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  Praise for RG Hart’s “My Partner the Zombie” in the zombie romance anthology, Hungry For Your Love from St Martin’s Press




  “Filled with stories from the hilarious to the horrific ... there is something here to tug at the hearts (and brains) of any zombie lover. Highly recommended for anyone’s collection.” — Monsterlibrarian.com”




  “Unrequited love is hard to accept, but Aloha Armstrong knows that she has only herself to blame."




  “Being a Zombie is not an easy existence, but Matt Butcher is resigned to making it the best it can be."




  "Following up on a story of attempted murder puts Matt and Aloha in the path of a madman. They must ferret out the truth before more people are infected with the virus. Aloha wants the man caught, but she is devastated that she could very well lose Matt in the process. There is a great dynamic between Matt and Aloha, and it really makes for some fun reading.” http://coffeetimeromance.com/BookReviews/hungryforyourlove.html — Coffee Time Romance — (4 cups)”




  “A wonderfully twisted undertaking (pun intended), ‘Hungry for Your Love’ is a many-faceted feast of love, loss, sex, heartbreak, rotting flesh, and romance from beyond the grave.” — Christopher Golden, bestselling author and editor of The New Dead”




  "The first time I read Attack of the Lushites, I was shaking my head by page two and laughing out loud by page five. One of the wildest, craziest, and most entertaining novels I have had the pleasure to read." — Dean Wesley Smith, USA Today bestselling author




  "I loved this book. Mr. Crossley has a wonderful way of combining both off-the-wall humor and exciting adventure. I enjoyed all the characters. I thought they were well developed, and even the worst if them had a little bit of saving grace hidden inside. I found myself becoming attached to them and wanting to learn more about them.




  The Lushites were my favorites. When I read the description of their leader Jack, I couldn't help but think of Captain Jack Sparrow. Laughing, I could just picture him swaying across the deck.




  My favorite character had to be Bud. His interaction with both The Brain and Jal were wonderful. I loved the fact that with all the individuals who held the power and ran the different worlds, it was Bud and Jal who ended up the heroes.




  Underneath all the humor and action ran a thread of warning. A thread




  about excess and the consequences of that excess, whether it be overeating, drinking or smoking. All in all a very witty, over-the-top story with a moral warning.




  Mr. Crossley's writing reminds me a great deal of the writings of Lionel Fenn, aka Charlie Grant, and like Mr. Fenn, left me smiling andwanting more." — ladybug, Amazon.com
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  Introduction





  This story had its genesis at a workshop taught by my mentors Dean Wesley Smith and Kristine Katherine Rusch too many years ago to talk about. I had written a short story based on the idea of the fast food companies running the galaxy. The story, Big Business, can be found on most online bookstore sites. I then wrote a novel proposal for Attack of the Lushites.




  My initial goal was to use a science fiction setting to talk about addiction an issue close to my heart because I have been addicted to a few things in my own life (no, not drugs) so I was familiar with the thought process of an addict. I didn't want to be preachy about the dangers of drugs (prescription and non-prescription) or alcohol or tobacco or anything else as this has been done my many people far more qualified than I.




  I thought I'd use satire as a vehicle to tell a story and set my story in the far future. Both Dean and Kris encouraged me to go over the top when I wrote the first novel proposal. I did this and discovered not only an audience, but some wonderful characters who I really enjoyed writing about.




  Unfortunately (or fortunately depending on how you look at such things) New York publishers loved the work but were hesitant to publish humorous science fiction because they don't feel fans of the genre will buy humor. (Anyone ever heard of Galaxy Quest, or The Big Bang Theory, or The Hitchhikers Guide to the Galaxy?)




  With recent changes to publishing Attack of the Lushites is available in trade paperback and ebook with a fantastic cover by Charles Nemitz.




  After I finished the first novel I knew I had to write sequels. What you hold in your hands (or see on your e-reader) is the first sequel set more than one thousand years after the first novel ended. My intention is to set each novel a thousand years in the future from the last one. Where will it end? I have no idea.




  One note that my very wonderful editor cautioned me about is my occasional use of reader notes (for the ebook versions) and footnotes for the print version to explain some oddity in these future societies. I make no apology for them because I think they're necessary and funny so if you don't like them please feel free to write your own book then you can do want you want.




  So enough of the background let's get the story started. Enjoy the ride and regardless if you like this story or don't feel to contact me on Facebook, twitter or via my publishers website.




  Russ Crossley




  Vancouver Canada




  2013




  Prologue




  "It's like stealing smokes from a baby. Easy peasey."




  – Emperor Bud Wiser the First describing how he conquered a newly discovered planet.




  March, 4444 and 1/4




  Piper Cleaner leaned back in the form-fitted secure-a-chair provided for him by Galaxy Tobacco, closed his brown eyes, and eased into the loving grip of the pillowy soft chair cushions. His long fingers gripped the burning cigarette hanging from one side of his pursed, yellow lips. He blew a ring of acrid smoke, directing it at the ceiling of the comm center, then took the smoldering tobacco stick from his lips and placed it on the ashtray recessed into the console.




  Piper's taut skin was the color of a pale banana, his hair was the shade of grape juice, and he had the six-toed feature on his left foot so common to Methanites. This meant the silver space boots he was issued when he arrived at this outpost had to be modified to fit him. His left boot was slightly larger than his left and it took him time to get used to shuffling his lanky form around the plasti-steel decks in the .86 gravity of the six level station. Piper was tall for his race, nearly six-foot five, but he was also very thin for his race, in one gravity he only weighted a hundred fifty pounds.




  He'd been assigned as the assistant to the assistant surveillance officer for the past two years on the Smoky Eye Surveillance Outpost at the edge of the galaxy. Compared with Piper's home planet, Methane, the luxurious surveillance post was incredibly comfortable and much less smelly.




  The outpost's purpose was to detect any incoming threats to the galaxy originating from deep space. It had been more than a thousand years since the Lushites invaded the galaxy and changed everything, but there had been rumors they might return at any time.




  "Life is good," Piper sighed to himself as he took another drag on his cigarette.




  His whisper echoed off the wall-sized screens surrounding the chair where he sat in the middle of the donut shaped control room.




  This outpost, serial number 3.103.243.9, was one of three thousand such outposts guarding the galactic rim. Everything in the outpost was labeled (just like the auto-credits transferred to Piper's account every month) PROPERTY OF GALAXY TOBACCO with a line of fine print running along the edge of the bottom of the label: KEEP YOUR NICOTINE-STAINED DIGITS TO YOURSELF.




  If you traced the money (Rule Number One: always follow the money), you'd discover that the Tobacco Sellers and Distributors funded the outposts for A Better Universe, an industry lobbyist group.




  Not that Piper cared. He loved this job. There was never any real work to do, so he could smoke all day and get paid. Best of all they provided all the smokes you could use for free! Yes, siree this was the dream job of dream jobs.




  "Huh, sir..."




  One purple eyebrow rose up Piper's light, banana-yellow forehead. He hated it when the outpost's central computer bothered him.




  (Note to reader: every artificial intelligence is by tradition named, The Brain. The reasoning for the tradition is lost in the mists of time, but historians suggest it started sometime in the 27th century.)




  The Brain loved watching the comets and asteroids that sometimes passed through the outposts' six parsecs of survey area. Once he even spotted a rogue planet. But who cared about such crap? Not Piper. He had bigger stogies to smoke. Like on his next smoke break.




  He stole a glance at the time display on the wall over the bank of monitors. Ten minutes and counting. He licked his lips.




  You couldn't smoke a comet or an asteroid, and the rogue planet was lifeless with no evidence of tobacco cultivation. Brain said the planet was an artificially created ball of reeking toxic garbage that had been circling the galaxy for over a thousand years. But the records were lost, and no one knew who created it.




  Why should I care about useless information? "Hey, Brain, what's up?" Piper smirked.




  "Well, I think you may wish to see this?"




  The Brain's attitude really annoyed Piper no end. Sure The Brains had been installed in every marketeer ship, outpost, space station, and smoking parlor in the galaxy, and they were smart, but they were also mister know-it-alls. They were really annoying.




  Piper sighed and leaned forward in his chair to stare at the screen directly in front of him. The monitor displayed nothing but untwinkling stars and ink-black space. As usual in the distance was the bright star that was Planet Five in the Pink Leaves System, the nearest system to this outpost. The outpost itself was built on an airless rogue moon roaming far outside any star system. The barren rocky moon was held in place by the gravitational forces of three nearby red giant stars. There were occasional tremors but nothing to worry about.




  "Brain. I really don't have time for games right now. I'm busy."




  As he spoke, Piper lit another cigarette with the one he was just finishing and stubbed the old one out in the ashtray built into the arm of the chair. The odor of ash wafted up his nose until the ashtray swallowed the butt and the ash and snapped shut. The residue would be sucked into the outposts disposal system, reduced to its atomic components, then flushed into space.




  "OK, sir, but check out the screen behind you."




  Piper covered his mouth with his fist, coughed then swung his chair around to face the screen Brain wanted him to look at, and froze. The image the computer had extrapolated from the sensor data stream coming into the outpost via the network of sensor satellites covering a billion square miles of space was completely unbelievable.




  His mouth dropped open and the freshly lit cigarette dangling from his lip fell to the deck where the emergency fire suppression system immediately put it out.




  The cigarette forgotten, Piper licked his suddenly dry lips. "Huh, Brain, is that what I think it is?"




  "Yes, sir, I believe it is."




  The image on the screen was of a spacecraft. A massive spacecraft.




  The sensor information streaming along the bottom of the screen reported it was over five miles long and six miles wide. The hull was crimson red with a yellow lightning bolt emblazoned across the meteor-scarred plating.




  The screen shimmered and the magnification brought the image of the ship in closer. As the image sharpened, he could make out more details along its pitted and battered hull. Piper could now make out a series of letters in an alien language.




  "Brain, can we translate that language?"




  "Huh, yes, sir."




  Now Piper was really worried. His stomach knotted with tension. This meant the language was one in the translator's memory core. Not good. We've seen these guys before.




  I have a bad feeling about this.




  "The words are a name," said The Brain.




  "Go ahead." Piper held his breath. Please no....not on my watch.




  "The name is Whiskey Bottle." Piper could hear the fear in The Brain's tone. A fear he shared. His heart was beating fast and a bead of sweat trickled down the side of his face. He knew the ramifications of such a name.




  Oh, stub butts! They're back. The Lushites have returned!




  Why does this stuff always happen to me?




  Chapter One




  "By the power vested in me, I name you smoker and smokee."




  – Said by a priest of the Tobacco Leaf Order at the first legal wedding between a human and a cigarette, circa 4003




  Vice President Jalapeno Popover the Tenth, a short, skeletal man with a hairless, nut-brown head, beady black eyes, and bushy gray eyebrows, looked up from the tablet screen when the comm unit on his desk rang its familiar Galaxy Tobacco jingle chime. He detested being interrupted when studying the numbers for his beloved Galaxy Tobacco. Not that they ever changed. Always profits no losses, was the norm, but something had changed. For the first time in history they were leaking money




  But where was the money going?




  The red light blinked at the top of the rolling, paper-thin unit as it flashed on and off repeatedly accompanied by the lovely, yet equally annoying, shrill ring.




  Jal leaned back in his faux leather executive chair and sighed, his left arm dropping to the arm of the chair. He set the cigar he'd been smoking in the onyx ashtray next to his right elbow and stared at the comm unit. His red-rimmed eyes sagged at the corners from lack of sleep.




  He and The Brain had been at it for two weeks, and so far he'd found nothing amiss. There was zero evidence of a drain on the company accounts. GT was headed for financial ruin within two months if they didn't find the source of the leak soon. It wasn't like GT could go to the space cops.




  Not that GT did all their business on the books but bringing in the official authorities was not an option. His mother's prophetic words returned from the back of his mind, "Reap the tobacco leaves you sow, you may have to sleep in them." He never understood much of what she said, but somehow these words seemed appropriate to this situation.




  Now this call had interrupted him.




  It had to be Mr. Roll Yer Own, the CEO and President of Galaxy Tobacco, calling to hear the results of his investigation. The CEO had been pounding his desk for weeks. He wanted the culprit found.




  "Open comm," he said in a dull tone that belied his usual cheerful disposition.




  "Sir. It's Pucker Bomb." A wave of relief washed over Jal as his security specialist's crimson face and pupiless, oil-black eyes appeared on the monitor. Pucker, from a race of four-armed, red-skinned, female humanoids, had been the security chief at GT for over two hundred years. Security was a tradition in her family that went back a minimum of fifteen hundred years. (Unsupported rumors said her family went back farther, but this had yet to be confirmed and Pucker wasn't talking.)




  Her grandmother, Cherry Bomb, had even met his ancestor, Jal Popover the First, the co-founder of the new galactic order in the year 3333 and a 1/3.




  It was hard for Jal to fathom a galaxy that lived on fast food. Fast food had been banned since the Day of The Great Smoke in 3333, when a big ball of garbage passed through the inhabited center of the galaxy.




  After this upheaval, smoking became the vice of choice on Dirt. Smoking soon spread rapidly across the galaxy, helped along of a royal degree from the emperor. According to legend, Emperor Bud Wiser the First crushed any opposition to smoking like a spent cigarette butt, and brought the remaining star systems in line, with a mysterious power called The Slurp.




  The official record stated the Emperor handpicked his Warriors of the Slurp to act as the guardians of the universe (mostly though to ensure the emperor's relatives both now and in the future kept their cushy jobs) for over 1000 years. That was until the warrior's mysterious disappearance while traveling to a smoker's conference on Filter Tipped II back in 4222. No one had seen the WOS in over two hundred years. In hindsight, renting a party star ship so all of your warriors could travel together to a distant uncharted star system was a definite mistake.




  With the loss of his royal muscle, Bud Wiser XXII abdicated and disappeared into exile. It was generally believed the former emperor was hiding somewhere in the carbon nebula, but no one bothered to confirm this. Out of sight, out of mind was the new normal.




  Jal was a practical man. He didn't believe in the so-called magical powers of the Slurp. As far as he was concerned it was superstition for the masses.




  According to the legends, the WOS had mysterious powers, derived from their control of The Slurp, which they used to suck the brains out of their victims' ears. And it was said they could levitate tables, buildings, family pets, and even shift the orbits of planets (Really? Like someone would believe this crap? Really?) to scare systems into submission. Smokey mirrors, as far as Jal was concerned. He believed they used tricks and illusions to create these legends, and gullible fools decided they were real. Nonsense.




  With no emperor, the tobacco corporation CEO's stepped in and took control of the galaxy. Now every planet, every star system, was property of one of the big six. But it wasn't all peace-pipes. Tensions had been rising between the multi-galactic corporations for decades to the point now where civil war seemed inevitable.




  Jal thought the galaxy could use the distraction of a good external threat to take their minds off the impending tobacco war. The old slight of hand trick, he mused. "So what's up, Pucker?"




  "I've received a message, sir, from Surveillance Outpost 3.103.243.9."




  She paused, and he sensed something had made her nervous. Since nothing ever scared Pucker or made her nervous, whatever was bothering her had to be big. Now he was interested.




  "What's the message?' He couldn't keep the excitement from his voice.




  "It says simply, The Lushites have returned. Or so the comm officer who sent the message reported."




  Jal froze and his heart skipped a beat. The Lushites? He scowled and his stomach muscles tightened. "Does it say anything else?" He spat the words from between gritted teeth. A surveillance station that far out must be staffed by a rookie, a crushed cigar butt of a humanoid no doubt.




  "No, sir, that's all."




  Moron. The surveillance officer better be green as raw tobacco. And most importantly he better be right or he would be more than fired, he'd be smoked. "What's the surveillance officers name?"




  "Well, Jal — "




  "That's Vice President Popover, Ms. Bomb."




  "Yes, sir." Pucker's voice hardened and her eyes avoided his.




  Jal's gray eyes narrowed and he rested his elbows on the plasti-steel desk in front of him and interlocked his fingers. His knuckles were white. He leaned toward the comm unit. "The officer's name?"




  "The report was signed by the assistant to the assistant surveillance officer. His name is Piper Cleaner. Sir."




  Jal's eyebrows shot up his forehead. A junior officer was on duty when the Lushite ship was detected. This could work to my advantage. "Was he alone?"




  "Yes, sir."




  "Okay. I get it. Put me in touch with him. I want a private comm link with Cleaner. And, Pucker..."




  "Yes, sir?"




  "Just in case this turns out to be something instead of the nothing I'm sure it is, make sure the link is encrypted." He eyed the pink-skinned security alien with one eyebrow arched. He coughed then cleared his throat and added, "Understood?"




  "Yes, sir, understood. I'll have The Brain set up the link right away as you direct. It will be available in three minutes."




  Three minutes? Some days he thought the Brain's response times were getting longer and longer, as if the Brain were purposefully blocking him. He better not be trying to undermine my authority. He filed a mental note to have Pucker look into The Brain's performance times and improve them. Pucker could be very persuasive.




  Jal shrugged. Ultimately The Brain's time frame performance wasn't his problem. His job was tobacco consumer testing, not delivery target times.




  He punched the button to cut off the conversation with Brain and snagged a cigar from the tray in the built-in arm of his chair. He stuck it in his mouth and ordered it lit.




  A robotic arm appeared from a hidden panel that opened in the ceiling. The arm extended, and as it did a wooden match appeared in the articulated hand at the end of the arm. The thumb rested on the tip of the artificial wooden match. Real wood was too expensive even for executives. Besides the artificial wood was just as good as real wood, if not better.




  The hand was constructed of a type of metal specially made for lighting matches. The thumb scratched across the match and it burst into flame.




  The arm extended the yellow flame to the end of the cigar and settled on the tip. Jal began to puff gray-white smoke as the cigar's tip glowed a warm red.




  "Thanks," said Jal. He loved being a vice president. The smoking' perks were awesome, and best of all tobacco was free to elected officials and paid employees of GT. Interns had to buy their own.




  Jal sank back in the padded chair and watched the smoke disappear into the ceiling.




  "Sir." It was The Brain on the comm. Pucker must have delegated the AI to the comm task. Jal glanced at the digital clock on the wall. Two minutes and forty-nine seconds. Things were looking up. It's gonna be a good day after all.




  "Yes, Brain?"




  "I have Assistant to the Assistant Surveillance Officer Cleaner on the horn."




  "The horn?"




  "Huh, sorry, sir I was watching ancient movie vids late last night and they use phrases like cell, telephone, blower, and horn when referring to comm systems."




  Jal scowled. "Well I hate it. Don't do it again."




  "Yes, sir."




  "Never mind that particulate. We'll butt out about this later. Put on Cleaner. Now."




  A shy, small voice echoed through the comm speaker. "Uhhh, it's me, Mr. President. Piper Cleaner. Sir."




  Jal rolled his eyes. The Brain was a real pain in his butt, because he had him yelling comm at Cleaner over the comm link. He needed to know what Cleaner knew before anyone else at corporate. If this event turned out to be something then he had to be ready to take the credit. And ready to lay the blame. Either way, AACC Piper Cleaner was his man.




  Jal forced a smile to his gaunt features. "Brain, put AACC Cleaner on the monitor in my office."




  A thin male (whose age appeared to be south of twenty) appeared on the screen. Piper had sunken cheeks and a pale yellow pallor. His purple hair stuck straight up from his head as if it had been glued there.




  Hmmm...handsome example of a Methanite. Doesn't look particularly bright which is a good thing. For me.




  Jal puffed his cigar sending clouds of smoke into the air of his office. He grinned. "Hello, Piper. May I call you Piper?"




  "Uuuh, yes, sir. Mr. President. Sir."




  Jal wiggled the cigar sticking out of the side of his mouth. He chuckled. "Good. Though, Piper, I'm a vice-president not the president." One day. If this goes as planned, things will be very different, he thought.




  He dropped his legs off his desk, clamped the cigar between his teeth and glared at the nervous officer on his screen.




  Jal recognized nervous officers when sweat dripped off their chin as if a tap had been left open. And leaving a dripping tap on at a deep space outpost would get you shoved out an airlock with the spent cigarette butts and ashes.




  (Note to reader: We agree, recycling of old butts and ashes is very important to us, too; but in deep space no one can hear you smoke so we had to toss them out with the trash. Sorry.)




  Jal leaned in closer to the screen. He relished intimidating the junior officers. He smiled a tight, humorless smile like the one his father gave him when, at the age of five, he gave him his first pack of menthols. "So you say you spotted a Lushite ship, is this correct, Piper?"




  Piper swallowed hard and his eyes flitted away from the screen for a millisecond then locked on his. The boy's lower lip trembled. "Huh, yes. I mean, yes sir."




  Jal sat back in his chair twirled the cigar and puffed on it for several seconds. His beady eyes fixed on the boy's. Someone was coaching him. He wasn't alone. He thought for a moment it might be Him, but that wasn't possible. He hadn't been seen or heard from in years. Decades even. No, his clone wasn't anywhere near Surveillance Outpost 3.103.243.9, so who was off screen, guiding this lad?




  Jal's brow formed into ridges. "So tell me how you know the ship your sensor picked up was a Lushite ship, and not some stray comet or rogue planet?"




  The boy swallowed hard coughed then said, "I captured a long range image of the ship. Sir."




  Jal extracted the smoking cigar from his mouth and placed it in the ashtray. "OK. Let's see it."




  Piper's eyes flitted off the right again then back to him. "Yes, sir. I'll have The Brain bring it up immediately." He looked to his left at a consol. "Brain. Transmit the image to the Vice President."




  "Which one?" said the Brain's voice.




  Piper smiled sheepishly and his sunken cheeks flashed crimson. "Uhhh, Brain, the one on the comm screen right now."




  "Uh, uh, and who is he when he's not in the smoking section?"




  Piper's eyes widened. "Uhhh, sorry, Mr. Vice President, you know how Brains' can be."




  Jal rolled his eyes. "Do I ever," he muttered.




  "Sorry, sir, did you say something?"




  The fear in Piper's eyes made Jal proud to be a vice president. "Never mind. Let me talk to your Brain." Piper nodded, uncertain what to do, folding and unfolding his hands in his lap.




  "Brain?" said Jal.




  "Yes, sir," came the reply through the surround sound speakers. His Brain somehow knew he wasn't talking to him. Good it made things simpler if you kept your Brains separate.




  "Brain, listen closely." Jal paused then said, "Code green alpha-filter tip-lucky seven-two-one-roll-yer-own-yellow-eight."




  "Yes, sir!" came the sharp, almost military-precise, immediate reply. The screen shimmered and there in the center of the screen was a football-shaped spacecraft. The scarred hull was a cherry red and there was a lemon yellow lightning bolt painted across the hull near the front (not that a front or back looked any different but Jal made the decision to call one end the front and other the back). Under the lightning bolt was elegant writing too small to clearly make out no matter how much he squinted.




  Jal scratched at his right ear lobe absentmindedly. It could be Lushite, but he needed more proof. "Brain, magnify the writing."




  The images shimmered and once it stopped the letters were large enough to read. Since his ancestors had made first contact with this species he had been taught to read their language. Sure enough the name painted across the hull was clearly L.S.S. Whiskey Bottle a typical Lushite naming convention. At least that was what he'd read in the history file his father showed him before he forced him out of the company and assumed absolute control over the product delivery department of the galaxy-wide corporation.




  The Lushites always named an object after a particular intoxicating beverage. Jal frowned and peered hard at the screen. Then he spotted it.




  Under the ship's name was smaller print. As his father used to say, "If you want the truth always read the fine print."




  "Brain, magnify another ten times and focus on the fine print under the ship's name." The image shimmered again.




  When the image settled, Jal's jaw dropped open and he almost fell backward out of his chair. It was true. The Lushite Alliance had returned.




  His heart beating hard in his chest, and without bothering to grab his half-smoked cigar or shut off his screen, he headed for the lift to the executive floor ten stories above. The president must be notified immediately. This could mean war.




  On the screen were the words: PROPERTY OF THE LUSHITE ALLIANCE. HAVE A NICE DAY.




  Chapter Two




  "You are now on level three. You are a very poor excuse for a player. You should give up now, you worm."




  –Hologame, The Worm Turns Five – Back for More Jack




  Cyber Drive, disguised as his favorite broad–shouldered, heavily-muscled avatar, studied the creature standing across the player grid from his avatar. He'd chosen the sword master because the red beast he faced, with its six-inch claws, mouth full of razor sharp teeth, and natural body armor was a difficult kill. He didn't want to fail. Killshot would never forget if he failed, and on a long, intergalactic trip such as this one a memory could be very long, indeed.




  Cy withdrew the seven-foot long sword from the scabbard on his avatar's hip and tensed the character's heavily muscled arms. Gritting his teeth, he waited for the inevitable attack. The creature was breathing hard now and snorting from its nostrils trying to clear its nasal passages. It seemed winded; a quick glance at the energy level of his opponent confirmed the creature had lost half its energy.




  A slow, crooked smile formed on his avatar's lips. After sweeping his long, thick, black, shoulder-length hair back on his head with his free hand, he raised the sword higher, gripping the leather-wrapped hilt with both strong, rough hands.




  This is gonna be fun. He'd finally beat Killshot at a game. He could feel the excitement building in his stomach.




  He grabbed the can of Blast from the holder in his chair arm and took a long drag of the super high-energy drink. His heart rate increased and his head pounded for several seconds before his bodily systems adjusted to the sudden adrenaline rush.




  Since they left their home star system five years ago, he had yet to beat her at any of the sixteen million hologames in the database (they'd only played sixteen hundred and three so far). He'd hoped to complete twenty thousand sessions before they arrived in the fast food galaxy. But alas he would have to settle for where they were.




  "Brain, how long until we reach Dirt?"




  "Six days ship's time," Brain replied his voice betraying a sense of uncertainty.




  Cyber paused, and on the player grid his avatar lowered his arms slightly, also lowering the sword.




  Suddenly, with a deep roar the red beast leapt at him. The enraged beast slammed hard into Cyber's avatar, forcing it to stumble backward until it fell onto its back with a ragged cry of rage. Through the avatar's eyes he saw the red beast fly over him, its fangs glistening, its razor tipped claws extended. The beast could have killed his avatar. No doubt Killshot knew she had the advantage and decided to tease him like a kitten with a string. He'd made the mistake of confiding in KS about his favorite childhood came called Kitten On A String. No doubt KS knew this would touch a nerve with him. Some days she really made him a Pissed Pistofferson.




  A glance at his avatar's energy gauge confirmed the attack had drained seventy five percent of his remaining energy. Cyber frowned. What a wanker I am. A momentary distraction may have cost him the first game he had a shot at winning against his oldest foe.




  Jack it. If I want to win now I'd have to use my remaining reserve power.
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