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Chapter 1

When I woke up, it seemed as if I was crawling out of a grave. Every time I reached out to clear away the darkness I just scooped dirt into my open mouth. I choked on it, and tried to scream, but then I realized that I couldn’t breathe. Panic pushed against my chest heavier than the weight of the dirt piled on top of me. Finally, my hands managed to push through the black, and my head emerged from the darkness of my bed.

I was confused though, because I wasn’t in my bed, or in a grave, I was pouring out of a dark cylinder, and what I thought was dirt and darkness was endless liters of blood.

I coughed with disgust and felt my stomach heave. Vomit poured out of my mouth and carried whatever blood I had swallowed onto the black tile at my feet. I was covered with the ichor, and my nose was filled with the stench of copper.

What the fuck?

The last thing I could remember was making love to Zea and Eve. I’d been a bit exhausted, but I’d still had enough energy to keep up with them for an hour or so. Then we fell asleep in one contented knot of limbs on our bed. Had something happened? Was this a dream? The thoughts angered me, and I glanced around my surroundings for my lovers.

I was in one of the dark super powered asshole overlord, or SAVO as Zea liked to say, temples, and I turned back to the cylinder that had been my prison. It looked just like the one I saw on Uraniel, and I wondered why I came out of it.

I glanced down at my hands and then attempted to wipe some of the blood from my arms. My skin was a pale white underneath the layer of blood as if I was one of the fuckers we were trying to kill. The sight was more than unsettling, and I got to my feet while I tried to wipe the rest of the red liquid off my skin. It felt as if it was made out of oil, and it wasn’t coming off as easily as I wanted.

“Ooaaa gahhh,” A voice spoke from behind me, and I spun around to see a dark woman standing beside the stone cylinder I had just emerged from. Her features were beautiful, and they reminded me of Eve. Her hair was black like obsidian, flowed down to her lower back, and was styled in the same way as my lover’s. She wore a tight black bodysuit that looked similar to the ones we wore on Persephone, and her confident stance reminded me of my friend. Her face was pale, and her eyes were red, but that was where the resemblance between Eve and her ended. My lover’s face was almost always about ready to break into a gentle smile, and her red eyes possessed a calming quality. This woman’s features were sharp, and she glared at me with unmistaken malice.

“Oohh gahh?” she hissed what sounded like a question. One of her pale hands rested on the side of the cylinder, and her nails looked almost like claws.

“Where the fuck are my friends?” I demanded, and my fingers twitched to grab guns that weren’t holstered on my hips.

“Gahhh. Ohh gahh,” the woman took her hand off the cylinder and then stepped toward me. We were only a meter or so apart, so I shifted my legs into my accustomed fighting stance. I didn’t feel the beast in my stomach, in my chest, or in my mind, and I wondered if she had done something to prevent me from shifting.

She stepped closer to me, and I raised my fists to attack her, the SAVO woman didn’t engage me though. Instead, she moved to the side of me and then walked past. I turned to her and was about to knock her head off with my elbow, but then she motioned for me to follow her.

“Gahhh?” she growled a guttural question as she turned to look over her shoulder at me. When I didn’t move to follow her, she beckoned with a long pointer finger and then gestured in the direction that she had been walking. There was a large double doorway at the end of the temple, and I saw a starry night sky outside.

“My friends are out there?” I asked, and the woman nodded before she turned to walk away from me.

She moved about three meters before I followed her. As I walked, I kept my eyes on the various columns lining the sides of the temple. The pulsing red lights from the ceiling actually did little to penetrate the darkness beyond the columns, and I expected all kinds of fuckers to jump out and ambush me at any minute.

The woman in the suit seemed to be ignoring me, and she didn’t turn back to look at me until she had stepped out of the temple. I was still quite a bit behind her, and her eyes narrowed a little.

“Ohh gahhh,” she said as she pointed off in the distance. I stepped into the doorway of the temple so that I was as far away from her as I could get, and then I looked to where the SAVO woman pointed.

It was dark outside since the only light came from the stars. My improved eyes worked fine in the lower light, and I could see a grassy slope leading down from the door of the temple. At the bottom of the slope was what looked like an endless throng of people. They knelt before us with their arms raised over their heads as if they were giving praise.

There were too many people to count, and the even lines where they kneeled seemed to stretch to infinity in all directions. At the front lines, I saw Eve, Zea, Paula, Kasta, Madalena, and Juliette kneeling, but their eyes weren’t fixed on me. They were just staring straight ahead as if they were in a daze.

“Eye yah!” I heard a shout sound above me, and I looked up to the top of the temple. There was a winged woman perched on the tallest spire, and my mind spun from the familiarity of her silver-gold hair, black wings, and beautiful face.

“Eye yahhhh!” she shouted again as she gestured to the dark woman standing beside me.

“Arrrg gahhh,” the SAVO woman’s hand was suddenly wrapped around my bicep, and her nails dug into my skin. She was still looking up at the dark-winged angel on top of the temple, and it felt like she was trying to pull me toward the throng of people.

“Eye yah!” the winged woman shouted again, and then I realized who she was.

“Persephone!” I shouted.

“Ohh gahh,” the woman tugging on my arm growled, and I turned to meet her eyes. She was obviously angry, but her anger seemed directed at the winged woman.

“Fuck you,” I spat at her half a moment before my left fist smashed into her face.

The SAVO woman’s claws tore a chunk out of my bicep as she stumbled away from me. She hadn’t expected me to punch her, and so my fist broke her nose with a crisp snapping sound. She fell to the grass, rolled backward, and then sprung up to her feet with a graceful pounce.

“Gahhhh!” she snarled as she wiped the blood from her nose with the back of her hand. She hunched over into more of a fighting stance, and her eyes began to glow with an evil light.

“Eye yah!” Persephone said, and then I heard her wings flap. I didn’t have time to look at where she was going because the vampire woman snarled and darted toward me.

Her left hand arched out in a sweeping movement, and I stepped out of the way. She was fast, and her nails looked long and sharp, but I’d expected her attack, so she missed me by a few centimeters.

I hopped toward her once her claws missed and punched downward with my right hand. My fist hit her in the left cheek, and she spun away. I had thought that the attack would have knocked her unconscious, or laid her out, but she used the momentum of my hit to spin around and slice at me with the claws of her right hand. I managed to get my arms up in time to block, but her nails ripped across my forearms as if they were razor blades, and I gasped as blood sprung from the wounds.

She followed up her spinning strike with another cut from her left hand, but I was quick enough to get out of the way of this one. I kicked out with my left leg as soon as she’d missed her slash, and my foot caught her in the knee. Unlike her face, her knee felt like it was made out of stone.

But it still crumbled beneath my foot, and she screamed in agony as her leg broke.

I stepped forward to close the bit of distance between us and tried to elbow her in the face. She raised her arm in time though, and then her claws tore into my flesh at the elbow. A scream escaped my mouth, and I brought my left arm around to punch her low on the body.

The vampire woman grunted when I hit her in the stomach, but my knuckles broke against her abs. My fist healed almost instantly, but her body felt like it wasn’t flesh anymore, so I wrapped my hands around her wrists so she couldn’t sink her claws into me.

She was strong, and it took all of my strength to hold onto her while she tried to twist her arms away from me. After she had made two more aborted attempts, she pushed into me, and then tried to bite me on the arm. I was ready for the move, however, and I let go of the arm so that she fell forward a bit farther than she had expected. Next, I brought my elbow down on the back of her skull, drove her head into the grass at our feet, and then dropped a knee into the small part of her back.

She coughed out a scream against the grass and tried to wiggle free of me, but my fists were already smashing into the back of her head. She stopped thrashing when my third punch broke open her skull, but I didn’t stop punching her until her brains coated my fists like lumpy spaghetti sauce.

I stood from her body and looked to Persephone. She landed a meter or so from me and gave me the kind of smile that reminded me I was naked. The dark angel was wearing a black lace bodysuit with a lower skirt part that looked to only be attached to the upper suit in a few places. I opened my arms for her, and our lips devoured each other’s as if we hadn’t eaten in weeks.

It was as if I was in heaven. She wrapped around me like a second skin, and I could feel her endless warmth lull me into a place of contentment. I didn’t want to be anywhere else but here, connected to her.

“Eye yahhhh,” she moaned when we parted and looked toward the endless crowd of people.

“Ahh shit,” I cursed as I pulled my arms from around Persephone. I had forgotten about my friends for a few moments, and I ran down the hill toward them. They were still kneeling, and I felt dread fill my stomach as the distance between us grew smaller.

They weren’t even looking at me run toward them.

“Hey! I’m here!” I shouted ten or so meters before I made it to them. They still didn’t move, though, and my eyes swept across the line of people. My heart jumped in my throat when I saw who was kneeling next to Madalena.

My sister and mother.

“Sis! Mom!” I shouted as I sprinted to them. They were both wearing the simple white outfits the endless crowd wore, and their faces were staring into space as if they were in a daze.

“I’m here! Hey, what’s wrong with you?” I grabbed my sister’s shoulder and started to shake her. Her body flopped around as if she had no strength, and she fell down on the grass when I let go of her.

Then I saw the holes on her neck. They dripped blood down onto the collar of her white shirt, and I pulled her back onto her knees. I hadn’t remembered her skin as being so white, but it was almost the color of her shirt, and her mouth was now open.

Then she started screaming.

So did Mom.

So did my friends.

The sound struck me as an avalanche of terror-filled noise, and I pushed my palms up to my ears to try to mute the shrieks. It didn’t help. If anything, it felt as if the sounds of their screaming were coming from inside of my skull.

I fell to my knees and pushed my face into the long grass. I realized I was screaming along with the horde of people, and it felt as though I couldn’t stop.

The grass where I had pushed my face was wet and warm. I smelled and tasted the copper blood, and I raised my face from the ground with a gasp.

They are all dead.

Their throats were slit open with violent looking gashes, and my entire vision was filled with the sight of tens of thousands of dead people. The blood poured from them and dyed their white clothes a dark red. I turned away from the bodies of my sister and mother and looked to Madalena, Juliette, Kasta, Paula, Zea, and Eve. They are all dead, and even Kasta had red blood flowing from her throat.

Their dead eyes stared at me, and I could see their horror.

“Ohhh gahhh.”

I turned to look up the hill and saw that the SAVO woman was standing. She held Persephone against her, and the black-winged woman screamed as she tried to escape the other woman’s grasp.

“No!” I shouted as I sprinted back up the hill.

“Eye yah!” Persephone screamed, and the other woman began laughing. It was a dark, guttural sound that filled my chest with dread.

I glanced up as I ran and saw the SAVO woman staring down at me. Her eyes glowed an evil red, and she let out one last cackle.

Then she bit into Persephone’s perfect neck and tore a hand-sized chunk of flesh out.

“No!” I screamed as the winged woman reached up to her throat. The blood gushed out of it like a hose, and she let out a surprised gurgle. The SAVO bitch pushed her away, and Persephone fell to the ground in a heap of twitching black wings.

“You fucking bi--” I shouted as I slammed into the obsidian-haired woman. My hands tore at her face, and I willed myself to change into my tiger-man form.

But I couldn’t change.

I was one of them.

“Ohhh gaww,” the woman growled as our arms grabbed each other. I leaned to my left as we grappled and I tried to force her down to the grass where I could pummel her again.

I had never wanted to kill someone so much.

“Ohh gahhh,” she hissed, and Persephone’s blood dribbled out of her mouth.

“Fuck you! You killed them. I’ll kill you!” I had felt strong against her before, but I wasn’t able to force her down to the ground anymore. It seemed like I was trying to tackle a mountain.

“No, Adammmm,” she hissed as she smiled. “Youuuu kiiiilled theemmm.”

My heart skipped a beat, and my body went numb. I was frozen with shock, and the woman used the opportunity to capture me with a bear hug. She looked too small to fit her arms around my chest, but she somehow did, and I could feel her start to squeeze the air out of my lungs.

“Your bitchesss dieddd tooo sssavve yoooouuu,” she growled through smiling teeth. “But now you are mine.”

Then the dark woman kissed my neck, and I could feel her teeth pierce my flesh with a mixture of agony and pleasure.

“Ahhhhhhhhh!” I screamed as I jumped out of her arms.

But her arms were really the sheets of my bed, and I was alone in my room.

“Fuck,” I sighed as I fought against the fear cascading down my spine.

I was covered in sweat, and the terror was causing my body to shiver as if I was back on Nordar - 13 - a.

I untangled myself from my sheets and let out a long sigh. That nightmare felt more than real, and the details of it were clear in my mind. I knew I often had dreams, but they became harder to remember once I woke up, so I did my best to try to commit the details of this one to my memory while I untangled myself from my sheets.

“Eye yahhh,” I heard a whisper in my ear as soon as the bed sheets were off my body, and I stopped my movement. I felt her breath in my ear, but I couldn’t smell anything besides the scent of Zea’s, Eve’s, and my passion.

“Persephone?” I asked without turning my head around to look behind me.

“Eye yah,” she whispered again, and I felt hands slide under my arms and circle my bare chest. Her touch caused the terror to leave my body, and my muscles instantly relaxed. I actually did slump backward, and her body pressed against the skin of my back.

I risked a look down to my chest and saw her arms around me. Her sleeves were made of the black lace material I recalled from the dream, and her smooth, creamy skin seemed to glow in the empty spaces of the fabric. Her fingers rested against my pectoral muscles, and I reached up with my own hands so I could cup hers. I expected her to disappear as soon as I touched her, and I let out a short exhale of surprise when I felt her skin beneath my palms.

“It was a nightmare,” I said since I didn’t know what else to say.

“Eye yah,” she said, but I couldn’t tell if that was her agreeing or disagreeing with me.

“It wasn’t that crazy bitch trying to send me a message, was it?” I asked.

I felt Persephone’s head lean against the back part of my neck, and she sighed.

“How do they know about me?” I asked, but Persephone just squeezed me tighter.

“How do they--” I turned to my bed to ask her, but her hands disappeared from under mine, and the feeling of her head against my neck was instantly gone. I didn’t see anyone behind me in my bed, nor did I see any pressure on the mattress where she would have kneeled to hold me.

“It would be a lot easier if you weren’t so bashful,” I snickered as I got up from my bed and walked to my bathroom. I had no idea how long I’d been asleep, but I was in desperate need of a shower, and it only took half a moment to get the water to the exact temperature I wanted.

I replayed the dream in my head a half dozen times as I tried to puzzle through its meaning. Finally, I made a note to talk to Eve about it. She would probably be able to decipher a meaning from it. Even if she couldn’t see the beautiful woman Eve would probably know how to relieve my fears. The words the SAVO said bothered me, but that could have just been my own subconscious mind trying to warn me.

Instead, I thought of Zea and Eve. The memories of our last bout of lovemaking pushed my nightmare to the back of my mind, and I spent the remainder of my time in the shower recalling all the pleasure we had given each other. I was beyond grateful to see them again, and I ensured they each knew of that fact six or so times.

I finished washing, hit the air dryer button, and then brushed my teeth. Madalena’s personal possessions were still set next to the other sink, and I wondered if Eve, Zea, and the Vaish woman had talked through things yet. I also wondered if Eve and Madalena had felt my emotions during my dream.

Guess I would find out soon.

I walked back into my room naked and then walked to my closet. Madalena’s clothes were still hanging on the opposite side of the small room, but I also saw a bunch of smaller space suits and a few pairs of Zea’s outfits hanging. There was a clear space of division between the three sets of clothes, and I realized my mouth was hanging open. Were Zea and Eve okay with Madalena? I imagined that if they weren’t the Prime Valkyrie’s clothes would have been removed.

I put on my flight suit, and then moved back into my room. I didn’t see my pistols or revolver on the chair where I normally tossed them, so I guessed someone had placed them back in the armory. I thought about double checking my room again, but I realized I was stalling, and I walked out into the hallway that led to the elevator and bridge.

There was no one in the bridge by the map and gunner’s stations, but I found Nikki, Mikhael, and Josefinna sitting in the three pilot seats up front. They stood at attention when they saw me, and I gave them a nod.

“Greetings, my lord,” they said in unison.

“Hey guys,” I replied. “Where is everyone?”

“The Prime Valkyrie gave us leave while we were in hyperdrive,” Mikhael answered.

“How long until we are out?” I asked.

“Another forty-five minutes,” Nikki said.

“Huh, I’ve been asleep for that long?” I did the math in my head and figured I had to of been asleep for at least thirty hours.

“Yes, my lord,” Mikhael answered.

“I’m surprised no one tried to wake me.”

“Eve told us not to, my lord,” Mikhael said.

“Look, guys, you can call me Adam or Captain. You don’t need to use ‘my lord.’ It just makes me feel like an asshole.”

“Okay, Adam,” Mikhael said, and I wondered if the man was warming up to me.

“Do you know where Eve, or Zea, or Paula, or Kasta is?” I asked.

“The twin women are in the hold working with the thrall- I mean Hegeia, Uma, and Waiola.” Mikhael replied.

“The Prime Valkyrie, Zea, and Eve are in the galley,” Josefinna said, and I felt a bit of nervousness flow from the three of them. It was a faint sensation, and I realized I already knew where Madalena was; I could feel her in the ship.

“What’s wrong?” I asked them.

“Nothing, Captain,” Josefinna said, but I guessed what the problem was as soon as the words left her mouth.

“You all don’t need to worry about Eve,” I said. “She isn’t like the Draugr. She’s kind, honest, and respects others.

“Yes, Captain,” Josefinna said with a nod, but I knew I hadn’t quite reassured her. It was a bit odd to know that these Vaish warriors were afraid of Eve, but the woman was incredibly powerful, and she could read minds, so it made sense.

“I’ll go talk to them,” I said, and the three Nordar warriors nodded at me before they returned to their pilot seats.

I walked to the elevator and took it to the second floor. Then I made my way to the galley. I found the three women sitting at the main dining room table, and they smiled at me when I walked in.

“Hey,” I said as I grinned at the three women. They sat in the far corner of the table, and there was a bottle of wine opened along with three glasses, so I guessed they must have worked out their differences.

But when I saw the expressions on their faces, I knew that my guess was wrong.

“Hey, Kitty Boy,” Zea said as the three women stood to greet me, “we were just talking.” Zea turned to Eve.

“Yes,” Eve frowned a bit and gestured for me to sit at the table.

“I will get you a glass, my lord,” Madalena said as she stepped toward the cabinet on the far side of the kitchen.

“No, I can grab--” Zea started to say, but Madalena was already in the kitchen, and she pulled a glass and another bottle of wine from the storage cabinets.

“I can make an educated guess about the topic of your conversation,” I said as I took the glass from Madalena. The Prime Valkyrie was wearing her tight black uniform, and my two lovers were wearing Persephone’s gray and black flight suits. I realized that my heart was hammering in my chest, and I sat down while Madalena poured me a glass of wine.

“Are you hungry, my lord? I will make you breakfast,” Madalena said after she finished pouring me wine.

“Arrrgh,” Zea moaned as she rolled her eyes. “Cut it out with the bullshit, Madalena.”

“It is not bullshit, Zea,” the Vaish woman crossed her arms over her chest, and her cold eyes narrowed at the hacker.

“Uhh, yeah, it is. We’ve been going around in fucking circles for like two days. Adam isn’t your lord. Just stop.”

“Let us hold our discussion for a few moments,” Eve said as she raised her hand to silence Madalena’s next words. “We were not there for him when he awoke, and now we are arguing over making him a meal.”

“I’m not--” Zea started to say, but Eve raised an eyebrow, and the blonde woman closed her mouth with a snap.

“All three of us love Adam, and he loves us. There is a solution to this, but first, Adam should eat.”

“I’m fine,” I said. “I want to work this out with the three of you.”

“Wait,” Zea said as she raised her hand. “Eve, you keep saying that Adam loves Madalena, but I don’t believe you. Here he is.” The blonde woman turned to me and then gestured with both of her hands to the Prime Valkyrie. “Do you really love her?”

“He doesn’t have a choice,” Eve said. “I told you their bond is--”

“I don’t fucking believe that!” Zea shouted as she slapped her hand down on the table. “Adam, tell me this isn’t true.”

The three women turned to me.

Do not lie to her. It will hurt her worse later. I have been trying to help her come to terms with this, but Madalena is not very helpful.

“Hey!” Zea hissed as she looked to Eve. “I can tell when you two are talking to each other. Stop it. Let him tell me.”

“Zea,” I said. “I love you, and Eve.” This wasn’t the conversation I wanted to have right when I woke up, and I took a small sip of wine in an attempt to loosen the tightness in my throat.

“Yeah,” Zea said as she shook her head. “I know that. So what about her?”

“I haven’t figured it out yet,” I admitted as I turned to Madalena. The brunette met my eyes, and I could feel her love pour from her body and wrap around me.

I turned back to Zea quickly.

“So… uhhh two women isn’t enough for you?” the hacker asked as she crossed her arms. “Fuck it, we should just ask Paula and Kasta to jump into bed with us too. How about Juliette? We are going to Queen’s Hat and I know she wants to fuck you. And those three Swedish meatballs? What are their names? Hega, Uma, and Wailee or something? They are pretty, and when they talk about you, they all get this dreamy look in their eyes, especially the blonde one. Ugh.”

“Zea, this is not Adam’s fault,” Eve said.

“Yeah, it’s her fault,” Zea said as she pointed across the table at Madalena.

“I have apologized,” Madalena said. “I did not know Adam was--”

“You did not ask,” Eve interrupted her.

“I do not need to ask. I am the Prime Valkyrie. I wanted your man, and now he is mine.” Madalena’s words were sudden, and both Zea and Eve’s eyes opened wide.

“Hey, I can’t help but feel that the three of you were having a civil discussion before I walked in here.” I stood from the table and stepped between the dark-haired women.

“We were, but now we are not,” Madalena said. “I will make you breakfast, Adam. These two can leave, or they can stay and observe how a wife takes care of her husband.”

“You haughty bitch,” Zea growled. “You aren’t married to him--”

“Wait,” Eve held up her hand, and the blonde woman closed her mouth. “We have gone around in circles while Adam has been sleeping and not reached a resolution.”

“There isn’t a resolution which doesn’t involve her leaving. Her and her fucking crew.” Zea’s jaw tensed after she finished speaking, and her blue eyes bore twin lasers into Madalena.

“Do you want that?” Eve asked. “We are on the same side, and Madalena rules a kingdom with thousands of starships in their navy.”

“She’s not doing a lot of kingdom ruling while she cooks Adam breakfast,” Zea sighed. “I just can’t believe you are fine with this, Eve.”

“I am not,” the vampire said as she turned toward the Prime Valkyrie. “Especially since I can read Madalena’s thoughts.”

“You do not need to use your magic on me, Eve. I have been honest with you.”

“Yes, you have. That is why you are still alive.” Eve’s eyes seemed to glow a bit, and I felt anger roll off Madalena.

“You are still alive because Adam has told me he loves you, and I obey my husband.”

“That’s enough,” I said as I put my hands on Madalena and Eve’s shoulders. The tension in the room was denser than sand, and it hadn’t seemed to be that way before I walked in. My presence definitely caused the women to begin bickering.

“I’m going to make myself breakfast, you three are going to go cool off somewhere else on the ship. Separately.”

“They can leave,” Madalena said. “I will prepare you a meal.”

“Uhh, he just sa--”

“No, Madalena,” I interrupted Zea’s snarky response. “I’ll eat alone. We’ll be out of hyperdrive in about half an hour. I want you all to meet me back on the bridge when we start warpdrive.”

“Let us go speak with Kasta and Paula,” Eve said to Zea.

“Yeah, whatever,” the hacker said. She shot Madalena a frown and then gave me a half smile. Then she walked with Eve to the kitchen exit. They stopped a few feet from the doorway and then turned to face Madalena. The Prime Valkyrie crossed her arms and then looked to me. I could sense her conflicting emotions. It was jealousy, sadness, anger, and love in a tight knot.

“Look, Madalena, you have to go.” The tone of my voice was firm but no more than it needed to be.

“My place is by your side. If you do not want me, order me dead; it would be easier.” She walked away from me without saying another word.

Zea and Eve stepped aside so the Prime Valkyrie could exit.

“Did she just say what I thought she said?” Zea asked.

“Yes,” Eve replied. “Let us leave Adam alone for a bit.”

“The bitch is gone. We should just stay. I’ll fucking cook him some food.”

“No,” I said. “That’s fine, Zea. I told her to leave because you were leaving.”

“We will figure out how to get past this with Madalena, Adam,” Eve said. “She is a good person at the core. Just selfish.”

“And arrogant,” Zea said.

“And she’s my wife,” I said. “I won’t let her talk about either of you that way, so don’t talk about her like that.”

“Uhh, she’s not your wife, Kitty Boy; she forced herself on you.”

“But now we are married, forced or not,” I said with a sigh. “Look. Let’s just get to Queen’s Hat. I need some time to think about all this, and you three obviously need more time to talk to each other. I don’t intend to sleep with Madalena, but we can help each other. The woman is loyal to me, and she has a navy behind her. If we want to live through this battle with the SAVO, we are going to need her help.”

“You are right,” Eve said, and then she turned to Zea. “Shall we?”

“Ugh. Fine.” The blonde hacker took the vampire’s hand, and they each gave me a small wave before they walked from the galley.

I went to the fridge, grabbed a cut of steak, and threw it in a pan with some butter, salt, and pepper. I liked my meat as rare as possible, so I only let each side sizzle for a few seconds before setting it on a plate.

“Adam, we are preparing to exit hyperdrive,” Nikki said over my transponder as soon as I started to cut into my meal.

“How long will we be in warpdrive before we reach Queen’s Hat?” I asked as I shoveled a large cut of steak into my mouth. It was just a bit warm in the middle, and my stomach roared with angst when my taste buds fired.

“Sixteen minutes,” she replied.

“Alright,” I said after I took a long drink of water. “Engage warpdrive as soon as we are out of hyper. Call the crew to the bridge. I’ll be there as soon as I finish eating.”

“Understood,” she said, and then the transponder beeped to let me know she had cut communications.

“Eye yahhhhh,” a voice whispered behind me. Her voice sounded concerned, and I spun around with surprise. Persephone wasn’t there of course, and I wondered if her words had been a warning.

Did she not want me to go to Queen’s Hat?
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Chapter 2

“Adam,” Calisto greeted me with a salute as soon as I walked onto the bridge. Lux, Milda, Josefinna, and Mikhael were sitting at the gunner stations, and they all stood to salute me.

“At ease.” I paused and surveyed the bridge.

They returned my nod and sat back in their chairs. I made my way to the front of the bridge and saw the rest of the bridge crew. Nikki was in the pilot’s seat where Zea normally sat, Zea was sitting to her right where Eve usually sat, and Paula was in her customary position left of Nikki. Madalena sat on the officer’s chairs left of center, Eve sat right of center, and Kasta sat right of Eve.

“Hello ladies,” I said as Madalena and Nikki stood for me. The other women looked at them with surprise, but then Zea and Eve both rose, and the twins followed their example.

“Greetings, my lord,” Madalena said quickly, and then my other friends greeted me.

“I’ve been asleep for a while, what is the status of the women we saved from GUAAY - 23 - c, and Aurain - 15 - b?”

“We have them four to a room,” Kasta said. “They are in good spirits. However, none of them actually wish to return to their homes.”

“I can understand not wanting to go back to GUAAY - 23 - c, but is Aurain - 15 - b also a shit hole?” I asked as I sat in my chair between Madalena and Eve.

“From their description, it is less of a shithole and more that they were destitute, and there was little chance of them having a good life, even if we did return them,” the android replied.

“So we need to find homes for all of them?” I asked.

“Yes,” Kasta replied. “I thought we could drop them off at Uraniel when we deliver food, or we could visit Jatal again, he might also need more food.”

“Yeah, both good options, and we need to visit them both before we figure out where we are going next. We’ll ask Juliette about the shipment she promised to make to Uraniel. Depending on the size, we’ll go back to Jatal and give him another shipment of food. I imagine the work on the mine will be tough, but Jatal will treat them fair.”

“Great minds think alike,” Kasta winked at me and then tapped on her head.

“What else?” I asked them.

“My lord,” Madalena said. “We should return to Nordar - 13 as soon as possible so you may complete your rite of passage and take your place as king of the Vaish clan.”

“Oh, hooray,” Zea spat from her pilot’s seat next to Nikki. “Let’s hang the man we love from his neck for nine days. Aren’t you two newlyweds? I thought killing the husband was just metaphorical.”

“Adam will survive,” Madalena said with a shrug. “I am surprised you have so little faith in him. I know he is sent by Odin, and will only become stronger at the end of the rite.”

“I have plenty of faith in Adam,” Zea said as her eyes narrowed.

“Nikki, how long until we arrive at Queen’s Hat?” I asked to change the subject.

“Seven minutes, Adam,” the blonde pilot replied.

“Alright,” I said. “How are we on supplies?” I asked, and I realized that I didn’t know who was quartermaster.

“Persephone is fine with weapons and ammunition,” Madalena said. “Our food supplies are down to ninety percent. Water is down to eighty-seven percent.”

“How are we on rhodium? We’ll need to restock while we are on--”

“My lord,” Madalena said. “The trip back to Nordar - 13 will be swift, and we can restock Persephone there.”

“I haven’t decided where we are going, Madalena.”

The woman’s cold eye stared at me, and I could feel her frustration.

“Look, you said your admirals would handle your father. Or didn’t he escape? I need some time to plan my next steps, and warping back to Nordar - 13 is going to tie us up in your struggle.”

“It is your struggle as well,” she said. “It will be your kingdom, as soon as you pass the rite.”

“It’s like talking to a broken service drone,” Zea sighed from her seat, and I noticed Nikki’s eyes narrow at the blonde hacker.

“How much rhodium do we have?” I asked Madalena.

“Two kilograms,” the Vaish woman replied, and I heard my friends gasp.

“I changed my mind, kind of, Madalena and her friends can hang out with us. Can I go get a spa treatment on Queen’s Hat?” Zea leaned over Nikki’s seat to look at Paula. “Do they have those?”

“Yep,” Paula said with a grin. “I’m coming, too.”

“We have hot baths and massages in my battle fortress,” Madalena said. “You all will be pampered once we return.” I could feel a bit of pride come from her.

“Except Adam will not be,” Eve said, “and we have work to do.”

“Right,” I agreed as I thought about how I was going to get these women to cooperate. “Nikki, time?”

“Three minutes,” the pilot replied.

“Inform all passengers to prepare for warpdrive exit.”

“Yes, Adam,” Nikki said, and then she spoke the command into Persephone’s announcement system as I turned to the Prime Valkyrie.

“Madalena, you will be responsible for resupplying Persephone. Paula, Kasta, Eve, Zea, and I will visit our friend on the station. We’ll be back in a few hours, and I’ll have a plan for our next step.”

“Adam,” Madalena said quickly, “I can delegate such a task to one of the crew members who has submitted to me. My preference is to remain by your side.” I could feel her dismay even though her face betrayed no emotion.

“That is fine,” I said. “You can remain on Persephone while we visit our friend. I have not seen my friends in eighteen days, and wish to speak with them about the changes in our life.” I gestured over my shoulder with my thumb to point to the rest of Madalena’s crew.

“Understood,” the Prime Valkyrie said, but her anger rolled off her like lava, and she turned her gray eyes from me so she could stare at Persephone’s blank display screen.

I saw Zea open her mouth to speak, but then she glanced at me, closed her mouth, and turned around to sit in her chair. She probably figured that a snarky response directed at Madalena wouldn’t help anything now.

I’d spoken, and my women needed to follow my orders.

“Thirty seconds,” Nikki said after a few moments of silence, and I moved to buckle my harness.

“Everyone to battle stations,” I said.

“Battle stations!” Madalena repeated.

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie!” the shouted behind us.

“Are they going to do that every time she tells them to--” Zea started to say, but then we exited warpdrive and arrived at Queen’s Hat.

A small part of me expected the massive hat-shaped station to be under attack from Elaka Nota still, but the megacorp would have had to send an armada, and there was no visible damage to the station. It looked just as it had the other times we journeyed here, and I felt my shoulders relax.

“Zea, run a scan on the docked ships,” Madalena ordered.

“Uhh…” the blonde hacker raised an eyebrow and gave the Prime Valkyrie a surprised look.

“I can ask Nikki to do it, or Paula,” the brunette woman said flatly.

“Adam?” Zea narrowed her eyes as she looked at me.

“It’s fine. I know you were about to do it anyways.” I gave her a smile, and she nodded.

“Running scanners,” Zea said as she turned back around to her terminal. “Looks good so far.”

“Yeah, nothing is jumping out at me,” I said as I watched the green text scroll down the side of Persephone’s screen. None of it said Elaka Nota, Lith Dae, or Alloprize. I didn’t really expect the last two corporations to make an appearance on Queen’s Hat, but paranoia was a good survival technique.

“They are sending us a message,” Zea said.

“Pass it through; audio only,” Madalena replied, and Zea’s head spun around so that she could look at me.

“Yeah, it’s fine, Zea,” I said, and the hacker glared at me before she turned around.

You will need to establish a clear chain of command. I am sure you can understand what the Prime Valkyrie is attempting.

I nodded at Eve but then turned my attention back to the screen.

“Persephone, this is Queen’s Hat. Welcome back,” a woman’s voice said.

“Glad to be back. Do you have a dock for us?”

“Yes, head to E-24. Bearing 24.5 and -897.4.”

“Do you have anything in B harbor?” I asked.

“Negative, Persephone. We are doing some maintenance there. Please proceed to the bearings.”

Zea and Paula turned around to look at me, and I made the motion for Zea to mute the line.

“What do you think?” I asked.

“There are… ten open docks in B harbor,” Zea said as she danced her fingers across the controls of her terminal.

“Paula and Kasta, does that sound right?” I asked the twins. “Would they repair ten docks at the same time?”

“I don’t know much about their dock repairing procedures,” Paula said.

“Me either,” Kasta admitted, and then she turned to Zea. “Are they next to each other?”

“Kind of,” the hacker said with a shrug.

“What do you suspect?” Madalena asked.

“I told you about our last visit,” I replied.

“You suspect Elaka Nota has taken over the station?” she raised an eyebrow.

“I’m probably just being paranoid,” I admitted.

“There is no such thing as too much paranoia with Elaka Nota,” Zea said after she cleared her throat. “What should we do?”

“You could return to Nordar - 13,” Madalena suggested. “We would crush them if they chose to follow.”

“It is probably nothing,” I said. “Zea, unmute please.” She waved her hand after I pressed a button on her controls.

“Queen’s Hat, can you patch us into Lieutenant Colonel Larns?” I asked.

“I will inquire, you have special status with us, so I have authority to page her.”

“Thanks,” I replied, and then we waited for a few minutes.

“I’m sorry, Persephone,” the voice finally said. “The Lieutenant Colonel is in a meeting. Will you be docking with us today?”

“How long will she be in a meeting for?” I asked.

“I am unsure, Persephone. I’m traffic control. Her assistant didn’t tell me.”

“Can I speak with her assistant?” I asked.

There was a pause for a few moments, and Zea started to shake her head.

“This is Constable Smith,” a voice answered, and I sighed when I recognized the voice of Juliette’s assistant.

“Hey Constable, this is Adam, from Persephone. Just wanted to make sure that everything on the station was fine. We couldn’t reach Larns, and they are directing us to harbor E. Is everything alright?”

“Yes, Adam. We are good.” His voice didn’t sound strained, but I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

Something was wrong.

“You all got rid of Elaka Nota after we left?” I asked.

“Yes, Adam. Was easy. We cleaned them out, no problem. Captain Larns is in a meeting with the council talking about beefing up our security so that we can’t get attacked again.”

“Great. We’ll dock shortly,” I said, and then I motioned for Zea to cut the connection.

“He called her ‘Captain,’” Eve observed.

“Hmmm,” Kasta said. “I didn’t spend a lot of time with Smith, but he seemed pretty buttoned up, he must have called Juliette Lieutenant Colonel some dozen times.”

“Yeah, fuck this. This is a trap,” Zea groaned.

“We should return to Nordar - 13,” Madalena said.

“Hey, one track mind Viking babe, we’ve got a lot of other places to go besides the place where Adam is gonna hang. Give it a rest.” Zea rolled her eyes. It was apparent that she wasn’t intimidated by Madalena.

It was probably because Zea had not yet seen the Prime Valkyrie kill dozens of people in a few seconds.

“Zea, have you completed the scan of all the ships docked at Queen’s Hat?” I asked.

“Awww, no,” Zea admitted. “I need Nikki to fly around the other side.”

“Nikki, please fly around,” Madalena said, and Zea smirked.

We watched the screen for fifteen seconds, and then the hacker chuckled “I bet the whole fucking Elaka Nota armada is on the other side of Queen’s Hat hiding from us.”

“How would they know where we would exit from warp or hyperdrive?” Paula asked.

“Ahh. Good point,” Zea said as she scrunched her nose. Then the hacker looked at her terminal and moaned. “Queen’s Hat is sending us communications again, probably because we aren’t sticking to their heading.”

“Pass it through; audio only,” Madalena said again, and I saw Zea’s slender shoulders stiffen.

“It’s fine, Zea,” I said, and the hacker pressed a button on her controls.

“Persephone, you are not taking the instructed heading,” the woman’s voice said.

“Sorry about that, Queen’s Hat. We’ll be on your heading in…” I paused as I looked at Nikki, and she flashed me five fingers three times. “Fifteen seconds.”

“Fine,” she replied, and then I motioned for Zea to turn off the communications.

“We have to head to this side anyways to dock,” Zea said. “We just aren’t on their heading.”

“Any sign of Elaka Nota?” I asked.

“Should have it in… there!” Zea gestured to the screen. “No Elaka Nota docked.”

“Perhaps they are not on the station?” Kasta asked. “Our suspicions rest on them sending us to District E instead of B, and Constable Smith calling Juliette a Captain.”

“I agree with the android,” Madalena said. “It seems doubtful your enemies are here. However, I would prefer we return to Nordar - 13.”

“First of all, her name is Kasta,” Zea said. “Not ‘android.’”

“It’s fine,” the blonde android said as she waved her hands.

“I apologize,” Madalena said.

“Second of all, you don’t know Elaka Nota. These fucks are probably waiting to spring a trap on us as soon as we dock. They will capture Eve and Adam for their experiments, take back Persephone, and then kill the rest of us.” Zea crossed her arms and shook her head at the screen.

“Paula?” I asked as I looked at the twin engineer.

“Hmmm,” she said as she brushed back her hair. “If it is Elaka Nota, Kasta and I can pilot some drones into the harbor. We’d be able to tell. Then we can blast out of here. It’s not like the dock can keep us trapped.”

“Good point,” I said as I turned to Eve.

“Elaka Nota is powerful, but I do not know if they could take over all of Queen’s Hat in three weeks,” the vampire woman said. “I also worry that if they have, Juliette and all of the other innocents on this station are in danger.”

“Juliette’s a big girl,” Zea said. “She can handle herself.”

I looked at the blonde hacker, and she deflated a bit.

“Yeah. Fine. Fuck. I don’t want to leave her if she is in trouble. We should figure out what is going on. Might not be a big deal.”

“Shall I dock?” Nikki asked.

“Yeah,” I replied. “Everyone else, grab a weapon, meet in the hold, and hope we don’t have to save Queen’s Hat again.”
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Chapter 3

Minutes later, the group was in the armory picking out weapons and putting on armor. The room was big enough for all of us to fit, but Madalena’s warriors really didn’t need to occupy themselves with putting on armor, so my friends and I got a few moments alone in the corner while we put on our plates.

“I don’t like this,” Zea said again.

“I know,” I replied.

“I know you know. I’m saying it again because I want you to know that I know that you know that I know.”

“The drones will be able to see,” I said.

“Yeah, okay,” Zea sighed.

“If we encounter someone, I can read their thoughts and find out what is going on,” Eve said.

“Ahh, good point,” Zea replied. “Sorry, I’m just feeling super paranoid.”

“No,” I said. “It’s fine. We all should be paranoid.”

I finished putting on my armor before the women, so I helped Eve with her back plates. Next, I did the same for Zea, Paula, and Kasta. As soon as I finished, I turned around to find Madalena waiting for me with my ammo belt in her hand.

“I will assist you, my lord,” she said as she reached around my hips with the belt.

“That’s okay,” I said as I waved the gun belt away. “I intended to go to the security door unarmed.”

“Huh?” Zea said.

“We aren’t allowed to carry weapons on the station, remember? We need to get the door opened. Kasta, you and I will approach the docking security door without weapons. As soon as they open the door, you’ll send your drones through to scout. We’ll retreat if we need to. If it looks clear, Eve will move up and try to read some minds out there.” My explanation sounded beyond paranoid, but every time I let my guard down we got punched in the face, and I was sick of it. Everything was going to be tightly run from now on, even if it cost us some time.

“Everyone loaded up?” I asked after my friends grabbed rifles and ammo belts.

“We are ready,” Madalena said as she gestured to her team. Nikki was still in the pilot’s seat, but Mikhael, Josefinna, Lux, Milda, and Calisto were holding their pulse rifles, and I could feel a bit of excitement rolling off them.

“We are as well,” Eve said as she gestured to Zea, Paula, and Kasta. My friends held our conventional rifles, even though there were plenty pulse weapons available.

“Alright. Everyone but Kasta and I will post at the hull exit. Let’s go.”

The team followed me out, and we walked down the hallway to the hold.

“Adam,” Nikki said over our transponders. “I have docked. The harbor tube is attaching.”

“Thanks, Nikki. Get ready to warpdrive out of here if we run into problems.”

“What destination?”

“We’ll return to Nordar - 13,” I said after a moment of thought, and I felt pleasure roll off Madalena.

“Ugh. Adam?” Zea gasped, but I just shook my head at her.

“I will set it,” Nikki replied as we reached the hold. As soon as we stepped into the space, five of Kasta’s drones floated toward us and came to hover over the android woman.

“I’m going to control one of the knight-drones,” Paula said as she gestured to one of the massive robots that sat beside the shuttles.

“Good idea,” I said as the Vaish warriors spread out through the hold to cover the bay doors. Our hold was organized, but there were still plenty of food crates, shuttles, and the APC to take cover behind.

I gestured for Kasta to come with me, and we approached Persephone’s exit door. It irised open when we were within two meters, and we walked down the ramp toward the security door at the end of the tube. Once we were there, I pressed on the button and then waited for the harbor security to answer.

“Persephone?” a man asked from the intercom, and we looked up at the camera.

“That’s us,” I said.

“You know the rules?” he asked.

“Yeah, we aren’t armed,” I said.

“Trading rhodium again?”

“Yeah,” I said. “We’ve got a hundred grams, so we shouldn’t have the docking fee, correct?”

“Correct. Welcome to Queen’s Hat.” The door opened, and I stepped aside in the tunnel. So that I wasn’t standing in front.

Kasta knew the plan, and her five drones dove through the doorway as soon as I stepped aside. She gasped a few seconds after the drones plunged through. There was silence for a few moments, and then she shrugged. “Looks clear, there are people in the harbor, but I don’t see anything out of place.”

“You sure?” I asked.

“Yeah, give me another minute though.” The android’s mouth wiggled a bit, and her eyes got a far-off look.

I gestured back to the team in Persephone’s hold to wait for a few minutes, and then Kasta shrugged.

“I don’t see anything out of the ordinary.”

“Alright. We’ll go out with Eve,” I said. The vampire was already walking down the ramp, and she gave me a small smile when she reached me.

“Check the clerk at the station first,” I said as the three of us walked through the tunnel and into the harbor.

“Yes,” Eve said. “Hmm. He doesn’t seem to know anything unusual. I will check the crowd.” We waited for a few moments as the throng of visitors, traders, and travelers walked through the massive harbor. No one seemed to exhibit any more than the usual tense behavior that I’d expect when being in a crowded space harbor.

“Nothing out of the ordinary,” Eve said at last, and I felt some of the tension in my shoulders relax.

“Okay, I guess we are good for now.” I smiled at my two friends and then pressed on my transponder button. “Zea and Paula, you are clear to come out. Madalena, you have command over Persephone until I return. Restock what you can and be ready to depart soon.”

“Yes, my lord,” Madalena replied. Her voice was flat, and I was too far away from her to feel her emotions.

“Alright,” Zea said, and I looked back through the tunnel to watch her and Paula walk toward us. They closed the security door behind them, and then the five of us stood in a circle while the crowd walked around us.

“Feels like old times,” Zea said as her face split into a wide smile.

“Yeah, like four weeks ago,” Paula chuckled.

“Damn, yeah. Feels like forever though.” The hacker smiled at the other blonde women, and then they turned to me.

“We’ll have to take the tube train into District B,” I said as I gestured to where most of the crowd was walking.

“We should grab dinner, or lunch, or whatever,” Zea said as we walked.

“Yes,” Eve said as the twins nodded. “I have told everyone about what Adam went through, but he might wish to explain in his own words.”

“I’m sure you did a fine job,” I said. “I’m just happy we are all together again. I missed all of you, and there wasn’t a second where I didn’t worry about you.”

“Even us?” Kasta asked.

“Of course!” I laughed. “I saw you fake unconsciousness when the men used their darts on you. It was a relief. I hoped you’d be able to help everyone escape.”

“Ha!” the android laughed. “I counted a dozen darts on you, and everyone else was unconscious. I figured it would be the best way to help. I was worried they would try to kill you when you passed out, but then you made it up to Persephone.”

“How long was everyone out?” I asked hesitantly. My friends didn’t seem to be traumatized from their abduction, so I guessed that they hadn’t been sexually assaulted, but I didn’t know how to ask the question without feeling the rage pour through my body.

“They loaded us in our cells and went into the atmosphere,” Kasta explained. “We jumped into hyperspace a few minutes after. They put us all together in a metal cell with patches on our arms to administer the drugs. I pulled them off a few minutes after they left us and then used water from the sink in the cell to splash on everyone’s face.”

“We were all a bit fucked up when we awoke,” Zea said. “But we got straight a few minutes later. Then, well, you can guess the rest.” Zea smirked and then looked at Eve.

“They were evil men. I do not regret murdering them. The only regret I carry is that they died too fast.” The vampire’s nose scrunched a bit, and the other three women nodded.

We reached the platform for the train and stepped inside. The walk had relaxed the tension on my mind, and I was able to focus on enjoying the company of my friends. I was overjoyed to be around them, and we quickly fell into a discussion about where we would eat once we got into District B. Paula and Kasta were locals and had a few recommendations, but we finally decided to eat in the casino steakhouse where Zea and I first shared a meal together.

“Should we bring Juliette along?” Zea asked after we decided.

“I’m surprised you’d ask,” Paula said with a smirk.

“Hey, I’m just trying to be polite. She’s a bitch, but…” Zea rolled her eyes. “Okay, I kind of like her. She’s fine. Just annoying. I’m okay either way. Whatever Adam wants.”

“I’d prefer to spend time with you four,” I said, and they all smiled. “It sounded like Juliette was in a meeting, anyway.”

“Are you hungry now?” Zea asked. “You just ate a bit ago?”

“I’m always hungry,” I smirked at her, and her beautiful face turned bright red.

“Won’t your wife get angry at you for having dinner with four other women?” Paula joked as she elbowed me in the chest armor.

“Ugh,” Kasta moaned. “So annoying.”

“Uhh, why are you annoyed?” Zea asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Because the Viking babe cut in line,” the android said with a laugh.

“Cut in line?” Zea asked.

“Yeah,” Kasta said as she rolled her eyes. “I was up next to be with Adam.”

“Kasta,” Paula moaned as she covered her face.

“What? You are in line after me!” The android shrugged her shoulders and smiled.

“I can’t believe you,” Zea groaned.

“Hey, I’m as upset as you are. She’s got a chip on her shoulder the size of a brick. I just want some tiger-man love, but now you three have to figure out your ‘relationship’ all over again before Sis and I can get a chance with him.”

“You are incorrigible,” Paula said.

“Thank you,” her sister replied.

“I thought Eve asked you to stop with that kind of talk,” Zea said as she shook her head.

“Oh, yeah.” Kasta winced and looked at Eve. “Sorry, Beautiful. You know how much I want Adam.”

“I’m standing right here,” I said.

“Shhhh,” Kasta said as she patted the armor on my arm. “This is girl talk, Handsome. We are talking about how much we don’t like Madalena.”

“Ha!” Zea laughed.

“See? You love me,” Kasta winked at the hacker.

“Yeah.” Zea stuck her tongue out at the android, and they both laughed.

I could tell that the weeks they spent alone on the slaver ship had bonded them, and the sight of them all getting along so well warmed my heart. It was hard to believe I’d only known them for a few months; it felt like the four of us had been together all of our lives. And I never wanted to be without them again.

“This is our stop,” Paula said as the train slowed, and we got off once the door opened.

“Ahh, back in District B. I thought I’d miss it more, but I kind of don’t,” Kasta said after we had all walked down the steps and set foot on the cobblestone street.

“Do you still have your place?” Zea asked as we walked toward the hotel where we had first gone to look for Byron.

“Yep,” Paula answered. “We own the building actually, and a management company collects the R-credits from the other tenants and deposits it into our account. Our security system will keep any curious parties from trying to get inside.”

“Not that anyone ever would try. They knew we were Byron’s women.” Kasta laughed.

I watched the crowd as we walked. My friends got looks from virtually all the men we passed, but I didn’t see any strange behavior from the crowd, and a quick glance over my shoulder confirmed no one was following us.

I am not sensing anything out of the ordinary, either. It is good to be cautious, but I believe that there is nothing amiss.

I nodded at Eve after she finished speaking in my head, and then we reached the door to the hotel. I held it open for my friends, and we walked through the lobby and into the back where the restaurant was. The restaurant wasn’t bustling with patrons, so the five of us were able to get a table after only a few minutes of waiting.

“Ahh, I love this place,” Zea said.

“Me too,” Paula and Kasta said in unison. They both smiled, and for half a second I wondered if I had mistaken their identities during our walk. I thought I’d become versed in the subtle differences between their body mannerisms, but I had to lean into Kasta a bit to confirm that it was her and not Paula.

We ordered our food, and the conversation turned from our meal back to Madalena.

“So Eve, what’s going on in her head?” Paula asked cautiously.

“It is hard for me to be angry with her,” my lover said. “She cares deeply for Adam.”

“How?” Kasta asked, but then she looked at me. “Not that Adam isn’t worth fawning over, but she can’t possibly know him well enough after only a few weeks.”

“Less time than that,” Eve said.

“Look,” I said, and the women turned to me. “She shouldn’t have submitted to me, but she did, and it seems I cannot get out of it.”

“That’s just a weird word,” Zea said, “and she’s spoken to Eve and me about that. She said she owed it to you for saving her life, but then Eve called her on that bullshit real fast.”

“Huh?” I asked as I turned to Eve.

“She didn’t have to,” Eve said. “I mentioned this before we took you to your quarters. I know her thoughts. When you did tell her she didn’t need to submit, she could have backed out, but instead, Madalena decided she wanted you.”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “She hinted at that.”

“She believes you were sent by Odin, but she also found you attractive, brave, and…” Eve paused, and a smile spread across her mouth. “She felt about you as I felt about you when I first met you. She was smitten.”

“Ugh,” Zea said as she rolled her head back and gagged.

“I can understand the smitten part,” Kasta said as she wiggled her eyebrows at me.

“I didn’t ask for this,” I said.

“No,” Paula said, “Despite the circumstances, you don’t seem to be trying to add more women into your bed.”

“I am not,” I agreed. “We need to focus on getting Uranial’s defenses ready, and Madalena’s already preparing to fight them.”

“To her, the answer is simple,” Eve said. “She believes you will complete the rite, take your place on the throne her father occupied, and then the other clans will fall in line. She suspects the Jotnar Overlord Clan might resist, but they will submit after you defeat them a few times in combat.”

“But this rite thingy involves hanging from a tree?” Paula asked, and her face turned into a grimace.

“That last part,” I confirmed. “For nine days.”

“Nine days? She’s fucking crazy. It’s official. I don’t like her.” Kasta huffed and then took a sip from the glass of wine the waiter set down in front of each of us. The man did a good job of ignoring our conversation, and he disappeared as soon as he set down our drinks.

“Cheers,” I said as I raised my glass. “I’m happy we are together again.”

The women all smiled, agreed, and then we pressed our glasses together before we took a sip.

“I’d appreciate it if you all gave Madalena a chance,” I said after we set the glasses down. The three blonde women raised their eyebrows, but I continued. “She shouldn’t have submitted to me, but she will be a valuable ally. She cares about me, and I think you’ll all end up getting along with her if you give her a chance.” The words were a bit hard to say because I didn’t want it to come across as if I was in love with Madalena.

“Soooooo… Does that mean you are into her?” Kasta asked as her face contorted.

“Something happened when she submitted to me. I feel her emotions, and she can feel mine.”

“Like with Eve?” Paula asked.

“No,” Eve answered for me. “I can read thoughts, sometimes those are emotions, but only when put into words. Adam and Madalena now share a bond that is stronger.”

“Uhhh. Wait, you didn’t say it was stronger than--” Zea started to say, but Eve interrupted her.

“It is mutual. Therefore, it is stronger. Madalena knows what he feels, and Adam knows what she feels. I can speak with Adam, and I know his thoughts, but he does not know mine.” Eve’s face was emotionless, and everyone at the table stared at her for a few moments.

“Damn,” Kasta said with a sigh. “Here I was thinking the bitch cut in front of me, but she cut in front of you.”

“Yes,” Eve replied.

“Aren’t you pissed?” the android asked. “I’m mad, and I’m not even fucking Adam.”

“For the love of--” Paula started, but Zea interrupted her.

“I’m pissed. She did this shit to him, and now what? She’s just on the crew? She’s one of us? I didn’t get a say.” The hacker crossed her arms, and we were silent for a few moments.

“There is no easy solution to this,” Eve said. “They are bonded now and removing Madalena from Adam will hurt both of them. I’ve seen her thoughts.”

“What happens when we are separated?” I asked. “She mentioned something about it, but I didn’t feel that bad when I was doing the first parts of the trial on the Nordar planet.”

“You hung down on the planet?” Paula asked. “I thought you didn’t do it.”

“No, the trial is ten parts. First nine involve traveling on their three homeworlds. I finished the first part before her father tried to kill me.”

“So you have to do all that and then get hung?” Kasta asked. “Why do we have to try to get along with this woman again? I’m really confused by it all.”

“They will both die if separated,” Eve explained. “The effects will be slow, and I do not understand the reasons for it, but Madalena has observed it enough times, so I have seen it in her memories.”

“How long were you on the planet for?” Paula asked me.

“Seven-ish days,” I said, and then I took a deep breath. “I thought about you four. A lot. But I also thought about her, even though I didn’t want to.”

“It is the effect of her submission to you,” Eve explained.

“How does it work?” Kasta asked.

“It’s fucking bullshit magic asshole fucking shit bitch needs to go find her own fucking man,” Zea spat. Then she took a long drink from her wine glass, closed her eyes, and leaned back in her chair. “Hussy.”

“Zea,” Eve said. “I am upset as well, but I recall someone else who had feelings for Adam, and tried to seduce him.”

“Ahhhh,” Zea sighed. “Yeah. Umm. Fair point. I’m sor--”

“We have already talked about this privately,” Eve said. “There is nothing to apologize for. I love you and Adam.”

“What about us?” Kasta asked as a grin spread on her face, and I saw Paula’s shoulders slump.

“You both, too,” Eve said with a smile. “You are my family and my lovers. I am eternally grateful for your presence in my life.”

“We aren’t actually your lov--” Paula began, but Kasta grabbed her by the shoulder.

“Shhh! We are in! We’ll work on the details later!” The android laughed, and Zea surprised me by joining in with a giggle.

“Looks like our food is here,” I said as I nodded to the three waiters approaching. We halted our conversation while they set steaks out on the table in front of us, and then we ordered another bottle of wine.

“Cheers again,” I said once our wine glasses were filled. The alcohol wasn’t really having an effect on me, but being around my four friends was making my chest buzz with pleasure. I almost wanted to shift into my tiger-man form so that I could purr, but I wasn’t near angry enough.

“So… What do we do about Madalena?” Paula asked as we had all touched glasses, taken a sip, and then cut into our steaks.

I would have thought they all would have looked at me, but the three blonde women glanced toward Eve as they chewed.

“She is Adam’s wife,” the vampire said after she had set down her fork and dabbed her lips with a cloth napkin.

“Uhh, what does that mean?” Zea asked. “It’s not like she wore a white dress and Adam put on a tuxedo. She hijacked him.”

“I asked you all to give her a chance,” I said, in part because I did want my friends to get along with the Prime Valkyrie, but I was also starting to feel as if I was not really part of the conversation.

“And I agree with Adam,” Eve said as she smiled at me. “I am not happy with the woman, but she is a part of him now. She took him in a moment of selfishness, but…” The dark-haired beauty closed her red eyes and let out a long breath. “Perhaps I do not blame her. I may have done the same in her position.”

“Sooo…” Zea started. “That’s it then? We are supposed to be okay with this? With her? Just like that? Is she going to sleep with us now? I’m not really--”

“No,” Eve said with a chuckle. “If Adam wishes to take her as a lover, you do not have to participate.”

“And I don’t have any say in this?” Zea asked. “Wait, and you said ‘you do not have to participate.’ Does that mean you are fine fucking her?” The hurt in Zea’s voice was unmistakable.

“Hey, I haven’t said anything about that.” I brought my hands up to try to get Zea’s attention, but she was glaring at Eve.

“I know her thoughts,” Eve shrugged. “She loves Adam completely and wishes to serve him. She wants to defeat the SAVO, and she has no real animosity toward us.”

“That’s because she thinks she is better than us,” Zea growled. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing. I feel like I have this ultimatum now.”

“You do not,” Eve said. “It is not like you are thinking.”

“How is it not? There is another woman who can fuck Adam, you are totally fine with it, but if I’m not, I’m out. That’s what I’m telling myself.”

“Stop,” I said as I brought the palm of my hand down on the table. It made a loud smacking boom, and the four women jumped in their seats. “There are no ultimatums here. I love you both, and the four of us have worked hard to survive. Madalena is a part of the crew now, but she isn’t my lover.”

“But she will be,” Zea sighed.

“Why do you say that?” I asked.

“Uhhh. Have you seen her?” Zea groaned. “She’s beautiful.”

“It isn’t all about looks,” I said. “And you discount your own--”

“Then it can be about her fighting prowess, or the fact that she is the queen of a super-powerful nation with a thousand starships, or that she’s connected to you emotionally. Whatever, pick one or all of them.” Zea crossed her arms. “I’m not even the pilot anymore. I shouldn’t be. Nikki’s twenty times better than I am, but now I’m going to be replaced in your bed.”

“Nothing is happening there,” I said. “Tell me what else I can say to reassure you?”

“I feel like this should be a conversation between you three--” Paula started to say, but Zea waved her hands.

“You two know what is going on, anyway. Hell, I’m worried about you both as well. I can’t compete with either of you in the looks or the--”

“Zea, please,” I said. “I told you I love you. Eve loves you. This isn’t going to be an issue. I’ll make sure Madalena isn’t an issue. Understand?”

She stared at me for a few moments, and there was silence at the table. She finally nodded and then her lips turned up into a half smile.

“Yeah. Okay. Sorry I freaked out.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “I want you to be happy.”

“I am,” she said. Then she let out a long exhale and smiled at Eve. “I’m really happy. I’m sure I’ll come to like Madalena. It will probably just take a while.”

“I believe you will,” Eve said.

“You did give us a chance,” Paula said.

“Yeah,” Zea replied as she looked at the engineer. “I’m sure it will work out. She cares for Adam. So… yeah.”

“Well, I’m still jealous,” Kasta grunted, and the other three women let out light laughs.

The tension had left the conversation, so we all resumed our meal. I’d eaten steak for my last three or four meals, but I didn’t think I’d ever get tired of eating beef. Especially when it was cooked perfectly.

You did well with Zea. She will need your attention during this time. Madalena will continue to press you. Both Zea and I will continue to have our talks with her and iron out our roles. I am fine taking her into our bed, along with Kasta and Paula if you wish, but I do not want to hurt Zea.

Eve’s words almost made me choke on my food, and I tried to turn my thoughts away from the scenes that played in my mind. I loved both Eve and Zea, but I couldn’t deny the developing feelings I had for Madalena, nor the attraction I held for Kasta and Paula. The scenario seemed too complicated though, and I was perfectly content with Eve and Zea. Hell, I was beyond blessed to have the love of both women, and even thinking about the possibilities of my other friends joining us made me feel like an ungrateful asshole.

“Ahhh!” Zea gasped as she leaned back in her chair and patted her lean stomach. “That was--”

“Adam!” Kasta hissed. Her blue eyes were wide open, and she leaned across the table to grab at me. “Light combat drones are flying into the casino!”

“What?” the rest of us gasped as we looked out of the restaurant and into the floor where the casino was.

“I have my drones at the doors. Four just came in through the hotel, they are equipped with light weapons. No branding. I’m pulling mine back, but I think they saw me. They are coming toward us!”

“It’s gotta be Elaka Nota,” Zea said. “They must have left agents here for us.”

“Or it could be one of the other numerous corps who want to kill us,” Paula whispered as she looked out toward the direction of the hallway that led from the casino to the hotel.

“Or they are here for someone else,” Kasta said, “but they are heading in our direction. See them on the ceiling?”

We all tilted our heads back, and I saw the group of drones floating toward us. The casino room was huge, probably some three hundred meters long, but my vision was sharp, and I could see they had guns mounted on the underbellies of the robots.

“Time to go,” I said as I stood from the table. My friends got up a half second after me, and I nodded toward the double doors that went back into the kitchen.

“Hey, you need to pay--” our waiter said as we approached the kitchen, but Kasta gave him an R-credit card after I pushed him away, and we continued through the double doors.

The kitchen was made of stainless steel surfaces and filled with the scents of roasted meat. Each side was loaded with ovens and stoves, but the center contained a long island where the food was prepped. There were six workers back here, but they were focused on their tasks and didn’t notice us enter through the doors.

“That back door looks like an exit,” I said as we stepped past the first chef.

I was at the front of our procession, and I glanced over my shoulder to make sure the drones hadn’t somehow caught up to us and pushed through the doors.

Adam!

I spun back around to the exit door and saw three black armored figures push into the kitchen. They each carried stun batons, and their faces were concealed by thick helmets.

Shit.

I will paralyze the one on the right.

I sprinted toward the group and saw the fucker on the right stiffen as if someone shoved a broomstick up his ass. The other two didn’t seem to know that Eve had manipulated their friend, and they rushed toward me with their batons ready.

I parried the first attacker’s thrust with the palm of my hand and tried to push it aside while I twisted my torso out of the way. The tip of the weapon scraped across the armor around my stomach, and I felt a tingle of electricity flow through my skin.

The second man jabbed his baton at my leg, and I backpedaled a bit to avoid his attack.

I’ll paralyze the left one.

I reached to my left and grabbed an empty cooking pot off the table there. It was large enough to cook a bunch of crabs in, and I chucked it at center man’s armored head. He tried to duck down, but he was too slow, and the pot made a cymbal-like crash when it collided with his forehead. He lurched backward as I reached for another pot to throw at the man.

The cooks started shouting, but I ignored them, grabbed a second pot in both hands, raised it over my head, and then jumped at the stumbling man. I slammed the base down on his armored head twice, and then I kicked him in the chest. He bounced off the closed door, and I flipped the pot around in my hand so that I could bring it down on his shoulders.

He tried to swing his baton at me, but all the hits with the pots had disoriented him, and his baton missed me by a laughable margin. As soon as I released the pot on his head, I reached my hands out to catch his flailing arm. A moment later I held him in a joint lock and easily took the baton from his fingers.

I kicked the man with the pot on his head in the chest again, and he flew back into the door. As soon as he was clear of me, I jabbed my newly acquired baton into the neck joint of the first man Eve had stunned. His body twitched, and a satisfying scream left his mouth. He dropped to the ground an instant after I electrocuted him, and I spun around to do the same with the other man Eve paralyzed.

The man I’d kicked into the door was pulling the pot off his head, and I jabbed the tip of my baton into his armored face the instant he removed it. His body spasmed as he screamed, and I pulled my weapon away as soon as he slumped to the floor.

“Grab their batons,” I told my friends as I stepped over the unconscious bodies and prepared to open the exit door.

I pondered opening it carefully, but I assumed two possibilities: there were either a bunch of other assholes waiting for us out in the alley, or there was no one. Either way, being cautious at this point was going to waste a lot of time. We needed to get the hell out of here.

I kicked open the door with a grunt, and the swinging piece of metal smacked right into the armored face of the fucker standing behind it.

I saw three more men in the alley, and I dove out with my baton swinging. I caught the group off guard a bit, and my first hit connected with the neck of the black armored man standing on the right of the group. He shouted with agony when the electricity coursed through his body, and I kicked out with my left leg with the hope that I could topple the man standing beside the fucker I’d just shocked.

My foot connected with his stomach and the man flew back while doubled over. I probably hadn’t done any real damage through his armor, but it didn’t really matter, I just needed a few extra seconds so I could attack the other assholes with my baton.

One of the men left standing was quick, and he sprung forward with a low baton swing. I tried to twist out of the way, but my left leg was still in motion from my kick, and I knew I wouldn’t get clear in time.

Suddenly, the man froze, and he started to tip over off-balance.

I paralyzed him.

I already figured that Eve used her powers on him and had moved onto the last one. He swung his baton at my face, but I leaned away a moment before it could hit me. I felt a bit of the electricity tingle my nose when it whipped past, but then I drove my baton into his shoulder. He screamed in agony, and I yanked the baton away before I shoved it into his neck joint. He fell to the ground, and I turned to slam my baton into the spine of the man Eve had taken down.

The man who took the door to the face rushed at me, and I was a bit too slow. His baton hit me in the arm, and agony shot up my shoulder and the left side of my body. My right arm still worked though, so I shoved my baton into his helmet. Getting electrocuted in the face was more effective than in the shoulder, and the armored man collapsed.

The man I’d kicked was back on his feet, and he made a quick jab motion with his baton. As soon as his weapon thrust forward, his body stopped moving, and I saw the eyes under his helmet open wide. I tapped my baton against his temple, and he convulsed violently before he tumbled down.

“Alley is clear,” I said to the women as I checked the street. They had been watching the fight from inside the kitchen.

“Where do we go? Who are those fucks?” Zea asked as she shut the door behind.

“I don’t know.” I looked at the armor the men wore. There were no markings anywhere I could see, but that didn’t mean they weren’t Elaka Nota.

“They were hired to capture Adam and me,” Eve said.

“Huh?” Zea asked her.

“I read their minds. They are a mercenary group that calls themselves the Black Hearts. Their leader is named Warren Royzar. They infiltrated Queen’s Hat shortly after we saved them from Nebula Gammon. The mercenaries captured Juliette and the security stations in Districts A and C as well. They have been waiting for us to return. Their primary objective is Adam and I. Second is Persephone.”

“Shit,” I cursed. “Okay. We have to get out of here and then return to Persephone for weapons. Then we are going to rescue Juliette. Kasta, where are your eyes?”

“My drones will scout on the street,” Kasta replied, and I saw her dragonfly robots fly to both ends of the alley. They made it there in less than five seconds, and the android let out a sigh.

“There are twenty armored figures by the front of the hotel. They are carrying riot shotguns and moving this way.” Kasta pointed to her left, and we started moving right.

“Shit! Ten over there. They are coming this way as well.”

“Door!” Paula shouted as we ran toward a metal door set in the building opposite the back part of the restaurant. The engineer grabbed the handle, but of course, it was locked.

“It’s a pin tumbler,” she said as she reached into her belt. “I can pick it.”

“Yeah, but hurry,” Zea begged as she checked over her shoulder toward the front of the building.

“Madalena,” I said as I touched the button on my transponder.

“I’m leaving Persephone and coming toward you,” the Prime Valkyrie said.

“How did you-- never mind. Stay on Persephone. We are being targeted by a mercenary group named the Black Hearts, and they are probably coming your way,” I said.

“She knows you are in trouble from this far away?” Zea whispered as she looked at me.

“I would ask you to change your mind, Adam,” Madalena said. “I have heard of this group, and they have a violent reputation.”

“No,” I said. “Keep your position. You won’t be able to get here in time. Keep guard over Persephone.

“Yes, Adam,” Madalena replied through the transponder.

Kasta had pulled out her power-screw looking tool and was gently inserting it into the keyhole of the door. She turned the device on, and I spun my head to keep an eye on each side of the alley.

“Come on. Come on. Come On.” Zea repeated the words like a mantra.

“That doesn’t help,” Paula groaned, but then she twisted the tool, and the door sprung open.

“Go,” I said, but I didn’t really need to say anything. My friends were already rushing into the pitch black room beyond the door. I jumped in after them and then closed the door behind us.

“The lock still works,” Paula whispered, and I twisted the handle on the lock closed as my eyes adjusted.

“Kasta?” I whispered.

“They just turned the corner. They definitely didn’t see us come in here, and I don’t see any other drones in the air.”

“This is the back storage area of the Ace-E’s department store,” Paula said as she gestured to the dark room. There were pallets of boxes, a crowd of mannequins, and rows of display shelving. Most of what we saw was mixed together in the storage area by someone who cared little for organization, but I saw a pallet jack bot docked against the wall.

“Paula or Kasta, can you use that drone to move a pallet in front of the door?” I asked

“I probably can,” the android said as she moved toward the docking station. “I’m at about max with drones, so it would mean taking attention away from my babies up in the air.”

“For how long?” I asked.

“Thirty seconds,” she replied as she began to touch the sensor panel on the dock. “They are moving toward our door. They’ll probably figure out we went in here soon. I’m not sure if there will be enough time.”

“Do it,” I said as I moved to one of the smaller pallets. It was stacked about a meter and a half high with boxes, and I crouched down to place my hands on the metal base. I pushed a bit to test the weight, but the thing didn’t move. I could probably muscle it over the four meters to the door, but then I’d make a shitload of noise.

“Check the other door out of here,” I asked Eve and Zea. The two women nodded, and they ran into the darkness of the storage room. The lights on the exterior of their suits glowed shortly after they left my eyesight, and I could see them approaching a large roll up door.

“Got it!” Kasta whispered as the pallet jack drone rolled away from the wall and moved toward the pallet I had tried to push. The robot slid into the metal base of the stack easily, and it quickly lifted the bulk a dozen centimeters. Then it rolled toward the door and set the stack down so that our pursuers could not follow us.

“Good job,” I said.

“Thanks,” Kasta whispered and gave me a smirk. “Can I get a reward?”

“Kasta,” Paula hissed. “Now is not the--”

“But Eve and Zea aren’t even around. Maybe a quick kiss? With tongue, of course, or it doesn’t count.”

“Let’s go,” I said as I gestured for the twins to follow me.

“Rain check. Got it,” Kasta said.

There is a roll up door, and a smaller door that we believe leads to office space. Either might lead to the exit, and I sense no life within fifty meters besides us.

Eve’s voice came into my mind as I led the twins through the dark warehouse. The ability to communicate with me telepathically was amazingly useful, and I hoped it would give us enough of an edge to escape whoever was coming after us.

Eve and Zea were waiting, and I saw the smaller door a few feet away from the roll up. It was partially concealed behind more crates and stacked pallets, so I figured the door probably didn’t lead to an escape.

“We’ll take the roll up door,” I said. “Kasta, what’s the story outside?”

“They just reached the back door of the restaurant. One of them went inside, and a few of them are looking at the door.”

“Alright,” I said as I moved to grab the roll up door.

“Locked on the side,” Zea said as she turned her body, so her lights hit the lock.

“I got it,” Paula said as she rushed over there. This lock took her a bit longer than the first door, but Zea was able to keep herself from chanting “come on.”

“Done,” the engineer called as the lock fell away.

I pulled up, and the roller door screeched loudly as it ascended. It wasn’t particularly heavy, but I only lifted it a meter before I told my friends to duck under. They did so, and then they grabbed onto the lip so I could let go and roll under without it coming down on me.

The next room looked like a loading station. There were docking platforms for trucks, stations for pallet lift drones, and conveyor belts. The belts ran through storage shelving like veins, but I saw that most of the shelves were empty.

“This place out of business?” I asked Paula as I looked around.

“Nope,” she replied. “Or at least, it wasn’t when we joined you all on Persephone.

“It’s one of my favorite places to shop,” Kasta said. “They have everything.”

“Many of the stores on Queen’s Hat were built over the bones of Nebula Gammon’s rhodium mining and refining business. I believe Ace-E’s might not do more than store stuff down here. They might have another place for shipping and receiving.”

“Some of the black armored men are trying the door,” Kasta said. “Others are moving back to the front. My guess is that they will try to enter the department store.”

“How big is the store?” I had walked past the building numerous times, but I never paid attention to it.

“It’s big,” the twins said in unison.

“Let’s try that door,” I said as I pointed to an alcove at the far side of the shipping space. It looked like it could have been an exit, or it could have led to another unused storage chamber. Queen’s Hat was huge, and it seemed to hold all sorts of old secrets.

We jogged to the far door, but a control panel on the side had a red “LOCKED” icon flashing.

“My turn,” Zea said as she pulled her cable from her belt pouch. She plugged one end into her skull and then slid the other into the dataport of the panel. Almost as soon as she pushed it inside, the display changed to “OPEN” and the door popped off its seam.

“Hallway,” I said as I peeked around the door. The place was lit with a single light bulb every ten or so meters, so I figured we would need to leave our suit lights on for a bit longer.

“I sense no life,” Eve said.

“Good enough for me,” I replied as I slid into the hallway. My friends followed me, and we jogged down the long tunnel.

“How are we going to get out of here?” Paula asked. “It’s a long way back to Persephone.”

“They will probably expect us to go back,” I said. “I’ll think about it as we run. The first objective is to get out of this building and lose them.”

“Can’t we get a day off?” Zea sighed. “At least we got to eat.”

“And we aren’t dead!” Kasta laughed.

“What do your drones see?” I asked the android.

“Ten have gone into the department store. There is a bit of a crowd gathered across the street. People look concerned. Still no sign of security. Oh, wait. Shit.”

“What’s wrong?” Zea asked.

“Their drones have exited the casino. I’m going to get some altitude and hope they don’t see me. Might have to take evasive action or park them somewhere so they don’t get shot down.”

“Shit, this will be harder without eyes in the sky,” I said.

“What do you want me to do?” she asked.

“Hold up. Here is another door.” The door at the end of the hallway had another control panel on the side, and I motioned for Zea to do here thing before I turned to Kasta. “You have five drones?” I asked.

“Yep.”

“Do they see you yet? Can you hide four of them and just keep one in the air?”

“I’ll try,” she said.

“I’m surprised your signal can reach them through the building,” Zea said as the lock turned green.

“We have relays installed all over Queen’s Hat,” Paula said. “We can fly a drone through the entire station without issue, even District H.”

“Ahhh, right.” Zea stepped away from the door, but I looked at Eve.

“I sense life in the distance, maybe sixty meters.” The red-eyed woman pointed in the direction of the door.

“Okay,” I said as I pushed through the door. The next room was another set of hallways, but there were a lot more lights here, and the floor looked polished. I guessed these were the employee hallways, and there were double doors twenty meters to our right and forty meters to our left.

“I feel life in that direction,” Eve said as she pointed left.

“Probably the main part of the store,” Paula said. “It should be in that direction.”

“Kasta, how are the drones?” I asked.

“I’m parking four a few buildings down, and I’ve angled the cameras so I could see down the street. Doesn’t look good. There is a group out in front, another group moved toward the back, and a third group is trying to force their way into the side door we used. Ahhh damn!”

“What?” I asked.

“They are coming after the one I still have in the air. I’m a bit faster, so I’m going to try and lead them back to our apartment building.”

“Ohhh, smart,” Paula said.

“Why?” I asked.

“We have weapons on the building,” Kasta said. “I can use them to shoot down their drones.” The android giggled. “Yep. They are all following me. This is going to be hilarious.”

“Maybe we can try to go out the back,” I said as I turned to the right and pointed at the far door.

“I don’t have eyes over there anymore,” Kasta said. “But there were eight heading over there, and the men at the side door are close.”

“Let’s try,” I said, and my friends followed me toward the door that would lead us deeper into the back part of the building. I was feeling like a caged animal, and the beast in my stomach was screaming to be let loose so he could kill a bunch of the mercenary fucks.

“Adam, what is your status?” Madalena asked across my transponder.

“We are surrounded in a building, trying to punch out,” I said. “Then we’ll come to Persephone.”

“Please give me permission to come to you,” she asked.

“No. It will take too long, and you need to stay with Persephone.”

“Yes, my lord,” she growled, and then I heard the transponder beep.

“I dunno if I should feel bad for her or laugh,” Zea said.

“Neither will help us get out of here,” Paula panted as we reached the far door.

“Good point,” Zea agreed.

I put my hands on the door and glanced at Eve. She nodded, and I pushed them open. This was another storage area, but it looked more frequently used. The crates, cardboard boxes, and shelves were free of dust, and there was a radio in the corner blaring dance music.

“I feel life that way,” Eve said as she pointed to our ten o’clock. “I believe it is the Black Heart mercenaries. They still have not entered the building, but they will be here in less than a minute.”

I glanced around the warehouse and weighed my options. If the men were carrying riot guns, I’d have to shift into my tiger-man form if I wanted to get through them. It would be a messy fight though, and I would have to sleep shortly after. It would make the task of trying to help Juliette difficult. Hell, I might not even be able to get back to Persephone in time. It was a good half an hour tube train ride back to our harbor.

To my right, were almost endless stacks of loaded pallets. Their average height was two-and-a-half meters, but a few went three meters high. We might be able to hide in the spaces between the stacks of boxes, but I guessed the mercenaries would search that area first.

To my left, toward where the Black Hearts would come, were dozen of inventory shelves. They rose some ten meters into the air, and each level carried an assortment of cardboard and metal crates.

“We are going to hide up on those shelves,” I said. “As high as you can get. Pull the crates around you so that you can’t be seen on either side. Eve will let us know when they move out of range. Got it?”

“Uhh, up there?” Zea said as she pointed up over her head to where the top shelf almost touched the distant ceiling.

“Yeah. Get as high as you can get in twenty seconds and find boxes to hide in.” I gestured for the women to run and they sprinted to different shelves. The levels were like ladder rungs, and I made sure they didn’t have any problems climbing before I pulled myself up one of the shelves.

I made it up almost to the top level and found an assortment of wood planks laying long-ways along the shelf. There was a bit of an alcove between the board stacks, and I crawled inside. My heart was hammering in my chest, but I knew that our pursuers weren’t going to be able to see me unless they climbed all the way up and glanced downward.

I just hoped my friends had found equally good hiding spots.

“Ugh. Dried cat food. Gross.” Kasta whispered across our transponders, and I heard Paula shush her.

We waited, and I tried to calm my rapidly beating heart with twenty-second long inhales and exhales.

I believe they have entered the building. They are moving into this room. I sense twelve of them.

Eve’s update didn’t actually make me feel any better, even though it was like having eyes on the mercenaries.

They are below us now. I have more time to peer into their minds. They arrived on three starships: Eye for Your Eye, Black Eye, and Dead Eye. All three are docked in Harbor C. None of these men knew who hired them, but they have been told to take you and me without killing us. They had instructions that we would return here and have been watching Juliette’s station. During our last visit, they planned on kidnapping us when we left the station, but you left with weapons, and the orders came to wait for a better time. That never came because of Elaka Nota’s attack, and we left before they could plan a new strategy.

There was a pause in Eve’s words, and I counted out long breaths while beads of tense sweat dripped down my forehead. I heard voices down below, but my head was pressed down into my arms, and I couldn’t really make out the words from inside my hiding spot.

They are investigating the pallet stacks. You made a good decision by asking us to hide up here. None of the men are looking up.

There was another minute of silence, and I felt the tension build in my stomach. The beast wanted to be unleashed. He wanted me to shift, and he wanted to dive into the group so we could rip them asunder with tooth and claw.

I swallowed, closed, my eyes, and tried to force myself to relax.

They took over the station last week. They have over eight- hundred operatives working on the station. They are a large operation, and Warren Royzar is their leader here. The fact that he is in charge of this operation is very unusual, but these men believe the task will be easy.

I wished Eve could speak to my other friends. I was having a hard time hiding, but some of that was because I just wanted to shift so I could slaughter these men. I imagined Zea, Paula, and Kasta were terrified and hiding alone.

Zea and Paula are strong, my love. They have faith in your leadership. Even if these men see us, they both believe you will still find a way out of this mess.

I heard voices down below, and I struggled to make out the words.

The mercenaries have finished searching the pallets. They are moving into the hallway where we were.

I let out a long sigh and then wondered if Eve had picked up any news of Juliette while searching through the men’s thoughts.

They are apparently keeping hostages in the jails of each district. It was a bit of a coup since the other districts do not know what has happened. Their intent is to leave as soon as they have captured us, but one of the men heard that another unit is trying to take our ship.

I forced the beast back down in my stomach and tried to think of our next step. As much as I hated to say it, getting back to Persephone was more important than Juliette. There wasn’t much I could do without my firearms. Especially against eight-hundred mercenaries.

Getting back to Persephone was going to be a challenge though. I had no doubt these Black Heart fucks were watching the train. We could cut through using District H, but that might put us in a position where we were pinched between mercenary units, and we wouldn’t have any weapons to fire back.

Juliette’s armory had plenty of weapons.

It is also where Warren Royzar has set up his base of operations.

Eve’s words made me smirk a bit. The last thing these fuckers would expect would be me attacking them head-on. It was still all sorts of insane though. Even if I got one of these fucker’s riot weapons, the rest would probably be carrying conventional firearms. I’d need Madalena and her people to help me raid Juliette’s security station. That meant going back for my guns anyway, so I had just come full circle in my logic.

They have moved into the hallway. Four of them seem to be exploring the route that will take them to the side door where we originally entered. I believe it is safe for us to come out of hiding and move to the back door.

I crouched out from behind my wood stack and checked down below us. Eve had been correct, and I didn’t see any of the mercenaries.

“Clear,” I whispered, and I saw Zea’s head poke out of a large cardboard box. The blonde hacker gave me a wide smile and then wiggled free of her hiding space.

I saw Paula and Kasta crawl out from behind boxes and descend the levels. Eve was already on the ground, so I joined them there. Then we moved toward the back of the building.

“What is that?” I asked Kasta as I pointed to the zipped up vinyl satchel she carried over her shoulder.

“I found it up there.” She gave me a mischievous grin which made me think she didn’t really understand how much danger we were all in. “Also, my security turrets on our apartment building have shot down all their drones. I’ve got mine in the air again.”

“Finally, some good news,” Zea whispered.

“Do you have any other weapons in your apartment?” I asked.

“Actually, yes,” Paula said. “Not a bunch. We have some pistols and a few shotguns. They aren’t the kind of stuff you are used to using. Weapons are a bit hard to get into Queen’s Hat, and we never saw the need for military grade stuff.”

“We also have some light combat drones,” Kasta said. “Twelve that can go in the air like my scouts, and another four that are ground. They will draw a lot of attention, but I don’t think it matters anymore.”

“Good. Can we get to your apartment without these mercenaries seeing us?” I asked the twins, but Paula turned to Kasta.

“All of my drones are in the air, so I should be able to get us around,” the android answered. “We are a few streets over from our home.”

We reached the back exit door, but it was closed. I looked to Eve, and she held up two fingers. I nodded, and then I gestured for them to wait while I opened it.

The door opened inward, and I yanked it open a half moment before I swung my stun baton out. Both of these men were loosely holding riot shotguns, and my sudden movement caught them by complete surprise.

My baton smacked the one on the left in the helmet, and his body shuddered as energy coursed through his muscles. The man on the right spun to point his shotgun at me, but I had shuffled close enough to block the barrel of his weapon with my hip. I checked his thigh with my leg, grabbed the front of his helmet, and flipped him over my side. He let out a short yell as he flew through the air, and my stun baton shocked the shit out of him a half moment after he landed.

“I’ll take this,” I said as I turned off my baton and grabbed one of the man’s ammo belts. As soon as it was around my waist, I pulled one of the riot shotguns off the second mercenary. Eve wasn’t carrying a baton, so I gestured for her to arm herself with the first man’s riot weapon.

“There are men coming this way from the side door,” Kasta said as she pointed to the right.

“Our apartment is that way,” Paula said as she pointed the other way, and we set off as soon as Eve adjusted her belt and picked up the shotgun.

My lover looked incredibly sexy holding the big weapon, and I had to tear my eyes away from the ammo belt wrapped around her narrow waist so I could focus on our task.

I led the group to the far end of the back alley behind the department store, and we made a right at the corner after Kasta told us to go that way. Then we all begin to run through the back streets. A few times we had to climb over steel walls, but I was able to lift each of the women up so they could easily grab the edges and pull themselves over, so we didn’t lose a lot of time.

“We are gaining some distance on our pursuers,” Kasta said after we had been running for about five minutes. “They don’t quite know where we are, and they are starting to spread out through the streets.”

“Kasta, how soon can we cross Royal Avenue?” Paula asked.

“I’m moving a drone over a bit so I can get a better angle. These mercenaries are all over the place.”

“Are they on James Road?” Paula asked. I didn’t know the names of all the streets on Queen’s Hat, but I did know that James Road was the next street over after Royal Avenue.

“Nope,” Kasta said. “If we make it to Royal, and can get through the alleys, we’ll probably have it easy till our apartment. Let’s get some more distance, and then I think we can cross.”

We ran for another two minutes. I couldn’t see the path on the main street, but I got the feeling we had to be getting close to the train station. That area was open, and if the mercenaries were anywhere near there, I doubted we would be able to cross.

“We can go!” Kasta hissed, and I made a hard left at the next alley. The android urged us onward, but I still poked my head out of the alley to make sure that there were no mercenaries in sight before I led my friends across the open street. A few citizens were walking on the cobblestone roads, but they didn’t give us more than a passing glance when we crossed.

“You would think they would be a little more alarmed by both of your guns,” Zea commented as she pointed to Eve and my weapons.

“They believe the security at Queen’s Hat is efficient, and anyone with a weapon is approved to have it.” Eve shrugged.

“Damn. Guess that is good for us.” Zea chuckled.

“Might also be why no one is really upset about these Black Heart mercenaries,” Paula said.

“Okay, they didn’t see us.” Kasta sighed as soon as we made it into the alley on the opposite side of the street. “If we make haste to our apartment, we should escape detection. We need to cross the next street and make a left.”

“Got it,” I said, and my friends followed me to the next alley.

“We are good, you don’t need to check,” Kasta said.

“Force of habit,” I said as I still leaned out from behind the alley’s corner to check the next street. It looked clear of black armored mercenaries, so we pushed out into the street.

“Through the next side streets, then make a left. You’ll see our building on the right.” Kasta ran next to me now, and Eve brought up the rear.

We made it safely into the next section of alley, and I helped boost my friends over one last wall. Then we were on the street where the twins’ home was, and we quickly moved to the doorway of the familiar apartment building.

“I see a new set of mercenary drones coming from the direction of the station,” Kasta said. “I’m going to set mine down around our apartment so they don’t see me.”

“Good thinking,” Paula said as she pressed the buttons on the control panel at the front of her apartment. The door popped open, and we all breathed a long sigh of relief when she closed it behind us.

“Now what?” Zea said as we walked into the elevator that would take us up to the top floor. “We still can’t get back to Persephone. Even if we could, are we just going to leave Juliette to rot in a cell?”

“No,” I replied as I thought through the irony of the situation. Juliette had once kept Eve locked in a cell while Zea and I did a bunch of her dirty work, but now we were trying to figure out how to help her out of the same predicament. “I’m going to need a few minutes to think.”

“We should be somewhat safe here,” Paula said was the elevator doors opened.

“Somewhat?” Zea asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Well, they don’t know we are here. If they did, I doubt our security doors and automated guns would keep them at bay for long. Eve said there are hundreds of these fuckers on Queen’s Hat. They are probably all coming into District B now to try to figure out where we disappeared to.”

“Yes, that is what they will do,” Eve said. “We have limited time to escape.”

We walked down the hallway from the elevator and entered Paula and Kasta’s apartment. It was exactly how I remembered it: Plush velvet and leather furniture done in the Victorian Era style of design, decorative crown molding around the ceiling, and plenty of space. If we wanted to, we could probably all comfortably live here without feeling the least bit claustrophobic.

“We probably have ten or fifteen minutes before it’s going to be really hard getting out of District B,” I said as soon as we had secured the door and sat down on the couch. “There are three objectives: Save Juliette, get these Black Heart fuckers off Queen’s Hat, and then get back on Persephone.”

“Uhhh. I’m thinking that we can only do option number three,” Zea said.

“You’d leave Juliette?” Paula asked.

“I don’t want to, but let’s be realistic. How the fuck are we going to get back to Persephone? That alone seems impossible. Clearing out some eight hundred mercenaries from the station with just the five of us seems even more impossible. And trying to break into a security station to save Juliette during all that? How?”

“There aren’t just five of us,” I said as I pointed to my transponder. A plan was starting to form in my head, and I guessed my friends could help me refine it once I gave them the concept.

“Paula and Kasta, you said you have drone relays all over the station?”

“Yep,” they both said at the same time while they nodded.

“And how about that,” I said as I pointed to a terminal station at the far side of their living room.

“What about it?” Kasta asked as she turned around.

“Does it work? Does it connect to the station’s systems?”

“Yeah, but it’s nothing more than a news and information system,” the android explained.

“But, but, but, but are all the systems on Queen’s Hat connected?” Zea asked. She got where I was going with this, and she couldn’t contain the excitement in her voice.

“Hmmm,” Kasta said as she turned to her sister.

“I think it is all connected, but why?”

“Think you can use it to get into District B’s security?” I asked Zea.

“If all the shit is connected, I know I can get in Juliette’s station and make the toilet in her cell flush.” Her mouth spread into a grin, and I could see her blue eyes glitter.

“Alright,” I said. “I have a plan, but we need to talk with Madalena. We aren’t going to be able to do any of our three objectives without her help. Get it?”

My friends nodded, and I reached up to my transponder so that I could communicate with the Prime Valkyrie.
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Chapter 4

“Madalena, we are in a safe spot. How are things on Persephone?”

There was silence, and my stomach started to knot. Zea was standing up from the couch so that she could go use the twin’s terminal, and she froze with her long leg draped over the armrest.

“Madalena?” I asked after another ten seconds of silence.

“We are under fire,” the Prime Valkyrie replied calmly, and I could hear the sounds of bullets in the distance. “They sent thirty-two, we have killed all but four.” There was another spray of what sounded like pulse-rifle fire, and then I heard a distant scream. “The last four are eliminated.”

“Good,” I said as my stomach began to unknot. The beautiful women on the couch let out a collective sigh, and then Zea slid off the armrest and moved over to the terminal at the back of the room.

“We are trying to come up with a plan and need your input,” I said into the transponder.

“I will help, of course, but can I come meet you?” Madalena’s voice was still emotionless, but I knew her heart contained unbridled passion and love for me.

“Perhaps,” I said. “There are roughly eight-hundred Black Heart mercenaries on Queen’s Hat. They want to capture Persephone, Eve, and me. They have taken over a few of the police stations, and most of the citizens in Queen’s Hat don’t know what is going on. Juliette is probably in a cell here in her station. I want to rescue her, take out all these Black Heart mercenaries, and ensure Persephone is not taken from us.”

“Persephone is secure,” Madalena said. “You do not need to worry about her.”

“She is secure because you and your warriors are there. That is why I am hesitant to pull you from the position.” I glanced over to Zea and saw her plug her skull into the terminal.

“I can come to you alone,” Madalena countered. “The rest of your crew here can defend Persephone.”

“Maybe,” I said. “Zea is hacking into Queen’s Hat right now. She is going to try and break into the station’s systems.”

“I’m already in,” Zea said. “It was easier than I thought.”

“Fuck yeah!” Paula shouted. “I knew you could do it, Zea.”

“Awww, thanks.” The hacker smiled at the engineer, and then she looked at me. “What do you want me to try first?”

“We need to get eyes inside of Juliette’s station,” I said. “We also need to get visuals on the streets in District B so we can track the mercenaries. Lastly, we have to get Persephone out of her dock in harbor E and try to move her into Harbor B so she is closer to us.”

“Uhh. That’s a lot of shit,” Zea said with a frown.

“Good thing you are the best hacker alive.” I winked at her.

“Yeah. Good thing.” Zea laughed. “Let me get on it. I think it will be easier to get into the street systems first, then the police station. I’ll have to do some crazy shit in the harbor’s systems to get Persephone authorized to move.”

“What do you need us to do?” Paula asked as she gestured to Kasta and Eve. The dark-haired woman sat on the couch between the twins, and I felt my mouth water while my eyes roamed over their skin-tight suits. I suddenly imagined peeling the outfits off the three of them and running my tongue over their bodies. Damn, what was wrong with me? This was not the time to get horny. We had shit to do.

“Can you control any of the drones on Persephone from here? How about when she is docked in Harbor B?”

“I can use the Elaka Nota spider drones from here,” Kasta said as she tapped her temple. “I set up the interface. I can’t use the knights, Arthur or Kay, because I haven’t added the control visors to my interface. However, if someone could bring us the controls, we could use them from here.”

“We have two of the spider drones, can you control both of them?” I asked.

“Yes,” Kasta said after a bit of hesitation, “but maintaining two of them across that distance along with my scouts will be hard. I think one would be better.”

“You can’t just drive one of those spider drones from District E to District B,” Paula said. “It’s obviously a military robot, and people would freak out.”

“Or they will think it is part of Queen Hat’s security arsenal,” Kasta said with a shrug. “People might not care.”

“These mercenaries will know for sure, and they’ll figure out what we are up to,” Paula argued.

“I agree with Paula,” I said. “If Zea can hack their systems and get Persephone to dock in Harbor B, we can use the drones much easier.”

“I can come to you and bring the controls for the two knight drones,” Madalena suggested. “I can also bring your weapons.”

“The security guard will see you enter with weapons,” Paula said.

“They just saw a battle between the Black Hearts and us,” Madalena said.

“Yeah,” Zea interrupted from her spot at the terminal. “There is a station wide alert now. I’m actually seeing some hackers from Black Heart trying to squelch the alarm so the other stations don’t know anything is going on. This is actually really damn good for us.”

“How is it good?” I asked as we all turned toward Zea.

“Looks like their hackers are focused on this. Do we want the other security stations to know what is going on? I could just let them squash it, but while they are doing that, I can sneak in. They might not notice, and I might even be able to plant a virus that kicks them out.”

“Yeah,” I said after I weighed the options for a few moments. “Do that. Then we’ll have the only eyes in the system.”

“Maybe,” the hacker replied. “They’ll try to get back in, I’ll encrypt all the codes, but it will just be a matter of time. I’m juggling four tasks right now. It’s a good thing I’m so damn awesome at this.”

“Yeah, you are,” I said. She was facing away from me, but I saw her lips curve up into a happy smile.

“We have strayed from my earlier suggestion,” Madalena said. “I can bring your weapons and the drone controls for the knights.”

“Let me get you approved to dock in Harbor B, then your trip will be shorter,” Zea called out.

“How long will that take?” the Prime Valkyrie asked. “Earlier you said it would be the hardest task.”

“Yeah, and I need to do the other stuff first.”

“What if you cannot do it?” Madalena asked. “We would have wasted time.”

“Ummm. I can hack the harbor, but if I couldn’t hack the harbor, it would mean that having the drone controls won’t matter because it will take forever for Arthur and Kay to get here from District E. So you need to wait for me to hack the harbor so you can move Persephone.” Zea’s voice sounded a bit annoyed.

“We don’t need to wait that long,” I said. “Madalena, how is the security door leading out of the tube? Is it closed?”

“No, we blew it open.”

“Alright. I don’t want to leave Persephone defenseless, but we are going to need an extra gun here. I want you to come, bring the controls for the knights and weapons that you can conceal, Zea, do you have eyes on the street yet? How about inside the station?”

“Yes, and not yet,” the hacker said.

“Can you check out Harbor E and let us know what Madalena is going to run into?”

“Uhhh, yeah,” Zea said, and I was a bit surprised she didn’t sound annoyed by my request. Her fingers danced across the keys of the control terminal for half a minute, and then she grunted.

“Most of the harbor looks evacuated, but I see a group of twelve Black Heart assholes heading in Persephone’s direction. They are coming from the end of the harbor, so Madalena won’t be able to get to us unless she goes through them.”

“That will not be a problem,” the Prime Valkyrie said.

“They are about two hundred meters to your left as you exit from Persephone’s dock,” Zea said. “Let me know when you are ready to go, and I’ll flip my attention back to you so I can help. I’m going to go back to hacking into Juliette’s system.”

“Thank you for your assistance, but I do not need any more help,” Madalena said. “Return to your task. Adam, I will be with you shortly.” I heard my transponder beep, and Zea turned around to face me.

“What a bitch! I was trying to help her!” the hacker growled.

“I know,” I said. “It’s okay, just try to get into Juliette’s system. We need to know what we are up against there.”

“Yeah. Fine.” Zea grunted and turned back to her terminal screen.

“Kasta,” I said as I turned to the android. “How does it look outside?”

“They are searching the streets,” she said, “but they don’t know where we are. The new batch of drones are approaching, but it looks like their flight path is avoiding the space above our building.”

“That’s really bad,” Paula said.

“What do you mean?” I asked. “Do they know we are here?”

“I will guess that they are avoiding the building because they think there was some sort of private security on the roof, which is true. However, the longer they search and don’t find us, the closer they are to guessing we are hiding in here.”

“Agreed,” said Kasta, but then she smiled. “I can let them fly over without shooting them down, that will probably confuse them. Might buy us more time.”

“Okay,” I said. “Let me know if they try to fly over, then we can make the decision.”

“Got it,” Kasta said.

“I’m in Juliette’s security station’s systems!” Eve called out in a sing-song voice. “You all can see the camera’s on the screen here.”

Eve, Paula, Kasta, and I stood from the couches and walked over to where Zea worked. There wasn’t a lot of screen space on the terminal, so we all had to crowd around behind Zea. The proximity to the women allowed me to inhale their scents, and I swallowed a few times to keep my composure. I was really aroused, and the animal in my stomach was demanding that I fuck all four of them immediately.

“Here is the view from outside,” Zea said as a camera showed four men in black armor guarding the front door.

“In the lobby,” she said, and the screen showed the familiar front room of Juliette’s station. There were three men behind the desk, and a fourth standing by the back room.

“I’ll jump to the cells,” Zea said, and then we saw an image of the hallway Eve had once painted red with Nebula Gammon agent blood. The cells were filled with men and women wearing the familiar black police uniforms. Each cell must have held twenty or so officers, and four would have been a tight fit.

“Shit, don’t these people have family?” Paula asked. “I’m surprised Black Heart was able to keep this so quiet.”

“What would anyone do? Go to the station and say ‘Hey, where is my husband?’ The men at the front would turn them away. I’m sure there are a bunch of people talking about it, but they have to feel powerless.” Zea shook her head.

“I do not see Juliette,” Eve said.

“Me either,” Zea said. “Let me try a few more cameras.”

The hacker shifted the view a few more times, and Kasta said ‘no’ a half a second after the image came up. Finally, on the fifth image, Kasta said she saw the redhead cop on the left side of the screen, and Zea panned the camera to the left.

“You sure that is her?” Zea asked after the camera centered on a figure kneeling at the last cell. The figure had her hands cuffed behind her head and black cloth sack over her head.

“I recognize the shape of her legs and hips,” the android said.

“You are good at identifying,” I said to Kasta.

“Yep,” Kasta said as her eyes focused on Juliette’s kneeling form. “That has to be uncomfortable. Zea, where is that camera located?”

“It’s on the bottom level of the three jail levels,” Zea said as she moved her fingers across the screen. A map formed, and the station suddenly seemed much larger than I had previously believed.

“How many Black Hearts are in the station?” I asked.

“I have no idea,” Zea said. “A bunch.”

“Can you flash through all the surveillance cameras quickly?” Kasta asked. “I can count the unique faces I see. Will take me a fifth of a second for each one.”

“Uhhh, really?” the hacker asked.

“Yep.” Kasta smiled, and then Zea tapped her fingers on the controls for a few dozen seconds.

“Here we go,” the hacker said, and then displays from the station rapidly began to play on the screen. It took about twenty seconds to go through, and we all looked at Kasta when the images stopped shifting.

“Fifty-seven,” she said. “Give or take three who looked similar.”

“That’s a lot of assholes,” Zea moaned and turned to me. “Even if Madalena gets your guns, can you really take out all of them? Can you do it quickly? There are more on the street, and you might get stuck in there when the alarm goes out.”

“Can you kill the alarms?” I asked.

“Kitty Boy, you are thinking crazy thoughts,” Zea groaned.

“I’m asking because you said their hackers are trying to stop the alarms in the station. Can you kill their systems?”

“They might have transponders on closed circuits,” she said with a shrug. “I’d need one. Then one of the wonder twins would have to break it open for me and get its firmware up so I could fuck with the code.”

“We can do it if you get one for us,” Paula said.

“Madalena,” I said into the transponder. “Have you left Persephone yet?”

“I just walked out of the docking tube,” she replied.

“Can you bring us one of the Black Heart transponders?” I asked.

“Yes. I will. Anything else?” She actually sounded a bit relieved.

“Do you need directions?” I asked as I turned to Kasta and Paula.

“No. I can feel you.”

“We’ll open the door when you get here,” Kasta said.

“Be careful,” Eve added.

“Thank you for your concern.” Madalena’s voice had gone flat again, and I heard my transponder beep.

“I bet she’s gonna be like an ice cube in bed,” Kasta snickered.

“Oh, stop it,” Zea sighed, but then she chuckled.

“Is it hot in here?” I asked, and the women turned to me.

“I can check the temperature, but we normally keep it at twenty-three degrees Celsius. Want me to lower it?” Paula moved over toward the other side of the room, and my eyes locked onto her tight ass as she walked. She turned around to look at me, and I know she saw me checking her out.

“Uhhh. Yeah, if you could,” I said as I ran my gloves over my face. “You have any water? That might help me relax.”

“Sure,” Paula said as she met my eyes, she stared at me for a few moments and then pivoted to walk into the kitchen. When she turned to go, I couldn’t keep my eyes off her butt again. Suddenly, I felt Eve’s hand on my armored shoulder and I twisted toward her.

You are in a mood today, Adam. Should we include Kasta and Paula in our next lovemaking session?

The vampire raised an eyebrow, but she also had a tiny smirk on her lips, so I knew she was teasing me.

“Zea, how is it looking for the harbor?” I asked to get my mind away from sex.

“Lots of security,” she said. “Will take me some time to crack it, and then more time to get the docking info setup so that it looks like Persephone has clearance to move to Harbor B.”

“The drones from Black Hat are performing sweeps over the district,” Kasta said. “Looks like they are going to pass over us. Should I let them?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“Okay, some of them look like they have advanced surveillance equipment. Our roof and walls are lined with dense metal, so they shouldn’t be able to see our heat signatures, but we probably shouldn’t talk until they are clear.” Kasta pointed to the ceiling as she spoke, and the rest of us nodded.

Paula brought me a glass of ice water and then gestured to Eve and Zea, my two lovers shook their heads, and we all sat back down on the couches. Previously, Eve and the twins had sat opposite me on the other couch, but Paula now sat down next to me, and our armor pressed together. I tried to ignore her presence, but Eve was right; I was in some sort of mood.

Maybe the tiger was starting to take over?

The thought wasn’t comforting, but I didn’t have time to worry about it right now. Instead, I sipped on the water while trying to ignore the scent of the surrounding women.

“We are good,” Kasta said after another few minutes passed.

“I’m not making a ton of progress into the harbor security. Might take me another ten or fifteen minutes.” Zea stretched her arms up into the air and let out an exasperated sigh.

“Madalena, are you okay?” I asked into the transponder.

“Yes, my lord,” she replied.

“What is your location?” I asked.

“I dealt with the mercenaries in the harbor, and the group guarding the train, now I am on the train and approaching you.”

“Great,” I said, and then I felt a sensation of pleasure. The emotion was strange; like a memory of a pleasure, and it felt as if it was coming toward me from one direction. It had to come from the Prime Valkyrie, but up until this time, I only felt her emotions when she was standing within a few meters of me.

Your connection grows stronger, my love. This is what I worry about. You will not be able to turn her away. I wonder if there is some way to reverse the bond of submission, but Madalena does not know of it.

I frowned at Eve, but she held my gaze.

I know how much you love me. Do not be upset with yourself. We are lucky in so many ways and blessed by the stars to have found each other. At this moment, I do not care for the woman, but I will give her a chance, and accept her as part of you. I want my heart filled with love and not jealousy or loathing for someone who feels for you as I do.

I forced myself to smile at the dark-haired beauty. Yes. I was lucky to have met Eve. She saved my life and gave me a fresh start. I was eternally grateful to her.

I feel the same for you, my love.

Her face spread into a wide smile, and her red eye glittered like rubies.

“Are you two doing your mind thing again?” Kasta asked as she glanced at each of us.

“Yes,” Eve said with a light laugh. “Just speaking about how lucky we are to have each other and you three in our lives.”

“Awwww,” Kasta said as she patted her chest above her left breast. “My sister and I feel the same way.”

“Hey gang, I hate to interrupt the love fest over there, but we’ve got a problem.” Zea’s fingers slammed on her control buttons, and we all moved to stand over here.

“What’s going on?”

“It looks like every single damn Black Heart mercenary in the entire station is getting on a train and heading to District B.” Zea pointed to her display screen, and I saw dozens of videos showing armored men with riot weapons either stepping into trains or already riding on them.

“Shit,” Paula, Kasta, and I said at the same time.

“Yeah, and it looks like half of them are going to get here at the exact same time that Madalena will.”
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Chapter 5

“Madalena?” I asked as I pressed the transponder button.

“Yes, my lord?” she asked.

“How are you carrying everything?”

“I do not understand your question, my lord,” she answered.

“Do you have all the guns and shit out over your shoulder?” Zea shouted into the transponder. “Or did you bring them in a case?”

“I have the drone controls in one of my packs along with Adam’s revolver and handguns. His shotgun, my rifle, and two extra weapons I am carrying with slings on my back.”

“Uhhh. Shit,” Zea sighed.

“What is wrong?” the Prime Valkyrie asked.

“You’ve got a shitload of these Black Heart Mercenaries heading towards you on the opposite train,” I said.

“The schedule says you’ll both hit the platform at the same time,” Zea said.

“So you need to stash the weapons,” I said. “Or they will figure out you are with us and shoot at you.”

“I will kill them first,” Madalena said calmly.

“Uhh. There are like sixty. The whole fucking train is full of them.” Zea’s words were dripping with sarcasm.

“They will be on the train then, and unable to move. They will be easy to kill, and then there will be sixty less to worry about.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Zea whispered to me. “Is she as bat-shit crazy as you are?”

“She’s worse,” I said as I thought about her using her back thrusters to slam us inside of the enemy shuttle on Nordar - 13 - a. “A whole lot worse.”

“Oh, fuck us,” Zea moaned.

“My train is coming to a stop in District B,” Madalena said. “I see the other train approaching as well. I will kill them first and then make my way toward you.”

“Wait, Mada--” I started to say, but then I heard the transponder beep. She had closed off the communication, probably so that she couldn’t hear me order her to stand down.

“Do you have cameras on the train plat--” I started to say, but Zea had already pulled up the video monitor, and the view of the train platform filled the display screen of her terminal.

I saw Madalena step out of the train. Her magical wing armor covered her from her neck down, but as soon as her feet touched the platform, the liquid metal dribbled up to cover her face with the image of the screaming skull banshee. She had a large leather pack strapped to the front of her chest, and an assortment of long guns strapped to her back. Her pulse rifle was in her right hand, and she pulled a second one from over her shoulder to hold in her left hand. The train coming from the other direction stopped a moment after the Prime Valkyrie lifted her second rifle.

I could see the mass of black armored men through the windows of the train, and the ones who stood closest to the front did a double take when they saw Madalena sprint across the platform toward them.

The doors to the train opened at once. There were ten of them, and the black armored mercenaries began to walk out onto the platform.

They stepped into a rain of death.

Madalena focused fire from her left rifle at the armored figures coming out of the front door, and she sprayed the energy bullets from her right rifle across the platform toward the other nine opening doors. The video feed we watched didn’t have sound, but I imagined that all these fuckers were screaming with terror.

The blue bullets tore through the black armor effortlessly, and it seemed like each of her shots punched a fiery hole through someone’s helmet or chest piece.

I half expected the Prime Valkyrie to stand on the platform and just hose the mercenaries down, but she walked toward the train while she sprayed her bullets, and then she sprinted inside of the front door as soon as the men standing in her way were dead.

“Shiiiiiiiiit,” Zea gasped as soon as Madalena jumped inside of the train.

The windows illuminated as the blue bullets sprayed through the long cabin. Blood also splattered against the windows, and armored figures tried to escape through the doors. Before they could make it outside, they were cut down by a tidal wave of bullets, and they fell in mountains of blood dripping armor.

Madalena advanced down the train toward the back section. It was hard to see exactly how she was moving because most of the windows she walked past were covered with gore, but her weapons never seemed to stop pouring out energy bullets. When she made it to the fifth door, six of the mercenaries at the end of the train managed to flee the tight confines of the cabin, and they jumped down the platform to escape the waves of death.

The Prime Valkyrie’s bullets tore open one of the windows, and she dove through it. Her back thrusters expanded into purple wings, and the women watching the screen gasped with surprise. Madalena landed on the edge of the train platform, threw her left rifle up around on the strap, loaded her right rifle with a blur of hand movements, and then caught her left rifle when it spun back around over her shoulder. Then the blue pulses streamed out from both of the weapons and plowed into the backs of the fleeing men. They all died instantly, and the armored woman spun back around to face the rear part of the train. I didn’t see any movement there, but Madalena must have seen or heard something, and she poured another stream of bullets into the metal.

Then she stopped firing, reloaded her left rifle, and then pressed a finger against the lower part of her screaming banshee helmet.

“I have eliminated the mercenaries on the train, my lord. I will continue toward your location.”

“Uhhh, I saw you on the monitors,” I said. “Good work.”

“It was not difficult,” she replied as she jumped from the raised platform. “They were carrying riot weapons and packed inside of the train.”

“Fuck me,” Zea whispered so her voice wouldn’t carry across the transponder. “Maybe I need to start being nicer to her?”

“Uhhh. Yeah,” Paula whispered in return. “She just killed a fuck-load of people without even breathing heavy.”

“I told you all she is going to be a good ally,” I replied as I muted my transponder. I’d seen Madalena fight only a few times, but the display I just saw kind of blew me away. Yeah, the men weren’t carrying lethal weapons, but she’d cleared out the train in less than ten seconds. There was no way I’d be able to do that, and I was a highly trained Marine who could change into a weretiger.

“Madalena, the drones in District B are heading toward you,” Kasta said. “You need to run into an alley or something, so they don’t see you.”

“I could shoot them down,” the Prime Valkyrie said.

“It looks like they have actual guns on them, not riot weapons,” Kasta said. “Your armor looks tough, but do you really want twenty drones shooting at you?”

“I will take your recommendation,” the Prime Valkyrie said after a few moments. “Can you guide me through the alleys?”

“Yep,” Kasta replied. “Make your next right.”

“Understood,” Madalena replied, and I looked at the screen to see the armored woman run into a narrow alleyway between two buildings.

“Zea,” I said, “how is the harbor stuff going?”

“Shit, I got distracted,” she said. “I’ll jump back to it. I’m going to have to take my eyes off Madalena.”

“I’ll get her here,” Kasta said, and Zea nodded as she turned back to the control terminal.

The screen display closed as the hacker went back to work. I couldn’t see Madalena’s progress through the Victorian-themed district, but Kasta continued to give her directions through our transponders. After five minutes, I began to feel the presence of the Prime Valkyrie, and I felt my pulse quicken.

“I’ll go down and let her in,” I said, and the other four women nodded.

“There isn’t anyone outside,” Kasta said. “But one of the drones is circling above us. Go down to let her in, and I’ll give you both the signal when it is clear.”

“Got it,” I said, and then I made my way to the door. Once in the hallway, I called the elevator and rode it down to the first floor.

“It’s still up above,” Kasta said as soon as I stepped out on the first floor of the building.

“I am across the street,” Madalena said, and I moved to the front door. I couldn’t see her in the shadows of the far alleyway, but I could feel her presence.

“It’s still up above,” Kasta repeated.

“I’ll shoot it down,” Madalena said.

“No, then they’ll suspect we might be around here. We already took out a bunch with the guns Sis and I mounted to the roof. Just hold on a second.”

“I have already waited for a second,” the warrior woman replied.

“Hold position, Madalena,” I ordered.

“Yes, my lord.”

“At least she listens to you,” I heard Kasta hiss.

“I am submitted to Adam,” Madalena explained, but the android didn’t respond, and I guessed she was complaining to the other women in the apartment.

I could feel Madalena’s annoyance from across the street, but it was also interlaced with excitement and anticipation. She wanted to see me.

“Okay, the drone looks like it is-- ahh, shit.” Kasta groaned.

“What?” I asked.

“Group of twenty mercenaries walking down the street from the north side,” the android said. “I think they are part of the group that was stationed near the front of the hotel.”

“Do you think they know we are in this building?” Paula asked.

“Hard to say for sure, but another pair of drones are heading this way. They will definitely see her if she tries to run across the street.”

“Damn,” I hissed as I looked across the street. Madalena was so close.

“What weapons are they carrying?” The Prime Valkyrie asked.

“The riot shotguns,” Kasta answered.

“I will kill them,” the warrior woman said plainly.

“No,” I said. “We can’t give up this location.” My brain scrambled as I tried to think of a way to get Madalena across the street. It was possible the Black Hearts knew we were here, but we wouldn’t know for sure until we hacked their transponder signal. To do that, we’d need the transponder Madalena carried.

“Could they be tracking Madalena through the transponder she picked up?” I asked.

“Maybe,” Zea said. “They would have to know she picked it up, and I took over the cameras before she grabbed it.”

“But they could have tracked her from the train station,” Paula said. “If they have anyone watching the locations of the troops, they would see all the transponders at the train not moving, except for one that went in this direction.”

“Kasta, can you get a drone over to Madalena?” I asked. “It’s a long shot, but if she can put the transponder on your drone, you can take it away and see if they follow you.”

“It’s going to be hard to get one there without them seeing,” Kasta said. “But I can try.”

“You’ll need to do it before they close in on her,” I said. “If that’s what is going on, we don’t have a lot of time.”

“It’s still hard to tell. They are obviously sweeping the area, but I not sure if it is because we shot down the drones earlier, or because Madalena has a transponder on her.”

“Do your best,” I said, and we stopped talking for a few minutes.

But those few minutes felt like an hour when I knew the Black Heart mercenaries were moving closer toward Madalena.

“Alright,” Kasta finally said. “I’m flying a drone real low through the alleys. Madalena, it’s going to come up behind you. Do you have something you can use to fasten the transponder to the bottom of the drone?”

“Yes,” the Prime Valkyrie replied.

“Alright. You have to do this quick. They are just a block away.”

“I see your drone,” Madalena said. “I’m attaching the transponder.

“Okay,” Kasta said. “Let me know when I can go.”

“It is done,” the warrior woman said after five agonizing seconds.

“I’m off!” Kasta hissed. “I’ll fly slowly, so they think it is someone walking. I’ll go one street over. Let’s see if they follow it.”

I counted to thirty, and my heart began to hammer in my chest with more intensity.

“Kasta?” I finally asked.

“The mercenaries on the street have stopped moving toward Madalena,” she said, “but it still isn’t safe to go. I’m still not sure. Ahh! They are moving! Yes!”

“Can I run across the street?” Madalena asked.

“Give it ten seconds. The drone is still overhead, but it’s moving after mine. Thank the stars.”

“Let me know,” the Prime Valkyrie said.

“You are good. Go!” Kasta urged, and I opened the door as soon as I saw Madalena sprint from the alley.

She breezed through the door, and I slammed it shut behind her. Then she followed me back through the long hallway and into the elevator.

“We are coming up,” I said to my friends, and then I turned off my transponder. Madalena’s armor was dripping away from her face, and she fixed her steel colored eyes on me.

“Good job,” I said. The woman nodded in return, and I could feel her pleasure at my compliment.

The armor finished pooling in the amulet she wore, and it made a hissing sound before it stopped pulsing blue. The elevator opened a few moments afterward, and I led her toward the apartment.

“We’re here,” I said as I stepped through the door.

“Welcome,” Eve said to Madalena, but the Prime Valkyrie just stared at the vampire woman.

“Zea, how is the harbor?” I asked to cut through some of the tension that had suddenly formed in the air.

“I’m making progress, but I’m trying to be sneaky, so they don’t know I’m there. It’s taking some time.”

“How much more time?” I asked as I let out a long breath. I was feeling hot again, and Madalena was standing with her shoulder touching mine. Her presence, along with the four other women, was very distracting.

“Maybe ten more minutes,” she said. “That’s just to get in past their security. Then another ten or so to get the docking permissions forged.”

“So twenty minutes?” I asked.

“This isn’t an exact science,” Zea turned her head away from her terminal so she could smirk at me. “I’m pretty awesome though. Just sit and relax for a few minutes so I can--” Zea’s mouth froze, and her blue eyes opened wide.

“What’s wrong?” I asked as we all turned to look at her.

“Shit,” the hacker said.

“Did they find you?” Paula asked.

“No,” Zea said. “But look.” She pressed a few buttons on her controls and a video popped up on screen. It was the inside of the jail, and a good-looking man with a thick mane of long brown hair leaned against the wall.

“Hello, this broadcast is going out through the closed circuits of District B,” the man said. “I’m guessing you have someone poking around, so I’m hoping you see this, Adam.”

“Fucker,” I growled.

“He can’t hear you,” Zea said. “It’s a broadcast on a loop.”

“I am Warren Royzar, one of the leaders of the Black Hearts,” the man continued. “Adam, I’m requesting that you, and your friend known as Eve, surrender to me at the police station in District B.” The man stood up from the wall and pulled a revolver from a holster on his hip. It was black and a bit smaller than the chrome one I normally carried, but it still looked big in his armored hand.

“I heard you like revolvers?” he said as he stepped toward one of the jail cells. “This one carries five. One.”

He fired into the bars, and one of the cops’ heads exploded with blood. The men and women locked in the cells shouted with surprise, and Warren pulled the hammer of his revolver back.

“Two.”

He shot again, and half of a woman’s chest disappeared as a bullet tore into her.

“No!” I shouted as my stomach heaved. I knew the fucker couldn’t hear me, but the sight of him shooting into the bars caused the beast in my stomach to scream.

“Three,” he said as he pulled the hammer back again and sent another bullet into the mob of defenseless men and women.

“Four.”

Another bullet took a man in the stomach, but these were big rounds, and the victim's screams didn’t last for long.

“And five.”

The last bullet hit a woman in her arm, and the limb tore off in a spray of blood, bone, and screams. Everyone in the jail was screaming, and I felt my vision start to spin.

“You have five minutes to get here, then I’ll load five more bullets,” The handsome man’s lips upturned into a wicked smile. “See you soon.”

The video stopped playing, and we didn’t say anything for a few moments.

“Uhhh, fuck,” Zea finally whispered. “What are we going to do?”

The women all turned to me, and I felt the weight of Queen’s Hat press against my shoulders. Heading to the station was going to play right into this fucker’s hand, but not going would mean that he’d kill a bunch of innocent people.

And eventually, he’d make it to Juliette.

“You can’t go now,” Kasta said.

“I agree.” Paula nodded urgently. “Give Zea some time to hack the harbor, then we can move Persephone and bring the big drones into play.”

“That will be twenty minutes,” I said as I looked at Zea.

“Yeah,” she sighed. “Or longer.”

“He will kill twenty more people,” Eve said.

“I don’t want to sound like a bitch,” Zea said, “but if I had to choose between twenty people I didn’t know, and you two, I think you all know who I’m choosing.” Paula and Kasta both nodded at Zea’s words.

“Twenty people with families,” I said with a sigh. “They’ll have kids.”

“Or they could be single and assholes! Just let me finish what I’m working on!” Zea’s voice was a plea, but I found myself staring into Eve’s red eyes. She didn’t need to talk to me telepathically, we already knew each other’s thoughts.

We would do whatever we could to help people.

“Madalena, give Paula and Kasta the drone controls,” I said.

“Yes, my lord,” she replied as she pulled the devices out of her packs.

“No,” Zea said. “Come on. Don’t do this. Just wait.”

“You three stay here,” I said to the blonde women. “As soon as Persephone has moved to a dock in Harbor B, you bring those drones and back us up.”

“Just wait,” Zea pleaded again, but it was evident from the expression on her face that she knew she wouldn’t convince us.

“What are you planning on doing?” Paula asked as she took the controls from Madalena.

“Eve, Madalena, and I are going to go to the station,” I said as I pulled my shotgun off the Prime Valkyrie's back.

“And surrender?” Kasta asked.

“No,” I replied as I felt the tiger began to shift through my spine. I welcomed the shift, and the pain, and the rage as he took over my body. “We are going to kill all of these Black Heart assholes.”
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Chapter 6

“Okay, you are clear outside,” Kasta’s voice came through Eve, Madalena, and my transponders as we descended in the elevator.

“Good,” I growled and then opened my tiger-man jaws to flex the muscles. After I had changed, we’d thrown on our weapons and then ran back into the elevator. I was carrying my twin pistols, massive revolver, and my shotgun. Eve wore one of the smaller pistols holstered on her narrow waist but held one of Madalena’s pulse rifles in her hand.

“Make a sharp left when you exit our building and run to the end of the alley there,” Kasta continued. “The next street looks clear of mercenaries, but some citizens are walking around. I’m guessing you don’t want them to see you as a tiger-man.”

“Doesn’t matter,” I growled as I pulled my revolver out of my chest holster and inspected it to make sure it was loaded.

“Well, then just run I suppose,” she said with a laugh. “I’ve got my drones in the air again. I’m sending the one with the transponder to the other side of the district, and most of their feet on the street and all of their drones are following.”

“Got it,” I said. Then the elevator stopped, the doors opened, and I led Eve and Madalena out of the building and into the side alley.

We sprinted to the end of the alley, but I did check the corner before I dashed out into the street. Citizens were walking, and I waited for a group to walk by before I ran behind them. It only took me a few seconds to spring across the street, and I didn’t hear anyone scream. I waited for Madalena and Eve to reach me, and then we continued deeper into the alley.

“Two more streets and then you can make a right in the alley,” Kasta said. “Hold up before you cross the next one. There is a group of mercenaries on it. They are to your right and facing away from your position, but I think they might walk away.”

“We don’t have a lot of time,” I said.

“I know, Handsome,” Kasta said. “But they’ll know you are coming if you kill a bunch of the fuckers right now. Give it ten seconds.”

Eve, Madalena, and I waited at the corner for a few moments, and then Kasta gave us the clear to run across the next street. I actually did hear a scream when I ran across this time, but the shout came from the far left, and I estimated that whoever had seen us was a good hundred meters away.

“One more street,” Kasta said. “As soon as you cross this next one, there will be an alleyway running parallel. You’ll have to jump a fence, then make a right, and then take the path to the station.”

“Got it,” I said as we ran down toward the next street.

“Huh,” Kasta said. “Hold up.”

“What?” I stopped at the edge of the alley, and the two women accompanying me crouched behind me.

“I didn’t have eyes on the train. A large group of mercenaries is heading to the security station from the platform. They are carrying real weapons, not riot guns.”

“How many do you see?” Eve asked.

“Forty-six,” Kasta groaned. “They might not be heading to the police station, but that is where I am betting.

“How soon do you think they will get there?” I asked.

“They are about a kilometer away. You’ll get there first. But you know that road, it is wide open. If you run into the front door of the station, they are probably all going to see you.

“Killing them is the best option,” Madalena said.

“I did say there were forty-six of them,” Kasta snickered.

“We don’t want to get pinched inside of the station,” Madalena said.

“No,” I replied. “We actually do. Let’s run.” I dashed across the street, and the women followed me before they could ask what my plan was.

We reached the other alley and came up to the wall Kasta talked about. It was about four meters tall, but Madalena performed an easy wall-run and flipped over it without any visible effort. I had to cradle Eve’s feet in my hand and lift her up so she could grab onto the high ledge. As soon as she made it over, I easily leapt up and threw myself onto the other side.

“What is your plan?” Madalena asked me as soon as I landed.

“We must save the men and women inside of the jails,” Eve said. “Once they are freed, they can help defend against the mercenaries outside.”

“I see,” Madalena said as she looked to me. I could feel a bit of the jealousy that she felt toward Eve even though the warrior woman’s face was void of emotion.

“You three better keep moving,” Kasta reminded, and we started to run again.

“How much farther?” I asked when we ran for another half minute.

“It’s up ahead,” the android said. “There are four men out front now. They are carrying riot shotguns, but you saw the video footage, the men inside are carrying rifles, shotguns, and pistols that fire real bullets.”

“Zea, are you going to be able to help us navigate the inside of the station?” I asked as we approached the end of the alley. I could see the side wall of the station another hundred meters after the lane ended, and I prepared myself for battle.

“No,” Zea huffed. “Unless you want me to stop hacking this harbor system. I’m almost done.”

“Can I do it?” Kasta asked the hacker.

“Ummm. I can put up the video feeds, and you can toggle through them. That’s the best I can do.”

“I’ll take it,” Kasta said. “Adam, I’ll do my best to let you know what is coming up ahead.”

“Thanks,” I replied. Then I turned to the two women and readied my shotgun.

“Madalena and I are up front,” I said. “Eve, you are in the back.”

The two beautiful women nodded at me. Eve’s eyes glowed a bright red, and Madalena’s armor started to glow blue as it flowed across her chest, arms, and neck. I waited a few seconds for it to get mostly in place, and then I sprinted out from the alley and toward the police station where Juliette was being held prisoner.

The alley where I came out faced the side wall of the station, so I had to angle to my right and wrap around the front. The four men standing there carried their riot guns in a relaxed position, and I managed to surprise the first one by sending a shotgun slug hammering through his face. His skull disappeared with a spray of red skull dust, and I twisted my shotgun toward the next man before his eyes could even open with surprise.

My weapon made the familiar, almost loving, kick in my grip, and my second slug left a crater in the chest of the second mercenary. It also left a crater in the wall behind him, and the other two men moved to point their guns at me.

Twin streams of pulse rifle fire flared from behind me and filled each of the men with bullets, and they died before they could scream.

I made a hard left and pointed my shotgun at the mercenaries sitting past the glass doors behind the reception table. There were six of them pulling their weapons, but then I squeeze the trigger of my shotgun, and the glass shattered into a thousand or so pieces of crystal.

I plowed through the doorway after my slugs and spun around the room while I held down the trigger of my weapon.

The mercenary behind the lobby flew back into the wall when my slug punched through his armor. The man next to him died when my next slug ground his skull into microscopic fragments of bone. The mercenary by the door managed to twist his rifle toward me, but I stepped to the side while my weapon barked, and my slug drove through his chest armor like a train would plow through a taco stand. His shot missed, and my second slug followed the first into his chest.

Rifles coughed bullets, shotguns barked slugs, and pulse rifles screamed, but nothing managed to hit me as I spun around the room and searched for my next target.

There was another man on the right holding a shotgun, and his weapon fired a half-second before I could pull my trigger. The impact against my shoulder spun my left arm around, but I focused on ending this fucker, let go of the front stock of my shotgun, and pulled the trigger of my weapon while I held it one-handed. The slug flew true to my half-assed aim, and it lifted the man off the ground when it mule-kicked him in the gut.

Then I spun with the momentum from the man’s blast and whipped my weapon around to target the rest of the fuckers in the room. They were already dead though; dozens of energy bullets had needled through their armor and killed them instantly.

“Clear,” I growled as I checked my left shoulder. My armor took the hit like a champ, and the only evidence there was of any damage was a scuff mark on the plate and a bruise that was about to finish healing.

Madalena and Eve stepped through the broken glass entrance and into the lobby while I moved to the door leading back into the station. I stood to the side of it and then motioned for them to glance back out into the street.

“They are taking up firing positions,” Madalena said as she gestured for Eve to stand over by me so she wasn’t in the line of fire. The vampire complied quickly and then raised four fingers as she pointed to the door.

“Kasta?” I whispered.

“Eve’s right. Four past the door. They are at the end of the hallway peering out from the rooms with rifles. There are two on each side. Also, the alarm has sounded, and more of the mercenaries are coming to the front area.

“I will push through,” Madalena said as she moved to stand next to us. “You two can fire upon the mercenaries outside.”

“No,” I said. “You keep your eye on the rear. I’ll take the four past here. We need to push inside.”

“You do not have armor on your head,” Madalena objected, but I’d already flung the door open, and leaned around the corner with my shotgun out.

I will help.

Eve’s voice entered my mind as soon as I brought my shotgun sight on the first mercenary. The man ducked around one of the side doorways with a rifle pointed at me. He went to fire, but his gun twisted to the side when his bullets left the muzzle. I took my shot quickly and then ducked back around the corner before the other three shooters could get a bead on me. I didn’t see my slug kill the first man, but I knew my aim had been true.

And my shotgun rounds pretty much killed everything while the beast screamed.

Bullets rained out from the hallway, so Eve and I took a cautious step to the side to avoid an unlucky bullet. I turned my eyes to Madalena and saw the woman pointing her rifle out toward the main street of Queen’s Hat. She hadn’t started shooting yet, but I knew from her emotions that she was waiting for the right opportunity to fire.

They are reloading.

Eve’s prompt made me spin out from around the corner and risk another shot at the men. I rapidly feathered my furry finger over the trigger and sent a sustained burst of metal down the hallway. The next closest Black Heart mercenary caught a slug in the face, and his blood exploded across the corridor like a canister of spray paint.

The other two shooters ducked behind their doorway edges when my slugs sped down the hallway. If I were smart, I’d step back around the corner again and wait for another opportunity to pick one off. I didn’t have the time for tactics though, and I had a psychic space witch vampire backing me up, so I charged down the hallway while I sprayed slugs in the direction of the two mercenaries.

The man at the far end of the hallway seemed to sense that I was running toward him, and he spun out despite my shots slamming into the walls where he took cover. He froze with his rifle pointed slightly away from me, and I read the terror in his eyes right before my slug caved the armor on his chest in.

Got him. Four more coming to your left where the remaining mercenary hides.

I dove forward and spun to my left while I was in midair. My shotgun hadn’t stopped firing for the last ten seconds, and I knew my drum was almost out of ammo. I saw the remaining shooter and four more running some twenty meters down this corner past him where Eve said they would be. My shotgun punched a slug through the closest man’s shoulder while I fell, and a second hunk of metal from my weapon tore a dinner plate sized chunk from his center while he spun.

Another slug flew down toward the four men coming toward me, but the shot was a bit off and tore into the wall a few centimeters away from the point-man of the new group.

My ammo drum was empty.

I landed on my right side and yanked my left pistol free of its holster while the four men tried to aim their weapons at me. My pistols were heavy duty service side-arms, but their bullets were still much smaller than what my revolver carried, and my three shots bounced off the mercenary’s armor before the fourth caught him in the eye socket of his helmet.

The three remaining men opened fire with their weapons, but instead of aiming at me, they twisted their rifles to the sides and hosed each other. As the bullets ripped through them, they let out screams of anguished betrayal. It was apparent that Eve had saved my ass again, and I wondered how many more times she could either freeze or manipulate our opponents into shooting each other.

I am not yet tired, but I would prefer to use my magic as little as possible in case of emergency. It takes you much less energy to squeeze your trigger finger than it does for me to force them to shoot each other.

“Got it,” I growled as I flipped up to my feet and holstered my left pistol. I put a fresh drum in my shotgun as I ran past Eve and toward the lobby.

“Madalena?” I asked as I poked my head out of the hallway. I hadn’t heard her shoot yet, but I could still feel her presence.

“They are taking up position outside of the station. Some are circling around. Is there another entrance?”

“In the back, but it is a loading bay and locked down,” Kasta explained through our transponder.

“That would have been good to know before we started,” Madalena growled.

“Hey, I’m kind of new at this shit,” the android huffed.

“You are doing a great job,” I said. “We’d all be dead if not for you.”

“I agree with Adam,” Eve said.

“I apologize,” Madalena quickly said. “I am not--” the rest of the Prime Valkyrie’s words were lost when she opened fire with her pulse rifle. There were screams outside in the distance, and I was confident she’d either killed or critically injured her target.

Madalena didn’t seem to miss when she fired her weapon.

“Hold this entrance,” I said to the brunette after she let off her trigger. “Eve and I will clear the rest of the station.”

Madalena nodded, but I could feel her disappointment swirl. Then I felt her get angry at herself for being disappointed. She knew that she was the best one in our trio for the task I assigned her; she just wanted to be beside me.

Her emotions continued to swirl and radiate out from her while she opened fire again, and I had to close my eyes and take a deep breath to keep from getting caught up in her. Then I felt Eve’s hand pull on my armored bicep, and I turned to the beautiful vampire. Eve knew my mind, and she smiled at me before she nodded back toward the interior of the station.

Then I ran back through the hallway.

Three coming from the direction you are facing. Five from the second hallway on your left. Many coming up from the levels below, and even more coming down from the upper levels.

The fact that Eve was using terms like “many” and “even more” might have caused a normal man a bit of fear, but the monster in my soul just screamed with joy. It was looking forward to killing these fucks. It wanted to hear their screams. It wanted to see their blood. It wanted to gorge on their terror.

It wanted to save the redheaded woman and lay claim to her.

I tried to ignore the last emotion, but it was probably the most potent motivator the tiger in my soul felt. I didn’t think Juliette was my woman, but the monster sure as hell did, and he was angry that some fucker was keeping her from me.

Other side of this door.

Eve’s voice came in my mind as I turned left into a hallway. My sensitive ears could hear distant shouting through the halls, but it was in a language I didn’t know. I didn’t hear any voices or movement on the other side of the door where Eve and I ducked, but I trusted the woman’s powers.

I leveled my shotgun at the door and pulled the trigger until the screams on the other side stopped.

They are dead. More coming from ahead in the main hallway.

I spun around Eve and leaned out from the corner. The far door was fifteen meters away, but the handle was starting to twist open. I pumped another volley of slugs into the metal of the door and was rewarded with a series of agonized screams. The sounds poured through the holes my slugs resonated like a sweet symphony of death, and I let out a roar of pleasure as I yanked on my trigger more.

They are returning fi--

Eve started to say in my mind, but I had already ducked back around the corner and pushed her behind me. Hundreds of rifle bullets sprayed down the hallway and chewed into the corner where we hid and bounced off the floor. I put a fresh drum in my shotgun and realized that I was being a bit wasteful with ammo. I only had one more drum on my belt, and there were many more fuckers who needed a slug punched through their skulls.

Now. Aim down left on the door.

I twisted back around the corner with Eve’s command and punched three slugs through the door slightly down and left of the center before I swung back around the corner. I didn’t hear any screams at first, but I did a few seconds later.

One more. He is falling back to meet with the reinforcements. We are going to be pinched between the group ahead of us and the group on the left in a few minutes.

“Shit!” Kasta said. “The Black Heart leader is reloading his pistol and stepping back into the cell.”

“Zea?” I asked as anger threatened to turn my vision red.

“I just broke into the harbor!” she shouted through my transponder with relief. “I’m four minutes ahead of schedule. Working on the docking manifests next, but I’m expecting it to take another ten minutes.”

“Should I ask Nikki to leave our dock and move over to Harbor B?” Madalena asked, and I heard an echo of the pulse rifle fire come from my transponder and the direction where she guarded the front door.

“Just give me four minutes to make sure I’m making headway,” Zea said. “If we exit now, they might not let us dock again, and then we’ll be screwed if we want to escape.”

I was about to tell her that the chances of escaping, even if we wanted to, were slim to none, but I kept my mouth closed, and focused on surviving the next few minutes. I really needed another shooter up here with Eve and me, but I couldn’t pull Madalena from her position without leaving our rear exposed. The obvious choice was for Eve and me to fall back to the lobby. Then we could hold off the combined group of mercenaries in this tunnel.

But it would take forever to clear them out, and Warren Royzar would just kill more innocents in the meantime. I needed to get to that fucker as soon as possible.

Then I got a crazy idea.

“Madalena, do you have a smoke grenade?” I recalled that Mikhael had used a slim one while we were on the slaver station, but the Prime Valkyrie hadn’t put any in the stack of weapons she brought me.

“Yes,” she answered when her rifle fired paused a bit.

“Throw one into the lobby to buy us some time. Then move up through the hallway to where Eve and I are. We are punching through and down into the lower levels.”

“Yes, my lord.” I felt pleasure radiate from her and pour down the hall toward me.

“Kasta, we need directions to the lower level. I think I remember how to get there, but we are going to make a mad dash and kill any fuckers in our way.”

“Ha!” the android laughed. “You are crazy. Go straight ahead through the door you just shot full of holes, then you’ll make a right at the T intersection forty meters past that. Then second left is the stairs leading down. I see twelve fuckers coming up from those stairs you’ll have to get through, and there are ten more coming down from the stairs on the other side of that T intersection. If you don’t move fast, you’ll get stuck in between them.”

“We’ll move fast,” I said right after I heard Madalena’s grenade go off behind me.

Then the Prime Valkyrie was at my side, and we sprinted toward the door while Eve ran behind us.

“That’s the turn up ahead,” Kasta said through our transponders. “Hurry! They are coming down the stairs to your left.”

“I will use another smoke grenade,” Madalena said as she pulled a disc free of her belt with her left hand. She waited on the corner for Eve and me to pass, and then she tossed it in the opposite direction.

“Second left,” Kasta reminded us. “They are coming out with their weapons ready, but I suspect they don’t know you are coming.”

They do not think we are right here. They suspect we are still by the lobby.

“I will take the far side,” Madalena hissed at me, and then her back thrusters engaged to push her into a forward dive. I increased my sprint a bit more and then twisted around the second corner a hair of a moment after Madalena spun on her back.

The Prime Valkyrie pointed her rifle down the hallway and fired the same time I did. My slugs and her blue pulse bullets filled the passageway ahead of us, and the group of black armored men fell back against our waves of death. They screamed and tried to return fire, but their bullets sprayed the sidewalls instead of finding Madalena and me.

“The group behind you is shooting through the--” I didn’t hear the rest of Kasta’s words, I just spun around, wrapped Eve in my arms, and twisted us around so that my armored back protected her. She was wearing the same armor I was, but I didn’t want to risk her catching a bullet.

Rifle fire sprayed through the distant smoke of Madalena’s grenade. Most of the shots missed, but I felt one brush past my whiskers as I pulled Eve back around the corner. Madalena had already moved to that position, and she was spraying blue bullets across the bodies of the black armored men on the ground.

“There is a group of twelve on the bottom level,” Kasta said. “They have eyes on the only entrance. You are going to have a hard time getting inside without getting shot a bunch first.”

“We’ll figure it out,” I said as I let Eve out of my arms.

The rifle fire from down the hallway continued, but Madalena reloaded her weapon, stepped to the corner next to me, and leaned out to return fire. Her weapon sounded like a high pitched snare drum, and even though she was shooting at them through her own smoke grenade, I heard distant screams of surprise when her blue bullets pierced armor.

“I’ve set the docking manifest!” Zea shouted. “Persephone is good to dock at B-13. It is the closest one I could get to us.”

“Nikki, did you hear that?” Madalena asked as she leaned back around the corner.

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie. I will move Persephone.”

“Adam, do you want us to use the drones once Persephone is docked?” Paula asked.

“Yeah,” I said as Eve and I stepped over the corpses on the ground.

“We’ll let you know when we are coming,” the engineer replied.

Eve and I reached the door leading to the stairwell, and I poked my shotgun over the side just in case Kasta had missed someone. There was no movement, and Eve didn’t alert me to anyone’s presence, so I guessed we were clear.

“Madalena!” I barked, and the Prime Valkyrie sent out a final burst of blue bullets before she pulled away from the corner and ran toward us.

“You guys have a ton of fuckers entering the station from outside,” Kasta said.

“Yeah,” I growled, and hoped Persephone would be able to dock, and the drones would be able to get here in time. I doubted they would, but we might be able to hold out on the bottom levels with the other cops.

At least, that was my plan.

“He’s killed the next set of five people,” Kasta hissed as we made it to the door, and I let out a frustrated growl before the three of us moved down the stairs.

“He is a coward,” Madalena whispered in reply to my emotions, but I doubted her words were actually true. These were the actions of a man who thought he would win by pissing me off. He was confident in his abilities to capture Eve and me.

But why was he so confident?

“Hold up,” I growled, and the two women stopped as we walked down the stairs.

“What’s wrong?” Kasta asked, but the two women with me could both read my thoughts differently, and they each fixed their eyes on me.

“Kasta, what exactly is in the jail cell?” I asked. “I feel like this might be a trap.”

“Uhh. Yeah, of course it is a trap!” Zea shouted. “He knows you are coming.”

“I’m looking at the room right now, and I don’t see anything besides the mercenaries and their prisoners,” Kasta said.

“Hey,” I heard Zea say. “Look at their armor.”

“Their armor?” I heard Paula say.

“What about their armor?” Kasta asked.

“By the neck pieces, what is that?” Zea asked. “Looks like a--”

“Tube!” both of the twins said, and I felt my heart drop.

“An air tube?” Madalena asked.

“It looks like it, but it could just be the design of the armor,” the hacker said.

“Zea, can you access the station’s air systems?” I asked.

“Uhh. Yeah. I’ve already got my hands in it.” I heard her fingers pound across her controls through the transponder.

“The men at the end of the smoke intersection are moving in your direction, and the ones who entered the front lobby are inside the first hallway,” Kasta updated. “You don’t have much time to get lower.”

“We’ll keep pushing,” I said. “Zea, figure out what they are up to.”

“I’m trying!” she hissed, and I gestured for Eve and Madalena to follow me down.

We reached the bottom of the stairs a few moments later. The door leading to the jail floor here was made of thick metal, and there was a security panel on the side. A beeping red light convinced me that it was locked, but I had faith Zea would take care of it quickly.

“They just made it to where you killed the last group,” Kasta said, and I could taste the tension in her words.

“Zea, I need this door open, and you need to figure out what they are planning,” I growled.

“Fuck! I’m trying!” she shouted, and the door panel beeped green.

“They are down the hallway and pointing their rifles at that door!” Kasta warned as I grabbed the handle with my left hand and prepared to fling it open.

“Eve?” I asked as I turned to her.

“As soon as I see them, I can use my powers,” she said.

“Cover her,” I said to Madalena, and the Prime Valkyrie nodded as she stepped in front of the vampire and raised her pulse rifle.

Then I threw up the door, ducked behind the corner, and unleashed my shotgun blindly down the hallway as the mercenaries fired their own rifles.

My weapon kicked in my hand, but three bullets slammed into my shoulder while I fired. Two of them bounced off my armor, but one of them hit me like a freight train, and my arm spun around. I felt my arm pop free of my shoulder joint when I twisted backward, causing me to lean away from the corner and focus on not dropping my shotgun.

Madalena and Eve had also stepped away from the hallway, and the rate of gunfire coming from the exit made me think that Eve hadn’t been able to get a visual on the enemy.

I saw them and read their thoughts. They do have a gas system that they have just engaged. We are going to be in trouble if Zea cannot turn it off quickly. Tell me when you are ready, and I will distract them.

“Use your powers,” I growled as I rotated my shoulder and felt my arm pop back into the joint. The bullet that hit me hadn’t broken my armor, but the impact did a number on the limb beneath. My shoulder throbbed terribly, and I guessed the bullet had caused my armor to twist and break my humerus and clavicle bones.

Eve’s eyes began to glow, and I heard the mercenaries down the hall start screaming.

It sounded like their skin was being torn from their bodies.

I ignored the pain in my arm and forced my shotgun up to firing position. Then I rolled my back against the wall and leaned out into the hallway. The eight men at the end of the passage were acting as if they were on fire, and they were either trying to pat themselves down or were rolling on the ground. Madalena fired her pulse rifle a moment after I let my first slug go, and the group of men died a few seconds later.

“They are at the top of the stairwell!” Kasta shouted, and I gestured for Eve and Madalena to push into the hallway we just cleared. Bullets poured down the gap in the center of the stairs a second after Eve stepped inside, and I reached out to yank the door closed behind us.

“Zea, lock the door!” I growled, but then I started coughing, and my throat started to burn.

“Done!” the hacker shouted. “They are filling the bottom floor with some sort of paralysing gas!”

“No shit!” I roared as the beast made anger spiral through my head.

Eve started to cough, and she reached out a hand to steady herself against the wall.

“The cells are up ahead. Make a left at the door,” Kasta said. “There are four more mercenaries, their boss, and the cops in the jail. Everyone not wearing armor is starting to cough.”

“I’ve got it!” Zea shouted with joy. “I shut off the poison, and I’m putting the air filters into overdrive.”

“Great job,” I gasped through another round of coughs. It didn’t feel like it was any easier to breathe, but I trusted my friend.

“Leave their leader alive,” Eve coughed. “I can read his thoughts and determine who hired him to capture us.”

“Can you use your powers on the men in the next room?” I asked.

“Yes, but I am drained. I will need to feed afterward or risk fainting.”

“Got it,” I said as I quickly weighed the possibilities. I didn’t exactly want Eve drinking the blood of a bunch of people right in a room with a bunch of cops observing, but I also knew her powers would help tremendously in a hostage situation. Madalena and I could probably shoot all these fuckers, but one of the bystanders might get hit by a stray bullet.

You could also make love to me, but that has its own strategic flaws given our circumstances.

Her laughter was clear in my mind, and we shared a quick smile as we stepped over the corpses of the men we’d just butchered. The scent of blood, gunpowder, and burning from Madalena’s shots made the beast in my soul growl with pleasure.

“If you open the door, I will kill the men.” Madalena’s eyes bore into my face, and I could feel her desire.

“We can both do it--”

“I wish to please you,” she interrupted me. “Please give me this opportunity to impress.”

“You already do impress me, Madalena.” My words caused pleasure to flow from her.

“Then give me this,” she said. “Eve should save her powers for the next fight.”

“Alright.” I nodded, and then we ran to the end of the hallway. This was another security door, but I saw the light was already flashing green on the panel.

“The group behind you is at the bottom of the stairwell,” Kasta said, and I heard pounding on the door behind us.

“We are going,” I said as I reached the handle, glanced, at Madalena, and then yanked it open.

The Prime Valkyrie fired through the doorway as a hail of bullets poured out through the door. Most of the shots hit the wall behind the armored woman, but a few connected with her armor. These bullets compressed liked cheap metal and bounced off the feather etched suit without leaving a mark.

Madalena’s blue power bullets lanced out from the muzzle of her rifle like a solid laser stream. She moved the front of the weapon a bit while she fired, but her stream lasted less than two seconds. Then she lowered her rifle and motioned for Eve and me to follow behind her.

“Zea, can you lock this door?” I asked as I pulled it behind us.

“Yeah,” the hacker said, “But you’ve got those fuckers behind you planting bombs on the stairwell door.”

“I know,” I said as I turned to the carnage in the hallway.

“Maybe you should just send Madalena out there,” Kasta laughed, and I could see why.

The four armored men were dead, each with a trio of bullet holes in their skulls. The man I recognized as Warren Royzar, was at the back of the long hallway by the cell where Juliette was being kept. His rifle was on the ground in front of him, and blood poured from each of his arms.

Madalena had placed a pair of energy bullets through the other four armored men, across ten meters, and into each of Warren’s biceps so that he couldn’t use his weapons.

“Damn Madalena, great job,” I said as the mercenary leader’s grunts of pain brought my attention back to the present.

“I am the Prime Valkyrie,” she replied, but I could feel the pleasure my words brought her.

“I will speak with him,” Eve said as she stepped toward the handsome mercenary man. The walls on both sides of us were the bars of the cells, but I realized there was a reflective glass wall set up between two sets of metal bars. The cops inside of the cells couldn’t see out, and I guessed that they probably didn’t hear us.

Madalena and I followed Eve to the end of the hallway, and my eyes set on the ten dead police officers when I walked past the first cell. Rage boiled in my chest, and I felt a growl escape my throat. As soon as we talked to this fucker, I’d let everyone go, and then we’d take back their station.

“Hey,” Warren gasped through his clenched teeth we reached him. “A fucking tiger-man. I didn’t believe it.”

“Perhaps your eyes lie,” Eve said with a shrug.

“Listen, I’ve got a bunch of rhodium I can give you all. I’ll call all my teams off, we’ll jump in our ships, and you’ll never see us again.”

“How much does he have?” Zea asked through our transponder.

“Five kilos,” he said.

“You have thirty-two kilograms between all three of your ships,” Eve corrected, and the man’s face paled.

“Who--” he started to say, but the dark-haired woman interrupted him.

“Who hired you to kidnap us?” she asked.

“You might as well just kill me,” the man sighed, and I saw his eyes stray to his rifle. His large pistol was still on his hip, but I doubted that either of his injured arms would be strong or fast enough to pull it.

“Hmmm,” Eve said, and then she turned to me. “He met with a woman who gave him the job. She paid him thirty thousand kilograms to come here and then another thirty to deliver you and me alive. If they bring Persephone, it would be an extra thirty, but he planned on keeping her.”

“How the fuck do you know that?” the man’s mouth hung open.

“What does this woman look like?” I asked as I tried to recall any female enemies I had. It was probably someone hired to hire someone else to do the job.

“His left eye is cybernetic,” Eve said as she pointed at Warren. “He took a video recording of the meeting.”

“I’ll give you the recording, and the thirty thousand kilos of rhodium if you’ll let me go.”

“He’s planning on betraying us as soon as we let him go. He still thinks he can capture us.”

“No! I’m true to my word,” Warren said. “I’m the leader of the Black Hearts, and we--”

“Your brother is the real power behind the organization,” Eve corrected.

“Fucking bitch!” He spat, but Eve stepped to the side, and the glob of phlegm missed her.

My boot didn’t miss though. It slammed into his face, broke something there, and threw him back three meters and into the wall.

“Where is the data stored?” I asked, but the man wasn’t moving.

“You killed him,” Eve said with a half smile.

“Ahh, shit,” I growled. “Sorry.”

“I doubt there was much more.” Eve shrugged. “The video of the woman is stored in his left eye.”

“I will get it,” Madalena said as she pulled a knife from her belt and walked toward the man’s corpse.

“Uhh, I hate to remind you all about this, but those fuckers are about to blow the door.” Zea’s voice sounded urgent. “Also, I’m hoping we can get that thirty thousand. Momma needs a new computer and maybe a purse.”

A loud explosion sounded in the distance, and the walls of the jail vibrated.

“Butttttttttt, I’ll settle for us all getting back to Persephone safe,” Zea said. “They are coming through the door. They’ll blow the last one in a few minutes.”

“I just docked, and I’m opening the hatch so the drones can exit!” Nikki’s voice was more than welcome, but I feared she was too late.

“Kasta and I are coming!” Paula shouted.

“Let’s get these cops out of their cells,” I said to Eve, and I walked over to the cell that held Juliette. The keypad on the outside had three buttons for each of the walls, and I flipped them off at the same time.

My friend sat on her knees in the corner of the cell. There was a sack over her head, and her hands were cuffed behind her back. I pulled the sack off and saw that she had another blindfold on, as well as a gag and earphones. I pulled off her ear covers, untied the gag from her, and then pulled off her eye mask.

“Well, shit,” Juliette said as soon as she saw me. Her right eye was swollen shut, and blood ran down her chin from a cut on her lip, but she managed a wide smile. “What the hell took you so long?”
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Chapter 7

“We’ve got a shitload of mercenaries at the door, and we just killed their leader,” I explained as I helped her stand. The sight of her black eye and split lip made my breath come out in ragged gasps as the tiger began to rage, but I’d already kicked the face in of the man who had hurt her.

“Okay, but why’d you take so long to rescue me?” she asked again.

“Are you serious?” Zea asked through our transponder.

“Ha! Blondie!” Juliette laughed. “Glad I can still piss you off.”

“Do you know where the keys to these cuffffsssss arrrrre?” I asked Juliette as I turned her around so I could look at her wrists.

“Warren left them up in one of the offices,” Eve said. “I’ll open the other cells.

“Hey, Eve!” Juliette yelled over her shoulder.

“Hi, Juliette,” Eve said. “I am glad you are okay.”

“Me, too.”

“I’ll get these,” I said as I reached down to Juliette’s handcuffs. I grabbed one of the rings with each hand and then pulled them apart while a growl of effort escaped my mouth. The metal links in the middle bent slowly, and then they snapped open.

“Damn,” the redhead said as she spun around to look at her arms. She still had the cuffs on each wrist, but the chain wasn’t joining them together anymore. “That’s really damn hot. I’ll have to use two or three when I handcuff you to the bedposts tonight.”

“Uhhh. Are you really going to--” Zea started to say, but Juliette interrupted her.

“Kitty Boy deserves a reward,” Juliette said.

“We have to get ouuuut of here first,” I growled as I pulled my shotgun around off the strap on my back. “Search the bodies for a weapon.”

“I’d prefer your big gun,” Juliette smirked at me.

“Oh, my fucking-- can you just--” Zea started to say, but I interrupted.

“Get a weapon.”

“Yes, sir,” Juliette said, and then she turned to look at Madalena. Then she looked at me, then back to Madalena, and then me. “Who’s the babe with the bloody knife and the eyeball?”

“I am Madalena Vaish, Queen of the Vaish Blood Overlord Clan. Prime Valkyrie of the Nordar people, and wife of Adam.” Madalena’s armor had dripped away from her face while I was taking care of Juliette, and the brunette’s eyes stared at Juliette with a distinct lack of warmth.

“I missed everything but ‘Madalena’ and ‘wife of Adam,’” Juliette said as she raised an eyebrow at me.

“Get a gun,” I replied. “We have fuckers to kiiiiiill.”

“I understand that.” Juliette sidestepped Madalena and ran over to Warren’s bloody body.

I have freed the rest of the police officers.

Eve’s voice came through my head, and I looked out of Juliette’s cell to see some of the men stripping the mercenaries for weapons.

“Zea, how are we looking outside this door?” I asked as I stepped into the hallway.

“They are planting explosives on it,” she replied. “They don’t know that you’ve freed everyone, but they have to know you’ve killed Warren.”

“Their orders are to return with Adam and me,” Eve said. “They believe they have enough men to complete the mission still since there are more coming from across Queen’s Hat.”

“Juliette, did you hear that?” I asked the redhead.

“Yep,” she said as she strapped Warren’s belt around her narrow waist. The big black revolver looked sexy on her hip, and then she barked for everyone to stand at attention.

“Grab a gun, get in the cells, and aim at that door. If you don’t have a gun, stand in the back, if you do, stand near the front. When the door blows, shoot. Get it?”

The gathered officers nodded at her commands, but most of them were still staring at me with surprise.

“Yeah, he’s a fucking walking tiger. You assholes need to worry about the door, or you are going to have to worry about my boot up your ass!” Juliette screamed, and the cops all turned to follow her orders.

“They are moving away from the door!” Zea warned, and we all retreated back into the side cells so we wouldn’t get hit with an explosive blast.

The door blew, and Zea shouted something through our transponders that I couldn’t hear over the sound of gunfire. A moment later, I understood what she had tried to warn us about when a pair of grenades bounced through the open door. The cops in front dove back as far away as they could, but before the explosions could activate, the two metal spheres were flung back out the door and bounced back into the hallway where the mercenaries were taking cover.

The twin explosions sounded at almost the same time and a blast of flame, shrapnel, and dust blew through the adjacent hallway. Smoke filled the jail area where we were, and Juliette’s cops let out a collective sigh of relief.

“How did they bounce back?” one of the men near the front asked.

“Who the fuck knows, but they did, and I’m glad,” a woman on the other side of the cells shouted in return.

“On me!” Juliette yelled as she sprinted to the door. Eve, Madalena, and I followed the policewoman, and the cops who grabbed weapons came behind us.

Juliette leaned around the blown door with her revolver out, but she nodded back at me, and I sprung out around her. The pair of grenades had dented the metal sidewalls of the hallway, and most of the armored mercenaries were in bloody pieces. I saw one of the men struggling to get to his feet. Blood leaked out of his helmet and the joints of his armor, and I debated capturing him so that Eve could try to dig for more info. Juliette had other ideas though, and a bullet from her revolver smashed through the eye socket of his helmet.

“Hey, this hunk of metal shoots pretty damn good,” Juliette said as I turned to her. The barrel was smoking like a forest fire, and she smiled down at it with appreciation.

“Let’s find more fuckers to kill,” I said as I took point position and moved down toward the stairwell.

“You’ve got a group up top,” Zea said. “Uhhh. They have grenades and shit. Maybe you should just stay there.”

“I thought they were trying to capture Adam and Eve?” Paula asked through the transponder.

“I’m just saying what I see!” Zea groaned. “I don’t know how these fuckers think.”

“Where are the drones?” I whispered into the transponder as I reached the next blown door. This was right at the base of the stairwell, and I could hear the mercenaries up top moving around.

“We are out of the harbor,” Kasta said. “First drone should be at your location in ninety seconds.”

“You taking the spider drone?” I asked, and I motioned for Madalena to come stand next to me.

“I’m taking Kay and the spider drone,” Kasta said. “I can pilot them both here and then I’ll give Zea the knight while I work the spider.”

“I’m taking the other knight,” Paula said. “They just move slower than the spider.”

“Got it,” I whispered to them as I motioned for Juliette and the rest of the cops to step back down the corridor away from the stairwell.

“Uhhh. Adam?” Zea asked.

“What?” I hissed as quietly as I could as Madalena, Eve, and I crept toward the bottom of the stairwell.

“Did you forget that I said there were grenades? You know, the explosive shit with the shrapnel and the fire and the dying?”

“Can you throw back another setttt of grenades?” I whispered to Eve.

“Yes, but they are debating using gas grenades, even if I throw them up, the area will fill with fumes. We no longer have doors to close, so we’ll breathe it.”

“Shit,” I said. “We can’t waaaaait for the drones.”

“No,” Eve replied with a frown, but I felt Madalena’s excitement. She just wanted to blast up there on her purple wings and slaughter all of them.

The monster in my soul loved that plan.

“Howwwww many?” I wanted to know what we were up against before I planned on an assault up the stairs.

“I count eighteen,” Zea said.

“Yes.” Eve nodded.

“Don’t be dumb,” Zea said. “Just wait. You are at the bottom of the stairs, they can just hose you.”

“They are getting ready to drop the grenades,” Eve said, and I turned to Madalena.

The Prime Valkyrie nodded as the metal began to drip and spread across her face. As soon as her banshee helmet was in place, I let out a sharp growl, and we both sprinted the rest of the way down the hallway.

Madalena’s thrusters gave her a bit of a lead, but that was fine. I didn’t have a helmet on, and a shot from above would end me. As soon as she reached the stairwell, she jumped up through the center, and a stream of bullets came raining down on her.

One of the shooters from the top of the stairwell hit me in the shoulder as I sprinted behind Madalena, but the bullet didn’t punch through my armor. Another bullet hit me in the upper back as I reached the first set of stairs, and the force of it almost knocked me to my knees. I figured it must have been a shotgun slug because of the kinetic energy, but it didn’t feel as if it penetrated my armor.

Men screamed up above, and I sprinted up the levels while I tried to count the seconds Madalena’s rifle fired. By the time I reached the top floor, the eighteen mercenaries were dead, and Madalena was leaning out around the corner so she could keep her rifle focused on the main hallway.

“Wow,” Zea said, and I guessed she was talking about Madalena’s exhibition of battle prowess. “I’m uhhh. Well. Shit. Okay. There are two more groups in the station. One that just entered the lobby and one in the main cross hallway as you try to get out. They are planning on pinching you in there. The group on the right, in the adjacent hallway, has set up some barriers for cover.”

“There are also more mercenaries heading toward the station from the train,” Kasta said.

“Howwww many?” I growled.

“Hmmm,” Kasta said, and then I heard the terrifying whirl of the spider drone’s gatling gun. A fraction of a moment later our transponders echoed a chorus of bullets, and I had a flashback of the time Eve and I escaped from Elaka Nota’s building.

“There are now zero mercenaries heading toward the station from the train,” Kasta snorted.

“Thanks,” I said. “Eve, can you come up? Bring Juliette and one other who is her best shot.”

“I will,” Eve replied.

“I can remove the rest of the mercenaries from this building, you do not need Eve or Juliette,” Madalena whispered to me through her helmet.

“I’mmm sure you could,” I said but my eyes focused on her shoulder armor and I raised a finger to point at the blood trickling down from a seam there.

“One of them was using armor piercing rounds,” she explained. “I am fine.”

“We’ll wait for everyone else,” I said. I didn’t feel any pain coming from her, but the sight of her injury reminded me that neither of us were immortal. I’d just ordered her to charge headfirst into eighteen mercenaries. Madalena could have been killed.

I didn’t want to lose her.

“You and I can kill the rest,” she said calmly. “I can feel your hunger for their blood, and your hunger for me. Let us deal with them together.”

She was right, I wanted to charge down the hallway and kill the mercenaries who tried to capture Eve and me. I wanted to destroy the group who had beaten Juliette and threatened my other friends. I wanted to crush every single last one of them slowly so that I could commit their screams to my memory.

The blood dripping down Madalena’s shoulder drew my attention though, and I managed to curb my lust for violence until Eve, Juliette, and a bearded man with a rifle made it up the stairs.

“Madalena and I will push forward,” I explained. “There is a group to the right and a group at the end by the main lobby. Eve, I need you to--”

My words were cut off by a distant sound of chaingun fire. It sounded far away, but the bullets lasted for ten agonizing seconds.

“Kasta?” I asked as soon as the sound had stopped.

“Their aerial drones were bugging me,” she answered. “They aren’t anymore. This thing is a blast!”

“Careful. We don’t want to hurt any civilians.” Juliette leaned into my armor so the android could hear her clearly.

“Relax, I’m shooting into the air.”

“Bullets come down!” Juliette yelled.

“Oh no,” Kasta said with a chuckle. “These rounds are super spicy. They are going to smack into the bulkhead of the station, lose all their energy, and then rain down. It won’t hurt anyone.”

“That’s worse! You can’t shoot at the bulkhead! We’ll lose pressure!”

“Oh. I suppose that would be bad,” Kasta mused. “For you all, I’d be fine since I don’t need air.”

“Kasta!” Paula shouted through the transponders.

“I’m joking! I’ll watch where I shoot. Speaking of that, I’m able to fire into the station’s lobby right now.”

“Wait, don’t--” Juliette started to say, but I heard the familiar whine of the spider drone’s massive gun.

“Get down!” I shouted as I pushed Eve and Juliette to the floor. Juliette wasn’t armored, so I tried to shield her body and Eve’s exposed head with my much larger form.

Madalena dove to the ground next to me and the bearded man sprinted back down the stairs. A sound like a chainsaw cutting through rebar filled my ears, and I saw Juliette’s mouth open to scream as the hallway filled with dust.

“Okay! I think I got them all,” Kasta said after the guns fired for half a dozen seconds. “Let me check the cameras.”

“Did you just shoot into my station?” Juliette asked with disbelief.

“Yep! I killed them all.” Kasta sounded incredibly pleased with herself.

“You just fired a chaingun into my station,” Juliette looked down the hallway, and I turned to follow her eyes. Hundreds, or maybe even thousands of bullet holes filled the walls and ceiling of the corridor. There was practically more empty space than there was a wall.

“No need to thank me,” Kasta said. “I’m here to help. Oh! More mercenaries are coming here. Whoops! They are turning to run. I’m gonna go give them a bullet spanking.”

“She just fired a chaingun into my station,” Juliette repeated, and a light fixture fell from the ruined ceiling and shattered into pieces when it smacked into the tile floor.

“We are alive though,” Eve said as she laid her hand on Juliette’s arm.

“Juliette, get your men up here. There are still morrrre of these mercenaries in Queen’s Hat. We neeeeeed to find them, kill them, and then take their shippppssss.” My words were mostly growls now, but Juliette seemed to understand what I wanted.

“You should rest, my love,” Eve said as she smiled at me. “You have been in this form for over twenty minutes.”

“I’m fineeee,” I said as my anger began to churn.

“Yes, but there is nothing more we can do in ten minutes, and then you will need to change and rest. Juliette, Madalena, Paula, Kasta, and I can handle the rest of this clean up. We have the drones in play now, and Juliette will be able to talk to the other police stations.

“We have an infirmary down one level,” Juliette said. “There are some beds in there.”

“Alright,” I said as I rested my shotgun back over my shoulder strap.

“I will come with you,” Madalena said. “To help you remove your armor.”

“I’ll be fine,” I replied as I stepped out to the stairwell.

“Let her go with you,” Eve said to me, and then she turned to Madalena. “If you just intend on helping him with his armor.”

The Prime Valkyrie’s armor dripped away from her face, and the two women stared at each other for a few tense seconds. Eve’s eyes burned like hot fire, and Madalena’s were like a stormy ocean.

“I will assist with the cleanup,” Madalena finally said to Eve, and the vampire nodded. I didn’t know who won the brief struggle between them because of the monster in my soul screaming for more death, but neither of the women smiled when they turned to face me.

The tiger in my soul may have thirsted for battle, but he didn’t want to get involved in this one. I turned away from the women, walked down the stairs to the next level, and then found the infirmary.

I was already thinking about the ocean when I flopped into the bed in my armor, and it only took a few seconds for me to shift back into my human form.

Before I knew it, I was asleep.
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Chapter 8

I was startled awake and twisted around in the bed to face the presence that I felt in the room with me. My eyes focused on Madalena, and an exhale of relief poured from my lungs. She was lying on the bed next to me with her eyes closed, and I saw a bandage covering her left shoulder. Her chest rose and fell with a slow movement, and I saw her uniform hanging on the bed bars beside her.

I studied her sleeping face for a few moments and tried to make sense of the conflicting emotions in my chest. She had really helped us rescue Juliette, and I knew I held strong feelings for her. I just didn’t know how to move forward with them, or how to leave them alone, or how to do anything with the bond we shared. She’d taken any choice from me, and from the two women I loved.

I supposed that I did have a choice, I could ask her to kill herself, and then I would be rid of her.

I pushed the thought out of my mind immediately. I had fucked up plenty of times in my life so I couldn’t fault her for her actions without taking a good long look at my own screw-ups. I’d already spent a lot of time doing that, and it was a waste of time. I needed to move forward, but I didn’t know how. Should I love her? I knew I already did, and while it didn’t mean we had to be physical lovers, I felt the connection between us growing stronger every day.

Drinking from her would be dousing the flame.

I moved to the edge of my bed and set my booted feet on the ground as quietly as I could before I stood. My body was a bit stiff from sleeping in my armor, but my muscles relaxed after I took a few steps toward the door of the infirmary. I turned to look at Madalena before I exited the infirmary. She was still asleep, and I opened the door and slipped out like a whisper.

Eve was waiting for me in the hallway. She wore her usual skin tight gray and black flight suit, but her ebony hair was braided over one shoulder like a twisting snake. Her eyes looked into mine, and they glowed a warm red.

She didn’t say anything, but she didn’t need to. I recognized the passion in her eyes, and our lips were pressed against each other’s a second later. My hands circled under her small ass, and I lifted her up so she could lean down into my mouth. Eve let out a gasp of pleasure when I lifted her, and her hands ran up my armor and cradled my face while her teeth lightly dug into my tongue. Our make-out session lasted for another half a minute, but we finally let our lips part from each other, and I set her back on the ground.

“Damn,” I gasped as I struggled to slow my heart rate. “One hell of a way to wake up.”

“I love you, Adam,” she said as she ran her fingers along my jaw. “You are a wonderful man, and I thank the stars for every moment we spend together.”

“I feel the same about you and Zea,” I whispered. “We’ve made it through the grinder again, and we are all stronger because of it.”

“Yes,” she said with a relieved sigh. “I will pray we continue to be lucky.”

“How long have I been asleep?” I asked as she wrapped her arm around mine and led me away from the door to the infirmary.

“A little less than a day. I was upstairs speaking with Juliette when I felt you wake up. She is waiting for us.”

“Great,” I said. “Did you update her on what’s happened since we last saw her?”

“Yes, she has an idea that is intriguing. I wanted to ask Madalena, but we convinced her finally to rest some four hours ago, so I didn’t want to wake her.”

“What about Paula, Kasta, and Zea?” I asked.

“We’ve dealt with the mercenaries and their ships,” Eve explained as we reached the stairwell. Police officers were quickly moving up and down the stairs, but no one interrupted us.

“How?” I asked.

“Zea was able to fix the alarm systems in Queen’s Hat so that Juliette could talk to the other police stations. Once the alarms went up, Zea, Kasta, and Paula took our drones toward the other stations. The Black Hearts surrendered, and the station’s defense cannons were able to prevent their ships from leaving.”

“Sounds like Queen’s Hat owes us another thank you.” I chuckled.

“Yes,” Eve agreed. “They will need to change their procedures, so this doesn’t happen again. Currently, Queen’s Hat’s districts operate as autonomous cities, and their senators meet every month to discuss statewide laws. Their security teams all follow the same rules, but they have minimal contact with each other.”

“It made it easy for the Black Hearts to isolate and takeover individual districts,” I said with a sigh.

“Yes, but first Juliette has a lot of cleanup work to do, then she will have to figure out how these mercenaries organized the takeover, and then they can implement processes to keep this from happening again.”

“Have you interviewed any of the mercenaries?” I asked as we reached the main level of the police station.

“Yes. Four of them so far. I am passing the information I learn to Juliette. I am helping with her investigation.”

“Where are Zea, Paula, and Kasta now?” I asked.

“They returned to Persephone to sleep. When I felt you wake, I communicated with Lux, and she is waking them.”

“Oh, shit,” I chuckled. “I hope Lux didn’t wake them with a bucket of ice water.”

“I doubt she would,” Eve said to me with a smile.

We reached Juliette’s office, and I pushed on the cracked door. The policewoman sat behind her desk with her boots up on the table and a datapad in her hand. Her black eye had a bandage over it, and her cracked lips sucked on a burning cigarette.

“Ahhh, so Sleeping Beauty is awake.” She smirked and then gestured for Eve and me to sit on the chairs on the other side of the desk.

“Good to see you, too,” I said as I smiled at her. “Smoking again?”

“I’d prefer to do it after sex,” she said, and her uninjured eye blinked, or maybe it was actually a wink since it would match the smirk on her face.

“I don't think you have time for sex,” I replied as I gestured to the stack of papers on her desk and the ashtray filled with half burnt smokes. “Looks like you’ve been awake since we rescued you.”

“Yep, and I was awake for three days before that, but who’s counting?” She blew a smoke ring out of her lips and then fixed her eye on me. “I owe you again, it seems.”

“Just helping out,” I shrugged.

“We keep needing it,” she sighed. “I ended up getting promoted a bunch because everyone here was an idiot.” She gestured to the bullet filled walls around her and then blew out another puff of smoke from her nose. “Just a bunch of freedom fighters who got lucky and overthrew a megacorp. I’ve done okay here, but this made me realize that I’m out of my league. This shit shouldn’t have happened. We’ve got two million people living on this station and an influx of almost a hundred thousand travelers every hour. I’ve been waiting for Nebula Gammon or Elaka Nota to attack again, but this attack came from the inside. I didn’t even expect it until they were in my office with their guns pointed in my face.”

“We all get caught off guard,” I said as I thought about my friends getting kidnapped. “It’s hard to maintain a constant state of awareness.”

“It’s what I’m paid to do though.” She blew another puff of smoke out of her lips and then looked at the ceiling for a few moments. “I’m going to quit.”

“You are?” I asked, and I tried to hide my surprise. She had said she wanted to join up with my crew, but I suspected that was all talk.

“Yep,” she answered. “I need to fix all this shit first, and then find a better replacement, but I never should have been a cop. I’m too much of a bitch and an egomaniac.”

“Admitting such things would argue otherwise,” Eve said.

“Yeah, well, just ‘cause I admit it doesn’t mean it isn’t true.” Juliette took one last puff from her smoke and then ground it into the ashtray on her desk as if she was trying to murder the thing.

“It is a step in the correct direction,” I said.

“Hmmm, I heard you’ve got a good pilot now,” the redhead said.

“One of Madalena’s soldiers. Her name is Nikki, and she is excellent.”

“Yeah, but I doubt she is better than me,” Juliette snickered and then looked at Eve. “See? I’m a bitch and arrogant.”

“I like you,” Eve said with a shrug.

“You are like one of those golden retriever dogs who licks and snuggles everyone. Don’t take that like I’m calling you a bitch. Just saying that you are a sweetheart.”

“I understand.” Eve smiled.

“Anyways, Kitty Boy.” Juliette looked back to me as she fished her pack of smokes out of her front pocket. “Eve’s been talking my ear off while I’ve been trying to work. I think I have an angle on your problem you might not have thought of.”

“Oh?” I asked.

“Yeah. So, Ice Queen wants you to complete this crazy ass rite of passage and then hang from a tree like some grouchy old guy.”

“Odin,” I said.

“Whatever. I’m not going to name crazy. The way I look at it, you’ve got two issues.”

“Two?” I asked.

“Yep, first you’ve got this rite; but then you’ve got the Ice Queen’s dad. She wants you to finish the rite and then go after him, but Eve told me whoever kills that asshole gets to become king.”

“I’m not sure that is how it works,” I said as I thought back to the conversation I had with Madalena on her battle fortress. It seemed like forever ago, and I couldn’t remember everything we talked about in perfect detail.

“I have not spoken to Madalena about the specific details,” Eve said as she laid her hand on top of mine. “But in her thoughts, she knows her current title will be stronger once he is dead. She thought it was why he tried to kill you on the planet. His birth prophecy detailed his death by the snow leopard.”

“If I can get out of the rite by killing her father, why wouldn’t she have told me of that course of action?”

“She believes with every part of her being that you are sent by Odin and will live through his rite,” Eve explained. “There is no alternative course needed because she knows you will live through it.”

“Fucking religious zealots,” Juliette groaned.

“Madalena did help us save your life,” I replied.

“Fair enough,” the policewoman snickered and then lit one of her cigarettes with a match.

“So you think I can kill the old king and then bypass the rite?” I asked.

“How are these Vikings going to say you aren’t one of them if you are king?” Juliette shrugged. “And you are also married to their queen. Passing their rite seems like a bunch of bullshit at that point. The whole thing is bullshit, but you see where I am going with this, eh?”

“Yeah,” I said as I thought through the logistics of Juliette’s suggestion.

“When Madalena awakes, we can ask her,” Eve said. “I know her thoughts when she speaks.”

“You think she would lie to me and tell me I still need to do the rite?” I asked.

“She would never lie to you.” Eve shook her head quickly. “She does want you to complete the rite though.”

“Jeeze, I thought wives were supposed to kill their husbands over a few dozen years.” Juliette puffed on her new cigarette while she smirked at me.

“Zea said the exact same thing,” I replied.

“Ahh, Blondie. She’s a hoot.”

There was a knock on the door, and Juliette told them to enter while her hand strayed down to touch the handle of the black revolver on her hip.

“Lieutenant Colonel Larns, Captain Tuval has made ten more arrests in District D. It is the last of the Black Hearts.” The man who spoke was Constable Smith, and his face bore a series of bruises.

“Good news,” Juliette said. “Have him throw them in his cells. I’m out of room here.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Smith said. “The repairs are almost done in the lobby. All the bullet holes and the front doors are repaired. They are about to paint, and then they will move into the hallways.”

“Thanks, anything else?”

“No ma’am,” he said before he saluted her and gave Eve and me a nod.

“He’s a good kid,” Juliette said after Smith had closed the door. “Maybe he’ll be in charge one day, I’m too damn old.”

“You are twenty-eight,” Eve said.

“Yep!” Juliette replied with a nod. “Too damn old to be sitting in a space station on my ass. It’s just getting less tight every day. What do you think, Adam? Does my ass still look great?”

“Hard to see because you are sitting on it,” I replied.

“I’ll stand up and turn around so you can see it better. Maybe later I can give you a closer look?” She pulled her long legs off her desk and moved to stand, but then the door to her office opened, and Zea, Kasta, and Paula walked in.

“Hey, guys!” The hacker waved at us and then leaned down toward me. I turned to kiss her lips, and then I pulled her down onto my lap. She let out a giggle after she fell on me, and she wiggled a bit so that she was balanced on my armored thighs.

“You have perfect timing, Blondie,” Juliette said with a sigh.

“I do?” Zea asked.

“No,” the redhead took an angry puff from her cigarette and then turned to Eve. The vampire was smiling, and Juliette soon mirrored her facial expression.

“Oh, we got the video off the eyeball,” Zea said as she reached into her computer pack and pulled out a small hard drive.

“Did you watch it?” I asked as Juliette reached across her desk to take the device from Zea’s long fingers.

“Yeah, but it was like that fucker said, just a woman who hired him. She had a lot of data on you and Eve, but I figured we could all watch it together a few times to see if there are any other clues.”

“I’ll play it,” Juliette said as she pushed aside the mess on her desk and inserted the drive into a slot. Then she twisted her console’s screen around so we could all see it and leaned back in her chair.

The video played with surprising detail. It was a dark restaurant, and the image darted around the cloth-covered tables and expensively dressed patrons a bit frantically. Then the video settled on Warren’s water glass, and he reached out to grab it. The bottom right part of the screen showed the man’s nose, and it was a bit discombobulating when he lifted his head back to take a sip from his water.

“This goes on for a few minutes before she shows up with her guards,” Zea told us, and I could feel her fingers trace along the back of my neck. I wasn’t in my tiger-man form, but my nose was still sensitive, and the scent of the five women crammed into Juliette’s office was causing my mouth to water.

“I’ll fast forward,” Juliette said as she pressed her finger on the screen and advanced the video. She stopped it a few seconds ahead, and we observed Warren’s vision dance through the rest of the people eating in the restaurant.

“Royzar?” a woman asked a moment after he looked back down at his glass, and his vision shot back up to the side of this table. The woman standing there wore a tres chic business jacket and a matching pencil skirt. She was flanked by two gorilla-sized men in tuxedos, and they wore mirrored sunglasses even though the restaurant was dark.

“Yeah, you’re late,” I heard Warren say, and my stomach dropped when his eyes focused on the woman.

“No,” I gasped, and my friends turned to me.

“That is my sister,” I choked out.

“What?” Zea gasped, and Juliette quickly reached out to pause the video.

“Are you sure?” Paula asked.

“Yeah,” I said as I studied the still image of her on the screen. She looked a bit older than I remembered her, but that was understandable since it had been four or five years.

“How could she be your sister? Where is this restaurant?” Kasta asked.

“It has to be on Ganymede,” I said. I didn’t recognize the place, but I wasn’t wealthy enough to visit such establishments, and the Yakuza always made the muscle dine at restaurants that were fronts for their operations.

“I got the impression your mom and sister weren’t well off,” Zea said.

“No. The Yakuza swore to take care of them, but this doesn’t make any sense.” I leaned forward in my seat and Zea got off my lap so I could study the screen closer.

It was definitely my sister, and a million questions exploded in my brain like fireworks.

“Should I keep going?” Juliette asked after a few moments, and I nodded at her.

“I may be late, but your brother isn’t here. Why not?” my sister asked as she slid into the seat across from Warren. His eye focused on her cleavage for a moment, and then he looked up at her face before concentrating on her breasts again.

“He couldn’t make it. Other business. I can speak for him.”

“I asked for both of you. I’m offering a large chunk of money.” My sister’s mouth scrunched to the left side of her face to show she was annoyed. I’d seen her do that thousands of times, and the movement further convinced me it was her.

“I said I can speak for him. You aren’t our only client. We have work for months.” Warren’s voice was a growl.

“Of course,” my sister said, and then she motioned to one of the men standing beside the table. The bodyguard pulled a hand-sized computer out of his inside jacket pocket, set it on the table, and then pressed the button to pop out the folding screen. A moment later an image of my face appeared, but it cropped around my head so that I couldn’t tell when or where the picture had been taken.

“This man goes by the name of Adam. He’s ex-special forces, speaks English, Japanese, and some Chinese.”

“And you want him dead?” Warren asked. “Ex-lover?”

“No,” my sister said. “Alive, along with this woman.” The screen flashed to show Eve. This shot was zoomed out a bit from mine and I could see the collar of the outfit she was wearing. It was the red and gold lingerie she wore when we kidnapped Uwuwto Alwin back on Trappist - 1e and forced him to give us access to Elaka Nota’s shipyard.

“She’s hot. What’s her name?” Warren asked.

“Eve, you should consider her more dangerous than Adam,” my sister replied.

“Adam and Eve? Whatever. So this is a kidnapping? We normally don’t do this kind of work. We are a military outfit with over four thousand soldiers. We fight wars for corps and governments. You aren’t going to be able to afford--”

“I will pay thirty-thousand kilos upfront, and then another thirty-thousand once they are delivered alive,” my sister interrupted, and I could actually hear Warren struggle to hold back a gasp. “They also have a military vessel named Persephone.” The screen flashed to show a view of the manta ray shaped vessel launching from the shipyard on Trappist - 1e.

“You want the ship also?” Warren asked.

“I’ll pay you thirty for that also,” my sister said.

“For a military vessel? She’ll be worth much more on the open market,” Warren snickered.

“The ship has a dark history. You’ll be better off giving it to me, but my main priority is the man and woman.” My sister crossed her arms and then turned to one of her bodyguards. A waiter had approached, but the large man gestured for her to leave with a wave of his massive hand.

“So back to this Adam,” Warren said. “What kind of special forces are we talking about here?”

“Jupiter Marine,” she replied quickly. “But he was part of an experimental genetics program.”

“Genetics program?” Warren asked. “You mean super soldier shit?”

“Close enough.”

“What about the woman? Why are her eyes red?” Warren asked.

“She was also part of a genetics program,” my sister answered.

“And you said she is more dangerous than the man? I’m finding that hard to believe.”

“How many of your troops can you assign to the task?” my sister didn’t answer his question, and I knew her face well enough to know she was getting bored.

The situation made my head spin. My sister was a sweetheart, shy, and spent most of her childhood ill and in our small apartment. Thirty-thousand kilos of rhodium was more money than our family could ever dream of, and she wasn’t batting a long eyelash at the amount, or the mercenary that she was ordering around.

Warren’s eye shifted down to his glass, and then back to her breasts before he spoke, “it’s just two of them. I’ll take ten of my warriors and bring them back to you.”

“You do not understand my instructions,” my sister hissed as she shook her head. “You claimed to be a military outfit. I am looking for results based on the money I am paying you.”

“And it’s just two of them,” Warren said. “Ten of mine will be fine. I’ll even lead the mission. Where can I find them?”

“They will kill your ten men without blinking and then kill you.”

“Lady, you don’t know who you are talking to. We’ve toppled governments and taken over planets. We won’t have a problem with two idiots who call themselves Adam and Eve.”

“I will phrase this another way,” my sister said as she tapped two of her nails on the table. “If I were paying you this amount of rhodium to topple a government, or take over a planet, how many of your soldiers would you bring?”

“I don’t like where this is going,” Warren huffed. “I know how to do my job, and I don’t need some skirt questioning my methods.”

“Then I suppose we are done here.” She nodded to one of her guards, and he moved to take the computer from the table.

“Wait, wait, wait,” Warren said. “Alright. Hold on. Tell me a little more about where I can find them.”

“They were last seen on a station named Queen’s Hat. It is in System 879. Have you heard of it?” My sister gestured the big guard, and he took his hands off the computer. The authoritative movement was a bit alien to me since she’d never been one to order someone else around.

“I’ve been there. Big place, and it’s a week away.”

“They will be coming back there to visit a Captain Juliette Larns. She is in charge of the security team in their District B.”

“You know when they are coming back?” Warren asked.

“I do not.”

“How about the crew on their ship? Do you know how many people they have around them?”

“Reports say a blonde woman accompanies them.”

“And you don’t care about her?” Warren asked.

“Just bring me Adam, Eve, and their ship,” my sister said, and her voice was surprisingly cold. “Now tell me how many troops you’ll take.”

“Hmmm,” Warren said as he leaned back in his chair. “I can probably take over most of the station with a bit less than a thousand troops. Will take us a few months, but I’ll start with District B. We’ve done this before with other stations.”

“I know,” my sister replied. “That is why I am hiring you.”

“Alright,” the mercenary said after a few seconds. “Your thirty thousand will buy six months at the station. If your Adam and Eve don’t come back there, it’s on you, and we’ll move onto another mission.”

“They will return within six months,” my sister said. “They have a friendship with this Larns woman.”

“What else can you tell me about them?” Warren asked as he pointed to the computer.

“There is more information on there. I recommend you do not underestimate them.” My sister pushed the computer across the table, and Warren rested his hand on it.

“Lady, we are the Black Hearts. We don’t fail our missions. I’ll bring you these two and their ship. I need the rhodium now.”

“I’ll have it delivered to your ship,” my sister said.

“In the next hour,” Warren said. “We’ll have to leave soon so we can access Queen Hat’s security.”

“It will be delivered in an hour,” my sister said as she slid out from the booth. Warren’s eyes rested on her ass when she stood, but he looked up at her breasts when she turned to face him. “You have my contact information if you need to reach me in the next hour.”

“Yeah,” he said. “I’ll look through your computer and let you know if we need anything else.”

“Good luck,” my sister said, and then she turned from Warren and walked out of the restaurant.

“The rest of it is him going back to his ship and talking to his brother,” Zea said.

“How many months of data was on this?” Juliette asked as she looked from my face to the hacker.

“It had half a year of shit on it. Most of it was pretty distasteful.”

“How did you--”

“Kasta helped,” Zea interrupted Juliette and pointed to the android. “She was able to play it all with super fast speed and sound.”

“I’m pretty amazing,” the android winked at Juliette while Paula shook her head at her sister.

“Sooooo…” Juliette turned back to me, and I felt the eyes of the four other women follow. “That was your sister?”

“Yeah,” I said as I wiped my face with my gloved fingers. “It doesn’t make any sense. It looked like her, sounded like her, but why is she hiring mercenaries to capture Eve and me?”

“And how did she get the money?” Eve asked.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Who the fuck is she working for? Thirty-thousand upfront? That’s insanity.”

“Warren said Queen’s Hat was a week away from where they met,” Juliette said as she puffed on her cigarette.

“That could be anywhere,” Zea said.

“But we have their ships,” the redhead said with a wink. “We can see how fast their drives are.”

“And don’t you have a record of when they docked?” Paula asked. “We can run a navigation simulation and narrow down the possible planets or stations.”

“I can watch the video again and look for more clues,” Kasta said. “I wasn’t focusing on it the last time. We should be able to narrow down our options to one of a few locations, maybe even one.”

“I’ll ask my people to pull the info from the Black Heart ships,” Juliette pressed a button on her phone and repeated the order to Smith while Paula and Kasta leaned their heads together and whispered their plans.

“It doesn’t matter,” I said after Juliette finished yelling at Smith.

“What do you mean?” Zea turned to me with confusion in her blue eyes.

“We have a lot of other shit to do,” I said as I took a deep breath.

“Uhhh, but it’s your sister, and she’s looking for you.” Zea raised a blonde eyebrow.

“Or she isn’t,” I said. “She could be working for someone else.”

“Then she’s in trouble, and you need to help her.” Zea frowned.

“Instead of the millions of people on Uraniel?” I asked. “Every day that passes gets closer to these SAVO fuckers arriving in orbit.”

“Wait, what are SAVO again?” Juliette asked.

“Superpowered Asshole Vampire Overlords,” Zea answered.

“Madalena’s people call them Draugr,” I clarified. “My point is that we’ve got a lot of shit on our plate right now. Madalena wants me to complete this rite of passage, which will take me months we don’t have and end with me hanging from this tree for nine days. We don’t know if killing her father is going to help, but even if it does, how many months will it take to track him down?”

“You are going to do the rite if you can’t get out of it by killing her dad?” Paula asked with surprise.

“No,” I said. “But I’m not sure where that would leave Madalena and me. If she is the queen of her people but is submitted to me, does it mean I can order her to help me fight these SAVO-Draugr fuckers when they come to Uraniel?”

My friends looked at me, and I felt emotion drift up to me from the ground.

“She is awake and coming up,” I said as I pointed to the ground. “Looks like we’ll get some answers soon.”

“Uhhh, I’ll get her a chair,” Paula said as she rose from her seat at the back of the room and looked at Juliette.

“You’re gonna get her a chair?” Kasta scoffed.

“Did you forget what we saw on the train platform?” Paula smirked at her sister. “I’m getting her a chair.”

“Next office over,” Juliette said as she pointed to her right. Paula went into the hallway, and the redhead turned back to me. “Your wife doesn’t seem to have a sense of humor.”

“She’s not really his wife,” Zea said.

“She thinks she is, Blondie, but does Adam?”

“I haven’t had much time to think about it,” I said.

“That’s a pretty bullshit answer,” Juliette laughed as Paula dragged another chair into the now very cramped office.

“Did you send the seeds and food to Uraniel?” I asked to change the subject.

“Of course,” Juliette set down her datapad and then ran her fingers over her terminal control buttons. As soon as she finished, she gestured to her screen, and we could see the shipping manifest.

“That looks good,” I said after I studied it.

“Good?” she said sarcastically.

“Okay, my bad. It’s great. This will really help them. Thank you.” I shot the redhead a smile. She’d shipped them three times the metric tonnage of stock that I thought we’d been able to afford.

“I had a few favors I cashed in,” Juliette said as her mouth formed a smirk. “You can thank me later, maybe over dinner? My eye might be all swollen, but my mouth works fine.”

“Oh my--”

“I’m talking about dinner, Blondie,” Juliette interrupted Zea. “And maybe dessert afterward.” She smirked at me, and Kasta laughed.

“Why do you think that’s funn--” Zea turned to ask Kasta, but there was a firm knock on the door, and the hacker’s words were stuck in her throat.

“It’s Madalena,” I said, and Paula opened the door for the warrior woman.

“Hey, Madalena,” my friends and I chorused as the brunette stepped into the room.

“Hello, Husband,” she said as her eyes focused on me.

It was painfully obvious that she was ignoring the other women in the cramped office.

“We are discussing our future plans,” Eve said as she gestured to the empty chair at the back of the office. “Will you sit with us?”

Madalena looked at the chair and at the women sitting closer to me, and then her eye settled on my face. They were emotionless, as usual, but I could feel her anger.

“There is no slight intended, Madalena,” Eve said. “You were last to come in, so that is your chair.”

“I will stand then,” the Prime Valkyrie said to Eve.

“Ohhhhkaaaayyyy,” Juliette said as she puffed on her smoke again.

“Adam, will we be returning to Nordar - 13?” Madalena turned to me and crossed her arms over her chest. She had put on her uniform, and her pulse rifle hung behind her back. None of the other women on my crew carried their weapons, but I assumed the Prime Valkyrie wasn’t comfortable being unarmed in a station that had just been attacked.

“I have some questions,” I said. “Sit down.”

“I would prefer to stand,” she replied calmly.

“I’m telling you to sit, are you submitted to me, or not?” I stared at her, and she quickly followed my order and put her ass on the chair. I could feel her burning anger though, but it seemed to be directed more at Eve than me.

“Madalena, you did a great job yesterday,” I said.

“Day before,” Zea corrected me.

“Day before yesterday,” I said with a chuckle. “We wouldn’t have survived without you taking out the mercenaries on the train and bringing us the drone controls. Then you cleared most of the station out.” I could feel her pride swell at my words, but she didn’t smile.

“I serve you, my lord.”

“Eve could sense where the mercenaries were in the station, and she used her powers to help me get through them.” I gestured to Eve, and the vampire smiled at me.

“Zea used her computer skills to shut down Queen Hat’s systems. Then she gave us eyes in the police station. Paula and Kasta helped us with surveillance, and they piloted the drones.” The three blonde women nodded.

“I understand that we worked as a team,” Madalena said. “I am familiar with battle strategies, Adam. I have commanded star fleets and numerous ground battles.”

“I know you know, but you are upset you are sitting in the back. You were the one who decided to submit to me. I’m sick of you being angry at my friends. We work together, or we don’t work. They all respect your abilities and want to get along with you.” Perhaps this was a conversation I should have privately with the Prime Valkyrie, but the woman was tough, and I had seen her kill one of her crew for disobeying her. I was more than sure she could deal with my comments.

“I understand, my lord. I have angered you. I am sorry.” She bowed her head slightly, and her brown hair fell over her shoulders.

“Let’s move onto another topic,” I said. “Tell us more about your father.”

“What do you wish to know?” she asked as she fixed her cold eyes on me.

“Before I first met him, I recalled you saying something about engaging him in solo combat. What would happen if someone killed him in that manner?”

“He feared I would challenge him,” she said. “When I found out he attempted to thwart your rite, and Odin’s will, I fought against him.”

“Then he escaped?” I asked, and my friends turned to face her.

“Yes,” she replied.

She let him go. She could not bring herself to kill him even though she knew she should have.

I thought through Eve’s words as I looked at Madalena. I didn’t need to press the Prime Valkyrie about her choice not to kill her father. It must have been a hard decision for her to make, and if anything, it made her more human.

“What happens if I kill him?” I asked.

“You will need to,” she replied. “After your rite, it will tie up the loose end and then allow more legitimacy to your claim as King of all the Nordar.”

“If I kill him, that will mean I am king?” I asked.

“If someone beats him in combat, yes,” Madalena said with a slow nod. “It is more complicated, since I am queen now. If someone from another clan kills him, it will not matter because I am already Queen of the Vaish.”

“I’m talking about me, though,” I said. “What if I kill him before the rite? Will that be enough to satisfy you?”

Madalena stared at me for a few moments. “What do you mean, my lord?”

“Will it mean I am king of your people?”

“You will need to complete the rite,” she said.

“No,” I replied. “No rite. I know you believe I will survive, but I don’t understand your culture or your people enough to understand why the rite matters when I’m married to you and you are already the ruler of your people.”

“You command the Vaish through me,” she said. “The other blood clans will not respect you.”

“Will they respect you?” I asked.

“Yes, and no,” she replied. “I am the Prime Valkyrie, but my husband is not Nordar, and my father is still alive.”

“If he was dead, they would respect you more?” I asked.

“It would increase the chances of them kneeling before me,” she said. “He will need to die, and I made a mistake by letting him go. Even if he is dead, the other clans might resist because I am submitted to a man who is not Nordar.”

“What about when I kill your father?” I asked, and I felt a bit of surprise that none of my friends had jumped into the conversation yet.

She didn’t answer for a few moments, and we stared at each other while the other women in the room were silent.

“I understand your hesitation about the rite,” she finally said.

“But you still want me to do it.” I sighed and rubbed my gloved fingers across my chin.

“I want them to see you as I see you,” she whispered, and her emotions threatened to overwhelm me. I still didn’t understand why she felt so strongly about me, but the woman’s passion for me was undeniable. I guessed it had something to do with her believing that Odin brought us together.

“You don’t seem like the type of person who cares about what others think of you,” I said.

“I worked my entire life to become the Prime Valkyrie,” she said with a shrug. “I know who I am, but you still do not understand me, Adam. Yet you expect me to conform to your wishes.”

“You submitted to me,” I argued. “Blame yourself if you want to.”

“I do not,” she growled. “I wanted you, and now you are mine.”

“So why are you complaining?” I asked.

Madalena looked from me and glanced at the other women in the room. “I wish to discuss this privately with you. They do not need to be a part of our relationship.”

Zea inhaled sharply, and Madalena turned her steel gray eyes to the hacker. I held up my hand before the blonde woman could speak, and I saw Eve’s jaw tense out of the corner of my eye.

“I will not complete your rite, Madalena. I will hunt down your father and end him for trying to kill me. Is that enough to get the Nordar to join us in the fight against the Draugr?”

We stared at each other again, and I felt her conflicting emotions.

“The Jotnar will not kneel to you, but if we destroy them, the other clans will,” she said at last.

“Sounds like we’ve got a plan,” I said.

“No,” she said. “The Jotnar are powerful. We should make them allies instead of destroying them. If you complete the rite, they will complain, and you might need to make a small show of force, but they will fall in line. If you do not, they will resist you until the very end. It will weaken our navy and cost us more time. Completing your rite will save millions of lives.”

Her words gave me pause, and I wondered if they were true.

She believes they are, my love. She cares little for the Jotnar Overlord Clan, but she wants their help to defeat the Draugr.

“What if I die in the rite?” I asked with a heavy sigh. “Will you be able to get the Jotnar to follow you?”

“Yes,” Madalena said with a slow nod, “but--”

“Uhh, I don’t like where this is going,” Zea interrupted the Prime Valkyrie.

“Me either,” Paula said. “You can’t do this rite.”

I turned to Eve and stared into her red eyes for what felt like an hour but was probably only a few seconds.

Was my life worth the lives of millions of people?

“There are three other clans,” Eve said as she turned to Madalena. “Will they follow Adam without the Jotnar?”

“No,” Madalena said. “They will not want to commit their navy to our cause if they fear that Jotnar will attack them.”

“So, it is all or nothing?” Zea asked. “This is so fucking stupid.”

“Madalena, where is your father?” I asked.

“You will hunt him first and then complete your rite?” She raised an eyebrow.

“I’ll hunt him first, and then I will consider the rite,” I answered, and my words caused pleasure to flow from her. I didn’t need Eve to tell me what the Prime Valkyrie was thinking. “Do you know where to find him?”

“I have thought about his location,” she said with a nod. “He still has thousands of followers. If we find him, there will still be a battle.”

“Thousands of followers?” Zea winced. “Do they have their own ships?”

“He will have many ships, but Persephone is faster. We should return to Nordar - 13, and then I can speak with my admirals and gain a better understanding of the situation.”

“Alright,” I said.

“But wait,” Zea said. “No rite?”

“We’ll find Madalena’s father first,” I said, and the Prime Valkyrie nodded.

“I have an idea of where he might go to lick his wounds, but I need to speak to my admirals.”

“Did you mention something about spas and salt baths?” Kasta asked. “I could have sworn you said something about that.”

“Yes,” Madalena answered. “We have many on the battle fortress.”

“Let’s get going then!” the android said as she stood from her chair and laughed.

“Juliette, do you need us on Queen’s Hat?” I asked.

“Well, I would still like dinner,” she huffed at me. “But I can wait until next time. I have a shitload of work to do cleaning up all the fucking bullet holes in my station.” The redhead turned to Kasta, and the android winced a bit.

“Hey, no one got hurt except the bad guys,” Kasta said.

“So, I’m not that angry with you,” Juliette said with a laugh. “Anyways, I’ll send you all the drive info from the Black Heart ships as soon as I get it. Here is your video back.” She handed the drive to Zea and then turned to me. “You’ll visit me soon?”

“Of course,” I said as I stood. The other women in the room followed my example, and they each told Juliette goodbye, except for Madalena, who exited as soon as it was clear we were going to leave.

“Good luck with her,” Juliette said as soon as Madalena left.

“I’ll figure it out,” I said. Then I reached across the table and gave her a hug. She seemed a bit startled by my movement, but then she let out a sigh and wrapped her arms around my armored chest.

“Thanks, Adam. See you soon?” she whispered in my ear.

“You got it,” I said as I pulled away from her. We smiled at each other for another moment, and then I walked out of the office with Eve, Zea, Paula, and Kasta.
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Chapter 9

We walked back to Persephone in silence, but I didn’t feel like it was because any of my friends were in a sour mood. We were all occupied with our own thoughts and the sight of the hundreds of workers that were repairing the internal damage to the station.

“Prepare everyone for departure,” I said to Madalena as soon as we walked into Persephone’s hold. “As soon as Juliette gives us the drive info, we’ll leave.”

“Yes, my lord,” Madalena said.

“I’m going to get out of this armor and take a shower. I’ll be back on the bridge in half an hour,” I said to Eve, Zea, Paula, and Kasta as we all walked toward the elevator.

“I’ll review the video a few more times to see if I find any clues,” Kasta said.

“I need to do some drone repair,” Paula said as she pointed to the massive knight robots secured against the wall of the hold. “I’ll catch up with you all later.”

“I’ll get some navigation models prepped,” Zea said as she looked at the twins. “When I get the stuff from Juliette, can you both look it over with me?”

“Yes,” Paula and Kasta said, and then Paula turned away from us so she could work on the drones.

“I will stay on the bridge with Madalena,” Eve said as the five of us stepped into the elevator.

“You do not need to, Eve,” the Prime Valkyrie said. “I will follow Adam’s orders.”

“I know,” the vampire replied. “I still wish to spend more time with you. We need to work on our relationship.”

“There are some things I do not wish to work on,” Madalena said as the doors closed.

“Oh, loooook! That’s my stop. Byyyyyeeee!” Kasta said as the elevator opened on the second floor. She exited, and then it was just Eve, Zea, Madalena, and me in the elevator.

“The four of us still have much to discuss,” Eve said as soon as the door closed.

“I want to hold off on that for a bit,” I blurted as Zea and Madalena both opened their mouths to speak. “Let’s have dinner once we are in hyperdrive.”

“I have much to do,” the Prime Valkyrie said. “So I will pass on the offer tonight.”

“It isn’t an offer, Madalena,” I corrected.

“Can we speak privately?” she asked.

“I can ask the crew to prepare for us to leave,” Eve said.

Let her speak with you. It will not offend Zea and me.

“I will--” the Prime Valkyrie started to say, but I held up my hand.

“Thanks, Eve. Madalena, come with me.” The door opened, and the four of us exited onto the bridge.

I made a right and walked to the door of my suite. The Prime Valkyrie followed me, and I locked the door behind her once she entered.

“Let’s talk,” I said as I gestured to the couches by the door.

“You said you wished to take a shower. I will help you take off your armor.”

“You said you wanted to talk.”

“We can speak while I take off your armor, my lord.” Madalena set her rifle on one of my coffee tables and then she turned to face me.

“Alright,” I knew we were about to argue, so I didn’t feel like dying on this particular hill. “We’ll talk while you do it.”

“Good,” she said as she reached for the armor on my left arm.

Madalena’s fingers found the seams of the plates, but she pulled the pieces off slower than I would have.

“Talk,” I urged her.

“I have apologized for submitting to you,” she began, “and you accepted my apology.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I did.”

“I am submitted to you, we are bound together in life and death. You are my husband, and I am your wife.” She finished taking off the armor on my forearm and moved to the parts that wrapped around my bicep.

“You call me your husband, but I did not agree to it,” I said.

“Our bond is stronger than a matrimonial oath,” she replied. “We can feel each other. You know I desire to please and honor you.”

“You aren’t making much of an effort to get along with Eve and Zea,” I said as she unbuckled the armor on my arms and then moved to my left shoulder.

“I do not wish to share you with them,” she admitted.

“That is quite a change from what you said before,” I chuckled.

“What I said before?” she asked as her eyes glanced to mine.

“You said I’d forget about them.”

“After you had me in your bed. You have not yet.”

“And I doubt I will,” I said, and her hands stopped pulling at the plates on my shoulders.

“Adam, you are delaying the inevitable.”

“You are confident,” I sighed, and she moved to begin taking the plates from my back.

“I am the Prime Valkyrie,” she said after a few moments.

“Yeah, you’ve told me that a few times.”

“You find me attractive.”

“Is that a question?” I asked.

“No,” she replied. “I know your feelings. I know you desire me.”

“How did the conversations go between you, Eve, and Zea? When I walked in on you three in the kitchen, I hoped you all would have come to an understanding.”

“I will not be subservient to your lovers when I am your wife,” she said, but it might as well have been a scream from the anger boiling off her.

“Eve said you had to obey her?” I asked with surprise.

“She made it clear she did not approve of me,” Madalena answered.

“I find that hard to believe,” I said.

“Do you believe I would lie to you?” Madalena asked, and I could feel her sorrow.

“No,” I replied quickly. “I just think that there was a misunderstanding. I’ve spoken with Eve, and she doesn’t want to alienate you. She understands you are my wife.” The word “wife” was still hard to force out of my mouth, and I was reminded again of how I didn’t agree to any of this.

“Did you speak to Zea?” she asked as she moved to take the armor off my right arm.

“Yeah,” I said as I considered my answer. If Madalena was asking about Zea, it could only mean she cared about my lovers’ opinions more than what she was letting on.

“And?”

“She’s upset, of course,” I replied. “It has less to do with you, and just the circumstances.”

“Explain.”

“It took her awhile to accept Eve and me together. She’s worried about being replaced.”

“She is jealous of me,” Madalena said.

“Is that a statement or a question? It is hard to tell with you sometimes.”

“It is a statement,” the Prime Valkyrie replied. “She feels inferior to me. All of your women do, and it is true. They know I am their better.”

“No, Madalena,” I sighed. “That’s your problem. I know you are arrogant, rightfully so, since you are the most capable warrior out of all of your people, but my friends bring their own unique strengths. We have been through much together, and I value them tremendously. Could you have hacked into the computers like Zea? Could you have watched over the district with the drones like Kasta? Paula is also a genius engineer who can build and tear apart anything. Eve can read minds and can use telekinetic powers. We all work together, none of us are better than each other.

“Adam, besides what Eve does, my crew is skilled with drones, terminal systems, and engineering. I am also your equal in combat.”

“I’d say you are a much better shot than I am.”

“Perhaps, but you did not bring me with you into Queen’s Hat. If you had, we could have gone directly to the police station where your friend was being held and cleared it of hostiles quickly. Your crew has no combat training, and you wasted time protecting them.”

“I don’t believe that is true,” I said.

“Consider it for a few moments,” Madalena said as she moved to my front and began pulling the plates off my chest. “Assume you left your friends on Persephone and brought me instead. You were waylaid at a restaurant?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Combat drones came in, and we had to retreat out the back.”

“Did they fight by your side, or did you defend them?” Madalena’s eyes flashed to my face as she pulled off the last of my chest pieces. Then she knelt before me so she could work on my legs.

“I defended them,” I admitted. “Eve was able to use her powers on some of the mercenaries so I could take them out easier.”

“I am undefeated in combat,” Madalena stated. “Together, you and I would have destroyed those mercenaries with little risk.”

“Probably,” I admitted, “But there were more of them in front of the restaurant. Kasta’s drones gave us a visual on them, and we were able to duck into the back of a store so that--”

“The men had riot weapons,” Madalena interrupted me. “The rounds would not have penetrated my armor, or yours. We would have dealt with them. You ran because you were protecting your women.”

“Yeah,” I admitted.

“You were holed up in the apartment; hiding from the patrols. You had no strategy until I came to your rescue,” she said.

“That’s not entirely true,” I argued. “Zea hacked their system, and we saw security footage. The plan was to move Persephone closer and then use the drones. Then that fucker started shooting people, so we had to act.”

“Adam, you understand the point of my words. You did not bring me with you into Queen’s Hat. It created a more difficult scenario for you.”

“It sounds more like you are saying you can replace all of my crew,” I replied.

“Josefinna is skilled with drones and computer systems, as are Milda, Nikki, and Mikhael. You have not met Baki and Arno yet, but they are also talented engineers.”

“We aren’t replacing my crew,” I growled. “They are my friends and my lovers.”

“You do not need to replace them,” she said as she pulled off the last plates on my armor. “Leave them behind when we go on our missions. It is for their own protection, and yours. Having them around distracts you.”

“Thanks for helping me take off my armor,” I said as I tried to fight against the angry beast in my stomach. “You can leave now.”

“I did not wish to make you angry, Adam,” she said.

“Well, you fucking did. Now get out.”

“My thoughts are logical.” Madalena rose from her knees with a graceful movement, and her steel eyes seemed to burn. I could feel her own anger, but it was nothing compared to mine.

“What we are doing isn’t logical,” I hissed as I closed my eyes. “We are fighting these powerful vampire beings that once destroyed all life in our galaxy. Honor isn’t logical, love isn’t logical.”

“You want to protect your friends. This is the best way. Keep them on the ship, or back in my battle fortress while you and I do the work that is required of us.”

“No,” I said flatly.

“Will you ask them? They will be pampered and attended to. Instead of bullets and death, they will have hot baths and massages every day. They will take the option if you ask them.”

“You don’t know them.” My whisper turned into a growl.

“Will you ask?” she seethed. “You say I do not know them. Prove me wrong.”

I was surprised by the anger coming off her, and our eyes locked. We stood almost nose to nose, and I could feel her hot breath tickle against the stubble on my chin.

“Fine. I will ask. Now get out.”

She nodded and then turned to walk away. She was angry, I was angry, but my rage flared once more, and my jaw tightened.

“Wait,” I growled.

“Yes?” She turned around a few steps from my door, and I could feel her anger melt away.

“Get your shit out of my closet and bathroom,” I said.

“Adam?” Her emotions swirled to panic, and her face actually looked upset.

“This is my room. Not yours. Get your shit out.”

“No.” Her face flattened again, and I could feel her start to control her emotions.

“No? Are you submitted to me?”

“You are my husband,” she said. “I sleep with you. Or you can order me to kill myself, and you can fight the Draugr with your friends.”

I hadn’t expected this response from her, and I took a long breath while I figured out what to say next.

“I have apologized many times. I will apologize once more. I am sorry for what I did to you. I was selfish, but you were given to me by Odin, and I took his gift. I know what you feel for me. Tell your women to find their own place to sleep tonight, or tell me to end my life.”

“Mada--”

“No,” she growled. “I love you and will serve you. Tonight, we consummate our union. I am the Prime Valkyrie, not the lowest bitch in your harem. You may have them if you wish, but I will be first in your heart.”

I could feel her fear as she spoke. It was mixed with anger and pride. It was also mixed with passion and love for me.

“You have already proved yourself to me,” I said what I guessed she was thinking. “I will call you my wife. I don’t want you to die.”

“Then we will have dinner together tonight, and then our bodies will join on our bed.” She turned around and pushed the keypad on the door.

“Wait,” I said, but she pretended that she didn’t hear me, and walked out into the hallway. The door slid closed a few moments after she exited, and the air left my lungs in a long stream of angst.

I peeled off my suit and walked into the bathroom. Moments later I was in the shower, and the hot water helped my tense muscles relax.

But my mind wouldn’t relax.

I didn’t like ultimatums, and that was exactly what Madalena had given me. My options were to make love to her tonight or to order her death. I didn’t want the beautiful woman to die, so it left me with option one.

Or was there another way out of this?

Did I even want another way out of this? I knew I desired her. I knew I loved her. I knew I wanted to make love to her, but the thought made me feel like a piece of shit because I also had those feelings for Eve and Zea. The animal parts of my brain and body wanted the Prime Valkyrie, and the desire was only strengthened by the bond we now shared.

But I didn’t want to hurt Zea and Eve.

I turned off the water and hit the dryers. Once they were finished, I brushed my teeth and threw on another flight suit before heading to the bridge.

“That is not the way to build a relationship with me,” I heard Eve say as soon as I stepped past the map. Both the vampire and Prime Valkyrie were standing between the officer and pilot seats. Nikki, Zea, and Mikhael looked on from their seats at the front of the bridge, but I hadn’t passed anyone else on the way here.

“What’s going on?” I asked, and the five sets of eyes turned to me.

“Eve and I are having a discussion,” Madalena said.

“Uhhh. Sounds like you are making ultimatums.” Zea said as she shook her head.

“Eve seems to think I need to ask her for permission to bed my husband,” Madalena said.

“No,” the vampire said as she shook her head. “We asked you for more time to get to know you. Zea and I already have a relationship with Adam.”

“I understand this, but now Adam and I will be consummating our relationship, and you both need to find somewhere else to sleep.” Madalena crossed her arms over her breasts and shook her head slightly at Eve.

The air between them felt as if it was about to ignite.

“Let’s take this somewhere private,” I said as I forced myself to stand between the two beautiful women.

“This is private enough,” Madalena said.

“Uhhh, no. Sorry,” Zea said. “I don’t know Nikki and Mikhael that well.”

“Mikhael and Nikki, leave.” Madalena didn’t even turn to look at them, but the two jumped to their feet and left the bridge as if their asses were on fire.

“Thanks, I guess,” Zea said once they had left, but Madalena and Eve were both trying to bore holes into each other through me.

“Do you have something to say, Madalena?” Eve asked calmly.

“You’ve already invaded my mind. You know what I want.”

“We share Adam’s room, his bed, and his heart. I will acknowledge you are his wife, but will you honor us by respecting our relationship and giving us more time to know you?”

“I believe you know what my answer will be,” Madalena said. The two women were leaning out around me so that they could face each other.

“I am still asking. I do not believe in taking something from someone else.”

“Exactly,” Madalena said. “Adam is mine, and I have been fair in my attempts to get along with you and Zea.”

“Hey, hey, hey,” Zea said as she waved her hands. “Can we just slow this down a bit? I feel like you both are gonna start fighting for real, and I don’t think the ship can handle that war.”

“Zea is right,” I said. “Madalena, you made an ultimatum to me, but these are my women, and I care about their feelings.”

“You do not care about mine?” she asked.

“I have a solution,” Eve said, and we turned to face her.

“Please don’t say orgy,” Zea whispered under her breath, but I thought I was the only one who could hear her with my sensitive ears. Then again, Eve could read her mind.

“In your culture, men and women can have multiple spouses. Correct?” The black-haired woman raised an eyebrow.

“Yes,” Madalena said.

“Ahhh, your father has many wives. I see that now,” Eve’s mouth turned up into a slight grin. “How do the wives act toward each other?”

“There is respect,” Madalena admitted, and I could feel her frustration.

“More respect than what you have shown us?” Eve asked.

“I have shown both of you respect,” Madalena said.

“You believe that you have, but you have not. Zea and I are not lesser women than you. Of course, we do not have your combat abilities or military experience, but we love Adam as much as you do. That is where you are not honoring us.”

“Hmmm.” The brunette woman’s face was impassive, but I could feel her think through Eve’s words.

“You think we are less than you, but you think all women are less than you, so I understand. If we were wives, would your opinion change?”

“You would need to be Nordar for the submission process,” Madalena said.

“Uhh, does that mean we have to hang from--”

“No,” Madalena interrupted Zea. “I will give you our easiest rite to complete.”

“Oh, that’s nice of you,” Zea said, but then she narrowed her eyes at Eve. “Hold up, does this mean we have to marry Adam?”

“Yes,” Eve said, and then she turned to Madalena. “If that would make our relationship easier. Can you explain how multiple spouses work in your culture?”

“In this case, we would share duties caring for him. He will pick one or many of us each night for lovemaking.” Madalena said the words calmly, but I could tell she wasn’t entirely happy discussing the topic.

“So, I don’t want to put a damper on this, but the conversation just got heavier than I thought it would.” Zea shook her head.

“You both don’t need to marry me,” I said. “There has to be another way.”

“Yeah,” Zea agreed. “Look, I uhh, love Adam, but the ‘M’ word makes my stomach do flip-flops.”

“You do not love him if you are not willing to commit your life and soul to him. That is why I do not respect you. I have committed myself to Adam, and you both hesitate.” Madalena’s words were sharp, and Zea’s eyes opened wide.

“I did not fucking say that I wasn’t committing--”

“Will you go to the ends of the galaxy for him?” Madalena asked with a raised eyebrow. “He would do it for you. I feel his emotions. I know he loves both of you. Yet you cannot complete his soul as I can. You will not make the sacrifices I am willing to make for him. That is why--”

“Stop,” Eve said, and Madalena’s mouth froze open as if the vampire had used her powers.

Madalena felt as if she was about to explode, and I stepped in front of Eve to come between them.

“I do not answer to--”

“I understand,” Eve said with a sigh. “You and Adam should be together tonight.”

“What?” Zea, Madalena, and I said at once as we turned to the vampire.

“You cannot feel our emotions,” Eve said with a shrug. “You are not used to it, so you cannot tell how much we love him. I assure you that we both do. Adam came to me in my time of need much like he came to you. I was a prisoner, and my life consisted of daily genetic experiments. I prayed for someone to rescue me, much like you prayed to Odin. Madalena, you and I are the same. As is Zea, she sees Adam as her protector and anchor. She’s devoted her life to him and our cause. The three of us do not need to fight.”

Madalena stared at Eve, and I could actually see a bit of disbelief on her normally emotionless face.

“No, we do not need to fight,” the warrior woman said after a few seconds. “There will be enough fighting in the next few months.”

“Then we will fight the SAVO, and we might meet our end.” Eve smiled.

“Hey,” Zea said, and we turned to her. “I’m not okay with this.”

“It will be fine,” Eve reassured her.

“What the fuck? For real? You are going to say that to me, Eve? Didn’t you hear what I said in the restaurant? This is what I thought would happen.”

“No, Zea,” Eve said. “This is not you being forced out of the relationship.”

“It sure fucking feels like it!” Zea spat and then pointed at Madalena. “You just agreed without even asking me.”

“This is the best way for us to progress forward,” Eve said.

“See, you are always saying shit like that. I know you can read minds and have the whole Zen thing going on, but I didn’t want this. I don’t want her with Adam. You might be fine with this, but my heart isn’t fine with it.” Zea got up from her chair and shook her head before she took a step away from us.

“Wait, Zea,” I said.

“No!” she shouted at me as she wiped her face. “I fucked this up. I should have never fallen for you. I should have never tried to take you from Eve. This is fucking karma for me. Now Ice Queen is taking you from me, and Eve’s fine with it. She doesn’t feel jealousy, but the thought of you and her together tonight, while I am alone, makes me want to scream.”

“You won’t be alone,” Eve said as she reached out to touch the blonde woman’s arm. “You weren’t alone on the Magate Order ship. Do you recall?”

“Ohhh, uhhh, yeah.” Zea’s face turned red, and she looked at me.

“He knows how we feel about each other,” Eve said. “He will not be upset that we made love while we were away from him.”

“Ohh, gawd.” I didn’t think Zea could turn a brighter shade of red than she was already, but she did, and her blue eyes turned to me.

I hadn’t thought much about the days that Paula, Kasta, Eve, and Zea spent on the Magate Order ship. I had been grief stricken when I lost them, but as soon as they explained how quickly they dealt with the slavers, I figured they just spent the rest of their time trying to figure out a way back to me since I was spending all my time trying to find them.

Eve’s words told a bit of a different story, I was sure they worried about me, and wanted to go back, but Zea and Eve both did love each other, and the three of us had made love on my bed in all the different combinations we could. I wasn’t surprised by Eve saying that they had been together without me; I just hadn’t really thought about it.

“I know how you two feel,” I said to Zea. “I’m glad you both were able to comfort each other while I wasn’t around.”

“Ahhh, yeah,” Zea’s face wasn’t getting any less red. “Okay. I’m going to go now. I need some time to think about stuff.”

“May I come with you?” Eve asked, and my two lovers looked at each other for a few moments.

“Yeah, I’d like that,” the hacker answered, and I saw her slender shoulders relax a bit.

Eve took Zea’s hand in hers, smiled at me, and then they both walked away from the bridge. I turned to watch them go, and Zea glanced back when they reached the map station. The blonde woman saw me looking at her, and she gifted me with a shy smile before she turned back around.

I will tend to Zea tonight, my love. Enjoy your time with Madalena. She needs your love.

“Well?” Madalena’s question pulled my attention back, and I turned to face the Prime Valkyrie.

“Well?” I asked.

“We will leave once Juliette sends us the information. Then I will prepare your dinner.”

“Alright,” I said as her excitement pounded into me like ocean waves.

“And afterward?” she raised an eyebrow.

“Yeah,” I said as I tried to fight off the feeling her desire was having on my body.

“I want you to say it, Adam.” Her voice was a whisper, and a shiver of pleasure descended my spine.

“After dinner, I’ll make love to you.” Saying the words caused my body to heat, and I felt myself dive into her eyes.

I just hoped I’d be able to swim free.
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Chapter 10

I awoke feeling surprisingly well rested.

Especially considering the physical exertion of last night.

I was lying on my side spooning Madalena. My face was pressed into the back of her neck and her brown hair wound around my shoulders. Her head rested on my left bicep and my right hand wrapped around her chest and cupped one of her firm breasts. The sheet had been thrown from the bed during our marathon of lovemaking, and I turned my eyes a bit so I could take in her long muscular body.

Memories of last night flooded into my brain, but I forced them from my mind so I could focus on pulling my fingers from the Prime Valkyrie’s chest. She didn’t stir when I removed her hair from my shoulders, but she let out a little sigh when I slid a pillow under her head so I could pull my left arm free.

I waited a few moments beside her and let my eyes roam over her naked body. She still wore the bandage on her shoulder, but she had told me that it wasn’t a serious injury, and it hadn’t seemed to affect her movement last night.

When I was satisfied she was still asleep, I lifted the sheet from the floor and covered her with it. Then I checked the clock, saw it was a little after seven in the morning, and decided that I should get started with my day.

The floor of my bathroom was cool, and it sent a shiver up my spine. The sensation almost made me want to lie back down beside Madalena’s warm body, but I figured the shower would quickly warm me, so I turned on the water and brushed my teeth.

My eyes focused on the Prime Valkyrie’s toiletries while I brushed, and the memories of yesterday attempted to flood my brain again. I let them come and then sighed when another shiver ascended my spine.

Madalena seemed to know the way to a man’s heart was through good cooking. She had made me another steak that she seared on the stovetop and then cooked in a salt and herb brine. The side course had been asparagus, mushrooms, and smoked fish which we chased with aquavit. During the meal, she explained to me that she enjoyed cooking, but saw little reason to indulge in the hobby before she submitted to me.

We’d talked more about our past and our hobbies, but the meal was somewhat tense because of our emotions. The Prime Valkyrie had demanded we consummate our marriage, and she’d given me an ultimatum. But it was apparent during our dinner that she was nervous about what would happen once we made it back to my room. She didn’t want to disappoint me after forcing the issue.

I shook my mind from the memory, rinsed my mouth out, and then stepped into the shower. I stood in the downpour for a few moments thinking about Madalena, but then movement out of the corner of my eye pulled me into the present.

“May I join you?” the Prime Valkyrie asked as she stepped into the bathroom.

“Sure.” As soon as the words left my mouth, I thought about when Eve, Zea, and I had first become lovers. I was going to have to spend time with both of them without Madalena, and the thought of juggling the three women’s affections caused me some trepidation.

Then again, there were worse problems to have. I was grateful that I had three wonderful women in love with me.

“I will wash you, Adam.” Madalena opened the door to my shower, but she only made it a few steps inside before my arms were around her narrow waist and our lips were devouring each other. Then her back was against the wall of my shower, her legs were wrapped around my hips, and her words were moans. Just like last night, our connection allowed me to feel her pleasure, and my moans quickly joined in chorus with her.

“You have a strong appetite,” she whispered in my ear after we both climaxed.

“As long as you can keep up with me.” I was still pushing her against the wall, but I didn’t really want to untangle our bodies.

“I will,” she whispered as our eyes met. We kissed again, and she unwrapped her legs from around my hips so she could stand. The movement caused me to slide out of her, and we both gasped from the sensation of our separation.

“We should have entered warpdrive while we slept,” Madalena said as she rubbed soap over my chest and shoulders.

“How long will we be in warpdrive?” I asked.

“We will exit at eight forty-five,” the Prime Valkyrie replied. “My father’s forces will have either have retreated or been destroyed by now, so I will meet with my admirals as soon as we dock.”

“Do you need me to come with you?” I asked as she reached down to clean my stomach and groin.

“If you wish,” she said. “They will treat you with respect since I am submitted to you, but they will not follow your orders. The discussion will happen in our native tongue.”

“Ahh,” I said, or maybe it was a bit of a gasp because her soapy fingers wrapped around my erection.

“There are four places where I believe my father would retreat to,” she continued as she washed my thighs. “One is a tropical paradise world that our scouts discovered three years ago. It is named Nyr Valhalla. He often travels there on vacation, and it is far removed from the rest of the Nordar systems.”

“Sounds like a good place to start,” I said.

“Turn around, Adam, and I will wash your back.”

I did as she instructed and felt her hands rub along my calves. Her touch wasn’t sensual, but I felt her desire for me still, and it was exciting me again.

“What are the other places?” I asked to change the subject.

“We have two battle fortresses on the outskirts of our territory. One is named Argkaron. The other is named Malifoaron. He might go there because the troops there will not know of his betrayal.”

“Makes sense,” I said as her hands rubbed soap on my ass and lower back.

“The last is the least likely choice,” she said. “Do you recall the Magate Order slaver speaking of Jey-Lune Station?”

“Yeah,” I said as I thought about the fuckers who we’d questioned on Red Eye - 13.

“It is a large station. About ten or eleven times the size of Queen’s Hat.”

“That’s not a large station,” I chuckled. “That’s a fucking huge station. It’s like a small planet.”

“Yes,” she agreed as she rubbed the soap on my shoulders and back. “It is also a somewhat lawless station, with fiefdoms set up by various corporations and governments who agree to disagree about the rules.”

“Sounds like a flaming pile of shit,” I said.

“This is why I believe he would go there, since it would be the last place he might think I will look.” She finished rubbing soap on all my body parts, and I stepped into the flow of water to rinse.

“Will your admirals have a better idea?” I asked as I took some soap from the dispenser and motioned for her to allow me to return the washing favor.

“I will get their opinions and then decide.”

“What about your ship?” I asked.

“Dance to the Dirge?” she asked.

“Yeah. Don’t you want to find her and your crew?”

“Yes,” she answered, and then she closed her eyes and sighed while my fingers rubbed soap across her breasts and nipples.

“Do you know where they went?”

“I have been too preoccupied with you, Adam,” she whispered. “I am submitted to you. If you do not wish to find my ship or the rest of my crew, then I will not look.”

“I’d like to find them,” I said. “After your father is taken care of.”

“And you complete your rite,” she said, but her eyes were still closed and I could feel her pleasure cascading into me as I touched her.

“One problem at a time,” I said.

“Yes, Adam,” she sighed and then her mouth upturned into a half-smile. “I believe my breasts are clean. Will you rub your hands over the rest of my body?”

“Ahh, sorry,” I said. “Got a bit distracted there.”

“Our bond can cause that. Normally, when men and women are submitted, they spend a week or so as lovers because it is hard to break out of the pleasure cycle.”

“Pleasure cycle?” I asked.

“Yes, you felt my pleasure, I felt yours, and then you felt mine. Our bond is Ouroboros, where we have become one. The serpent eating its tail.”

“Yeah,” I said when I thought about last night and the passion we had just enjoyed a few minutes ago. Our bond made every caress, kiss, lick, and thrust have twice the sensation.

“It was why I wanted us to consummate our marriage,” she said as I moved my soapy hands across her washboard abs. “I told you that you will want no other lovers after me.”

“You are wrong about that, Madalena,” I said as I got more soap. “Eve and Zea aren’t going anywhere.”

“I know,” she sighed.

“You know?” I asked with surprise.

“Yes,” she replied. “I feel your love for them. You know I was jealous. Now I am less jealous.”

“You made an ultimatum yesterday. It might have not ended well for you, or Eve and Zea.”

“I was willing to take the risk,” she said. “You took risks with their lives on Queen’s Hat.”

“I don’t want to argue with you,” I said as I crouched and moved my hands over her perfectly toned legs. I should have been angrier because of her words, but part of me also knew that this was Madalena being the Prime Valkyrie. She was used to being the best and being the one giving out orders.

Now I was in charge, and she was going to have to learn how to get in line.

“I do not wish to argue either,” she said. “I will make more of an effort to befriend your women. Zea seems easy. I will compliment her often and ask for her opinion.

“Sincerity will be important,” I said. “She can smell bullshit five kilometers away.”

“As can I,” Madalena said. “I will be sincere. The engineer will also be easy; she merely wants to feel as if she belongs.”

“Everyone wants to feel like they belong.”

“True,” Madalena agreed.

“Also, her name is Paula,” I said. “You aren’t going to make friends forgetting her name.”

“I know her name,” Madalena said. “Kasta is worrisome. She is too clever.”

“All of them are clever,” I said.

“Perhaps,” Madalena said. “I will get to know them better. Paula desires you but is too timid to risk Eve’s wrath. Kasta is not worried about Eve, or me.”

“You are making too big of a deal out of it,” I said. “You, Eve, and Zea need to get along. Paula and Kasta will be fine with you if you treat them with respect and ask for their opinions. You don’t need any sort of strategy or angle to deal with them. Just be their friend. Oh, and turn around, I’m done with your front.”

Madalena pivoted so that I could wash the back of her legs, and I ran my hands up to her ass, felt her pleasure, and had to fight against the beast in my stomach. He wanted to devour her again, and her body trembled when she felt my emotions.

“How much time until we are out of warp--” I started to ask, but she was already bending over and pressing against the wall of the shower with her right hand while her left led me into her. I purred with pleasure when we were joined again, and the steam in the shower seemed to swallow us whole.

Afterward, we finished cleaning each other and hit the dryers. I’d already brushed my teeth, but I watched her brush hers, and then apply the various oils and ointments to her face and lymph nodes before she worked on brushing out her long hair.

“I will make you breakfast,” she said once she finished with her hair.

“Okay,” I said. I had been staring at her naked body, and her words broke me out of my trance.

“You will need to put your suit on,” her lips curved into a slight smile, but I could feel her pride, gratitude, and love.

“Yeah. I’ll get right on that.” I pulled her into my arms for one last kiss, and then we walked to the closet so we could put on our clothes.

“Prime Valkyrie?” Nikki’s voice came into my room through the speaker.

“Yes?” Madalena asked.

“We have ten minutes until we exit warpdrive.”

“Ahh, I lost track of time,” Madalena said as her eyes found mine.

“Let’s get the crew on the bridge,” I said.

“Did you hear the order, Nikki?”

“Yes, I will summon them,” the pilot replied, and then Madalena pressed the button to close communication on her transponder.

A moment later Nikki’s voice came across Persephone’s alert system instructing all bridge crew to their stations.

“We will have breakfast on the battle fortress instead,” the Prime Valkyrie said.

“Sounds good,” I said, and then we exited my suite and walked down the hallway to the bridge.

Lux, Milda, and Calisto exited the elevator as we walked past it, and they saluted us before they took their seats at the gunner’s stations.

Kasta and Paula were already on the bridge. Kasta sat in her seat at the end of the officer’s row, and Paula was in the copilot’s seat next to Nikki.

“Hey, Adam,” Paula said as the three women stood.

“Hey, Paula,” I said, then I turned to the blonde warrior woman standing next to her. “Greetings, Nikki.”

“Greetings, my lord.” She nodded.

“Hi, Adam,” Kasta greeted me. “Did you have a good night?” Her smirk was obvious.

“Yes,” I said as I gestured for them all to sit.

“I bet,” the android said as she gave Madalena a strained look. The Prime Valkyrie was already strapping herself into the chair next to mine, and she wasn’t paying any attention to the android.

“How many minutes?” I asked.

“Six,” Nikki replied as she turned back to her controls.

“You aren’t expecting any problems in Nordar - 13, are you?” I asked Madalena.

“No, but it is good practice to be ready to battle as soon as we exit hyper or warpdrive.”

“Agreed,” I said, and then I looked over my shoulder toward the elevator. Mikhael, Josefinna, Hegeia, Uma, and Waiola had all taken their positions at the gunner’s stations, but Eve and Zea were nowhere to be seen.

“Eve and Zea?” I asked after I hit the transponder on my suit. “You coming?”

“Sorry!” Zea said. “Be there in a few minutes.”

“We are out of warpdrive in five,” I said. “Get here quick.”

“Sorry!” she replied again, and I heard her shout something over the sound of water.

“Hrmpf,” Madalena grunted, and I turned to meet her gaze.

“This is what I was speaking of,” she whispered as she leaned into my ear.

“I’m sure it’s fine,” I whispered a reply. “We gave them four minutes to get up here.”

“You’ve served on a starship before,” Madalena said. “Would your Jupiter Marines allow--”

“Look,” I interrupted her. “You said you would try to get along with them. Do you keep your word?”

“Yes,” she whispered quickly. “I apologize.”

We sat for a few minutes, and I felt the tension in my shoulders rise with each passing second. I couldn’t get mad at Zea and Eve for not being here since I had also lost track of time and would have missed our exit if Nikki had not let us know. I was going to need to change the policy so that we were all alerted at least thirty minutes before we exited warp or hyperdrive.

“A minute,” Nikki said, and I could feel Madalena trying to control her annoyance.

“Here! Sorry!” Zea said as she sprinted past the row of officer chairs and jumped into her copilot’s chair. Eve glided behind her and gave me a smile before she gracefully sat in the chair next to me.

“Good morning, my love.” The vampire smiled at me, and I felt my heart warm. “I apologize for my tardiness.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “You made it in time.”

“We should have been more prepared,” Eve said as she leaned over me a bit so Madalena would hear her speak. “It was our own fault since we knew the time when we would be exiting warpdrive. Perhaps a bit more notice would prevent us from making the mistake again?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I was just thinking that, but you know that.”

“Of course,” she replied. “Good morning, Madalena.”

“Good morning, Eve,” the Prime Valkyrie replied without looking at Eve.

“Good morning Paula, Kasta, and Nikki,” Eve said to the other women on the bridge.

“Good mor--” the twins began to say, but Nikki interrupted them.

“Ten seconds.”

“Battle stations,” I commanded.

“Yes, Captain!” came the chorus of voices behind me, and I turned to Madalena. Her eyes met mine, and a slight smile touched her lips.

“Exiting warp drive,” Nikki said, and I forced a breath out of my lungs.

Persephone’s alarm blared a few seconds after the display showed a massive space battle.

“Shit!” I growled as a carrier class starship glowed, expanded, and then melted next to us.

“Jotnar!” Madalena shouted, and Persephone’s scanners began to highlight the enemy craft in a red outline.

There were a shitload of them.

“Nikki! Dive!” I shouted, but the pilot was already pushing Persephone’s nose down to avoid a pair of bird-looking craft angling toward us. Their blue plasma blasts missed us by what was probably only fifty meters, and the sudden movement of the ship made my chest feel like someone was standing on it.

“Focus fire on the left craft!” I ordered, and the crew behind me shouted to indicate they had received the order.

“We’ve got incoming communication from the Odin Geirr!” Zea shouted over the alarm siren.

“Audio,” Madalena ordered, and the hacker nodded.

Half a moment later a man’s voice came over the bridge. I had been around these people long enough to know they seldom expressed emotion, but the calm words between Madalena and the voice from the battlefortress were a stark contrast to the elaborate moves that Nikki forced Persephone to dance.

“What is he saying?” I asked after Madalena spoke to the man for fifteen seconds in their language.

“The Jotnar attacked a day after we left the system,” she growled.

“How? Did they know about the conflict between you and your father?” I grabbed my armrest as Persephone shook, and I turned away from Madalena to see Nikki spiral between twin streams of plasma fire.

“Shields at ninety-four percent,” Paula gasped. It was hard to tell if she was gasping because of the G-forces pressing against us, or because of the trio of starships that suddenly turned into molten balls of magma.

“Fuck, please tell me those weren’t ours,” Zea gasped as Nikki spun us through the space between the blazing hot hunks of twisting metal.

“They were Jotnar,” Madalena said, and then she continued to talk to the voice coming through the bridge speaker.

“What’s the plan?” I asked her after another ten seconds of Nikki trying to shake the twin ships on our tail.

“They have two supercarriers at heading 342.58, -356.03,” Madalena said. “They are staying out of range of our greater cannons and must be dealt with. Then the Jotnar will probably retreat.”

“Shit.” I felt my head spin and my heart shudder. Supercarriers were massive warships capable of carrying thousands of drones and fighters. They weren’t nearly as large as Madalena’s battlefortress, but they’d be at least a kilometer long.

“Do you want to attack them?” Zea gasped as Nikki spun, banked, and then pulled Persephone’s nose up to avoid another stream of plasma fire.

“Yes,” Madalena said. “We have exited behind their lines, and have a few precious minutes to focus fire, or distract them while the rest of our armada pushes through their lines.”

“That sounds fucking crazy!” Zea shouted, but then Persephone rocked again, and her face turned white.

“Two Jotnar cruisers are down,” I heard Lux announce from behind me.

“Good job!” I shouted as I stared at the part of the screen that had our rear visual. There were two more Jotnar birds behind us, but I saw one of our plasma shots connected with the wing of one, and then a long red plasma beam hit the other wing a moment after. The enemy craft’s shields seemed to seize with electric sparks, and its hull began to turn a bright color.

“Nikki, begin to angle toward the supercarriers,” Madalena instructed.

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie,” the blonde pilot said as she pulled Persephone around to the right. In the far distance, I could see the two carriers. Part of the bottom left screen zoomed in on them, and I saw that they looked like massive space caterpillars.

And they were surrounded by hundreds of drones.

They were also escorted by eight other ships, and Persephone’s scanners began to feed the information down the side of the display screen.

Supercarrier: ICE FIST

Manufactured by: Jotnar Overlord Clan. Nordar - 18 - f

Branding: Jotnar Overlord Clan Navy. King Banal Jotnar.

Hyperdrive: Jotnar Twin-paired sequencer. 40 hours to 1 light year.

Warpdrive: Jotnar Magnetic hue. 0.5 light years per hour for 2 hours. 100 hour charge time.

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 1,050 meters

Estimated Crew: 980

Estimated fighter craft: 600

Estimated drone payload: 1,100

Heavy plasma cannons: 200

Light plasma guns: 200

Laser arrays: 200

Supercarrier: ICE HAMMER

Manufactured by: Jotnar Overlord Clan. Nordar - 18 - f

Branding: Jotnar Overlord Clan Navy. King Banal Jotnar.

Hyperdrive: Jotnar Twin-paired sequencer - a. 38 hours to 1 light year.

Warpdrive: Jotnar Magnetic hue. 0.8 light years per hour for 2 hours. 100 hour charge time.

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 1,250 meters

Estimated Crew: 1,120

Estimated fighter craft: 650

Estimated drone payload: 1,200

Heavy plasma cannons: 260

Light plasma guns: 210

Laser arrays: 100

I blinked as the scanners began to feed us the data on the supercarrier’s escorts. The other eight ships were all heavy cruiser class and were each equipped with at least thirty heavy plasma cannons.

Persephone would have had a serious problem taking on a single one of the heavy cruisers, let alone eight and the two supercarriers.

“How close are the nearest Vaish ships?” I forced my mouth to work, but my brain was telling me to order a retreat away from this. I knew we were not going to survive a fight with the two carriers, even if it looked like we were hitting them on their back side.

“Closest are a four-hundred kilometers at heading 455.088 and -8706.08,” Paula said.

“I’ll pull on screen,” Kasta replied as her fingers danced across her mini control panel on her chair. Another corner of the screen changed to show a line of scrimmage, and I realized we’d popped out on the top part of the Jotnar side, and then angled deeper into their lines when Nikki flew from the first batch that came after us.

They had to know we were here, or they would soon.

“Madalena, we can’t possibly hope to take out those supercarriers,” I said.

“Our main forces are weakened by the struggle with my father. If we do not attack the carriers, our expected losses will jump to thirty percent, and we will be ripe for the other clans to attack us.”

“It’s two supercarriers and eight cruisers,” I said as Nikki continued to dive Persephone toward the swarm of ships. Now that I had been staring at the screen for long enough, I realized this group was far removed from the main line of battle because it was angling around to come at Nordar - 13 - c. That was the massive constructed planet I guessed manufactured all the Vaish ships. If they made it around the lines, they could bombard the planet, and millions of people would die.

“We must try,” Madalena said, and I could feel her normal confidence waiver.

“Alright,” I said as a wave of blue plasma tore through the space before us. Nikki twisted Persephone away with a sharp turn, and I heard Paula and Zea let out pained gasps.

“Four Jotnar ships from the main battle are peeling off to pursue us!” Kasta said.

“This isn’t a gooooood idddeeaaa,” Zea panted as Nikki punched on Persephone’s thrusters and we all sank back into our chairs.

“Will you give me command?” Madalena didn’t seem affected by the G-forces pushing on us.

“Yes,” I agreed after half a second of deliberation. I’d captained Persephone through many conflicts so far, but all of my battle strategies I was pulling out of my Marine ass. The Prime Valkyrie knew how to command a navy, and I wanted us to live through this more than I wanted to stroke my ego.

“Nikki, on my order, head bearing 435, and -532,” Madalena said, and I turned to look up at the screen. The Prime Valkyrie was asking her to turn around for some reason.

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie,” Nikki said calmly.

“Paula, I need wardrive exit at the nose of the smaller of the Jotnar carriers. Three hundred meters distance.”

“Uhhh, the nose?” Paula asked.

“A bit under it,” Madalena confirmed. “They only have one cannon there.”

“Three hundred meters?” Zea gasped.

“I’ll get it!” the engineer shouted as her hands flew over her controls.

“Gunners, prepare to fire above us,” Madalena said. “On my command.”

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie!” the rest of the crew shouted from behind us.

“Nikki, you will fly toward their stern once we exit.”

“I understand,” the pilot said. “Like what we did during the Trunale - 35 siege.”

“Yes,” Madalena said. “The Jotnar weren’t there, so they most likely do not have a record of our tactics.”

“Finished!” Paula exclaimed. “Sending to Nikki’s terminal!”

“Received,” Nikki said, and the tone of her voice was more akin to someone thanking a waitress for bringing them the bill. “I am ready.”

“Turn to a new heading,” Madalena ordered, and Nikki spun Persephone around to face the opposite way we were going. The movement made black spots appear in my vision, but now our screen showed us facing the group of Jotnar ships that had broken away from the main struggle.

“Engage hyperdrive,” Madalena said, and our screen shifted.

We were pointed at the nose of the massive supercarrier.

“Gunners, fire at their cannons when we pass!” Madalena shouted as Nikki played chicken with a ship almost ten times Persephone’s size.

We were only a few hundred meters away from the behemoth’s nose, and the lack of our sudden death made me wonder if we escaped detection.

Then a burst of reddish-purple plasma and laser fire streamed from Persephone and tore a massive chunk out of the front of the carrier.

“Pass beneath,” Madalena said, but Nikki was already pushing Persephone’s nose down so we wouldn’t smash into the carrier’s bow like a bee against a car windshield.

“Aim for the bottom harbor entrance!” Madalena shouted back as Nikki flew Persephone along the underside of the caterpillar-shaped carrier. The behemoth’s hairs were cannons or laser arrays, but it seemed as if Persephone’s top was only a few meters away from the carrier’s belly and Nikki actually had to dodge between the long barrels of the cannons.

Meanwhile, our own small cannons fired relentlessly.

“Doesn’t this thing have shields?” I asked as our stream of plasma fire ripped apart the Jotnar carrier’s underbelly like blowtorch across foil.

“We are under its shields,” Madalena said.

“How did we get under its--” I started to ask, but then Nikki accidentally clipped a cannon with the side of Persephone’s wing, and the alarm screamed.

“Shields ate it! Eighty-four percent!” Zea gasped, and I saw that we were about to reach the stern of the carrier.

Where its massive thrusters burned through space like a trio of mini suns.

“Nikki, crawl port side.” Madalena said.

The pilot grunted in reply, and Persephone twisted to our right and began to wind up across the tail of the carrier so we weren’t incinerated by the beast’s thrusters.

“Kasta, we will need to hyperdrive to around location 234 and -112. Set course,”

“Got it,” my friend said as her fingers flew over her small controls.

“Who is on front laser array?” Madalena shouted.

“Uhhh, that’s me,” Zea said.

“We are going to come out on top, aim for the bridge. If you miss, we will not be able to exit their shields before their drones swarm us.”

“Okay,” the hacker whined.

“You can toggle control to someone--”

“I got it!” Zea shouted, and then she gasped as Nikki pushed on Persephone’s acceleration.

I expected the supercarrier to be tough, but the amount of punishment it was taking surprised me. Our gunners were peppering the behemoth's hull with hundreds of plasma balls and beams. A single one of the balls seemed to take out most ships, but the Jotnar vessel’s hull was only being cut open. The metal wasn’t glowing much, and it didn’t seem to be in danger of imploding or twisting into a melted husk.

“Wrapping around the top,” Nikki hissed as Persephone angled up and crested the last slope.

“We’ve got thirty drones on our tail!” Paula shouted.

“Front cannons on the bridge!” Madalena shouted. “We will only have one pass!”

“One pass?” Zea asked.

“Fire!” the Prime Valkyrie shouted half a second after Nikki pulled Persephone up on the top of the carrier and aimed us at the bubble of armored metal that came out of the hull like a wart.

Our cannon shots streamed out of Persephone like heavy rain. The heavy balls slammed into the bridge along with the beams from the lighter cannons. The metal there was black, but the impact of our plasma shots was changing the color to a dull orange.

“Zea!” Madalena shouted at my friend a half moment before our laser arrays fired. It was a cluster of smaller red beams that most ships used for utility cutting applications.

The beams missed the bridge by what looked like fifty meters.

“Shit!” Zea screamed with frustration. “It needs another three seconds to--”

“You get one more chance,” Madalena growled as Persephone screamed toward the metal wart.

One of our plasma beams hit a ball right next to the carrier’s bridge and exploded in a swell of power. That should have been enough to destroy everything around the carrier, but the surrounding metal just looked like it had been smashed in with a massive hammer. The metal glowed slightly, but the hulls of these ships were tougher than anything else we’d come up against yet.

“You can do it, Zea,” Eve said a moment before the laser beams shot out again. This time the hacker’s aim was true and the red lines cut right into the bridge like a surgeon's scalpel. The gash didn’t seem large, but then a plasma beam hit the same spot, and the metal erupted like a pimple filled with flaming puss.

A cheer went up across the bridge, but the celebration was cut short when a plume of magma erupted out of the carrier’s hull in front of us. Nikki bent Persephone out of the way, but I could almost feel the heat coming off the plume.

“Paula, are the carrier’s shields still up?” Madalena asked.

“How can I tell?” the engineer gasped as another plume of fire gushed out of the side of the carrier and almost fried us.

“Shoot away from the carrier!” Nikki snarled as she twisted Persephone away from another plume. Then another appeared and we almost dove through it. Each of her movements was causing everyone besides Kasta to grunt, and my vision was starting to swim.

This carrier was about to go nova, and we were right fucking next to it.

“My shot just bounced off!” Paula shouted, but I had been too focused on the many plumes of fire and hadn’t paid attention to the cannon she was controlling.

“Keep trying!” Madalena urged. “Kasta, plot hyperdrive behind our line of skirmish; twenty kilometers. Everyone else on cannons stop shooting the carrier and focus on the drones behind us.”

“What about the other carrier?” Zea screeched as Nikki banked Persephone really hard to the right.

“We need to escape,” Madalena answered. “Paula?”

“Still bouncing- there! There! It punched through!” the engineer screamed with joy.

“I’ve got the course! Sending to Nikki!” Kasta shouted.

“Engage hyperdrive,” Madalena ordered, and then our display screen shifted from the erupting carrier. Now we were looking at the side of the Vaish battlefortress and the main line of skirmish.

“Shiiiiit,” Zea hissed with relief.

“Nikki, go toward the Jotnar’s right flank.” Madalena pointed at the screen where I saw the thickest congestion of ships, but the pilot was focused on her controls and didn’t see the Prime Valkyrie’s gesture.

“Wait, we are going into that?” Zea asked. “What about the other carrier?”

“Our forces need relief there,” Madalena answered. “We will return to the carrier after we have assisted here.”

“We are getting more communication from Odin Geirr,” Zea said.

“Audio,” Madalena replied, and the man began to speak to Madalena in their language while Nikki pushed Persephone toward the flank of the Jotnar forces.

“Their forces are disengaging,” Madalena updated us.

“So we are done?” The relief in Zea’s voice was more than a little apparent.

“No,” the Prime Valkyrie answered. “When your enemy turns to flee, you must cut their hamstrings and then drive your spear through their backs. It will enforce our dominance when we ask for their alliance later.”

“I was afraid you were gonna say that,” Zea groaned.

“Adam, I return command to you,” Madalena’s hand rested on mine, and I felt the woman’s pride pour from her.

“Okay,” I said as I read through Persephone’s scanner displays. There were twenty Jotnar ships on this wing exchanging fire with the Vaish fleet. Their port sides were the obvious place to hit since they faced us, but I could also see the rest of the fleet was beginning to withdraw. “Nikki, angle toward the sterns of that first group of the closest destroyers. We’ll pass by with them on our port side while we angle toward the larger craft trying to flee.”

“Yes, Adam.” Nikki pushed on Persephone’s acceleration, and I could see the group of Jotnar ships begin to turn from the Vaish so that they could attempt to aim their front cannons at us.

“Faster, Nikki,” I urged.

“Yes, Adam,” the pilot said, and my heart thumped hard in my chest as I felt the G-forces lean against my body.

“Gunners, fire on the destroyers as we pass when I give the signal.”

“Yes, Adam,” the voices behind me said in unison, and Madalena’s hand squeezed mine a bit.

The destroyers were the usual Jotnar hawk-like shape, and our approach was starting to mess with their lines. They didn’t want us to flank them, but their shields were also trying to weather and return the plasma fire from the Vaish forces.

“They know Persephone destroyed one of the supercarriers,” Madalena explained. “That is why they are pulling away from the rest of our navy to defend against our approach.”

The destroyers started firing, but their initial salvo hadn’t accounted for Persephone’s speed, and the plasma bolts flew far behind us. Nikki sped up a bit to stay ahead of the beams, and I heard a gasp from Zea and Paula as the G-forces strangled their bodies.

“Fire!” I yelled as soon as we reached the first destroyer in the line. Our spray of red plasma licked against the first in the pack, then the second and third when we darted past.

“Nikki, make for the cruiser up ahead. Bearing 255 and -890.” My eyes drifted down to the rear screen display, and I saw that our strafe along the destroyers had left half of them twisting in ruin.

“Yes, Adam,” the pilot said as Persephone banked to our right.

“Four destroyers are eliminated!” Lux called out, and I felt a surge of relief fill my tense muscles. It was a drop in the bucket compared to all the ships melting around us, but I knew that our contribution would help save more Vaish lives.

“Front cannons! Fire on the first cruiser!” I ordered when Persephone spun close enough to the next group of larger ships.

Another salvo of plasma left Persephone and smashed into the cruiser at the same time as a dozen shots from the rest of the Vaish fleet. Most of the shots were absorbed by the shields, but three seemed to punch through, and the enemy craft’s hull began to turn a lighter color.

Then the group of ships elongated, and they were gone.

“They are leaving!” Paula stated the obvious, but she was staring down at her controls, and I guessed she meant most of the Jotnar fleet was also running.

“Does that mean we won?” Zea asked with obvious relief as the last ship blinked out of our screen. “I can’t believe it.”

“Yes,” Madalena said with a sigh. Relief pulsed from her like waves of the ocean, and the bridge was silent for a few dozen seconds as the women relaxed.

“Good job, crew,” I said after my heart had slowed down to a comfortable pace.

“Yes,” Madalena agreed. “Especially Zea.”

“Me?” the hacker asked with surprise.

“You hit the bridge with our laser array. It cut through the hull so that our plasma shots could get through.”

“Oh, well. Yeah. It was no big deal.” Zea shrugged, and a grin came to her full lips.

“If you had missed the second shot, we all would have died,” Madalena said.

“Uhhh, really?” Zea’s smile faded from her mouth, and her face turned an ash color.

“But you made the shot, so we are alive.” Madalena shrugged. “Nikki, take us into Odin Geirr.”

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie,” the pilot said as she turned Persephone toward the battle fortress.

“As soon as we dock inside of the harbor, I will need to speak to my admirals,” Madalena said to me as she rose from her chair.

“You sure I don’t need to come with you?” I asked as I unbuckled the harness from my chest.

“I would like you to come.” Madalena’s eyes strayed from me and focused on Eve. “But your participation must wait until you have dealt with my father.”

“He does not have to wait until he finishes the rite of passage?” Eve asked.

“Do you still wish to marry Adam as a Nordar woman?” Madalena asked.

“Yes,” Eve answered.

“And you?” Madalena turned to Zea.

The blonde hacker turned to Eve, then me, and then back to the Prime Valkyrie. “Yeah.”

“Let us speak of it later, then.” Madalena nodded to them. “I will have someone escort you all to one of our spas so you can relax while I speak with my admirals. Meet in the hold ten minutes after we land.” The Prime Valkyrie turned and walked from the bridge without another word.

“Spa! Yay!” Kasta clapped her hands together after she unbuckled her harness. “And to think, just three minutes ago we were staring down the barrel of a cannon big enough to fly inside of.”

“Just another day on Persephone,” Paula sighed as she leaned back into her chair. She hadn’t unbuckled her harness yet, but her hands rested on the clasp.

“Let us hope for many more,” Eve said, and the rest of us nodded.
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Chapter 11

Nikki landed Persephone inside of the fortress’s harbor a few minutes after Madalena exited the bridge. The rest of the crew all had duties and they went about their work as soon as we set down. Paula, Kasta, Zea, Eve, and I slowly made our way to the hold, and we caught Madalena leaving with an escort of twenty heavily armored Vaish warriors.

“She’s a big deal, huh?” Paula asked.

“Uhh, yeah,” Zea said with a sigh. Her blue eyes turned to meet mine, but she quickly looked away.

“Sooooooooooo…” Kasta said after five or so minutes passed. Her eyebrows were raised, and she turned to face me. “How soon do you think this spa thing is going to go down?”

“Madalena said she would send someone,” I replied. I had expected the android to ask how my night with Madalena was, but I was glad she didn’t bring up the topic.

“We just wait then?” the android asked. “Gonna get so bored.”

“She said ten minutes. Also, I’ll take bored over playing chicken with a supercruiser,” Zea said.

“Agreed.” Paula nodded. “Here comes Milda.”

We turned to face the Vaish woman. I had only a passing relationship with her, and couldn’t recollect having an actual conversation with her. Like most of the Vaish, she was tall, beautiful, and had an athletic body. She wore her strawberry blonde hair a bit shorter than Zea’s, and I could see the corner of an intricate knot tattoo poking out of the collar of her uniform.

“The Prime Valkyrie would like me to escort you to our spas,” she said without smiling.

“Great,” I said.

“She asked that you arm yourselves first.” Milda pointed in the direction of our armory.

“Why?” Paula asked.

“The Prime Valkyrie is concerned about her father’s followers.”

“What does that mean?” Zea asked. “Why didn’t she say anything to us a few minutes ago when she was on the bridge?”

“She spoke with her general on the way to see her admirals.” Milda shrugged. “I do not believe it is a major concern, but she does not want Adam to be unarmed, and we will meet with an escort once we leave Persephone.”

“Maybe we should just stay on board,” I said.

“No,” Milda said as she shook her head. “The Prime Valkyrie wishes you to relax. I can see how the request for you to bring your weapons has raised your guard, but you do not need to feel concern for your safety. Think of it as wearing a seatbelt when you are in a vehicle.”

“Fuck it,” Kasta laughed. “I’d rather we were allowed to carry our guns anyways. Let’s grab them and go. I want to see Adam naked.”

“What makes you think you are going to see Adam naked?” Paula groaned.

“It’s a Viking spa!” the android exclaimed. “There will be hot steaming waterfalls, forests, one of those cornucopia baskets filled with food, beautiful women with their hair done in braided pigtails, muscular men with big beards, mead, and a tasteful orgy.”

“Tasteful orgy?” her sister asked.

“Yes.” The android nodded.

“I don’t even want to know what you mean by ‘tasteful.’ Also, what is wrong with you?” Paula covered her face with her hands.

“I dunno, you made me.” Kasta shrugged and then wiggled her eyebrows at me while we all walked to the armory. “What do you think, Adam?”

“You’re actually right about the waterfalls, forests, and food,” I said with a chuckle.

“What about the orgy?” She grinned.

“Let’s just grab our sidearms,” I said, and we walked back to our armory. The women all grabbed pistols, and I strapped my trusty chrome revolver to my chest and checked to make sure I had plenty of speed loaders in my ammo pouch. We were out of the armory half a minute later, and I noticed that the women walked with a bit of a quicker pace. Even Eve seemed excited to go to this spa, and she gave me a small smile as we descended the ramp and came out in the massive Vaish harbor.

Queen’s Hat was meant to be a bit of R&R, but it was cut short. We all need some time to relax together as a crew.

I nodded in agreement and held out my arm so she could wrap her fingers around my bicep.

I apologize for being late. Zea and I were up most of the night discussing our relationship.

I nodded again and hoped the blonde hacker was feeling a bit better about Madalena.

She is, it will still take some time for both of us. Madalena will need to get to know us better as well. You need to speak to Zea alone and reassure her of your love for her. She was terrified of the idea of marriage, but it was more fear of the word. She does want to spend the rest of her life with you and me.

Paula, Kasta, and Zea were walking ahead of us and were whispering to each other as they pointed at the crazy amount of air traffic inside of the harbor. I couldn’t hear exactly what they were saying, but Kasta suddenly smacked Zea’s ass, and the hacker burst out laughing.

We have all come to love each other. I’m sure Madalena will fit in. After last night, her love for you has grown dramatically. She is more open to the idea of being equals with Zea and me. I believe it will work, eventually. She wants to make you happy more than she wants to prove she is better than us.

I nodded again and thought about how insignificant the problem with my love life was in the grand scheme of our mission. We were engaged in a war with a super-powered vampire race that could easily destroy all life in the galaxy. Worrying about keeping the women in my life happy seemed like a misuse of my attention.

You are both correct and incorrect, my love. Yes, we should be focusing on the SAVO, but what good is life if not for love? They seek to destroy all life and all that loves. They feed off terror and death. We fight by loving each other. It is quite possible we will all die when we finally fight them, but that doesn’t mean we should deny ourselves the pleasure of love and lust. I spent too long isolated in a tube, and you spent too long with a control collar on. Let us love as much as we can. Let it fill us to the brim and then we can ask for more. That is the way we should live. Not in fear, but in love.

Our eyes met, and I felt my emotions threaten to overwhelm me. My love for Eve caused my throat to constrict, and I had to blink a few times before I cleared my throat. She knew my thoughts, and her smile grew larger. I never thought it possible to love someone as much as I loved her. And I never would have thought I could have felt this way about more than one woman.

A group of heavily armored guards drove up in a hovercraft, and my right hand strayed to the grip of the revolver on my chest. Milda didn’t seem uneasy with their presence, and she gestured for us all to get on the craft with them.

Moments later we were seated and speeding across the floor of the massive harbor, and my friends were occupied by the beehive of activity around us. I had been the same way during my first trip here, but Eve’s conversation reminded me of our upcoming battle and I began to think about the future.

How many SAVO would come to Uraniel? What would happen when we fought them? I knew that acquiring the cooperation of all the Nordar tribes would raise our chances of success, but how powerful were these vampire fuckers? Did they all have ships like Persephone? Did they have more powerful ships?

My thoughts grew a bit darker when I considered what we knew about this race of powerful beings. We knew almost nothing besides that they fed on terror and death. They drank blood but didn’t really seem to need it to survive. There was evidence these other tiger-men were working for them, but I didn’t know anything about the relationship. I hadn’t talked to Madalena much about them either, so I got the impression she might not know more about our enemies.

My thoughts turned to the image Persephone had shown me on the holographic map of the three planets stuck between the two red stars. If I had to guess, that was the homeworld of these fuckers or at least a place where they were. Should I take the battle to them before they got to Uraniel? A surprise attack might give us an advantage, but it would take us a long ass time to get all the way to the other side of the Milky Way.

One step at a time, my love. First, we should deal with Madalena’s father. She is grateful you have decided to pursue him. She feels remorse that she had a moment of weakness and allowed him to escape.

I exhaled and gave her another smile. Then I turned my attention to the ships that Zea, Kasta, and Paula were pointing at and let my worries slide away for a time. Eve was right, we all did need a bit of a break, and I was looking forward to sitting in a spring full of hot water with my beautiful friends.

We soon drove out of the harbor, and then transferred to another hover vehicle which we drove through the city-like interior of the battlefortress. My friends continued to point and gasp at the architecture, and I could see a bit of pride showing on Milda’s face.

“Maybe you could tell us a bit more about the battlefortress,” I asked her, and my friends turned to the strawberry blonde warrior woman.

“Of course,” she replied and then she dived into a long tour guide style explanation of how the fortress was built, its structure, and various military capabilities. The latter subject was what Milda focused on the most, and it became apparent that the Vaish woman was well suited to her military role.

We eventually arrived at the glass and crystal castle where I’d first met Madalena’s father. My friends were just as amazed by the architecture as I had been, and Milda explained that the glass was actually a highly polished metal with embedded display screens. The screens were kind of like a cloaking device, and they could make the castle appear or disappear easily by showing the appropriate images.

“It is not much of a defensive tactic because an invading military would soon figure out the castle is here,” she explained. “However, it might buy half a minute of time, and it could make the difference in battle.”

“The Nordar seem well versed in combat,” Paula observed.

“Most humans are,” Milda said.

“I suppose so,” the engineer sighed. “This is a work of art, though, and I saw many beautiful buildings on the way here. Your people do create beautiful things.”

“Of course,” the Vaish woman said, and then she gestured for us to exit the hovercraft when it parked in front of the castle.

The guards followed us inside of the reflective building, and we were soon led into a waiting room which looked similar to the one Madalena and I once spent a few hours inside. There was no stuffed uiun-bair in this room though, but a pleasant fire lived in the hearth, and the tables were filled with meats, fruit, wines, and ice water.

“I will have them prepare massages and baths,” Milda said. “Would you all prefer to bathe together or separately?”

“Together?” Paula asked.

“Yes,” Milda said with a nod. “We have larger hot spring pools where men and women often bathe together.”

“Will there be other people there?” Zea asked with concern.

“No, just you five, if you wish. Or you can each have your own private bath, or we can give Adam his own and you four can be together.”

“I don’t mind seeing Adam naked,” Kasta said with a large grin.

“Uhh, I’m--”

“Come on, Sis!” Kasta interrupted Paula. “Stop being such a stick in the mud. It’s just a big pool of water. Not like we are all going to be sitting on each other’s lap.” The android smiled at me, and I took it to mean that she intended to try to sit on my lap.

“I am fine with us all bathing together,” Eve said.

“Of course, you are,” Zea laughed.

“Are you okay with us?” Paula asked.

“I heard massages, and I’m kind of focused on that. I’ve never had one before.” Zea’s blue eyes looked dreamy. “Adam’s a big boy. I’m pretty sure you aren’t going to be jumping his bones in front of us.

“Oh, no!” Paula exclaimed as her face turned red. “I would never--”

“So it’s settled!” Kasta said, and then she turned to Milda. “One bath for all of us.”

“No one asked for my opinion,” I said.

“You gonna turn down a bath with four beautiful women?” Kasta raised her eyebrow at me. “We already know what your opinion is.” My friends all laughed, but I was a bit surprised Zea was okay with all of this. Eve had mentioned that she wouldn’t mind bringing the twins into our bed, but I knew Zea wasn’t interested.

“I’ll return when it is ready,” Milda said to us with a nod. “Please eat and rest until I return. The guards are posted outside in the hallway, please do not leave.”

The Vaish woman pivoted and marched out of the room. The five of us turned to smile at each other, and then we made our way over to the food and plush leather chairs.

“Ahhh! I could get used to this!” Zea said after she poured us each a glass of wine, stacked a roll of bread with sliced meats, and collapsed into one of the chairs.

“They certainly do know how to treat guests,” Eve said as she sipped some of the wine and nibbled on a pear.

“Massage and bath? Can I go through the rites with you two so I can become Adam’s wife and live the Nordar life?” Kasta laughed and then took a big bite of a sandwich.

“Madalena has considered the rite for Zea and me,” Eve said, and we all turned toward her. “At first, she planned on making it moderately difficult, but her opinion of us has changed, and now she is leaning toward having us accompany Adam through the rest of his rite. It will make it easier since we will all be together.”

“But what about the hanging?” Paula asked.

“No, she does not wish for us to hang.” Eve smiled.

“But she wants her husband to? Ha. Women.” Kasta raised her wine glass, let out another short laugh and then drank half the liquid.

We spent the next half an hour eating, drinking, and chatting about the last few days. Milda returned after enough time had passed for relaxation to set in, and we followed her down a long hallway and into a chamber that I recognized as the place where Madalena’s mother and her two assistants prepared me for my rite.

“Ha! I was right about the trees!” Kasta said as she gestured to the foliage coming out of the metal ground. The sight made the other women gasp with amazement, but then they gasped again when they saw the beautiful waterfall.

There were five tables set around the water, and a pair of Vaish women stood beside each table. There was also another table loaded with more food, wine, water, and a trio of white-robed women played on string instruments a few dozen meters from the edge of the pool.

“They will massage and attend to your needs,” Milda said as she gestured to the robed women standing beside the massage tables.

“They have braided pigtails!” Kasta hissed. “Soooo cute! Can they braid my hair like that?”

“Of course, they will do whatever you wish. Just ask.” Milda actually smiled.

“Whatever I wish?” Kasta asked.

“Don’t get any ideas, Sis,” Paula said.

“I always have ideas.”

The ten women walked toward us, and I recognized Nilda and Fiuna. They both reached me first, gave me wide smiles, and led me back to their table. Once we were there, they both whispered to each other as they began removing my suit.

“Uhh, should I wear a robe or something?” I asked as I looked around at my friends. They were letting the Nordar women take off their suits, though, so I just decided to roll with it.

A few moments later I was lying face down on the table, and the two women were whispering with each other while they massaged my back. All ten of the women were speaking to each other in hushed whispers, and Kasta started laughing.

“Ohhhh my,” the android said.

“What’s wrong?” Zea asked.

“Oh nothing,” Kasta giggled.

“Sis, come on,” Paula said. “No secrets.”

“These girlies don’t know I speak their language and they don’t really speak English. They are saying the most delicious things about Adam. Especially the ones rubbing him down. Ha! If I could blush, I would be. Eve has to know what they are thinking.”

“Yes,” the vampire said. “I am amused.”

“You should let them know,” Paula said. “It’s not nice to eavesdrop.”

“Awww, you are no fun,” Kasta said. “Hey Adam, do you like the way they do their hair?”

“Uhhh, yeah. It’s fine,” I said.

“Good, I’ll ask them to give us all the Nordar woman look.”

“My hair’s not really long enough to--”

“They can do little braids. I’ll ask them to make it look cute,” Kasta interrupted Zea, and then she started speaking to the women that were massaging us.

Nilda and Fiuna’s hands paused when the android started talking, and then they all started giggling a few seconds after Kasta answered one of their questions.

“What did you say?” Zea asked.

“Ohhhh, nothing,” Kasta replied, but the women were all giggling now, and they whispered to each other in excited voices.

“Kasta,” Paula moaned.

“I told them we wanted them to do our hair,” the android said, but Eve was giggling from her table beside me, and I’d never heard the vampire woman laugh so hard.

“Eve?” Zea asked, and I heard her move on the table beside me. Nilda and Fiuna had stopped rubbing my back, and they were both howling with laughter.

“She…” Eve started to say, but she couldn’t speak because she was gasping for breath.

“For fuck’s sake, what did you say?” I asked Kasta as I raised my head out of the face hole in the table.

“I asked if they could braid our hair. They said ‘yes’ and then asked ‘Everyone?’ and I said ‘you’ll have to massage Adam for another year before his hair is long enough to braid, but sure.’ Honestly, I don’t think it’s that funny, but they went kind of crazy.”

“In their minds, it was one of the funniest jokes they have heard,” Eve explained after she laughed for a few moments. “They are quite stoic, and you struck their humor perfectly.”

I let out a laugh and then lowered my face back into the table. The women stopped giggling after another minute or two, and then they went back to massaging us. Kasta continued to speak to them, and each time she talked, the group of ten women exploded into giggles.

“I think I could live here forever, these women laugh at pretty much everything I say,” Kasta said after she’d caused them to laugh for the tenth time. “I’m drunk with power, or they just have a fit of the giggles now.”

“You are very entertaining,” Zea said.

Nilda and Fiuna worked on my back for what felt like another half an hour, and then they motioned for me to turn over so I was face up. I hesitated because I was naked, but Nilda held up a towel and gestured that she would cover my groin with it, so I followed their instructions.

My friends were on their backs now, but the women massaging them hadn’t covered up their breasts, so I kept my eyes on the ceiling to avoid accidentally catching a glimpse of Kasta or Paula.

“Hey, Kasta,” I asked as Nilda and Fiuna worked on my feet. “Can you ask them where Madalena’s mother is? She helped prepare me for the rite, and we both got along.”

“Sure,” Kasta said, and then she spoke to the women. Nilda answered the android’s question gravely, and the rest of the Vaish women’s faces turned to frowns.

“Ohhh. She is with Tanal,” Kasta said.

“Madalena’s father?” I asked.

“Yep. Dang. So she is submitted directly to him, and she fled with him.”

“Fuck,” I sighed as I covered my face with my hands.

“Yeah. He took all his wives.”

“Will they try to defend him when we come after him?” I asked.

“Do you want me to ask that?” Kasta asked.

“No,” I replied. “I’ll ask Madalena.”

The women continued with our massages, and I worked on relaxing my thoughts. By the time Nilda and Fiuna were working on my chest, I felt completely relaxed. Then they worked on my arms, shoulders, and finished by rubbing my jaw, temples, and scalp. I fell asleep somewhere in the process and woke up when their hands slid down my body and removed the towel from my groin.

“Laug,” Fiuna whispered to me as she pointed at the water. I looked over to see that my friends were already sitting in the hot spring.

“Thanks,” I sighed as I rolled to slide off the table. Nilda held onto my shoulder to ensure I didn’t fall, or maybe she just wanted to touch me more, and then the two women walked me to the edge of the water. My friends turned to me as I approached and their whispered conversation ended in mid-sentence. I was naked, and all four of their faces displayed hunger as they watched me step into the water.

“Oh my,” Kasta said once I entered the water. It was obvious what she was referring to, but Nilda asked the android a question, and Kasta nodded as she said a few words.

“They will wash and braid our hair now if you want.” Kasta gestured to the Vaish women standing around the water, and they sat at the edge of the pool and gestured for my friends to come to them.

“Damn,” Zea sighed a few minutes later after she was leaning against a pair of women who were gently rubbing their soapy wet hands through her hair. “I don’t think I could ever get used to this. It’s so luxurious.”

“I could get used to it,” Kasta said with a light laugh.

I was sitting at the edge of the pool with the water up to my chest, and I felt a pair of hands rub my scalp again. Nilda and Fiuna gestured to a bottle of what I guessed was soap, and I scooted back a bit so that they could wash my hair easier.

All four of my friends were now being washed by the Vaish women, and their breasts were above the water line. I tried to keep my eyes averted so I didn’t stare at either Kasta or Paula, but everywhere I looked was either a naked woman or a woman wearing a wet see-through robe. I finally decided to just enjoy the fact that I was a man surrounded by all these beauties, and I let my eyes roam over them all. Besides, they had all just seen me naked when I walked to the spring, so they could deal with me appreciating their glistening wet bodies.

Just when I thought things couldn’t get any better, I felt Madalena approach. Her emotions were a mix of annoyance, gratitude, and trepidation, and I looked toward the far door on the other side of the forest when she stepped into the bathing chamber.

“What’s going on?” I asked as she approached the pool. The Vaish women had been whispering and giggling with each other while they worked on washing my friends, but a silence came over them as soon as Madalena appeared. The minstrels even stopped playing, and every single eye was fixed on Madalena as if she was a goddess descending from the heavens.

“I finished speaking with my admirals,” she said as she looked at the pool.

“Come on in, Maddy, the water’s fine!” Kasta beckoned for the Prime Valkyrie to join us, and the motion made her breasts sway delightfully.

“Maddy?” she asked with a raised eyebrow, and I saw the women touching Kasta’s hair turn the same shade of white as their robes.

“Sure! Come on. Relax!”

“Very well,” Madalena replied after she glanced at me. A moment later she had taken off her boots and uniform and stepped into the bath. I felt her pleasure as soon as the warm water enveloped her body, and she spoke to one of the attending women while she pointed at the table with the food.

One of the minstrels jumped from her chair, dashed to the table, and then rushed over with a bottle of wine. She prostrated herself on the edge of the pool and then held out the wine to Madalena with shaking hands.

The Prime Valkyrie took the bottle of wine from the woman without speaking and then drank from it a few times. Her cold eyes turned to me, but I could feel her desire radiate from the water. She handed me the bottle, and I took a few sips before passing it to Eve on my right.

Madalena seemed to realize that the women attendants were staring at her and not working, so she barked a word, and they all hastily turned back to their task of washing us or playing on their instruments. I half expected a new pair of attendants to appear and wash Madalena’s hair, but none of the women moved toward her. After a few moments, Milda walked through the door, and she quickly knelt beside the edge of the pool, grabbed the bottle of soap Nilda and Fiuna had been using on me, and began to work on Madalena’s hair. Milda didn’t even bother to take off her uniform, and the water from the edge quickly soaked her knees and arms.

“Soooo… that’s kind of weird,” Kasta said a few minutes after the women all returned to their tasks.

“What is weird?” Madalena asked as her eyes searched for the bottle of wine. Eve had given it to Zea, but before the hacker could pass it back, an attendant gave Madlena a new bottle.

“They all seem to like you,” Kasta said with a shrug.

“That is weird?” Madalena asked, and her eyes narrowed a bit.

“Oh, no, no, no.” Kasta waved her hands in a way that made her breasts bounce and my head spin. “It’s like you are a god or something.”

“I am the Prime Valkyrie.” Madalena took a long gulp from her new wine bottle and then passed it over to me. Zea had moved away from her side of the pool and walked a few meters across so she could hand the bottle of wine to Paula. The engineer took it gratefully and then drank before passing it to Kasta.

“Ahhh. There is that.” Kasta drank from the bottle and then passed it back to her sister. Then she stretched her hands high above her head, caught me watching her, and winked at me before she lowered her arms.

“Madalena, can you update us on the conversation you had with your Admirals?” Eve asked in order to bring the conversation back to business.

“The Jotnar probably did not know about my father. Our guess is that the group who attacked our station on Epsilon Tauri - b thought they killed me along with part of our armada. They must have planned this invasion as soon as they returned.”

“So they had lucky timing,” I said.

“It was actually unlucky,” Madalena said after she took the wine back from me. “My admirals just finished with the last of my father’s followers, so our armada was already deployed. The numbers were less because of what he took with him, but the Jotnar came out of hyperspace only to find our weapons warmed up.”

“Then we came in, kicked ass, and saved the day,” Zea laughed, and an attendant handed the hacker a bottle of wine.

“My people would have won had we not arrived,” Madalena said, “but we helped.”

“What about your father?” I asked as she took another sip of wine.

“My admirals agree with my thoughts about where he might have hidden,” she said, and then Madalena explained to my friends that her father might be hiding in one of four possible locations. Either the paradise world Nyr Valhalla, the battle fortresses Argkaron or Malifoaron, or the massive space station Jey-Lune.

“Ugh,” Zea groaned as she leaned her head back against the edge of the pool. “Jey-Lune sounds like a real shithole. I bet he’s there.”

“I suspect you are right,” Madalena said.

“You do?” Zea seemed surprised that the brunette woman would actually agree with her.

“Yes. Nyr Valhalla is also a possibility, and I think we should go there first, but I believe that Argkaron or Malifoaron are unlikely. While they are both at the end of our territories, the Vice-Admirals are loyal to our clan and not submitted directly to him. As soon as we made an appearance, they would arrest him. Nyr Valhalla is filled with troops loyal to him, and Jey-Lune’s brand of chaos and criminal activity will ensure he is not found if he lays low.”

“So Nyr Valhalla first?” I asked.

“I am submitted to you, Husband,” Madalena said as her eyes bore into mine. “I will go where you go. But yes, I will recommend Nyr Valhalla first.”

“Alright,” I said. “We can leave as soon as the warpdrives are ready.”

“So that means we get another thirty-eight-ish hours of hot springs, massages, and wine?” Zea smirked at me and then took another long pull from her bottle.

“There is a slight problem,” Madalena said, and we turned to her. “There is a concern that the Jotnar, or another one of the Nordar clans, might hear of my father’s dishonor and choose to attack my clan. We are still in some disarray, and it will take a few months for all of our communications to reach the farthest areas of our territory.”

“So we can’t just take your entire armada with us,” I chuckled.

“Wait, that was an option?” Zea asked. “Can we bring this fortress everywhere with us? I can just live in this hot spring.” The hacker let out a slightly drunk sounding giggle, and her small breasts bounced.

“No,” Madalena said. “Between the fleet I lost at Epsilon Tauri - b, my father’s traitorous actions, and the recent battle with the Jotnar, we are in danger of being attacked. I can bring a squadron of maybe four or five destroyers, but we could not spare much else for a few months.”

“I’m sure I already know the answer to this, but do you have any destroyers as fast as Persephone?”

“No,” Madalena said. “Dance to the Dirge is the closest. We have some destroyers with hyperdrives half as fast as Persephone that we can use as an escort.”

“Or we can just go alone,” I said as I took a swig of the wine. It was good stuff, but it took a lot of alcohol for me to feel anything. My friends did look like they were starting to feel the effects of the booze though, or maybe it was the heat from the hot springs that was causing all of their cheeks to flush. Even Eve looked like she was drunk, and the vampire’s pale white skin had a healthy red glow to it.

“If my father is in Jey-Lune, taking only Persephone would be a good strategy,” Madalena said. “We could dock with little notice and begin our investigation. I have a few places I suspect he is hiding, and information can be bought for little expense. However, if he is on Nyr Valhalla, he will have what remains of his fleet. It will be a tough battle with just Persephone.”

“Uhhh, wouldn’t Persephone and five destroyers qualify as a tough battle against a whole fleet?” Zea asked as she raised her body to get out of the spring. The tall blonde sat on the edge of the pool, and my eyes focused on the water dripping off her skin.

“It is what remains of his fleet,” Madalena said. “He has a few hundred, but my admirals believe he has less than twenty ships fast enough to reach Nyr Valhalla by now. The rest will be in hyperdrive.”

“Still sounds like tough odds,” Paula said. The engineer looked at Zea, took a sip of her wine, and then stood from the spring and sat on the edge with just her feet in the water. “It’s getting too hot.”

“Yeah, it is,” Kasta said. “Meeeyooowwww. Adam’s getting to see all the candies today.”

“Maybe I’m too drunk to care,” Paula stuck her tongue out at her sister, took another long drink from her wine bottle, and then turned her blue eyes to me. There was a bit of a challenge in them as if she was daring me to look at her wet naked body.

Yeah. It was really hot in here.

“What about your mother?” I asked Madalena in an effort to change the subject.

“She will be with my father, as will his other wives.” She shrugged, but I could feel a bit of her dread.

“What will happen to her when we kill your father?” I asked, and my friends leaned a bit closer so they could hear the Prime Valkyrie’s reply clearly.

“You will kill him,” Madalena said as she met my eyes.

“Yeah. After I kill him, what will happen to her?”

“It is a bond for life,” Madalena said. “Some live through it, some do not.”

“Wait, wait, wait,” Zea said, and we turned to her. “If you die, Adam is going to die, and vice versa?”

“Perhaps,” Madalena said before she took a long drink from her wine.

“Uhhh. That isn’t really an answer,” the hacker said.

“Yes, it will probably happen,” the brunette woman said. “I will die if Adam does, but he will probably not if I pass into Valhalla. It is more of an impact on the one who is submitted, but still possible.”

“Uhhh, and then Eve was talking about doing this submission thing to Adam. Let’s say we do that, and then you die, which makes maybe makes Adam die, what happens to Eve and me?”

“You both would probably also die,” Madalena admitted.

“Okay, that’s fucking crazy,” Zea said.

“You do not have to submit,” the brunette said as she stared across the water at Zea. “I am in love with Adam and do not wish to live a second without him. I can understand how that might make other women who do not love him uncomfortable, so you do not need to submit to him.”

Zea’s eyes narrowed and her jaw tensed along with her slender shoulders.

“Damn, did it just get cold in here?” Kasta got out of the water and sat on the edge next to her sister. They both had their hair in pigtails now, and they absently reached up to touch the braids in an identical manner.

“And here I thought you were turning into less of a bitch,” Zea growled.

“I am speaking honestly,” Madalena said. “My love is real.”

“And mine isn’t because I think your submission thing is fucking bullshit? Fuck you.” Zea bit her bottom lip and her blue eyes shot daggers across the water.

“It is the way of my people you insult.” Madalena’s voice raised, and the Vaish women sitting behind Zea looked as if they wanted to run.

“Hey,” I said as I leaned forward to be in between the two women. “We are getting along here. Madalena, Zea doesn’t need to submit to me to prove she loves me. Understand?” I stared at the Prime Valkyrie, and I knew she could feel my anger.

“Yes.” Madalena nodded quickly. “Zea, I apologize. My words were uncalled for.”

“Yeah. Fine.” Zea grabbed her bottle of wine and took another sip as she stared into the hot spring water.

An uncomfortable silence fell over the hot spring, and my heart became heavy. Damn, we were all so close to getting along, but there was obviously a lot more work to do before Madalena fit in with my other friends.

I turned to Eve, and the vampire let out a long exhale. She turned her red eyes to each of my friends and then cleared her throat. “May I speak?”

The four women turned to her, but no one disagreed with her request.

“Madalena, thank you for joining our crew, and letting us join yours,” Eve said, but Zea shook her head a little and took another drink from her wine.

The twins and I looked at Madalena, and the Prime Valkyrie nodded at the vampire.

“We are not as strong as you. We have no military training, no combat expertise, and virtually no experience. We are all alive only because we have relied on Adam to save us.”

Madalena crossed her arms over her breasts but didn’t speak.

“We all do possess unique talents, though. Adam has told you about them, but perhaps you are correct in thinking that the four of us should just live the rest of our lives around this spring while you and Adam travel around the galaxy and fight the SAVO.”

“Draugr,” Madalena corrected, and Zea bit her lower lip, shook her head again, and glared into the water.

“Yes, of course,” Eve said. “You are wrong about us though. We love Adam as much as you, and we want to stop the Draugr as much as you. We are willing to die for each other, just like you. We should all be sisters instead of fighting over the name of a rose that we can all agree smells sweet.”

“Eve, your stance is a bit naive. This is war. Adam and I need warriors to defeat the Draugr.”

“Yes, you do,” Eve agreed. “And we are four warriors. A warrior is someone who will not quit when there is pain, or defeat, or hardship. None of us will.”

Madalena sighed and then took a long drink from her wine. As soon as she pulled the bottle from her lips, she wiggled it, and an attendant removed it from her hand and replaced it with a new one. Then the Prime Valkyrie spoke a single word, and attendants rushed to give all of us full bottles.

“Eve, it’s fine,” Zea spoke without looking up from the water. “Madalena and I will figure this out.”

“Madalena,” Eve turned back to the brunette. “You let Zea have a shot with the laser array.”

“Yes. What is your point?” Madalena asked, and I could feel a bit of annoyance pulse from her.

“She missed with the first shot,” Eve said as she raised her eyebrow.

“But she made the second,” Madalena replied, and Zea finally looked away from the water to stare at my wife.

“Lux could have made the first shot with her eyes closed,” Eve said. “If the lasers didn’t hit the bridge, we would have flown by it, and we all probably would have died.”

“Zea made the shot,” Madalena stated.

“You bet your life, the life of Adam, and the life of your entire crew on Zea making the shot when you knew Lux, or Calisto, or any of your other crew could have done it.” Eve stared at Madalena, and we all turned to face the Prime Valkyrie.

“I knew you would make it,” Madalena sighed as she looked at Zea, and the hacker’s eyes grew large with surprise.

“You wanted her to make the shot,” Eve corrected.

“Yes,” Madalena said with a sigh. “Adam loves you, and I do not want any strife between us. I am sorry for what I said about the submission. Will you sincerely forgive me?”

“Yeah.” The hacker’s face lit up with a beautiful smile, and she nodded her head. “We are good. Thanks for believing in me.”

“Thank you for your forgiveness,” Madalena said. “I am not used to being nice to people. I will work on it.”

“You just got a lot better really quick.” Zea laughed, and the other women joined in.

“Madalena, can you teach us how to fight better?” Eve asked. “That will help us survive and relieve some of the stress you feel. As much as we love this hot spring, the four of us would prefer to be fighting the Draugr beside you and Adam.”

“Whoa, whoa, wait a second,” Kasta said as she waved her hands in the air. “We can just hang out here instead of fighting these fuckers?”

“Shhh,” Paula elbowed her sister in the ribs lightly, and Kasta feigned injury.

“Yes, I will teach you all to fight.” Madalena smiled. “But that can come later. For now, I believe we were all enjoying this bath together. Can we continue?”

My friends all nodded, and Madalena gestured for the music to continue. Then the attendants began playing again, and we each raised our bottles to toast finding Madalena’s father quickly.
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Chapter 12

We drank, ate, and relaxed in the hot springs for many more hours. The women took turns sitting out of the water, and they all became more intoxicated and less shy as the day continued. I also grew less shy about staring at their naked bodies, and each of the women gave me smoldering looks when they saw me appreciating them.

It had been breakfast time when we first stepped into the water, but we didn’t even consider getting out until an attendant asked Madalena if we would like to have dinner while we sat in the spring.

“My prunes have prunes,” Zea slurred as she looked at her fingers. “We should probably get out and eat dinner at a table or something, like normal people.”

“I will have them bring a table here,” Madalena said. Then she spoke to an attendant, and the group of women rushed to fulfill their queen’s wishes.

“You know, I was thinking.” Paula’s words were slurring almost as badly as Zea’s. “You are the ruler?”

“Yes,” Madalena said as she stepped out of the water. She turned to me so that I got a full view of her wondrous body and then donned the robe Milda brought her.

“Well… Don’t you have like… queen stuff to do? Or something?” Paula squinted at Madalena, and I realized there were three empty wine bottles beside the engineer. I had actually gone through twelve bottles and was feeling rather buzzed.

“My father was a great warrior, but he became lazy and spent most of his time with his women. His admirals and I ran the logistics of the clan. It would help for me to be here, but I am submitted to Adam, and must go where he does.” Madalena gestured to the table the white-robed attendants were bringing into the room, and my friends all got out of the bath, put on robes that the attendants brought them, and then sat in the chairs.

New bottles of wine, mead, and beer were poured, but my friends were all flushed and flying high now. Everyone but Kasta was pretty drunk. Even Eve had spent the last few hours giggling and smiling at her friends.

“Look! A cornucopia!” Kasta gasped as the first round of food was brought out. One attendant carried the horn-shaped basket, and Kasta gestured for the woman to set it down in front of her.

“All your dreams are coming true,” Zea snickered.

“Except for the handsome, muscular men with the beards,” the android sighed.

“I can have men brought for you if you wish,” Madalena said.

“Hmmmm,” the android considered as she selected an apple from the basket. She spun the piece of fruit in her hand, glanced over at me, and then took a slow bite. “I’ll think about it. Got something else planned.”

“Something else planned?” Zea slurred.

“Oh yes, don’t worry about it.” Kasta waved her hand, took another bite of her apple, and then winked at Zea. The hacker just laughed and reached for a plate of ribs that one of the attendants set on the table.

“Barbeque makes everything better,” Zea said after she put the meat on her plate. “Did I ever tell you all about the time I dumped a bunch of barbeque on Adam?”

“No! Tell!” Paula urged, and Zea began telling everyone about meeting John Sampson, his father Wayne, and then having lunch at Cynthia Jayhee’s house. When she got to the part about the missiles chasing our shuttle, Madalena leaned forward in her chair, and the stoic warrior actually let out a chuckle when Zea talked about dumping the leftovers on my face.

The twins also laughed at Zea’s story and then we all dug into the food on the table. The spread was impressive, and I soon filled my belly with the barbeque ribs, mutton legs, and turkey. Eventually, we were all sitting back in our chairs with our hands wrapped around our bellies.

“I have tasks which require my attention,” Madalena said after we had all thanked her for the meal. “In most circumstances, I would set up rooms for you all here, but I prefer for you to return to Persephone for the night.”

“That’s fine,” I replied.

“I must stay here through the night,” the Prime Valkyrie said as her eyes met mine, but then she turned to my friends. “We can begin some light training tomorrow morning if you are still interested.”

“Yes.” Eve nodded along with Zea and Paula.

“Exercising doesn’t really help me,” Kasta said with a shrug.

“We will spend an hour exercising, and then a few hours with weapon training,” Madalena replied.

“Oh, I’ll do that then.” The android nodded.

“I will leave you all then,” Madalena’s hand rested on my shoulder as she stood, and I rose from my seat as she changed into her uniform and then we walked together through the forest and toward the exit door.

“Thanks for taking care of us,” I said when we were out of earshot of my friends.

“I enjoyed myself, but it is more important to me that you enjoyed yourself.” Her fingers moved to the back of my neck, and I wrapped my hands around her waist. Our lips met with a slow kiss, and our tongues explored each other’s mouths for a minute.

“I will not be in your bed tonight,” she gasped when our lips parted.

“That’s okay. You have shit to do.”

“Eve and Zea should be with you,” she whispered as our foreheads leaned against each other.

“I--”

“You love them. I understand. I am your wife, but I took the choice from you. They wish to have you as I do. We will learn to get along better.”

“I want that,” I said. Then we kissed again, and I felt her pleasure and love pour into me.

“I will return tomorrow morning.” Madalena turned and walked out the door without looking back at me.

I returned through the forest and found my friends changing back into their skin tight flight suits. Both Eve and Zea were laughing as they touched the vampire woman’s braided pigtails, and I guessed that I had missed the joke.

“Ready to go?” I asked them.

“Yes,” Eve said as her red eyes focused on me with a hungry intensity.

“Are you going to change out of the robe?” Kasta asked as she pointed to Nilda. The Vaish woman held my suit, revolver, and boots in her hands and gave me a wide smile.

“Yeah,” I said as I looked around for a place for some privacy.

“We’ve already seen you naked,” Kasta smirked as she gestured to my friends and the few dozen beautiful Vaish women who had been attending to us all day.

“I’ll turn around,” Paula said.

“I’m not gonna,” Kasta said, and the other women laughed.

“It’s fine,” I said as I pulled my arms out of the robe. “We are all drunk anyways.” I handed the robe to Nilda, took my suit from her, and then slipped the garment on. Then she knelt on her knees before me and helped me put on my boots while I put on my revolver.

“I lied, I watched,” Paula said, and I looked up from Nilda to see the twins hugging each other while their eyes devoured me. It was easy to tell which one was Paula because her cheeks were bright red.

“It’s fine,” I laughed. “Let’s get going. Thanks, Nilda.” The woman nodded when I thanked her, and Kasta spoke a few words that made the Vaish woman smile.

“I will take you all back to Persephone,” Milda said as she gestured toward the door.

“Bye spa, I’ll miss you.” Zea waved to the water, and Paula let out a long sigh.

We exited the room and met up with our entourage of heavily armored warriors. By the time we made it out of the castle and into the hovercraft, my buzz had started to fade, but Zea, Paula, and Eve seemed as if the alcohol was really getting to them.

I have never been drunk before. It is an enjoyable experience.

Eve hadn’t communicated to me much during our spa day, but she leaned her head against my shoulder now and then slipped her fingers through mine. Zea sat on the other side of me, and she rested her hand on my thigh.

“I am pretty damn drunk right now,” Zea whispered into my ear.

“I can tell,” I chuckled.

“Also really fucking horny.” Her hand moved up my leg toward my groin. “Looks like you are too.”

“Hard not to be when surrounded by a bunch of beautiful women,” I whispered.

“I missed you last night.” Her breath smelled like sweet wine.

“I’ll make up for it,” I replied.

“You better,” she moaned and leaned her head against my shoulder.

Our ride back to Persephone was much less active than the ride to the mirror castle. My friends were all tired, drunk, and I felt the two women leaning against me twitch with the first hints of sleep. I woke them up when we switched to the new hovercraft in the harbor, but they fell asleep almost as soon as we sat down in the next vehicle, and I had to wake them again when we made it to Persephone.

“Damn, what a day,” Paula said after Kasta woke her up and helped her get out of the hovercraft. “I’m going to sleep so good.”

“Me too,” Zea said. She looked at me, blinked her eyes, and then stifled a yawn with her hand. We were walking through the hold, and I could see a few new pallets of equipment strapped down next to the drones.

“Ohhh, new toys,” Kasta said as she pointed to the boxes. “I’m starting to like Madalena.”

“New drones?” Zea asked, and it looked like the blonde woman could hardly keep her eyes open.

“That’s what it looks like,” the android replied. “I’ll take a look once I get Paula to bed.”

“I’m a big girl, you don’t have to put me to bed,” Paula smirked.

“But who’s gonna read you a story and tuck you in?”

“Oh geez.” The engineer laughed.

“Actually, Adam,” Kasta said as she turned to me. “I need your help with something in the infirmary. I know you are about to head to bed, but can I borrow you for ten minutes?”

“Does it have to be right now?” I asked as I turned to Eve and Zea. We’d made it to the elevator, but it was clear that both of my lovers were going to pass out as soon as they got to our bed. They almost couldn’t stand without leaning against the wall.

“Doesn’t have to be.” The android shrugged.

“It is fine, Adam,” Eve said. “We will wait up for you.”

“Alright,” I said as the elevator door opened on the second floor. Paula, Kasta, and I stepped out, and I nodded to Zea and Eve before the doors closed.

“I need to swing by my room real quick,” Kasta said as she pointed down the hallway. “I’ll meet you in there.”

“Sure,” I said as I turned to walk toward the infirmary. The room was only a few dozen meters away from the elevator, and I turned on the lights as soon as I walked in. Madalena’s crew had stocked it full of everything we could ever need, and I amused myself for a few minutes by doing a quick inventory survey.

I was checking on the supply of medical sealing gel when I heard the door open behind me, but I didn’t turn around until I heard the lock on the door click.

“Why did you--” I started to ask as I turned, but my words were interrupted by a warm wash of desire that descended from my head and flooded me all the way down to my toes.

“Hmmm?” Kasta asked, and my blurry eyes shot down from her face toward her body. She was wearing lingerie. Her breasts were contained by a small pink bra that almost didn’t cover her nipples, and a sheer babydoll skirt fell to the tops of her thighs. She wasn’t wearing panties, and I could see a neatly trimmed triangle of blonde pubic hair above her labia. She leaned against the door to the infirmary, and her beautiful face was split with a shit-eating grin.

“Why are you--” I started to ask again, but my mouth was dripping with drool, and my legs felt wobbly.

“Oh, this?” she asked as she touched the hem of her short dress. “I thought you would like it. Do you?”

“Ahhhh,” I couldn’t really speak because the beast in my stomach was purring through my mind like a never ending thunderstorm.

“What’s wrong?” she asked as she stepped toward me.

“Nawww thinnng,” I mumbled. My tongue felt swollen, and my head was spinning as if I was high on painkillers. It was really damn hot inside of the infirmary, and I wanted to take off my suit.

I also wanted to fuck Kasta more than I’d ever wanted to fuck another woman.

“Ohhh. It looks like something is wrong,” she giggled as she walked toward me. Her feet were bare, and I was mesmerized by the sight of them walking across the tile floor.

“Whaaa?” I gasped as I reached for her.

“Too slow,” she said as she stepped away from my fingers. I stumbled forward with a growl and made another reach for her. This time my hands caught her shoulders, and she let out a playful gasp when I pulled her into my chest.

“Ohhh yeah. Right there,” she sighed when my tongue lapped the side of her smooth neck. “But there is one spot I’d like you to lick for a few minutes. Deal?”

“Yesssss,” I gasped between licks. I was completely drunk, but I didn’t care. Kasta’s skin tasted amazing, and I was going to devour her.

There was no one else but her.

“Kiss me first,” she urged, and I forced my lips against hers with a hungry growl. I could feel her fingers dig into my back while our tongues battled.

“Damn, it is so hot when you growl like that,” she moaned when we finished kissing. Then she grabbed onto my head and directed my face between her breasts. I lapped her skin there eagerly, and she let out another series of gasps.

“Bed,” she urged. My hands were already around her hips, and I hoisted her in the air so I could lay her on one of the many infirmary beds.

“Lick here, Adam.” She pointed between her legs, and I grabbed her calves so that I could pull her to my drooling mouth.

“Kasta!” a voice shouted as soon as my tongue touched her. We both flinched from the interruption, and I felt Kasta’s hands grab onto my head to keep me from continuing to rub my tongue over her.

“Oh, hey Eve. Uhhh. This isn’t what it looks like,” Kasta’s voice sounded far away. I knew who Eve was, but I didn’t want to do anything else besides lick what was in front of my face.

“You are lying to me.” Eve sounded really mad, but I was starting to get mad that Kasta was pushing my face away from her labia.

“Okay, shit. It’s exactly what it looks like. Sorry. Can he at least finish? I’m ready to go.” It sounded like Kasta was speaking from the bottom of a pool, and I forced her hands away from my head so I could lick her again. She shuddered as soon as my tongue touched her, but then my face froze.

“No,” Eve growled, and my body was suddenly floating in the air above the infirmary floor. I struggled against the power that bound me with a growl, but I might as well have been trying to break free of an iron straightjacket. I couldn’t move, and my eyes fixed on the women with the red glowing eyes.

“Damn,” Kasta sighed. “So close…”

“What did you do to him?” Eve glared at the android, and Kasta sat up in the bed.

“I found some catnip in the warehouse,” Kasta admitted, and I felt some of the haze in my mind clear.

“It was in the bag you carried?” Eve’s eyes narrowed.

“Yep, and I used our cold press to make a perfume. I wasn’t sure if it would work, but…”

“Madalena was not around, and Zea and I went to bed.” Eve finished.

“I’m in trouble, aren’t I?” Kasta actually looked nervous.

“Adam needs to make the decision to fuck you on his own accord, and he needs to work out the repercussions with Zea, Madalena, and me.”

“I understand,” Kasta said as she slid off the bed and adjusted the front of her lingerie. “I’ll just go to bed now. Good talk. See you in the morning.” The android moved to walk around Eve, but the vampire’s hand shot out and grabbed the blonde women by the arm.

“If you try this again, I will rip you apart and cast your pieces into the trash compactor.” Eve’s voice was a low growl that sounded more animal than the woman I loved. The sound cleared the rest of the fog from my brain, and I felt my erection start to calm down.

“I got it,” Kasta whispered, and I could see the woman’s legs start to shake.

“I will not tell your sister, Zea, or Madalena you did this. They will be less forgiving than me.” Eve let go of Kasta’s arm, and the android hung her head.

“Thanks. Sorry, Eve. I fucked up. I won’t do it again.”

“Goodnight, Kasta,” Eve turned to face me, and the blonde woman dashed out of the door of the infirmary.

“You get into trouble without me.” The glow from Eve’s eyes faded, and a smiled came to her full lips. I felt the tension on my body relax, and my boots touched the ground.

“I’m sorry. I--” I started to say, but she raised her hand to silence me.

“I know your heart, my love. The error was Kasta’s.”

“Yeah,” I said. “It was weird, I wasn’t in control. I felt a bit of it in their apartment. Now it makes sense since she had carried that bag with her.”

“Let us go to bed,” Eve said as she took my hand in hers. “Zea was waiting for us, but I believe she has already drifted off to sleep.

“Ahh,” I said as I felt a bit of disappointment. The day spent with a bunch of naked women had driven me a bit crazy, and I was still feeling the effects of the catnip.

“Ha!” Eve laughed mirthfully. “If Madalena is a Prime Valkyrie. You are a Prime Male. Always thinking of sex.”

“Can you blame me?” I asked as I smiled at her. “I’m part animal and was surrounded by beautiful women all day.”

“I understand,” she said. “I am not asleep, my love. If you’ll have me without Zea, I would enjoy you.”

“I think you already know the answer to that question,” I said as I pulled her to me.

Then I took her to one of the infirmary beds.
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Chapter 13

The next day, Madalena took my friends into the battlefortress for some basic combat training. I offered to go with them, but they all agreed they wanted some time alone. I saw the logic in that and spent the day resting in my room, cleaning my guns, and walking around Persephone. In short, I was bored, but I was used to boredom from my time in the Jupiter Marines, and my solitude didn’t make me too uncomfortable.

Most of the Vaish crew wasn’t on the ship, but I did bump into Hegeia, Uma, and Waiola cleaning the galley. They offered to make me lunch, and we got a chance to catch up while we ate.

“The Prime Valkyrie has found places for the women you saved,” Hegeia said.

“Oh good.” I realized that I’d forgotten about the forty or so women we saved from slavers. They had been good about staying in their quarters, and I hadn’t really seen them in the past few days.

Uma said a few words, and then Hegeia translated for me, “Uma asks if you will be completing Odin’s Rite.”

“We are going after Tanal Vaish,” I answered as I looked at Uma. “I don’t know if I’ll complete the rite. Madalena says I still should, but I don’t like the idea of hanging from my neck. If I kill the old king, I might earn the respect of the Nordar.”

“He is a powerful man,” Hegeia said after she translated my words for Uma and Waiola. “The Vaish respect you because their queen is submitted to you, some of the other clans will respect you because the Prime Valkyrie is submitted to you, and others will respect you if you kill the old king in combat, but the Jotnar and the Vaish are bitter enemies. They will not want to follow you until you are blessed by Odin.”

“That was what Madalena said,” I sighed.

“We three believe you are an avatar of Odin, but those sent by the gods normally do not know it. That is what gives them power.”

“What do you mean?” I asked as I took the last bite of the fish on my plate.

“If you knew Odin blessed you, you would not work as hard.” Hegeia laughed.

“I guess you are right,” I replied with a chuckle.

“We will clean up,” she said as she took the plate for me. “You have much to think about. Adam, thank you for taking us with you. You have honored the three of us, and we are grateful beyond words to be on Persephone with you. If you decide to do the rite, we will pray to Odin for you, but if you do not perform the rite, you are no less a man, warrior, or king in our eyes.”

“Thanks,” I said as I got up from the chair. Then I bid them a good day and walked to the elevator.

The bridge was empty when I got there, so I sat in my chair, watched the flow of air traffic through Persephone's display screen, and let my thoughts wander.

I didn’t know how long I sat there, but eventually, I heard voices on the bridge, and I turned to greet my friends.

“Did you have a good time?” I asked them.

“Fuck yeah!” Zea said. Eve, Paula, Kasta, and Zea all wore wide smiles on their beautiful faces. Even Madalena looked to be in a good mood, and I turned to face the Prime Valkyrie.

“They are quick learners,” Madalena said. “There is still much more to teach them, but that can wait until after we find my father.”

“What is the status?” I asked.

“I sent five destroyers to Nyr Valhalla earlier today. The last of our supplies are being loaded into the hold, and we will be ready to leave in less than half an hour. We will exit warpdrive at the same moment as the destroyers will.”

“Good plan,” I said, and I turned to see Nikki, Josefinna, and Lux step around the elevator and onto the bridge.

“We are going to go look at the new drones,” Paula said as she grabbed Kasta’s arm. “We’ll be back before we exit warpdrive.

“Have fun,” I said to the twins, and they turned to walk past Nikki.

“Prime Valkyrie, we will be ready to launch on schedule. It will take us thirty-seven minutes to reach Nyr Valhalla.” The Vaish pilot saluted us and then took her seat in front of the screen.

“Thank you, Nikki.” Madalena sat in the chair next to mine, and then Eve and Zea took their seats.

We were soon lifting off the floor of the harbor, and the flow of air traffic parted so that we could exit the battle fortress, and Nikki turned and asked me for approval to engage the warpdrives. I gave it, and then the view of the Vaish armada disappeared from my view screen.

“I kind of feel bad about this,” Zea said as soon as we entered warpdrive.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Well, this guy is Madalena’s dad, and we are going to hunt him so we can put him down like a rabid dog.” The hacker winced and then looked at the Prime Valkyrie. “No offense intended, Madalena.”

“None taken,” she replied. “Do not feel remorse for my father. He would feel none for you, and he tried to have Adam killed many times. He has dishonored me, my husband, and our clan for his own selfish reasons. I regret I was unable to kill him when I had the chance, but it will be better for Adam to do the job.”

“We have added four additional drone fighters to Persephone,” Madalena said to me as she pointed at my armrest controls.

“I’m guessing we’ll need them once we get to Nyr Valhalla,” I said as I keyed the controls and pulled up the documentation for the new craft.

“The five destroyers meeting us are the best in their class,” Madalena said. “If my father’s forces are not on the planet, I will send them back to Nordar - 13. We will not need them for our visit to Jey-Lune.”

“Got it,” I said.

I hoped I could get this over with as soon as possible. While it was true that I didn’t like Madalena’s father, and he had tried to kill me, I wasn’t famished for revenge. The only reason I was doing this was to get out of the rite, and I still wasn’t sure if this would help me in that situation. Hegeia’s words resonated with me, and I knew I would have to make a hard choice once I killed the ex-king.

It was going to be my life or the lives of millions of others.

I could either try for the rite, or I could bring the Vaish Clan to war against the Jotnar. Both choices were unappealing, but I didn’t think my life was worth the lives of millions of Nordar.

Maybe I shouldn’t have been in a rush to hunt the man down and kill him.

There might be another way. We may be able to use diplomacy with the Jotnar. From what I understand of Madalena’s thoughts, such a tactic has not been attempted for generations. The Jotnar respect Madalena since she is the Prime Valkyrie. There may be a way to leverage that and appeal for peace.

I nodded at Eve and considered the possibilities of being able to just smooth things over with the Jotnar by delivering a fruit basket and a box of chocolates. I doubted it would work. Well, diplomacy might work with them, but I imagined that their idea of ‘diplomacy’ probably involved some sort of blood sport or mortal combat.

“Hey, Captain,” Paula’s voice came over my transponder, and I pressed the receiving button.

“I’m here,” I answered.

“Kasta and I have done a once over with the new drones. They are going to be a lot of fun. You mind if we control them if we get into a battle around Nyr Valhalla?”

“Hmmm,” I said as I looked at the bridge. “I need either you or Kasta here in case we need to plot a quick hyperdrive.”

“Ahh drats,” I heard Kasta say.

“We’ll figure it out,” Paula said. “Be up in a few minutes.” The transponder beeped, and I tried to pull my mind away from what Kasta had tried in the infirmary. I probably should have been mad at the android for attempting to have sex with me, but the larger part of me found it amusing she concocted this scheme to get me alone and ambush me. And that the catnip worked.

“We’ve got some time to kill, and we might not have time when we get to Nyr Valhalla. I’d like everyone to be armed and armored.” I rose from my chair and faced Madalena. “We might need to make a quick landing, or board another ship in a hurry.”

“Agreed,” Madalena nodded to Nikki, and the blonde woman turned to her controls.

“Attention crew, report to the armory for weapon assignments. Then take battle stations.”

The next fifteen minutes we spent in the armory equipping weapons and putting on armor. I grabbed my revolver, twin heavy pistols, and my drum magazine shotgun. I recalled the last time I faced Madalena’s father, and how his suit laughed off all of my conventional shotgun shells. I loaded all four of my drums with armor piercing ammo and hoped that the deadly slugs would be able to cut through his magical heavy armor.

We were back on the bridge a few minutes before Persephone was set to exit warpdrive, and we sat in tense silence as we waited for the timer to finish its countdown. Kasta had joined us on the bridge, and she gave me a tiny smile as she moved to take Paula’s usual seat.

“One minute,” Nikki said as she cracked her fingers and stretched her neck.

I buckled my chair’s harness over my chest, and everyone else followed my example.

“Thirty seconds,” Nikki said, and I hoped we didn’t have a whole fucking fleet ready to blast us into dust.

“Ten,” she said, and I focused on one last relaxing breath.

“Exiting warpdrive,” she said, and the display screen shifted to show a beautiful blue and green planet. It was surrounded by orange rings that glittered with light from the system’s sun.

“No ships on the scanners,” Zea said with relief.

“They might be on the other side,” Nikki said.

“Ahh, yeah,” the hacker replied.

“Our escorts will arrive now,” the pilot said, and there were suddenly five bird-like destroyer class vessels flanking us.

“Zea, open communications with them,” Madalena asked.

“You got it,” the hacker said as she pressed a few buttons on her controls. Five uniformed figures in chairs appeared on the side of Persephone’s display, and Madalena spoke to them in her language. There were three men and two women captaining the vessels, and they nodded after their queen gave them the instructions.

“I will command my squadron to your wishes, Adam.” Madalena turned to me. “What are your orders?”

“I don’t see any structures on the surface,” I said. “Kasta, can you run a scan?”

“Yep,” she said as her fingers drummed over her controls. “Nothing on this side of the planet.”

“Have you been here before?” I asked Madalena.

“No,” she replied. “I am too busy for vacations. My father has spoken of the world often, and I know he has a luxury estate here.”

“Nikki, take us to the other side slowly. I don’t want to stumble into a waiting fleet.”

“Yes, Captain,” she replied before she turned Persephone to the edge of the globe.

“Damn, looks nice down there,” Zea said. “Look at all the waterfalls and jungles.” She pressed a few buttons on her terminal, and a small part of our screen zoomed in to show a beautiful array of waterfalls cascading into dozens of pools. Each looked as amazing as the spring we all lounged in yesterday.

“Now you know why he enjoys this world,” Madalena said, and Zea flicked the image away on her terminal so that we had more screen real estate for the front view.

The other five destroyers took position surrounding Persephone, and Madalena spoke a few words to them.

“What do your captains think?” I asked.

“They think he is not on this world,” she replied, “but we’ll know as soon as we complete our orbit.”

“Scanners still don’t see anything on the surface,” Kasta said after we flew for another ten minutes.

“Got something!” Zea shouted, and Persephone’s alarms sounded a half moment later. “Shit! It’s them!”

The screen zoomed, and I saw a cluster of twenty-three ships in orbit on the far side of the planet. Persephone highlighted them in a red outline, and the right side of her display screen began to scroll through the information of each vessel.

“They are angling toward us,” Nikki said.

“Do we have to fight them?” I asked.

“They will protect my father,” Madalena replied. “We must destroy them.”

“It’s twenty-three against six. Can you try talking to them?” I asked. “You are the Prime Valkyrie and their Queen.”

Madalena considered for a few moments, and I felt her emotions churn. She felt anguish about this situation and just wanted it over as soon as possible, but she also realized that we were going to be in for a difficult battle.

“Do it quick,” I urged, “Or they will hyperdrive over to us, and it will be too late.”

“Zea, please open communications with them,” Madalena asked.

“Sending them a request,” Zea said. “Wow, that was fast. They answered.”

“Audio and video on screen, please,” I said, and Zea nodded as she pressed the buttons on her terminal.

A man with a dark black beard appeared on the screen. His face was scarred around his mouth, and his skin looked as if it was made of flesh-colored granite.

“Admiral Birger,” Madalena greeted the man.

“Prime Valkyrie,” the weathered man sighed. “We meet during troubling times.”

“Yes, indeed,” she agreed. “You know why we are here.”

“I am glad it is you,” he said.

“Why is that?”

“I would have killed anyone else.” His words were filled with sorrow, and I realized this old warrior had already made his decision. He wanted to die.

“You will not be killing anyone today, nor will you die.” Madalena stood and stared into the screen.

“Oh?” He raised a bushy eyebrow.

“I once sat on your knee. You gave me my first spear and then gave me a second when I broke the first one. Return to Nordar - 13. The Jotnar have attacked us, and we need your expertise.”

“You know I cannot, Prime Valkyrie.” The man frowned, and his voice cracked.

“I am the Prime Valkyrie and your queen. I will reinstate you in the armada. You followed my father’s orders once, now follow mine.”

“I am submitted to your father, Madalena. You know this. If I return to Nordar - 13, I will die.”

“Then you will die as Vaish serving me.” Madalena continued to stare into the screen, and the burly old warrior met her eyes. Neither one moved, or even seemed to blink for a few minutes, and finally, Admiral Birger let out a long breath and nodded.

“We will return to Nordar - 13, Madalena.”

Everyone on the bridge exhaled slowly, and I felt my heart began to beat at a normal rate.

“I am happy to hear it,” she replied, and I could feel her joy. “Is my father on the surface of Nyr Valhalla?”

“Yes,” he said. “Valravn is with him. You will need to be quick if you wish to extract vengeance. As soon as we leave, he will know of my betrayal and attempt to flee.”

“You are not guilty of betrayal, Birger. He cast aside our ways and spit on Odin. Return now to Nordar - 13. I will hope that your bond is severed cleanly, and we can share a mead when I return.

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie. My Queen.” Birger saluted, and then the screen closed.

“What is Valravn?” I asked as the group of ships on the far side of the planet began to stretch and enter either hyper or warpdrive.

“It is my father’s Shadow Eagle,” she said. Then she turned to the images of the destroyer captains and said a few words to them in her language.

“I’ve got the estate on the scanner,” Kasta said. “On screen.”

“That’s an estate?” Eve asked after she let out a long whistle. “Looks like it is bigger than the battle fortress we were just in.”

“It is three kilometers wide but two kilometers deep,” Kasta said.

I studied the map of the estate and tried to think of the best way to enter the place. Our view was directly above, so it was a bit hard to see the elevation of the land where the fortress rested, but I figured it was on a hill. The estate consisted of five large buildings surrounded by a massive wall. The north and east sides of the wall touched a long sprawling array of springs, waterfalls, and lakes that cut through the planet’s jungle. The south and west sides looked to be a field for a few kilometers, and then it turned into more jungle.

“Will your father try to escape if he knows we are coming for him?” I asked Madalena.

“If he knows you are coming, yes,” she said. “The captains of the destroyers will patrol in case he does leave, but Valravn is fast. She will easily be able to break into orbit and warpdrive away.

“Is she faster than Persephone?” Zea asked.

“No,” Madalena answered.

“Alright,” I said. “We’ll take a shuttle down. Nikki, you’ll stay up on the bridge and stop him from escaping.”

“Yes, Captain,” she said.

“Who will go down with you?” Madalena asked.

“Any idea of how many warriors he’ll have?” I asked as I started to think about who we would take. I needed to leave enough people on Persephone in case he did try to escape.

“A few hundred. More will be coming, but they are still in hyperdrive. Admiral Birger’s fleet was the fastest, and he was not the only one submitted to my father. I would expect him to have a few hundred.”

“So we need to move quickly,” I said.

“He knows that his fleet has left,” Madalena said. “He will be ready for an attack or thinking about escaping.”

“How will security be?” I asked. “Will there be door locks? Terminals controlling security systems? Will there be drones?”

“My father was never fond of drones, but there will be some, and there will be locks on all the doors in his estate.

“Which one of those buildings is his hangar?” I asked as I looked at the five structures. “Is it that one in the bottom right? It looks like it might have a roof that opens.”

“Yes,” Madalena said. “That would be where Valravn is.”

“We need to take that building out so he cannot escape,” I said as a plan started to form in my mind. “Persephone can swoop in, we’ll unload on the building, and then drop into the--”

“Uhhh, Adam,” Kasta said, and I turned to her. “Look at this. Those are big ass cannons and missile launchers.” The screen shifted down the view so I could see what she was talking about.

“Intacall Warhead launchers and Forlock cannons,” Madalena said. “Persephone might be able to fly by, but a shuttle will not be able to outrun the missiles.

“That’s just one of eight,” Kasta said, and the map outlined red circles at seven more locations.

“Shit,” I growled. “He’s really dug in there.”

“Persephone will not be able to fly by eight of those weapon clusters,” Nikki spoke up. “We will get chewed up and not be spit out.”

“So we are stuck up here, and that fucker is stuck down there?” Zea asked.

“Yes,” Madalena answered. “And every hour which passes will mean more of his allied admirals will arrive here in their slower ships.”
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Chapter 14

“So, how are we going to do this?” Zea asked.

It was a damn good question, and I looked back at the map on the screen as my mind danced through the possibilities. Fuck, who was I kidding? My mind didn’t “dance” anywhere. I was a tiger-man Marine that could only think of shooting, biting, or fucking. I kept thinking about a way we could fly Persephone and a shuttle in there, but we would only end up with a face full of missiles.

Thinking about the missiles did give me an idea, though, and I turned back to Kasta. “Are there more of these surface-to-air clusters anywhere on the planet?”

“I’m scanning.” her fingers had started moving as soon as I started speaking, so I guessed she knew what I was going to ask.

“What is your plan?” Madalena asked.

“We can drop a shuttle off a few kilometers outside of the missile and cannon range, then hotfoot it to his fortress. What do you think?”

“Intacall Warhead launchers have an effective range of twenty-five hundred kilometers.”

“Twenty-five hundred kilometers?” I felt my stomach drop.

“Yes,” Madalena nodded. “They can target us if we are in low orbit.”

“Nikki, you aren’t in low orbit, are you?” Zea snickered to the pilot.

“No,” Nikki answered flatly.

“It was a joke. I know you aren’t in low orbit.” Zea sighed.

“I know it was a joke, this is my joking face.” Nikki turned to Zea, but her beautiful face looked exactly as it normally did.

“Kasta?” I asked the android.

“I’m not seeing anything within a few kilometers outside of the perimeter of the other arrays,” the android said. “But it sounds like that doesn’t matter. We’ll have to land a shuttle on the other side of the planet. The king will die of old age before we get to him.”

“Wait, this doesn’t make a lot of sense,” Zea said. “I’m just a computer hacker, not a weapons expert, but how in the hell can those missile launchers see twenty-five hundred kilometers away? The planet has a curve to it.”

“There will be relays spread across the surface,” Madalena said. “They will provide advanced radar feedback to the launchers.”

“Prime Valkyrie,” Lux spoke from behind us, and we turned to face the black-haired woman.

“Yes?”

“I have documentation for the weapons in question loaded into Persephone’s databanks.”

“I want to look at it,” Kasta said, and then she raised her mouth and shouted for Paula.

“What?” the engineer shouted back as she walked over.

“Lux is going to give us some weapon stuff to look at.”

“I like weapons,” Paula said as she sat in the officer chair that Kasta normally used.

“How else can we get down there?” I asked the women. Zea and Nikki shook their heads, Eve shrugged, and the twins were busy looking at the weapon information on their terminals. Lastly, I turned to Lux and Madalena.

“I can send a destroyer back to the armada and order them to send heavier vessels,” Madalena said. “Then we can bombard the planet’s defenses and the hangar where Valravn is being kept. My father will be unable to escape at that point.”

“How long will it take for them to reach us?”

“Two or three weeks,” Madalena replied.

“And you’ll lose those ships from your armada for twice that time,” I said.

“Yes,” Madalena nodded.

“And he could escape at any time,” I mused.

“It will be hard for him to do it while we are here,” she said.

“But his backup is going to show up at any moment. We’ll tangle with them, and then he can get out.” I stood up and started to pace the deck between the officer’s chairs and the three pilot stations.

“It is not the best plan,” Madalena agreed.

“Lux?” I turned to the other woman, and she raised her eyebrows a bit.

“You would like my idea?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “What do you have? Crazier the better.”

“Crazier?” The corner of her mouth turned up a bit.

“Yeah.”

“I believe the scanners will not pick up craft or forms under a certain volume,” she said.

“Two-tenths of a cubic meter!” Kasta exclaimed from her seat. “I just got there in the specs.”

“I think I see where you are going with this,” I said to Lux.

“It senses heat, so our thrusters will alert the system,” Lux continued, and I felt pride come from Madalena.

“So we need to parachute in,” I said.

“But an open parachute will probably provide too much for the radars to bounce off,” Madalena said.

“Yes, we will have to open up the chutes below the effective targeting range,” Lux said.

“That’s one-hundred meters,” Paula groaned as she pointed at her terminal screen. “We’d all break our legs when we landed.”

“Or worse; our vaginas,” Kasta whispered with feigned terror.

“I don’t think you can break a vagina,” Paula moaned.

“Do you want to try? I don’t.”

“Can you turn on your wing-thrusters below the one-hundred meters?” I asked Madalena and Lux as I patted the back of my shoulders. “Would the missile launcher see it?”

“No. I think they would be fine,” Kasta said after Lux looked at her.

“Zea, back when we were on Gliese 876 - B - iv, you managed to override the programming on one of the portable Alloprize missile launchers.”

“Yeah,” she replied. “I have a feeling I know where you are going with this.”

I turned back to Lux and Madalena as I put together the rest of my crazy scheme. Madalena was smiling a bit, and I guessed she could feel my excitement.

“The four of us jump, open our parachutes before we hit the ground, and you use your thrusters to slow us more. Then Zea hacks one of the missile launchers, and we use it to take out the others. Persephone flies in, shoots down the hangar, we find Madalena’s father, and I put him in the ground.”

“I like this plan,” Lux said.

“Uhhh. Wait, I’m not so--” Zea began to say, but Madalena spoke.

“You are forgetting that the missile launchers can reach up to twenty-five hundred kilometers. We won’t be able to make an atmospheric skydive.”

“Oh, thank god,” I heard Zea mutter.

“We could do an orbital drop,” Lux said.

“Wait, is that outside of the atmosphere?” Zea asked.

“You would need to wear your spacesuits.” Lux shrugged.

“It won’t work,” Madalena said. “We would need to use our thrusters to descend into the atmosphere, and the missile launchers would see us. Not to mention we will burn up when entering the atmosphere.”

“This is a bit of an emotional roller coaster,” Zea huffed.

“I have an idea,” Paula said, and we all turned to her. “We have those new fighter drones. We could do a drop straight down into the atmosphere, and they can act like the brakes and heat shields. Then you jump loose and let the missiles take them out. It might work even better because the system will think you are shrapnel. It actually has programming to ignore bits and pieces of craft it has just eliminated.”

“Okay, wait, just stop for a second.” Zea waved her hands, and we all turned to her. “So you want me to ride a drone into the atmosphere, jump off before a missile hits it, open my parachute one-hundred meters from the surface of a hostile planet, and then hope that my lover’s wife catches me before I slam into the ground and break my vagina?”

“I will catch you,” Madalena said with a firm nod.

“This is fucking crazy! This is the craziest thing we’ve ever done, and we do fucking crazy every fucking day!” Zea threw her hands up. “I like Madalena’s plan. Let’s call for backup and wait this fucker out.”

“We don’t have time, and we need you to take care of the missile launcher,” I said. “You’ve done it before.”

“Ugh.” Zea covered her face with her hands and then peeked out at me from behind her fingers. “Don’t look at me like that! You know I can’t say no when you look at me like that.”

“I can ask one of the Vaish crew if they’ll come instead of--” I started to say, but Zea interrupted me.

“Fine! I’ll go, but I want ten fucking spa days in a row, and you are going to be the one massaging me every day. Got it?”

“Yeah, I’ll do it,” I said. “Let’s go put on our suits.”

“We’ll drive the fighter drones,” Kasta said as she gestured to Paula. “And we might need to make some modifications to the drones. We’ll look at the blueprints and then join you all down in the hold once you have your space suits on.

“Sounds good,” I said.

“This doesn’t ‘sound good.’ This sounds like all kinds of stupid,” Zea sighed.

“Think about the ten spa days,” Lux said with a shrug of her shoulders.

“Whoa, did Lux just make a joke?” Kasta asked.

“No.” The dark-haired woman shook her head, but the corner of her mouth curved up a bit, and I could feel her mirth through Madalena.

Eve stood and walked with Zea, Madalena, Lux, and I to the elevator. The five of us didn’t speak during the lift ride, or as we walked to the hold, but I could feel that the riskiness of this endeavor was starting to weigh on everyone’s mind.

“Lux and Madalena, may I have a few moments alone with Zea and Adam?” Eve asked when we reached the airlock doors and the wall of space suits.

“Yes,” The Prime Valkyrie said. “We will meet you by the drones.”

“I wanted to wish you both luck,” Eve said.

“We are going to need a lot more than luck for this,” Zea sighed as she ran her fingers through her hair.

“I believe in you,” Eve said. “This will work, you will program the missile launcher, and then you will punish this man for trying to kill Adam.”

“You sound confident. Want to go instead of me?” Zea laughed, but I could see her hands shake as she reached for one of the suits.

“You don’t want me to go,” Eve said. “You are looking forward to having Adam alone with you in the spa for ten days.”

“Maybeeeeee. Okay, fucking mind reader. I’m like shitting myself, but yeah.”

“We’ll get through this,” I reassured the hacker, and she sighed again as she stepped into the space suit.

“Kiss me before you leave?” Eve asked, and I turned toward her. Her face was emotionless, but her words made me think that she was apprehensive about our mission.

I am, my love. This is risky, but the best course of action. I am confident you will both return to me, but I want one last taste from each of your lips.

I wrapped my arms around Eve’s waist, pulled her against my armored chest, and kissed her full lips. We swayed together for a few moments as our tongues explored each other, but then Zea cleared her throat, and we turned to see her grinning at us.

“Give me some of that,” she said and then Eve and Zea kissed. The two women moaned softly when their lips touched, and Zea dropped the edges of her space suit so she could run her fingers through Eve’s long hair. The sight of my two women enjoying each other made my head spin wildly, and I wondered if I could pause this mission, carry them into my room, and ravish both of them for an hour.

The women stopped kissing each other with a gasp, and then Zea reached for me. Eve touched us both while we kissed, and then the three of us held each other for a few moments.

“I will see you both after,” Eve sighed as she stepped away from us, turned, and walked back toward the elevator.

Zea and I continued to put our space suits on over our armor. The complicated sequence was way easier to do with hands, and I showed her how to trigger the suit’s compression function so it would be snug around her body. Then I helped her put her helmet on, donned my own, handed her the rifle she had carried down from the bridge, grabbed my shotgun, and held her gloved hand as we walked back toward the two Valkyries.

“We’re ready,” I said.

“Good,” Madalena said as she pointed to the drones. They were a little over two meters long, black, and in the shape of bottom-heavy diamonds. “We are discussing the best way to attach ourselves to the units. There are not any handles.”

“Darn, looks like we’ll need to figure out another way down. I’m gonna get this suit off and go curl up in a ball in the corner of the room.” Zea pointed back over her shoulder at the space suits.

“Paula and Kasta will figure it out.” I reached for the suit button that connected to Persephone’s transponders, but I saw the twins walking across the hold toward us. They both looked deep in discussion, but then they smiled at us when they neared the drones.

“You figure it out?” I asked them.

“There are firm points on the wings that we can drill into for handles,” Paula explained as a trio of worker drones rolled across the floor of the hull toward us. A service arm also descended from the ceiling and attached to the top of one of the drones so it could be lifted.

“Who is controlling them?” Lux asked as she stepped back from the sudden appearance of the robots.

“I am,” Kasta replied as she reached for one of the repair drones that stopped between her and Paula. The robot looked like a tool chest, and its top popped off to expose an array of power drills.

“That is useful,” Madalena said, and we watched the twins each grab long drills and move to stand under the wings of the first drone.

The blonde engineer and her android sister worked without speaking to each other, and their beautiful faces took on an emotionless appearance that reminded me of the Vaish crew. There was an eerie synergy in the way they moved around each other; as if the two worked with one mind.

“This handle should hold,” one of the twins said after she attached a long bar to the bottom part of the wing. It took me a moment to realize it was Paula who spoke.

“Should hold?” Zea asked.

“Yep,” Kasta replied as she started to drill the next set of holes in the opposite wing.

“Ugh,” Zea groaned.

“You should be more worried about the suits burning up when you enter the atmosphere,” Paula said as she moved to help her sister drill.

“Wait, I didn’t think about that. Are these suits going to burn up?” Zea turned to me.

“No,” Kasta said. “We checked the specs in the Elaka Nota database and know the heat sensitivities. You’ll be fine as long as we fly the drones in at the correct speed behind the one we have set up as a heat shield.”

“Oh, thank the stars,” Zea sighed.

“We just have to hope the missiles don’t get to the drones until after we have entered the atmosphere,” Paula said.

“Not helping!” Zea moaned, and the twins chuckled.

“You’ll be okay as long as the chutes open and Madalena catches you,” Kasta said as she moved to grab the long metal bar they used as a handle.

“Yeahhhhhh,” Zea said as she glanced at Madalena.

“I will catch you,” the Prime Valkyrie reassured.

“I will catch Adam,” Lux said as she looked at me.

“Uhh, maybe it should be the other way around?” Zea asked.

“The Prime Valkyrie is much more talented than I am,” Lux said with a shrug.

“Shouldn’t she catch Adam then?” Zea sighed. “After all, he is her--”

“No,” I said. “If Lux and I crash into the ground, I’ll heal. If you die, we won’t be able to hack that missile launcher, and our mission will fail.”

“Okay, okay.” Zea’s face looked a bit relieved. “We are good, except I don’t know how to turn on the parachute.”

“It will go off automatically,” Kasta said as she commanded a blow torch drone to work on the sides of the first bar where they attached.

“Soooooo, I don’t have to do anything? I’m just along for the terrifying ride?”

“We are going to lock your arms to the bar with this,” Paula said as she held up what looked like a metal arm harness. “Your elbows will rest inside, and then you can hit this button to release it.” The engineer turned over the contraption to show where Zea’s hands would rest, and there was a switch located where her fingers would be.

“Did you both have this already built?” I asked.

“Ahhhh, well, yeah,” Paula answered, and they looked at each other.

“This looks like a specialized piece of equipment,” I said, and I realized that the sleeves they held looked a lot more like long arm cuffs than some sort of supportive device for hanging off a drone.

“We are repurposing it,” Paula said.

“What was its original purpose?” The beast was growling in my stomach.

“Doesn’t matter,” Paula replied as she turned back to attach the arm supports to the drone bar.

“You not answering makes me think it does matter.”

“Talk to Eve about it, then.” Kasta shrugged.

“Eve?” I asked. “What does she have to do with--”

“Adam.” Paula turned to me and let out a long breath. “This is going to be done in a few minutes. Can we all talk about this after you get back?”

“Yeah. Fine.” I nodded at the blonde woman and then turned to Zea. The hacker shrugged, and it was clear from her face that she didn’t know why the twins already had the arm supports made.

Or what Eve had to do with it.

“Will we each get one of those harnesses?” I asked after Paula attached a pair to the bar.

“I only have these,” she answered. “I figured that you, Madalena, and Lux would be strong enough to wrap your arms up through the bar.”

“Our armor is strong enough to deal with any atmospheric pressure, and we have a limited air supply,” Madalena explained.

“Why couldn’t you have used your suits to repair the station in Epsilon Tauri - b?” I asked her.

“We couldn’t get out of the structure,” she answered.

“Alright, this first drone is finished,” Paula said. “One of you will hang off each bar. We’ll start working on the next one, and then we are going to add larger heat shields to another pair of drones that will fly in front of you as a buffer.”

“The missile launchers will see that many craft,” Lux said.

“There isn’t any way around it,” Kasta explained. “One drone can carry the mass of the four of you, but our calculations show we are going to be really close to the limit of its thrusters. If something happens during entry, you’ll all be roasted. The second drone is insurance and having two more drones as a heat shield will mean we can push in quicker.”

“So it’s a choice between getting in quicker, but being seen, or getting in slower, and hoping we won’t be seen?”

“It is going to see you,” Kasta said. “It will shoot its missiles at you, so we have to get in quick. This is the best way of doing it without taking a shuttle.”

“Shuttles are expensive, slow, and you won’t be able to eject quick enough,” Paula added.

“Alright, I trust you two.” As I spoke, I thought about the arm locks they had already attached to the drone bar.

We were definitely going to have that conversation when I returned.

Zea, Madalena, Lux, and I watched the twins finish the second drone and then move onto the two they would use as heat shields. This process went much quicker than the earlier two retrofits, and the twins added the expanding front shields in less than five minutes.

“You both are fast,” Lux commented.

“Of course,” Kasta said as she stepped away from the drones. The android took a short walk around the front of each and then nodded at her sister. “Angles are good.”

“That’s it then,” Paula said to us.

“Zea, can you practice releasing the supports?” Kasta asked.

“Yeah,” the hacker said as she stepped toward the drone and slipped her arms into the sleeves. Kasta locked them around the other woman and then asked her to pop them open. The sleeves opened instantly, and Zea slipped out.

“Seems to work,” Zea said, and I could tell she was struggling to sound calm.

“One more time,” Kasta said, and Zea practiced getting out of the locks again.

“Do it again,” Paula urged, and Zea did it one more time.

“Okay, it works. Let’s get this over with before I change my mind and forget about the ten spa days.” Zea put her arms into the supports again, and Kasta locked her in.

Madalena moved to the other wing and grabbed the bar. Her armor began to drip and spread across her body, and the twins paused to watch the silvery metal.

“You have to explain how that works to us when you get back,” Kasta asked.

“It is Odin’s magic. No explanation is needed.” The banshee helmet formed over her face while Madalena talked, and her words turned darker in timbre.

“Magic, gotcha,” Paula said.

“We’ll go pilot the drones from the bridge. Good luck!” Kasta waved at us, and then the two turned and walked toward the hold’s exit.

I double checked my suit, the strap on my shotgun, and then tugged on the bar of the hovering drone. The craft didn’t budge when I pulled on it, but I still felt a bit of panic flow through me.

Zea was right; this was all sorts of crazy.

“At least we’ll die doing something noteworthy,” Lux said as she grabbed the bar on the other wing. Her armor was in place over her body, and I gave her a nod before I wrapped my arms around my own bar.

Then we waited, but we didn’t have to wait for long.

“Here we go!” Paula said through the transponder on my suit, and the drones lifted up through the hold.

“Moving to the drone ports,” Kasta said as the pair of shield drones took their position in front of the craft carrying us.

“Air seals engaged,” Paula said, and I glanced behind us to see the shimmering wall of energy descend in the ports behind us so that our craft could pop out of the top hatches without losing air.

“Launching in five, four, three, two, one. Drones out.”

The diamond shaped hatch opened above us, and the drones shot out of them quickly. There was a bit of pressure on my arms from the velocity, but I had no trouble maintaining my grip.

Then we were out of Persephone and flying through space.

Zea’s breath was coming through our transponders in ragged gasps, but the stars and view of Persephone calmed my hammering heart a bit.

“Moving toward the atmosphere,” Kasta said, and our drones began to pick up speed. The tension increased in my arms, but I wasn’t in any danger of losing my grip.

“Thirty seconds,” Paula updated.

“Zea, deep breaths,” Madalena said.

“I’m fucking trying!” the hacker gasped.

“We are in range of their missiles,” Kasta said.

“For fuck’s sake don’t tell us!” Zea groaned.

“They haven’t fired,” Paula said.

“They will when we enter the atmosphere,” Kasta said.

“Not helping me calm down!” Zea shouted.

“We’ll get through this,” I said as I forced myself to take deep breaths. Damn. I was focused on Zea’s terror, but the sight of the approaching planet made me realize that I was probably just as scared. This plan was all sorts of crazy, but there was no turning back now. I had to trust Paula and Kasta could pilot us down, and that Madalena and Lux would be able to catch Zea and I after our chutes went off.

“Entering atmosphere,” Paula said. “Uhhh, try to like, get small.”

“Get small? What does that mean?” Zea asked.

“Pull your legs up to your chest so the heat doesn’t melt them off.”

“Melt them off? I thought you said our suits would be fine!” Zea’s breath was coming out in a panicked screech, and I saw her yank her legs up to her chest.

“Well, yeah, but, you know, just in case.”

The two drones in front of us began to turn a burnt pumpkin color, and I felt the speed of the drone Lux and I hung onto increase. For a few moments, there was a bit too much pressure on my arms, but then the acceleration seemed to flatten, and I was able to relax my shoulders a bit.

“Missiles have launched,” Kasta informed us calmly.

“Oh. My. Fucking. Shit.” Zea panted, and our craft began to shake violently. The lead drone was now bright orange, and flames were cascading over the top of its heat shield. The drones we rode on were all nestled safely behind, and none of the flowing fire touched us.

But it was still getting hot, and sweat was pouring down my face.

“About to hit the worst part,” Paula said, and I felt the g-forces push hard against my chest, arms, and shoulders. My suit slid across the bar a bit, but I squeezed harder.

Everyone’s let out pained gasps, and the heat grew worse. It felt as if my body was beginning to cook, and my mouth was parched and rough like sandpaper. It also felt like an elephant was standing on my chest, and I realized we would have melted in a few seconds without the heat shield drones in front.

“Zea? Zea! Zea!” Paula started to shout into the transponder.

“What’s wrong?” I asked as terror turned my stomach to ice.

“She fainted. Fuck! She needs to flick the switch inside of the supports!”

“How soon?” Madalena asked, and a surge of adrenaline pushed aside all the discomfort I was feeling.

“Twenty seconds until we are out. The missiles will hit three seconds after that.”

“Damn it!” I shouted as I turned my head to the side so I could see the other drone. Zea’s head was slack against her chest, and her long legs were dangling a half meter above the spray of fire caused by our reentry.

“I will get her out,” Madalena said calmly.

“In three seconds? You can’t.”

“I will move to her bar and work her free now,” Madalena said.

“Uhhh, no,” Kasta said. “Even if you could jump across and grab the other bar, the mass transfer will fuck up the drone and pull you out from behind the heat shield.”

“Then adjust the drone trajectory so it does not,” Madalena answered calmly. “I will jump now.”

“No! Wait! Shi--” The twins screamed, but the Prime Valkyrie’s purple wings exploded from her back, and she leapt toward the nose of the drone.

Time seemed to slow as the armored woman dashed through the air. For half a moment, it looked as if she would easily catch the other bar near the front, but her momentum just couldn’t keep up with the speed of the drone, and she flew backward behind the triangle shaped ship like she was being yanked by invisible ropes.

“No!” Lux, Kasta, Paula, and I screamed, but then Madalena reached out with her left arm, and her fingers caught the very last part of the bar where Zea was attached.

The Prime Valkyrie hissed with pain as she twisted around the bar and kicked into the burning flame flowing around Zea. I knew that Madalena’s left shoulder was her injured one, and I didn’t know how much longer she could hold on.

“Grab it!” I urged as my heart caught in my throat.

“We can’t slow down or the missiles will hit you!” Kasta screamed, and Madalena growled through our transponder while she pushed her right hand toward the bar.

“Twenty seconds!” Paula screeched, and my vision began to swim with multi-colored hues of panic.

“Got it!” Madalena shouted as her right hand finally grabbed the bar. She pulled herself up and then angled an armored leg to wrap around the bar.

“Fifteen seconds! Hurry!” Kasta shouted after Madalena hooked her leg around the bar and had flipped over upside down to grab Zea.

“I am trying to fit my fingers inside,” the Prime Valkyrie said. I couldn’t really see what she was doing around the bar, but I could hear the pained agony in Madalena’s voice and feel her panic.

“Oh shit. Hurry. Twelve seconds!”

“I am trying!” Madalena shouted in reply.

“Eight seconds!”

“Five seconds!”

“I feel the switch!”

“Three! Two! One! Let go! Go! Go! Go!” The twins screamed in unison as the flames disappeared from the drones.

I kicked my legs against the bar as I let go and pushed away from the craft. The movement sent me diving toward the faraway surface of the planet, and I angled my head down so that I could try to see Madalena and Zea.

Then the missiles hit the drones, and the sky exploded with an orange fire.

“No!” I screamed when I didn’t see Madalena and Zea. Agony ripped through me, and my heart shattered into a million pieces. Fuck me. I made a mistake. Zea was right. This had been too risky.

I’d just killed two of my lovers with this plan.

“I have her,” Madalena said as soon as my wail ended, and relief flooded through me just as fast the agony had come.

“Where?” I asked as I spun through the air. I saw them a moment later off to the side. Madalena held her arms around Zea, but her purple wing thrusters were off.

“Madalena, let go of Zea so the missiles don’t track you,” Paula warned, and the Prime Valkyrie immediately pushed Zea away. The hacker was obviously still unconscious, and her body floated through the empty air like a rag doll.

“We will not be able to aim our descent while she is unconscious,” Lux said.

“Better than being dead,” I replied with a thankful sigh.

“Agreed,” Lux replied, and I saw her angle her body over a bit so she maneuvered closer to me.

“Madalena, thank you.” I turned to look at the Prime Valkyrie, and her horrific banshee helmet faced me.

“Of course, Husband,” she answered, and I could feel her pleasure and relief.

“You almost gave me a heart attack,” Kasta gasped.

“Sis, you can’t get heart attacks,” Paula chuckled.

“I said ‘almost.’ Jeez.” The android laughed.

“We are not safe yet,” I said. “There is still the whole ‘chute opening one hundred meters from the ground’ ordeal.” I looked back down to the planet. The space suit prevented me from hearing or feeling the wind, so it felt like we were floating in water instead of falling to our deaths.

“That might be harder than we initially believed,” Madalena said.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Zea is not controlling her fall,” my wife replied. “She needs to have her front or legs down when the chute deploys.”

I turned to the hacker. Her limp body was spiraling a bit, and I imagined her getting tangled in the chute.

“Can you grab her without her chute deploying?” I asked.

“We need the chute for a brake. My armor thrusters will not be able to slow both of us enough from only one hundred meters.”

“Fuck,” I said.

“Maybe you can make a few touches to straighten her out?” Kasta asked. “We are concerned that you might trigger the missiles if it accounts for your combined volume, but short adjustments might be okay.”

“Or they could trigger the missiles,” Paula added. “Both of you together is right below the volume threshold.”

“So, we should be okay?” I asked.

“Maybe,” Paula replied.

“The missile launchers are also accounting for shrapnel so they might ignore you anyways,” Kasta added.

“So, we should be okay?” I asked again.

“Maybe,” Paula replied.

“Fuck it,” I said. “Let’s try.”

“I will make an attempt,” Madalena said.

“Don’t use your thrusters!” Paula shouted. “That will definitely get its attention.”

“Understood,” the Prime Valkyrie said as she drifted toward Zea, touched her leg for half a second and then drifted away. Zea’s tumble steadied a bit, but she was still spinning.

“Nothing from the missiles,” Kasta said.

“I will try again,” Madalena said as she reached out toward the tumbling hacker.

“How long until our chutes deploy?” I asked.

“Four minutes,” Paula answered.

I watched Madalena make a few more adjustments to Zea. After the sixth, the hacker’s belly was facing the ground, and she appeared to be stable.

“I believe this is the best we can hope for,” Madalena said.

“Her heart rate is fine,” Kasta said. “The stress was too much for her.”

We fell in silence for a few more minutes, and I felt the tension in my shoulders begin to build when I thought about the next part of our mission. I didn’t mind breaking my legs since I could heal them in an instant, but Zea couldn’t heal at my speed, and she wasn’t going to be able to help Madalena grab onto her.

“Chutes will deploy in a minute,” Kasta said. “You are falling ten kilometers outside the missile launcher we originally aimed you at, so you’ll need to watch for trees when you fall.”

“Adam, I will hook my arms under yours. Do not attempt to grab onto me or my thrusters will melt your arms off.” Lux positioned her arms forward to show how she would grab me.

“Got it,” I replied as the beast in my stomach whined. He didn’t like this free fall experience.

“Thirty seconds,” Kasta updated, and I took a few deep breaths to steady my nerves.

“Let’s hope she doesn’t wake up as the chute deploys,” Paula said. “That will probably disorient her a bunch.”

“Yeah,” I sighed.

“Get ready,” Kasta said. “Ten seconds.”

“Five. Four. Three. Two. One.”

My chute erupted from the back of my spacesuit, but I was more worried about Zea. Madalena grabbed onto the hacker from behind while Lux slammed into my chest and hooked her arms under my armpits.

For half a moment, it felt like my skin was trying to shake free of my skeleton. Both of the Vaish women activated their back thrusters, and the purple wings screamed with effort as they tried to slow our descent. The green canopy of trees swirled beneath us, and I realized we weren’t going to slow down enough right before we crashed into the first set of branches.

Something hit me in the leg, and I grunted with pain. I felt a branch slam into Lux and we tipped over, spun sideways, and then we both slammed into the ground. The air was driven out of my lungs, and my vision went dark for a few seconds.

I sat up and forced air into my lungs with a few painful breaths. Lux was also sitting up, and it didn’t look like any of the branches had torn through her armor.

“Everyone alright?” I asked as I pushed my feet into the soft earth and stood on wobbly legs.

“Yes,” both Madalena and Lux replied, and I reached up to take off my helmet. The air smelled wet and alive with life. I didn’t hear any noises in the jungle though, but I imagined that was because we had probably scared away most of the creatures when we tore through the trees.

“How is she?” I asked Madalena as I tossed my helmet on the ground and walked over to Zea.

“None of her limbs are damaged,” the Prime Valkyrie answered as she removed the hacker’s helmet.

“Zea?” I asked as I ran my fingers over her face. She looked peaceful in her sleep, and I almost didn’t want to wake her.

“Zea?” I asked again as I lightly tapped her cheek, and the woman’s blue eye fluttered open.

“What? Huh? Waaaa?” She gasped and then looked into my face. “Am I in heaven?”

“Nope,” I chuckled. “We’re on the ground. About ten kilometers away from the missile launcher.

“We are on the ground? Really?” She tried to sit up, and I reached my hand to her back so I could help her.

“Yeah. We made it.” I patted her back, and she let out a thankful breath.

“Damn!” Zea laughed. “That was great! I don’t know why I was worried! It was super easy!”

“Yes,” Madalena agreed as a smile spread across her normally stoic face. “It was super easy.”
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Chapter 15

“The missile launcher is ten kilometers to your northeast,” Kasta said as soon as we had pulled Zea to her feet.

“The jungle looks dense, but there is a bit of a depression line north of you that runs east and west. I can’t see through the trees, but I believe it is a stream. It might be quicker for you if you go through there.”

“We can use our thrusters,” Madalena said as she pointed to the north.

“After you,” I said as I reached out to steady Zea’s first few steps. After we walked for a minute, the hacker was moving better, and I let go of her arm so we could move faster.

“It’s pretty,” Zea said as she gestured to the trees over our head. “I’ve seen vids of jungles, but have never set foot in one.”

“Once we find my father, we can take the time to enjoy the scenery more.” Madalena pushed a branch out of the way, then gestured for Zea to walk under it. The Prime Valkyrie fell in step beside me and lifted her rifle from behind her back.

“Hear something?” I asked her as I let my hand rest on my shotgun’s grip.

“No, that is my worry,” she whispered.

“Yeah, I noticed that when we first crashed. I thought it was because we made a bunch of noise.” I turned to look over our shoulders, but I didn’t see anything stalking us. Then again, the jungle was dense.

“Hey Kasta and Paula, how far from this missile array is the estate?”

“Another six kilometers,” Kasta answered.

“Fuck. Going to be a bit of a haul.”

“As soon as the missiles are destroyed, he will know that we are coming.” Madalena frowned.

“Oh, I can handle that,” Zea announced with an unquestionable confidence. “I can set up the code so it relays up to Persephone. Kasta or Paula can just trigger the missiles when we are at your father’s doorstep. The other arrays will blow, Adam will rush through his door all Kitty Boy style, and Persephone will bomb the fuck out of the hangar. Triple threat!” The hacker let out a chuckle.

“That is a good plan,” Madalena said with a nod.

“I thought that was how you wanted me to do it?” She smirked. “Otherwise you are right; they would just know we are coming.”

“Yes,” Madalena nodded, and Zea turned around to walk after Lux.

“I am liking her more,” Madalena whispered to me. “She is more clever than I originally thought.”

“She’s an amazing woman,” I said. “I am glad to have all of you in my life.” The Prime Valkyrie nodded at my words, but then Lux clicked her tongue against her teeth, and we turned our attention forward.

There was the sound of rushing water up ahead, and we moved through the outer fringe of the forest before we came to the edge of a ravine. Some ten meters below us was a rushing creek where turquoise water leapt over boulders, danced through narrow gullies, and spun around slender trees.

Lux positioned herself on the edge of the drop and panned her rifle around the open area below us for half a dozen seconds. Madalena and I also looked across the water with our weapons ready, but I didn’t see or hear anything besides the rushing water.

“Let us descend with my thrusters,” Madalena said as she pushed her rifle back over her shoulder. Then she stood behind me, wrapped her arms around my chest, and commanded her purple thrusters to lift us off the ground. Lux gripped Zea in the same manner as they followed our lead.

We swooped down into the ravine and zoomed ahead at a speed a little faster than running. I held my shotgun in my hands and scanned the terrain ahead of us, but I didn’t see anything. There weren’t even any animals, and I would have expected to see some sort of life on this planet.

“Why aren’t there any animals?” Zea read my mind after we had flown for about ten minutes.

“It is possible that my father put a sonic limiter in the area,” Madalena said.

“That makes sense,” I said as I felt a bit of relief in my stomach.

“What is a sonic limiter?” Zea asked.

“It’s a high pitched whine that keeps animals with advanced hearing away,” I explained.

“Don’t you have good hearing? Can you hear it?” Zea asked.

“I don’t hear it now, but I might when I shift.”

“Hopefully it doesn’t fuck you up when you shift,” she said.

“You are almost to the missile launcher,” Kasta said through our transponders. “In three hundred meters, get out of the ravine and head north. You’ll have another two hundred meters of jungle to get through, and then there will be a clearing with the missile array and cannon.”

“Understood,” Madalena said, and she angled our flight to take us up to the crest of the ravine.

Lux and Zea landed behind us, and we pushed back into the thick jungle. This area was harder to walk through than the other side of the creek, and I wished that I had thought to bring a machete or one of my longer knives. We eventually made it to the clearing, and I saw the missile array sitting next to the massive cannon.

“We don’t see any hostiles,” Paula said after Lux, Madalena, and I spent a few minutes scanning the open field. The weapons were only fifty meters from us, but the waist-high grass continued past the array for as far as we could see like a green ocean. We would be easy to spot once we left the cover of the jungle; unless we crawled low in the grass.

“You ready, Zea?” I asked as I thought about potential enemies that might be hiding in the tall blades of grass.

“Yeah. Let’s do this.”

“Lux, take point,” Madalena ordered, and the other woman sprinted across the field to the missile array. I half expected the massive cannon to point down at her, or for a dozen armored guards to burst from a hidden location and shoot at her, but the armored woman made it to the missile array without issue, and she checked around the corners before she gave us the signal to follow her.

“Stay low,” I whispered to Zea, and we moved out from behind the cover of the jungle and ran toward the two weapons.

The missile launcher stood some ten meters tall and six meters wide. It had two sides that carried open warhead ports, and I counted twenty missiles total. The base of it was two-and-a-half meters tall, and I saw a small ladder leading up to a control door.

The cannon was more intimidating than the launcher. The barrel of the weapon was four meters long, and it sat on top of a gyro post I guessed was capable of swinging the business end around in any direction. It was probably used to take down low flying vehicles, and I was glad that we had been successful with our orbital skydive.

“I think I need to get inside there,” Zea said as she pointed to the ladder leading up the door.

“I will check it first,” Lux said. A moment later she activated her back thruster and sprung up to the top of the ladder. The door didn’t move when she pulled on the handle, but then she yanked harder, and the metal bent open with a screech. Then there was a horrific pop, and Lux flung the door behind her.

“That’s one way to do it,” Zea said as she moved to the base of the ladder.

Lux back flipped off the top as Zea climbed up, and then the armored woman moved back to her spot at the edge of the missile launcher.

“I’m going to have to wiggle in here,” Zea shouted down at us as she pulled her cable out of her belt pack and plugged it into her skull. “Give me a few minutes.”

“Alright,” I said as she squirmed into the small door. Her feet were still sticking out, and I saw them make slow circles in the air as she stretched her ankles.

“Uhhh, guys?” Paula’s voice came across our transponders.

“What?” I asked as my stomach clenched and the beast growled.

“A hovercraft just left the fortress. Six armored figures are on it, and they are heading your way.”

“The door must have triggered an alarm,” I said.

“I’m not even in the system yet. I can’t find a por-- ahh there it is! I’m jumping in now.” Zea’s legs fluttered as she tried to crawl deeper into the missile array’s tunnel, but they were still sticking out past her knee and would make a perfect target for the warriors heading in our direction.

“How long until they get here?” I asked as I ran to the opposite corner of the launcher from Lux.

“Minute and a half,” Kasta replied.

“Zea?” I asked.

“I’m going to need more than a minute and a half!”

“We will deal with them,” Madalena said as she lifted off the ground with a blast of her wings and settled on the top platform beneath the missile ports.

“These guys look like serious business, they have armor like yours,” Paula said.

“I know,” Madalena replied, and I looked up to see her ready her rifle. “They will be his elite warriors.”

“Zea, can you get your legs deeper in the tunnel?” I asked.

“I really can’t. This is a drone service tunnel.”

“You need to get out then. You can get back to it after we kill these fuckers.” The beast was thrashing against my skull so it could escape and kill. He hadn’t butchered anything in a few days, and the knowledge that our enemies were coming to kill my women was making him go insane.

“I can’t exit now. I’m in the system, and I’m using all my breaching software to confuse their security. If I leave, I’ll either break it, or I won’t be able to get in again.”

“We will kill them,” Madalena said. “Focus on the missile launcher.”

“That’s what I’m doing!” Zea shouted. “I need five more minutes!”

“I am shifting,” I growled as the monster in my soul growled, screeched, and screamed. The beast’s anger filled my chest and head as agony ripped through my spine. It wanted to tear these warriors to pieces and smell their blood on the air.

The shift hurt more than normal, and I gasped as the agony of my change tore through my muscles. I was still wearing my space suit, and I hit the release button on the controls to make the garment expand around my armor. I wanted to step out of it so I could move easier, but another punch of torment tore through my bones, and I couldn’t stay standing anymore.

Was the beast mad that I hadn’t shifted in the last couple of days? Changing into my tiger-man form always hurt, but this felt ten times worse, and my mind began to drift toward unconsciousness so I could escape the agony. Even the beast wailed with pain, and I remembered what I told Zea about the sonic limiter. The agony was cascading down from my skull, and it was causing my bones and muscles to tense.

The sound was like a million nails scratching metal, and I raised my hands to try and cover my tiger ears. Muffling them didn’t seem to help, and my head started to spin.

Then my stomach lurched, and I screamed as vomit erupted from my mouth and painted the grass at my feet.

“Adam?” Madalena gasped, and I knew she could feel my agony.

“My ears,” I gasped through the pain. I wanted to shift back into my human form. Fuck, even the monster that now shared my body wanted to get the fuck out of here, but as soon as I turned back into a human, I would have to sleep.

My friends needed me right now. These men would shoot Zea’s legs off if I didn’t cover her, and I needed to kill Madalena’s father before his reinforcements arrived.

“The pain--” Madalena gasped, but I had my eyes closed now and I couldn’t look up to see how much my own agony was affecting her.

The noise bounced off the inside of my skull like a thousand shards of glass, and I felt the monster in my soul beg me to shift back. It was an unusual change of our relationship, and I refused.

“You’re along for the ride, fucker,” I growled as I forced my furry body to stand. My equilibrium was shot, and I almost tumbled over when I stood.

But I did stand, and I was able to lift my shotgun.

As long as I could do those two things I’d keep fighting.

“They have almost reached you,” Paula warned.

“I have visual,” Madalena said from her position above us. Then her pulse rifle sang, and a stream of blue energy bullets flew across the grass field.

I should have been able to see the hovercraft, but my vision spun like a slow kaleidoscope when I looked in the direction Madalena fired, and I doubted I’d be able to hit anything that was more than fifty meters away.

A salvo of pulse rifle slammed into the missile array next to me, and I ducked back around the corner. Then I glanced up at Zea’s legs and saw a few scorch marks on the metal next to where her feet popped out of the small door.

Fuck.

“How many have you killed?” I growled as Madalena and Lux’s pulse rifles screeched. The only reason those fuckers hadn’t been able to shoot Zea’s legs off was because of the hail of bullet cover Lux and Madalena were sending their way, and I knew that the two Valkyries would eventually have to reload.

“They have an expandable barrier,” the Prime Valkyrie said calmly. “It will take us some time to burn through it.”

“We don’t have time!” I growled.

“Sniper!” Lux shouted, and I jumped up onto the ladder where Zea’s legs dangled without thinking.

The shot took me in the right shoulder, shattered the armor there, and spun me away from Zea’s legs. I tumbled off the ladder, and my back smacked into the grass beside the missile launcher. For half a moment, the agony convinced me that the bullet had tunneled through my chest and taken out both of my lungs, but a quick glance showed me that the armor on my shoulder managed to deflect the bullet.

“Sniper down,” Madalena called out as I looked at my armor. She could feel I wasn’t dead, so there was no need for her to ask if I was okay.

“Five remaining,” Lux updated.

“A pair of hovercraft are leaving the compound!” Paula shouted in our transponders. “Six on each!”

“Shit,” I growled as I rolled to my feet. We were killing too slow because I couldn’t help. I squinted up toward the pulse fire and saw the hovercraft, but my vision was too blurry and spinning too wildly.

I was next to useless. It would have been better if I hadn’t shifted.

I glanced up at Zea’s legs and the scorch marks on the metal. We wouldn’t be able to hold against another twelve warriors, and Zea would need at least four more minutes.

Despite the endless agony in my brain and body, I could see Zea’s legs and the door just fine. My vision seemed to have problems focusing on objects in the distance.

Then a Marine-esque plan came to me, and I looked down at my shotgun.

Shotguns worked better the closer I was to the fuckers I wanted to kill, anyway.

“Give me cover fire!” I growled as I sprinted away from the missile array. I didn’t run quite straight at the distant hovercraft. Partially because my vision was still spinning and I couldn’t quite tell exactly where it was, but also because I didn’t want to charge straight at them. I was running at the two o’clock of their position while commanding my wobbly legs to sprint as fast as they could.

Streams of pulse fire flew around me. I couldn’t tell if the shots came from the men behind the hovercraft or Madalena, but nothing hit me.

My boot stepped on a soft patch of ground, and I twisted left to keep running without tripping. I felt drunk, nauseated, and my brain was on fire, but the idea of a bullet taking Zea’s legs out kept me going, and I twisted back to my right while I tried to locate the five fuckers shooting at us.

I’d somehow made it within a hundred meters of their barrier. The five men, or at least, I thought there were five, I was too fucked up to count, were focusing their fire on me, but I stumbled to my right, tripped on my boots, rolled on the grass, and then popped up in another run with my shotgun in my grip.

“One more eliminated,” Madalena said as I heard a man scream from behind their hovercraft. The sound actually helped me gain my bearings, and I aimed my shotgun toward the barrier as I ran at it.

The metal plate extended from the side of the hovercraft like a seashell growth. It stood about a meter and a half high, so I leapt over it easily and pointed my shotgun at the first man I could see.

I squeezed the trigger, and my armor piercing slug punched the life from the man’s chest hard enough for his ancestors to feel it.

A pulse bullet tore through my back and erupted from my stomach, but the pain didn’t really register through the agony in my head. I spun around, knocked away the man’s rifle with my shoulder before he could fill me with more holes, and pushed my shotgun into his stomach. My slug tore through him, the armored man behind him, and then took a third in the chest. It looked like the last man’s armor had actually stopped my round, but I put another slug into him while he tumbled back, and his blood sprayed across the grass in a sudden flood of crimson.

“They are dead,” I gasped as the injury in my stomach began to heal.

“You are fucking crazy,” Kasta said through our transponders.

“Yeah,” I growled, then my stomach lurched, and I had to fight back the desire to puke.

“Two more coming!” Paula warned.

“Lux, protect Zea. Adam and I will assault the approaching hovercraft.”

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie,” Lux answered, and I felt my wife approach me through the air.

A moment later, Madalena landed on the hovercraft next to me and grabbed the controls.

“That was risky,” she hissed as I climbed into the seat next to her.

“I didn’t want Zea to get hurt,” I replied.

“I know,” Madalena whispered, and then the hovercraft lurched forward, swung sideways for a second, and then straightened out.

“Get back so you have more cover from the barrier,” Madalena said as we sped across the sea of grass.

“I’m fine up he--” I started to say, but then a stream of pulse rifle bullets slammed into the front of our craft. Our nose lifted up, and I tumbled out of the seat beside her and rolled back next to the barrier.

“I am going to ram them,” Madalena informed me as she steered the hovercraft with her left boot and poured blue bullets out of her rifle.

I looked ahead and saw the two enemy craft attempt to avoid hitting us. I couldn’t see the facial expressions on the distant armored warriors, but I suspected they had just realized that Madalena was driving the hovercraft and were coming to terms with their mortality.

Bullets tore the air past my head, and I ducked down as the front of our vehicle burst into flame.

“Hold on!” Madalena shouted, but instead of following her advice, I jumped as soon as our hovercraft T-boned the enemy vehicle. The combined energy of our impact with my jump carried me a few meters over the armored Vaish, and I tapped on my shotgun’s trigger as if I was playing a snare drum.

My head was still all fucked up from the screeching in my ears, so I couldn’t aim as well as I usually did. My slugs continued to rain down on them like meteors, and dozens of holes appeared across their armor while they screamed with pained surprise. I couldn’t really tell how many of the men I had killed, but I figured that it was probably three.

Then I face planted into the grass.

I tried to roll with the impact, but I was still all kinds of discombobulated and flying through the air hadn’t helped. I tasted blood, vomit, and the sky spun above me when I rolled on my back. I heard more pulse rifle fire, but my limbs felt numb, and I wondered if the impact broke my neck.

Then Madalena was standing above me. My vision steadied as I looked at her screaming banshee helmet. I saw her reach down with her armored fist, and I took it so she could help me to my feet. Being able to stand convinced me that my neck wasn’t broken, but my body still didn’t seem to want to obey my orders.

“Wow,” Paula said. “We saw that.”

“That was one hell of a catapult.” Kasta snickered.

“Kasta…” Paula groaned.

“Cat-a-pult! Get it? Because Adam is a tiger, and he flew--”

“We get it,” Paula sighed.

“Oh come on, it was funny!” the android laughed.

“I am laughing,” Lux said through the transponder, but her words were emotionless.

“Did you get the other group?” I asked Madalena as I tried to look across the grass.

“Yes,” Madalena said as my eyes focused on the second hovercraft. It was still drifting slowly across the grass, but the armored warriors on it were all slumped over in their chairs, and smoke drifted from their dead bodies.

“Your pain is distracting me,” Madalena said. “Or I would have killed them quicker.”

“I can shift back into my human form, but I won’t be able to fight your father then.”

“I will share your agony, Husband.” Madalena turned to me and a ghost of a smile came to her lips. “Let us finish this.”

“Hey,” Zea’s voice came through the transponder. “Speaking of finishing this, I’m in. Pushing the override sequence up to Persephone. Paula and Kasta, do you see it?”

“Just got it,” Paula said. “How do we use it?”

“Trigger it as soon as Persephone gets within range of the missiles. Then anyone watching will think the defenses are activating normally.”

“Then we’ll swoop in and bomb that hangar as soon as the missiles destroy themselves,” Kasta finished.

“Well, hold up,” Zea said. “You’ve only got control of this array, so you want to use this a bit before the other ones see you.”

Suddenly the missile array sounded a siren. I turned to look at it, and my vision twisted as I saw it launch the entire cluster of massive warheads one after the other.

“What the fuck?” Zea shouted.

“I got bored,” Kasta sighed as the missiles arched through the air.

“Uhhhhh… I guess you could have just triggered them now. Whatever.” Zea huffed, and I saw her wiggle out of the service tunnel.

“We will take the undamaged hovercraft back to you,” Madalena said as she bounded toward the drifting vehicle. “Nikki, begin your descent and destroy the hanger where Valravn is.”

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie,” the pilot replied.

“Eve, Mikhael, Josefinna, Milda, and Calisto, join us on the ground once this asshole’s escape is thwarted,” I growled as I followed Madalena toward the hovercraft.

“Yes, Captain!” they replied over the transponders.

“What about us?” Paula asked.

“Now’s your chance to use all those drones,” I said. “It’s going to take us two minutes to reach the fortress. I’m sure you can do plenty of damage between now and then.”

“Oh, yes we can,” Paula chuckled.
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Chapter 16

Madalena had pulled most of the corpses off the hovercraft by the time I reached it, and I jumped into the seat next to her a moment after it started to move toward the missile launcher. Lux was already flying toward us with Zea in her arms, and we met them halfway to the launcher.

“When are the missiles going to hit?” I asked Zea as soon as Lux slammed down into the rear seats of the craft.

“Any second!” she shouted as Madalena cranked on the steering wheel and banked the hovercraft into a steep turn.

“Yep! Missiles just hit!” Kasta’s shout was full of joy.

“Persephone is entering the atmosphere,” Nikki informed us. “We will be at the compound in thirty seconds.”

I looked up to the sky, but my vision was too blurry to see anything besides spinning blue and white clouds. The kaleidoscope made the nausea return, and I had to close my eyes so that I wouldn’t vomit again.

“Do you think he’ll be able to get into his ship and blast off before Persephone gets there?” Zea screamed over the sound of the wind tearing past us.

“No,” Madalena replied as she shook her head. “Unless he was already inside of Valravn when his fleet left, but I know my father. He would have decided to wait behind his defenses.”

“And now that option is gone,” I growled as I thought about the man who tried to kill me in his throne room. Then he tried to have me killed by sending me on Odin’s rite. Then he ordered his minions to try to kill me before I jumped in the pod. Lastly, he had ordered an entire planet to hunt me down.

Yeah. I was going to enjoy killing this fucker.

Of course, it might not be that easy with my head and body screaming.

“Zea, do you think you can figure out how to turn off this sonic limiter?” I asked.

“If it is controlled through a terminal in this estate, and I can get inside of one, yeah.”

“You need to try,” I growled. “It feels like someone is driving a screwdriver into each of my ears while they run an electrical current through my asshole.”

“Uhhh, that sounds terrible. I’ll do what I can. I just need a terminal and whoever is guarding this place to not shoot at me.”

“I will assist you,” Lux said.

“There is the wall!” Madalena shouted over the sound of the wind.

“And there is Persephone!” Zea shouted, and I heard the familiar sound of my ship’s thrusters boom across the horizon.

I looked up again and tried to see her tear through the air, but it looked like I was staring through clam chowder, and I couldn’t keep down the vomit anymore.

“Shit! Are you okay?” Zea asked as I bent over the side of the hovercraft and vomited.

I couldn’t answer her immediately because my stomach was cramping, but the sensation only lasted for fifteen or so seconds, and I was able to relax in time to see Persephone launch her first salvo into the fortress.

The fortress was styled to look like a medieval castle, with high stone walls, steep spiral towers, and grand ramparts where guards might patrol. Red plasma slammed into the walls like flaming bowling balls. The pieces of stone that didn’t instantly crumble melted back from each shot like they were made of paper. There were smaller cannons on the rampart towers, but Persephone’s crew knew their location, and the beams from the ship’s smaller secondary plasma guns eliminated them before they could fire.

“The hangar is destroyed,” Nikki said. “I believe that Valravn is undamaged, but she will not be able to fly until dug out from under the rubble.”

“Good work,” Madalena said. “Everyone else, out of the ship as per Adam’s orders. Find my father and kill any who stand in your way.”

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie,” the crew replied as Persephone banked from the fortress. A few guns were still left on the ramparts, but their shots trailed behind the manta ray ship.

We were still about a kilometer from the wall, but each second we grew closer made my head, ears, and body scream with more agony. My breath was coming out in ragged gasps, and the edges of my vision were fading to black.

I wasn’t going to be able to fight my way out of a wet paper bag if Zea didn’t figure out how to turn off the limiter.

“Almost there,” Zea said as she laid her hand on my head and scratched behind my ears. “You gonna be okay?”

“Yeah,” I hissed as another rake of agony coursed through my brain. Her touch felt wonderful, but the pain in my body was almost unbearable.

“You do not want to enter the complex through the holes Persephone made,” Kasta said through our transponder. “Bunch of bad guys are covering that spot. Aim for the other corner you are approaching and use your thrusters to get inside.”

“Understood,” Madalena said, and the hovercraft turned a bit so that we were aiming at the left corner closest to us.

A moment later we were at the bottom of the stone wall. I moved to jump onto the ground, but my boot caught on the lip of the hovercraft, and I tumbled out like a sack of potatoes.

“Shit!” Zea shouted, and I felt her try to lift me up. Moments later Madalena was grabbing me, and the two women helped me to my feet.

“Uhhh, is he supposed to fight your dad like this?” Zea asked with obvious concern.

“I’m fine,” I growled.

“No, you aren’t. The side of a hovercraft just kicked your ass. Maybe you should wait here.”

“No, I’m fine,” I repeated.

“We must stop the sonic limiter before you engage my father,” Madalena said.

“That will probably help.” I gasped as my stomach threatened me with another round of dry heaving.

“Over the wall,” Madalena said as she wrapped her arms around me from behind. Lux took the same position with Zea, and we began to float up.

Inside the castle walls it was pure chaos, or maybe I was just having problems making sense of it because my brain felt as if it was boiling. Plasma fire from a floating Persephone hammered into the guns stationed on top of the ramparts, and pulse rifle fire from soldiers on the ground arched up toward the towers where armored figures returned fire. Fighter drones danced in the air in an elaborate dogfight.

And in the middle of the fortress’ open courtyard, our drones Kay and Arthur stood back to back. A stream of bullets gushed from their massive machine guns, and pulse rifle shots bounced off their thick shields.

“Fucking shit! It’s like a war!” Zea pointed down at the knight drones, but a spray of pulse rifle fire cut through the air a meter from us, and she screamed. Lux and Madalena dove, and we landed in the paved courtyard inside the wall a few seconds later.

I turned to my left and aimed my shotgun at the fucker who tried to shoot us. Madalena and Lux shot at the same time as me, which was fortunate, because my slug missed the man by a good four meters, and their burst of blue bullets turned his armor into something that looked like a cheese grater.

“This way,” Madalena said as she gestured to the set of towers closest to us.

“Is this the way to the security terminals?” Zea asked as we ran.

“It is a direction,” Madalena answered, and then we all dove to the ground when a trio of guards turned around the corner and shot at us.

I aimed at the armored figures with my shotgun and then hissed when their image turned blurry. My finger still squeezed the trigger, but I couldn’t even see where my slugs went. Madalena and Lux’s shots were much more accurate, and their bullets took the guards out before they could fire at us a second time.

“Up,” I growled at myself when my legs didn’t want to move. They were numb, and my body felt as if it was encased in ice.

The beast in my soul was begging me for relief.

“Get up, Adam,” I growled under my breath, and my legs finally moved. I didn’t have to push off the ground though, Madalena’s hands grabbed my left arm, and she helped me stand.

We ran the rest of the way toward the first tower. There was a long wide stairway leading up to the two meter wide double doors. The doors were made of aged wood wrapped in metal bands twisted into stylized knots.

Madalena didn’t even slow her run. Her armored body plowed through the doors like a wrecking ball, and the wood shattered as if it was made of glass. Lux ran right behind her, and screams sounded a moment after I heard their rifles spew more bullets.

Running up the steps was agonizing, and Zea actually had to tuck her right shoulder under my left arm in an effort to help me ascend. I was heavy enough to crush the hacker if I fell on her, so her assistance did little more than just make me nervous.

We finally made it to the shattered doorway. Beyond was a grand foyer with twin spiral staircases, a trio of hovercraft sized chandeliers, statues of half-naked warrior women, and tapestry-covered walls. The styling was similar to what I had seen inside of the mirrored castle in the fortress, but my vision started to spin again, and I fell to my knees.

“Do you see any sort of terminal?” Zea asked.

“No,” Madalena replied over the sound of her gun firing. “But this is my father’s dwelling. The art on the walls depict his favorite scenes.”

“So he’s here?” Zea asked.

“I believe so, either low in the bunker or high in his penthouse,” Madalena answered as their rifles stopped firing. “We have cleared this level. Calisto, what is the status outside?”

“Most of their drones have been destroyed, Prime Valkyrie,” the woman replied. “I count eighty left in their resistance, but we are making progress. They are moving away from the tower you are in so they can attack us.”

I tried to lift my head up, but every movement caused me agony. Zea, Madalena, and Lux were speaking to each other, or maybe to me, but I couldn’t hear anything besides the ringing in my ears. It was like my whole world was a scream of constant pain.

I needed to shift back into a human. I didn’t care about killing Madalena’s father. Fuck it. Let the asshole go. I just didn’t want to feel this agony anymore.

Hands pulled me upright again, and I heard more voices speak to me. Then I sat down again and felt someone scratch behind my ears.

“We are going to find that security terminal! Wait here!” Zea was shouting in my face, and I opened my eyes to see I was sitting on a couch in some sort of waiting room. “Do you understand?”

I nodded at the hacker, and she turned to walk out the door with Madalena and Lux. My muscles ached, my head spun, and I smelled blood in my nose. I heard the trickling of water and turned my head a bit to see a meter high sculpture of an armored warrior fighting a dragon. Water dribbled down from the dragon’s open maw, and I started to think about the oceans on Earth.

“Fuck!” I screamed at myself as I slammed my fist against my chest. I needed to hold on. Zea would find a security terminal soon and turn off the sonic limiter. Then I’d join the three women, hunt down Madalena’s father, and put him in the ground.

Then I would join the clans together and defeat the Draugr.

I couldn’t do any of that if I shifted back to my human form. I’d just fall asleep and lose the opportunity. Well, maybe they would capture the man so I could kill him later, but his auxiliary fleets could show up at any moment, and they would attack us because their admirals would be submitted to the old king.

As soon as Zea took care of the bullshit emitter blending my mind, I’d find him.

I looked around the room and tried not to think about shifting back. More stone walls, dark wood beams, and Viking shields. Nothing would hold my attention, and my thoughts turned back to my agony.

I heard voices through my transponder, but it was incredibly hard to focus on them. The sonic limiter must have been positioned inside the castle somewhere since my agony had only increased the closer we got to the walls.

Now I couldn’t even think.

My eyes were closed, and I forced myself to open my heavy eyelids so I could watch the door.

I was just in time to see Madalena’s father slam his fist into my nose.

My skull cracked as my head snapped back against the chair. My shotgun was in my hands, and I tried to swing it up so I could shoot him, but the man was quicker than me, and his second punch sent me, and the chair, tumbling backward.

“Idiot,” I heard him growl through his armored helmet. The top of my head was pressed up against the far wall of the room, and I pushed my left hand against it to help me stand.

Then I screamed when his boot slammed into my back.

“You thought to kill me? In my domain?”

My skull had already healed from his first punch, but it broke again when the toe of his boot caught me in the temple and flipped me over. The world turned black for half a moment, and when I could see again, I realized I’d dropped my shotgun on the other side of the room.

“The prophecy was wrong.” He laughed as he kicked me in the face again. Something broke in my mouth as my head snapped up, and I vomited out blood when my skull bounced back to the tile.

“Get up,” he hissed as his fingers closed around the nape of my neck. The man was incredibly strong, and he lifted me off the ground like a mamma cat would pick up her kitten.

Then he threw me across the room, and I hit the far wall.

I was already in agony from the sonic limiter, so while his attacks hurt, my brain was already at its limit from pain realization. I knew he’d broken my face, skull, and neck a few times, but I didn’t know for sure if they were still broken.

All I knew was that I needed to defend myself, or this dickhead was going to kill me.

I reached my right hand down for one of my heavy pistols, but Madalena’s father let out a roar and sprang toward me. His purple wing thrusters engaged, and his shoulder slammed into my chest, and my armor cracked half a moment before I felt my ribs shatter.

Then the wall behind me crumbled, and we were cannonballing into the next room.

That wall there broke as soon as I hit it, and I felt my spine snap in almost every vertebrae. I didn’t think I’d ever been hit so hard, and blood poured out of my mouth, nose, and eyes.

The third wall stopped us, and what felt like a liter of blood erupted from my mouth.

“Fool,” he growled as he stepped away from me. Even if I had wanted to, I wouldn’t have been able to stand, and he grabbed the back of my neck as soon as I started to fall. There was a stained glass window in the room with the image of a woman holding a spear. It was a beautiful piece of art, and my face smashed through it a half moment after I appreciated its design.

Thousands of shards of glass ripped through my fur and tore into my flesh, but the sonic limiter wasn’t preventing my supernatural healing ability from working, so the cuts healed almost instantly. My spine also felt healed, as did my ribs and skull.

Tanal Vaish’s throw had carried me out the window, and I landed on the cobblestone ground like a flopping fish. The screaming in my ears was driving me insane, and for half a moment, I just wanted the fucker to kill me so I wouldn’t have to deal with it.

Then I managed to yank my pistol out of my holster and point it at the armored man. He was jumping through the shattered window, and my bullet actually hit him right in the face of his helmet. I expected the bullet to knock him back, or maybe even smash through his armor, but it bounced off him as if it was an angry fly, and the man landed in front of me with a dry laugh.

“You can’t kill a king with your toys, cat-man.” His leg moved faster than I could follow, and my pistol flew from my hand. I still had my other pistol on my hip and my revolver around my chest, but he grabbed onto my shoulder before I could reach for either weapon.

Then we were flying through the air.

“I know her plan!” he yelled at me as the battle spun below us. “But my daughter should know better. I will not be killed by some weak blooded mutant experiment!”

He shoved his arms out and let go of me. For half a moment I was weightless, and then I twisted around an instant before I plowed into the roof of another tower. The wood there shattered when I hit it, and the air exploded from my lungs when I landed on the floor beneath.

Then there was nothing but black. It was a welcome darkness that I never wanted to leave. I felt hands lift me up, and gentle fingers caressed my neck. I spoke the names of my lovers, but they didn’t answer me.

“No. Not your women. Just your death,” Tanal said, and my eyelids fluttered open. He slammed his demon mask helmet into my face, and my nose, jaw, and skull broke again.

“Muuuurrgggh.” I was back on the ground and choking on my own blood.

“I am bored now,” the man said as he walked away from me, and I could see that we were in some sort of weapons room. Countless spears, swords, and shields hung on the wall, and I remembered the revolver strapped on my chest.

Unfortunately, I was lying on my belly, and I couldn’t find the strength to reach for my gun.

“I killed the last snow leopard in Nordar - 13 with this spear,” Tanal said as he reached for a decorative pike hanging on the wall. “She put up more of a fight than you.”

The man turned with the spear in his hand, and I tried with every ounce of my will to push up off the ground.

But I just couldn’t move even though I thought I heard my friends screaming in my transponder.

“If Madalena does not die after I kill you, I will ensure she lives the rest of her life in the torture pits. The traitorous bitch is no longer useful to me.” He stepped toward me slowly, and his helmet dripped away to reveal a leering smile.

My skull was healed now, and I was able to push off the floor a bit, it didn’t help much though. I couldn’t move. Fuck it. I shouldn’t have shifted.

Now I was going to die.

I thought about Eve, and Zea, and Madalena.

I didn’t want to die.

Tanal raised his spear overhead with a smooth motion, and I prepared myself for the blackness of oblivion.

Then the agony disappeared from my body instantly.

My muscles suddenly had strength, and I rolled to my right a moment before Madalena’s dad shoved his spear down.

“Wha--” he started to say, but I came up into a roll, jumped up against the wall, pushed off with my legs, and slammed into the armored man.

“Fuck you!” I roared as my weight knocked him into the ground. I wiggled my knees so I could straddle him, and then I raised my hands to smash his face in.

Relief flooded through my body, and for half a moment I thought that I’d easily be able to kill the man. I was proven wrong almost instantly when his left fist collided with my nose again. My head snapped back, and I felt the pole of his spear press against my throat.

He was fucking strong, and I gasped as he forced my head back away from him. My left hand grabbed on the spear so that I could pull it away, and my claws extended from my finger. I tried to rip across his face with the sharp nails, but Tanal managed to get one of his legs out from under me, and his knee pushed me away.

I backpedaled from the man and reached for my revolver as he sprung up to his feet. My massive gun came into my hand easily, but my opponent was sprinting the short distance between us, and I had to choose between taking a shot at him or dodging the spear point aimed at my face.

I took the latter option and twisted my head to the side while I brought my left arm up to check the weapon. My finger closed around the haft, but then his shoulder collided with mine and I was lifted off the ground.

Half a second later we were falling through the air.

The battle still raged some fifty meters below us, and I roared as I tried to twist the man around so he would fall under me. His right hand punched the armor on my shoulder in an attempt to shake free my grip on his spear, but I didn’t let go. Instead, I tried to tuck my revolver to my chest so that I could point the weapon at him. He guessed what I was doing and jerked his spear against the barrel the instant I pulled the trigger. My revolver shot out its giant flame, but the bullet missed him by a few centimeters.

He kneed me in the stomach, but I didn’t let go of his spear, and the momentum of his attack carried us closer together. I pinched the haft of his weapon with my right bicep, twisted my revolver around so that it pointed at him, and then swiped at his face with my left claws.

He reached out with his right hand and caught my wrist so I couldn’t slash open his face, and I pulled the trigger on my revolver. The thumb sized bullet should have removed his skull from his shoulders, but he twisted his face away enough so that my shot missed. The fire from the blast did leave a giant scorch mark on his grimacing face, but then his armor started to drip back up to protect him.

In a few seconds, his head would be completely covered. I had armor piercing round in my revolver, but I didn’t know if they would cut through his helmet.

I let go of my revolver, slid my hand under his armpit so he couldn’t wiggle free, and then pulled Tanal into my chest.

Then I opened up my maw as wide as I could and bit into the top half of his face before his armor could cover it.

“Ahhhhhhh!” His scream poured into my throat as I squeeze my jaws down. I could feel my teeth cut into his skull, and he tried to pull away from me. The movement just forced my teeth deeper into his bone though, and his screech of agony caused the animal in my soul to purr with bloodlust.

I squeezed my jaws closed tighter, and his scream increased in volume. Then I yanked my neck back, and the top quarter of his skull ripped free with a shower of brain, blood, skull, and metal liquid of his armor.

He stopped screaming three seconds before we hit the ground.

Then everything went dark.
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Chapter 17

“When will he wake?” I heard Madalena say, but it sounded as if she was speaking from the other side of a long and twisted tunnel.

“He needs time to rest. He lost a lot of blood. It normally takes him a day or two to recover.” The voice was Eve’s, and I tried to force my eyes open. They didn’t want to obey my commands though.

“He has been unconscious for three days,” the Prime Valkyrie said.

“That was not a normal struggle,” Eve replied.

“Maaahhh,” I groaned, as I tried to open my eyes again.

“Ask, and you shall receive,” Eve said.

“Adam?” Madalena whispered, and I managed to crack open my left eyelid a millimeter.

“Hey,” I whispered.

“Welcome back,” Eve said as she smiled at me. Both the Prime Valkyrie and the vampire sat on chairs beside my bed, and I easily read the relief on their faces.

“That’s a good sight to wake up to,” I chuckled as I raised a heavy arm to gesture toward them.

“How are you feeling?” Eve asked as she reached for my hand.

“Like Madalena’s father broke my skull and spine three times,” I whispered as I tried to sit up in my bed.

“She would not let me keep you in the infirmary,” Madalena said as I looked at the IV needle in my arm.

“It is better for him to rest in our bed,” Eve said as the corner of her mouth twitched.

“Are you two back to fighting?” I groaned.

“No,” they both answered together.

“We have had a few disagreements, but nothing serious,” Eve explained quickly.

“Ahhh,” I said as I ran my hand over my face. It was oily, and I really wanted to jump in the shower.

“You should bathe if you feel comfortable moving,” Eve said.

“I will wash you,” Madalena said as she turned to the vampire.

“Give me an update on things,” I said to change the subject.

“We are returning home in warpdrive,” Madalena answered.

“Home?” I asked.

“Nordar - 13 is your home now, Husband.”

“I’m having trouble remembering the last part of the fight with your father,” I said. “Is he dead?”

“Yes,” the Prime Valkyrie answered with a slow nod. I was a bit surprised by the pleasure I felt from her, but I guessed she was happier that I was alive than her father was dead.

But there was some sadness there.

“You should not be concerned,” Madalena said as she shook her head. “He needed to die for our people to continue preparing for the battle with the Draugr.”

“I get it,” I said.

“May I speak with you in private?” Madalena asked as she leaned forward.

“Uhhh,” I turned to Eve and saw a flash of annoyance on her beautiful face.

“I will return later,” she said as she stood.

“No,” I said. “I need to speak with you privately after I speak with Madalena.”

“I will wait out in the hallway, then.” Eve nodded.

“You don’t need to wait in the hallway,” I said. “Can you sit on the couch in the other room? This is your suite as well.”

“Yes, Adam.” Eve’s lips curved into a smile, and she walked around the corner and toward the alcove where my waiting room was.

I turned to Madalena and stared into her steel colored eyes for a few moments. Her emotions were mostly pleasure, but there was a deep sadness under the current, and I reached my hand out to touch her face.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I only met her once, but she seemed like a wonderful woman.”

“She liked you,” Madalena whispered, and I gestured for her to come sit next to me on our bed.

“Yeah. I liked your mother too. Did she die after I killed your father?” I yanked the IV drip out of my left arm and reached my hand around Madalena’s shoulders.

“Yes,” she whispered. “I have brought her body and will lay her to rest on Nordar - 13 - b.”

“Can I come?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said after a bit of surprise came from emotions. “I would like that. As would she.”

“I’ll come then. Again, I’m sorry Laufey passed,” I repeated.

“It is his fault, not yours,” she replied. “He wanted to defeat the Draugr, as long as he was the one in command. He would have killed you if he could.”

“Wouldn’t that have killed you also?” I asked.

“Probably not,” she said. “The risk takes longer to develop. It also depends on their proximity. If you have died on Nordar - 13 - a, I might have felt nothing more than a broken heart.”

“I don’t know if I’ll ever understand why you decided to submit to me,” I said with a sigh.

“I love you,” she answered.

“You didn’t know me,” I replied. “How could you love me?”

“Because Odin sent you.”

“Yeah,” I sighed. I didn’t want to press on the whole Odin angle anymore. I was a guy who could turn into a were-tiger. Maybe there were gods?

“You feel for me as I do for you,” she whispered as she leaned her face into my neck. “Are you not happy I submitted to you? Are you not happy to be my husband?”

“I am,” I said. “It took me a while, but maybe that isn’t your fault.”

“Do you wish Eve and Zea to join us?” she asked after we were quiet for a few moments.

“Uhhh, what do you mean?” I asked as my imagination spun.

“They are interested in becoming Vaish and submitting to you.”

“I’m concerned about them dying if I do,” I said.

“That is what it means to be submitted to someone; to be their wife.”

“I don’t want you to die if I do,” I said. “It is selfish. It’s the man’s job to protect his women.”

“Ahhh,” she said as she leaned her face into my neck more.

“Ahhh?” I chuckled.

“You have honor. Perhaps that is what I love most about you.”

I thought about Eve in the next room and hoped that the two women would eventually come to get along better. Both of them were committed to honor, fighting the Draugr, and loving me. They had more in common than they probably wanted to admit.

“What is the plan when we return?” I asked.

“You must complete your rite,” Madalena answered.

“I was thinking that we could try diplomacy,” I said.

“Diplomacy?” she asked.

“Yeah. When was the last time you tried a peaceful approach with the Jotnar?”

“The Jotnar are not a peaceful clan,” she hissed.

“We’ll talk more about it when we get back,” I took my arm off Madalena’s shoulder and pulled her chin up so I could kiss her lips. Her mouth met mine eagerly, and we both whispered out soft moans when we parted.

“I’m going to talk to Eve and then take a shower. When will we be out of warpdrive?”

“A little over thirty minutes,” she replied as she slid from my bed. Her eyes burned into mine, and she opened her mouth as if she was about to speak. Then she closed her lips and turned to leave me.

“What were you going to say?” I asked before she walked too far away from the bed.

“I am fine with them,” Madalena said.

“Eve and Zea?” I asked.

“Yes,” she replied. “They should submit to you, so they are my equal, but if not, I will still respect them. I will do it because I love you.”

“I appreciate it,” I said.

Then Madalena glanced back at me for a few seconds before she walked out of my room.

“He is waiting for you,” I heard the Prime Valkyrie say to Eve.

“Thank you,” the vampire replied. “For what you said.”

“You heard what I said?”

“I hear everything, Madalena.”

“I will remember that then.”

“As you should.”

“What should I take from those words?” Madalena asked.

“You are powerful, Madalena. So are Zea and I. We all love Adam. I appreciate you remembering.”

There was silence for a few moments, and then Madalena replied, “I will leave you to him.”

“Thank you,” Eve replied, and I heard the door to my suite open.

“Hello, my love,” Eve said as she walked around the corner and into our bedroom.

“Hey, Eve. Can you sit down?” I asked as I gestured to the chair.

“I will explain,” she said with a heavy sigh as soon as she sat.

“You and Madalena?” I asked. “I get it, that knot is going to take a while to untangle.

“No, well, yes. You are correct.” Eve smiled.

“We will figure it out. She wants to make it work. Where is Zea at?”

“She is with Kasta working on learning how to plot navigation better. She has been speaking about your ten spa days.” Eve smiled, and I let out a laugh.

“Yeah, I’m looking forward to it. She was courageous. That brings me to my question--”

“You wished to speak about the contraption that the twins used to lock Zea to the drones,” Eve said.

“Yeah,” I said. “They told me to talk to you about it. What is it?”

Eve’s red eyes stared into mine for a few moments. Then she nodded and let out a long breath.

“I know your thoughts,” she said.

“Yeah?” I said after she paused for a few moments.

“I am sorry, my love. I thought this would be easier to explain.”

“What’s wrong?” I asked as her face crumbled.

“I should not have kept it from you this long,” she whispered.

“What’s wrong?” I threw my legs off the side of my bed and reached for her. A moment later she was in my lap, and her face was against my chest.

“You guessed correctly, my love. Those are arm locks.”

“Arm locks? For who? Why?” I asked as I ran my hand along her smooth black hair.

“I know your mind, Adam. I sense when you change. You haven’t noticed, but I have.”

“Noticed what?” I asked, but I already knew, and my stomach turned to ice.

“Your changes are chaotic, and the beast that you fight against is gaining ground. Soon you won’t be able to change back by yourself.”

I closed my eyes to keep from the room spinning, but it didn’t help.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“I don’t understand your condition completely, my love. All I know are your thoughts, and the thoughts of the monster you battle. It knows it gains ground each time, and it is patiently waiting. If it does take control, my plan was to use the devices to lock your arms and legs into position. Then I would try to bring you back to us.”

“There is one person who understands my condition,” I said.

“President Yu,” she answered with a nod. “Do you know where to find him?”

“No, and I’m not sure I want to.”

“My love, we might not have a choice.”

“How long do I have?” I whispered after a few moments of silence.

“I only have a guess,” she said as her face pressed into my chest.

“What is your guess?” I asked, and I knew she could hear my heart hammer in my chest.

“Sometime around when the SAVO come to Uraniel,” she answered.

End of Book 7
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