Kyrie, don’t be a spaz!” she said. 
 
    “I told you not to talk to me!” I said.  
 
    “Don’t make a scene,” she hushed, and now the other girls in the room were looking over at us.  
 
    I bit down on my tongue. I knew why she didn’t want me making a scene. I knew that she was afraid of whoever was running that league. If they thought we were a threat, they were going to take us out.  
 
    I wanted to rip into Trix for dragging me into that league. I wanted to throttle her so badly. But I resisted the urge. It’s not like there was anything she could do now to fix things. So I just turned around and left that room, leaving down the dark hallway. It was almost pitch-black, so I had to run my hand along the wall to find my way. It wasn’t long before I reached a wall and had no idea which way to turn. 
 
    “Kyrie,” said Trix behind me. “Please just calm down. I’ll help you back to your room.” 
 
    “I’d rather sleep here on the floor,” I said. She was just a black figure against a black backdrop.  
 
    “Why are you blaming me for all of this?” 
 
    “Are you seriously asking me that right now?” I asked, shaking my head. “You tricked me into doing this! You told me it was just some harmless fun! Now I feel like a murderer, Trix! Lala is going to vanish now because of me.” 
 
    “You were just fighting for your life,” she said. 
 
    “I’m so sick of you. Maybe I will throw the next match.” 
 
    “Kyrie, don’t say silly things like that,” she said, and I could hear that giggly playfulness in her voice; now, it was far from appropriate.  
 
    “Wipe the smile off of your face. Lala is a good girl. We need to find a way to save her,” I said. 
 
    “There’s no way. I’m sorry, Kyrie. It’s what she signed up for, and there are powerful figures behind the curtain.”  
 
    “Is it what she signed up for? Because it’s not what I signed up for. Have you ever thought that maybe we didn’t all sign up for this? Maybe I’m not the only one who was tricked into being a part of this crazy club?”  
 
    She was silent now. I watched as she looked back, to make sure nobody was listening. Then she looked up at my face. I could just make out the gleam of her glossy eyes. “I was tricked into it too, Kyrie,” she whispered. “Most of us were.”  
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked. 
 
    She was silent in that black corridor. 
 
    “What are you talking about, Trix!?” I asked. 
 
    “Shh!” she hushed, looking around again. “Come on. I’ll tell you somewhere safe.” She took my hand. I was reluctant to go with her. I half-suspected that she was lying to me. She was a master manipulator, after all. We went down the black labyrinth and up the stairway until we were in the mall area of the ship. All the shops were closed and the space was quiet. Trix took me down to the food court and then opened the door to the bathroom. “Nobody will think to look for us here.” 
 
    I went in with her. She kept the light off, but there was a faint glow from the Earth outside of the window, making it so I could see her worried face. “Minxi tricked me into joining her team. She told me the same thing that I told you: that it was just for fun.”  
 
    “What?” I said. “Why? What the fuck is wrong with that little pest?”  
 
    “It’s not really her fault. They made her do it.” 
 
    “What do you mean? How?” I shook my head, trying hard to believe what she was telling me—but it just seemed so far-fetched.  
 
    “Have you ever heard of Crolium?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    Then she groaned and threw her head back. “Seriously, Kyrie? You can’t actually expect me to explain every little detail to you. I’ll just give you the short version then. When we were pushed away from Chorus, we settled for a long time on Valvoline while we defended Kentaurus. There was a native population on Valvoline, called the Valkos. Long story short, they consumed this drug that got them really high, and then it started to become popular on Lunar Alpha. The drug is called Crolium and it’s still a thing, though they made it illegal because it can fuck you up if you’re not careful with it.”  
 
    “Where is this story going?” I asked. 
 
    “Be patient, Kyrie. After Crolium became illegal, it became valuable to the people who wanted it, as you would expect. So there was a lot of money to be made in dealing it. Minxi got into dealing, even though I told her it was a stupid idea. She made a lot of money, and then she did some dumb things that got her in trouble with the people organizing the whole underground dealing operation.” 
 
    “Define ‘dumb things’,” I said. 
 
    “She was cutting the Crolium and selling extra on the side as her own little side hustle. Bless the girl for being ambitious. They would have killed her for it, but instead they were starting Fight Night. So they took all of the girls who were in trouble and they gave them one last chance at redemption. Minxi was told to put together a team. She got her one friend, Fiss, with no issues. Fiss was a dealer too and was excited to risk her life. But finding a third wasn’t so easy, so she did what I did with you: she tricked me. I fought in four battles before I knew we were fighting for our lives—because we weren’t fighting for our lives during the round-robin matches. We didn’t start fighting for our lives until the playoffs started.” 
 
    “And where’s Fiss now?” I asked. 
 
    “She died. Overdose.”  
 
    “You realize this all sounds insane,” I said. Though it wasn’t so hard to believe. It wasn’t any more insane than being abducted by bunny aliens.  
 
    “It is what it is,” she said. “We would have surely lost without a third, so I tricked you. Do I feel bad about it? Yeah, of course I do. You’re a good guy, Kyrie. Of all our options, you seemed like the one who had the best odds of being into all of this. It’s not like I wanted to bring you into this. I just—I was desperate.”  
 
    “And what about Lala?” I said. “Did she want to be part of this?” 
 
    Trix shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know, but I doubt it. She doesn’t seem like the type. I mean—lots of the girls are into it. The girls on the Great Tits—those chicks are nuts. They love the thrill of the game. And I won’t lie: I get a kick out of it sometimes too, until it gets too real.”  
 
    “So who’s running this operation?” I asked. “The same people running the drug cartel?”  
 
    “Correct. At least I think so. There are probably a dozen girls in total behind the scenes. You can’t beat them, Kyrie. But we can win. We can win the tournament and then walk away with our lives.”  
 
    “I can’t do it again,” I said. “I won’t do it again. We need to find Lala and save her.” 
 
    “It’s probably already too late, Kyrie. It’s not worth getting yourself killed over. Because if they realize you’re trying to undermine the operation, they’re going to think that I’m trying to undermine the operation. I don’t want to die.”  
 
    I stared into her eyes. She really did look scared, like a trembling little mouse with its tail stuck in a snap trap. “Please don’t do anything to get us killed.”  
 
    I just kept staring into her eyes. I couldn’t decide if I was angry with her or if I felt bad for her. Would I have done the same thing? Would I have tricked someone into fighting with me to save my life? Was she justified, or was she just as bad as the people running the contest?  
 
    “Go back to your room, cuddle up with your sleeping harem of pretty girls, and pretend like you never left your room,” she said. “And in the morning, act surprised when you hear about the missing girls. Okay?”  
 
    “This isn’t right,” I said, clenching my teeth tight. But there was nothing left to say. She just stared at me with those unfortunate eyes, and I was in the same position she was in—assuming she was telling me the truth. 
 
    So I took her advice. I crept back up to my room. I opened the door quietly and stripped back down before slipping into the pile of girls. Eris was still snoring. Vega was quick to throw her thigh over my abs, and Kuzu yawned while reaching her arm across my chest. None of them woke up, and I wasn’t able to fall asleep, knowing that cartel was now killing Lala and her two teammates.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER XX 
 
    The news rocked Lunar Alpha like a shockwave.  
 
    One minute everyone was waking up, the next, girls were crying in the halls. There was frantic pandemonium as officials rushed to the apparent scene of the crime. Police officers stayed in the hallways and held back concerned Lagolians. Shouting matches erupted. Girls wanted the identities of the killed to be released immediately. Police weren’t naming them all, but it had already slipped that Lala was missing.  
 
    The ship’s alarms went off for the first time since Lunar Alpha retreated from Sol. The queen made an announcement, telling everyone to remain calm while the investigation took place. I stayed in my room, but I could hear the shouting. Eris stayed with me, but Vega and Kuzu both left in an attempt to help. 
 
    Eris started crying when a girl outside of my room shouted that Lala was among the killed. I put my arm around Eris, though I was afraid of holding her too closely. I was afraid she would feel my pounding heart and know that I had something to do with the tragedy. 
 
    I was worried for a moment that I was going to throw up, but I held back the urge knowing it would be potentially incriminating.  
 
    The next twenty-four hours on that ship were silent. All those old rumors began floating around again. Talk of serial killers, talk of secret government eugenics programs… 
 
    Though the eugenics theory didn’t seem to make much sense anymore, not that it made much to begin with. Lala was practically the poster girl for perfect genetics. She was an efficient killing machine: calm, collected, and deadly. Her body was an athlete’s dream and she had the face of a Vogue cover model.  
 
    The next morning, unable to spend any more time on that ship, surrounded by that horrible tension and all of the crying, I asked Vega to take me down to Earth.  
 
    I wasn’t on my home planet for more than ten minutes before I saw the police parked in front of my house. Vega tapped into the local internet and showed me the article about my arrest warrant. “You can’t get locked up, Kyrie,” she said. “We need you up on Lunar Alpha.”  
 
    “I have to figure this all out at some point,” I said.  
 
    “Now’s not the time,” she said. “Just lay low.”  
 
    “I have to at least let my parents know that I’m okay,” I said.  
 
    Vega didn’t approve, but she didn’t stop me. She went back up to Lunar Alpha and told me that she would come back for me in eight hours. It seemed like a lot of time, but that time went by fast—mostly because I spent more than half of it stalking around my neighborhood, waiting for my mom to slip out from the back door. She was on her way to the grocery store when I snuck up behind her. 
 
    She let out a scream as I pushed my finger to my lips. “It’s me, mom!” I said. 
 
    She squeezed the life out of me with a hug, and then she growled. “Bank robbing!?” she said. 
 
    “I didn’t do it!”  
 
    “I know you didn’t do it! Your lawyer finally got his hands on the footage today. The robber looked nothing like you. Stupid police can’t get anything right. But that doesn’t explain how you broke out of jail! And believe me, Kyrie, breaking out of jail doesn’t look good.” 
 
    “It wasn’t jail, it was just a holding cell.” 
 
    “Kyrie!” she snapped.  
 
    “I just wanted to let you know that I’m fine,” I said.  
 
    “You need to turn yourself in,” she hushed, looking around to make sure we weren’t being spied on. There were cops in the house, thinking they were very clever as they waited by the home phone, assuming I was going to call.  
 
    “I will in a few days,” I said. “But I’m kind of busy with other stuff right now. I don’t really have time to kill behind bars.”  
 
    “You used to be such a good kid, Kyrie. What happened?” she whispered. 
 
    I don’t know why, but I grinned. “Just believe me when I say that this has all been a misunderstanding. We’ll figure this out.” I had no idea when or how—and I had no idea if it was actually true—but I didn’t want to see my mom suffering the way she was. 
 
    She wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her shirt, gave me another hug, and then she gave me a surprising slap on the face. “You’re lucky I don’t turn you in, Kyrie Wyatt Aaron.”  
 
    “See you in a few days, mom,” I smiled, and then I backed away and snuck down the alley before any of the patrolling cops found me.  
 
    I succeeded in showing my mother that I wasn’t dead. Somehow, that felt like a victory—like the first real victory in a long, long time.  
 
    But I wasn’t finished on Earth. Something else had been nagging me for days. A guilt had been churning in my stomach, and I needed to smooth things out. It was getting dark when I hopped off the city bus and found Ria’s house. I knew where it was thanks to a mailing list that I had on my phone from a school charity auction earlier in the year.  
 
    Ria’s house was a lot bigger than I’d expected it to be: three stories with a large turret and three stylish dormers. There was a good half acre of English garden out front, precisely manicured to make the house standout between similar multi-million-dollar mansions. There was a tall iron gate around the whole property, but it wasn’t hard to climb. I thought about buzzing at the gate, but I didn’t need my hooded face on any recordings.  
 
    I circled the house, looking up at the large dormer windows, until I saw the pink glow of a girl’s bedroom. I could see Ria’s parents through the downstairs windows, cleaning up dinner dishes. Ria’s brother was on the living room couch, playing some third-person-shooter video game.  
 
    I snuck between the Bentley and the Porsche. I crept up to the trellis that held the beautiful flowering vines, next to the stone statue of a naked man holding a pear. I gauged the distance to her window. Then I pulled on the trellis, trying to decide if it would hold my weight. I remembered my nimble climb up that Kentaurus wall a couple of nights before, during Fight Night. Now, at least if I fell, I would fall into flower bushes and not onto piles of sharp, shattered concrete.  
 
    I climbed. I pulled my body up, being sure to grab close to where the trellis was screwed into the wall. I was halfway up when I realized that I was being completely insane. I was probably going to scare her half to death. And surely, she knew that the police were looking for me because I was a suspect in a bank robbery. I’m sure my escape from the police station was on the news. She was probably going to think that I was some deadly stalker.  
 
    Yet for some reason I kept going up, praying the neighbors weren’t now looking out their window to see a hooded figure climbing into the pink bedroom.  
 
    Finally, I got my hands on the edge of the window. Using strength that I’m pretty sure I didn’t have six weeks earlier, I hoisted myself up. And then I saw her, sitting on her bed with her phone in her hands. Now, I had the option of scaring her or ducking back down and saving some face. I went with scaring her. 
 
    She gasped and dropped her phone, scrambling up to the head of the bed, tense all over for a good four or five seconds—and then she recognized me. “Kyrie!” she gasped. 
 
    “Hi Ria. Sorry to scare you like that,” I said with a toothy smile. 
 
    “Are you fucking insane!? What are you even doing right now?”  
 
    “I was in the area,” I said. 
 
    She jumped to her feet and rushed over to me. “The police are looking for you. You know that, right?”  
 
    “I know, I know,” I said. Then I grunted as I pulled myself into her bedroom.  
 
    She backed away from me, suddenly turning white and looking like she was ready to scream for help. And that was confirmation that this really didn’t look good at all. “I’m not here to hurt you,” I said. 
 
    “What are you here for?” she asked, holding her arms over her chest. She was wearing a thin black T-shirt, and no bra underneath. She wasn’t wearing any bottoms, just panties, making me feel like a real creep. 
 
    “I just wanted to apologize for the other day,” I said, biting my lip. “I was excited for the date, but, uh, I was distracted. It’s been weighing on me. By the way, why is your house so big? Are you rich or something?”  
 
    “Stay focused, Kyrie!” she said. “Why are you here?”  
 
    “I just want to say sorry, and I want to make it up to you somehow. I’m, uh, going through some stuff in my personal life, but I’m working on making everything… normal again.”  
 
    “That seems like an understatement,” she said, shaking her head. “I saw the news.”  
 
    “Right—all that. That’s just a misunderstanding. I’m dealing with that too.” 
 
    “Kyrie,” she said, finally taking a step towards me. “I get it. You have a girlfriend. You’re trying to figure out how to play multiple girls at the same time.”  
 
    “That’s not it,” I said. “I don’t really have a girlfriend. It’s more complicated than that.” 
 
    “I’m not looking for complicated,” she said.  
 
    “Well, like I said, I’m working on being less complicated.” 
 
    “You should work on being less vague,” she said with a small smile.  
 
    “I just want you to know that I still want to take you on a date—a real date—and I promise it will be fun. Maybe we can even go to prom. That’s coming up, right?” 
 
    “It’s literally in two days,” she said. “And a guy asked me yesterday, Kyrie.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, feeling suddenly crushed inside. It was another stark reminder that the Lagolians were taking my golden teenaged years away from me. My high school experience had been ripped away from me, and it wouldn’t be long before everyone had gone ahead and moved on without me. “Who asked you?” 
 
    “Larry,” she said. 
 
    “You didn’t say yes to Larry, did you?” 
 
    “I said yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because nobody else asked me,” she said. “And because he’s really excited about it. Maybe he’s not my type, but at least he asked me. I’m looking forward to it. I’m going to go with him, we’re going to have a good time.”  
 
    “You aren’t going to let him kiss you, are you?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not. That’s none of your business!” she said. “You had your chance, Kyrie. Besides, I’m pretty sure I would be arrested if I showed up with you at prom.” 
 
    “Yeah, you might be right about that.” I sighed and shook my head. “Just do me a favor and don’t get too heavy with Larry. I’m going to figure my shit out and then I’m going to take you on that date.”  
 
    “I’m not going to wait forever. And I’m not going to fight with some hot blonde foreign exchange student for you attention.”  
 
    “Oh, you won’t have to fight. She’s cool with me seeing other people. It’s normal where she’s from.”  
 
    Now, Ria was staring at me with absolute confusion. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “It’s a topic for another day,” I grinned. “The point is, I just wanted to tell you that you’re still on my radar.”  
 
    “Well isn’t that romantic,” she said, dropping her arms down and clasping her hands near her pelvis. “I guess I should admit that I was half-hoping you would show up and ask me to prom before someone else—even after that abysmal date.”  
 
    I smiled, feeling my cheeks turning warm. It was all I needed to hear. “I’ll see you soon, Ria,” I said. “You don’t mind if I climb down your wall, do you?”  
 
    “Just don’t fall onto my mom’s roses, please,” she said.  
 
    I looked down at the garden and laughed. “What do your parents even do? Your dad isn’t, like, Tony Soprano, is he?”  
 
    “My dad is the CEO and president of Ganon Corp.”  
 
    “Wait—actually?” I said. “Like, the big oil company?”  
 
    She nodded her head. 
 
    “Shit,” I said. “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “Not many people do know it. Don’t go telling everyone.”  
 
    I grinned. “So you’re a rich girl,” I said. “That’s kind of hot.”  
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re looking for a sugar mama,” she said, rolling her eyes.  
 
    “No, but I could use a new pair of boots,” I said.  
 
    “Get out of here before one of the neighbors sees you and calls the cops, Kyrie,” she said, shaking her head.  
 
    I smiled and then I slipped out, climbing down that trellis and sneaking back across her lawn. I looked back at her window and she looked down at me. She gave me a little wave and a smile before I turned and hopped the fence. I checked the time and realized I only had thirty minutes before Vega would be at the park to pick me up.  
 
    I did my best to hustle to catch the next bus, and then I had to run from the bus to the park. I got there just as she was landing the ship. “Good,” she said. “You stayed out of jail. Did you finish all your Earth business?”  
 
    “More or less,” I said. “Hey Vega?” 
 
    “What?” She stepped aside so that I could board her craft. I stopped to look into her eyes. “What is it, Kyrie?”  
 
    “Want to go to prom with me?”  
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “What’s prom?”  
 
    “It’s a dance,” I said.  
 
    “When is it?”  
 
    “The day after tomorrow.”  
 
    “What am I supposed to do there?”  
 
    “I don’t know. Dance. Hang out. Eat some snacks. It’s honestly probably going to be pretty lame.”  
 
    “What am I supposed to wear?” she asked, turning around and walking over to the ship’s controls.  
 
    “Whatever you want,” I said. “But preferably something sexy. I mean—not too sexy, because all the teachers will be there. It’s technically a school thing, but I wouldn’t mind making all of my friends jealous.”  
 
    “Fine,” she said, without looking at me. “I’ll see if I can fit it into my schedule.” And I could see from the side of her face that she was blushing. I smiled.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER XXI 
 
     Vega took me back down to Earth the next morning, early, before the sun was even up. I needed my black suit, which was in my closet, for Lala’s funeral. Vega insisted that I didn’t have to wear a special suit, but the only other clothes I had with my on Lunar Alpha were T-shirts and jeans. I couldn’t stand the thought of standing at Lala’s funeral in jeans, like some asshole.  
 
    The cops were still parked out front of my house, though the officers were asleep, reclined in their seats, so breaking in through the back door and grabbing my suit was not a difficult task. I got dressed on the flight back to Lunar Alpha.  
 
    Vega looked over at me as I was finishing up with my tie. She paused and her gaze suddenly glued onto me, complete with parted lips. “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Huh?” she said, shaking her head and looking away. “Oh, nothing. That human costume just looks… nice on you.” I saw her gently biting her bottom lip, which she only did when she really wanted me to fuck her. But the timing certainly wasn’t right, so I pushed those thoughts out of my head.  
 
    She’d never seen me in a suit before. I turned on one of the ship’s screens, which had a mirror feature. I guess I did look pretty dashing in a suit. It helped that I had at least fifteen pounds of muscle more than the last time I wore the suit, so I looked much more filled-out. In fact, my button-up was a bit tight, gripping my pecs in an almost-but-not-quite-so-unflattering way. Vega kept side-eyeing me. 
 
    “Do Lagolians have suits?” I asked. “What do Lagolian men usually wear to ceremonies and funerals?”  
 
    “It’s not so different,” she said. “You’ll see at the funeral. But the human ceremony costume is much more…” She cleared her throat and looked away again. “Flattering.”  
 
    And a few minutes later, I did see the male ‘ceremony costume’ of the Lagolians. There were a few older men in attendance, wearing suits that didn’t have buttons. The jacket was combined with the pants, making it into a peculiar jumpsuit, and I couldn’t figure out how they got the outfit on, as there was no front or back opening. The outfit flared out at the hips, a bit like a suit jacket, but like Vega said: it wasn’t exactly flattering. It looked a bit… silly.  
 
    I guess there was a good reason Lagolians fawned over human fashion. Their own fashion was curious, often questionable, sometimes absurd, and usually quite revealing when it didn’t seem appropriate to be revealing. Even at that funeral, there were a few girls in tight black dresses, cut clean down the middle to expose their perky cleavage.  
 
    A number of girls were wearing curious black dresses that flared out at the hips in a dramatic way, with puffy sleeves and pointed-cone breasts. They looked like characters from some 1960’s sci-fi made-for-TV movie. It seemed to be a ceremonial dress, worn by a number of women, including Britzi, the Lagolians’ top field medic.  
 
    I wasn’t looking to be the center of attention at Lala’s funeral, but I ended up turning a number of heads. The girls really liked that suit. It was an okay suit. I bought it on sale to wear at my cousin’s bachelor party. I’d only worn it three times since then, so it still looked brand new.  
 
    I took a place in the back of the crowded area. That funeral was just for Lala. The funerals of the other girls were going to be held in the afternoon, spaced out so that everyone could have time to pay their respects.  
 
    “There are so many people here,” Eris said as she stepped up next to Vega and I. “I’ve never seen this many people at a funeral—not even at Ilyra’s funeral.”  
 
    “Lala was a popular girl,” Vega whispered. The ceremony was starting. Curious music began to play, like something you would expect to hear in some Romanian fortune teller’s hidden circus tent. The crowd became quiet.  
 
    Then the dancers took to the stage. It was a weird dance—kind of like a ballet, but slower. The dancers had their ears pinned down, with masks over their faces. Then, the glass casket rose up from the floor. Lala’s quiet, lifeless body was in that clear box, covered in flowers of different colors. Only her face was visible as the casket tipped up so everyone could see inside.  
 
    Britzi and her group of curious she-monks filed onto the stage in front of the casket. They put their hands together and started speaking in a language that wasn’t Lagolian. They spoke in sync, almost singing. That language sounded almost Russian, but I understood every fifth word or so. They were talking about God. “What language is that?” I whispered to Vega. 
 
    “It’s Old Lagolian,” she said.  
 
    “It sounds pretty cool.” 
 
    “Shh.”  
 
    One of the girls in the weird black outfits held up a tall flame on a thin black pole. She held it up close to Lala’s face. Now, Lala’s face was clear. I had a sudden flashback to Kentaurus, staring at her in that quiet hallway. 
 
    Would she have shot me? Would she have put that kill shot between my eyes had I hesitated a moment longer? Or was she waiting for me to kill her? 
 
    I wanted so badly to go back in time and drop my gun. I hated myself for pulling the trigger.  
 
    I killed Lala. 
 
    No, it wasn’t the bullet from my gun that did her in. But when I pulled that trigger, I knew that it meant her dying and not me. I was guilty for her death.  
 
    And now, I couldn’t stop looking at her. She was beautiful. She looked like a silent angel in that glass coffin. Her skin seemed to glow and her long red hair was so pure and perfect.  
 
    I deserved to be in a casket; not her.  
 
    I forced myself to look away. The guilt was just too much to bear.  
 
    That’s when I saw Andrei, standing with crutches on the other side of the room, watching the ceremony. I hadn’t seen him since the brief moment he was awake in the infirmary. It was so good to see him standing on his own.  
 
    There were bandages around his arms, his chest, and up his left leg. He had a pale complexion, and it looked like he’d lost quite a bit of weight since he was last up and active.  
 
    I quietly slipped away from Vega and Eris. I moved along the back of the room, trying not to make any sound. I stopped for a moment while a new woman took to the stage to perform what seemed to be the main part of the ceremony, swaying her hands in the air and sprinkling what looked like sparkles over the casket. The whole ceremony seemed very surreal and strangely mystical. They were even reading from a thick book at times, which looked a lot like a Christian Bible.  
 
    The main ceremony came to a close and Lagolians started to crowd the casket, all trying to touch it with the palms of their hands. I took that opportunity to slide closer to Andrei. He didn’t notice me coming, and he didn’t know I was next to him until I gave him a firm pat on the back, nearly knocking him onto his face.  
 
    “Careful!” he gasped. “You just slapped an exit wound.”  
 
    “Sorry, buddy,” I said. “It’s so good to see you.” 
 
    “It’s good to be out of that hospital ward,” he said, trying to stretch out his back, as if my pat misaligned his whole spine.  
 
    “So I bet you’re pretty pissed with me, huh?” I said.  
 
    “Why?” he asked. 
 
    “You know—fucking up that whole skirmish. I was supposed to be watching your turrets.”  
 
    “Mistakes happen,” he said, strangely unfazed by the fact he was beyond lucky to be alive. 
 
    “That mistake almost cost you your life, buddy,” I said, shaking my head.  
 
    “You did what you had to do, Kyrie. We were trying to win that map and you saw an opportunity. It was my own fault that I wasn’t watching the status of my turrets.”  
 
    I opened my mouth to speak but no words came out. Was he really not upset with me, or was he just being polite? He really didn’t seem to want to strangle me, or even get a punch in to straighten me out. “You really aren’t mad?” I said. 
 
    “Stop asking that,” he said. “I’m not mad. We won the match and they said I’m going to make a full recovery. We captured Eubuleus with no casualties.”  
 
    I smiled. “You’re a good friend, Andrei.” I gave him another pat on the back. It was an instinct and not meant to be an attack. He winced in pain and groaned as he turned away from me.  
 
    “Damn, Kyrie! You got me right on the exit wound again!”  
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “So are you going to fly back down to Earth for prom tomorrow?”  
 
    “Prom?” he said. “Is that tomorrow. Shit. No, I don’t know. I don’t know how I would explain the bandages.”  
 
    “Oh man, that’s nothing,” I laughed. “Just say you fell down the stairs. Try explaining how you escaped from jail.”  
 
    “Jail?” he said, and then I realized I still hadn’t told him the story.  
 
    And then I saw Trix in the crowd, now dressed in a small black dress. Her outfit was surprisingly sleek and unobtrusive: not showing any cleavage or much thigh. Her hair was combed back and her ears were pinned in the apparently-respectable way.  
 
    That’s when I remembered that there was another Fight Night coming up that night. It was just twelve hours away. Another three lives would be filling glass caskets. The panic on that ship would multiply. And I would either be dead or drowning in a pool of my own guilt.  
 
    Just how many more rounds of Fight Night were there before it was over? Only one team could win and there were still six teams left… So there were five more nights of carnage, fifteen more dead Lagolians (or maybe fourteen and one human), and at least another two or three weeks of chaos on Lunar Alpha. 
 
    I turned and looked down that long hallway, at that stairwell that went down to the basement simulation chamber. Then I looked back at Andrei.  
 
    Maybe there was some way to end Fight Night—or at least sabotage it to buy some time while I thought of a proper solution. “Hey Andrei, want to come with me for a minute?”  
 
    “What’s up?” he asked. 
 
    “I want to show you something. It shouldn’t take long.”  
 
    He stretched out his back again with a groan. “Okay. It’s not like I’m doing anything else.” He was slow to get moving, planting his crutches down and straining as he pulled himself away from that funeral ceremony. I led him down the hallway, to the stairs.  
 
    “We’re going down,” I said. 
 
    “Can’t we take an elevator?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know if there is one that goes down. C’mon, I’ll help you down.”  
 
    It wasn’t easy helping the big guy down the steps. And then it wasn’t so easy guiding him down the dark hallways. It didn’t help that I didn’t even know how to make my way around down there. “I’m pretty sure we’re supposed to have clearance to be down here,” he said. 
 
    “I know,” I said. “Maybe we’re breaking a rule or two. It’s not the end of the world. Just hurry up and we’ll be quick.”  
 
    I walked into a few walls, but I’d done that walk enough times now that I more-or-less knew how to get to the simulation chamber. It took another few minutes to find the light in that room. 
 
    “What’s all this?” Andrei said, looking around the dingy place.  
 
    “I think they’re old simulators,” I said. “I need you to make them so they don’t work.” 
 
    “Why?” he asked. 
 
    “Because I’m asking you nicely,” I smiled. 
 
    “That’s not going to be a good enough reason. I’m not breaking a bunch of expensive stuff because you’re saying please. In fact you didn’t even say please.” 
 
    “Please?” 
 
    “What’s going on here, Kyrie? What is this place?”  
 
    I squirmed and groaned. “You can keep a secret, right?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said. 
 
    “I mean it. It’s kind of a serious secret.”  
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    So I told him about Fight Night. I told him about Lala and I told him what Trix told me, about being tricked into it before tricking me into it. And I could tell that Andrei wasn’t believing a word I was saying. He just kept shaking his head and rolling his eyes. “I’m telling you the truth, Andrei,” I said. “I wouldn’t lie to you.”  
 
    “It’s just… Everything you say is so fantastic.” 
 
    “Are we really going to go through this again?” I said, now rolling my eyes.  
 
    He groaned. Then he walked over to the simulator’s control panel. He looked around. “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “I need a chair. I feel like my legs are about to give out.” 
 
    “Oh! Sure. One sec.” I rushed to grab him a chair. I slid it in behind him and he sat with a loud groan. Then he got to work, opening up the system and swiping through screens of what looked like code. He kept swiping, and then he started shaking his head.  
 
    “What is it, Andrei?” I asked. 
 
    “The code is different…” he mumbled. 
 
    “Different? It’s a different code? You can’t understand it or what?”  
 
    “No, it’s not a different code. It’s a different author. Whoever’s been working down here isn’t a programmer. I mean—they understand how the code works, at least at a rudimentary level, but they’re basically just adding lines over other lines. They’re clearly scared to delete anything, worried it will break the whole system, so they’re just making changes on top of changes. Does that make sense?”  
 
    “It’s not surprising,” I said. “So can you make it so it won’t work?” 
 
    “It’s not really that simple,” he said. “Whoever works on these machines could just revert to a backup. It wouldn’t be hard to undo my changes. The Lagolian programming code—they call it LS-22—is pretty clever like that. It renders stamps at every editing interval, and the stamps are stored server-side with impenetrable encryption.” 
 
    “Okay, nerd stuff,” I said, shaking my head. He wasn’t answering my question. “I just need to make it so that it won’t work.”  
 
    “You aren’t listening, Kyrie. I can do anything you want to it,” he said. “But they can just change it back, as soon as they realize it’s been tampered with.” 
 
    “Well make it so they won’t realize. I don’t know! Make it so that nobody can win. You have to help me out here. People are dying, Andrei.”  
 
    He stared at me, nodding his head slowly. I could see the glossy clouds over his eyes as he went into his whirring brain, thinking of all the possibilities. “Do you think there are other old simulators on the ship? I’d love to have one to noodle around with.” 
 
    “Andrei!” I snapped. “Focus—before we get found down here.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” he said, taking a seat before the simulator control panel. He stared at it for a moment. “I can probably change a few variables, like player health, accuracy—just by altering the algorithms. If nobody can land hits or kill each other, then maybe nobody will win… I don’t know. It’s all I’ve got for you.” 
 
    “It sounds better than nothing,” I said. And while he worked away, I tried to think of another solution. This seemed more like a band-aid than anything. This would maybe make each match take an additional thirty minutes to resolve, but maybe that was better than nothing. Maybe the matches would end in draws. Maybe the people running the show would catch on after a few matches and be forced to go into the system and do their own investigating. 
 
    Maybe we could buy a little bit of time, if nothing else.  
 
    Andrei was finished after twenty minutes. I would have kept him down there for longer, but I heard someone coming: footsteps down the long, dark hallways. “Let’s get out of here,” I said, helping him up to his feet and rushing him out from that room. We didn’t go down the familiar passageway. Instead, we rushed in the opposite direction, towards the other end of the ship’s massive basement. It was just as dark down that way. We had to feel the walls as we went along.  
 
    “I don’t like being implicated in all of this,” Andrei whispered, and then I had to shush him, knowing Lagolians had crazy hearing abilities. We were lost, and we had to be careful which turns we went down. 
 
    There was a light coming from the end of one long hall, so we went that way. The room we found ourselves in was some sort of control room, filled with clunky computers. It was surprising to see the bundles of wires bursting out of each machine, looking like computer systems from the 80s. Andrei wandered over to one of the bigger computers and put his hand on it. It was covered in blinking lights. “The servers,” he said, almost in awe of the towering device.  
 
    “Ogle it another time. We need to get back up before they find us down here.” 
 
    It wasn’t whoever ran the illegal Fight Night that I was worried about. I was worried about the Lagolian investigators finding us and thinking we had something to do with the missing and killed Lagolian girls; the deaths had started shortly after we boarded the ship, after all. I was already wanted for terrible crimes down on Earth; I didn’t need to be in hot water on Lunar Alpha as well. 
 
    I helped Andrei down another long hallway. He was starting to grunt and groan with each step. His wounds were painful, but he was doing a fine job powering through the discomfort.  
 
    Finally, we found a familiar area, lit by orange overhead lights. It was the armory that Vega showed me after I reached level three. Now, I was level five—and now, I could see the Joblex Quiet Marksman S-2 on the wall.  
 
    Now I was the one getting distracted, slipping into the armory and picking up the gun to hold it in my hands. It was so lightweight, despite the curious set of scopes mounted on top of it. I looked through one: a regular scope with adjustable magnification. Then, next to it, was a digital scope with a little switch. I could change it from day to night—and then there was an option to turn on thermal vision. I aimed up at the pipes overhead and gasped. “I can see the hot water,” I said, staring at the flowing red glow as the optics penetrated the thick steel pipe. 
 
    “I thought we were trying to get upstairs,” Andrei said, now leaning against the wall. 
 
    “You’re right,” I said, putting the gun back. I felt myself blushing. “I couldn’t help myself.” And maybe now I understood his nerdy fascination with that moon base a little bit better. 
 
    We scurried down the halls until we found a stairwell that went up. It was nice to see the light of the sun again, pouring through Lunar Alpha’s windows.  
 
    The funeral ceremony was still underway. Nobody noticed us slipping back into the crowd as they raised Lala’s casket up into the air. Then, the glass of her casket turned white and she was no longer visible. Many in the crowd wept. The casket went up, up, up, until it rose through a passageway in the ceiling and it was gone. I have no idea where she went.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER XXII 
 
    We didn’t stick around for the next pair of funerals. Neither did Trix, Vega, Petra, or Kuzu, as there was a skirmish to be fought, defending the sandy moon in the Eubuleus star system.  
 
    Eris found me and Andrei and asked us to join her in the war room, to watch the match. I wanted to watch the match, but I was hesitant to go to the war room, knowing Queen Syabus would be there. Queen Syabus seemed to be a decent queen, but she brought a very uncomfortable tension around with her, wherever she went. All of her little glares and groans could make a man’s bones tingle.  
 
    So we sat in the back, next to Eris. The room was otherwise empty, even though the match was due to start in minutes. “Where’s General Dryas?” I asked. Usually, she was there, meticulously setting up the screens exactly how she wanted them, going over stats, pacing and groaning with a tedious tension of her own.  
 
    “Didn’t you hear?” Eris said with a surprised look. 
 
    “Hear what?” I asked. 
 
    “General Dryas is going to dress as a sharpshooter.” 
 
    I paused for a moment, letting the fact linger in my head. “Wait. What?” I said. 
 
    Eris nodded her head quickly. “It will be her first battle in ten years. I’m surprised you didn’t hear. It’s the big story on the ship. She asked me to be here to operate the screens for Queen Syabus.” 
 
    And as if on cue, Queen Syabus came into the room with her pair of official-looking officials. They took their usual seats and then Queen Syabus, without looking back at Eris, said, “Pull up the stats!”  
 
    Eris jumped to her feet and scurried over to the control panels. She swiped up with her hands and, like an out-of-practice symphony conductor, she pulled up every fighter’s set of stats, just as the cameras were turning on.  
 
    Queen Syabus groaned. She was focusing on Petra’s stats, which weren’t great on paper. She was a level four, with one win and one loss. Her intelligence was low—almost as low as mine—but her accuracy was good. “Why are we dressing this random girl?” Queen Syabus groaned, but nobody answered her. Maybe it wasn’t meant to be a question. “Even her simulation score is a disaster.” She had fourteen wins and five losses in simulation, which really wasn’t great—but Petra was always experimenting. I’d seen her in simulation before; she made a point of trying out new strategies instead of sticking to easy strategies that guaranteed good scores.  
 
    Then Queen Syabus looked over at General Dryas’s stats. Her numbers almost seemed like a glitch. She was a level fifty-nine. She had eight-hundred wins and only nine losses. Her intelligence was 43, her accuracy was over eighty percent. And in her hands was a weapon that would haunt my fantasies: a long, slick black rifle with an extra-wide scope. As the light caught the gun, I realized it wasn’t black, but a dark purple that looked like it was carved from a large crystal. The cartridges in the magazine were enormous—maybe made for penetrating twelve inches of steel. There were no knobs or switches. The gun didn’t have fancy features. 
 
    On her stat sheet, it said what she was holding: the Ryon Legend Series K-88. In parenthesis next to the gun, it said ‘requires level 40’. Now, I wanted to reach level 40 so damn badly… 
 
    “And this clown,” said Queen Syabus shaking her head as she turned to look at Trix’s screen. “Is this a match we’re purposely trying to lose? Why didn’t we dress the human?” She didn’t look back at me as she said it, and I wondered if she knew that I was in the room. “Pull up the human’s stats.” 
 
    Eris looked back at me with a half-smile before turning to her computer and pulling up my stats. I was so happy to see that official ‘level 5’ next to my name. I was also happy to see that my intelligence was up to a 7. I was undefeated in real matches.  
 
    “This Petra girl should have been pulled, and the human should have been put in on support,” the queen groaned. I didn’t want to play support, but I decided to bask in the compliment regardless.  
 
    “General Dryas thought we needed an infantry on Eubuleus,” said Eris. “And with Lala…deceased—and with me still pregnant—Petra was our best option.”  
 
    “This is going to be a disaster,” the queen groaned, shaking her head. 
 
    Now, the fighters were stepping into the portal, starting the fifteen-minute countdown until the skirmish began. 
 
    “What’s the plan, General?” asked Vega. It was strange to hear Vega taking a lesser role, no longer playing as the team captain. Now, they had General Dryas: the most victorious Lagolian in recent Lagolian battle history.  
 
    “We take Alpha as a group and then we all push back-alley on Bravo. Once Bravo is secured, Vega and Petra will fall back to Alpha down mid, to defend against any possible surprise captures,” General Dryas said, sounding perfectly confident, even though she was on the battlefield for the first time in a decade.  
 
    “Roger that, General,” said Vega.  
 
    “What is this clown doing?” moaned Queen Syabus, now watching Trix’s screen as Trix was working on spinning her bazooka around on her fingertips. Queen Syabus clearly didn’t have much respect for the theatrics.  
 
    “Pull up the clown’s stats again,” Syabus said. So Eris pulled them up. I was surprised to see that she was a level 16, with an intelligence of 22 and a stunning win ratio of nearly two hundred and fifty wins and just two losses. But Queen Syabus still wasn’t impressed; she just groaned, as if the stats weren’t quite good enough. “And now the girly girl.” It took Eris a moment to realize the queen was talking about Kuzu.  
 
    Kuzu was clocking in at a level 12. She had a decent win-loss ratio, with thirty-two wins and four losses. Queen Syabus made a half-groan, as if she was only slightly annoyed by Kuzu’s stats.  
 
    “Ten minutes,” said Vega, checking her watch.  
 
    “So if we lose Eubuleus, who do we dress to defend Kentaurus?” asked Queen Syabus, with no faith in the dressed crew. I don’t know why she was acting like such a pessimist. The girls’ combined 1,500 wins really overshadowed their combined 25 losses. It seemed next to impossible for them to lose.  
 
    “We have a ton of strong prospects coming up,” Eris smiled. The queen’s groaning pessimism didn’t seem to affect Eris at all. “I watched some of their shooting practice the other day. They’re developing very fast.  
 
    The queen ignored the comment. She was busy absorbing the stats on the screen. Then she went ahead and started operating her own screen. She was looking at the Eubuleus map, scrolling around, mumbling under her breath. I felt like I wanted to remind her that they were playing defense. And as someone who had played offense on that map a few times, I knew that defense was a hell of a lot easier. They didn’t have to capture Bravo, they just had to stop the Nekrol from taking it.  
 
    But I kept my mouth shut. I remained in my seat and watched patiently, with tingling skin. 
 
    “Two minutes,” said Vega, stepping up next to General Dryas. Then she looked over at Dryas, showing Dryas’s calm, collected face. In fact, General Dryas almost looked excited, smiling slightly—pressing her lips thin to stop herself from grinning too unprofessionally. “It’s a real honor to be fighting with you, General.”  
 
    “Likewise, Vega,” said the general.  
 
    “Can we expect to see more of you on the battlefield?” 
 
    General Dryas laughed. “I doubt it. I’ll fill in until Andrei is back to good health and Eris has had her babies. Then you won’t need me.” I couldn’t help but notice that there was no mention of me in her future plans.  
 
    Vega didn’t say anymore. She backed away and prepared to run out the door. Now, there was just a minute before the match was underway.  
 
    “I don’t like this Petra girl,” said the snarling queen. She seemed to be in a worse mood than usual. Maybe it was the funerals.  
 
    Then Vega looked back over at General Dryas. “I, uh, heard you’ve been seeing a guy,” said Vega with a small smirk in her voice. 
 
    General Dryas blushed. “Focus on the game, Vega.”  
 
    “Yes, General.”  
 
    There was a long silence, then the heavy door clunked open and the Lagolians rushed out. Vega took off first. She was faster than the other girls and now she was using all of her speed, sprinting as fast as she could. Maybe she was trying to impress General Dryas.  
 
    Trix was close behind her, rushing to keep up as she lugged her pair of bazookas. “You sure you don’t want me running up ahead?” said Trix. “I can lay down some mines, or maybe slow them down with a few warning shots.” 
 
    “Stick to the plan,” General Dryas said, sounding like she was already slightly out of breath as she tried to keep up with the fast young women.  
 
    “Roger that,” said Trix, sounding curiously obedient. I guess she was in the presence of her boss now. Though I really thought it was dumb not to let her go up ahead. She was faster than the Nekrol by a lot. She could have easily won the race to Beacon Bravo, just to set up a few hidden mines. She was deadly with her mines, and she knew that Eubuleus map pretty well. Now, General Dryas just had her lingering around Beacon Alpha while Vega started the takeover. 
 
    “Get in position,” said General Dryas.  
 
    The girls fanned out around Beacon Alpha, kneeling behind cover and watching every possible point of entry.  
 
    I was squirming. Sure, General Dryas was the most experienced fighter on Lunar Alpha, but the plan just seemed silly. Trix and Kuzu both had weapons that could slow the Nekrol down. General Dryas was slower than the other girls and should have been taking the opportunity to get into cover near Beacon Bravo. Vega should have been going deep to gain intel and possibly catch a few stragglers. Petra could handle the takeover of Alpha alone, if they really believed they needed it… 
 
    But instead, they were all sitting there, letting the Nekrol move up the map while they secured a beacon that really didn’t need securing. The only benefit to securing it was that it would slow down a possible capture by the Nekrol. It took five minutes to capture an uncontested beacon. It took eight minutes to capture an already-captured one. So they were wasting five prime minutes to secure a potential three minutes in an emergency scenario.  
 
    I had to keep reminding myself that General Dryas knew best.  
 
    “Two minutes until takeover,” said Vega.  
 
    Trix was itching to move. Her camera was twitching as she squirmed and tried her best to follow her orders.  
 
    Petra was nervous. We could all hear her heavy breathing through her mic, broadcasting into that war room. She kept looking down at her gun, making sure it was set up properly. Then she kept wiping the sweat off of her palm, onto her battle uniform.  
 
    “One more minute,” said Vega. 
 
    “Should we start moving up?” asked Trix. 
 
    “Just wait,” said General Dryas.  
 
    The general was cool, standing with her rifle aimed down mid. She wasn’t even trembling a little bit. Her scope was stationary, as if it was sandbagged on the ground, but she was just crouched, holding the rifle against her shoulder. But would she stay that calm once she saw the enemy?  
 
    There was a silence that felt like a lifetime. Then, the ethereal bell tolled in the air. Alpha was captured. The girls waited for General Dryas’s command before standing up and filing left, to the long narrow stretch called ‘back alley’.  
 
    Their approach was slow but tactful. Petra took the lead, gun drawn as she stepped quietly around the dangerous bend. Kuzu stayed in the far back, though I would have put her in the front in case there was a barrage. Her mech could absorb a lot of damage. Petra would die from a single shot. But I suppose Kuzu’s big clunky mech would have ruined their sneaky approach… 
 
    Trix kept rushing down the side streets, checking mid before rushing back to the group. “Mid’s still clear,” she said over and over.  
 
    The bell tolled in the air. The Nekrol now had Beacon Charlie. It came as no surprise to anyone.  
 
    “Action’s coming,” whispered Vega, who was nestled in the middle of the line: a silly and pointless place for a swordswoman. My God, I wanted to scream at the screen. This plan was terrible. It was like a grotesque combination of playing it safe and trying to make a stealth attack. They could have been capturing Bravo by now.  
 
    General Dryas took the next side street, jogging down and kneeling fast as she used her scope to scan mid. She could see Beacon Bravo. Beyond it, she could see the enemy mech. “Mech approaching Bravo, near supermarket,” she whispered. And if I were her, I would have taken the shot. She could have taken its shield out in two or three easy shots, slowing the Nekrol push while the Lagolians pushed up back alley.  
 
    But instead, she backed out and rejoined her team in their slow push. I bit down on my tongue. Now, I wasn’t even sure what their plan was anymore. They weren’t even keeping an eye on the Nekrol mech, just assuming they knew what the robots were going to do. But they weren’t quite that predictable; they were quick learners, and I swear they’d even gotten smarter since I’d started fighting in skirmishes.  
 
    “Coming up on mid-side-street,” said Petra. Her voice trembled. A gust of wind made a flurry of dust swirl through the alley. Petra screamed and fell back. Vega caught her. “Take a breath, Petra,” she whispered.  
 
    “What’s our attack plan?” Trix asked.  
 
    “They dressed a mech, which makes me certain they have a sniper. Their sniper is useless as long as we stick to the alleys and side-streets. We’re going to avoid mid, and we’ll avoid rooftops and windows,” said Dryas confidently. But how were they going to defend Beacon Bravo without getting onto mid? “Trix, you set up here, with eyes on Bravo. I’ll fall back and set up down the last side street. I can see Bravo from there. That gives us two sets of eyes on Bravo. The rest of you, fan out down the alley. Kuzu, you stay put and wait until we need you.”  
 
    I didn’t understand this approach at all. Now, I was starting to agree with Queen Syabus; this was doomed to fail.  
 
    “And Trix,” continued Dryas. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Don’t shoot without my permission.” 
 
    Trix groaned. “Okay, sure.” They all got into position, with Petra crossing into enemy territory to guard the upper alley.  
 
    They were making a lot of massive sacrifices to hide from the enemy sniper—too many.  
 
    The silence that came next was horrible. The Lagolians were not so used to sitting still—Trix especially. Even Vega looked awkward as she sat in cover, holding her sword, looking around occasionally with nothing to look at. She wasn’t guarding anything; she was just waiting for a command, waiting to be shipped out. It almost seemed like General Dryas’s plan was to not have to play her cards. It almost seemed like she wanted to use as few pieces as possible, pushing a bishop and a knight forward while leaving every other piece on the board back.  
 
    Finally, the silence ended when Trix said, “They’re circling Bravo.” On her screen we could all see the pair of Nekrol infantries. They stepped cautiously around Bravo, working around to that lone entry.  
 
    “I’m going to take the shot,” she said. 
 
    “Wait,” said Dryas.  
 
    “But I’ve got the perfect shot and they haven’t spotted me yet,” said Trix. 
 
    “You will wait,” said General Dryas bluntly.  
 
    And now, the infantries were approaching the door. Once they were inside, the Lagolians would have to rush the door to take them out—and door rushing was almost always suicide.  
 
    Trix was shaking, wanting to squeeze her bazooka’s trigger so badly. 
 
    “Now,” said Dryas, just as one of the enemy units stepped into the doorway. But Dryas shot first, connecting with the unit’s back. Trix shot a tenth of a second later, incinerating the falling robot’s body before it could even hit the ground.  
 
    Dryas cocked her bolt and found the next unit in her scope with frightening speed, shooting again less than a full second before her last shot: a clean headshot.  
 
    I’ll admit that I gasped in awe at the lightning speed of the older woman.  
 
    “Don’t let their medic heal the bodies, Trix,” commanded Dryas as she backed down the side street. Trix took much longer to reload than her boss. She pushed a shell down her tube, pulled down a lever, and then she blasted the fallen bodies with an explosive boom. Pieces of robots flew everywhere.  
 
    “All units stay in position,” General Dryas said with that calm tone.  
 
    So maybe she did know a thing or two about how to defeat the Nekrol. Maybe they were a bit more predictable than I realized. Now, it was a 5v3, and the Nekrol still had no clue where any Lagolian unit was hiding.  
 
    “Should I move in?” Vega whispered, now eyeing Beacon Bravo from the deep end of that side street. 
 
    “Not yet,” said General Dryas, now with a smile in her voice. She took a deep breath of Eubulean air into her lungs. She was in cover now. She took the magazine out from her gun and pushed two new cartridges in to replace the two she shot, even though the magazine still had eight thick shots left in it. “Trix, keep eyes on Bravo.”  
 
    “What if they’re going down Long Bend?” whispered Petra. 
 
    “Stay in position,” General Dryas said, ignoring the question. But it was a good question. They were all pushed to that east-side alleyway, with no vision at all on the alleyway that extended down the length of map on the west side.  
 
    “If they sneak by us, we’ll be totally out of position,” Petra continued. 
 
    “Petra,” snapped General Dryas. “I have eyes on Long Bend. Just stay in position. We will not overextend ourselves.” 
 
    She turned to look down the side street across mid. She did indeed have vision of Long Bend, that opposite alleyway, but it was only a three-foot sliver. But in her defense, they really did have vision of that every avenue to Alpha from that little alleyway nook—little tiny pieces of vision… 
 
    Though there was one avenue that she’d overlooked: the rooftops. When I played on Eubuleus in Fight Night, I moved across half the map by jumping from rooftop to rooftop. How could General Dryas know that the Nekrol weren’t jumping over their heads and bypassing them entirely? Sure, they had great hearing and the Nekrol weren’t exactly stealthy. Their joints groaned and grinded when they moved, and their bodies were heavy, stomping the ground with each step… 
 
    But they’d snuck up on me before. They had what the Lagolians called scouts. Scouts were fast and lanky. I still wasn’t sure what the point of the scouts were. They moved quickly, but they didn’t seem to have any weapons. Were they close combat units? Did they have guns hidden on their gangly bodies? Could they jump over five Lagolians’ heads without being detected?  
 
    Now, the map was silent.  
 
    “How much time is left?” whispered Trix. 
 
    “Nineteen minutes,” said Vega. “Fourteen until they can’t complete a capture.”  
 
    “Maybe we should start to spread out.” 
 
    “Stay in position,” snapped General Dryas. 
 
    And then the silence returned. General Dryas turned to check Long Bend through that narrow side street. She watched it for a moment before turning to look down at her firearm.  
 
    Petra was still trembling. Her breathing was getting heavier. Vega still looked lost, looking around at her teammates, waiting to be called into the action. Now, this was starting to seem like some sort of test, like some sort of standoff. Maybe General Dryas was trying to see who would break orders first. Maybe she was trying to see who had the least amount of patience in the crew.  
 
    Kuzu was looking at her fingernails, which had been recently manicured and painted a soft pink color. To be fair, she had nowhere else to look. She hadn’t been tasked with watching any avenue.  
 
    “They’re waiting for us to make a move. We can outwait them,” said General Dryas. And I was starting to think that she was right. 
 
    Just starting… 
 
    But she wasn’t right.  
 
    Suddenly, that ethereal bell tolled in the air and the whole crew perked up. We all perked up in the war room too. “No!” shouted Queen Syabus, jumping to her feet. 
 
    “Did they just take Alpha?” asked Trix. 
 
    General Dryas turned to look at Long Bend. She was silent now, and tense all over.  
 
    “General?” said Vega.  
 
    “They have Charlie and Alpha, and we’re stuck in the middle,” said Trix. 
 
    “We need to move, General,” Vega said. 
 
    “I don’t understand how they snuck by,” whispered General Dryas. And now, the queen’s officials had their faces in their hands. Queen Syabus was screaming at the screens. Petra was looking forward and back in a frantic sort of way.  
 
    “What are we doing, General?” said Vega with increased intensity. 
 
    “We—uh—have to go back and take Alpha, and then we can come back for Bravo,” she said, now panicked.  
 
    “We don’t have time for that,” Vega snapped. “We should split up and try to complete both captures at once..” 
 
    “We have time. It takes five minutes to capture, it takes a minute to get from Alpha to Bravo if we run. That’s eleven minutes total. We have time.” 
 
    “Why aren’t they moving!” screamed Queen Syabus. And now I was on Team Syabus. Why weren’t they moving? Why were they waiting for General Dryas’s orders? 
 
    “Make a decision!” shouted Trix.  
 
    “Go!” shouted the queen at the screens. 
 
    “Okay—uh—okay. Vega, you go take Bravo. Me and Trix will stay to cover the entrance. Petra and Kuzu, you go back and take Alpha.”  
 
    “Fine,” said Vega, springing into action. “Cover me. I’m going to try to capture quickly.”  
 
    “Roger that,” said Trix, sneaking down the side street, closer to mid, with her bazooka clutched firm and ready. General Dryas remained paused, seemingly not sure what to do.  
 
    Trix spun around the corner and scanned mid, ready to fire, but the wide sandy street was desolate. “It’s clear, Vega—from what I can tell.”  
 
    “I’m going in,” Vega said, bolting by Trix and heading for the beacon door.  
 
    “Dryas, check the far windows for snipers,” said Trix, staying in cover. 
 
    But the general was slow to respond, seemingly knocked off of her game. She was suddenly like an old woman in a care facility, not quite sure where she was or how she ended up there. She looked around slowly, breathing heavily. Her plan was crumbling and she was losing control of her crew.  
 
    “They can still do this,” Eris whispered. 
 
    General Dryas finally came to life—but slowly. She tiptoed out from her side street and looked down mid. She held up her rifle and used her scope to scan the windows. Her hands were trembling, making her scope shake. 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” Queen Syabus growled. 
 
    “They’re still up two units,” said Eris without much optimism in her voice. 
 
    “We’re down two beacons,” said the queen.  
 
    Vega had the takeover underway. Trix and Queen Syabus watched mid carefully, but now alleyway was unguarded. The Nekrol could have easily been sneaking up from behind, the way I snuck up on the Nekrol sniper in that very alley.  
 
    Kuzu came out of alleyway first, and immediately started taking heavy fire from a Nekrol mech. She fired back. Then a sniper blast pinged off of her shield, setting alarms off in her mech. “Son of a gun!” she gasped, backing into the alley. “There’s a mech and a sniper here—and my shields are almost gone already. Damn, that was fast.”  
 
    “What should I do?” Petra asked. 
 
    “Go around and try to flank them,” said Kuzu. “I need to let my shields recharge for a minute.”  
 
    Now, General Dryas was looking down towards Beacon Alpha. She couldn’t seem to decide which direction to watch. She kept turning around, looking one way then the other. She could just see the edge of Beacon Alpha, but she couldn’t see the enemies. 
 
    Her trembling was worse now. She was becoming more and more frantic. 
 
    Without alerting anyone, she left her position. She left Trix watching mid while she went to creep down mid. And she crept at first, but then the panic started to set in. The fear of losing began to set in. The terror of being responsible for a Lagolian death seemed to be too much to handle for her. She started stumbling as she tried to sprint to Alpha to help the fight.  
 
    Her intense sniper rifle would certainly be helpful, but why wasn’t she alerting her teammates? Trix was still looking down mid, assuming General Dryas was watching the dangerous windows. Petra was sneaking back and around to flank Alpha from Long Bend.  
 
    And now, General Dryas could see the enemy mech. She hadn’t been spotted yet, so she was trying to find a good place to hide. She slipped down a side street. She panted as she crept around the corner. Then she stopped for a moment to catch her breath before turning to see Petra coming around the bend. 
 
    Petra gasped. General Dryas lifted up her gun in a moment of panic—but it was Petra who fired first: a shot to the heart. 
 
    General Dryas froze. Petra’s eyes became wide as her skin turned white. “I—I’m sorry,” she managed to say. 
 
    General Dryas looked down at her chest. The bullet hole was right above her armor. Blood was already gushing out. She dropped to her knees. Petra remained still. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Vega asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Petra said again. 
 
    Then General Dryas hit the ground, face into the sand. 
 
    “What’s happening!?” snapped Vega.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Petra said again, this time with tears in her voice. She stood there, staring at General Dryas’s body. Those were the final seconds of General Dryas’s life.  
 
    “Petra, I need help here,” said Kuzu, now backing down the alley as the opposing mech stepped into the opening, guns blazing. Kuzu fired back, stumbling as she tried to locate a side street to escape down.  
 
    “I—I will be right there,” Petra said, stumbling, stuttering, and then running away from the dead general.  
 
    It was a moment later when Vega completed the Bravo takeover. “Trix, go help with Alpha. I’ll stick around here.” She snuck back against the wall, next to the door, with her sword in her hand.  
 
    “Sure thing,” said Trix, backing away and then running down mid towards Beacon Alpha.  
 
    Kuzu managed to retreat down a side street before her shields were down. Then, Petra arrived at Alpha from Long Bend. She crept up and spotted the enemy sniper, with his back to the skilled-but-nervous Lagolian infantry. Petra raised her gun and unloaded into the sniper’s back before spinning quickly to ensure there weren’t others there. “Sniper is down,” said Petra.  
 
    “Wait for me to take Alpha,” said Trix, now closing in on that beacon by the Lagolian portal.  
 
    Trix was coming down the alley as Kuzu backed out. Trix stopped suddenly and turned to aim down the side street, just as the enemy mech turned the corner. She fired, setting a heavy explosive off in the mech’s face. It was enough to take out the shields. Then Kuzu unloaded her machine gun, peppering the unprotected mech until it blazed with flames and fell back, no longer operational.  
 
    The girls turned their attention to the beacon, now with just nine minutes left—not very long before it was too late to recapture Beacon Alpha.  
 
    “Fire in the hole!” shouted Trix before launching an explosive into the beacon tower. Petra moved in as soon as the shrapnel flew out the door. She spotted a stumbling skeletal body in the smoke and unloaded until it was a pile of metal on the ground. “Alpha is clear.” 
 
    “That’s all of them,” said Vega. “Start that takeover quickly.”  
 
    Petra rushed to the computer and got the takeover started.  
 
    The match was won, but the tension in the war room was now more intense than when the Nekrol snuck by and stole Beacon Alpha. General Dryas, the Lagolian general, was dead. 
 
    Queen Syabus said nothing as she turned around and stormed out of the room. Her officials scrambled up to their feet and followed her like frightened puppies. Now, I was alone in the room with Eris and Andrei.  
 
    Vega reached General Dryas’s body. “General,” she said, dropping to her knees. “General, can you hear me?” She put her fingers on her neck to check her pulse. “No, no, no…”  
 
    General Dryas was dead.  
 
    We could see her vitals in that war room. She’d been flatlined for almost ten whole minutes now.  
 
    The Lagolians no longer had a general.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER XXIII 
 
    We met the girls by the portal door. Kuzu’s mech carried the general’s body. The medical staff were there too, but they didn’t move too quickly; it was too late to do anything, and everyone knew it. They put General Dryas down on a stretcher, and then they covered her whole body and face with a long white blanket before wheeling her off. 
 
    The queen’s officials were there, but not the queen. They were staring at Petra, and I will admit that I was staring at her too. The officials looked upset, like they wanted to talk to her in private. But I just felt bad for her. It was a bad, impulsive move, taking that shot when the general came around the corner. Maybe it was Dryas’s fault; it wouldn’t have happened had she communicated her sudden change of plans.  
 
    But why did Petra take that shot? It happened so fast, but there was still a curious moment of hesitation: maybe a tenth of a second, but it should have been long enough for her to realize she wasn’t staring at a Nekrol troop. But General Dryas did raise her gun as if she was about to shoot in her state of confused panic.  
 
    Though it’s easy to criticize every action from the war room. It’s easy to play armchair-warrior. I knew what that intense stress was like. I knew what it was like, being alone on in a narrow alleyway, knowing there could be an enemy around any corner.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Petra whispered. But the officials still took her away.  
 
    “Where are they going with her?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Eris.  
 
    Vega was standing nearby, but she wasn’t speaking. She was just standing there with a pale face, like someone who had just witnessed the impossible. To the Lagolians, General Dryas was invincible. She was a war hero. She had more wins and more kills than any other Lagolian, by a wide margin. But now… she was dead.  
 
    “It’s going to be fine, Vega,” said Eris, putting her hand on Vega’s shoulder. 
 
    “She’s really dead,” whispered Vega. “Her body was cold. She’s dead.” 
 
    “We’ll be okay. You won the battle. General Dryas would be happy knowing you won. She knew the risks.” 
 
    “But she’s dead.” 
 
    I’d never seen Vega so stunned before, as if she was losing her other mother.  
 
    “She’s with her sister now,” said Eris. And they were, of course, talking about Kari, the sniper who died defending Cygnus.  
 
    But that was apparently Petra’s mistake as well. Petra’s first ever match was alongside Kari on Cygnus, and it was her blunder that resulted in Kari’s death.  
 
    “Let’s get you a drink of water, okay?” said Eris, putting her arm around Vega. 
 
    Kuzu was out of her mech now, with a similar dazed look. There weren’t any smiles in that room. It was another miserable victory.  
 
    “Now what’s going to happen?” Kuzu asked me, as if I knew what would happen next. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “I guess that’s up to the queen.”  
 
    “She’s going to name a new general. Things are going to be a lot different around here now.”  
 
    “I know she just died,” said Trix stepping up. “I don’t want to talk shit about the dead, but we’re lucky to walk away with the W after that absurd strategy.” 
 
    “Trix,” said Kuzu disapprovingly.  
 
    “What?” said Trix. “I’ve played a lot of rounds on Eubuleus. That was the first time I’ve ever seen an entire team hiding in alleyway. That was the first time I’ve ever been told to just stand there, doing nothing.”  
 
    “Trix,” said Kuzu again, now glaring at her as if she was out of line. But I agreed with Trix; the plan was stupid and they couldn’t just not talk about it because it was the late-general’s plan. Then Kuzu sighed. “I’m going to go and see if there’s anything I can do here.” She looked a bit lost as she meandered around the hallway before heading off to the elevator. General Dryas’s death had many Lagolians in a state of absolute confusion.  
 
    “Don’t forget: Fight Night tonight,” whispered Trix.  
 
    “I know,” I said.  
 
    “I don’t want to end up in the elimination round again.”  
 
    “I know.”  
 
    “I know it’s a pretty fucked up time to be doing this, but I want to make sure that you’re going to bring you’re A-game, so tell me what you want. I’ll reward you however you want. Anal, blowjob, whatever.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said. “This is a pretty messed up time to be talking about this.”  
 
    “I know, but it’s the only time, because the match is in about nine hours. And let’s face it, Kyr: you’re a bit sharper when you’re motivated, and I know you like getting down and dirty. So consider it like a business transaction. You get us the win tonight and then I’ll reward you.”  
 
    “Don’t worry about that. We’ll win the match tonight. Okay? But now, there’s more important shit going on.” 
 
    “Well, not really. I get that Dryas is dead, but tonight three more girls are going to be dead. Or maybe two girls and a human boy. So don’t tell me there’s more important shit going on, because there’s really not.” She stared into my eyes. It seemed like she was waiting for me to agree with her, to submit and say that Fight Night was more important than helping the Lagolians figure out what they were going to do without their war hero general.  
 
    And maybe she was right. Maybe it was really more important.  
 
    The news of General Dryas’s death spread fast, and the news of who killed her spread even faster. I was down in the food court with Eris when I heard a pair of older Lagolian women talking about Petra. “That girl is a curse.” 
 
    “I hope she gets ejected. They should have ejected her after what she did to Kari.” 
 
    I had to ask Eris what it meant to be ejected. Eris was reluctant to tell me, probably worried I would think differently of her race, which seemed so innocent and peaceful just a couple of weeks earlier. Now, I wasn’t so sure. Now I knew about the Lagolian drug cartel. I knew about the Lagolian Fight Night. I knew about their history of eugenics and genocide. I guess they had their problems, just like humans. 
 
    “When a Lagolian commits a serious crime, like treason, they’re ejected from Lunar Alpha into deep space.”  
 
    “Well… at least it’s a relatively quick way to die.”  
 
    “It’s not,” she said, shaking her head. Then she explained the logistics. The Lagolian in question was put into a special suit, which made it so they couldn’t move their arms or legs, or even turn their neck. A series of tubes were connected to the Lagolian’s bloodstream, ensuring that they had a constant supply of hydration and nutrition. The hefty pack placed on their back carried enough nutrition for about ten years in mild cases, and one hundred years when someone was really naughty.  
 
    “So they just float there for years?” I said.  
 
    “Between ten and one hundred years, depending on the sentence,” Eris said. “There are bigger packs for worse crimes.” 
 
    The Lagolians were starting to scare me. I couldn’t even imagine one year, floating in space, unable to move my arms or legs, or even turn my neck. But years and years of mindless paralysis… and that’s what they wanted for Petra? How could anyone be so cruel? It’s not like she meant to shoot General Dryas. It was an accident. “They won’t really do that to her, will they?” 
 
    “No,” said Eris, shaking her head. “I mean—I don’t think so. Lagolians really did love General Dryas though. They’re going to want Petra to face some sort of punishment.”  
 
    Then, the band around Eris’s wrist chirped. She looked down at it. All of the Lagolians wore those bracelets: thin black bands that seemed to be like smart phones. Now, Eris was rising to her feet. “They’re asking to see me up in the queen’s chambers. I guess I’ll see you later, Kyrie.” She grunted as she took a step. Her belly was absolutely enormous now. I couldn’t understand how it wasn’t bursting open, babies flying in every direction. She slipped both of her hands under her stomach and waddled down the long corridor towards the elevator.  
 
    And then I had nothing to do but wait: wait to find out what would happen with the whole General Dryas situation, and wait for my Fight Night battle.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER XXIV 
 
    It was late and I wasn’t sleeping.  
 
    I was alone, though that wasn’t easily accomplished. Eris came to my room first, feeling the swell of pregnancy hormones that made her horny. I told her that I was feeling sick and she left grunting and disappointed. Kuzu came in next, saying she needed to unwind. She wanted me to help her, but now it was 11:30 PM. I knew what she wanted: a thick stuffing, and as badly as I wanted to give it to her, I bit my tongue and turned her away, telling her I had tons of homework to finish. “Maybe tomorrow,” she said with a soft smile. 
 
    “I’ll be out tomorrow for prom,” I said. “But the night after—I promise.” 
 
    She just nodded her head with that defeated smile, making me feel like crap. But I didn’t think I could satisfy Kuzu before Trix came to get me for Fight Night. Kuzu liked foreplay. She liked fondling and sucking and kissing—and I knew she would snuggle into my bed once we were finished, making it difficult to sneak away.  
 
    Then, at 11:40 PM Vega showed up. It was nice being so in demand, but it wasn’t exactly convenient. I tried to use the same excuse that I used on Kuzu. 
 
    “Homework?” Vega said. 
 
    “Yeah. Tons of it,” I smiled. 
 
    “What homework? If you go down to Earth, they’re going to put you in prison,” she said. “So why are you doing homework?”  
 
    She wasn’t as easy to trick as Kuzu (though I wasn’t convinced Kuzu bought my story either). “Well,” I said, faking a smile. “I’m going to smooth all that bank robbery stuff out, and then I’m going to get my homework in before the end of the school year… in three days.”  
 
    “Bullshit,” she said. “If you don’t want to sleep with me, just say it, Kyrie.”  
 
    “I do, it’s just…” I hated the way she was looking at me. I hated fighting with her. And I knew that she’d just had another awful day.  
 
    “What is it?” she asked, suddenly with a concerned look on her face. “You aren’t… thinking of leaving again, are you?”  
 
    “No, no!” I said. And I knew I just had to come clean. There was just no more hiding from it. There were no more excuses. The suspicion was mounting and it couldn’t get any higher. “Have you ever heard of Fight Night?”  
 
    “What’s Fight Night?” she asked. 
 
    “You can’t tell anyone I’m telling you this. God, I don’t even know why I’m telling you. I got tricked into it and now I can’t get out.” 
 
    “Kyrie…” she said. “What is Fight Night?”  
 
    So I told her. I knew she was going to be pissed. I knew that there was a good chance she would rat us all out thinking that she was doing the right thing. But at the same time, there was no longer anyone to rat us out to, aside from the queen. I wasn’t sure why, but I just couldn’t see Vega going to the queen to tell her about Fight Night. Lagolians were tense around their queen. She scared them, and for good reason: apparently, she could say a word and have any Lagolian shot out into deep space for dozens of years of purgatory.  
 
    “How long have you been doing this?” she asked with that same pale look that she had when she came out of the portal earlier that day. 
 
    “This will be my third night,” I said.  
 
    “You can’t go back,” she said, shaking her head. 
 
    “They’ll kill me if I don’t show up. And it’s my understanding that they’ll kill me if they find out I told you about it. They’ll kill you too if they think it will keep their game a secret.”  
 
    “Kyrie, what’s the matter with you? Why did you get involved with Trix?” 
 
    “It was just supposed to be fun!” I said. “I was honestly under the impression that Lagolians weren’t quite as fucked in the head as humans, but I’m beginning to think that I was wrong.”  
 
    “You just can’t go…” she whispered. 
 
    “I have to. But Andrei went down with me earlier, during Lala’s funeral. He changed some of the code in the simulators down there. We might be able to force a few draws. It might be enough to make them cancel the night and reschedule—I don’t know—maybe it can buy us some time.”  
 
    “Andrei hasn’t been on this ship for more than a month, Kyrie. He doesn’t actually know how to manipulate LS-22. Lagolians spend years learning how to work with LS-22.” 
 
    “Andrei’s pretty smart,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, he is, but I don’t know if you remember what happened last time he tried messing around with the simulators.” 
 
    “It’s just supposed to buy us some time—that’s all,” I said. “It’s not a solution, but it’s the best I could come up with. I’m going to figure out a way to solve all of this. I just… I just need to think.”  
 
    “I’m going to go down with you,” she said. 
 
    “No!” I snapped. “Don’t get yourself implicated in all of this. It’s really not worth it, Vega. I’ll take care of it myself.” 
 
    “I need to see this with my own eyes. Friends of mine have gone missing over the past few weeks, Kyrie. You won’t even know I’m there.” 
 
    “Please just stay out of there,” I said. “Just take my word for it.”  
 
    She turned around and walked out of my room. I wanted to chase after her and beg her to stay away. I couldn’t lose her. But I didn’t want anyone to hear me shouting at her. I couldn’t set off any alarms. It was slightly past the new Lagolian curfew, after all, and I had no idea who was in on Fight Night from behind the scenes.  
 
    I went back into my room and fell down on my bed. I stared at the ceiling and tried to figure out how I’d let my life swirl so far out of my control. It seemed like everything was falling apart: down on Earth and on Lunar Alpha.  
 
    Finally, it was 12:15 AM when Trix slipped into my room. “Let’s go Kyr. Game time.” Now, she was all dolled up again, this time dressed like some kinky goth hoe, wearing a short black dress, black stockings, and long black lace gloves. She even had black dye in her hair; I had no idea if it was real dye or something temporary. 
 
    I didn’t put up a fight; I knew it was no use. I snuck out of the room with her and we went down the hallways quietly. Now, it wasn’t so easy getting to the basement. After the death of the Mechanics, there were cops on patrol on every floor of the ship. The ship was locked down. A curfew had been set at 11:45 PM, and it wasn’t lifted until 6:00 AM every morning, unless you had special clearance.  
 
    There were cameras on the ship, down every hallway, but Trix seemed to know little routes to avoid them. On our way to the basement, we had to stop a number of times, slipping into empty rooms while we waited for patrolling cops to pass by. “This is getting out of hand,” I whispered, and then she shushed me.  
 
    It seemed like it was inevitable that we were going to be caught. Maybe not that night, but soon. This wasn’t sustainable.  
 
    We got lucky a couple of times, narrowly dodging the view of a few patrolling Lagolian girls. Trix tugged my arm so hard that she nearly dislocated my shoulder, getting me out of the way as a meandering cop came around the bend. Then she held her lacy hand over my mouth. Pushed into a doorway nook, the side of my face was nestled into her big titties and her bare pale thighs were squishing my legs.  
 
    Once the cop was gone, Trix looked at me with an unimpressed glare, shaking her head as she pulled me up to my feet. “Not the time to be aroused, Kyrie,” she said. And I was shocked that she could smell it; my cock had just throbbed the tinniest little throb. Though Trix did seem to be a bit keener than the other Lagolians.  
 
    I felt someone watching us. I don’t know if it was the Lunar Alpha cameras, one of the cops tracking us, or Vega following us from the shadows. I kept looking back to see if we were being followed. I couldn’t see anything or anyone—but that was what Vega was good at, after all. She was a trained stalker. She was a brutally efficient killer.  
 
    We made it to the stairwell and went down into the darkness. Still, we crept near the walls and tiptoed so we wouldn’t be heard. Every time I tried to whisper a comment, Trix shushed me, even putting her finger to my lips a few times.  
 
    She smelled nice, finally wearing a feminine perfume, like a mix of jasmine, black tea, and flower petals. I was tempted to point it out a few times, but I bit my tongue. I knew that I needed to focus. 
 
    Finally, we found the glow of Fight Night. Now, it was quiet in that simulation room. Girls whispered but nobody raised their voice louder than that. They all knew that they were risking being caught. They all knew that there was a good chance a cop could wander down into that basement and find them all there. And what would happen to the cop? Would they tear her apart like wolves? Just how far were they willing to go to keep that club a secret?  
 
    Minxi skipped up to us. “You just missed the pairings,” she whispered. “We’re up first again, against Go-Squad.”  
 
    “Go-Squad!?” gasped Trix. “I know we lost our second seed after last week, but what the fuck? How did we end up against the first seed!?”  
 
    “I asked the same question. No one gave me an answer.”  
 
    “Whatever,” Trix said, shaking her head. She sighed heavily. “We’re going to win. We just have to focus. What’s our map?”  
 
    “Alpha Centauri.”  
 
    “Son of a bitch,” groaned Trix. And I had to agree. For Trix and Minxi, Alpha Centauri was a terrible map. Vega knew how to navigate it in a stealthy way, despite it being so big and open—but Minxi wasn’t quite so nimble. Minxi didn’t act with the same finesse as Vega. Now, both girls were looking at me, letting me know that the fate of the game was essentially on my shoulders, without having to say any words.  
 
    I’d won on Alpha Centauri before. In fact, I’d never lost on Alpha Centauri. But fighting robot A.I. was a lot different than fighting other Lagolians—particularly the top seeded team in a deadly underground fighting league.  
 
    “I’ll make my shots,” I said, trying to put their tensions at ease. Minxi walked away, shaking her head and mumbling to herself.  
 
    “I believe in you, Kyrie,” said Trix. She put her hand on my shoulder and looked into my eyes with a smile.  
 
    Though I didn’t believe in myself—not because I was worried that I would screw up, but because we sabotaged those simulators. Andrei changed around the code so that shots would be missed.  
 
    One of the topless blondes tapped on Trix’s shoulder. “We’re starting now,” she whispered. “Both teams are here. We’re trying to be fast tonight. You know—because of the curfew and whatnot.”  
 
    Then Trix turned to me. “Let’s go, Kyrie. Let’s get this over with. And remember: I’ll do anything.” Her eyes became wide and she let a small smile slip.  
 
    I took a deep breath. I did have to admit: her sexual offer was actually some strong motivation. Did she really mean anything? My brain was already starting to imagine the possibilities… 
 
    And then I sat in that chair and one of the girls lowered the helmet onto my head. Then, the reality of Fight Night hit me hard. This was life-or-death. I couldn’t end up in that elimination round again. I was lucky to leave the last round with my life. I couldn’t live on borrowed time forever.  
 
    Once again, this was all happening so fast. It seemed like it had been minutes since Trix showed up in my bedroom. Now, I was being loaded into the simulator.  
 
    Everything went black for a moment… a long moment. There was a strange buzzing through my body while a high-pitched mosquito noise filled my ears. Then, suddenly, I was standing in the black portal room. Trix was next to me, holding her head. “What the fuck was that? Damn! My head is pounding.” 
 
    My head was throbbing too.  
 
    “That wasn’t right,” said Minxi. She was bent over in the corner, looking like she was about to throw up… and then she did. She wiped her lips and groaned.  
 
    “I hope the other team felt that too,” said Trix. “There must be some problem with the simulator thrones or something.”  
 
    “Let’s just focus on the game plan,” I said, trying to change the subject. I didn’t want the people running the show from behind the scenes catching on that something was wrong. I wanted to stretch that game out as long as possible, to try and force a rescheduling.  
 
    “Thirty seconds until the doors open,” said Minxi, gagging again, nearly throwing up on the portal door as she stepped up. “What’s our plan?” 
 
    I waited for Trix to speak up. She was apparently our team captain. She was by far the most experienced fighter on the team, though I wasn’t sure if she had much Alpha Centauri experience. It was my understanding that General Dryas never dressed demolitionists for open maps like Alpha Centauri.  
 
    “Hm,” said Trix. “Maybe Kyrie can get into a solid position near mid. Try to locate them and pin them with lots of shots. Keep them subdued while we get in position.”  
 
    “Sounds like a fine plan to me,” said Minxi. Though it didn’t seem like a perfect plan—unless the plan was to be perfectly predictable. I just had to trust that Trix had a decent idea of the enemy. She’d watched Go-Squad—that cheerleader-themed top seed—battle in numerous fights. She knew their skills. She knew the units they liked to play.  
 
    The doors opened suddenly and the girls ran out. “Let’s win this one!” said Trix. Then Minxi paused for a moment, dry heaving. She spat on the ground. 
 
    “Off to a great start,” she groaned sarcastically. Then she stumbled slightly and continued on her way.  
 
    “Let’s do this quickly,” Trix said, huffing along. “I’m not interesting in playing in the elimination game today.”  
 
    I ran as fast as I could. It seemed like my headache was fading with each step that I took. Now, I wasn’t running out of breath. I felt like I was in pretty good shape. I wasn’t even falling too far behind the Lagolian girls. I hopped over rocks and roots, and I maneuvered around trees until we were in that large 600-foot middle clearing, with that black stone tower rising from its center. The girls split up; Trix went left and Minxi went right, staying in the trees where they were safer from sniper fire.  
 
    Go-Squad got the first shot off: a sniper shot. I heard the heavy boom of the gun, but I didn’t see where the bullet landed, or who was even being shot at. The sound was enough to make me take cover behind a fallen log. “Here we go,” I said.  
 
    “Looks like they’re all mid!” said Trix. “I’m going to stall ‘em while you move up, Minxi!” She lobbed a grenade from her bazooka. “Whoa,” she said suddenly. “That went the wrong way.” The explosion landed near the beacon, almost thirty degrees off of where she shot. 
 
    Maybe Andrei tweaked the code a little bit too dramatically. 
 
    I scanned the trees, trying to spot the cheerleader enemies.  
 
    “Let’s try that again,” said Trix. Then she shot again. This time, an explosion went off deep in the woods. “Okay, that’s not right. There’s something wrong here.”  
 
    “Maybe some debris got into your rocket launcher,” I suggested. My heart skipped a beat. Would they be able to figure out that I had something to do with the tweaking of the code? What was the punishment for messing with Fight Night? Death or ejection?  
 
    I finally spotted their sniper. She was nestled between two trees: a good spot had it not been for that tight blue and white cheerleader costume. That blue fabric literally had sparkles on it, catching the sunshine just enough to make her stand out. I put her in my crosshairs and took a deep breath.  
 
    I didn’t want to have to kill anyone, but I figured I could control the tempo of the match better if I could take out their sniper. She posed too much of a threat to my plan of forcing a draw. So I squeezed the trigger.  
 
    I had no idea where my shot landed. I scanned around for settling debris but could find nothing. So I shot at her again, and then again. Finally, on my fifth shot, I saw a plume of tree bark about eight feet from her head, and about eight feet above the ground.  
 
    I tried to adjust for the shot as she spotted me and took a shot at me—missing by at least fourteen feet. I aimed way to the right and down at the ground. I shot.  
 
    The next shot wasn’t far off—still about a foot away from her torso, still too far left. So I adjusted again. She shot another two rounds, missing horribly. Then I shot again.  
 
    This time, I hit her. I even heard her scream as she fell back: a shot to the stomach. 
 
    I felt bad, hurting a Lagolian. It still didn’t seem right, regardless of whether it was something she signed up for or not. But now, with her out, I felt like I could control the pace of the match better.  
 
    Trix was still trying to fire her bazooka to slow down the enemy’s approach, but her shots were fizzling off in the wrong direction. “That’s it!” she yelled. “This simulation is busted!”  
 
    “Maybe it’s a problem with your weapon,” I said. 
 
    “The weapon is fine! I tried both. Something is major fucked-up here.”  
 
    “More kills for me,” giggled Minxi. I scanned around the map for more signs of movement. I spotted one of the Go-Squad infantry girls creeping up through the forest. I fired off a quick warning shot. This time, the shot landed to the right and low. There didn’t seem to be much consistency from one minute to the next. The shot was enough to make her duck into cover. 
 
    I kept scanning the woods until I spotted Minxi, creeping up through the forest. I could even see the big grin on her face. If it wasn’t for the crowd watching me from that basement simulator room, maybe I would have fired a shot at her to keep her back. Andrei went in and messed up weapon accuracy—but what about the close-combat code? Did he do anything to sword damage or accuracy? Could Minxi just skip through the map and clean up?  
 
    Maybe Andrei didn’t sabotage the game so much. Maybe he just gave us a huge advantage. I didn’t want to win by cheating. I already felt guilty enough taking that sniper out. Now I just had to hope that they would take Minxi out.  
 
    “I’ve got eyes on an infantry,” Minxi grinned. 
 
    I scanned to find her, and it took a moment to locate the subtle glimpse of her as she moved through the trees. I watched her as she drew closer and closer to that oblivious cheerleader, crouching in cover, with eyes on the beacon.  
 
    Trix tried firing another shot, but it went off in a random direction again, making her scream. “I’m so sick of this shit!” she yelled.  
 
    Then Minxi ran in. The infantry turned around in time to dodge the attack. She tried shooting at the short fighter, but the bullets sprayed in seemingly every direction except for Minxi’s direction. 
 
    Minxi swiped and grunted as she lunged, over and over. Finally, her foe tripped backwards over a log and Minxi went to plunge her blade through the cheerleader’s heart. She was laughing as she rammed the blade down, then she stopped laughing when her sword vanished from her hands and appeared high up in the tree above her head, lodged into the bark. “Hey! What the hell!?” 
 
    The map flickered. That high-pitch noise returned to my ears, and I wasn’t the only one who heard it. Trix yelled, “That sound! Make it stop!”  
 
    Then the sky suddenly turned black but the forest remained lit as if by an invisible sun. The game was glitching out. Andrei must have screwed something up—again. Vega was right: he really didn’t know what he was doing, even though he was a smart guy. 
 
    Then, I noticed something moving above my head. I could see gigantic people floating in the sky: three girls, looking like ancient gods, about to pass off some commandments from the heavens. But they weren’t gods. They were the girls running the simulation: the girls in charge of Fight Night.  
 
    I didn’t know the girl on the left or the girl on the right, but the girl in the middle was perfectly familiar. 
 
    “Is that Petra in the sky?” Trix asked.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Petra asked the girl next to her, seemingly oblivious that she was showing up to everyone. “Is the camera system broken or something? Did the simulation end? And did I just hear one of them say my name?” 
 
    “The feed just cut. Hold on. I’m going to try to reset the feed,” said the girl next to her. Then her hands waved over us, streaking through the sky like the hands of some epic giant, five-hundred feet tall.  
 
    Now, the map was silent. Nobody shot as we all stared up at the three girls.  
 
    “If you can’t get the feed back up, just pull the plug,” Petra groaned. “We’ll reschedule for tomorrow.”  
 
    “Hold on,” said her partner.  
 
    There was a long minute of silence before Petra said, “Just end it then.” She was still completely oblivious to the glitch that revealed her identity.  
 
    And how did it reveal her identity? I think I understood what was happening. Most Lagolian screens were also cameras. Their advanced, impressive technology could make screens into something like glass between users on either end. I noticed it the first time a few weeks earlier, when I had a video-call with Vega while I was in the ultrasound room with Eris. On the screen, Vega was staring right into my eyes, as if she was there in the screen.  
 
    And their screens could turn into mirrors, presumably using that same camera technology. Back in our glitchy Kentaurus simulation, Andrei must have accidentally activated the camera, reversing the screen. Now, it was happening again on Alpha Centauri. Now, we were staring up at Petra and her henchmen through her own screen.  
 
    Suddenly, the world went black. My body was jolted and shocked and then I fell out from my simulation throne, onto my hands and knees. I wanted to throw up, like Minxi was doing next to me. But I managed to pull myself together before giving Trix a hand to her feet. The cheerleaders were also stumbling out from their seats, dazed. 
 
    “What just happened?” asked one of the topless girls. “The feed cut out. Who won?”  
 
    Then, the faces of the cheerleaders turned white. They all looked at each other. Their sniper, who died before the unfortunate reveal, approached her friends. “You guys won, right?” she said. 
 
    But her friends didn’t want to speak. They looked horrified. “The simulation crashed,” one of them whispered. 
 
    Then Minxi got up onto her feet. She went straight to me, pulling my wrist and looking into my eyes. “You saw nothing. Got it?” she whispered.  
 
    I nodded my head, then I looked at Trix. She was looking at me. We shared a long glance, and it was almost like we were having a conversation. I knew what she was thinking because I was thinking the same thing. 
 
    Petra was behind Fight Night.  
 
    Maybe she wasn’t the kingpin of the operation, but of the three girls that showed up in the sky, she seemed to be the one in control.  
 
    Now, Minxi kept watching me. Even as I wandered back into the party, trying to act naturally, her eyes kept following me. One of the topless girls got a message from the people in charge. “We’re going to resume Fight Night in ten minutes,” she said. “We just need everyone to hang tight while they reset the simulators. The reset is already underway. We’ll start with our second round, Mermaids against General Dryas’s Failed Abortions. Then we’ll play Mean Bitches against Great Tits. Finally, we’ll run a rematch of Rag Tag against Go-Squad. Just hang tight, everyone.”  
 
    I saw Minxi eye the Go-Squad girls, who were now standing close together, whispering with one another. Minxi went up to one of the topless blondes, and now they were whispering. Then, Minxi looked back at me for a moment.  
 
    Finally, Trix sidled up next to me. She reached for a drink, took a sip, and then whispered, “I think we should get out of here, Kyr.” Apparently, I wasn’t the only one with a bad feeling swirling in my gut.  
 
    “And go where?” I asked. 
 
    “Anywhere but here.” I’d never seen her so tense, and so pale in the face.  
 
    She reached down and slipped her fingers between mine. Then she gently led me away from the party while Minxi was turned away. We snuck down the dark hallway, away from the crowd. Finally, once we were a good fifty feet away, I whispered, “They’re going to come for us, aren’t they?”  
 
    “Yes,” she said bluntly. “But we can at least try to make it upstairs and tell the queen that Petra is behind this.”  
 
    We turned the corner. Then, we heard the running footsteps behind us. “I saw them go this way!” a girl hushed.  
 
    “You check that way, I’m going to help P deal with the other girls,” said another unfamiliar voice.  
 
    I took Trix by the arm and pulled her aside, into a nook between two thick pipes. I held her close, with my arm around her soft chest. My heart pounded against her back as a Lagolian girl rushed by. We were lucky that the basement smelled like forty different shades of musty dungeon: all of those dripping smells hiding Trix’s girly perfume.  
 
    “They’re looking for us,” I said. 
 
    “No shit,” she said, turning to look into my eyes. “I think we’re fucked, Kyr. Sorry I got you involved in all of this. Believe it or not, I’ve been losing sleep over it.”  
 
    “We’ll be fine,” I said.  
 
    And then there was a loud electrical groan. It seemed to vibrate through the ship’s thick metal walls. I pulled Trix tighter against me. I don’t know why I felt so inclined to protect her after everything she’d done to me, but for some reason I felt bad for her. Maybe it was just because she was cute and I had a soft spot for cute women. Then again, Petra was cute but I wasn’t exactly feeling like throwing myself at her now.  
 
    “What was that noise?” I asked. Now, the ship was more silent than ever before.  
 
    “The ship’s power turning off,” Trix said. ‘Fuckers.” 
 
    “What?” I said. 
 
    “All of the locks on the basement doors are electrical,” whispered Trix, shaking her head. “The emergency generators will kick on in thirty minutes if the main power doesn’t come back on. But for the next thirty minutes, we’re trapped down here, unless you think you can break down a fourteen-inch-thick steel door.  
 
    “We can just hide,” I said.  
 
    Then we heard the gunshots and the screaming, coming from down in the simulator room. Again, I squeezed Trix hard against my body.  
 
    “They’re going to find us one way or another,” Trix said. 
 
    My heart was racing now. I took a deep breath and stepped out from that nook. I motioned for Trix to stay put while I crept back towards the simulation room. I placed each step down as carefully as I could, trying not to make the slightest of noises. I reached the corner and took another deep breath before peering around to see two girls wearing Foxy-Foxy masks, holding infantry rifles and forcing all of the Fight Night contestants against the wall. One of the masked girls was short, making me think I was seeing Minxi. On the ground were the Go-Squad girls, lifeless and in pools of their own blood.  
 
    One masked girl started tying the girls’ wrists, chaining them all together and clipping them to the wall. “If you all behave, we won’t have to kill you and Fight Night will go on as planned starting the day after tomorrow,” the armed woman announced. “Just remain calm. We’re just going to deal with a little technical glitch and then we’ll let you all go.”  
 
    I crept back. I had a feeling that Trix and I were the technical glitch she was referring to. I snuck back into that nook. “They’re definitely hunting us. Is there no other way out of this basement?”  
 
    “Well,” said Trix after a moment of thought. “If we can just go flip the power back on, we can leave through one of the staircases or the elevator.”  
 
    “Can’t we call for help? Use your bracelet thing,” I said. 
 
    “The ship’s power is down, Kyrie,” she said. “The comms systems go down with it.”  
 
    “What kind of shitty power system does this ship have?” I said, shaking my head. “It takes thirty minutes for the backup power to come on? Who designed that?”  
 
    “You want a lesson on ship mechanics right now, Kyrie? If the power goes out because of some accident, the emergency power will kick right on. But someone manually turned the power off. The backup power stays off assuming it’s dangerous to be turned back on. It’s so we can fix electrical components that get unexpectedly damaged. You don’t seriously need me to explain that to you, Kyrie—” 
 
    And then we heard footsteps again. They came down the hallway then turned left, in the other direction from us. We remained still until there was total silence. Then Trix let out a sigh. “It’s just a matter of time before they find us—especially if we’re just going to stand here.”  
 
    I took one more deep breath. “Do you know how to get to the power?”  
 
    “Sure,” she said. “It’s right in the middle of the basement. But I’m sure one of the girls will be guarding it. They turned the power off so we couldn’t use the doors or the comms.”  
 
    “Then we need guns,” I said. “The armory is down here somewhere.”  
 
    Trix paused for a moment, thinking about my plan. “At least it’s a plan,” she said. “The armory is this way. C’mon.”  
 
    She took my hand and pulled me down the halls. It was so dark, now without even faint red blinking pilot lights to offer some atmospheric glow. Even Trix was using her hand to touch the wall. “We’re so fucked,” I heard her whisper a few times. And she was probably right, but we had to try. If we could just get the message to Queen Syabus, let her know that Petra was behind the secret Fight Night that was killing off Lagolians multiple times each week—then maybe we could at least bring an end to the carnage.  
 
    “I think we’re close,” she whispered. 
 
    Then we heard the jogging footsteps behind us. I grabbed Trix and pulled her close to me, backing into the wall. I put my hand over her mouth so she wouldn’t make a noise with her breathing. I held my own breath. 
 
    But the assailant came right at us. I could just make out her black silhouette as she reached out to grab at us… 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER XXV 
 
    Her hand pressed against my mouth; her other hand pressed against Trix’s mouth. Before I could push her away, she said, “What is going on right now? Why is the power off?” And I realized Vega had found us before the bad guys.  
 
    Finally, she pulled her hands away. “What are you doing down here?” Trix asked. 
 
    “Documenting your little illegal party,” Vega said, and I could almost see her mean-girl glare; I could definitely hear it.  
 
    “You would do something like that,” Trix said, and I could hear her eyes rolling. 
 
    “We need to get to the armory,” I said, getting back to business before they got too off-topic with their catty bullshit. “We need guns, before they find us.” 
 
    “Before who finds you?” she asked. 
 
    “Petra, and two other girls,” I said. “We saw them when the simulator crashed. Remember when we saw Andrei in the sky that one night at training? Same thing happened tonight.” 
 
    “Petra?” she said, flabbergasted.  
 
    “I can confirm. It was Petra,” said Trix. “Right now that’s not important. Kyrie is right; we need weapons or they’re going to kill us. They’re hunting us right now.”  
 
    “This way,” Vega said, suddenly pulling away from us and leading the rush down the hallway. I’m not sure how she was able to see in that blackness. She moved quickly. Even Trix had a hard time keeping up. “C’mon,” she kept whispering, until we were at the gate of the armory, which was locked.  
 
    “Now what?” I said. 
 
    “You have a key, Vega?” asked Trix. 
 
    Vega stepped back and, with a sudden battle cry, she kicked the gate right at the handle, cracking the metal and rattling the whole door. The lock fell to the ground, cracked and split from the force of the blow. “Whoa,” Trix said, stunned by the close-combat specialist’s strength.  
 
    Vega rushed into the armory and grabbed her sword, pulling the trigger on the handle to make it glow. It was a faint blueish glow, but in the blackness of that basement, it was on par with the sun. I blinked a few times; it was nice to be able to see.  
 
    Trix went for a smaller gun that I’d never seen before. It looked a lot like the standard infantry automatic rifle, but it was bigger, with a wider barrel. It had a second barrel under it, and now, Trix was pushing thick shells into an opening on the side of it.  
 
    “You’re going in with that?” Vega said, side-eyeing the demolitionist. “You trying to blow up the ship?”  
 
    “If I was trying to blow up the ship, I would use that,” Trix said, eyeing her usual bazooka, which was mounted up high. “This won’t be anything they can’t fix.” She cocked the hefty gun before grabbing a belt of dense shells.  
 
    I reached for that standard infantry rifle. It wasn’t something I’d ever used before, but it seemed foolish to take the Ryon Long Rifle, just because I was used to it. There wouldn’t be any sniping in that maze of narrow hallways.  
 
    “Why are you taking that?” Vega asked. 
 
    “I figure it’s safer,” I said. 
 
    “Aren’t you level five now?” Then she looked over at the Joblex Quiet Marksman S-2. God, it looked like a beautiful beast mounted on that wall, with its long barrel and pair of sleek optics.  
 
    My heart fluttered in a romantic way for that gun. “There’s nowhere to snipe down here,” I said. 
 
    “You should just take it for the thermal scope,” she said. “And the night vision.”  
 
    And then I paused. I looked at the gun. It really was tempting, though I didn’t want to be stuck in a short, narrow hallway against a foe, one-on-one, with a gun that was semi-automatic. 
 
    But there was a good chance that I was going to die down in that basement, so maybe this was my only real chance to use the gun. So I grabbed it off the wall. Vega handed me a magazine, already loaded. I punched it into the feeding path. The crisp click of the locking mechanism was like the moan of a sexy woman.  
 
    The gun was so lightweight—even lighter than the Ryon Long Rifle. The carbon fiber (at least it felt like carbon fiber) coating was the perfect balance between slick and grippy. That barrel was the perfect length, making the weapon feel so amazingly balanced in my— 
 
    “Quit ogling the gun, Kyrie,” said Vega. “Focus on the mission.”  
 
    “Sorry,” I said, lowering the gun. 
 
    “The plan is to stick together,” Vega said. “We’re going to get to the basement door. The emergency power should kick on in twenty-five minutes, so we’ll be able to get out of here as long as we can survive that long. Then we can message up to Eris—she’s filling in for General Dryas right now.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Trix, and then Vega looked at me. 
 
    But I didn’t like the plan. Twenty-five minutes was a long time to spend in a basement being hunted by armed, killers. And if they found us in those narrow hallways, one quick spray with an automatic rifle would be enough to leave us all dead.  
 
    “Kyrie?” said Vega. “Let’s go.”  
 
    “We’re just going to hide at the door?” I said.  
 
    “We can fortify at the end of the hallway,” she said. “Just until the emergency power comes on.” She pointed to a map on the armory wall, printed on a thin metal sheet. The map was a confusing maze of long hallways and twisting turns. The power room was right in the middle: a big, round room with four equally spaced entrances. 
 
    “Is the emergency power down in the basement?” I asked, staring at the map. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I’m asking,” I said. 
 
    “We don’t have time for this, Kyrie,” Vega groaned. 
 
    “Answer the question,” I said. 
 
    “The emergency power is in a sealed chamber in the middle of the basement, yes. Why are you asking about it?” She pointed to an inner room within the power room, also circular, but with only a single entrance at the south end.  
 
    “Won’t they just shut off the emergency power as soon as it comes on?” I asked. 
 
    There was a moment of silence. “That would be suicide,” Vega said, shaking her head. “The air supply, heaters, regulators—not to mention the infirmary and fetal care units. They have their own backup power, but it’s not meant to last longer than an hour before the conditioners and incubators need a proper power supply. Maybe they can last ninety minutes at most, but Lunar Alpha relies on its main and backup power supply. This basement would be the first place that would turn cold and lose oxygen.”  
 
    “Honestly, I wouldn’t hold it past these chicks,” said Trix. 
 
    “You think that they would let hundreds of newborn babies die to stop us from ratting them out?” Vega said, and then that little room became quiet. Vega shook her head and looked at Trix. “Lovely crowd you’re hanging out with.” 
 
    Trix rolled her eyes. “Whatever, square.”  
 
    “I have plenty of fun, alright?” Vega snapped suddenly, narrowing her eyes and clenching her fingers tightly around the handle of her blade. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” asked Trix. “Doing what? Knitting doilies?”  
 
    “At least I’m not mixed up with drug lords!” 
 
    “Girls!” I said. “Take it easy. You can fight later. Right now, we’re going to split up and take the power chamber. We need to stop them from shutting off the emergency power. Vega, you will take this middle pathway down. It’s the most direct, but there are lots of little side hallways you can hide down if you need to. Trix, you take this long looping pathway down on the right, and I’ll go left.”  
 
    “Kyrie,” said Vega. “You don’t have seniority here. You don’t get to call the shots.” 
 
    “Too bad,” I said. “I’m calling the shots and you’re both going to do what I tell you. I’m taking charge and this is what we’re doing. Don’t waste time arguing.”  
 
    Vega was suddenly silent. She was submitting to me, the way she submitted to me in the bedroom. I was in charge now, and it actually felt kind of nice. Now, I wasn’t being bossed around. I didn’t have to go along with any poorly thought-out plans. Maybe my plan wasn’t great, but at least it was my plan.  
 
    Vega grabbed a set of earpieces and handed them out. “So we can talk,” she said.  
 
    “Trix, you’re route looks like it goes through the simulation chamber. They may treat the girls in there like hostages, so if we don’t have eyes on Petra, Minxi, and the other girl, you may have to camp out and keep them safe.” 
 
    “You want me to just sit there!?”  
 
    “Suck it up,” I said. “Just until we know the enemy’s position. Let’s not let them get any leverage over us. I think we’re down to twenty minutes now, so let’s get moving.”  
 
    Vega paused for a moment, looking into my eyes. The faint blue glow of her sword made her small smile visible. It almost seemed like she enjoyed being bossed around. Or maybe she was just proud to see me taking charge.  
 
    I nodded at her and then we split up. As soon as Vega was gone with her glowing sword, those hallways were pitch-black. For a moment I used my hand to feel the walls, and then I remembered that I had night vision on my gun. I lifted the scope to my eye and looked through the black hole. It took another moment to find the little switch with my fingers. I pushed it forward and was nearly blinded by the sudden burst of light coming through my optics. I could see that whole hallway in greyscale. “Whoa,” I whispered. Now, I wasn’t navigating blind.  
 
    Out of curiosity, I flicked that switch to the next feature, and my vision suddenly changed. Now, the walls were purple. Some of the pipes were dark blue and some were bright orange. I was in thermal mode. “Cool,” I whispered. I flicked it back to night vision and kept moving down the hallway. 
 
    We didn’t have much time to kill.  
 
    My heart stopped every time I reached a fork in the path. I had to spin, tense all over, checking each new passageway before turning to make sure my path was clear. Those hallways were quiet, save for the odd dripping of condensation from the hot water pipes.  
 
    “Halfway to the power room,” Vega whispered. “I heard footsteps a moment ago, but it’s quiet now. Sounded like they were moving east, towards you, Kyrie.”  
 
    My heart clenched hard and my legs trembled. I hated those narrow hallways. Now, I found myself wishing I was on Alpha Centauri or Sol, with a big open landscape. Or even Eubuleus, with the wide streets and flat rooftops. Hell, even Kentaurus was less claustrophobic than this. Now, I felt like I was starring in the latest Alien movie, with xenomorphs hunting me through the vents above my head.  
 
    I could hear footsteps. They echoed through the hallways and pinged left and right before becoming silent again. It was impossible to pinpoint a location, and I didn’t have time to stop and wait.  
 
    “Someone’s here with me,” I whispered.  
 
    “Don’t die, Kyrie,” said Trix.  
 
    “I’ll do my best.”  
 
    Now, I was stepping slowly, approaching a doorway at the end of the hall. There was a map on the doorway, which I needed to look at to ensure I was still on the right path to the power room. 
 
    Maybe splitting up wasn’t such a great idea. Being alone was downright terrifying. It would have been nice to be near Vega, with her keen intuition and sharp senses—and her frighteningly fast reaction times. And Trix was crazy enough to lead a charge. But splitting up was the smart thing to do. We could cover more ground and potentially eliminate more opponents before reaching the power room. If we all ended up in the power room for a firefight, one stray bullet could take all of Lunar Alpha down, along with all the poor girls and kids sleeping upstairs. Half of the pipes in those hallways were marked ‘EXPLOSIVE’.  
 
    I heard the footsteps again. They made me stop and spin around. Now, they sounded like they were behind me. But the echo was ahead of me… or maybe it was the other way around.  
 
    I was near a steam vent, and the steam was hot. It was only five seconds before I could feel the sweat seeping out from my skin and trickling down my face and the back of my neck, tickling me like the fingertips of little demons. I swear I could hear my heart pounding against my ribcage.  
 
    I stepped through that doorway and scanned the large room with my night vision engaged. I scanned slowly and heard what sounded like the rustling of a rat. But there were no rats on Lunar Alpha, unless Minxi counted.  
 
    I was in the server room that Andrei had been fawning over. The servers were still operational, still blinking green and red and amber lights. Clearly, they were on their own power source—at least some of them were. Other computer towers were black, like pillars of obsidian against a shadowy backdrop.  
 
    Something was in that room with me. 
 
    Slowly, I reached for my scope. I pushed that little switch forward one position, making it click as thermal mode kicked on. Now, I could see the orange glow all around me: the computer systems that were on next to the purple towers of deactivated systems. I ducked down and side-stepped along the wall, scanning that room.  
 
    Along one wall I noticed a slight orange glow that seemed to be fading, like the residual heat signature of something that had been moving. I followed that glow, panning my scope towards where it was brighter and brighter and brighter, until I noticed a burning orange sliver between two violet computer towers. That orange sliver moved and I knew I was seeing an enemy.  
 
    She stood up slowly, revealing her globby orange body, clutching her warm rifle. In the middle of her chest was a red throbbing heart, burning bright. I squeezed the trigger, putting a suppressed bullet through her chest. She grunted softly and hit the ground with a dull thud that wasn’t any louder than the Joblex Quiet Marksman S-2’s impressive silenced fire. “Holy shit,” I whispered.  
 
    “What is it, Kyrie?” Vega whispered. 
 
    “I got one of them. This gun is awesome.”  
 
    I carefully scanned the room as I approached the body. The orange glow was fading fast from that motionless corpse. I switched to night vision mode so I could see her face as I pulled back her fox mask. 
 
    I didn’t know her, but I recognized her from the simulation, when she appeared in the sky to Petra’s left. She was an older woman with a long nose and eyes now rolled into the back of her head. I held up her mask and noticed the glow on the inside of the eyes. “They have night vision,” I said.  
 
    “Great,” said Trix. “I’m coming up on the simulation chamber now. How long do we have left?” 
 
    “Twelve minutes,” said Vega without missing a beat.  
 
    “Petra and Minxi are still around here somewhere. And then I think there’s another girl too—maybe more. Just tread with caution,” I said, dropping the fox mask and carrying on towards the power room. I had to get there before Petra or one of the other girls realized we were now the ones hunting them. We couldn’t let them beat us to the hostages or to the power supply.  
 
    I quickly checked the map on the wall. “I’m halfway.” 
 
    “I’m at the power room door,” said Vega. “Should I wait to go in, or do you want me to make a move now?”  
 
    “Just hold your position. Stay in cover. Listen for movement.”  
 
    “There’s a girl here,” Trix whispered, and she was whispering so quietly that I had to strain to hear her. “She’s against the wall, with her gun pointed at the Fight Night girls. Should I take her out?” 
 
    “Can you do it quietly?” I asked. 
 
    “I can do it very loudly or not at all,” Trix said.  
 
    I had to think, and I had to think fast. Trix opening fire meant giving us away. They would know that we were armed and they would act accordingly, either making a move on those hostages or on the power supply. But Vega had eyes on the power supply and I was only a few minutes away.”  
 
    “Take her out,” I said, making the call. 
 
    And then, two seconds later, the basement trembled. Pipes groaned and I could hear the distant screaming of many girls. “Got her, boss!” said Trix. “Yuck. There’s blood all over me. What’s that? Ew! It’s skin!”  
 
    “You need to move those hostages to safety,” I said quickly. Now I was moving fast, back into that long hallway, coming around the bend towards the power room.  
 
    “There’s a girl with a sword here,” Vega said. “She’s moving fast. I—I think she’s going for the power supply.” 
 
    “Stop her!” I said, now trying to run in that black hallway.  
 
    Then gunfire rained down on me. I felt a sharp pain pierce my calf and I fell forward before rolling onto my back and aiming down the black hallway. I took a shot before I could even look through my scope. Then I scurried back as the pain in my leg screamed like a bee stinging a spot that was just bit by a spider. “Son of a bitch!” I yelled. I scrambled into cover, behind a water tank, as more bullets pinged down the hallway. I pulled my body in tight before bending over to look down the hallway with my scope. “I’m taking fire.” 
 
    Vega yelled out as she engaged with the swordswoman—probably Minxi. I could hear the loud electric clash of their blades connecting.  
 
    I needed to help, but first I had to deal with this chick.  
 
    I switched to thermal mode, but we were surrounded by hot pipes (including one that was now burning my arm). The whole room glowed orange, so I switched back to night vision. Then I crept out of cover, trying to locate the assailant.  
 
    She popped up suddenly and began firing before I could get off a shot. Another bullet ripped through my leg, making me stumble as I squeezed the trigger. My shot hit a pipe and created a sizzling geyser of steam. I tried to stand but the pain was too bad. Now, that cloud of steam made it impossible to see down the narrow hallway.  
 
    She kept shooting, hitting everything around me, but luckily not me again. I thought about shooting blind into the steam, but I knew it was a waste of time. So I switched back to thermal mode. I looked at that wall of orange-glowing steam.  
 
    But there was a red glow: a small red glow that was throbbing, like a heart in a chest. It was warmer than everything around it, and it was moving slowly, from the left wall to the right wall. I tracked it and then I squeezed my silent trigger. The amazing rifle had almost no recoil as it sent that red glow to the ground, and then that glow began to fade.  
 
    I wanted to run back to check her body, to ensure that she was dead. But I didn’t have time to play it safe. I had to help Vega, who was now engaged in a battle with the short, angry Minxi in the power room.  
 
    So I clutched my rifle and limped down the hallway, now covered in sweat from the damp heat of that ship basement. But the material that formed the body and handle of that rifle didn’t seem to lose its grip from the sweat on my palms. I still had perfect control of my weapon. 
 
    Pain was screaming in my legs. I could hear gushing now with each step as my blood-soaked socks were lit wet sponges in my shoes.  
 
    Another deep blast rattled the ship basement. Pipes groaned and clattered for a moment before silence returned. “Got another one!” said Trix. “I’m pretty sure I used to play cards with that girl.”  
 
    “Are the hostages somewhere safe?” I asked, groaning as I fought through the pain. 
 
    “Almost,” she said. “I think we’re pretty much in the clear over here.”  
 
    “Vega, are you alright?” I asked, now with the power room door in sight. 
 
    She grunted. I could hear the clashing of their swords. I could see the dancing blue glow coming from inside of that room as they fought to land that first kill-slice. I stumbled into the doorway with my gun drawn. I didn’t need night vision now, but I did switch the optics to another mode called low-light enhancement. That dark room became bright, as if sunshine was pouring in from all around. And there, in the middle of the room, Vega was going at it with a masked Minxi. Their big blades flashed bright as they parried and slashed.  
 
    Minxi really didn’t seem like she had a chance next to the tall, thin blonde, who had thirty levels on the little criminal. But Minxi was putting up a fight, lunging and rolling, fighting for her life. I tried to put her into my sights, but it wasn’t easy to get a clear shot. I didn’t want to shoot Vega, and the constant flashes of bright blue made centering my sights difficult. I just needed them to break away for one solid second… 
 
    Vega kicked Minxi back, making her stumble. Then Vega lifted up her sword and prepared to slice down on Minxi, but Minxi was fast, swiping low and cutting at Vega’s legs. Vega shrieked and fell down onto her knees. “Vega!” I gasped. But she managed to parry the killing blow that Minxi attempted to execute, swinging across at her neck.  
 
    Vega’s legs were now bleeding, with a huge gash across both of her thighs. She lunged at the little woman and swung hard with impressive strength. Minxi managed to block the blow but Vega’s strength was enough to knock her blade from her hands, leaving her defenseless. She fell back and scrambled on her hands and knees. “Don’t kill me! Don’t kill me! They’re making me do this! They’re making me!” She gasped, now covering her face with both of her hands. “I swear they’re making me!”  
 
    “I don’t care,” Vega said, jabbing her blade through Minxi’s chest, sinking at least twenty-four inches of steel through her chest before pulling back and letting the girl fall down to the ground, dead.  
 
    “You okay, Vega?” I asked.  
 
    She looked down at her crimson legs. The cuts were deep. “I should get to a doctor quickly,” she said. She reached down and gasped when her fingertips touched the wound on her right leg. “That’s not good.”  
 
    “We’ll get you out of here soon. We just need to turn on the power.”  
 
    “No one’s turning on the power,” a voice said, and then we both turned to see her, standing with her fox mask up on the top of her head and the muzzle of her infantry rifle pressed against what looked like a large bus-sized battery. “Move and I shoot.”  
 
    “Petra, don’t,” Vega said, freezing suddenly, taking the threat very seriously. Maybe she knew what that battery device was. I could only assume it would kill everyone if she pulled that trigger.  
 
    “I’ll do it. Don’t think I won’t,” Petra growled. Her hands were shaking.  
 
    “Why did you do this?” I asked.  
 
    “Mind your own business,” she said. 
 
    “This is my business,” I said, starting to raise my gun. 
 
    “Don’t you dare lift that gun any higher!” she snapped. “I don’t give a shit about either of you, or anyone on this ship. I’ll shoot and end it all, right here!”  
 
    “Petra, don’t do this,” Vega pleaded. “Please.”  
 
    “What’s my other option?” she asked. “Ejection? Or I lower my gun and you shoot me. Those are my options, and I’m not fond of either to be honest.”  
 
    “If you shoot your gun, you’re going to kill everyone. Not just us—everyone. You will kill children, Petra. Newborn babies, toddlers, children—everyone.”  
 
    “And why should I care? Nobody cares about me. In fact, they all want me dead,” she said, starting to tear up. Her hands were shaking. There was a good chance she would pull that trigger without meaning to.  
 
    “People are just mourning General Dryas. Nobody wants you dead.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about General Dryas. They’re going to want me dead when they find out that I made Fight Night. They’re going to blame me for all of those dead girls.”  
 
    “It’s your fault!” I said. “Those girls are dead because of you!”  
 
    “Shut up and mind your own business, human!” she shouted. “You shouldn’t even be here. You should be down on your planet with the rest of your dumbass race! You should be pounding rocks together or whatever it is you idiots do down there, not taking up a roster spot on the skirmish team!” 
 
    “Is that what this is about?” Vega asked, taking a step closer to Petra. Petra didn’t seem to notice the small step. “You’re upset that you weren’t on the roster?” 
 
    “I should have been on the roster. I should have never been taken off. I was scratched because of Dryas’s personal vendetta. She blamed me when her sister died. That wasn’t my fault, by the way. Everyone blames me for that loss, but it wasn’t my fault. I’m the best shooter on this ship, but I’ve sat out the last… I don’t even know—fifty matches! It’s not fair. And then these humans show up and they just get a spot on the ship. It’s bullshit! And I’m not the only one pissed off about it. That’s literally why we made Fight Night. It was supposed to be for the girls who weren’t getting a chance. Everyone knew what they were signing up for.”  
 
    “You’ve lost your mind,” Vega said. 
 
    “Easy for you to say. When was the last time you were benched? Have you ever been benched? Do you have any idea what it feels like to not be wanted? Hell—to be hated and despised?” She took a deep breath and used her elbow to wipe her tears off of her cheeks.  
 
    “It’s not about some thrill, Petra,” Vega said softly, taking another small step towards her. “It’s about getting our home back and keeping our race alive. It’s not like I look forward to fighting the Nekrol every two days.”  
 
    “I guess that makes you better than me then,” Petra said, rolling her eyes and sniffling. She looked down at the battery.  
 
    “It’s not worth it,” Vega said. “Please don’t shoot it.”  
 
    “The backup power will be on in two minutes,” she said. “Alarms will be going off upstairs the second the generator kicks on. They’re going to arrest me and send me into space, probably with a lifetime sentence.”  
 
    And Vega didn’t have a reply, because Petra was probably right. Her options were to die or to be sent into space. She had two minutes to choose.  
 
    I raised my rifle and put her in my sights. “Put that gun down, Kyrie!” she said. “Don’t think I won’t shoot!” I watched her finger curl around her trigger, pulling ever-so-slightly, almost enough to make the gun fire. Lagolians had quick reaction times. She could probably flex that muscle just enough before her life ended—just enough to end Lunar Alpha and make the Lagolians extinct. 
 
    “Kyrie!” Vega said, looking at me and gasping. “Put the gun down.” 
 
    “She’s not going to do it,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, I am!” Petra said.  
 
    “No, you aren’t,” I said. “You had a rough go. You got mixed up with some bad people. You aren’t evil.” 
 
    “I killed General Dryas,” she said, now turning red in the face as she tried hard not to cry. 
 
    “Not on purpose,” I said. 
 
    “I did it on purpose!” she said. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, you didn’t,” I said. “I watched it happen. I saw your face after the battle. It was an accident. And the cheerleader girls—I bet that wasn’t you either.” 
 
    “What cheerleader girls? Go-Squad? What about them?” she said, shaking all over. 
 
    “They’re dead. Your teammates killed them.” 
 
    A tear fell down her cheekbone and trickled down to her chin. “T—That was me too,” she lied. And I knew why she was lying. She wanted me to shoot her. She wanted to die before the power came on and they arrested her and sent her into space. She wanted to die before she had to face the consequences of her actions. She shook her head. She was putting on an act, pretending to be ruthless and evil so that I wouldn’t think twice about shooting. 
 
    There was a silence in that room as the final minute of darkness began.  
 
    “I wanted to fight to win back Chorus,” she said softly. “But I didn’t think they would ever let me. It was my dream to die on that battlefield, on our home planet, so that our people could have their home back.”  
 
    “You could have been there,” said Vega. “Maybe you would have been on the roster too.”  
 
    Petra shook her head. “Eris would have been back from her pregnancy, and then Lala was always going to be Eris’s first replacement.” She shook her head and sighed. “Kyrie’s right. I’m not going to shoot.”  
 
    Suddenly, the lights flickered and the engines began to hum. The basement became blindingly light, and the tolling of upstairs alarms was audible from that basement.  
 
    “Just shoot me, Kyrie,” she said, now looking into my eyes.  
 
    “I can’t,” I said, still aiming at her. 
 
    “Do it. Shoot me. Before they arrest me. Shoot me in the heart.” She even turned to face me, dropping her gun and heaving her chest.  
 
    “I can’t do it,” I said.  
 
    “Don’t make me pick up my gun and shoot myself!” she yelled. “Shoot me!”  
 
    I shook my head. Before she could pick up her own gun—and she tried—Vega ran in and grabbed her, wrestling her down to the floor as she screamed. 
 
    “I don’t want to be ejected!” she yelled. “Please, don’t let them arrest me!”  
 
    “Doors are open!” Trix said in our ears. “I’m going up to find help.”  
 
    Petra broke down and started crying, shaking her head from side to side as Vega pinned her with her knee, gripping her wrists with a single hand. Minutes later, we were surrounded by Lagolian police. They brushed by us and apprehended Petra, who was now hysteric. They hauled her away and then the medics swarmed Vega and me, wrestling us into stretchers as they hustled to address our wounds.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER XXVI 
 
    We were taken up to the infirmary separately and put into different rooms while the doctors got to work. The queen’s officials visited Vega first for a long fifteen minutes before coming to question me. 
 
    I told them everything… almost everything. I changed a few little details. I told them that Minxi recruited me, and I didn’t tell them that Trix tricked me into joining the squad. I told them that I believed Petra was innocent and that she was being forced against her will, which wasn’t true. I’m not sure they believed me; it didn’t help that I wasn’t a fantastic liar.  
 
    They made notes, asked me for as many identities as possible. I could only tell them about Lala, as she was the only girl I recognized aside from Petra, Trix, and Minxi. The other girls were all strangers to me.  
 
    It was two hours before they submitted to my request to have my bed moved over to Vega’s room, so I could see her while we both awaited test results. The wounds on Vega’s legs were fused and wrapped. “They told me not to walk for twelve hours,” she said. 
 
    “But you can walk in twelve hours?” I said. 
 
    “Light walking,” she said. 
 
    I smiled. “What about light dancing?”  
 
    She groaned. “I forgot about your dance thing.” 
 
    “They told me not to walk for twenty-four hours, but we can’t miss prom. There’s only one prom.”  
 
    “I’m not making any promises. They might need us here for questioning while they figure all of this out.”  
 
    “We’ll find a way to sneak away.” I grinned, and then my grin faded. “Are they really going to shoot Petra into space for the rest of her life?”  
 
    “I don’t know, Kyrie. I would say it’s likely. She got a lot of people killed, and a lot of people hurt.”  
 
    “But like she said, those people volunteered. At least she was under the impression they were all doing it voluntarily.” 
 
    “You don’t believe that, do you?” Vega asked with narrowed eyes. “Surely, you don’t believe that she was completely naïve to the fact that you were tricked into it, and Trix was tricked into it… Surely Lala didn’t join knowing that she was probably going to die. She was just a teenager, Kyrie.”  
 
    I had to think about it. I wasn’t sure what to believe. I had no idea just how involved Petra even was in the whole thing. It seemed like it was all her idea, but Trix said the drug cartel had something to do with it. Were they going to be implicated, or was Petra going to take all the heat?  
 
    “I should have shot her,” I said. It would have been like dropping a stone on a mortally wounded mouse: not easy to do, but the prolonged misery was certainly worse than sudden death.  
 
    “You did the right thing,” Vega said. “You left her to be judged appropriately. And maybe they will get information from her that will lead to more arrests. They can get the whole story from her and give Lagolians some closure.”  
 
    “I don’t think she was evil,” I said.  
 
    “I don’t think we’ll ever know.”  
 
    “Yes, we will,” I said. “We already know. She could have shot that generator thing. She could have killed everyone, and then nobody would ever know what she did. But she didn’t do it. She could have even shot us. She saw us before we saw her. She called out to us and stole our attention—and you’ve seen her in shooting practice. She can hit two targets with ten clean shots in less than a quarter of a second. But she didn’t shoot us.”  
 
    “You’re going to drive yourself crazy if you think too much into this, Kyrie,” Vega said. 
 
    “I don’t want to see her getting ejected.” 
 
    “It’s not up to you,” Vega said. “And it’s not up to me. So let’s just talk about something else.”  
 
    A head poked into the doorway. I looked over and saw Trix’s grinning face. “Hey heroes.”  
 
    “They let you in here?” Vega asked. 
 
    “No, I snuck in,” she said. “In fact, Syabus’s people are looking for me, and I have a bad feeling they’re going to arrest me.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “Well they arrested all the other girls that were tied up. I kind of snuck away while they were doing it. They said they wanted to talk to me, but I wanted to find you two first.”  
 
    “I told them that Minxi recruited me,” I said. “I told them that she recruited you too.” 
 
    Then Trix’s eyes lit up and her smile grew big. “That’s the sweetest lie anyone’s ever told for me, Kyrie.” Then she looked down at her feet and stepped into the room. She clasped her hands down against her puffy black goth skirt. She touched her toes together and squirmed slightly. “I’m, uh, really sorry for getting you arrested down on Earth. That was kind of mean and I don’t think you deserved it.”  
 
    “I’ll figure all that out,” I said. 
 
    “I’m still sorry,” she said, then she turned to Vega and bit her bottom lip. “And… Vega… I’m sorry that I called you a square who knits doilies. You, uh, really aren’t that bad. You’re kind of a badass to be honest, but maybe don’t tell anyone that I said that.”  
 
    “It’s fine, Trix,” Vega said, grinning and shaking her head. “Just be careful who you hang out with in the future.”  
 
    “That shouldn’t be a problem because you killed my only friend with your sword.” Trix shrugged her shoulders. “But I guess I should never have called that thing friendly at all.”  
 
    Then two tall officials stepped into the room and looked at Trix. She looked at them with a big toothy grin. “What’s up, officers?” she asked. 
 
    “Come with us, please,” said one of them. And for a second, it looked like Trix was about to run away. She looked like she was about to push them over and make a dash to the ship’s exit. But instead, she bit down on her tongue and followed the women like a good Lagolian girl. 
 
    And she wasn’t arrested or punished. The queen wanted to personally thank her for ending Fight Night and rescuing the hostages. After thanking her, the queen came to thank us in the infirmary. “You truly are Lunar Alpha’s best stock,” she said to Vega with her chin tilted high. “You should breed, Vega. Your offspring will be ideal for the future of Lago once we win it back.”  
 
    “Right now I want to focus on winning skirmishes,” Vega blushed. 
 
    “But you never know when a skirmish might go wrong. You should breed before that happens, so that your genetic material can be preserved. Or at least have your eggs frozen.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Vega said, nodding her head. 
 
    Then the queen turned to me. She stared at me for a long time, examining my body—maybe trying to decide if I should be allowed to breed with the Lagolians. Maybe she was trying to decide if my genetics were good enough too. “You will be remembered, Kyrie,” she said slowly. “Lagolians will tell stories about you in hundreds of years from now: a hero from another planet. It has mythological potential.”  
 
    And now I was blushing all over. The queen wasn’t exactly known for dolling out compliments. 
 
    She kept her little visit short, turning around and walking out of the room with her head tilted high. My grin was stretched from one ear to the other. I turned to look at Vega, who now had her arms crossed, with an unimpressed look on her face. “What?” I said. 
 
    “Don’t let it get to your head, Kyrie,” she groaned.  
 
    I let it get to my head. It was nice to be appreciated. And I could tell that Vega had similar feelings towards me. I could tell that she was starting to see me as more of a hero than before, when she thought that I was just some dummy who happened to have a good shot.  
 
    Maybe I was a bit of a hero.  
 
    Petra’s trial began and ended that morning. Lagolians didn’t have lawyers, so she was tried in front of a set of judges—no jury. Their legal system seemed strangely outdated, like something that would have existed in the Roman Empire or maybe even earlier. The whole thing was done privately, behind closed doors, and a verdict was made within a few hours: Petra was to be ejected from the ship, with a ‘life pack’ that would keep her alive for up to one-hundred years as she floated in purgatory.  
 
    My heart fell into my stomach. Vega kept telling me not to think about it, but it just didn’t seem fair. Lagolians gathered to watch the ejection. I didn’t want to see it, so I didn’t go down to the main area where the expulsion was happening, though I did catch a glimpse of the ‘ceremony’ on one of the ship’s screens as I made my way to the mechanics bay to meet with Vega, to head down to Earth for my prom.  
 
    They were blindfolding a crying Petra before fitting her into that stiff suit. God, it was a cruel punishment.  
 
    Around the bend, I saw a familiar face: Britzi, crying, alone. She wiped her tears from her eyes and smiled at me. “Are you okay?” I asked. I could only assume that she was close to one of the deceased girls. 
 
    She nodded her head. “I’ll be fine, Kyrie,” she said softly, gently brushing back her angelic blonde hair.  
 
    “Lose someone?” I asked, though I really didn’t want to prod. 
 
    She shook her head. “We’re living in dark times,” she said. “There’s a lot of hate on this ship.”  
 
    I put my hands into my pockets and stepped towards her. I didn’t know how to console her. I didn’t even know if she wanted to be consoled. “It’s going to get better. We’re not far from Chorus.” 
 
    She let out a small, innocent laugh. “Have fun at your dance, Kyrie,” she said, and I’m not sure how she knew about it. Maybe Vega told her. I didn’t think too much into it. She gave me a small hug and then she quietly zipped down the hallway and around the corner, looking small and harmless.  
 
    I got down to the mechanics bay. Andrei was there, with crutches to hold him up. He was already wearing a tuxedo and a silly little top hat. “Where did you get that?” I asked. 
 
    “I bought this thing two years ago,” he said with a strangely proud smile on his face.   
 
    “But why do you have it here, on the ship?” I asked. I could at least explain why I had my suit. I picked it up for the funeral. But a tux? Andrei wasn’t even planning on going to prom until a few hours earlier.  
 
    “I picked it up weeks ago,” he said. “You never know when you’ll need a nice tux.”  
 
    I opened my mouth to reply, but I had no words for him. His strange reasoning could only be understood by himself. 
 
    Then, I heard the clicking of heels against the metal floor. Andrei and I both looked up at the same moment, seeing her coming from the other end of that bay. Her tight blue dress sparkled. Her freshly-curled blonde hair bounced. She planted each foot down in front of the other like a supermodel walking the Victoria’s Secret Fashion Show. Perfect lines of eyeliner lined her eyelids. Her soft blue eyeshadow glistened in a magical sort of way.  
 
    All of the Lagolians in that bay stopped working to look at her. Her body seemed to glow with an impossible, radiant beauty.  
 
    “V—Vega?” I said, hardly recognizing her. Her pink lips were glossy, and there was a light touch of glitter on her exposed chest. Her ears were pinned back and tucked under her curls. She used a soft blue headband to cover the exposed area where her ears met her head.   
 
    “Are you ready to go down?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded my head. I swear my jaw nearly touched the floor.  
 
    “Well c’mon,” she said, brushing by me. “Let’s go to your dance before we’re late.” I followed her onto that ship like a puppy dog, eager to please its master.  
 
    “You look… damn,” I said, feeling like I needed to wipe sweat off of my forehead. 
 
    “You told me to get dressed up,” she said shyly, without looking at me. 
 
    “You look amazing, Vega,” I said. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, firing up the ship.  
 
    Then I turned to Andrei. “Hey buddy,” I smiled, feeling my face turning warm. “Any chance you can catch a ride down to Earth with someone else? We’ll meet you at the prom.”  
 
    He shrugged his shoulders. “Why?” he said. 
 
    “Just do it,” I said.  
 
    He stared at me for a moment before clueing in. “Oh. Okay. Sure,” he said, turning pink in the face before shuffling off of the ship.  
 
    The ship’s door closed and we lifted off of the ground, turning to face the bay opening. I stepped over to Vega. My nostrils filled with that sweet combination of flowers and vanilla. “I’m just going to warn you that it won’t be long before I’m arrested,” I said. “We’ll probably have time for a dance or two. Maybe you can meet some of my friends.”  
 
    “That sounds fine,” she said. 
 
    “Thanks so much for coming with me,” I said. 
 
    “It’s really my pleasure,” she said. Now, we were drifting away from the moon, fluttering into space on our way to Earth.  
 
    I looked down at her perfect body. Her legs made no sense: legs shouldn’t be so perfect, so smooth, so toned yet so soft at the same time. I put my hands on her waist and turned her to face me. “You’re fucking hot,” I said. 
 
    “I’m pleased that you’re pleased. I put in the effort for you,” she said, looking away with a shy little lip-bite. “I suppose it’s my way of trying to, uh… say… thank you, for everything you’ve done for us.”  
 
    I slid my hand down her thigh so I could feel her smooth skin. Then I slid my hand back up, this time sneaking up her skirt to feel her bum, her panties, and then the soft bulge of her pussy between her legs. “I accept your thanks,” I grinned. “And now this is my way of thanking you for everything you’ve done for me.” I gently rubbed her pussy and she let out a soft moan.  
 
    “I’ll accept your thanks,” she said, reaching down and unzipping my fly. She reached into my pants and fished out my cock, gasping at the sight of it. I throbbed, already half-erect. Then I pushed myself against her and we kissed.  
 
    I did my best not to ruin her perfect makeup job. I tried to focus my attention on her body and not her face. I sucked her chest, her breasts, her nipples. I squeezed her ass and rubbed her thighs and her sides. Instead of pulling down her panties, I picked them out from her slit and pulled them aside, letting them rest next to her plump lips, leaving her hole open for my raging cock.  
 
    She was already dripping by the time I pressed my tip into her hole. I lifted up her right leg, holding it up as I slid into her, stretching out her pussy. She let her head fall back as she let out a moan, so I sucked on her neck, giving her a hickey or two. Then I pumped her, with her tush pressed against the ship’s control panel. I pumped her over and over, sliding my veiny member deeper and deeper into her tight Lagolian hole, until I had every inch inside of her. I could feel her clenching and contracting, using those fine vaginal muscles to give me a massage unlike anything I’d ever had before.  
 
    Then I filled her with cum. She clenched her hole tight, moaning loudly. As I tried to pull out, she reached down and grabbed the base of my cock, stopping me. “Just wait,” she whimpered. “I just—I just want to feel it, deep inside. Oh God, it’s like soft, warm oil. Push it deeper, Kyrie. Please.” So I pushed back into her, pushing my cum deeper into her hole. She moaned louder and louder.  
 
    And there was something about the way that she was convulsing and whimpering that just made me horny all over again. I don’t think I was stopped for more than fifteen seconds before I started pumping her again, and I don’t think I lasted more than two minutes before I was doubling up her filling of ‘soft, warm oil’.  
 
    She held me inside of her for a blissful few minutes, and then she allowed me to pull out, spreading her legs wide and holding her skirt up to ensure no cum got onto her perfect outfit as it splattered onto the ground. I grabbed her a tissue to wipe up her hole before she reset her panties and blushed all over.  
 
    “I’m ready for your prom,” she said, clearing her throat and straightening her outfit. She turned one of the ship’s screens into a mirror to check her makeup and her hair, which was all still perfect. Then, we landed on the roof of the school. Kuzu landed a moment later to drop off Andrei. He blushed as he saw us, and then he joined us on our way down to the gymnasium, which was now decorated with a space theme: dimly lit with dangling planets made by the art students.  
 
    Vega giggled at the cheesy décor. Then she noticed the constellations on the walls, put up by the astronomy club students. She gasped when she noticed Cassiopeia. “Look!” she said, pointing at a crudely cut piece of construction paper in the shape of a star. “It’s Chorus! Let’s go stand over there and take a picture, Kyrie.”  
 
    Andrei took the picture for us. And that was about the moment that people started noticing us. First, they were ogling Vega, in awe of her stunning beauty. Then they noticed me. I heard gasps and saw students pointing at me. I saw a teacher pulling out his phone, and I knew he was calling the cops. Maybe there was some reward for information leading to my arrest, and he was desperate to be the first to make the call—like some Rush fan trying to win concert tickets with a radio contest.  
 
    “Let’s dance before they haul me off,” I said, taking Vega’s hand. I pulled her over to the dance floor. Students moved away from me, almost as if they were scared of me. Maybe people thought I was some deadly bank robber. Maybe they were worried they would be arrested if they came too close to me. 
 
    They stood and watched us dance. I wasn’t a good dancer. Neither was Vega. But we did our best. It was a nice slow song: a good opportunity to put my hands on her hips and feel her body as we swayed to the music. She giggled and I giggled too. We stumbled and tripped over each other a few times, still a bit sluggish from our injuries.  
 
    The song ended and a new song came on: something fast and fun. I spun Vega suddenly, making her gasp. Then I tried to get her to dance like a human, shaking and twisting. We certainly looked like fools, but it was fun.  
 
    And now, everyone was watching us. Police were coming into the gym. They spotted us instantly. But they weren’t so cruel. They let us finish our dance before they pulled me away, and they didn’t handcuff me in front of everyone; they took me into the hallway and did that with only a few dozen people watching.  
 
    “Bye, Kyrie!” Vega said. “Please don’t stay in jail for too long!” 
 
    “I won’t!” I called back as they hauled me off. I passed Ria on my way out. She was just showing up for the dance with Larry, who was wearing a suit that was two sizes too big for his lanky body. They both stopped to stare at me, wide-eyed. I smiled at Ria. “Beautiful dress, Ria,” I said. 
 
    “Thanks, Kyrie…” she said, watching me as I went by. I grinned and winked at her, making her bite her lip and blush all over.  
 
    “Treat her like a princess, Larry!” I called out.  
 
    “O—Okay, Kyrie,” Larry said. And then half the school came out to see me as they shoved me into a police cruiser. They all stood and gossiped with shock and awe on their faces, probably thinking I was going to be locked up for a long time.  
 
    I wasn’t too worried though. I knew they had nothing on me—maybe a few misdemeanors with the whole busting out of confinement thing—and maybe a little bit of resisting arrest. It was nothing that would get me a prison sentence. And if they tried anything like that, I knew the Lagolians would come down to break me out. I was too valuable to stay locked up in a cell.  
 
    I knew that I was probably going to miss a skirmish or two, but then I would be back, ready to fight. And this time, I wasn’t just going to be the team’s sniper. I wasn’t going to be sitting in the back of the map, playing support while someone else called the shots. Now, I was going to take command. Vega and the girls were going to listen to me. 
 
    Together, I knew we were going to take back Chorus and maybe even put an end to the Nekrol invaders.  
 
    TO BE CONTINUED…
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