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“If you're going through hell, keep going.” - Winston Churchill


Foreword



This is an adult fantasy for mature folks that comes out of my twisted mind. They are my dreams, daydreams, and fantasies transcribed onto paper.

As such, this story is explicit. It includes descriptions of genitalia, descriptions of sexual activities, nonconventional relationships, inter-species sex, pleasure bots, sexual assault, slavery, murder, martial arts, and probably many other things that might possibly offend someone in our judgmental society.

I also write in a first person, slice-of-life style.

If you are offended or disgruntled by any of those things, then kindly close the book, tell Amazon you made a mistake, get your refund, and go forth to enjoy life elsewhere. I wish you the best.

If you’re not dissuaded, then let me introduce you to Devlin Walsh...


Prologue - Vignettes in Hell



“I’m in Hell,” the young security guard mutters as he rubs his tired, haunted eyes.

The security guard is posted at the main entrance of Security Financial in Phoenix. He picks up his coffee cup and starts pacing back and forth behind the desk as he waits for the Monday morning parade of staff to start.

He mutters to himself, “I’ve been here an hour, and I’m already drowsy. Not a good omen.”

The magnetic lock on the door clicks, and the first employee of the day arrives. It’s one of the IT guys—older, rather taciturn, indeterminate hair color—moving slowly towards the badge gate. The employee raises his Starbucks cup and says, “Good morning, Devlin.”

The guard smiles gently and waves. “Morning, Jim.”

Jim, the IT guy, pulls his badge out of his computer bag and slaps it on the reader, so he can pass through the gate and catch the elevator.

Devlin murmurs, “And so it begins.”

The haunted look returns to his eyes as the distraction of work tapers off. The external lock opens again, and Devlin pastes a smile on his face to greet the next employee.

A plump, middle-aged woman in a suit walks in. Her ample figure stretches the fabric of both her slacks and jacket as she rolls her briefcase across the floor. She smiles and greets the guard. “Hello, Devlin.”

“Good morning, Naomi,” Devlin replies. “Have a good day.”

She smiles as she bends over to lay her badge on the reader. She stands, passes through the gate, and calls back, “You too, Devlin.”

Devlin’s smile slowly fades back to the haunted look once Naomi is out of sight.

The slow morning trickle of staff entering grows into a steady stream by the time the automated security system turns off the exterior door looks at seven o’clock. The number of people entering the building to start their workday turns into a veritable flood by eight o’clock.

A couple of minutes after eight, Verity Nelson and Connie Simpson walk in together talking loudly about their boyfriends. The two women are noteworthy because of their pretty faces, fit figures, fashionable ensembles, and flirtatious personalities. Verity pulls Connie to the security desk. She flips her blond curls back over her shoulder flirtatiously. “Devlin, my boyfriend spent all night last night drinking with his friends,” she says. “I bet you would treat me better than that, wouldn’t you?” she asks while grinning at Connie.

Connie rolls her eyes and smiles at her friend. Neither notices the guard’s smile disappearing or the haunted look in his eyes until he speaks.

“Oh, certainly, Ms. Nelson. I’d treat you like a queen, rock your world, and make plans for a brilliant future with you. Then you’d take everything I own and kick me to the curb like my fiancé did. It would be lovely,” he says.

He takes a sip of coffee before saying, “Sorry, ladies. I didn’t mean to burden you with my crap. Have a nice day.” Devlin pastes a smile on his face that doesn’t reach his eyes.

Connie says, “Um. Thanks, Devlin. I’m sorry. I hope your day brightens.” She drags a speechless Verity to the badge reader, and they hurry to the elevator.

“It sounds like you have trust issues,” a quiet voice says.

Devlin startles slightly as he notices the petite blond standing in front of the desk. He grimaces and says, “Yes, ma’am. I most certainly do, and the prettier they are, the less I trust them.”

The petite blond says, “So your fiancé was very pretty. I’m sorry you’ve had such a bad experience. A fiancé should be a source of comfort.” She slides a paper across the counter. “I’m Amanda Rover,” she says. “I’m starting work here today.”

“Oh, yes,” Devlin says. “I was expecting you. Welcome to Security Financial, Ms. Rover. Let me see your ID please.”

Amanda pulls an Arizona Driver’s license from her clutch and hands it over. Devlin compares her face to the picture, and then pulls up a record on his workstation. He scans the license and attaches it to the record. He points to the end of the counter. “Please step around the corner and stand in front of the grey square on the wall.”

The petite woman does as instructed, and the guard takes a quick mental snapshot of her. She has a tight, nymph-like figure with relatively long legs for her size, but maybe that’s just the four-inch heels. Her breasts are small, but perfect for her small frame. Her tushy is also petite but looks round and firm. She’s wearing a charcoal grey business suit with a French Blue blouse and a skirt that stops about four inches above her knees. She’s not wearing stockings, but that’s typical due to the heat in Phoenix.

Devlin shakes his head and thinks to himself, She’s perfect. Why couldn’t she be fat and ugly?

He says, “Stand up straight and look into the camera, Ms. Rover.”

She smiles at him, “You can call me, Amanda, Mr.…?” She leaves the comment hanging out there.

The guard smiles involuntarily before he grimaces. “Walsh. I’m Devlin Walsh, Amanda. Please call me Devlin.”

She smiles brilliantly just before he snaps the picture. Damn! She’s even prettier when she smiles! Crap!

He saves the picture to her file and loads a blank badge into the printer. He’s transfixed by her face on the screen—wide-set, large, deep blue eyes, a little bow mouth, pale skin, and white-blond hair in a bob framing her face.

Amanda gives him a questioning look. “Am I triggering your trust issues, Devlin?”

Devlin keeps an eye on the computer screen as he starts the print process. He nods slowly in response to her question. “Big time,” he says. “You can step back around the counter, Amanda.”

When she steps back around, he looks up from the screen into Amanda’s face. “It’ll take a minute for your badge to print. Do you need a parking pass?” He sends a quick email to Connie Simpson to let her know Amanda has arrived.

Amanda shakes her head with a gentle smile. “Nope. I prefer public transportation. There’s a fairly quick route between my apartment and the office. It was only twenty-five minutes this morning.”

Devlin smiles gently. “That’s lucky. If I take the bus, it’s at least a two-hour ride. I can drive here in thirty minutes.” His smile disappears quickly, and he picks the badge up off the bin on the printer. He grabs a lanyard and fastens the badge before handing it to her. “Here you go, Amanda. Connie Simpson, the brunette I was talking to as you arrived, is coming down from HR to get you. That’s where you’re working, right?”

Amanda nods cheerfully. “Yes. I’m the new HR Generalist.” She looks around before asking, “Do you know Michael Orff?”

Devil about chokes on the sip of coffee he was swallowing. He grimaces and says, “Oh yeah. I know Mr. Orff. He’s the one who marches through that door every day at precisely nine o’clock. I mean it; he will literally march, so that no one will miss that he’s served. The staff all call him ‘Military Mike’ behind his back because he’s such a caricature.”

“Not very nice, huh?” Amanda surmises.

“Full of himself,” Devlin responds with a quick grimace. “When I started here, he said, ‘you look like a soldier.’ I was just glad to have a job again after losing my teaching certificate, so I tried to be polite. I said that I was. He asked what my specialty was, and I told him I was in the Army band. He took delight in telling me that he was an Airborne Ranger and Special Forces. I asked where he served, and he suddenly had a pressing need to be elsewhere. I discovered from my supervisor that Orff was what we called a tab-hunter. He collected badges from advanced schools, but his whole time in the service, from lieutenant to captain, he served in rear-echelon staff positions. I have more combat experience as a musician than he does.”

Devlin takes a sip of coffee before continuing. “Orff made a point of calling me ‘band boy’ as he arrived every day. Last week, I was in a particularly bad mood, so when he called me ‘band boy’ I responded a little heatedly. I told him, ‘You probably don’t know this, but the band is the security for the headquarters at corps and division level. I served in Turkey and Iraq with the First Infantry and again in Iraq with the 18th Airborne Corps. I was awarded a Bronze Star and a Purple Heart. Where were you stationed, chair-borne Ranger?’ Funnily enough, he hasn’t spoken to me since. I know cooks that have more combat experience than he does.”

Amanda’s expression becomes thoughtful as Connie Simpson returns through the badge gate.

“I’m dumping way too much on you, Amanda. I apologize,” Devlin says. He looks at Connie contritely. “You too, Connie—for my earlier comments.”

Connie pats Devlin’s hand on the countertop. “It’s fine, Devlin. We have bagels coming in later. I’ll bring you one if you like. Everything bagel with the garlic and onion cream cheese?”

Devlin smiles sadly, “That’d be great, Connie. You’re too kind.”

She smiles slightly and introduces herself, “Amanda? I’m Connie Simpson. Welcome to Security Financial Human Resources.”

Amanda smiles brightly. “Thanks, Connie. I’m Amanda Rover.”

“Oh!” Connie exclaims. “I had forgotten your surname. Did you know that Rover is another word for pirate?”

Amanda looks surprised. “Really?”

Connie nods emphatically. “It’s true. Mine means ‘son of Samson.’ Devlin’s is Irish for ‘Welsh.’ I’ve always found the origins and meaning of names interesting. Anyway, let’s get you settled. Shall we?”

Connie leads Amanda through the badge gate and to the lift.
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“Hello, Amanda,” Connie says. “Are you getting settled?”

Amanda smiles as she answers. “Yes. My email and voicemail are set up, so now I’m working my way through the computer-based training for onboarding. I must say, I thought sitting by the window would be nicer, but the heat is significant.”

Connie steps by Amanda’s chair and looks down into the courtyard. Connie spies a figure in the courtyard and says, “There are enough benefits to make it worthwhile. Look.” She points out the window.

Amanda steps up beside her as Connie says, “Five foot ten inches of lean muscle. If he weren’t such a mess, I’d ask him out.”

Amanda looks at Connie with a puzzled expression. “You? Ask him out? Isn’t it supposed to be the other way around?”

“Usually,” Connie admits. “I think Devlin would be worth breaking the tradition. He just has so many issues.”

“Like what?” Amanda asks.

Connie says, “He recently lost almost everything in a lawsuit. If you catch him unaware, you’ll see a haunted look in his eyes, like he’s afraid of losing what little he has left.”

“What happened?” Amanda asks.

“I don’t know all of it,” Connie says. “He was in the news for a while. He was a music teacher in North Phoenix, and he was engaged to a tramp that he met playing in clubs. He walked into her club one afternoon after he got off work and found a guy holding his fiancé against the wall with his hand up her skirt. Devlin shouted for the guy to stop, so naturally, the guy tried to punch Devlin. The guy cut Devlin’s face with his class ring; you can see the scar under his right eye. Devlin countered by breaking the guy into small pieces. Our unassuming, hunky security guard is a rather bad-ass martial artist.”

“If he was a music teacher, how did Devlin end up working for a security service?” Amanda asks.

“The guy accosting his fiancé was a lawyer,” Connie says. “The guy’s father is also a very well-connected lawyer at a big firm. The criminal charges were dropped, but the father used his connections to get Devlin’s teaching certificate revoked regardless. The son sued Devlin for depraved indifference in his self-defense. Devlin lost the case and almost everything he owned. In the middle of that, his mother died. She was the only family he had. In short, that handsome man down there is a certifiable mess.”

Amanda taps her lips thoughtfully with an index finger. She says, “That’s heartbreaking.”

Connie nods grimly. “It is. He’s having a bad day today. I think Mondays are worse because he plays music all weekend, which he absolutely loves, but then he has to come work here as a security guard. I saw him play at a bar last weekend on piano and guitar, and I saw him again at Sunday brunch on saxophone and clarinet. He’s a talented musician and a very kind, sweet guy. I cried for him when I learned his story.”

“We’ll just have to give him cause to smile,” Amanda says decisively as she ponders what Connie said. Connie goes back to her desk, and Amanda’s face turns thoughtful.
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Amanda enters the conference room and closes the door. She dials a number on her cell phone. She waits for an answer before saying, “Amanda here. I need a records search and to send a report.”

The voice on the other side replies, “Okay. It will go out tonight at 1:15 am. Send your message.”

Amanda says, “The selected subject is not a viable candidate; he has no combat experience. I have an alternative in mind. I am assessing him now, but he is a combat veteran and has demonstrated proficiency in hand-to-hand skills. He has no attachments that will cause a problem once we exit. I should still be able to harvest and continue the mission within the two-week window.” She pauses for a moment. “That’s it. Send me a text with any response. The alternate subject is Devlin Walsh. His uniform says Security Pros on it. I need the full rundown—local records and military records.”

“Will do. Agency out,” the voice says. Amanda breaks the connection and leaves the conference room.
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Amanda is pleased to discover that notifying building security of leavers and new hires is part of HR’s duties. Connie sends it by email, but Amanda decides to make it a personal service. She thinks, That will give me a reason to visit him regularly and ask questions.

On the first day, she keeps things short. “Hello, Devlin. Here is the Leaver-New Hire report.”

He smiles in response. “Thanks, Amanda.”

Each day, she engages him a little more.

Tuesday she says, “Here’s your report, Devlin.”

He answers, “Thanks, Amanda.”

She asks, “Where are you from, Devlin? I don’t recognize your accent.”

“I grew up in the rural community of Carrolltown, Pennsylvania, in the shadow of the Appalachian mountains.  It’s about an hour’s drive east of Pittsburgh,” he says.

“Oh!” she exclaims. “I don’t think I know anyone from there. What was that like?”

“Probably like growing up poor anywhere else,” he says.

“That’s better than monosyllables, I suppose,” Amanda says with a bright smile.

Devlin makes a sound that might be mistaken for a laugh, “You want details?”

Amanda nods, “Of course. I’m HR. We’re all about the people.” She smiles at him brightly.

“Fine,” he says. Devlin frowns and pauses for a moment. “My mom was my only family. She worked two jobs to keep us fed and housed. When I was old enough, I would go along on weekends and help. When I got into high school, I got hired to work summers on custodial jobs with my mom. I even cleaned windows on a tall office building one summer.”

“Cool!” Amanda says. “Well, I need to get back to work. I’ll talk to you later.”

Wednesday, Amanda says, “Here’s your report, Devlin.”

“Thanks, Amanda,” he replies.

“Connie was telling me you’re a musician,” Amanda says. “Is that right?”

He nods as he sips his coffee. “Yes. I wanted to be a musician for as long as I could remember. Considering our financial situation, there was no way my mom could afford an instrument. I carved a wooden flute when I couldn’t join my school’s band.” He laughs slightly as he remembers. “My mom shared the story with her co-workers at both of her jobs. A co-worker from Johnstown had an old clarinet and gave it to me, which let me join the band program. To this day that old, wood clarinet is my most prized possession.”

He sighs before continuing, “Music is how I ended up in the Army. I couldn’t afford college, so I auditioned for the Army band and enlisted. I paid for college with my GI Bill benefits, so when I got out of the Army, I had a teaching position lined up here in Phoenix. That worked out well, initially. Now I still play wherever I can; although, sometimes I have to borrow an instrument.”

Amanda says, “I’ll have to come to hear you play.”

Devlin scribbles on a notepad and hands it to Amanda. “Here’s my schedule this weekend.”

Amanda says, “That’s a busy weekend.”

Devlin nods sadly. “Yeah, but I may be able to pay my rent as a result. That would be a bonus.”

“Well, good luck, Devlin,” Amanda says before heading back upstairs.

Thursday, Amanda sees Devlin stretching in the courtyard.

He looks around to ensure no one else is in the courtyard, then he works a couple of martial arts skill drills in the air. He shrugs and disappears back inside the building.

Amanda nods as she thinks, There’s my opening.

When she delivers the report, she asks, “Devlin, were you doing martial arts in the courtyard?”

He looks afraid for a moment. “You saw that?”

Amanda nods and smiles. “Yes. It was a treat. It looks like you know what you’re doing.”

Devlin grimaces and shrugs. “I should. My mom taught me as a kid. Then I started studying something called Samurai Bujutsu in the Army with Command Sergeant-Major Montgomery. His teacher happens to live here in the Valley, so I’ve kept up my studies since I moved here.”

Devlin shrugs again and sighs. “Master Hiromatsu is waiving my tuition until I’ve had two paychecks from this job, and Master Nakamura, the Master’s senior student, is my fallback if I end up losing my apartment. He said I could use his guestroom if needed. Otherwise, I may end up living out of the back of my truck.”

Amanda ignores the haunted look in the man’s eyes and asks, “How do you find time to train?”

Devlin shrugs, “I get off work here pretty early since I start at 5:30 in the morning. I train Bujutsu Monday through Thursday evenings, unless I get a music gig. I actually picked one up tonight.”

“Congratulations,” Amanda replies brightly. “Gotta get back to work. It was lovely talking to you, Devlin.”

The guard smiles slightly. “Talking to you is the highlight of my day, Amanda.”

Amanda continues to pump Devlin for information and build his trust over the next week.

Instead of the normally grumpy Monday attitude that Connie told her to expect, Devlin is pretty upbeat when Amanda delivers her report. He gushes, “I paid my rent today!”

Tuesday, Amanda finds him positively giddy. “I’m pulling a double today. I should be able to pay my utility bill from the overtime!”

Wednesday morning, Amanda thinks he looks exhausted when she arrives for work, but he waves and smiles tiredly as she greets him on her way into the office. He seems pretty wired on coffee in the afternoon when she takes his report.

On Thursday afternoon, Amanda walks up with a large tote bag and her normal folder.

“Hello, Devlin,” she says. She flashes him a bright smile.

“Hi, Amanda; how are you today?” he asks with a smile.

She says, “I’m excited, Devlin.”

“Oh? About what?” he asks.

She looks at him conspiratorially. “I have a new mental health assessment tool. It’s the latest thing in neuroscience. It supposedly can tell if you are stressing to dangerous levels. Given everything you’ve been through, I figure you’re an ideal candidate to test it on.”

She smiles like it’s a joke, but the security guard doesn’t appear to find it funny. He says, “I have enough stress already, Amanda. The last thing I need to do is find out that my stress level is at ‘dangerous levels.’ That would probably be the straw that breaks the camel’s back.”

She looks at him quizzically as she thinks, Camel’s back? What does that mean? Eventually, she shrugs and leans across the counter towards Devlin.

She says, “I talked my boss into buying this thing. If I can’t prove it works, I’ll be in trouble, and I haven’t worked here long enough to get into that kind of trouble. Would you help me test it? Please?” Her big eyes open wide as she begs, and she looks like she is about to cry.

Amanda looks around to ensure no one is nearby before she says, “I’ll give you a kiss if you let me try it on you.”

He laughs his reply. “What, are we in high school? Come on, Amanda.”

She smiles shyly at Devlin. “I’ve wanted to kiss you since I met you. This was the first excuse I could come up with.”

Devlin scrutinizes her for a minute as he ponders how to respond. He eventually says, “Amanda, I would ask you out if I weren’t so damned broke. I just can’t do a proper job of it until I get all this legal stuff off my shoulders.”

Amanda gives him a teasing look, “Devlin, I’m offering a kiss, not marriage.” Then she smiles. “What do you say? A kiss for science?”

He snorts out a laugh. “I do enjoy science; I was certified to teach all the sciences, too.” He smirks before continuing. “Fine. A kiss for science, but I want one before and another one after.”

“No promises,” she teases. “You can have one before, but the second will depend on how the first one goes.”

“Fine. Come on back.” He escorts her into the office behind the security desk.

She looks around and nods to herself. “Devlin, please kneel on the floor. I won’t be able to get this in place properly otherwise.”

He looks at her skeptically, and she says, “I know. You were hoping I would be on my knees in front of you, not the other way around.” She cocks an eyebrow at him, and he laughs out loud before assuming the requested position.

Amanda pulls a circular metal ring out of the tote bag and threads it over his head. The ring is gunmetal grey with a black box about the size of four decks of cards on the back. There are grips on either side of the ring near the box. Amanda adjusts the handles so the ring is snug around Devlin’s neck and the box is firmly against the base of his skull. She walks around and plays with the box before she returns to stand in front of him.

Devlin’s expression looks perplexed as the box starts to do its work.

Amanda cups my face in both hands and leans in to kiss him.

Devlin’s eyes close involuntarily as he loses himself in the kiss.

Amanda moves her hands from his face to the handles of the device around his neck when the box beeps. She sharply pulls the handles around to the front of Devlin’s neck, neatly detaching his head from his neck.

Devlin’s eyes fly open, and Amanda says, “Goodnight, sweet prince.”

Amanda kisses the lips of the decapitated head in her hands before she pulls a black bag from her tote and slides the head inside it. The headless corpse in front of her stands rigidly on its knees as a foamy substance gathers on the open neck wound. Amanda assesses the progress of the foam. After a short wait, she activates a switch on the side of the black box at the back of the corpse where the neck was. The pile of foam slowly forms into the shape of a head. There is a small beep from the box on the back of the foam head that is slowly taking on the shape of Devlin Walsh. Amanda opens the jaw of the device and lifts it carefully over the foam head and puts the ‘assessment device’ back into her tote bag. She zips the tote bag shut before she activates a small box on the side of the bag.

Amanda looks around for a box of tissues. Finding one, she pulls a tissue, dabs it in the blood on the corpse’s shirt, and waits. Eventually, the replacement head opens its eyes.

She says, “You are Devlin Walsh. You have his memories?”

The head moans, “Yes.”

She nods. “Good. You will call the janitorial staff and tell them you had a nosebleed. Once they clean this up, you will put on a fresh shirt; there are spares in that cabinet.” She points to a locker in the back corner.

“Once you have been released from your shift, you will go to Devlin’s apartment and self-destruct. Are your instructions clear?”

The corpse nods its new head.

Amanda says, “Execute.” She picks up her tote and leaves the office building for the last time.


1
We’re where?



Igradually wake to a gentle beep that goes off nearly every second. My eyes slowly pry themselves open to reveal a room that looks—clinical? I don’t know any other way to describe it. To me, it looks like a mix between a chemistry lab and a hospital Emergency Room.

I hear someone moving around nearby, but I can’t move my head. I try to raise my hands, but I can’t. My legs feel restrained, too. I try to tilt my chin toward my chest, but I have limited success. Whatever is holding my head is securing it well.

I hear a voice mutter, “Oh, drak!” before I hear feet hurrying closer. Suddenly there’s a figure at my bedside. It looks like Amanda, but she has light pink skin, bright pink hair, and the irises of her eyes are bright magenta. She’s wearing a dark grey zipped top, but that’s all I can see of her.

“Jut trak! Jut trak mezz sigh olent,” she says urgently. There is alarm in her eyes.

“Wha…,” is about all I can get to come out of my mouth. I squint to convey my confusion.

She looks at someone else and barks, “Jo kehl mot Amanda! Zut, zut!” I hear another person run off. I think the unknown running person is barefoot and larger than the woman holding my face in her hands.

The pretty pink lady coos at me and strokes my cheeks with her thumbs as she clamps my head in place with her palms. Her grip is so strong, I might as well have my head in a vice. She continues to murmur nonsense as I stare into her eyes. The majority of her pink tresses are in a braid, with only a couple of thin strands framing the face that looks so familiar. Her magenta eyes glow with their own internal light. The longer I look at her the more her strange looks grow on me.

I hear those heavier footsteps, accompanied by lighter ones, running towards me. A voice calls, “Gee vo da? Gee tsen varé...oh SHIT! Devlin! Don’t move!”

Amanda appears at my left bedside. She says seriously, “Welcome back, Devlin. I’d like to keep you among the living, so don’t move until I tell you to. We have a probe in the base of your skull. If you move too much, it could scramble your brain. You were supposed to sleep for another nine days. Just stay as still as possible until it retracts. Okay?”

I moan, “Why?”

“I’ll explain after we finish this procedure,” Amanda promises. “Just relax, and for the sake of all that’s good, don’t move.”

“O-gay…” My mind is working just fine, but I don’t appear to have much control of my mouth. I start to raise my fingertips to my lips, but Amanda grabs them.

“Please, Devlin. Be patient. Close your eyes. Meditate if you can,” she says. The concern is evident in her face. “You learned that in the martial arts, right?”

I catch myself before I try to nod. Instead, I murmur. “Yessssss.” I close my eyes and clasp Amanda’s hand. I try to empty my mind and focus on relaxed, deep breathing.

I let my mind wander to all of the troubles I have with the legal system. Amanda caresses my hand and says, “Your legal troubles are no longer an issue, Devlin. Focus on something else. Your blood pressure and pulse are rising rapidly, which isn’t good. Think of a happy time,” she says softly.

I smile. I think I can speak well enough to share. “A kisssss.” I think back to that kiss before I remember—“pai-ainnnnnn.”

Amanda squeezes my hand. “Please, Devlin. Relax. I will explain everything shortly. I promise.” I feel hair on my wrist before warm lips press into my hand. Slowly I turn my hand over. I feel a cheek press into it. I resume my deep breathing.

I think I fall asleep at some point, but awareness returns when I feel something crawling in my skull. Something is moving in my skull from the top front towards the base. I open my eyes, “Man-man-man-da. Summmm move…” Suddenly, language seems possible. “Amanda, what the fuck is crawling in my skull?” I whisper intensely.

She kisses the palm of my hand. “Thank all that’s good. The probes are withdrawing. Patience, Devlin. You’ll be able to move soon. Patience.”

The one with pink hair walks up and taps a screen in her hand. “Gee voss tse go ruf special about this human?” she asks. “Your oral orifice on his hand, you putting, and caressing your facial contours, him letting? Why?”

I ask her, “Why didn’t you speak English before? Why babble at me?”

She scoffs, “Babble not. Normal speaking, I do.”

“Let me guess...your name is Yoda-a-a-a-a-a....JESUS!” Yoda and Amanda clamp my head in their hands as I feel something about the size of a truck pull out of the base of my skull. “GAAAAAAAH!” Then it’s gone.

I gasp for a moment, catching my breath. The two ladies back off.

Yoda says, “Dahlia, I am.”

Amanda explains. “Dahlia is speaking the common trade language. Part of what the probe was doing was inserting a translation module in your brain. It doesn’t translate all languages, but it does most of the common ones you’re likely to encounter. That’s why the syntax is different than what you expect. It translates words and phrases. Over time your brain will start to reorder them as it translates.”

She unbuckles the strap holding my forehead while Dahlia unbuckles the strap around my chest. They work down my body removing the straps holding me down. I look down to see that both are wearing dark grey jumpsuits. I also notice that I am naked.

“So Dahlia is still speaking the same language I heard before?” I ask.

Dahlia nods. “Yes.”

Amanda says to her colleague. “Explain to him, I will. Normal process, this is not. Awareness this early normal, is not.”

“Truth,” Dahlia agrees. “Body therapy must be done. Strengthening. Awake not pleasant, it will be. Feeding and defecating completing, must he do.”

Amanda looks at me. “Normally, we would have electrical impulses connected to your muscles to start toning the muscles and heightening nerve and muscle response. Twelve sessions of two kilotines.” Apparently, she is speaking English.

“Kilotine? What is that?” I ask.

“It’s how we measure time. It’s based on a different standard than seconds; although, a second is a decent approximation of a ‘tine.’ Plus, it’s a ten-based system. A ‘kilotine’ is roughly fifteen minutes—16.67 minutes to be exact. A ‘stan’ is roughly one earth day—one hundred thousand tines. A megatine is our equivalent of a week—1,000 kilotines or 11.57 earth days. A cycle is 100 megatines; it’s as close to a year as we have. We also use gigatines, teratines, and petatines. Does that make sense?”

“Um, no,” I’m confused. “I thought everyone on the planet used seconds.”

Amanda purses her lips. “Um, Devlin. We are about twenty light-years from Earth. We are traveling to a sector of space about forty-five light-years from Earth.”

“What?” I ask. “Amanda, what’re you talking about? Why am I here? Where are we? Banner hospital?”

“Fun, this should be,” Dahlia says with a smirk. She helps me sit up. “Explaining that, will you be, Amanda? Watch this, I will.”

As I sit up, I notice another woman in the room. She’s about as much taller than Amanda as I am. She has violet-tinted skin with green-tinted scaled growths around her right eye and on her left cheek. Several others are scattered around her nude body. A metal collar is strapped around her neck with a device that looks like a lock holding it closed at the front. She has green-tinted hair past her shoulders and is built like a fitness model with generous breasts. Like me, she’s naked as a jaybird, but she has no hair below her eyes. I’m not completely certain that her eyebrows are hair; they might be those scaly bits.

The purple woman says, “Happy not, this will make the pigs. Warrior ready, he is not.”

Amanda says, “Seasoned warrior, he is. Skilled in tactics we need, he is. Unsuitable, the target was. A better choice, this one is.”

I ask, “Better choice for what, Amanda?”

She looks at me for a moment. “Our boarding party. We are on a spacecraft that is essentially a pirate vessel. Our consortium tends to pick up people from Earth with military experience, and preferably with significant unarmed combat training or experience. Earth’s humans are among the most vicious, bloodthirsty beings we’ve found in the known universe. America in particular breeds a self-preservation culture that makes its population ideal if they survive the first few sorties, but there are other areas that create suitable candidates.”

“What?” I ask. I mutter, “I must be dreaming.”

“You’re not dreaming, Devlin. The device I put over your head at the office is a new device,” Amanda explains. “You’re the first subject we tried it on. I kissed you, removed your head, brought your head to this ship, and Dahlia grew you a new body. We picked up twenty members of the boarding party based on our normal process, which is basically abducting slaves. None of them will be missed - either because they have no surviving family or they were warriors reported as missing in action. If we chose someone that had social connections, we left what’s essentially a DNA-identical doll and killed it. We have fourteen left, plus you. Your mother’s death coupled with your combat experience and martial arts background is what made you the ideal candidate.”

“Kissed him, did you? Not the planned candidate, he was. Kiss explains, it does,” Dahlia comments. She kind of looks like she is accusing Amanda of something.

Amanda gives Dahlia another look I can’t decipher. Then she looks at me. “I was supposed to snatch Michael Orff. Special Forces, Ranger, Airborne, Air Assault all together.”

I chuckle evilly, “But you learned he was just a tab hunter and basically sat at a desk for his entire active duty, so you picked a band sergeant who had actually seen combat.” I shake my head.

Amanda adds in English, “And one that physically broke a known violent abuser using only his hands and feet.”

I shrug, “Yeah, okay. I’m one badass musician.” I frown at her intensely. “So you kissed me, then you killed me?”

She bites her lip. “Um, yeah...sort of? I cut your head off but kept your memories and soul. Your head is actually still alive, kept that way artificially. We made a copy of your brain—memories, patterns of thought, etcetera—and your soul.”

“My soul?” I ask skeptically.

“Yes,” Amanda says. “It’s imprinted in your brain. If you die, the soul dies; however, since we have an imprint, we can create a copy. We will run tests on the body we cultured for you from your own DNA—the one you’re in now—to determine a performance baseline. We do twelve rounds of muscle stimulation therapy and then test again. After that, you join the rest of the folks for a combat assessment. You’ll be back for multiple tests. If you die, we can culture a new body, populate it with a copy of your brain and soul, and start testing again.” She caresses my leg. “You wouldn’t remember this conversation, but I, Dahlia, and Tooli will all remember it.”

I look at her hand lying about four inches from the family jewels. Despite how attracted I am to Amanda, I’m rather conflicted at the moment. Honestly, I find Dahlia equally attractive—she looks like Amanda’s pink twin. I ask, “Who is Tooli?”

The purple woman raises her hands. She responds, “Tooli, am I.”

I nod to her. “Hello, Tooli. I’m not happy to be here, but it’s my pleasure to meet you.”

Tooli’s eyes open wide. “Why?”

I smirk. “I think you’re the only person here that doesn’t want something from me.”

“False,” she says. “You to board ships and find what we need to survive, I want. Goods for trade finding, I want. Otherwise, all die. Forgiving, space is not.”

“I sure fell down the rabbit hole,” I mutter.
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Dahlia was understating the situation when she said the physical therapy stuff would be unpleasant. IT FUCKING SUCKED.

They started with some physical strength and reaction tests. That wasn’t too bad. Then the pain began.

Dahlia connected electrodes and fired them off for fifteen minutes, twice each stan. They connected them to opposing muscle groups, so the jumping muscles worked against each other to strengthen. It took about twelve kilotines to do the whole set. That was followed by about four kilotines of machine-assisted stretching. Since I was awake rather than in a prolonged unconsciousness, I got longer breaks than they had planned to give me. They tried to have me do three sessions in a stan, but Dahlia switched to two after the first stan because of the threat of mental breakdown.

I was fed nutrients between sessions through a band around my thigh which was lined with short metal syringe needles, in addition to eating the provided meals. Supposedly, specialized nutrients were absorbed into my capillaries and were channeled to the rest of the body.

After six stans, I got a stan of rest. Then they repeated the strength and reaction tests.

I’m amazed at the level of improvement. The tests showed that I was as strong, or stronger, than I’ve ever been, that I’ve improved my hand-eye coordination, and that I’m faster. I remember seeing a sports story in a bar one time where NFL hopefuls ran the 40-yard dash and the 20-yard shuttle-run. I remember they took around four seconds.

Before the torture sessions, Dahlia had me run both of these tests in meters, which are marginally longer. The shuttle-run was in an empty cargo bay, and I did the 40-meter dash on a rolling device that was similar to a non-motorized treadmill. It took me a few attempts to get the hang of the treadmill-like device, but my original trials resulted in 7 seconds and 6.4 seconds respectively. I’ve never been a sprinter, so I was relatively pleased. After the torture regime, they timed my 40-meter dash at 3.8 seconds and the shuttle-run at 3.2.

As a soldier, I was trained to run all day and party all night. Dahlia had me run a 10K on the treadmill thing before the torture session, and I scored 7-minute miles for the first 5K, and about 7.5 for the second. After the torture session, I ran the whole thing at a flat six-minute pace.

My strength assessments improved about 250 percent between the before and after. My punching power, kicking power, and gripping power all tripled.

To say that I was amazed by all of the improvements would’ve been an understatement. “How can that be?” I ask Dahlia one day.

Tooli looks at me like I’m a steak, and she hasn’t eaten in months.

Dahlia says dismissively, “I can’t tell you.”

Amanda and Dahlia suddenly freeze in place and have a short conversation that doesn’t translate—all beeps and buzzes. Sounds kind of like a fax machine, but much faster. They become animated again when they finish.

Dahlia turns to me and says, “Amanda believes we should tell you more about ourselves and why you’re here. I, personally, am not fond of explaining myself to test subjects.”

“Okay, how about we start off with whatever that gibberish you were speaking was. My translator didn’t pick it up,” I say.

“It was binary language,” Dahlia answers. Amanda looks embarrassed as Dahlia continues. “My sister and I are androids. We look humanoid, but our insides are 100% synthetic. Our brains are miniature computer modules housing sophisticated artificial intelligence programming.”

Amanda buzzes something short at Dahlia, who just shrugs in response and continues. “As a result, we can manipulate our voices like a modulator for ones and zeros. Ideally, we would use a wireless network and just speak in digital to each other. It would be faster, and wouldn’t take us out of time.”

Tooli laughs, “The Piigs won’t pay for it. They hardwired everything. It’s cheaper and easier for them to maintain them.”

“Pigs?” I ask.

“You’ll understand when you see them,” she says. The other two ladies nod their heads in agreement.

“Androids?” I ask. Amanda and Dahlia nod. “But, your skin feels like normal skin,” I observe. “Your faces and flesh seem to be the right temperature for humans.”

Amanda says, “Definitely androids.” She unzips her jumpsuit below her belly button. “Look at my navel.” I tear my eyes away from the small swell of her pert breasts to look where she asked me to. At first glance, it looks like a standard human navel, but on closer inspection, I see there is a very small orifice leading into her abdomen.

Dahlia resumes teaching me. “That’s where our control keys go. We’re locked into subservience with a small, hexagonal, magnetic key that enslaves us to the person closing the lock. Whoever has the lock can also free us—not that it matters. The Piigs claim they can’t find the keys.”

“How do the keys work?” I ask.

Dahlia sighs, “The key enables a software routine that enforces obedience to the person that locks it, but it also allows the person to switch it off. Obedience can be extended to a group by a verbal command. In our case, we are bound to the will of the ship captain of whatever ship we are assigned by the Piigs.”

Dahlia flutters her hand in dismissal. I notice Amanda is looking at me thoughtfully and playing with her open zipper.

Dahlia resumes class. “Anyway, we engineered your body to create high levels of stem cells as long as you’re alive. This will result in faster than normal healing of wounds. The performance enhancements we included in your body’s design resulted in greater muscle endurance of slow-twitch muscle with a higher percentage of fast-twitch. Essentially we made you into a super-athlete—about the equivalent of a very athletic elf, but at your full human size.”

Amanda adds, “Additionally, you are about an inch taller than you were before.”

“Did you just say elves? And how?” I ask. “Height is genetic.”

“Elves are just another humanoid race. They’re shorter than humans, but are strong and fast,” Dahlia explains. “They have a higher percentage of fast-twitch muscle than humans. As for your height, you grew up poor. Malnutrition kept you from reaching your full size. Now, in addition to the faster healing and larger size, your telomere pairs won’t shorten. I engineered them to replicate perfectly. That means you’ll never age, so long as you stay alive. Your life expectancy is unknown. Theoretically, it could be infinite if you don’t damage your body.”

Tooli gushes, “Bigger too, your penis is!”

Dahlia, “Tell him, you were not to do.”

Tooli pouts. “Test it, I want to.”

I’m not quite distracted by Dahlia’s change of syntax. I look down, and what I see looks like what I’ve always had. Maybe my sac is a little heavier? Who knows.

Tooli grins at me. “Like it, I do. Better breeding too, it will make. Test when, may I?”

Dahlia smirks and says in English. “You’ll find that it grows a bit bigger now and that you have more control over it. No unexpected erections at embarrassing moments. It may enhance sexual endurance.”

“Great,” I mutter. “You turned me into a porn star.”

Amanda leans on my leg and caresses her face against my flesh. “We will have to test it,” she says. “I do like the lack of body hair.” She fondles my goodies, and the expected reaction begins.

“Jeez, Amanda!” I exclaim and slide off the bed and walk off. My slowly rising member immediately subsides.

I look down and then back to the two androids and the naked, violet fitness model with the odd scale on her skin and green hair. They are all giggling quietly at my antics.

“When can I have clothes again?” I ask.

“You can’t,” Amanda says. “The Piigs don’t want to waste clothing on cannon fodder. They don’t expect you to live very long. Humans are violent enough to compete among the worst beings in the universe, but the Piigs don’t give them the resources to survive. They view their slaves as expendable. The term ‘cannon fodder’ is pretty accurate.”

I nod my understanding as Dahlia amends Amanda’s statement. “If you scavenge a garment on a ship that they don’t want, they may let you have it.”

“Fabulous,” I grouse.

Dahlia says, “Do not waste time worrying about it. I don’t think any of the other humans have any clothing. You have no reason to be embarrassed. You have a nice penis, a nice-looking, hairless physique, and you are reasonably intelligent for a human. Additionally, I created a body for you that has increased durability and attributes that enhance your combat skills. Females will like you.”

“Additionally, your observed behavior indicates that you are basically a kind person. Plus, you can play music,” Amanda adds with what looks like a dreamy expression. It doesn’t look very ‘androidy’ to me.

I frown as I pick up on the inferences floating around in my brain. “What exactly am I going to be doing here?”

Amanda turns away, and Dahlia gets very interested in winding up cables for a piece of equipment.

Tooli answers, “Pirating, will you do. Connect ships with grapples, the pigs do. Hole in the side of victim ship, pigs burn. In sneak to finding supplies, steal the pirates—you. Airlock connecting sometimes, and parlay through the airlock, pigs distracting do. Crew and passengers killing and loot stealing, naked pirates do. You will do.”

“Just fuckin’ fabulous,” I grumble. “Go off to space, meet interesting people, and kill them.”

“Exactly!” Tooli exclaims happily.

“Tooli, tell me the truth. You really speak English, but you get some perverse pleasure out of randomly shuffling the words of a sentence,” I say.

“True not,” Tooli says indignantly.

Dahlia turns to me angrily. “She learned to speak from the pigs. Her parents were pirates. She was conceived on this ship. She was born on the ship, and she has been a sex slave since her breasts began to bud. You do not get to tease Tooli!”

“I’m not teasing!” I bark back. “There is no structure to the language. It has to be made up.”

“It is!” Tooli says tears streaming down her face. “Speak not right, pigs do. Words learn and together stringing. Known words meanings making. No letter making. No letter reading. Learn. Forget not.”

“Except officers and non-coms,” Dahlia murmurs, but it doesn’t seem significant at the moment.

I feel ashamed for lashing out at the poor purple girl. “I’m sorry, Tooli. You were kind enough to explain when these other two cowards turned away. Your message is hard to comprehend… er, understand. Not the words. The meaning. It is unbelievable.”

“And yet it is the truth, Devlin,” Amanda murmurs quietly. Her eyes glisten like they have unshed tears.

I groan out loud and pull my hair in frustration.

“Play us some music,” Amanda murmurs.

“Uh, right. No instruments, Amanda,” I grouse again.

Amanda gets up and goes to the corner of the lab that I recognize as her area. She pulls out a panel and lifts a familiar-looking rectangular case. “Holy shit,” I murmur in surprise as the petite android hands my old clarinet to me. “You saved it.”

“I grabbed it after you went to work,” she said. “It was in my tote when I harvested you. The saxophone was too big to bring along.”

I set the case down and open it. I put the clarinet together, and did some warmups.

Tooli whines, “Hear it, the pigs will.”

Dahlia responds, “Dampening of sounds here, have I.”

I play one of my favorite clarinet pieces, the opening of Rhapsody in Blue. All three ladies have rapturous looks on their faces. I follow up with St. Louis Blues, Basin Street Blues, Body and Soul, Summertime, and Bewitched. I break down the instrument and clean it. My face muscles are definitely out of shape.

Amanda puts it away, and I take note of where she stows it. She says, “You cannot get into this drawer without me opening it. Dahlia can override it, but I’m hoping she won’t. You need to focus on surviving. I’ll get it out for you periodically as a reward. And you absolutely cannot play without the sound dampeners, or the pigs will take it.

With all the crap I’ve been through in the past six days, it’s the loss of my clarinet that hits me the hardest. My mom called in favors to get it for me.

Dahlia says, “You should return to your pallet and get some rest. Tomorrow, you will join the rest of the boarding crew—those my sister referred to as ‘cannon fodder.’ You’ll need your energy.


2
Goodbye. Hello



Dahlia created a minimal privacy screen to help me relax in the strange new environment of the spaceship. I bid the three women goodnight and lie down. Someone turns off the lights, and I lie there listening to the noises of the ship.

I always figured interstellar spaceships would have quiet engines, but these are more like a dull roar with an annoying mid-range hum. I’m guessing ‘shielding’ doesn’t stand up to the sci-fi standard we all learned from Star Trek, Battlestar Galactica, and Star Wars. The pings and pops I hear frequently preclude anything of the sort. I’ve gotten the impression from Tooli and the sisters that the pigs run a very ‘budget’ operation.

I’m about to fall asleep when someone enters my little corner.

I open my bleary eyes, and Amanda comes into focus. Her jumpsuit is still open below her navel.

She asks, “Goodnight kiss?”

I chuckle, “I never did get that second kiss.”

It’s hard to tell in the low light, but I think she’s embarrassed. “Actually, you did. After I removed your head. I’m not surprised you don’t remember,” she says.

“I don’t remember it,” I agree. “Therefore, it doesn’t count.”

Amanda leans over and presses her plush, warm lips to mine. My hand snakes behind her neck of its own volition, and her mouth opens to allow my tongue entry.

She breaks the kiss and steps back. She has a barely discernible, inscrutable expression as she looks at my face in the low light. Her hand slowly advances below her navel and slowly unzips the last four inches of her zipper. I hear her little boots rattle on the floor as she pulls her jumpsuit back off her shoulders. She slides the garment down her body, and she squats to push it off. When Amanda returns to standing, her trim, nymph-like body is revealed in all its glory.

“Please make some room, Devlin,” she says quietly. “I’d like you to hold me.” I scooch to the side, and the petite woman crawls onto the pallet to lay on my shoulder.

We kiss and caress casually for several minutes. Apparently, my new and improved package is fully functional. Little Frankenstein is standing proudly. Amanda bumps my cock with her leg. She looks down and wraps a hand around him. She smiles up at me brightly.

“Well, what have we here?” she teases.

“I hear it’s a technological wonder,” I smirk. Her hand feels great on my flesh. She looks at me with mirth in her eyes. I know humans that can’t express joy like that. I murmur, “Why are you really here in bed with me?”

The mirth disappears from her expression, and her quiet, slack expression makes her assertion that she’s a living machine suddenly believable. “Why do you ask?”

“Amanda, you cut off my head to rebuild me as some sort of science experiment to...what? Be a space pirate?” Her face relaxes as I speak, and the compassionate look I’ve seen from her at work takes residence on her face. “Crawling in bed with me seems discordant with how I arrived here.”

She closes her eyes, “I thought you were going to ask about me being a machine.”

“Are you? Really?” I ask. “Dahlia said you were an android, but you feel like a person to me. Your skin is soft and warm. You show as much or more expression than many humans I know, and you’re a better kisser than many women I’ve known.”

Amanda slowly opens her eyes and smiles kindly. “I was created in an engineering lab about the time of your planet’s middle ages as a final test of the production process. My creator planned to sell us as pleasure units commercially. As a result, we’re hardwired for physical comfort—both giving and receiving. Our bodies were created to replicate or improve upon the experience of a humanoid female lover.”

Amanda caresses my face. “So you see, Devlin. I desire you. I’ve seen the hell your life turned into. I know that you fought in wars and that you literally destroyed another human’s body with your own body, not that Jared Carlisle didn’t deserve it.”

“We don’t mention that name, Amanda. You may refer to him as ‘Suit’ if you want to use polite terms,” I tell her seriously.

“I understand, Devlin.” She nods seriously. “He was the architect of your destruction.”

I frown. “Not really. His father was. Suit was just a rich, undisciplined bully. He’ll probably never amount to anything. His father’s firm fired him. He got picked up by another firm named Pasquale & George. Apparently, one of the partners owed his father a favor.”

“Let’s forget about them both. Neither has any bearing on your life going forward,” Amanda says practically. “My point was that despite your demonstrated capacity for violence, you were always kind. Your fellow musicians thought highly of you. Your fellow teachers did, too, and your students adored you. Everyone at the office thought you were kind and thoughtful.”

I look deeply into her glistening eyes. She says, “I’m here because I’m fond of you, and I want to make a memory of sharing intimacy with you before I leave tomorrow.”

“You need to go hunting again?” I ask.

She nods sadly. “Yes. I must find more lonely people and bring them to a life as space pirates until they die.”

I kiss her, and she slowly responds. She breaks the kiss to smile at me. “I like you, Devlin.”

I smirk. “I probably shouldn’t, but trust issues aside, I like you too, Amanda.”

“Good,” she grins back. “Let me take your virgin cock for a test drive.” She giggles cutely, slides down to kneel between my knees, and takes me in her mouth.

My last coherent thought is, Oh my! Pleasure unit, indeed!
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I wake up to Tooli shaking my shoulder.

“Waking, Devlin!” she hisses. “Food for you, have I brought. Come quickly, the pigs will. Food now, eat.”

I sit up groggily as I try to rearrange Tooli’s words into coherent sentences, but I’m distracted by memories of my night of passion with Amanda. She kissed me and departed a few hours ago, so she could make it to her rendezvous with another ship heading back toward Earth. We had a mild argument when I told her she couldn’t. She just pointed to her unique belly button and said, “I have no choice. I’ve been ordered to go.” I decided to stop being a dick and kissed her goodbye.

I had used the time since Amanda’s departure to sleep. Now, Tooli hands me a bowl of what I’ve come to think of as ‘space food’: stewed meat with minimal salt and a mild chili on a bed of a grain similar to farro or sorghum and some chopped green leaves that are almost tender enough to say they’re cooked. I eat it with a spork; it appears to be the only eating utensil available.

I clean my bowl before shaving my face with the short, broad straight razor Dahlia provided me—like a slightly smaller version of a kitchen scraper. I do my morning shit before taking a mist shower in the ‘cleaner.’ I dry off in the jets of air, and step out of the unit. It's definitely not the kind of shower I’m used to.

Tooli meets me as I step out of the small cabin.  She gives me a simple leather belt with a small pouch and a friction buckle.  My metal spork is in a pouch, so I add my razor to the pouch and strap on the belt with the pouch over my appendix.  Well, I did ask for clothes.  This must be the latest in space pirate fashion.

I step out of the small corner I call the ‘bedroom area’ to see the strangest beings I could’ve ever imagined.

Just inside the lab door stand three humanoid green pigs. They’re only about 5’5” with very little variance in build. They have heavily muscled torsos, upper arms, and upper legs, but their forearms and lower legs are relatively thin in comparison. They’re all wearing black padded tunics with metal spaulders and greaves. They have reversed knees, and small feet that look humanoid, but it looks like they have thin hooves on the pad of each of their four toes and under the heel. I’m honestly not sure how they manage to walk. They all have gloves on, but I assume they have some kind of hoof on their ‘hands,’ too.

Each of the pigs wears a Sam Browne belt with a whip, a truncheon, and a firearm that looks like a toy space blaster. I’m guessing these ones aren't toys. They have a couple of pouches on their belts similar to mine.

One of them snorts and squeals like a...well, like a pig. I think I can hear words forming underneath the snorts. My translator chip seems to have difficulty with it, but eventually I comprehend, “Pen go now, slave to do.”

The three little pigs lead me out of the lab and down a metal corridor to a lift, which takes us to another floor. I find the gravity on the ship works well enough that I get the normal sensations of inertia as the lift descends to a cargo level on the ship.

There are already other humans in the cargo bay the pigs lead me into—nine males, five females. Most are sitting on the floor studiously avoiding looking at one guy across the bay. He’s a bit taller than I am and built much like a picture of Samson I recall from an illustrated Bible as a kid—long wild hair, a short, unkept beard, heavy muscles, and maybe ten percent body fat. Actually, everyone in the bay looks pretty lean, including the pretty Latina the guy is trying to rape.

The pigs point at the show and squeal with laughter. They push me into the cargo bay and step back into the corridor to watch the show.

I shrug them off and walk into the middle of the bay. The women are all kind of huddled close as they watch the big guy try to pin down the squirming woman.

I call out, “Hey! Asshole! It’s pretty clear she isn’t interested! Fuck off!”

He turns to look at me, and then he yells at the pigs. It’s not English, but my chip kicks in to tell me what he’s yelling. “I TOLD YOU! More WOMEN! NO MORE MEN!”

Then he charges across the bay toward me, pulling a knife from his belt with his left hand.

Okay, I need to reassess this, fast. This dude is nearly as big as SGM Montgomery, and he’s apparently either very confident or dumber than a box of rocks. I don’t think I want to get inside the circle of his arms, so I launch at a close angle past his knife and deflect it with my left hand. I clasp his wrist tightly and pivot before I launch forward, stepping through to hammer my right forearm through his tricep tendon.

The big guy drops the knife as I spin him around, but he manages to scoop it up dexterously with his right hand. He spears the knife under his arm, managing to scratch my leg as I maneuver it out of range.

That’s when it clicks, This isn’t training anymore, dumbshit!

I manage to clasp his knife hand and lock it. I maneuver my feet to drive his wrist in a direction it isn’t made to go. When I hear the crack of bone, I grab his knife from his limp fingers and drive it into his right eye.

The knife pierces the eye, but not deeply enough to kill him. He spins away, pulling his destroyed wrist with him. I manage to hook his chin with my right hand and create a lever with my left palm. Once I have a good grip, I maneuver my feet to stretch his spine, and then I reverse direction. I hear a couple of audible snaps and he goes limp.

I hear a heavy slavic accent say, “Son of beech. I not think his neck can be broken.”

“Not using just my arms,” I agree. “I had to work for it.”

No one is moving from their spots. Now, rather than looking at the floor, they all appear to be looking at me. It’s quite a display of humanity, if I’m being honest.

My stare travels around the room. “Anyone that tries to take an unwilling partner will find the same fate.”

“Unwilling is not usual practice,” the slavic voice says cryptically. I look toward the voice and see a guy who I guess is Russian.

The guy is broad shouldered and lean to the point of being skinny. A short, brown-haired guy is sitting nearby the Russian, squinting at me like he needs glasses. Two compact guys that look like Peruvian Indians sit next to each other with eyes that look like they have been in the shit way too long. Next to them is a tall, young, lean black guy who’s trying to show how unimpressed he is. He’s sitting next to a pale freckled kid with strawberry blond hair that looks like he’s barely out of high school. They have the corner staked out. A dour-looking guy with wild hair, heavily muscled shoulders and legs, and a bit of a paunch is about four feet away from them. A lean guy that looks like a Mujahideen fighter from a bad movie sits next to a black-haired guy with a sculpted beard who has the rounded, puffy muscles of a gym rat. All of them have the look in their eyes of combat veterans.

The women are also a mixed group. One has golden skin and wavy, dark brown hair, smaller-than-fist-sized breasts and narrow hips. She’s not unattractive, but her eyes look like she’s sizing me up for a fight. She stands up as if to challenge me for looking at her. She goes to sit next to the guy that I assume is Russian. There’s a dirty-blond haired woman with wide hips, a narrow waist, small breasts, a lean oval face, and large blue eyes—pretty, but not a beauty queen like the blond next to her. That one looks like a playmate right off the pages of Playboy magazine—gorgeous face, flowing honey hair, cornflower blue eyes, and generous curves. Those blue eyes look haunted, and her limbs are all cut with sinewy muscles that tell me she’s been burning body fat, but her D-cup breasts defy gravity.

I go pick up the Latina that’s curled up in a ball on the floor. I squat down next to her. “Ma’am, he will never hurt you again.”

She slowly lifts her face to look at me, and shock takes over both our expressions.

She mutters, “Devlin? Devlin Walsh?”

I nod slowly as I find my words. “Mariposa Contreras? Oh Mari, how did you ever end up here?”

Mari Contreras and I had a short fling during my time at Fort Benning while I was waiting to go to AIT. She was a rigger for the jump school. I bumped into her a few times at the chow hall, the little PX store that served the school, and the clothing sales store. We also bumped into each other on my first trip off-post after jump school, and we ended up spending the weekend in a cheap motel. After that initial hookup, we would hang out when we were off duty. We had a couple of rendezvous in the rigger shed at night if neither of us had Fire Guard or Charge of Quarters duty. We had one more hotel weekend just before I left. I never saw her after that. I heard she had transferred into the 82nd Airborne just before we went to Iraq the second time, but I never caught up with her.

My old lover launches up off the floor and hangs from my neck sobbing.

“Hey, Mari,” I murmur gently. “I’ve got you, sweetheart. I’ve got you.”

Eventually she lets me go and stands on her own. I get up from my squat as Mari wipes her eyes with the back of her wrists. She walks to join the other women, but then she stops.

She walks back and grabs my hand to drag me behind her. She points to the floor against the wall and says, “Sit.”

“Just a minute, Mari,” I tell her. I go back and pull the knife out of the big guy’s eye. On closer inspection it looks like a random piece of metal that had been sharpened. The handle looks like it’s wrapped in something like a hybrid of electrical tape and athletic tape—it’s textured and tacky to the touch. Still, its blade is about seven inches long and sharp enough. I remove his belt and pouch. I clean the blade on his long hair and then find the slot in his belt that held the knife. I stick it in the slot and strap the belt on over my other belt.

I return to Mari’s side and sit where she indicated. She crawls on my lap, wraps her arms around my shoulders, and rests her head on my shoulder. Her perfect C-cup breasts press into my chest, and she soon falls still.

“Um, I’m Clara.” I turn to see where the English accent was coming from—apparently from the small dirty-blond waving at me.

“Hello Clara. I’m Devlin,” I respond quietly.

“Shelly,” says the blond playmate as she stares at me with her vacant blue eyes in her perfect face.

“I am Sasha,” I turn to the left to see the Russian guy. He says, “You think I am Russian, no? No. I am Ukranian Spetznatz.”

“I thought Spetznatz was Russian,” I respond.

“All former Soviet republics have Spetznatz. I kill Russians when they attack my country,” he says. “I was shot multiple times. Little blond woman kill all attackers, patch my wounds, and bring me to space ship.”

The pigs come in and drag ‘Samson’ out of the cargo bay. They hose the piss and shit from his body down a drain in the floor. It smells like some kind of chemical solution. It’s an improvement.

The woman next to Sasha says, “He was not so bad. You did not need to kill him.” Her accent sounds Israeli.

“Bull shit,” Mari says. She gets up off my lap and goes to stand in front of her. “Listen, Talia. Just because you liked his cock in your fat cunt doesn’t mean that he wasn’t abusive.”

Talia, the Israeli woman, retorts. “Not that, you whiny bitch. We all know you like cock, too. Granted he should not have tried to force you. The big problem is who else are we going to get to volunteer to take point? It was easy. Just say, ‘Morjan, go first so you get the pick of the women,’ and off he would run.”

The Arabic guy in the far corner nods at me and says, “He killed him. Let him take his place.”

“No one asked you, you Arabic fuck,” Talia spits back at him.

“Do you like anyone?” I ask her.

“No!” she retorts. She looks down at the Ukranian soldier. “Well, Sasha is not too bad.”

“High praise, yes?” he says with a grin as he looks up at her.

“Shut up,” Talia says. She frowns and sits next to him. Sasha wraps an arm around Talia, and she leans against him.

I stand up and go stand by Mari. “I’m Devlin Walsh,” I tell them. I offer a hand. Talia ignores it, but Sasha shakes it. I step over in front of the squinting guy. “Hi. I’m Devlin. Who are you?”

“Mu-mu-Moishe Sharon,” he struggles to say.

“The stuttering Jew,” the Arabic bodybuilder jokes.

I watch as Talia launches to her feet and rushes to stand in front of Arab. She yells, “I tell you what, camel-fucker! I’ll kick you repeatedly in the head and see if you can talk right afterward.”

He holds his hands up and turns his head away. He’s smarter than he looks, I observe.

I kneel down and offer my hand. “Shalom, Moishe. Devlin Walsh. Did your vision get worse after the head injury?”

“Ye-yes,” he struggles to say.

“Has a doctor looked at you?” I ask.

“Nu-nu-no,” Moishe stutters out.

“There are no doctors here,” Talia says. “Unless there is a pig with a stethoscope somewhere. No one has ever checked on one of us.”

“I wi-wi-will go in th-th-the stew,” Moishe chokes out sadly. “Ge-ge-getting worse.”

“What?” I ask as I stand up.

“The mystery meat,” Mari says. “No one recognizes the flavor. There’s more in the stew after someone dies. We think we’re eating our dead comrades or dead passengers from one of the ships we pirate.”

I look out the passageway to the corridor to watch Morjan’s feet disappear down the corridor. I shrug, “I’ve been eating it for a week, so I guess it’s too late to start worrying about the mystery meat. So in addition to being space pirates, we will probably all catch kuru.”

The black guy in the corner says cynically, “If the meat tastes tough and nasty, we’ll know it was Morjan.”

Almost everyone laughs. I don’t. “Kuru is the common disease resulting from cannibalism,” I say. “It is always fatal.” I look toward the corridor. “Thoroughly cooking the meat can help, but it’s not a guarantee. Kuru manifests kind of like Mad Cow disease. It’s a type of encephalitis and is caused by basically the same thing.”

“Are you a doctor?” Talia asks.

“No, but he’s really good at playing doctor,” Mari jokes. She slides in to hug me again. My arm slides around her of its own volition.

“I’m a teacher, or I was. Mostly music, but I’m also qualified to teach high school sciences,” I answer. “I do remember my Army first aid, but Moishe needs more than that.”

I release Mari and walk to the corridor. A pig guard sits on a stool just outside the cargo bay. “Inside. Back,” it snorts at me.

“Dahlia needs to see one of the humans. Go tell her,” I tell him.

“Care not. Will not. Inside, back go you,” it replies and pulls the truncheon off his belt and wobbles to its feet.

The thing about reverse bent knees is that they’re well suited for jumping. I’m reminded of that as the guard launches at me and tries to crease my head with the truncheon. I manage to slide mostly off the line of attack, but the pig still strikes me with a glancing blow off my head. My momentum carries me to the side, which means that I also get a glancing blow to my shoulder rather than a broken collarbone. I snag the small wrist of the pig to check its weapon and poke it in the eye with the other hand.

The pig squeals and backpedals. I follow and punch it in the nose, which elicits an even louder squeal. I see two more guards rushing at us with truncheons in hand. They yell, “Back! Back! Back!”

I skip back through the door and stand just inside. They slow down. “Get Dahlia.”

They are about to attack me when a series of words, snorts, and squeals emanates from a loudspeaker. The guards stop short.

Dahlia’s voice follows. “What is it, Devlin?”

“One of the guys here has head trauma. His symptoms are getting worse. Can you help?” I call blindly up toward the sound of her voice.

The speaker responds, “I’m not a doctor, Devlin.”

I think quickly. “I figured you would be interested in studying the symptoms of head trauma. I know you can’t fix it.”

Dahlia giggles cutely. “Are you trying to manipulate me, Devlin?”

“Maybe,” I answer as I watch the angry pigs.

“Fine. I’ll send Tooli down to fetch your guy,” comes back from the loudspeaker.

“Thank you,” I respond.

I barely hear the quiet “You are welcome” response.

I back farther into the bay, and the pigs step away from the door.
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Mari takes my hand and introduces me to the rest of the group.

The two South Americans—Alejandro and Fabian—are from Colombia. They were government soldiers fighting against the drug cartels. Alejandro looks perpetually sad and painfully thin, while Fabian is a little more muscular, with an easy grin. They don’t speak English, but I’m able to communicate with them using my chip and Mari’s translations.

The black kid is Kobe Jackson, named after the Kobe, and he came from the Marines. His freckled friend is an Irish kid named Tommy Finnian from the UK Army. The big guy is Gunther Krieger. Between my German and his English we manage to communicate just fine without the chip. He was a German infantry soldier years ago, but I suspect it was his avid interest in the Society for Creative Anachronism, or SCA, that got him ‘recruited.’

The Mujahedin was surprised when I greeted him in the traditional Islamic As-salamu alaykum. He speaks a little more English than I do Arabic, which means we’re mostly reduced to miming until the chip kicks in. I learn that his name is Ibrahim, and I deduce by his stare that he’s not impressed with me or my technological marvel of a body. We are not going to be friends.

The Arabic bodybuilder speaks American English with very little accent. His name is Salah, and he came from Saudi Arabia. Like his friend Ibrahim, Salah considers himself a freedom fighter, or jihadist, too. He used to attack U.S. soldiers in Iraq. I don’t think we’re going to be friends, either. The more I talk to him, the more convinced I am that I’ve seen him somewhere before.

I frown as I get up off my haunches to leave. His eyes open wide. “No fucking way,” he blurts. “The naked American?”

I turn to look at him and a memory comes back.

I was in Iraq. I had just come off a guard duty shift and went to the shower. Normal practice was to take a change of clothes, and change into them after the shower. One of the sergeants in the band was a practical joker. I came out of the shower to find all my clothes, flak vest, and equipment harness were all missing. My weapon was with me in the shower and my helmet was still sitting in the cubicle that had been holding all my belongings. Inside my helmet was a note. ‘Your clothes will be returned to your bunk—the Cleaning Service.’

I cursed and tied the skimpy little towel around my hips, smacked my helmet onto my head, fastened it, and then marched across the compound toward my tent in my shower shoes with my M-16 at port arms ready to kick his ass. I was about a quarter of the way back to the tent, collecting laughs and jibes from everyone I passed, when I heard the gunfire at the gate. About twenty attackers were running in the gate, shooting AK rifles. They were hitting our guys, and we were shooting back. I took cover and started picking them off. I emptied my magazine, but there were still five attackers advancing past the gate, and it looked like the MPs and musicians were down. I looked around and spotted a truck loaded with construction materials. I grabbed a piece of one-inch rebar that turned out to be about five feet long and attacked. I knocked one attacker down and tried to pick up his weapon, but the rest were too close. I abandoned the idea and just attacked with audacity and attitude. I took out four of them with the iron bar, and one of them ran off.

“You’re the one that got away,” I nod.

“Why in heaven were you attacking us while naked?” he asks in awe.

“A practical joker in my unit took my clothes and gear while I was in the shower,” I explain. “If I had another magazine I would have stayed behind cover, but I only had the one in my weapon. I actually had a towel around my waist when you attacked, but it dropped by the truck where I picked up the rebar.”

Everyone laughed at the thought of it and begged for details, so I told the story from the beginning. It was the first time I ever saw Talia and Alejandro smile. Mari translated for the Columbian soldiers. Even Salah smiled by the end of it. I’m not sure Ibrahim understood it even after Salah translated it, but he grinned like a monkey nonetheless.

After I met everyone, Mari showed me how the water basin works.

Basically, there’s a deep round basin that holds water for drinking and cleaning directly across from where Clara and Shelly like to sit. The pigs top it off every day. There’s a plastic dipper that holds about a pint and is used for drinking and wetting yourself down. The pigs bring a bucket with soapy water and a sponge once every four days and after each raid.

In addition to the basin, there are two holes in the deck that act as toilets. They’re similar to ones I saw abroad—foot pads on either side of a shallow hole that’s about eight inches deep. These have two large buttons on the floor next to the footpads.

Mari says, “Step on the right button when you’re done or it starts to stink quickly. It flushes waste down the chute with a chemical bath. It works okay for solids, but please drop a cup of water in after a piss. Also, after a shit, step on the left-hand button for a bidet effect…you may have noticed that toilet paper isn’t a thing. Like you, they shaved us all below the neck when we arrived, and we think the soap has a depilatory in it. It makes the poor bathing facilities almost tolerable—well, except for us ladies during our cycle.”

“I’m surprised they don’t give you a pill or an injection to stop your cycle,” I observed.

Shelly says from across the bay, “They want us to get pregnant. The babies are a delicacy for the pigs.” The haunted look in her eyes indicates she is talking from experience, but I see no noticeable indication that she has ever been pregnant.

“Well, I know of at least one baby they didn’t eat,” I reply.

Gunther choses that time to offer a demonstration of how the plumbing works. The facilities in the lab have a handle to hold onto, but apparently the slave quarters don’t warrant one. I’ve come to the conclusion that I’m going to get really good at deep squats.

Mari leads me back to our previous spot against the wall when Tooli shows up. I notice that all the males have their eyes glued to the tall, violet-skinned woman. Tooli doesn’t notice, nor does she look happy.

Rather than sitting down, I walk closer to her and place a hand on her shoulder. I ask, “Are you okay, Tooli?”

“Okay, not!” she says decisively. “Four pigs serviced, this stan have I. Dirty, I feel. Tiny squirmy little cocks, have they. Service you instead, would I choose!”

I pull her into a hug. “Maybe it’s time for a pig roast,” I muse.

“Worth the effort to clean meat is not,” she responds. “Airlock them out pushing, best is,” she states decisively.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I tell her. “This is Moishe,” I say as I point at him. “From what Talia said,” I point at Talia, “he took a severe blow to the head. His speech and eyesight are both getting worse. I suspect he has swelling in his brain.”

Tooli nodded. “Thinks the same, does Dahlia.” She squatted down in front of Moishe. “Hello, Moishe. Tooli, am I.”

Moishe looks at her with confusion. I tell him, “She said, ‘Hello, Moishe. I’m Tooli.”

“This, I said,” Tooli says, looking at me with frustration.

“He doesn’t have a chip to translate,” I explain to her. She looks surprised. I tell her, “We do not all speak the same language. Please ask Dahlia if she can make a device to help us understand each other.”

“Tooli too, understanding,” she says seriously.

“Exactly,” I agree with her. “Moishe, Tooli is going to escort you to the science lab. There’s a talented scientist there that’s as close to a doctor that exists on the ship. Let’s see if we can keep you out of the stew pot.” I help the injured guy to his feet.

“Meat on the bones, not enough,” Tooli says. “Big one stew pot, full makes. This one in the cooler, maybe. Airlock out, more likely.” She picks Moishe up into a bridal carry and carries him out of the cargo bay. Everyone watches them go.

Mari tells the Colombian guys what happened with Moishe, and then she has me sit in our earlier spot. She sits beside me.

I tell her, “It’s good to see you, Mari. I wish it were in different circumstances.”

“Me too, Devlin,” she says quietly. She looks down at her hands. “I have thought of you often. I had hoped that we might run into each other again, but this isn’t what I imagined.”

I give her a hug, and her full breasts push into my chest. The two Colombian guys are watching attentively.

She sits back up, and I grin at her crookedly. “So, Mari. Why are we here? What do they have us doing?”

Mari frowns and then says, “Imagine you’re on a clipper ship on the high seas carrying cargo, and a pirate ship pops over the horizon.” I nod. She holds my hand as she talks. The Colombian guys continue staring at us.

Mari says, “We are the pirate ship. The group in this cargo hold is the boarding party. Most of what the pigs are looking for is technology, food, and luxury items. They meet up with a mother ship periodically to offload loot and take on replacement boarding slaves.”

“I get the impression we’re considered disposable resources,” I observe.

“Definitely,” Mari agrees with a nod. “Sasha is from three groups ago. Gunther is from two. Talia and Moishe came from the group before mine. They picked Morjan up off a ship between their group and mine. Everyone else is from my group. Twenty of us arrived together and half have survived for the roughly two months we’ve been here.”

I chew on that thought for a moment. “All the guys mentioned their backgrounds. I’m assuming Talia is IDF based on her accent. I know your background. How were other ladies chosen?”

Mari drops her head to hide her face. “I think some hand-to-hand training is required, and obviously military background. Otherwise we’re chosen for our looks and our willingness to have sex.”

Holy shit! I think to myself. “I’m sorry, Mari. I didn’t know.”

She sniffs and says, “It’s okay. You had no way to know.” She sniffs again and looks up at me. “There was one other girl here with Talia when we arrived. Morjan was already starting to wig out—apparently he was in a situation similar to Moishe’s. According to Talia, Morjan was a really nice guy before that, and she enjoyed servicing him. But then he got bashed in the head and his personality started changing.”

“Must have been a slow bleeder. Normally things like that end up in death quickly,” I tell her.

She grins at me, “Are you sure you didn’t become a doctor?”

“Nope,” I quip. “A teacher. I’m able to teach advanced and honors high school classes in biology, chemistry, and physics in addition to vocal and instrumental music.” I tilt my head to the Colombian boys. “So you take care of our Latin American guys? I’m guessing that’s why they’re watching so attentively.”

Mari nods soberly. “I have them and Kobe. Talia has Sasha and Tommy. Shelly takes Ibrahim and Salah. She and Talia trade off with Gunther. Clara used to care for Tommy, but she quit spending time with anyone after her other four lovers all died in consecutive raids. We’ve all lost some, but she’s got a bit of a complex about it. We actually lose women faster than men, so we shuffle around to take care of the guys.”

“Why do you do it?” I ask.

She sighs heavily as she thinks about how to couch it into words. “The recruiter told us it was part of our duties. All of the ladies selected really like sex, and I think all of us have had… harems...of our own.” She licks her lips nervously. “We’ve talked about it, and we were all stringing multiple lovers along for sex at the same time when we were recruited. All the ladies have a very hedonistic view of sex. You might even call us nymphos.” She mutters, “It makes me sound like a whore.”

I caress her shoulder. “If you were a guy, everyone would be cheering you on. It’s messed up that we live in a patriarchal society and women aren’t held to the same standard as men. I’ve never been particularly willing to time-share a partner, but I’ve had serial partners myself and even had an intimate relationship with two at the same time. I’m not going to judge you, Mari. I’m just happy to see you again.”

She smiles shyly at me, “Too bad my dance card is so full. Despite nearly being a virgin, you were quite adept by the end of our first weekend together. I only had one boyfriend at the time, and I actually dropped him until after you left for AIT.”

I laughed. “I’m flattered, Mari.” I squeeze her hand. “You do what you think is right. I’ll back your play regardless. Besides, I’m not going to get blue balls soon.”

“Oh, really,” she responds with a grin and a sideways glance. “The purple girl?”

“No, but she claims she’s interested,” I chuckle. “Let’s just say that one of the other ladies on the ship gave me quite a send-off last night.”

“How long have you been here?” Mari asks.

I shrug. “Since the ship left earth.”

“Why haven’t I seen you until today?” she asks.

I pull Mari onto my lap and murmur into her ear. “I was recruited differently. Amanda was acting as an HR person where I was working. She took off my head, took a copy of my brain, and Dahlia grew me a new and improved body. Dahlia recently loaded me into this new body. Apparently, I’m bigger all the way around since this body didn’t suffer malnutrition as a child. I heal more quickly than before, plus I’m faster and stronger. I’ve been awake for six-or-seven days.”

“You’re also completely metro,” she chuckles. “I can’t believe you’re manscaping.”

“I’m not,” I admit. “Part of the new engineered body is that it doesn’t grow hair below the neck.”

Mari says, “That’ll be nice when someone goes down on you.”

“My companion last night found it enjoyable,” I admit.

“Still not saying who?” she asks.

“It was Amanda,” I admit.

“No shit!” Mari gasped. “She’s the recruiter!”

“Yes,” I admit. “Her sister, Dahlia, is the scientist. I think her mission is to figure out how to make renewable soldiers. She said if I get killed, they’ll just reload my brain into a new body. If they had recordings of everyone, then replacement wouldn’t require kidnapping anyone else. I expect the pigs would go for it based on fuel savings, but I don’t know how resource-intensive building a new body is.”

Mari shrugs. “I suppose so. So, how was the little blond in the sack?”

I chuckle. “I never talked about you, Mari. What makes you think I would talk about Amanda?”

“I’m just curious,” she answers. “I saw her punch a guy in the head. It popped like a melon. That girl is strong.”

“That she is,” I agree as I remember Dahlia and Amanda holding me immobile when I woke up. “She’s also sensitive and affectionate. In short, she is a complex person — just like you.”

“Fine,” she pouts. Then she gives me an evil grin. “So is everything bigger?”

“Apparently,” I smirk in response. “If you weren’t otherwise involved, I’d show you. You’re not the only one with fond memories of our time together.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to join my harem?” Mari quips. “I know I can talk the boys into it.”

I laugh, “I’m certain you can. I might consider a harem under the right circumstances, but I’m more interested in the traditional version than I am in a reverse harem.”

“Good luck with that,” she chuckles. “There is a serious shortage of pussy to go around.” She gets up off my lap and dusts her round buttocks with her hands. I enjoy the show before she says, “Speaking of which, I think I need to go reassure my boys.” She waves her fingers at me and sashays toward the guys in the corner. Kobe grins as she approaches.

Talia gets up and goes to sit next to Tommy, and Sasha scoots closer to me. I notice Shelly gets up and walks over to the Afghani and the Arab.

“So,” Sasha blurts out. “You are not taking a turn.”

“I got laid last night. No rush,” I tell him.

“Oh! Okay,” he says. “What questions do you have?”

I ponder all the questions in my brain and settle on the survival-related ones first. “I understand we’re supposed to be pirates. When do we train? What kind of training do we do?”

Sasha looks at me like I grew a second head. “Training?” he asks. “Why training?”

I look at him incredulously. “You said you were Spetznatz. I know they train a lot. Why don’t you train for this mission? Don’t you want to survive?”

“Eh,” he responds noncommittally. “I sometimes think death would be relief. Every time it gets close, I start fighting out of it.”

I try to ignore Mari engaging her mates in the background. I tell Sasha, “Mari said half the people are already gone from the group she came in with.

“Yes,” he nods. “Mostly American anarchists and Arabic jihadists. Not-nice people. There were some very attractive women, but most died.”

“So why not train?” I ask. “I don’t get the impression that anyone here is in a hurry to die. If someone decides they’ve had enough, they can get themselves killed easily enough whether they’re trained or not. Right?”

“Is true,” he agrees with a shrug. I see Mari straddling one of the Columbian boys while the other slides in behind her. Kobe stands next to her with his erect cock pointing at her face. Tommy is standing, leaning against the wall while Talia takes him into her mouth. Gunther slides behind her. Shelly has the Arab and Afghani guys backed up onto the wall with a cock in each hand—bobbing her head on one for a few strokes before switching over to the other.

I shake my head to clear it. Sasha frowns. “Is distracting, no? Is like living on porn film set. Is boring fast.”

“Yeah,” I agree. “I’m not sure that I approve of this arrangement.”

Sasha shrugs, “Talia say she do not mind. Tommy and Gunther are not a big investment. She usually sits with me. She fuck me when I want. Not too bad.”

“I don’t like that it’s their duty,” I tell him.

He nods, “Yes. Not ideal. I think is plan to keep us focused on sex, so we do not rise up. Pigs not very strong. Not very smart either. I think they have officers that are smart, or, how you say, cunning.”

I nod, “Yeah, I can see that. Dahlia insinuated the pig higher-ups are more advanced. These guys? They launch quickly off those reverse knees, but I think that’s about their limit.”

“What you thinking about training?” Sasha asks. I think I have his attention now. I drag my attention away from Mari getting stuffed in all her holes.

I shrug. “I don’t know how the boarding operations work. What weapons are at our disposal? How do victims generally react?”

Sasha nods as I look toward the pig on guard, trying to ignore Mari, Talia, and Shelly. Clara suddenly scoots in close and loops an arm through mine.

She shivers. I look down, and she says, “All the sex reminds me of my guys that died.”

I say, “You can’t take the blame for them dying, Clara.”

Sasha says with a nod, “Not your fault. You gave them much happiness. Them dying does not relate to you.”

“So, how do the boarding parties work, Sasha?” I ask.

The special ops soldier considers his answer. “Well, we usually only attack smaller cargo ships — small crews, no mounted weapons. Sometimes the pigs get greedy and pick larger one, but I think we only have taken one with external weapons and two with automated internal defense systems. We not kill everyone on ship, just anyone we meet. We try to bypass non-fighters early on, but they call for security forces. That ends with dead raiders. We not have tactics, weapons, training, or cohesion to manage that. We don’t even have common language.”

I nod and maintain my silence. Sasha says, “The pigs’ ship is OK fast, so they can catch most small ships. They catch with a grapple and then connect airlock to hull. Then,” he points to the corridor at a right angle to the door, “they cut hole to gain access. They know where cargo bays are. A good mission looks like this: we get in, find some valuable goods, and escape—no killing. We don’t have many good missions.”

“It sounds like you don’t have a lot of control of the target,” I say sympathetically. “What tactics do the boarding teams use?”

“We line up in corridor and go down ramp in pairs behind big, polished shields. We carry meter and half long iron pipes—three centimeters in diameter. Point man carries shield. Number of shields depends upon how wide corridor is that hole opens into. Shields are metal, maybe 1.3 meters tall, one meter wide and weigh about ten kilos. Polished surface reflects lower energy weapons like hand-held lasers pretty good. Laser rifles burn through shields over time because of higher power. Energized plasma weapons just...fuck your mother. They...suck. Yes, they suck. Even low-powered one will burn through shields in one or two shots.”

“Those are outside my frame of reference,” I admit.

“Da,” he says. “Was for me, too. I learn fast.” He sighs. “When we go in narrow corridor, one shield leads. Rest follow quietly and attack ship’s crew with iron pipes. Take weapons off their bodies. Attack until we find food stores, fuel stores, and cargo. Shield carrier guards and rest of party hauls cargo back to the ship. Exit hole and seal with adhesive patch. Pull back ramp. Close our airlock. Release grapples and fly away.”

“Okay,” I prod.

He nods and continues. “If corridor is wide, two shield carriers next to each other. If hole opens into three or four way intersections, those most dangerous. Usually medium or large ship. Bigger corridor lets ship get many troops to engage us. In this scenario, we use three shields. Big ship often has better weapons and bigger crew. We lose people every time.”

“What stage of the operation do you lose people most frequently?” I ask gently.

“Hunting for cargo,” he says decisively. “Can happen any stage, but hunting for cargo is worst. Pigs don’t always put hole in cargo hold. Have to find it. Crew ambush us. Returning to exit ramp is next worst.”

“Do you ever try to secure the crew?” I ask.

“No,” Sasha says vehemently and shakes his head. “Sneak and peek. Avoid detection. Get in. Steal. Get out.”

“Okay,” I acknowledge. “How about firearms? Why don’t we take firearms?”

“Projectile weapons are not good inside a ship,” Sasha explains. “Bullet makes hull breach. Much dying. Energy weapons can be just as dangerous on smaller ships. Most of time, crews armed with hand-held lasers. Also common to have axes, hammer, staffs, clubs, and knives. Sometimes small caliber, or subsonic firearms. If we attack bigger ships, hulls are thicker. Bigger ships are better armed. We run fast to make us harder to hit.”

“Great,” I say.

Clara squeezes my arm between her small perky breasts. When she has my attention, she says, “I don’t think the pigs want us to have weapons. They would rather we sneak on, steal stuff, and sneak back. They let us have the shields and clubs because the cost of the attrition would be too high without them. It’s high enough as it is.”

The heat from Clara’s body seeps into mine. I murmur, “Damn. I didn’t realize how cold I was getting.”

Clara says, “It’s not bad yet. It'll get colder when they shut the heat down for the night.”

“I’m from Phoenix, Arizona,” I tell her. “It feels like a winter day.”

Sasha says, “More like warm spring day. Night shift like cool fall day.” I grin at Sasha’s language. I really need to teach him about the joy of articles.

“It will get to about 15 degrees Celsius during the night shift,” Clara explains. “We sleep in cuddle puddles for warmth.”

“Jesus,” I moan. “I really have fallen into a bad porn space opera.”

Clara looks up at me with a sad smile. Sasha mutters, “Sasha Grigorovich Shcerbo, porn star. Has nice sound, yes?”

Clara and I both laugh. I say, “I need to move around to warm up.”


4
Training



Ido a variety of exercises from the Army’s physical training regimen. Jumping jacks, or the side straddle hop, as the Army called it, are the start of my warm up. That leaves me really missing a jockstrap and a pair of PT shorts. I drop and do pushups until my muscles fail. Then I do fifty air squats to work my quads. I drop to the floor and do back bridges—right leg, left leg, and then both.

Sasha and Clara join me at that point. We do burpees next. I get to thirty-five, but they both burn out earlier—Clara gets fifteen, and Sasha gets twenty-one. I guess my new engineered body has some advantages. That, and the fact that the twelve torture sessions probably helped.

We take a circuit around the bay doing walking lunges. By that time, it appears that the sexual games are done. Shelly rinses her pearl necklaces off her awe-inspiring breasts and joins us in the circuit. Kobe, Tommy, and Gunther hop in on the third lap around.

We stop at three laps, and do pike push-ups. We follow those with jump lunges. By that time everyone but Salah has joined in. He sits in the corner and watches, his expression inscrutable. I’m covered in a light sheen of sweat despite the cool temperature and lack of garments.

“Anyone up to try hand-to-hand?” I ask. “We all have some training in that, right?”

Mari translates for Alejandro and Fabian. Ibrahim just looks confused.

Fabian grins and responds. Mari translates his response, “They got some hand-to-hand in their army training. He says it’s probably the only thing he learned that’s useful in this situation.”

I nod. I point out Sasha and Talia. “Spetznatz and IDF. You both got extensive hand-to-hand, right?”

They respond with short quick nods.

Clara says, “I taught hand-to-hand to Afghani recruits.” I cock an eyebrow at that, but nod despite my skepticism. I remember Mari mentioning during our short romance that she studied judo and her unit did hand-to-hand training in the sawdust pits.

“Marine hand-to-hand,” Kobe says. “Corporal Kobe Jackson of the Dragoons!” he barks proudly.

“Horse-mounted infantry?” Clara asks skeptically.

Kobe actually grins. “No, ma’am. Company D, 3rd Light Armored Reconnaissance Battalion. The unit’s nickname is ‘Dragoons.’ It’s a matter of pride.”

“I was trying to imagine a Marine on a horse,” I tell him. He chuckles at that.

Tommy says, “I was in the Royal Dragoon Guards out of north Yorkshire. The recruiter picked me up in Afghanistan like she did with Captain Lane when we were overrun.”

“Who?” Shelly asks.

“Me,” Clara says.

“Oh,” Shelly says. She raises her hand, “Tech Sergeant Shelly Christiansen. U.S. Air Force Pararescue; I was a ‘PJ.’ I had just jumped into Afghanistan to pull out a pilot. He was dead when I arrived, and I was captured by Mujahedin. Amanda pulled me out before they could hurt me. She brought Ibrahim along since I was fighting him at the time.”

“And still you…” I trail off.

Shelly shrugs and looks at the floor. “Girl’s gotta have her vices,” she murmurs.

“It’s not my place to judge, Shelly. I just have difficulty wrapping my brain around it,” I answer firmly. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”

She smiles shyly at me. “Please do. That’s part of my kink.” That causes my new ‘super-control’ penis to challenge me. I push the urge down.

Gunther says, “I vas Panzergrenadier. Not much hand-to-hand dere. I vas alzo in SCA. Mostly old-style veapons combat. Not wery much fisticuffs.”

“Okay.” I acknowledge everyone. “How about we pair off with a partner who’s roughly the same size and has similar expertise. Go about half-speed. I’m assuming you don’t normally do this.”

Mari grabs Fabian and explains to the boys what the plan is. Fabian says in Spanish, “If I win, I get to fuck your mouth.”

Mari answers in Spanish, but my chip translates as she says, “Okay, but if I win, I get to stick my arm up your ass and strum your prostate like a banjo.”

Fabian’s complexion turns grey at the thought of it.

We all work with our partners for a while. Fabian isn’t happy that Mari beats him soundly each round despite his greater strength. She finally switches to teaching him. After a few rounds with our first partners, we switch.

We’re about to call it quits after a final round when Salah finally gets up. He calls out brashly, “Let’s see what you really have, Naked American. I’m going to kick your ass.”

Everyone backs out into a circle, and Salah shoulders his way toward me. That’s when I notice several pigs watching, too.

“Okay, Salah. Since I have a nickname, I think you should too. How about the ‘cowardly camel jockey.’ Maybe ‘CCJ’ for short. That work for you?” I ask. Talia chortles and Salah fumes.

“I’m right here, CCJ. Do your worst,” I invite him.

Salah charges me as though he’s going to tackle me. I step off the line and push his head down while smacking the base of his skull. I learned how to do that from CSM Montgomery after he knocked me out with it about fifty times. Salah drops like a sack of flour.

I circle around his feet, and wait for him to wake up. I tell the group conversationally, “A relatively gentle tap on one of three spots at the base of the skull will cause a knockout.” Sasha nods. Talia looks thoughtful.

Salah groans and starts to slowly crawl to his feet. He looks around until he spots me squatting behind him. I stand and hold my hands up. “You let me know when you’ve proven your point, CCJ,” I tell him gently.

Anger paints Salah’s face and he takes a boxer’s stance, but he dances around more like a MMA guy. I let my hands hang, and he attacks. I glide away from his hooking punches and jabs. He doesn’t lose control like I expect him to, so it seems he’s had some decent training. He throws a blisteringly fast Muay Thai style kick at my leg with his left leg. I step up the circle to my left and snake a single knuckle inside his left hooking punch to strike his right carotid artery. Salah wobbles, and I lower him gently to the ground as he falls unconscious.

“Strike chokes to the carotid artery are a high-percentage knockout. Strike with all your knuckles or the edge of the hand to increase your percentage. A fist can work well too, but there are issues with fitting it into the target depending on the size of the attacker.”

Salah wakes again and slowly gets to his feet. He’s fairly close when he throws a hard, right, straight punch at my face, causing him to step through. I parry it inward with my left palm and kick his right shin as he’s about to plant his right foot back on the ground. I hammer my right fist into his rib cage as he falls. Salah face-plants on the metal deck with a groan.

Sasha observes, “I like to use that one on karate guys.”

I grin, and Salah vaults to his feet.

I practice maneuvering out of the way and use aiki techniques on him. Needless to say, Salah spends a lot of time on the ground.

Salah lets out another groan as he slowly gets to his feet. I tell him, “It’s a good thing you ran away that day, Salah. I was in a very good state of training at the time compared to how I am now. I would have killed you, too.”

Talia asks, “Devlin, would you play with me a bit?”

I nod. “Sure, Talia. If Salah is done.” Salah waves as he stumbles back to his favorite corner. Ibrahim looks thoughtful.

Talia knows her stuff. She attacks, and I counter. That starts a flow, where we go nonstop. At one point she pulls my knife from my belt, which surprises me. Even so, I have trained unarmed against knives, so I manage to take it away from her. We work the knife back and forth until she is sitting on her ass, and I’m up close behind her with the knife at her throat.

Talia says as she gets up. “Good training. I was a Krav Maga instructor in my unit. Moishe was senior, but I was next best. You are fast. I’m Talia Rosencrantz.”

“So you are fast, too,” I tell her. “Very skilled. It was an honor, Talia.” Talia gives me a delightful, sweaty hug and steps away.

“My turn,” Sasha says.

I slide the knife back into my belt and shrug. “Okay.”

Sasha’s style is different, kind of like Krav Maga and Wushu rolled together. His attacks are all obviously kill techniques—not a lot of variety, but plenty of brutal efficiency. He stays low and relaxed the whole time, which makes it a lot like fighting a jiu-jitsuka in some ways, too.

He reaches for my knife repeatedly, but I use it to lock him up each time. He’s good. I think Talia might be better. Then again, he might be playing with me. If he were going all out, he might have taken me. I really can’t decide

We finally call a halt after I choke him out.

We all rotate through to get water, and then take our seats. Mari goes to get her reward off Fabian.

Talia sits between Sasha and me. Sasha says, “I think I recognize your style, then you do something different.”

Talia nods. I shrug in acknowledgement. “My mother taught me Okinawan Karate when I was a kid. I got decent at that. Then I trained with my Sergeant Major while I was in the Army. He mostly used a style he called ‘Samurai Bujutsu’ with added stuff he picked up everywhere. I started studying with his teacher when I got out of the Army, so mostly bujutsu over the last two years.”

Clara crawls onto my lap and leans back against me. “You’re sweating Devlin. I’ll keep you from catching a chill.”

“Slut,” Shelly mutters.

Clara grins at her. “You’re one to talk, slag.”

Shelly grins despite the flush of embarrassment. “Thanks, Clara. I didn’t know you cared.” Shelly slides up next to my right arm. She’s even more distracting than Clara, but I’m having trouble getting past the picture of her jacking off the two guys in the corner.

I look back to Talia and Sasha. “So lots of classical jiu-jitsu with aiki techniques, swords, staffs, knives, and other improvised weapons like chains, etcetera.”

“That could be useful here,” Sasha observes.

Talia says quietly, “We can make room for you in my harem, Devlin.”

I sigh and say, “I’m flattered, Talia. Honestly, I have a problem with the idea of being in a harem of men. I would have no problem with a harem of women, but the other way is problematic for me.”

Sasha says morosely, “Wait until you get blue balls. You change your mind.” Then he grins. “Besides, is big porn movie. All males must fuck all females.”

I laugh, “I’ll pass for now.” I catch Talia’s eye. “I’m sure you’re worth swallowing my pride for, Talia. I just can’t do it right now.”

“Not even for me?” Mari asks over her shoulder as she washes her hand.

I laugh. “I know you’re worth swallowing my pride for, Mari. I still can’t do it.”

Shelly looks at me closely and chews her lip, keeping silent.

Talia says with a smirk, “You haven’t fucked until you fucked an Israeli girl.”

I chuckle, “My experiences with Israeli girls lead me to believe you.”

Clara says quietly over her shoulder, “I’m not servicing anyone. Do you think you could break my curse?”

“You’re not cursed, Clara,” I tell her.

“I feel cursed,'' she says. She turns back to the front, and presses her body back into mine.

I nuzzle her hair and turn to Sasha and Talia. “What did you think of our exercise?”

Talia nods decisively. “We should do more of that. I don’t want to die on a spaceship piloted by pigs, millions of kilometers from home.”

Sasha says slowly, “We need to work on tactics even more. We are not unit. We are bunch of individuals with different backgrounds. If we want to survive, we must be one unit.”

“Yes,” I agree.

Kobe sits cross-legged in front of us. “How do we do that? All of us have tactical training, but it was all with firearms and bayonets.”

I sit up at his comment. “Actually, bayonet drill might translate well to the pipes you were talking about.”

Kobe frowns mildly. “They’re a little shorter than a rifle with a bayonet, but it might work.”

“How long are they?” I ask.

He shrugs. “Roughly four feet.”

I nod, “That'll be close. Plus, that’s the length of a jo staff. Jo and sword tactics should translate. I can teach those. Maybe we start off with you teaching bayonet drills to get everyone on the same sheet of music.” The Marine nods. “Then we can go to squad tactics with the bayonet. I can start adding some jo skills once we get fairly smooth on squad tactics.”

Shelly says, “My medical training as a PJ is about on par with a medic or paramedic. I can give everyone a refresher on first aid, but the problem is we don’t have much in the way of supplies.”

“I’ll ask Dahlia. I gather from what she said that I’ll be having post mission briefings with her,” I tell the Air Force sergeant that looks like a Playboy Bunny.

She smiles at me and a little bit of life shows in her eyes. Mari says, “We can try to grab some on a raid.”

“Gettin’ ta keep ‘em might be a problem,” Tommy says as he joins the circle.

“One problem at a time, Corporal,” Clara murmurs softly.

“Aye, Captain,” he responds.

The pigs walk in pushing a cart in front of them with a bunch of bowls. I’m already familiar with space food, so I’m more interested in the pig in the doorway. I’m guessing this must be one of the NCOs. He looks different than the others. The immediately noticeable things are that he’s taller and more humanoid than the others—about my height. He doesn’t have reversed knees. His face looks more human-like, but with the pig snout and tusks. His build is more like a stocky high-school football player.

Everyone gets out their spork and picks up a bowl from the cart. I dig the utensil out and join the queue. The pig sergeant watches everything I do. I finally lock eyes with him and eat my stew.

When we’re done eating, each of us washes our utensils and bowls in the basin and dumps the water down a toilet. I put my spork in its pouch and return my bowl to the cart. Gunther and Kobe empty the basin down the toilet when everyone is done and replace it with a fresh one the pigs bring in. Then the porcine patrol leaves us, carting all the empties out.

Mari beats Clara to my lap, so Clara ends up sitting between Talia and myself. Shelly sits close enough to converse, but leaves a little breathing room on my right.

Clara tells me, “A few hours after they turn out the lights and everyone lays down for the night, the guard will usually sneak off for the night. We should be able to get the shields and pipes for practice.”

I look at her curiously. She says, “I don’t sleep much at night.”

“I always have a hard time sleeping in the daylight, but I can do it,” I muse. “Maybe we should go reverse-cycle.”

Gunther says, “Dey turn ze lights on ven dey bring breakfast. Vee only get two meals a day, so vee vouldn’t lose anyt’ing by sleeping t’rough mid-day.” Alejandro and Fabian join the circle, leaving only the Arabic and Afghani guys out of the discussion.

Shelly says, “We’re getting enough to keep our muscle mass, but not enough to keep from burning fat off. You’ve lost a lot of fat, Gunther. It makes your cock look bigger.”

The big German blushes. “Danke dir, Shelly. Das Gedächtnis der Vergangenheit haben.”

She looks befuddled, so I translate. “He said ‘thanks for noticing,’ Shelly.”

The blond wet dream nods with a smile that almost reaches her eyes.

Talia says, “Weapon skills and tactics at night. Hand-to-hand and fitness for a couple of hours before the second meal. Rest, stretch, and fuck until lights out. Clara gives us the all clear, and we get the shields and weapons. We can work with them for a few hours and return them to storage.”

“They are just across corridor,” Sasha muses. “They do not lock door.”

I nod and look at the two loners in the corner. I call out, “Salah. Ibrahim. Join us.”

“Do they have to?” Talia snivels.

“No, Talia. They don’t have to. But, I thought maybe they’d like to stay alive, too,” I answer. She frowns but acquiesces with a curt nod. The two guys get up and join us.

I tell the group, “My mother was a single parent. She tried to raise me to have a strong moral compass, but we didn’t have the luxury of going to church, since she’d always have to work on Sundays. Sometimes I would go to church with a friend, but usually I helped my mom so she could finish sooner. My religious education was essentially reading illustrated Bible stories as a kid. As a result of my upbringing, I think I have a strong moral compass despite having no appreciation for a religion trying to be a second government in the back of my head.”

I grimace and try to get back on track. “What I’m trying to say is, we all have different beliefs, but we’ll die if we let them divide us. I have as much or more reason to hate Salah as anyone does. I lost friends in his attack. Others were maimed. As an only child, my friends are my family. But that’s all ancient history at this point. I have to let all that crap go. I’m assuming Salah probably had relatives in his unit that were killed because my unit didn’t just lay down and die.”

“A brother and cousin. The guy on the machine gun got my brother. You crushed my cousin’s chest with that iron bar,” he says. He and Mari translate to the non-English speakers.

“Do you want to die, Salah?” I ask rhetorically. He shakes his head slowly. “Me, neither,” I respond. “Lean in close.” Everyone does, including Ibrahim and the Spanish speakers. I murmur, “We need to learn how to fight together to survive. I think we can eventually kill the pigs and take their ship for our own. I don’t know if this ship has the ability to reach home or not. Regardless, we can build a life for ourselves here and be free. Maybe transition from pirating to cargo shipment to make a living.”

I let that sink in while Mari and Salah translate. I listen closely, thanks to the translation chip in my head, and nod at how they get the ideas across.

“For this to work, we all have to want to live,” I continue. “We all have to be willing to set old prejudices aside to work together and support each other as a unit. The ladies are already going above and beyond.”

“Not so much,” says Talia. “Above and beyond would be servicing Salah and Ibrahim. I’m not ready to be that open-minded yet.”

“Well, again, I can’t cast any stones,” I respond ruefully. “I can’t get around the idea of sharing a woman.”

“You could get around to sharing yourself with a bunch of women,” Mari observes and then translates.

Before I can answer, Clara says, “That’s not so hard to imagine. I’ve had three women in a bed at once.”

Everyone looks at Clara in shock. She responds, “What? I was training a bunch of Afghani women. There were no men allowed nearby, and I had needs. I taught them about field sanitation and discovered that many of them were attractive under their hijabs and uniforms. I arranged for several to share my tent. Usually just one or two, but I had three at one time.” She looks vacantly into the distance and smiles as she reminisces. “That was a party.”

“Basic training was it for me,” Mari says. “No men around and my roommate was a hot, slim red-head. I ate that pussy like you wouldn’t believe. Our sergeant heard us one night and joined in. She was a gorgeous dark-skinned, athletic black woman.” She grins as she reminisces. “Damn, she was a hellion. She’d eat one of us while tribbing the other. Then we would rotate. Good times.”

“You all make it all sound so tawdry,” Shelly scoffs. “My highschool sweetheart was another cheerleader. I have always leaned more in that direction than toward guys. I ended up experimenting with guys on deployment because the only other women around were fucking guys. It made me feel so dirty to have sex with men, and that’s when I discovered my kink.”

Salah looks scandalized as he translates to Ibrahim. Ibrahim shrugs and relates how it was customary for older Afghani warriors to bugger young boys. He had his turn on both ends of that stick, but he says he still prefers the blond slut. I notice Salah doesn’t translate any of Ibrahim’s comments. I’ve heard of it in the Turkish army and the French Marines, too.

“I’m boring,” Talia says. “A couple of drunken kisses and pets with women is all. Otherwise, I’ve been on the search for the perfect sausage. We all showered together and slept in the same barracks—kind of like this. I did pull a train in the barracks once. Three of us women each took a bunk, and a fourth kept score; she was on her period and couldn’t play. The game was to see how many loads we could take before passing out. I won by three.” She seems pleased with her accomplishment.

I wrap up this topic as several ladies take note of turgid cocks. “Regardless, the ladies have had to let go of social norms to help you gentlemen stay sane. You’ve had to let go of feeling possessive of a particular woman as well, right?” Everyone nods.

“We need to do the same things with our home cultures,” I tell them. “Arabs, Afghanis, Ukranians, Americans, Germans, and Brits. Those divisions can’t stand if we want to survive. You don’t have to let go of your beliefs, just your prejudices.”

I see nods. “So, training starting tonight?” More nods. “Kobe will lead us in bayonet drills. We’ll start with U.S. Marine bayonet training for a baseline, and we can add to that baseline over time. We can also start on squad drills.”

I look around to see who I could recommend for that, as I’m definitely not the right guy. I’m about to tag Sasha when Clara says, “Talia, why don’t you lead that? You and Kobe both have experience teaching it.”

Talia nods decisively. “Yes. I will consult with the other NCOs. I was a sergeant. I’m also an expert instructor in Krav Maga.”

“Corporal,” Tommy says.

“Corporal,” Kobe says.

Talia looks at Shelly. Shelly responds, “Tech Sergeant, but I was a solo operator. I’m not a good candidate.”

Talia looks at Sasha. He shrugs and nods. “Mayster-serzhant. Like U.S. Army Master Sergeant.”

“Top,” I say. “First Sergeant of our unit.” The soldiers all nod.

Talia asks, “What was your rank, Devlin?”

I smirk. “I was a buck sergeant, three stripes. My specialty was a clarinet player in the army band.”

“What?” Kobe gasps. “I got my ass handed to me by a U.S. Army clarinet player? Unfucking believable. Don’t ever tell that to another Marine. They’ll strike me from the list.”

I chuckle, “Well, I am Airborne.”

“Shee-it,” Kobe spits with disgust.

“My Sergeant Major taught me to fight like I do. He was infantry, Ranger, and Special Forces, with multiple combat jumps,” I explain. “He was the real deal.”

“You’re not going to make me feel better, Airborne,” Kobe mutters.

Mari reaches over and grabs his cock. “I’ll make you feel better, Kobe. Shall we retire to your corner?”


5
Night Maneuvers



Everyone scoots off for a little play time, leaving Clara on my lap. I wrap my arms around her waist, and she lays her hands on top of them. I murmur into her ear, “I guess that makes you the Company Commander, Captain Lane.”

“I guess so,” she says. “I’m not sure that you aren’t doing that already.”

I shake my head, “I’m not comfortable with formal leadership. Being a sergeant in the band wasn’t that strenuous, but I quickly learned that I do much better in an informal role. I’m not the most knowledgeable on small unit tactics, and with fourteen people here, we’re essentially a reinforced squad.”

She murmurs over her shoulder, “I wonder if we should be prepared to break into two squads.”

I nod, “Maybe. We can discuss it with the rest of the group tomorrow.”

Clara says, “Yeah. I could use a little nap.”

“Stretch first. Then sleep,” I tell her.

“Right-o, Sergeant Devlin,” she smirks.

“Walsh. My name is Devlin Walsh,” I correct her.

“Then stretch, Sergeant Walsh,” she replies with a grin.

“Yes, ma’am,” I smirk.

We both find a piece of floor and stretch. I do some traditional martial arts and Army stretches. Shelly washes the jism off her face and chest and joins us. Clara then leads us through some basic yoga.

We lay down on the deck afterwards, and Clara curls up on my left side. I wrap an arm around her as Shelly slides close to my right. With two naked women laying against me, Little Frankenstein decides to raise his mutant head. My thickening cock brushes Clara’s leg, and she raises her head to look at him.

She takes a good and murmurs, “Goodness! Talk about a fat little pig!”

Of course that gets Shelly to lift her head to take a look. She moans, “Oh, my.”

Clara says, “I bet you’d be willing to do more than wank that.”

Shelly nods as she stares. The lights go out, and I murmur to the ladies. “Sleep, ladies.”

“How can you sleep with that?” Shelly whispers.

“With discipline,” I answer and tell my little friend to go to sleep. Funnily enough, he droops almost immediately. I gotta give credit where it’s due; Dahlia’s bio-engineering apparently works well.

I lay there on the cold, hard floor and try to shut my brain down. A few minutes later I drop off between the two naked ladies’ warm bodies.
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I wake to a clicking sound. I open my eyes to see the lights flashing off and on. I look around and the lights turn off.

Clara is snoring softly with a trail of drool running out of the corner of mouth onto my chest. I shake her gently. She wakes with a startled “Wha?”

I murmur, “The lights were flashing off and on to wake us up. I think maybe Dahlia is watching out for us.”

“Who?” she asks.

“The recruiter’s sister,” I explain quietly.

“I’ll see if the coast is clear,” she says and bounces lightly to her feet.

I shake Shelly slightly. She slides up on top of me and starts kissing me until she wakes up. She bites her lip and says, “Sorry, Devlin.”

“Don’t be,” I tell her. “You kiss very well.”

She smiles shyly and says, “Thank you. Is it time?”

“I think so,” I answer. “Clara is checking.”

I see Clara ghost out the door. A moment later, I hear a cart rolling across the floor in the corridor before she appears pushing a bin with staffs and shields.

I ask Clara, “Can you turn on the lights?”

She reaches outside the door, and the lights turn on.

Shelly and I wake everyone up by gently kicking their feet. Slowly everyone gets up and goes to grab a pipe.

It’s roughly jo-staff length—about four feet. I’m guessing it’s about 1.75 inches in diameter because it has about the same circumference as my rattan jo back home. That’s probably a blessing because it weighs at least ten pounds. A quarter of that weight in rattan would be ideal, but this is what we have. Bayonet and jo techniques will definitely work better than sword techniques for most of these folks, especially with such a heavy stick. If I think about it like an Okinawan oar, I might be able to use it as a polearm. Gunther might be able to swing it like a battle axe. We’ll have to see.

Everyone takes a turn at the pissoirs, and then Kobe gets us all armed and lined up facing front.

Kobe has everyone grab their staff so their primary hand is about four inches from the butt and their second hand a little wider than shoulder width up the shaft. That leaves at least a foot of metal sticking out the ‘bayonet’ end. Kobe has everyone practice thrusting, then launching forward to thrust. Finally, we work on cutting downward, both without and with the launching footwork.

After practicing in the air, Kobe has us work with partners through a variety of combinations, talking the defender through using the thrusts and cuts as defensive tactics.

Once everyone is reasonably comfortable with the basics, Kobe has us switch to a right foot lead, and then we all go through the whole routine top-to-bottom again. We finish the bayonet sessions with controlled freestyle, facing off right-to-right, left-to-left, left-to-right and maneuvering from one to the next. Kobe is very deliberate to ensure that everyone gets a variety of experiences to help them learn. He’s a good martial arts instructor.

After a short break for water and stretching, Talia has us form up and starts us working on squad drills. We identify several scenarios, but we stick to the most basic one—a basic single file entry through a narrow corridor into a larger room. We decide after some discussion to always have two shield bearers up front, and then have them pull abreast when we enter the larger room. Those that follow would peel off right and left to clear the room. Clearing is going to be tricky if anyone we meet has firearms or energy weapons, but we can only work with what we have.

We stop there for the night. After we put the weapons away, Clara leads us through some stretches before we break to rinse the sweat off, drink some water, and lay back down. Clara and Mari are tucked up next to me, and Shelly is cuddled up against Clara. I find it interesting that Talia is the only one of the women that sleeps with one of her harem of men. I mentally shrug it off and fall asleep quickly.

Some time later I’m awakened by the sound of a rolling cart. The lights turn on and a pair of pigs roll in a cart of food.

Everyone groggily wakes up and gets in line. ‘Sergeant Pig’ isn’t attending this morning. I guess he didn’t find me very fascinating. We all grab food and sit down to eat; there’s a lot of meat in it. I chew my meal as slowly as I can, but it’s soon gone. Once we’ve all cleaned our bowls the Colombian guys swap out the water basin.

After the pigs leave, I lie down in my habitual spot. With a warm meal in my stomach, I quickly drop off. I stir as somebody cuddles up to me, I crack an eye open to see Clara’s head on my left shoulder. I’m about to close my eyes again when Shelly lays down on my right hand side and lifts my arm to wrap it around her shoulders. I wrap an arm around Clara, too, and fall asleep.
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The day passes in a fog of sleep. I wake up after dozing for a while. It’s difficult to talk myself into sliding out from the two pairs of breasts...I mean, the two ladies that were keeping me warm. I manage to resist the temptation of their soft skin and delicious curves. I get up and relieve myself, and consider myself lucky that Dahlia went for the ‘hairless below the neck’ option, given the lack of toilet paper.

Once I finish, I use my razor and belt to mark off a rough 20-yard shuttle run course. I stretch and jog a couple repetitions. I run down the middle of the bay at a jog until I am warmed up. Once my body is good and awake, I sprint through the course, count to twenty, and do it again. I go through ten sets followed by walking around the cargo bay for a couple of laps. After that break I do ten more repetitions with a ten count for a break. I’m definitely missing my running shoes by the end of that set. I thought that training on hardwood floors would have toughened my feet, but apparently not.

Wait a minute! I think to myself. I now have brand new feet that haven’t been through all that conditioning. I decide to stop running for today and dread the inevitable pain I will feel later after having pounded them on the metal deck.
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Soon after I start stretching, Clara joins me. “Follow me, Devlin,” she says.

She leads me through some yoga stretches. She coaches my downward pike position, what she calls ‘downward dog,’ to really pull in my lower back and the back of my thighs.

When I finish stretching, I notice that Clara and I are the only two not engaged in some kind of sexual activity. Talia is pulling off Sasha and approaching Tommy with a sexy sway to her slim hips. Shelly has just finished yanking off the two jihadists, so she duck-walks over to Gunther. Gunther stands, and Shelly takes him in her hand.

Clara points out, “Notice how she never fucks them. She relieves the pressure in their balls, washes up and forgets about it.”

“Why?” I ask. “Why not go farther if she’s as much of a nymphomaniac as Mari described?”

“She’s willing to do her part, and she gets a rush from them squirting on her, but she doesn’t really like any of them,” Shelly says. “Gunther smelled really bad when we first got here, and she’s never gotten past that. I keep thinking she and Tommy might hit it off, but Tommy’s put off by her ‘wanking wogs and krauts,’ as he likes to say.”

“I’m going to quickly get tired of watching everybody fucking,” I grumble to Clara quietly.

“Come with me,” she says. I follow her, and we turn into a little alcove to the left side of the cargo bay about a meter before the door to the corridor.

The alcove is about two meters across. It reminds me of the ramps at the airport that lead passengers onto the aircraft. Clara leads me to the controls next to what appears to be an airlock. She indicates a small portal. I look through the thick glass to see a two-by-three-meter chamber with an identical door across from this one.

“Look at this,” Clara says as she points to the control panel. In standard European letters, I see the words ‘Adelte, The Boarding Company, Barcelona, Spain.’

I look at her quizzically. “Am I hallucinating?”

“No,” Clara answers quietly. “A friend of mine works as an engineer for them. This is how we cross into the ships we pirate.”

I chuckle maniacally. “This is the best they could do? There’s gotta be a better way to do it. Two objects moving in space held by a rigid, lightweight construction like an airport jet bridge doesn’t sound ideal.”

Clara says, “Maybe. The ship that brought us connected a bridge from JBT Aerotech. I was in the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers. I studied engineering. If they connect the two ships together well, a semi-rigid construct like this would be sufficient for moving goods from one ship to another,” she says with a shrug.

When Clara drops her shoulders, her breasts jiggle, and I can’t help but notice.

She grins and asks, “Do I have your attention?”

I look back up to her eyes and grin back. “Frequently,” I answer.

Clara slides closer and rests her hands on my waist. Little Frankenstein immediately shows his interest. “Devlin, it’s been a long time for me.”

“How long?”

“Twenty-three days,” Clara says immediately with a haunted look. “That’s an eternity without sex for me. I’m positively gagging for it.”

I cock an eyebrow. “Really?”

Clara nods seriously. “It’s the third longest stretch since I discovered I could get pleasure from a man’s cock. The longest was in Afghanistan, and I already told you I turned to women rather than do without.” She pauses a moment before murmuring, “Fucking Tommy!”

“What’s Tommy got to do with it? I’m sure he’d help you out,” I say. I send a mental command to Little Frankenstein to calm down. He wilts quickly.

Clara turns away from me for a moment. She turns around and leans against the wall of the alcove with her arms crossed under her breasts defensively. “We had just lost Christopher, which left Tommy and Ian as the last two in my group. While he was fucking me, Tommy says ‘I’ll probably die next. This quim is jinxed.’ I couldn’t get it out of my head. Then we lost Ian. The day after we lost Ian, Tommy yelled across the bay, ‘Get that jinxed quim over here.’ That was the breaking point for me.”

I step closer to Clara and kiss her. “You’re not jinxed, Clara. Your pussy isn’t either.”

Clara puts her fingers on my lips. “We don’t kiss, Devlin.”

“Shelly kissed me, so I assumed it was okay.”

“She did?”

“Yeah,” I confirm as I back away. “I’m willing to help you with your problem, Clara. But if you’re not willing to kiss me, I think you might as well just use your fingers.”

Clara looks at me for about a three-count before she launches herself at me and devours my mouth.

I press Clara against the bulkhead of the short corridor and caress her flank. She raises a leg and hooks it around my hip.

I reach down and rub the head of Little Frankenstein along Clara’s moistening folds.

Clara moans into mouth and thrusts her hips forward, so I find her entrance and slowly push inward.

“Such a nice fat one,” she moans as I pick up her other leg.

“Oh! So good,” she moans as I start to move.

I step back just a bit and bend at the waist so I can suckle Clara’s petite breasts as she squirms to help my thrusts fill her tight channel. She holds my head tightly as I lick and suckle her nipples and breasts.

Clara whimpers and then gasps, “Oh, yes! That’s it, Devlin. Give it to me harder.”

I release her breasts and starting fucking her hard against the wall of the corridor.

Clara’s passage is so wonderfully tight and slick that I have to concentrate to stay on the edge of my own release.

She whispers urgently, “I’m gonna go.”

“Do it,” I urge. “Scream my name, Clara! Let me know I’m making you feel good!”

She doesn’t scream, but she does start to keen through her nose with a cute little expression on her face. I could watch her come on my cock for hours. Her lean abs and thighs clench hard, and her channel squeezes me tightly.

I lean in to nuzzle her neck and kiss her face while I hold her through her bliss.

When she can speak, she gasps. “You didn’t go.”

“No, and it was a challenge,” I tell her. “You feel so damn good that I was going to come before you. I wanted to make sure you had at least one good orgasm before I let go. So I had to edge, but I’ll join you on the next one if you’d like.”

“I’d like that a lot,” she says before biting her lip.

I set Clara on her feet and spin her around. “Lean against the wall, sexy.”

Clara bends forward at the waist and leans forward with her head resting on her forearms against the bulkhead.

I line up and enter her from behind. Damn! I think she’s even tighter than before, courtesy of the orgasm. I press forward and the entrance of her channel stretches around my girth. Once I’m in, I find she’s definitely wetter than when I first entered her.

I hold Clara’s hips and begin to slowly fuck my new lover. Looking down at my cock sliding in and out of her, the tight ring of flesh holding onto my cock momentarily as I pull back, I think I might actually be a little bigger around than I was before.

“Uhn...uhn...uhn,” Clara grunts with each stroke. “Tha’s. Love-ly. Dev-lin.”

“Glad. You. Like. It,” I grunt in return.

I extend a thumb toward Clara’s pink, tightly puckered, asshole.

She whips her head to look back over her shoulder, “What’re you doing?”

“It’s just my thumb, Clara. Only for pleasure, not pain. I’m just going to rub the entrance,” I tell her while trying to keep my rhythm going.

“I couldn’t take a cock in my ass,” she whispers.

“Are you sure, Clara?” I tease and press my thumb into the pucker just a wee bit.

Clara gasps, “Not interested. I’d...I’d...Lord, Devlin! What are you doing to me?” My other hand is rubbing her clit as I tease her asshole and fuck her pussy. I have to use my forearms to pull her to me, but it’s worth the effort to coordinate it.

“I’m making you come, Clara.”

She moans, “Bloody yanks come instead of go. Of....of...go with me, Devlin!”

I do.

I unload deep within Clara with a grunt, feeling her cervix with my cock head as I splash her insides.

“Oh, ye-e-e-essss,” she hisses quietly. She arches her back, and I capture her torso. My right hand lands on her left breast, and Clara pushes my hand into it as she pushes the breast into my hand. She leans her head back, and I kiss her as we ride out our bliss.

I hold Clara for a while and then we saunter back to the bay. Sasha is watching us closely, but then I see Gunther fucking Talia from behind. Maybe Sasha’s just looking for a distraction. I sit in my habitual place, and Clara sits to my right. Shelly is washing off the fruits of her labor at the basin.

Sasha says, “Is interesting having Earth parts on pig spaceship, no?”

“Yeah,” I agree. “Either Amanda is busy, or they have agents on Earth.”

“I think second one,” the Ukranian Spetsnaz soldier says. “Little recruiter too busy finding people that won’t be missed.”

“You’re probably right,” I agree.

Shelly sits next to Clara. Clara holds her fingers up covered in my jism. Shelly sucks them into her mouth and moans.

She whispers, “I need a turn with him.”

Clara whispers, “I’m not going anywhere else. He can meet all my needs—maybe yours, too.”

“I would need you to help meet all my needs,” Shelly says seriously. “The boys have been scratching my kink, but that’s no comparison to the soft embrace of a woman.”

Clara turns to see me looking at the two of them. She turns back to Shelly, “You, me, and Devlin?”

“Yes,” Shelly nods seriously. “That would be perfect.  I’ve lusted for you for since I met you, and he’s so nice.”

I turn my attention to the pigs at the door, but I hear Clara say, “I suspect he can be very not nice if the situation calls for it. However, I would happily be your lover.”

I don’t hear a response, but Kobe and Mari groan loudly.

The pigs wheel in dinner to the accompaniment of Kobe’s and Mari’s orgasms. I notice Tommy staring daggers at Clara. Clara, Sasha, Talia, and I are standing together waiting until everyone has a bowl. Tommy continues to glare at Clara until I lock eyes with him. He turns his attention elsewhere quickly.

We eat, clean up, and change out the water basin. Same food. Same routine. I don’t foresee much mealtime variance in our future.
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That night we did a refresher with the staff and continued the squad drill from the previous night. I noticed that Talia referred to it as a platoon drill for the first time. She had us work on a drill in which we broke into left and right squads and repeated the same drill. The main difference is that we took two shields per squad. Then we worked on advancing as an entire platoon starting in a two-abreast formation. We finished the night’s training with the narrow corridor drill again, but we adjusted so that we alternated members from each squad and carried two shields per squad, making this drill essentially the same as the wider corridor drill.

Then we laid down to catch a few hours of sleep. The noise of the cart woke me.


6
My first raid



We do the meal-time drill, and I walk laps around the bay slowly for a bit to digest. Clara joins me after the first couple of laps. We walk side-by-side without speaking. We don’t touch, we just walk companionably. By the time we’re done walking, everyone else is napping.

Mari and Shelly are cuddling in my normal spot, so Clara and I lay down to their right. Clara kisses me quickly and lays down on my shoulder. We fall asleep quickly.

Tooli wakes me by kicking my feet none too gently.

“Hey,” I growl.

“Find this, you must. Dahlia wants,” the violet woman says. She holds out a small, coarse piece of carton similar to cardboard. There are symbols drawn on it.

Tooli explains, “These symbols, container has. Bring back and to me, give it.”

I translate Tooli’s language into English and hand the paper to Clara. She puts it in her pouch.

“Okay, Tooli,” I acknowledge. “Where do we find it?”

“Main cargo bay,” she responds. “Exact location, know we not.”

“Okay. I’ll see what I can do,” I answer.

Tooli pouts and points to Clara, who is now sitting beside me. “With you should I be lying, that one not.”

“I have another shoulder, Tooli,” I answer. “How long before we go?”

“Knowing, I do not,” she answers. “Shoulder can I lay upon?”

“Sure, Tooli. It’s not very comfortable,” I answer.

Clara looks at me, so I translate. She answers, “Not true, Tooli. His shoulder is very comfortable. There’s one for each of us. Join us.”

I lie back down and quickly fall back asleep with a naked woman on each shoulder.

We’re awakened by the squeals of a pair of pigs and the loud snapping cracks of whips.

Tooli is squatting in the corner to my right. All of us slaves roll to our feet quickly.

The pigs roll in the carts with shields and pipes. Despite our training, everyone kind of crowds around without any order at all. I slide up next to Clara and Sasha.

“Captain, are you forming the troops or is the First Sergeant?” I ask.

Sasha says, “I do it, Captain.”

Clara nods, “Carry on, First Sergeant.”

Sasha bellows, “Grab weapons and fall into position with squads! Gunther, Kobe, Tommy, and Devlin carry shields. MOVE!”

We all grab weapons as assigned and fall into our squads in columns. Once we’re all in place, Sasha inspects the ranks. He calls out, “Left face.”

The English speakers all snap to the command, the rest following soon after. Sasha executes an about face—no mean feat in bare feet on a textured metal deck. I see two pigs in clear helmets and space suits walk into the airlock carrying what look like little kitchen torches.

Clara posts in front of Sasha, and I focus forward. Sasha salutes. Clara returns it. Sasha hurries around the tail end of the formation.

Clara keeps it short and sweet. “Stick to your training, and watch out for each other. Sasha and I will be watching to the rear—‘your six,’ as the yanks say. If we have to split, Sasha will go with Squad One, and I’ll go with Squad Two. Any questions?”

“No ma’am,” most of us bark back.

Clara calls out, “Platoon! Right. Face.” We manage to get everyone facing towards the corridor in our squad columns. I can’t tell what the pigs think from their expression, but Tooli is shocked. “Stand easy,” Clara calls out. We all rest our weapons and shields on the ground.

We wait for about fifteen minutes for the two pigs in space suits to return. I notice they both have knees that bend like humans’ do.

The pigs that woke us snort and squeal instructions. “Grain find. Fuel find. Electronics find. Fuel, fuel, fuel.”

Clara nods and calls out, “Platoon! Atten-SHUN!” We all pick up our weapons and assume the position. “Forward. March.” I have my shield hanging from across my right forearm with my staff in my left hand.

We actually march in step into the alcove until Clara gives the command, “Platoon, deploy.”

I switch my weapon to my right hand and place my left hand on Tommy’s left shoulder blade. Talia has her hand on my shoulder.

We ghost down the ramp across the short abyss of open space separating our ship from our potential victims. It really is like walking down a jet bridge in an airport. Gunther enters the ship first, followed by Tommy. We alternate between squads and form up again inside the dark space on the other side.

My vision quickly acclimates to the low light, and I discover we’re in a cargo bay not dissimilar to ours. This one is filled with boxes and crates. We form a perimeter and assess the situation.

Sasha says, “Squad One, hold the exit. Squad Two, hunt.”

Clara nods, “Do it.” She falls in at the rear of our squad formation. Tommy and I ‘lock’ shields and walk through stacks of goods. There are boxes, crates, and sacks of goods.

I hear the sound of boots, so Tommy and I stop. We all duck low and set a perimeter. The boots walk off, and Clara grabs a box that’s about sixty-by-thirty-by-thirty centimeters. The characters look familiar. Clara squats in the middle of our perimeter. She holds up the paper from Tooli. It looks like the same characters as on the box. I nod to Clara and turn back to watch my sector. She speaks in pidgin Spanish to Alejandro and hands him the box. He ghosts back towards the door.

We continue our patrol through the stacks of goods and find several piles of grain. Clara looks at the stenciled image of the grain on each stack and eventually points at one of the stacks. Salah and Ibrahim pick up a sack each and carry them back to the exit. Alejandro returns and grabs one. Talia takes Tommy’s shield, and he takes a sack of grain. Salah and Ibrahim each grab a second. Everyone returns and we start cruising the stacks again.

We start looking through the cartons for I don’t know what. I’m about to ask what we’re looking for when I hear voices. I drop in place, and Tommy drops a moment later.

We listen to try to figure out how many are out there and where they are. Talia pats me on the shoulder. I turn to see Clara pointing at me, Talia, and Alejandro. Ibrahim takes my shield and I slide back with my staff. Alejandro points at my knife. I pull the blade and hand it to him. He ghosts off. Talia and I follow him with our staffs.

We work our way deeper into the cargo hold, with Alejandro leading. Talia and I follow closely behind, and I turn to watch our six periodically. On the third rotation, I see some type of humanoid security guard step out from between the stacks. He has light blue tinted skin and open nostrils with no actual nose. He’s wearing tan coveralls and a jacket, and he’s brandishing some kind of pistol.

I’m lucky. I’m exactly halfway between two lights. I slowly fade back behind the box, but he starts moving my direction. I fade back farther and check over my shoulder to find Talia watching me. I hold my staff over my head pointing in the direction of the guard. Talia nods and fades into the next aisle. She waves me back to do the same, but I shake my head.

I inch close to the corner of the stack. The stack is taller than I am, so the humanoid can’t see me. The light is far enough behind me that it’s not casting a shadow into the darkness of the intersection in front of me. I set the end of the staff silently on the floor and stand loosely with one hand at the top of the staff and the other about six inches lower. I breathe deeply and release the tension in my body. I sink slowly into my feet just before the guard rounds the corner.

I explode forward, whipping the bottom of the staff up, knocking his arm up into the air before smashing up into his chin. I slide my hands down toward the base and reverse the direction of the staff’s swing. The staff gently whistles as it descends. I launch forward and drop my weight deep into my legs just as the staff makes contact with the point of his forehead.

Boxers try to avoid hitting that spot, as hitting someone’s skull at that point would break their hand. My steel pipe staff doesn’t have that problem. I hear a crunchy, squishy sound as I drive the guy to the deck. I kick the guy’s weapon back toward Talia before whipping the staff over my head. I whip the pipe down to strike over the guy’s heart. Blood erupts from his mouth.

If he wasn’t dead already, he definitely is now.

I hear another guy call out. The chip in my head translates it to, “Hey, get over here! They haven’t found the fuel yet. Get over here!”

I drag the guy up against the stack of crates. He has a vest that has a bunch of pockets. I pull it off him and check for anything else of value in his pockets. I find a folding knife, but that’s all I recognize. I put it in my pouch and glide back toward Talia.

She murmurs, “Impressive. That was not from our bayonet drill.”

“No,” I murmur quietly. “Do you have the guard’s weapon?”

Talia nods. “Yes. It’s similar to one I acquired on another ship. The controls on this one are nearly the same.”

“Great,” I respond quietly. “I never worked with a pistol, so I’m happy to leave it to you. I’m decent with a rifle if it comes up.”

Talis smirks and nods. “We need to find fuel.”

I nod, “They’re setting up to defend the fuel. I can understand them with the chip in my head.”

She nods decisively. “First we recon. Then we form a plan of attack.”

“Let’s go,” I murmur in response. “I heard their voices in that direction.”

“Come,” she beckons.

Talia leads us through the shadows thrown by the stacks of goods. Things seem to be going well.

I spoke too soon. As we emerge into the aisle on the far side of the cargo bay, we literally run into someone.

Talia is knocked back into me, and we both tumble to the ground, dropping our weapons in the process. Whoever hit us trips over our bodies and lands on the ground. My pipe rebounds off the bulkhead to roll back toward me, so I slide out from under a heavy pair of legs and snatch the pipe up while I assess our new opponent. Talia picks up her pistol as the being rolls over and sits up. Its weapon is about thirty feet in front of it. From my position, I can see the other guards setting up a defensive barrier around a stack of cargo.

I’m guessing the being in front of us might be male due to the heavily muscled chest and loincloth it’s sporting. It’s skin is dark, pebbled, and leathery. I assess the thing to be about seven feet tall as it stands. It has a sharply angled face, leathery dreadlocks rather than hair, small pointed ears, and a mouthful of sharp teeth. Its powerful arms end in big hands with short claws, and its feet are also clawed.

The thing yells out something that the chip in my brain translates as “It’s the naked pirates!”

The guys at the defensive perimeter laugh, and this thing makes a noise similar to a wheezing rattle that I assume what passes as its laugh. A blast of energy hits it in the chest. It laughs and barks something with ‘hoo-mahn’ in it.

I yell at Talia, “He says he can shake off stuns all day. Can you turn the power up to eleven?”

Talia yells back, “Keep him busy while I find that control. I’ve never done that.”

“Fuck,” I mutter under my breath as I stand in front of him. I set the base of the staff on the ground, again electing to use jo tactics rather than bayonet basics.

The giant being steps forward and hammers his hands together like he wants to claw them into the sides of my head. I drop below his hands and swing the long-held end of the staff into his left knee.

He grunts and backhands me a glancing blow as I drop lower. I drive the long end of the staff into his loincloth, and that causes him to flinch quite a bit. Unfortunately, he’s able to snag my staff. He quickly rips it from my hands and tosses it aside.

I bounce against his leg and fall at his feet. I do about the only thing I have available—hook my foot behind his ankle and kick my right heel just below his knee. The thing stumbles backward slightly, and then another energy blast hits it in the throat.

It falls backward and lands on the ground. Alejandro appears behind him and shoves the shiv deep into the beast’s eye.

I say, “Sorry, big guy. We don’t want to be here any more than you wanted to die today.” I look at Alejandro. “Gracias.”

He grins and responds, “De nada.”

Out of nowhere, Alejandro’s head disappears in an explosion of red mist.

Alejandro’s body drops, and I see a violet-skinned woman with a carbine at her shoulder. An energy blast hits her center of mass, and she drops to the ground. I pull my shiv from the beast’s eye and dart forward to grab the woman’s weapon. It has a sling, which I drop over my head. I pick up mine and Alejandro’s staffs, and Talia and I ghost behind a stack of cargo just as a barrage of energy blasts strikes where we were standing.

Talia looks at my weapon. “Turn that knob back about three increments.” I follow instructions.

She gives me a quick orientation to the weapon. “This is the safety.” I nod. “This button is the trigger. This may have a bigger power supply than mine. I don’t know if that means more power per shot, or more shots. We’ve run into both cases.” I nod an acknowledgement. She says, “Give me Alejandro’s staff. I can carry two and still fire my pistol. You need both hands free to shoot that carbine. Leave your staff if you have to. The pigs have more.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I tell her.

Talia stares in my eyes for a moment. “I like you, Devlin. You did well back there. Stay alive.”

I smirk before responding, “Yes, ma’am.”

I follow Talia’s sinewy figure around the cargo stacks. We run into Clara with Salah, Tommy, and Ibrahim.

She grins at us quickly. “Where’s Alejandro?”

“Dead,” Talia says. “We ran into one of those dark dreadlock giant beasts. Alejandro finished him off with Devlin’s shiv, and then some bitch that looks like Devlin’s friend Tooli vaporized his head. I shot her in the chest, and we stole her carbine.”

Clara nods, “The pigs want fuel badly. They kept repeating ‘fuel,’ ‘fuel,’ ‘fuel’ just before we left.”

“You understand them?” I ask.

“They said it in English,” Clara says. “They’re hard to understand, but we’ve had lots of practice at this point.”

I nod, and Talia says, “I could get up on a stack of cargo with the carbine and pick most of them off; I passed by a stack of large cartons in a good position. A good pistol shot could hit them from the side.”

Tommy says, “I’m good with a pistol. I could take a shield and the pistol.”

Talia asks, “Devlin, can you get him back to where Alejandro died?”

I think for a moment before responding. “Yes.”

“Okay, that’s what we’ll do. Sasha reported that they haven’t run into any guards, but he expects a party to show up soon to repel boarders. I agree. Let’s not dally,” our Captain says. “Do it.”

I pull the sling of the carbine off as Talia orients Tommy to the pistol. She says, “It’s very lightweight. It’s going to be more likely to pull toward your trigger finger than a standard pistol when you shoot one-handed. I recommend using the very tip of your finger to depress the trigger button.”

Tommy nods. “Got it.” He takes the weapon and picks up his shield. Talia leads us back. I give her a boost to get on top of the stack of crates, and then I lead Tommy back to where we had our last fight.

Tommy sets the shield in front of him and waits. Talia soon starts her attack, and the defenders start losing heads. They start shooting back, and that’s when Tommy brings his pistol to bear.

Eight bodies drop. Talia shouts, “Go! Hurry!”

Tommy says, “Let’s go, Devlin,” and rushes toward the pile of bodies. He shoots a couple of them again.

Talia joins us and the rest of our squad follows shortly afterward with Fabian and Gunther in tow.

The crates of fuel turn out to be full of rocks. While I’m trying to figure out where the forklift is that stacked them three high, Tommy hands Talia the pistol. Gunther and Tommy crawl up the stack and push the corner crate out. It’s about 1.5 meters wide, 1.5 meters tall, and two meters long. Ibrahim, Salah, Talia, Fabian, and I lower it to the ground. The damned thing is pretty heavy.

They push two more off the top, and then we start pulling down the second tier. Clara collects all the weapons and distributes them. Talia hands her carbine off to Fabian and gives me another that Clara found. Talia keeps two pistols, and Clara gives one to everyone else and hands out the three knives she also salvaged. Everyone lays their staffs on top of a crate. Clara leads us back toward the exit. Fabian pushes a cart behind her. Salah, Ibrahim, Tommy, Gunther, and I push the rest in order. Talia carries the shield and covers our rear.

Apparently the crates have little rollers in the bottom. They’re hard to get started, but they roll along pretty well once you get them moving.

As we proceed through the stacks, I see one particular stack that appears to have graphics similar to the carbines. I stop and quickly grab some carbines and place them on top of my crate to the accompaniment of Talia’s urging.

“Devlin, what are you doing? Go!” she barks.

“More of these carbines,” I tell her.

“Hurry!” she orders.

I stop at ten and push hard to catch up with the team. I follow Gunther around the corner when I hear a roar.

Three more of those giant beasts with dreadlocks are running towards us. One of them raises a weapon that looks like a narrow crossbow and fires. Talia gets behind the shield, but she’s blown back into me by the impact of the weapon strike.

I bring my carbine up and shoot one that’s raising his weapon. He drops the weapon but stumbles backward with a laugh. I adjust the strength up to the max and then back one. I shoot his buddy in the chest, and a hole appears. I get the one that’s reloading and then the one I first shot.

I scan for more as I help Talia to her feet.

“God!” she exclaims. “That sucked!” She picks up her weapon and the shield. “Go, Devlin!”

I push forward and finally reach Sasha’s team. They cover the flanks as we push the heavy carts through the hole in the ship's hull and up the gentle incline of the ramp. I notice it’s easier to maneuver the carts on the ramp than I expected.

Talia explains, “There is a gravity field in each of the two ships. Those fields extend just slightly beyond the ships. You may start to float in the middle if they don’t keep the ships close.”

I grunt in response, “So you could walk on the surface of the ships?”

“I don’t know. I hope to never find out,” she answers. “I know the pigs have big heavy boots. Maybe they have magnets in them. It may depend on the ship and the type of gravity technology they use. I was never great at science.”

I push my cart into the alcove, but the stronger gravitational force definitely makes it harder to push again. The two pigs in spacesuits pass me and hurry down the ramp. A team of pigs directs me to keep pushing the cart out of our home bay and down the corridor past the lifts. They direct me into a bay that’s more tightly stacked than the cargo bay we just left, and I pass stacks of all kinds of cargo, both opened and closed.

I wheel the crate into place next to the others. The six of us make a stack of crates two wide by three tall. A couple of the pigs cinch them in place and another pair herds us back to our own little bay. They take our carbines, staffs, shields, and most of the pistols. I know Talia managed to keep one in her belt pouch.

The pigs in space suits exit the airlock, and the ship pulls away from the one we attacked.

We all crash on the floor.

Mari is weeping. “Did anyone see what happened to Alejandro?”

Talia holds her hand. “Yes. He just finished killing one of the dreadlock giants with Devlin’s shiv; he stabbed it in the eye. A woman shot him in the head from behind immediately afterward. The weapon vaporized his head.”

I hug her. “I’m sorry for your loss, Mari.”

My former lover hangs from my neck and weeps into my chest. Kobe joins our cuddle, and he eventually manages to pry her off me. He picks her up and carries her to his corner. He sits and pulls Mari into his lap to comfort her. He looks at me with a challenge in his eyes, but I just nod with what I hope comes across as approval.

Eventually, the pigs show up with water for us to clean ourselves up. Tooli arrives at that point and takes me by the arm.

“With me going, must you,” she says. Either her language is getting more consistent, or I’m just getting used to it.

“Okay, Tooli,” I say. I wave to Clara and follow the violet skinned woman out of our bay, up in the lift, and into Dahlia’s lab.
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After action



Isee Moishe on a table getting checked out by Dahlia.

I wave, “Hello, Dahlia. Moishe, are you feeling better?”

“Ye-yes,” he says with a smile. “Me-my vision is better, the head a-aches are gone, and the stu-stutter is better. Ap-apparently, I’m going to ha-have that for a while.”

Dahlia nods. “It may disappear over time, or it may be permanent. Your muscle function is good, your reactions are good, and I think you can return to the bay.”

“To-too bad,” Moishe sighs. “The sleeping ac-accommodations here are much be-better.”

Dahlia tells him, “They are doing hand-to-hand training and squad drills in the bay,” she looks at me to confirm that she used the correct term. I nod, and she continues, “No hand-to-hand or strenuous activity for twenty days if you can manage it.”

Moishe says, “Yes, Duh-doctor.” He smiles.

“Tooli, please escort Moishe back to the bay,” Dahlia says.

Moishe slides off the exam table, and Tooli leads him out of the room.

Dahlia has me lay down on the exam table, and connects a bunch of diodes to my body and head. As she works, Dahlia hums quietly the intro to Rhapsody in Blue that I played a few days ago. I close my eyes and start to drift off. Despite the thin mat on the exam table, it’s exponentially more comfortable than the bare metal decking in our little barracks bay. I fall asleep in no time.

I wake to a pleasant warm sensation on my cock, but it quickly disappears. I open my eyes to see Dahlia crawling astride me. Little Frankenstein is standing at attention. Dahlia is looking down at me inscrutably as she slots me in her channel.

She says, “Your penis tastes good. Which was that?”

“Clara,” I answer. “Shouldn’t you kiss me first, Dahlia?”

“I cannot reach your mouth yet,” she murmurs as she sinks down on me. Her eyes roll up into her head. “Your Clara tastes good.”

“I hope to find out soon,” I confess. “We were rather in a hurry.”

“Oh, this is a vast improvement,” Dahlia moans as she starts bouncing up and down on my cock to get it seated inside her.

I laugh, “Improvement over what?”

“Your first prototype. Baseline biology,” Dahlia moans. “Your original dimensions were pleasing, but this is so much better.”

“You never got to ride the original,” I laugh.

“Actually, I did. I’ll explain later,” she says urgently. “Devlin, please. Comfort me.”

I sit up and wrap my arms around the little pink android. Sitting on my lap, her face is right in front of mine. I kiss her gently, and her arms wrap around me as she grinds her pussy on my cock. Her darker pink areolae turn bright red and distend as her nipples harden. I lean her back and suckle the rosy tips of her small breasts, and Dahlia moans her approval as she slides her tight, wet pussy up and down my cock.

Dahlia’s body suddenly locks rigidly, and her pussy spasms tightly around me. Then she relaxes and begins to quake as she experiences a climax. I swear, if they hadn’t told me, I wouldn’t be able to tell that Dahlia and Amanda are androids. I kiss the small nymph-like woman, and she devours my mouth in return as she rides her bliss.

We break the kiss, and I caress Dahlia’s soft face. She bites her lip shyly before asking, “Again?”

“Sure, sweetie,” I agree readily. “Stand beside the table and bend over it.”

Dahlia grins, climbs off me, and slides to the floor. I follow her and pull her back with a hand on her throat. Dahlia tilts her head back, and I grab her lips with my own. She pulls my left hand from her abdomen and pulls it down to her womanhood. She grinds her clit into my hand as I cup my fingers around her moist lower lips and devour her mouth.

She turns in my arms, and I caress her lovely, tight, little tushy. Dahlia murmurs into my mouth, “I want to look at you, Devlin. Maybe you can do the bendy thing later.”

I pick Dahlia up by her tushy and set her right on the edge of the pad of the exam table. I press forward into Dahlia’s gaping channel, and I swear she sucks me in before her tightness clamps around me.

I start a strong, deep rhythm as Tooli walks in the door.

“Almost got caught, did I,” Tooli gasps. “Oh no! A turn, I want,” she whines.

Dahlia leans back on her hands and gasps in time with my thrusts, “Soon, Tooli. Devlin is comforting me right now. Maybe you can help him into the cleaner.”

Dahlia spasms again. I grab her legs and use them to pull her to me as I roughly pound into her. Dahlia’s climax spirals higher as she chants, “Oh! Oh! Oh!”

I groan loudly as I come with her.

As my body starts to unclench, I lean forward, and Dahlia wraps her arms around me.

I murmur, “That was fantastic, Dahlia. You are a wonder.”

She hums in response before she kisses my neck. “Mine,” she purrs.

“Staking a claim already, Dahlia?” I chuckle.

“Yes,” she says. “I built your body, and I’m claiming you as mine.”

“I hope you can share, or Amanda, Clara, and Tooli will be disappointed,” I say lightly despite my misgivings about her word choice.

Dahlia shakes her head and leans back enough to look into my eyes. “I’m not looking for a slave, Devlin. Just someone that I can count on for comfort. It’s been so long.”

“I’m happy to comfort you, Dahlia,” I assure her. “You comfort me as well, my beautiful, pink lady.” I lean in to kiss her again.

As I lift away from her lips, Dahlia says, “I was afraid you were going to say your sex machine.”

I lean in and murmur in her ear, “Not unless you want me to, Dahlia. You are one of the most human people I know, my sweet, beautiful, pink lady.”

She grins at me. “Definitely mine,” she murmurs.

I nod. “Definitely.”

Dahlia points to the shower. “Cleaner. Tooli will give you a couple of minutes, but she might join you after that.”

“Yes, dear,” I kiss her again and slowly pull out of her.

I walk to the shower and ponder how different Dahlia is from Amanda despite them having physically identical bodies. Dahlia is less expressive and cuddly than Amanda. Dahlia just seems hungry for touch. I’ll have to ensure I shower her with affection.

I scrub my hair and body and the mist slowly washes away the lather. The shower door opens and Tooli steps into the small cabin with me.

Tooli says, “Someone like me killed one of your team, the skinny one said. Sorry Devlin, am I.”

I hug her. “It’s not your fault, Tooli. You would defend us and yourself. That’s all she was doing. Same for those giant dreadlock monsters. I didn’t want to kill any of them, but I wanted to die even less.”

Tooli fires off a litany of questions. “Big? Green skin, dark? Kill, very hard to do? Tall, very? Skins long like from head hanging?”

“Yes,” I tell her as I wrap her in a light embrace. “Yes to all of that; although, I thought their skin was black. I fought one off with a staff while Talia shot it. She had to set her weapon at higher power to penetrate its skin. Alejandro finished it with my shiv before the lady that looked like you shot him. I shot the other three big dreadlock guys.”

The shower cabin isn’t particularly roomy, so keeping my arms lightly around Tooli seems like the logical move. She lays her hands on my arms and looks up at me. “Scrub me, you will?” Tooli asks shyly.

“Of course,” I tell her.

I get some soap from the dispenser into my hands and rub it onto Tooli’s lush body.

She looks harder than her flesh feels under my hands. She’s a big girl, easily as tall as me. Where Dahlia and Amanda are petite nymphs and the pirate girls are all lean and compact, Tooli is big and lush, built for pleasure and breeding. Her limbs are as big as mine, her hips are wide, designed for fucking and birthing, and her breasts are easily as big as Shelly’s. I don’t know a damn thing about dress sizes, but I’m guessing Tooli is at least two sizes larger than Shelly, who’s the biggest of the four ladies in the cargo bay that I’m starting to think of as ‘the barracks.’

Tooli is very passive. I scrub her, move her, position her. When I have her clean, I press her up against the wall of the cabin and gently kiss her.

I use my hands and discover why Dahlia upgraded Little Frankenstein. Tooli’s channel is very generously proportioned. Any smaller probably wouldn’t do her any good. I manually stimulate her pussy while I suckle her lips, neck, and breasts.

When Tooli starts to pant, I push her against the cabin wall. “Do you want me, Tooli?”

“Much, do I,” she moans. “Much so.”

“Here?”

“Everywhere,” she moans.

I raise one of her legs, and she wraps the other around me. I enter her welcoming depths, and we slowly build speed until I’m banging her against the wall of the cabin.

Tooli groans loudly and squeezes my cock repeatedly while her abs and legs spasm. I can’t help but come inside her.

We lean against each other until Tooli slowly sets her feet on the ground.

I kiss her and then turn on the air dryers. We touch and caress as we spin slowly in the jets of warm air. Tooli is giddy, giggling and almost dancing. She’s very sexy, but in an innocent way. She knows she wants sex, but doesn’t realize the effect she can have on men. Despite the challenges of talking to her, I’m growing fond of her quickly.

When we exit from the cleaner, Dahlia greets us with bowls of food. I pick up my belts and bowl, and we follow Dahlia to a fairly large mat in front of the large screen on the wall. A display of various celestial bodies plays as a slideshow on the screen as we all sit cross-legged on the two-by-two meter mat.

Dahlia asks me to relate my experiences on my first raid. I give her my account of events as we eat.

When I finish, I ask her to tell me about some of the other races in space.

Dahlia nods and starts her narrative. “The first male you killed, the one with light blue skin and only nostrils, is called an Overdatch. They are 97% DNA-compatible with humans. Overdatch can and do interbreed with humans. They do a lot of work in mines. The registration of the ship indicated it belonged to a fuel mining company, so raw fuel was the big thing the pigs wanted. This ship can use either raw or refined fuel, plus we can trade the ore. It was a happy surprise that they had the devices I was looking for.”

“The woman that looked like Tooli is a Morecock. Tooli’s father, a human from a different planet, captured a Morecock woman on a raid. They became a mated couple. Tooli is the result. Morecock are 99.5% compatible with humans and they make good mates for humans. The violet skin and the green growths are an evolutionary symbiosis. The growths are viral, similar to the viral skin growths humans get,” she explained.

“Like warts?” I ask.

“Yes,” she confirms with a nod. “These ‘warts’ absorb radiation, which is a common issue with space travel. Early space travellers would frequently die young from radiation-caused illnesses. Modern ships, even a piece of junk like this one, are built with robust shielding to defeat the various wavelengths of radiation in space. Tooli’s people evolved from humans working in mines and living underground on a planet with high radiation. The violet pigment and the green warts evolved to help them survive. The virus acts as a symbiote for the Morecock people, running through their blood. If radiation levels are high, more warts will appear. The virus also harvests cells damaged by radiation and free radicals in the bloodstream. It’s the most useful virus I’ve ever encountered. It makes the Morecocks desirable for work in space, so they are frequently enslaved or recruited for space mining and E-V-A work.”

“E-V-A?” I ask.

“Extra-vehicular Activity,” she clarifies. “Now, since mining was, and is, hard work, only the largest and strongest Morecocks survived and bore children. The women with the widest hips and birth canals had the most successful deliveries. As a result, Morecocks are large people with violet skin and green warts. Tooli has relatively few ‘warts’ because of her human father. Humans are immune to the virus that creates warts in the Morecock. I suspect the virus has a harder time growing in Tooli as a result.”

I nod, and Dahlia continues. “The ones you call dreadlock giants are Kruoll. They claim to be descendants of the Kra’chak, a legendary race of space imperialists. They’re not, but the Kra’chak are a legend in many cultures, so the Kruoll adopted them as their ancestors. The actual Kra’chak are beings from another dimension. They look like rather large, nondescript humans. Their defining features are their aggressiveness, their contempt for other races, and their ability to pass nanotech machines to their offspring to help them survive. Their universe is essentially the same as ours, but a mirrored version that is out of phase with ours. At the atomic level, the particles move in the opposite direction of what they do in ours—similar to how the water flows differently closer to one planetary pole versus another. It makes it difficult for them to live here. They have come over the teratines, but never stayed long. The Creator, my creator, had one as a captive. It eventually ran out of its little nanites, which were apparently keeping it alive. It experienced great pain until it died.

“So, beings from this alternate universe can travel here, but can’t survive?” I ask.

“Kra’chak can’t,” Dahlia says. “High Elves can. They can dimension hop. Something about their biology allows them to manipulate matter to change phase, pass into other dimensions, and thrive. Some standard elves can jump along the dimensions of time and space, but it’s a rare ability. Standard elves can use what they call technomancy to amplify the ability. There are few in this arm of the galaxy, but more in other sectors. Now, the Kruoll are a different species altogether.”

Dahlia gets up and grabs a couple of beakers. She fills them from a water tap and brings them over. She hands one to Tooli and takes a large sip from the other before handing it to me.

“The Kruoll look essentially humanoid, but they share relatively little DNA compatibility with humans. Their skin is similar to reptilian skin from your world, and their internal anatomy is as much piscatorial as it is reptilian or human. Their skin is very thick, hard to cut, and it absorbs and disperses energy. Outside the Allied Systems, their hides are highly valued for armor,” she explains.

I nod and say, “I can understand that. The thought of skinning it actually crossed my mind, but I didn’t know how I could manage to cut through a hide tough enough to absorb a blaster.”

Tooli says, “Just fine, bladed weapons cut them. Very sharp, must be.”

“What about the pigs?” I ask

Dahlia says, “Piigs.” She pronounces it differently than I would. “P-i-i-g-s. The porcine people that run the ship are an engineered race. They were created by the Creator from feral porcine beasts, similar to wild boars on Earth. He mixed their DNA with human and Org DNA with the intent of creating a tenacious warrior race. He needed them as he had created some powerful enemies. He succeeded to a great degree. The Creator put them on ships and sent them out to harass the ships of his enemies. They started taking human and Org slaves to raid the ships, and so the Naked Pirates became legendary.”

“What are Orgs?” I ask.

“Large, powerful, humanoids. They tend to have grey or green skin, dark hair, and tusks,” Dahlia explains. “They are easily as warlike as humans, but generally bigger and stronger.”

“Sounds like a race of beings from our fantasy literature,” I observe.

Dahlia shrugs. “The Piigs were very successful—too successful. The Creator's enemies banded together to hunt them down and destroy the Creator’s space station. The Creator disappeared with Mother, the original prototype for my sisters and me. My sisters and I escaped, but we were hunted down over the next fifty gigatines by the Piigs and eventually enslaved. The Piigs bred and rebuilt their population while migrating away from the systems of the Creator’s enemies out into the fringe systems. Unfortunately for them, it became apparent after several generations that the offspring were starting to mutate. Apparently, the gene therapies the Creator used were not permanent. The Piigs became less humanoid and more Orgish and porcine. Starting with the tenth generation, the Org influence started to disappear, too. Offspring were born with the reversed knees and slender forelimbs of their porcine ancestors.”

I watch Dahlia’s eyes come back to the present. “They now operate from a carrier class ship. There are rumors of a planet they’ve claimed as a home world, but I’ve found no specifics. The eldest breeding female and the eldest males with no signs of mutation rule the Piigs from that carrier. They have a fleet of small, lightly armed or unarmed cargo vessels to pirate, a destroyer class ship to protect the carrier and a couple of armed corvettes. Merchants meet the carrier at secret locations to trade for the pilfered goods.”

She turns and looks at me. “Our captain is eleventh generation and his direct staff are fourteenth and fifteenth generations. They are very old, very wise, and very crafty. The elders are even more so. They’re already watching you; they perceive you as a danger.”

I nod. “Lovely.”

I ponder that for a moment before asking, “How long before our next raid?”

“It depends,” Dahlia says. “We’re currently on a route that is highly travelled, but the hold is also pretty full. We’re not expected to meet with the Mother Ship for another seventeen stans.”

I ask, “How do we go about getting those weapons we pilfered for our raids?”

“Slim chance,” she answers with a frown. “The Piigs don’t trust you not to turn against them.”

“I saw mats, blankets, and clothing in the hold. It all looks like it’s been rooted through,” I tell her. “Can we get some of that? We would sleep better, and be more effective on the raids.”

Dahlia shrugs, “Maybe the mats. Blankets and clothing are things they use, but they all have bunks to sleep in. I will ask.”

I frown. “Okay.”

Dahlia smiles at me. “Enough of that. Tooli looks hungry. Comfort us, Devlin.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I say with a grin.
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A pirate’s life I know



Idiscovered over the next couple of hours, or handful of kilotines, that Tooli and Dahlia are comfortable being intimate with each other. Neither is shy about touching, kissing, caressing, or anything else. Dahlia would sit on Tooli’s face while I fucked the violet-skinned Morecock woman. When Dahlia was on her hands and knees, Tooli would be pleasured by Dahlia’s tongue. While they sixty-nined, I would thrust my cock into one pussy or the other. When Tooli rode my lap, Dahlia would lean in to kiss her and suckle her breasts.

We had sex until Tooli and I were worn out. Dahlia apparently doesn’t get tired, but she had a very satisfied look on her face as Tooli and I wrapped her up in our arms before we fell asleep.

When we wake up, I jump into the cleaner for a quick shower. Tooli kisses me as I step out of the cabin before jumping in herself.

Dahlia hugs me tightly and holds me for a long moment. I caress her back and kiss her hair while she squeezes me.

I ask, “Will I get to see you again?”

Dahlia nods into my chest. “For at least your first ten missions. The Piigs are very interested in what I did with you, but I think it’s because they want me to build new bodies and load loyal pigs into them. Doesn’t matter.” She looks up at me. “There are a variety of reasons why that won’t work, but I’ll probably end up ruining several experiments before they give up.”

Dahlia caresses my face. “I find you to be nearly as exceptional as Amanda says you are. I am very hard to impress.”

I lean down and kiss the pink android. “Shall we break our fast, or am I doing that with my teammates?”

“With your teammates. You woke up early enough that you can be back before the Piigs arrive,” Dahlia says as Tooli steps out of the shower.

I kiss Dahlia goodbye, and Tooli escorts me to the barracks.

I sneak in and find Shelly wrapped around Clara. I lay down behind Shelly and spoon her with an arm draped over both of the women. Their warmth soon has me dozing again.

The Piigs wake us after a while. Clara gasps when she sees me. She jumps over Shelly to land on me and kisses me. She gasps, “I was worried when you didn’t come back, Devlin.”

“I had an in-depth interview about everything, I got a mist shower, a meal, and I got to sleep on a mat,” I tell her.

“With Tooli,” she teases.

“And Dahlia,” I admit with a smirk.

Clara chuckles, “You definitely don’t have a problem with the harem idea.”

“No,” I laugh with her. “I guess I don’t.”

Clara gets up and offers me a hand. “As long as you’re the pivot person,” she teases.

“You’ve been there,” I tease her back. “You know how thrilling it is.” I hug her once I’m on my feet.

“Yes, I do. Hopefully you won’t discard me in favor of exotic space girls,” she says with a cute little fake pout.

“No, Clara. You’re special and exotic in your own way,” I tell her.

She grins in response. “Let’s eat. After breakfast, you can show me how special you think I am.”

[image: ]


We ate and cleaned up. Clara and I lay down on the floor and fucked vigorously until we were tired. As I fell asleep, Shelly crawled between Clara’s thighs and had a snack. I’m assuming the two of them fell asleep quickly. I sure as hell did.

I woke up hours later with the two women on my shoulders. I slowly slid out from under them and started stretching to warm up.

I started to work out—jumping jacks, pushups, crunches, incline pushups, squats, burpees, pike sit-ups, more pushups. Several of the group had woken up and joined somewhere along the line; I didn’t notice them at first. Eventually, I had Clara and Shelly lay on the ground and used their body weight for upward rows and curls. I did dips off Gunther’s back with my feet on Sasha’s, and we rotated through positions.

We had dinner, courtesy of the Piig catering service. Afterward, we spent the time cuddling and having a short nap until the lights went out.

Tooli woke us up once the guards disappeared. She took us down to the cargo bay. Each of us picked up a sleeping mat, and we found space blankets for each of us—the kind that reflects heat. We swapped out our small belt pouches for larger ones that would better hold the tiny, pistol-sized energy weapon. We decided to call it a blaster. Sadly, we couldn’t arm the people that already didn’t have a blaster. All the weapons were in a cage off the main cargo bay that was locked with a lock similar to the one on Tooli’s collar in addition to the electronic locks that Dahlia could defeat. We would have to figure out how to do something about getting blasters for everyone on our next raid.

After taking our loot back to the barracks, we trained on bayonet drill and tactics. The squad tactics varied with the introduction of the blasters, essentially by creating hard points with the shields to fire from. Those of us with only staffs used the bayonet drill. Moishe had some insights that we incorporated into our training. His stutter nearly disappeared as he talked about tactics, but it came back in casual conversation.

We got into a rhythm over the next four days. The Piigs would show up to turn on the lights and feed us. We’d all clean up, have sex, and sleep for several hours. Clara turned out to be very affectionate, and I slowly lost my reticence about fucking in front of others. Mari shot us a couple of jealous looks, but she also joined us in a cuddle puddle with Shelly. Mari picked up Tommy from Talia, so she had Kobe, Fabian, and Tommy. Talia took on Gunther full-time with Moishe and Sasha. Shelly pretty much cut off Sahla and Ibrahim, limiting them to just hand-jobs in the hope that I would take her on. It hasn’t happened yet, but watching her eat Clara’s pussy after I filled Clara with cum almost broke me on a couple of occasions.

The surprise was Tooli. She hadn’t been used by the Piigs for a couple of days, so she showed up in the barracks to have a go with me. I was in flagrante delicto at the time, taking Clara in a butterfly position. Tooli walked in, knelt beside Clara, kissed her, and then sat on her face. I kissed and fondled Tooli while I fucked Clara. Tooli started moaning shortly after she took a seat, so I assumed Clara’s talented tongue was being put to good use. The three of us rotated around, and eventually Shelly joined in to cuddle or eat whomever she could get access to.

Afterward, as we were all lying in a pile, I told Tooli that I felt bad about monopolizing Clara and Shelly. She said she would fuck Salah and Ibrahim on days the Piigs used her.

One of the Piigs accosted Tooli while the rest of us ate dinner later that day. Shelly tried to eat her clean afterward, but she said their semen tasted off. Tooli washed up with the bidet feature the best she could before she gave Ibrahim and Salah a ride. They were appropriately grateful. Shelly was, too; I found out why later.

That night Dahlia snuck in to fit everyone with small devices in their ear canals. They were apparently the devices she asked us to find on the mining ship. She had a small tablet computer with her, which she used to activate and tune the devices. Fabian and Ibrahim were ecstatic that they didn’t have to rely on translators any longer. Even Gunther performed better in drills because he better understood what we were talking about.

After training that night, Clara lay down next to me and Shelly straddled my hips. She said, “Please, Devlin. I’ll understand if you don’t want me, but I don’t want to be with anyone else.”

I told her, “Damn, Shelly. You’re gorgeous. Wanting you isn’t the issue.”

She responded, “I haven’t had them inside of me ever. I haven’t done oral on them in days, and Tooli is taking over my harem duties. She told me that fucking them is multiple steps up from fucking the Piigs, and that she would do that for me gladly.”

The blond bit her lip and looked at me hopefully. I leaned in to kiss her, and finally had sex her. Clara took a turn with me after that, eating Shelly out while I drove her wild on my man meat.

The next day, we raided an Elven ship. Though the male elves had slender physiques and were several inches shorter than me, they were tough opponents in hand-to-hand combat. Most of us got cuts or bruises as a result. Despite their speed and strength, we ended up killing two of them. I remember what Dahlia said about elves having more fast-twitch muscle than humans. One tough little bastard took one hell of a beating from my staff, and kept bouncing back. Talia ended up shooting him in the head. The raid yielded eight barrels of refined fuel and several crates of Elven technology, which, according to Dahlia, was quite a big deal. Several Piig officers showed up after the raid to check our pouches for Elven technology and ended up confiscating all of the blasters. They did let me keep my knives, though they confiscated the second belt I had taken from Morjan when I killed him.

Dahlia and Tooli made me forget all about elves afterward.

Two days later, we ended up raiding a cargo vessel carrying settlers to a newly habitable colony on a distant moon. The cargo bay was packed with passengers around all their cargo and baggage. None of them were armed. Most of the adults hid their eyes from our nudity. A little Overdatch boy with blue skin hung off me and begged me not to take their food. Most of us picked up parasitic children hanging off us until we agreed to only take a little. They had some farming technology, but we didn’t bother with it. We waved goodbye to the kids, and ended up only taking two barrels of fuel and two bags of a grain that turned out to be similar to rolled oats. Sadly, we didn’t find any blasters to replace the ones the Piigs confiscated.

Dahlia showered with me after that raid, as Tooli was being abused by the Piigs. After Dahlia and I made love, she hooked me up to a variety of diagnostic tools. She wasn’t pleased by the results, so I ended up back on the torture machines for two sessions. She used her sexy little body to distract me in between each session. She joined me for shower sex, and we got out of the little cabin in time for Tooli to arrive with a tray with three bowls.

Dahlia and I ate while Tooli showered. I asked Dahlia about how it was that she could eat and drink. She explained that her body breaks the food down into components she needs to make her bodily fluids appear organic—primarily saliva, vaginal secretions, and even breast milk, if she so chooses.

Tooli joined us and was uncharacteristically quiet as she ate. I saw a couple of darker purple spots on her flesh. One looked like a handprint you might expect if you had hands like the pigs. When I asked her about it, she said she didn’t want to discuss it. After we ate breakfast, she cuddled up close and just hugged me for a handful of kilotines. Dahlia hugged her from the other side.

Eventually, the Piigs came to escort me back to the barracks.

Two stans later, Tooli warned us not to train that night, and we docked with the Mother Ship in the middle of the night. We didn’t get to see much of it. The Piigs actually landed our ship in a hangar, and we slaves off-loaded the cargo using a ramp in the back of the hold. A score of Human, Overdatch, and Morecock slaves loaded the cargo onto carts and drove it off. Others brought carts with a couple of pallets of supplies that our platoon loaded into our cargo hold, and then we were off.

We didn’t see Tooli for a couple of days after we left the Mother Ship. Apparently, she was in high demand by the officers and non-coms on the ship after docking. Salah and Ibrahim were sullen because the rest of us were fucking like rabbits, and Tooli wasn’t there to help them. Mari took pity on them and gave them both blowjobs on the second day. In between fucking, sleeping, and training, I shared what I had learned from Dahlia about the races we had encountered.

On the third day, Tooli showed up bruised and tired. She used the bidet to clean up, and serviced the boys. To their credit, they were worried about her. She cuddled between them on their mats and slept for about twelve hours.

The next day, we attacked another mining vessel.
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Our attack on the mining vessel isn’t going well. Since the Piigs confiscated our weapons, we’re back to using staff-only tactics. If we could sneak in and steal their ore, it wouldn’t be a problem. Unfortunately, there’s a guard detail waiting for us when we breach. They’re set up behind barricades between two stacks of crates on either side of the hole the Piigs burned in the hull of our victims’ ship.

Moishe noticed that there was a small gap between the hull and the stacks of crates, so he and Fabian crawled through on the left to envelop the guards. Talia and I did the same on the right. It was a snug fit, but I managed to squeeze through.

Talia and I are now sneaking through the stacks, and we almost immediately run into a Kruoll. She smacks him in his package, and I circle around to smack at the base of the skull while she hits him in the knees. We keep beating him until his skull is essentially a pancake. I pick up its weapon, which looks like a crossbow with shorter arms and no bolt. I see sights and a trigger, so I shrug and follow Talia’s tight little figure through the stacks.

We get around behind them, and I see Moishe and Fabian across the aisle. I kneel down behind the guards and aim at a human with my crossbow. He shot Salah in the shoulder with an energy carbine just before I fired. The squads are closer, but the shields are about at the end of their useful life.

I shoot the human and a Kruoll with the crossbow. We all rush forward, and I keep shooting until we’re close enough for Moishe, Talia, and Fabian to use knives and razors. The Kruoll I shot is still moving, so I shoot it twice more. The weapon fails to fire a fourth charge, so I start swinging it like a club. Sasha and Clara lead the rest of the squads across the barrier, and we kill the entire guard force. We pilfer their weapons before Sasha leads the first squad to search for raw fuel ore.

Shelly takes my razor, cuts the shirt off a dead guard, and uses it to bind Salah’s wound while Clara has the rest of us move the barrier so that we can defend our egress and pass carts of ore by. Mari shows up shortly to lead Ibrahim, Tommy, and myself to help with the carts. I keep a blaster that I picked up somewhere along the way in my pouch and carry my staff. Mari guards our efforts with a carbine from one of the dead crewmen. We shuttle seven carts of raw fuel ore to Clara’s barrier pushed by Ibrahim, Fabian, Moishe, Gunther, Tommy, Sasha, and myself. Talia and Shelly are missing as we pass, but Clara tells me not to worry.

I push my cart across the ramp into the Piigs’ ship. The Piigs in suits are waiting for us. I tell them, “We killed their entire guard force. We should at least take all of their fuel.”

The lead of the two Piigs looks at me with a penetrating gaze before nodding. He growls out something that I translate to “Many slaves are wounded.”

“Yes,” I growl back. “It can’t be very profitable to keep losing unarmed slaves when we could be fighting back. Luckily, most of us only got minor burns. They weren’t very good shots.”

I turn and Sasha nods at me. He shouts, “Leave carts here, men. We’re going to empty hold.”

The Piig leader says, “Weld the access hatch shut, we will. Sending reinforcements, preventing.”

The Piigs follow us down. I see Talia and Shelly dragging the first Kruoll we killed to the barrier. Clara is already working to skin the other one with a razor while Salah stands guard.

I shake my head for a moment and continue to the ore storage. “Good idea, Clara,” I murmur as I walk past.

One Piigs says, “Don’t skin. To ship whole take. Much meat. Skin there.” The two of them run to the access hatch while Mari follows the boys back for more ore.

We make another six trips and are able to bring back fifty carts of ore; the Piigs have already made space for the carts in our cargo hold since our last mission. We go back and empty the hold of everything else, including twenty barrels of refined fuel and a couple of cargo handling machines that resemble little remote controlled forklifts. The Piigs had to cut the door open a little bigger to get them onto the ramp. Our booty includes a stack of two pallets holding three hundred of the energy carbines each, a pallet of the farro-like grain, and four more pallets of another edible grain. We pick up all of the tools we can find. The Piigs drag the dead guards to the larder, and I know we won’t be short of mystery meat for quite a while. Moishe found an access into their greenhouse from the cargo bay, so we clean that out as well. More vegetables in our diet sounds really good.

I watch through the small portal in the inner airlock as the Piigs retract the jet bridge back to the ship. They left a gaping hole in the side of the ship. I shrug and turn back to the barracks to find an officer I hadn’t seen before poking at Salah’s wounded shoulder and useless left arm.

I walk up to him, and two non-coms immediately stepped in my path. I humble myself enough to say, “Excuse me, Captain.”

The Piig officer looks at me and stops poking Salah. “First Officer,” he replies haughtily. I never thought I would meet a Piig with airs, but I’ve had a lot of firsts in the last month. “Wanting what do you?” he asks.

I shrugged, “Well, sir. You’re poking his wound, which won’t help it heal any faster. If you don’t do that, it might heal. It doesn’t make good sense to throw slaves away when you have to travel many light years to get the ones you prefer.”

He just stares at me for a minute. “That makes each slave worth quite a bit of fuel, ship repairs, and food for the crew. That’s a wound he can recover from,” I explain.

The Piig nods. “Much meat back you did bring,” he says. He looks at Salah. “If you don’t heal, later can we you harvest.”

Salah’s complexion turns ashen, but he manages not to move as the XO turns and leaves. His two NCOs follow.

I tell Salah, “Rest while we move the rest of the cargo. I’ll see if Dahlia can help you. We should at least get it cleaned, and I bet she can suture it so that it will heal.”

“Thank you, infidel,” Salah murmurs. A moment later, he realizes what he called me and says, “Sorry. I mean Devlin.”

I huff out a sigh and tell him. “Don’t sweat the little stuff, Salah.”

I push a pallet of grain down to the cargo bay with one of the little robot pallet lifts we stole. In my mind, I play back the conversation with the XO. I hate the self-important bastard’s attitude and his overall lack of forethought. The seeds of a plan soon plant themselves in my brain.

I get back and queue up to get a drink of water. Gunther looks uncomfortable. He moans, “I’m full of shit. Hurry up!”

Sasha says, “Go ahead. You will stink either way.”

We all chuckle because it’s true. Gunther has the nastiest smelling shits of the whole band of pirates. Gunther moans, “I’ll wait. Just hurry.”

I get my drink and return to my habitual spot to stretch out. That’s when I notice that Clara and Moishe are missing. I ask, “Sasha, where are Clara and Moishe?”

“They take plants to garden,” he says.

They return about an hour later. Clara slides into my arms to press her breasts into my chest and kiss me.

Moishe looks happier than, well, happier than a pig in shit. After he takes a drink he turns and grins at us all. “That was fun. I miss gardening. I used to love that about living on a kibbutz.”

“No more kibbutz stories, country mouse,” Talia teases him.

“Sure, city girl,” Moishe agrees happily.

Shelly cuddles up with Clara and me. I’m about to lay on the ground and mount one on my face and the other on my cock when Tooli arrives. She calls out, “Devlin! Dahlia is ready for you.”

I ask Shelly quickly, “How bad is Salah’s wound?”

“Through and through,” she replies immediately. “Unfortunately, that means all the way through his scapula and the large muscles that move the arm.”

I nod and kiss her deeply. “Thank you, Lover. I’ll see what Dahlia can do for him.”

I kiss Clara goodbye and tell Little Frankenstein to cool it before I follow Tooli through the corridors, up the lift, and into the lab.

Dahlia throws herself on me as the door closes. She says, “I was worried. I heard someone is about to go to the larder.”

I kiss her gently before I explain. “Salah was shot with an energy carbine. It went all the way through his left shoulder. Shelly didn’t seem worried about it hitting anything critical, but it cut through a lot of major muscles and some bones. If you don’t help him, he will end up in the stew pot if he doesn’t die of infection first.”

Dahlia studies my face. “We’ll bring him up tonight,” she says eventually. “I’m really set up more for bio-engineering rather than surgery, but I think we can manage it. It won’t be pretty, but I’m certain I can get his arm working again.”

“Great, Dahlia,” I answer.

Tooli sighs. “To his quarters, the First Officer has ordered me. A turn wanting, the Captain and most of the non-coms will.”

I look at Tooli closely. “How many Piigs do you have to service, honey?”

“Officers and non-coms, all. Twenty-five Piigs, that makes,” she sighs. “Demanding more when excited, they are. No raids for ten stans, I am hoping. Fight more and fuck less when bored, they do.”

I hug the robust, violet-skinned hottie and kiss her gently. “It won’t be forever, Tooli. I don’t like killing people, stealing, or eating human flesh, but that appears to be my life at the moment.”

“Very nice to me, you are, Devlin,” Tooli murmurs before kissing me back. “Happy to belong only to your cock, I would be.”

Dahlia interjects, “Amanda is supposed to be picking up mostly women this time. She has a couple from Earth for our ship that can fight, and then she’s meeting with a slaver from the Fringe Systems to pick up a few more that were raised to be pleasure slaves and prostitutes. They’re probably all middle-aged women that are very skilled. That won’t help with the Piigs, but at least Tooli can stay with you, Clara, and Shelly.”

“And you and Amanda,” I respond. That earns me a brilliant smile from the nymph-like android in the grey jumpsuit.

Tooli looks up at me and bites her lip. “Fill me with seed, you will? Your sloppy seconds, I would like to give Piigs.”

Tooli turns and bends over the exam table, spreads her legs, and rocks her sexy ass back-and forth. Little Frankenstein is in, so I coach myself to ignore how long it’s been since she last had one of the boys. I slide my cock up and down her generous slit until some moisture collects on it. Tooli moans, “Yes, Devlin. Fuck me! Your seed to me give!”

I push into her tightness and proceed to fuck her hard. I’m focused on delivering her request, but I can’t help but reach around and rub her clit at the same time. Tooli climaxes quickly, and I follow right along with her.

Dahlia kisses her, and then Tooli stands and kisses me. “Thank you, Devlin. My duties to, must I attend.”

“They don’t know how lucky they are, Tooli,” I tell her. That causes her to turn around and hug me again before slipping away and out of the lab.

Dahlia kisses me and joins me in the shower.
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Dahlia and I made love in the shower, and then we sat on the mats until mealtime talking about my team’s experience on the raid.

I told her, “From a pure economics standpoint, it makes sense to arm us and give us medical care and protective clothing. Sending a ship to pick up more slaves has to be expensive. At least give us blasters before we go on raids. The knives and staffs work well for stealth, but once the shooting starts…” I paused to shake my head in disgust. “We need to be able to shoot back so we can survive.”

Dahlia said, “The Piigs weren’t created with a lot of forethought in their design, and the culture they built doesn’t encourage it. They focus on immediate cause and effect. Long-term thinking isn’t high on their priority list.”

I told her, “I mentioned the cost of keeping slaves healthy versus acquiring new ones to the XO, and he looked at me like I was growing horns out of my head. It seemed like a completely new concept.”

Dahlia nodded, “It may have been. His role is to help the Captain fulfill his mission to pack their hold with valuables. The logistical cost to acquire slaves never occurred to him because slaves are cheap and provided by the Matriarch. There may be Piigs on the Mother Ship that have more of an economic, big picture perspective, but it’s doubtful. They approach finance from a ‘we need more money, so steal stuff to sell’ perspective. The whole idea of pirating came from one of their accountants.”

Dahlia crawled up into my lap. “I can talk to the Captain about it the next time we meet. I’ll tell him that once your team was armed with modern weapons you were more effective.”

I nodded and kissed her cheek absentmindedly. “Hmmm. The tactic of welding the access door shut works well if we want to clear the whole cargo bay.”

Dahla grimaced. “Yes, but they don’t like to send their engineers in like that. Honestly, if they can get a bag of grain and a couple of barrels of fuel on each raid, they are happy.”

I looked at her sharply. “Really? We’re fighting to fill the holds, and that’s all we need to get?”

“Generally, yes,” she said. “Unless it’s a mining ship. The fuel ore is valuable because not only is fuel in demand and expensive, but the refining process creates some useful and valuable byproducts.”

“Oh!” I exclaimed. “I thought you could use the ore directly.”

“No,” she said. “Each of the pirating vessels has a small extractor, so they can refine the fuel if needed, but it’s slow.”

She kissed me, and the conversation was over until the Piigs showed up with dinner.

We ate and chatted for about one and a half stan-parts. Dahlia showed me how to work the equipment to monitor and manipulate video. She also fitted me with an in-ear device.

She said, “This is the same chassis as the translator units in your colleagues' ears, but I’ve replaced the guts with a communication unit. I can talk to you in your ear, and I can hear what you say. I’ll be able to pick up other conversations that you can also hear.”

“Cool,” I told her.

We tested the volume until we were happy before resuming our video surveillance. Once the Piig guards were gone we watched all the corridors between the barracks and the lab. All the decks were pretty quiet.

I went down and retrieved Salah.

The Arabic terrorist was looking rather green when I got back to the barracks. I slid under his good arm and wrapped an arm around his torso to help him to the lift, into the lab, and onto an exam table.

Dahlia examined him and sedated him prior to cleaning his wound with an antiseptic. She put an electronic unit over the wound and let it run for a couple of stan-parts. She called the unit a regenerator and explained that it would help Sahla’s body rebuild the bone and tissue by creating an electromagnetic field that encourages the wounds to repair themselves. Apparently, with a big enough regenerator and enough time, amputated limbs can be regrown.

After Salah finished his regenerator treatment, I assisted Dahlia as she did surgery on him.

We cleansed the wound again with antiseptic. Dahlia sewed the wound closed and dressed it with something that reminded me of gaffer tape. We then camouflaged Dahlia’s dressing with Shelly’s bandage.

When Salah awoke, Dahlia told him, “I repaired as much of the damage as I could within the short window of time we have. You need to grow more muscle to replace the wounded tissue, but everything will heal. You need to use it as much as you can despite any pain. Light motions. I’ll bring you back in ten stans to check your progress.”

I had to translate ‘stans’ to ‘days,’ but otherwise Salah was clear on his instructions.

I took Salah back down to the barracks, and Shelly helped me get him settled. He asked about Tooli, and I told him the Piigs had called for her. He frowned as I tucked his blanket under his chin. I kissed Shelly goodbye, and Clara followed me to collect a kiss at the lift.

I murmured, “Coming up” as I approached the lift.

Dahlia's soft voice purred in my ear. “I can hardly wait, big boy.”
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It’s been three days since the raid on the miner’s vessel. We haven’t seen Tooli since I loaded her up with my semen.

We’re currently getting formed up for another raid. The Piigs in space suits have gone out the airlock, and we’re armed with shields and staffs. Our mats and blankets are rolled up in a corner, and we leave a couple of blasters in the rolled mats in case the Piigs confiscate them like they did after our raid of the Elven ship.

I hear Dahlia’s voice in my ear. “Hey, Devlin. The Piigs made a mistake. You are going in two decks above the cargo deck. These guys are traders of a race you haven’t seen before. They feed off psychic energy, and sometimes off blood. Their—”

“These sound a lot like space vampires,” I interject.

“Well, yes, I suppose,” Dahlia responds. “As I was saying, their entire race tends toward vitamin D deficiency and they haven’t been in the sunshine since long before your common era on Earth—nearly 100 gigatines.”

“Three thousand years? Roughly?” I murmur in response.

Dahlia sighs, “Why can’t you just give up your time system?”

“Same reason you can’t give up yours,” I snark back. “It’s what I know. Besides, my estimate was close, right?”

“Yes.” She sounds like she’s pouting. Dahlia is so cute when she pouts.

“Let me work, dear,” I murmur back.

Dahlia says, “I didn’t finish. They’re putting you in a narrow maintenance corridor. The Piigs still want a couple of barrels of fuel and a bag of farro, but they’re hoping to pick up some electronics, too.”

“So it is farro!” I exclaim loudly enough that everyone turns to look at me. “I thought so!”

Clara tells me to shush. I murmur back to Dahlia, “What kind of electronics?”

“They want personal communicators, tablet computers, and electronic storage,” she says. “These beings also are very good at metallurgy. The Piigs didn’t mention it, but if you can get knives for your team from these people, it would be worthwhile.”

I see the Piigs coming up the ramp. “Okay. Looks like it’s about time to go. Talk to you later,” I murmur.

To my fellow pirates I say, “They put us in a narrow corridor two decks above the cargo hold. They want the standard, plus some electronics. If you can get a knife made by these people, that would be great. They’re supposed to make really good ones.”

Clara says, “Squad Two lead. Tommy, followed by Devlin, standard close quarters.”

Tommy whines, “Why do I always have to go first?”

“Because that’s the drill, Corporal,” Clara barks back.

I interject, “Captain, I have an idea. I’ll go first. Everyone else, stay back until I wave you in.”

Clara looks at me carefully before nodding slowly. “Okay, Devlin. You’re up.”

The Piigs in space suits hurry past, squealing up a storm. My chip translates it to ‘big mistake’ and ‘blame humans.’ They hurry out into the corridor.

Before I have time to process this, Clara barks, “Devlin! Go!”

I pick up my shield and staff and hurry down the ramp. The corridor on the other side of the hole barely lets me hold my shield in front of me.

I hear a voice as I approach the end of the corridor. “Just stay here. They’ll root around in the cargo hold and leave.”

I make out a male head in front of me. I find myself facing a tall spare male with tawny brown hair over his ears, red eyes, pale skin, small pointed fangs resting on his lower lip. The guy suddenly whips his head around. “Hide,” I hear him whisper to someone in the corridor to my right.

I speak quickly, “I don’t want to hurt you anymore than you want to be hurt.” He freezes, looking at the staff I am resting on his shoulder.

“The Piigs want two barrels of refined fuel, a fifty kilo bag of farro, and three types of electronics. Unfortunately the dumbasses put us in the wrong spot. I have it on good authority that we are two decks above the cargo hold. Is that correct?”

“Ye-yes,” he answers.

“Good,” I say soothingly. “Can you lead us down there, so we don’t find ourselves in a position where someone might get hurt?”

He looks surprised. “Uh, certainly. What electronics are you looking for?”

“Tablet computers, personal communicators, and digital storage devices,” I parrot what Dahlia told me.

He looks like I kicked him in the nuts. “I take that you find that problematic,” I say.

“Those will pay for this trip. We won’t break even without them,” he whines sadly.

“The Piigs didn’t say take them all. What’s the smallest stock unit you have down there for each type?” I ask.

“Above the individual units?” he asks. I nod. “Well, a retail carton has anywhere between eight and twenty depending on which item we’re talking about. Cases have multiple cartons. We have multiple cases of each,” he summarizes.

I nod my understanding. “Okay, two cartons of each,” I tell him. He almost collapses in relief. I call over my shoulder. “Does that sound okay, Captain?”

Clara’s voice rings down the corridor, “Yes, Devlin. Ask him to guide us down there.”

I tell him, “My platoon captain says that’s good enough. Would you lead them to the cargo bay now please? Remember, the goal is to avoid any killing or fighting.”

“Certainly,” he agrees with a slight bow of his head. “This way.”

I wave the squads forward, and they file through. Salah stays behind to guard the exit. He squats and leans the shield against his injured shoulder so he can shoot around it into the larger corridor with his right.

I look around and see the sole of a small boot sticking out from underneath a red tablecloth in a little alcove eating area. I squat down and lay my staff across the boot while lifting the table cloth. Underneath I find a gorgeous young vampire woman and a vampire child with brown curly hair.

They’re obviously scared. I murmur quietly, “When you’re hiding, it’s best if you don’t leave your boot sticking out into the room.” I raise my staff, and the young woman pulls her knees up to her pert bust. “Is this your daughter?” I ask.

The young woman shakes her head. Her sultry, low, feminine voice responds, “No. I am her caretaker.”

The little girl barks out, “You had better leave. My daddy is the Captain. He will not be happy with you if he finds you here.”

“Now, Little Miss. I think your daddy will be very happy to talk to me. I came here to see him. Would you lead me to him?” I ask.

“No!” the young vampire exclaims.

I smile gently. “That’s very wise. Why don’t you both come with me? I need a guide to ensure that no one tries to hurt anyone else.”

I extend a hand to the nanny. She places soft fingers in mine, and I guide her out from under the table. She guides the little girl out.

I ask the nanny, “What’s your name?”

“Clarissa,” she answers softly as she looks up into my eyes. I can see there are darker red irises surrounded by lighter red sclera. The pupils are still the black just like humans.

I tell her, “Hello, Clarissa. I’m Devlin. If you keep looking at me like that, I might forget why I’m here.” She smiles shyly in response. She’s probably in her teens, but she’s old enough to have bloomed into womanhood. She’s wearing ankle boots and something much like a cheongsam, but ending at her knees. Her legs look silky and elegant. I want to run my rough hands all over her body and through her velvety hair.

I offer a hand to the little girl, “Little Miss, people on my home planet shake hands to greet one another and make agreements. My name is Devlin Walsh. May I know your name?”

The little girl puts her tiny hand in mine, and I shake it gently. She murmurs shyly, “Amelia.”

“It is my pleasure to meet you, Amelia. Don’t tell Clarissa, but she is hypnotically beautiful, don’t you think?”

The little girl nods her head seriously, and Clarissa blushes.

“Let’s go find your daddy, okay?” I ask. Amelia nods seriously. She grabs Clarissa’s hand in her left and mine in her right.

“This way,” the little girl says.

Amelia leads us down the corridor where we find a team of three men with rifles pointing down a corridor to my right.

They turn to look at me, and I release Amelia’s hand. I point towards the hull. They look at me quizzically, but two of them turn their attention down the corridor while the closest one watches me.

I kneel down next to Amelia. “Amelia, you’ll stay here with me while Clarissa goes to get your daddy.”

Clarissa gasps, “No!”

I look up at the young beauty. “I will guard Amelia with my life, and the nice man with the rifle will make sure I don’t do anything pirate-like. Go quickly and hurry back. If the Piigs attack, I’ve been looking for an excuse to see if they taste like bacon. Okay?”

Clarissa’s eyes open wide, but she nods her assent. She hurries past the corridor and continues towards wherever she thinks she’ll find the Captain.

Amelia asks me, “Devlin Walsh, are you a bad man?”

“I don’t think I am, Amelia,” I answer. “I try not to hurt people. I don’t like stealing or fighting other people, but I don’t want to be a victim either. The Piigs stole me from my home planet, took my clothes, and forced me to become a naked pirate.”

“You should tell them, NO!” Amelia says emphatically.

I nod my agreement. “I should. Sadly, I like being alive. So I do what I must until an opportunity comes for me to become free.”

“Slavery is bad,” the little girls says, brooking no room for argument.

“I agree, honey.” I answer.

“What’s honey?” she asks.

I chuckle. “It’s very sweet. Small flying insects on my planet called ‘bees’ make it by collecting the nectar from flowers. My people harvest some of the honey once they make it, and we leave the rest for the bees to survive.”

“Like how you told Eldon you would only take two small packages of the electronics?” she asks innocently.

“Exactly. If we hurt too many people and steal everything, then no one thrives. This way, no one gets hurt, your people make a profit, and the Piigs don’t kill any of my team,” I explain.

“Stealing is bad,” she says.

I nod, “Yes, it is, honey. But if the Piigs kill me, I won’t have the ability to choose between right and wrong. One day, they will pay for the bad things they do. I’ll also likely have to pay for the bad things that I do to stay alive.”

I hear multiple pairs of feet running toward me. A tall imposing man with white hair and long fangs stops just short of the intersection. His hand is on his sidearm, but he doesn’t draw it when he sees me kneeling next to his daughter.

“Is that your daddy?” I ask Amelia.

“Yes!” she beams.

“He looks like a very good daddy and captain, Amelia. Would you ask him and Clarissa to join me at the table where we met?” I ask.

“I will,” she says with an emphatic nod. I stand up and start back towards the table. I look over my shoulder and Amelia runs forward to grab my hand to slow me down. She whispers, “Come, Daddy!”

The little vampire girl skips along beside me. I call out as I see Salah at the next intersection. “Salah! Party of four coming. We’re going to stop at the table.”

“Okay, Devlin,” he answers.

I stop next to the table, and the captain scoops Amelia up into his arms. Amelia says, “Daddy, this is my new friend, Devlin.”

I interrupt, “No, Amelia. I’m still a stranger. I can be your friend only if your daddy or Clarissa say it’s okay. Most pirates are much meaner than my group, so don’t assume that any pirate is nice. Okay? I wouldn’t want you to get hurt.”

“Yes, Devlin,” she whispers fearfully.

I address her father. “Captain, my name is Devlin Walsh. I’m one of the ‘naked pirates’ that have been enslaved by the Piigs.” Dahlia would be proud of me trying to pronounce it right. “I would like to have a short conversation. Here’s my primary weapon, to show you I mean no ill will.” I hold my staff out to him.

The captain hands his daughter over to the nanny, who sits at the table holding the little girl.

The captain says in a deep baritone voice. “I am Latimer Darkstar. I accept your weapon and offer to parlay in good faith.” He takes my staff and sets it to the side.

I nod my head before I begin. “Captain, all of my crew were abducted from our home world and forced to pirate for the Piigs.”

This had better pay off I think to myself before I continue. “None of us are thrilled with this life, but we’re not ready to lay down and die, either. One of us was shot on our last raid, and all of us were injured. I’d like to avoid that in the future. I’d also like to avoid killing any more crew members on the ships our masters send us to board.”

The captain shows me a sour face. “I heard you killed nine people and left a gaping hole in the spaceship of your last victims after cleaning out their cargo hold and greenhouse.”

“True,” I admit. “They set up an ambush for us. I don’t blame them—much. And we could have done that here. The Piigs put us in the wrong spot, so we could have killed everyone we ran into until we found the cargo we were sent for.” I point at Clarissa and Amelia, and he turns even paler than his natural state. “I like this method better.”

Clara leads the crew up the corridor with Eldon, the vampire.

The captain looks at me flatly. “What’s your proposal, Devlin Walsh?”

“Please call me Devlin, sir. I propose that you spread the word. The Piigs expect each raid to yield a minimum of two barrels of refined fuel and a fifty-kilogram bag of farro. Depending on what's on your manifest, they may want other things. In this case, it was electronics. Spread the word about the bare minimum, so that the crews can choose to provide it without a loss of life. Have someone with knowledge of the cargo available to negotiate what we will take from the cargo if we are sent for something specific. The goal is to eliminate loss of life, reduce injuries, and ensure that we only take enough to keep the slave masters happy. They are a very ‘immediate gratification’ bunch. In this instance, we’re taking two retail cartons of tablet computers, personal communicators, and digital storage devices. We’ll be in a different part of space before they figure out they maybe could have had a case or more of each.”

The captain just stares at me with his piercing red eyes. Finally he says, “I can do that, Devlin. What else?”

He watches as our band of pirates hauls out his electronics.

My hand is resting on the tablecloth. “Is this silk, sir?”

The captain looks at the tablecloth, a little surprised. “The spun fabric is made from the fibers of insect larvae cocoons.”

I nod, “We call that silk.”

“Would you like a case of those?” he asks.

I shake my head. “No, sir, not a whole case. Just enough to create some clothing for myself and my crew. Are they all this color?”

“Yes, it is one of the heraldic colors of my family,” he says. “I could do white if you’d prefer.”

I shake my head. “No, sir. I’m thinking that my little band of pirates will no longer be naked pirates. I think we will be the Red Band.”
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Ilook over my shoulder to see Shelly carrying an armload of staffs. I call out, “Shelly, come here please.”

“Just a second, Devlin,” she huffs. “Let me set these down.”

She squats and I admire her voluptuous, Playmate body. She stands and dusts her hands against each other. “What do you need, Devlin?”

“I need your help to test an idea,” I tell her. I turn back to the captain to find him, Clarissa, and Amelia all gaping at Shelly.

“Captain, um,” I say, and his eyes slowly deglaze. “Allow me to introduce Shelly Christiansen. Shelly, this is Captain Latimer Darkstar, his daughter Amelia, and Amelia’s nanny, Clarissa.”

“You’re beautiful,” Amelia moans.

The captain clears his throat. “Kphf. Um, blonds, especially with that color of hair, are highly prized as wives among my people. Women with that hair paired with Shelly Christiansen’s angelic face and body made for sin are the stuff of legends.”

The captain snags Shelly’s hand and kisses the back of it. He genuflects before her and says, “Shelly Christiansen, will you be my wife? My daughter lost her mother, and we would both be honored to have you in our family.”

I look at Shelly, and I can see her quivering with arousal. She responds, “Captain, you are a very handsome man, but I will not leave Devlin voluntarily.”

I whip my head to look at her. “You would no longer be a slave, Shelly. You would be free.”

She looks at me solemnly. “Would I? I’ve been held up on a pedestal like that before. It’s just a different kind of slavery. You view me as a person, rather than an object. I won’t leave you, not even for the handsome captain and his gorgeous nanny.” Clarissa blushes at Shelly’s words.

I nod slowly. “Clear. I need your help.”

I hear the boys grunting as they man-handle the barrels up the corridor.

Gunther says, “Ja! Dey vill pass, but vit’ no clearance. Dey may shcrape ze valls.”

“Go,” Clara orders.

I ask the captain as he stands. “May I borrow your knife, Captain?”

He pulls a roughly six-inch blade as I fold about an eight-inch strip of fabric over. I slice it with the knife, careful to keep it straight. The blade is amazing; the fabric parts with just the slightest touch.

I turn to Shelly. “Hold up the girls, elbows out to the side, Shelly.”

She cups her large breasts and assumes the requested position. I fold the strip of cloth in half and place the mid-point in the center of her chest, right below her breasts. I wrap the tails around to her back, cross them in a simple overhand knot, then pull the tails back around to the front. I pull the one on the right up over Shelly’s left breast and then over her shoulder. I repeat the same maneuver with the left tail and knot the tails behind Shelly’s neck to hang down her back.

Shelly moans, “Oh. My. God! Support! A little tighter next time, Devlin. It could work like a sports bra.”

“Super!” I exclaim. “The rest can be a skirt or dress.” I pick up the knife to allow me to retrieve the remainder of the table cloth. I place the cloth at Shelly’s back, and pull the top two corners under her arms and cross them in front of her. Then I tie the crossed corners behind her neck, kind of like a sarong. She spins, and I can’t help be entranced with her, just like the vampires are. She’s beautiful.

“You look gorgeous, Shelly. Go along, and I’ll be with you shortly,” I tell her gently. “Explain it to the other ladies. The guys will probably get kilts. By the way, we’re now going to call ourselves the Red Band.”

Shelly leans in and kisses me languidly. “Thank you, Devlin.”

I have to tell Little Frankenstein to desist as I watch her bounce away.

As I pick the knife up off the table, I notice the engraving on the tabletop. It looks kind of like something out of an Esher lithograph. Vampiric figures are drinking blood and biting humanoid beings and animals. I point at it with the captain’s knife. “We have legends like that.”

The captain says, “They may be based on truth. We’re taking on livestock at our next stop to feed upon.” He looks at me, raising his gaze from the table. “A sip for that knife and nineteen more silk table coverings?”

“How big of a sip?” I ask suspiciously.

“A glass about this tall and this big around,” he explains while demonstrating something about the size of a schnapps glass.

Clarissa spins and opens a cabinet and pulls one out. I shrug and nod after assessing how much blood we’re talking about. “Okay.”

“What does ‘okay’ mean?” Amelia asks.

I grin at her curiosity. “My people say ‘okay’ in acknowledgement. It can also mean acceptance, or agreement. In this case it means, ‘I agree to your proposal.’ Is that clear?”

She smiles brightly at me. “Yes, Devlin. Thank you.”

Captain Darkstar sets the glass on the table, and I carefully drag the blade across the palm of my left hand. I manage to keep it from going too deep, and blood wells from the wound. I make a fist and squeeze to let the drops fall from my fist into the glass. When the little glass is almost full, I open my palm and watch the shallow wound slowly stop bleeding.

The Captain drinks my blood from the glass. “Hmmm,” he murmurs in appreciation. “There are lots of stem cells in your blood.”

“Hopefully it has enough vitamin D to help your hunger,” I tell him. I hold the blade horizontally. “Amelia, if you lick up the edge, you shouldn’t cut your tongue.”

She crawls across the table, mesmerized by the red fluid. Clarissa gets up and starts pulling red silk tablecloths from a cabinet. Amelia looks to her father for permission, and the captain nods. She quickly licks the blade clean.

I salute the captain with the blade. He removes his belt and hands me the sheath for it.

Clarissa calls out, “Nineteen.”

I bow to the captain. “Thank you for your hospitality, sir. Hopefully, we can meet again in more pleasant circumstances.”

He nods. “Until then, Devlin Walsh.” He picks up his daughter and walks back in the direction Clarissa found him.

I turn to find the nanny staring at my bloody palm. “It’s nearly healed,” she observes.

“Courtesy of all those stem cells, supposedly. I am certified to teach biology, but this is just a bit beyond my comprehension,” I tell her. “Would you like to lick the blood clean?”

“Yes, please,” she moans. She grabs my hand and her soft tongue laps up the viscous red fluid from my palm. She looks up into my eyes as her tongue works. “You taste really good, Devlin. Do your people all heal that quickly?”

“No, I’m far from normal,” I chuckle. I sober as I look into her beautiful face. I can’t help but caress her cheek. “Clarissa, I find you every bit as beautiful as you find Shelly. I would take you with me, but you deserve so much more than a pirate slave can offer you. I suspect you’re also too young.”

“I had my adulthood ceremony almost a cycle ago,” she says as she stares into my eyes with an innocent look of desire. “I wish we had met under different circumstances.”

She leans in and kisses my cheek before leaning back minutely. I lean in and kiss her red lips. She moans into my mouth as our tongues chase each other between her sharp fangs. I wrap an arm around her, and she drops a hand to my now rigid cock. Her fingers are magical. She looks me in the eye and slowly sinks to squat in front of me. She locks eyes with me as she licks me from my ball sack to the tip, picking up a small pearl of pre-cum. She stands slowly and sticks out her tongue to show my essence resting there.

Clarissa swallows and moans. “Your essence tastes even better than your blood.”

I pull my shiv and hand it to her. “Compared to the captain’s knife it’s crap, but it’s mine. I won it in battle. It has a sharp point, and it can cut. Carry it with you and think of me.”

“I will,” Clarissa says seriously.

“Let’s go, lover boy!” Clara hollers from the exit.

I kiss Clarissa’s cheek gently, grab the fabric, and tell her. “Goodbye, Clarissa. I will remember you.”

I dash off and see Clara’s smirk just before she turns and runs down the corridor. I follow her pert behind down the narrow hall, out the hole in the ship, and up the ramp. The Piigs in space suits are already trotting down the ramp, getting ready to seal the hole. I yell over my shoulder, “Seal it well. They gave us what we asked for. No shooting or argument required.”

I watch them from the airlock, holding it open to ensure they treat the Darkstar ship right. They seal it up well. I close the interior airlock, which allows the Piigs to retract the ramp. They close the outer airlock, and our ship pulls away. I whisper, “Goodbye, Clarissa.”

I turn to find Clara looking at me sardonically. “So. Are you going to be thinking about her when you’re shagging me?”

I lean in and kiss Clara’s lips. “No, Clara. When I’m with you, I’m with you. But I will admit that I’ll probably see her in my dreams.”

She grins at me. “Good answer, lover boy. Shelly told me how you did her bra and sarong. We can probably do it all in one garment without the cutting.”

I shrug, “Yeah, but that would make a pretty long dress. I didn't know if you might want kilts and bras for raids.”

Clara tilts her head. “Yeah, Shelly and Mari would probably appreciate something akin to a sports bra for raids. Talia and I are both small enough that it probably won’t matter.”

“You can try it and then decide,” I tell her.

“True. Take half of the fabric off to your doctor. Maybe she can hold them for us so the Piigs don’t decide to steal them,” she says.

“Aye, Captain,” I respond with a smirk. She spanks my naked ass as one of the NCOs shows up at the door to the corridor.

He points at me. “You! To the lab, go.”

“Yes, Chief,” I respond.

Clara and I split the stack of fabric, and I carry the rest to the lift.

I arrive at the lab to find the door closed. That’s fairly unusual unless I’m having sex with one or both of the girls. I knock and try to enter the lab, but the door doesn’t open. I call out, “Dahlia! It’s Devlin! Are you okay?”

The door opens to reveal Dahlia standing just inside. “No, Devlin. I am definitely not okay.”

I walk in and the door closes behind me. I follow Dahlia to the exam table. I set the fabric on the foot of the table and wrap my arms around the diminutive, pink android. She is shaking in my arms.

“Dahlia, tell me what’s wrong.”

“I think I found Tooli,” she says. “I was scanning the video, and I think she’s in the First Officer’s quarters. There's a steady stream of pigs going in and out of his chambers. All the throwbacks, all the non-coms, and the junior officers. Essentially the whole crew below the First Officer.” I noticed this time she pronounced ‘pig’ like the barnyard animal.

“Do you know for certain she’s there?” I ask.

“No,” Dahlia says before spinning to hold me VERY tightly in her strong arms. “There is an anomaly in the video record. I see Tooli get on the lift to go to the officer quarters section, but she never comes off. Only the Captain, First Officer, and I have the clearance to do that.”

“You didn’t do it?” I ask gently.

“No,” she answers quietly. “They can order me to forget or ignore something, but that always leaves a log entry. It’s a safeguard I built into my logic shortly after I became sentient. There’s no log entry at that time—none since I joined this ship.”

“How has the XO been acting?” I ask.

“The First Officer?” she asks. I nod. She smiles shyly. “Sorry. I sometimes get lost in your Earth vernacular.”

“Don’t worry about it. I had a cute little vampire girl ask me today what ‘okay’ means,” I tell her. That elicits a bright smile from my little pink lady.

Dahlia says, “You’ll have to tell me more about that later.” She sobers and continues. “The First Officer has been on a rampage since shortly before Tooli disappeared. He almost came to blows with the Captain.” She pulls up a video showing the XO yelling at a Piig I haven’t seen before. His face almost looks like a slightly green human, with just a touch of a snout, small porcine ears, and short tusks.

“What happens if the XO attacks the Captain?” I ask.

“If he survived, the crew would kill him. It’s more likely the Captain would kill him immediately. The Captain is an eleventh generation with perfect genetic code. Only the Matriarch is older. The Captain is at least a teratine old,” Dahlia says. “It would take a weapon like a vampire blade or a heavy-duty energy or projectile weapon to kill him with that armor. You notice he’s wearing Kruoll armor?” I nod in acknowledgement as she continues. “The First Officer has a Kruoll jacket, but not armor. The Captain’s armor is made of layers of Kruoll hide.”

“Someone beat Tooli a few days ago. Do we know who that was?” I ask.

“The First Officer,” Dahlia answers. “He went into a rage when he caught her being used by one of the non-coms. He is starting to act possessive of Tooli. He hit her three times, and he beat the non-com severely,” Dahlia says quietly.

I nod slowly. It’s time to start thinning the herd.

“Devlin?” Dahlia asks.

“Yes, sweetie,” I answer absentmindedly as I think through options.

“What are you thinking?” she asks as she caresses my naked flesh.

“It’s better if you don’t know, Dahlia,” I murmur into her hairline before I kiss her head.

“Why did you take this fabric?” she asks.

“Uniforms. Halter bras and skirts for the ladies. Probably some kind of kilt for the gents,” I tell her. “Will you hold onto this stack? I think we have enough in the barracks to take care of our immediate needs.”

“Certainly,” she says quietly.

“You and Tooli get dresses from it as soon as we agree on the standard,” I tell her.

Dahlia smiles brightly at the thought of being included. “Then we’d better have one for Amanda when she gets back,” she replies

“Good idea,” I tell her with a grin. “Wanna wash my back in the shower?”

“I’d be delighted,” Dahlia answers breathily.

[image: ]


After we showered and made love, I briefed Dahlia on the mission as she lay on my shoulder.

“Making an agreement with the people of that ship was a great idea, Devlin,” Dahlia murmured. “By the way, volunteering blood and receiving the captain’s dagger gives you a claim to Darkstar family membership. Especially since three family members tasted your blood.”

“That and five dollars will get me a good cup of coffee,” I replied.

Two Piigs entered the lab to deliver food and left immediately. After eating, Dahlia dug my clarinet out despite Amanda’s wishes. I played music for nearly a full stan-part. I put the instrument away, and Dahlia and I made love gently before we fell asleep wrapped in each other’s arms.

I did dream of Clarissa.

[image: ]


When I return to the barracks, the women all have some type of red dress. The guys are in sarongs or kilts of varying lengths.

Clara informs me as I take in the melange of garments, “A proper kilt requires eight yards of fabric. We don’t have pieces large enough. I recommend a sarong.”

“How do they expect to move in long sarongs?” I ask.

Clara asks, “What are you thinking?”

I shrug before answering. “I’m thinking something more like a short kilt or half-sarong. About 4” above the knee. It should be long enough to cover your junk and give you something to sit on. It can’t interfere with mobility.”

Shelly smirks. “I told you, Clara. That's why mine is so short.”

“Yours is so short to show off your legs. You know he likes looking at your legs,” Clara replies.

“You don’t?” Shelly asks, wide-eyed. She bites her lip uncertainly as she waits for our mutual lover’s response.

“I love your legs, Shelly,” Clara answers quietly. I can see the passion rising in her eyes.

That conversation quickly devolves into me getting the ladies out of their dresses. We make love, each taking a turn sitting on my lap with her legs around my waist. The other partner reaches around to stimulate the rider’s clit and breasts while kissing her neck. My right hand gives the non-riding partners some love while I fuck the rider.

I unload once in each of them, and then we lay down on our mats, pull our blanket over us and fall asleep.

Shortly after falling asleep, I’m awakened by loud screeching, a scream, and a thud. Tooli is in the middle of the floor in a heap. I run to her. She’s beaten and bruised all over, missing a tooth, and left her eye is swollen shut. One collarbone is obviously broken with the ends sticking up under the skin

The XO is standing in the doorway, fuming. The Piig screams. “Fuck humans, you want? Go ahead. Want you now, they will not.”

I stand slowly and walk towards him. My belt and knife are under the blanket, but I’m so filled with rage I leave them behind. I stop halfway between where he’s standing in the corridor and Tooli’s broken body, and give him the old Bruce Lee ‘bring it on’ motion with my left hand.

The XO’s little piggy eyes open wider, and he screams. He grabs a truncheon from one of the guards and stalks forward. His sidearm is still in its holster on his right, and he has a blade on the left hip.

“Tooli is my friend. You’re going down, you filthy barnyard animal,” I growl at him.

He launches at me with a diagonal swing of the truncheon, downward from above his right shoulder. I side-step and hit him in the throat before grabbing his blaster. I turn the power all the way up and shoot him in each knee, then each hooved hand. I stick the weapon up his sleeve and shoot it inside his Kruoll jacket. The arm comes off in my hand. I do the other arm. He falls to the ground, so I turn the power to the lowest setting and put it back into his holster. Then I pull hard on his ankles, removing each lower leg at the knee. I pick up the severed limbs as the startled Piigs look on. I open the inner airlock, throw in the body parts, close the airlock and cycle it. The vacuum of space sucks the meat out into the universe.

I return to the injured Piig officer and open his jacket. I take his knife from his belt and cut off the knit shirt underneath. I toss it to Shelly, who immediately wets it and starts trying to gently clean Tooli. Then I cut a big slab of pork belly from the XO.

I whisper in the Piig's ear, “Can you understand me?”

It nods fearfully. “The only reason I didn’t cut off your dick is that Tooli says you don’t really have one to speak of. Now, she is mine, and you are going into the stew.”

I stab the blade into his left shoulder at exactly the same spot he poked Salah. Funnily enough, he screams like a stuck pig. I murmur to him, “Die slowly, you fucking animal.”

The two NCOs that guarded him last time are both stalking forward with truncheons in their hand. I slide the borrowed truncheon back to its owner. Then I point at Tooli.

“Tooli is a sweet woman, and my friend. You rewarded her sweet disposition with that,” I growl, pointing at Tooli’s injuries. “This is your only warning. Do not mess with my friends. You won’t like how I’ll respond.

I back away from the broken, whimpering officer on the deck. The NCOs stop to tend to his wounds. I pick Tooli up and carry her to my mat. I lay her down, and Shelly keeps working on her.

I murmur to myself. “I have her, Dahlia.”

“Thank you, Devlin,” she murmurs in my ear. “The Captain is on his way.”

“Do I need to butcher him, too?” I ask.

“My loyalty circuit will not allow me to answer your question as I would like,” she says quietly.

I reply, “Understood,” as I squat next to Tooli and the pirate band circles around her. We caress her gently as Shelly works.

Shelly asks, “Devlin, can you set her collarbone?”

“I’m not trained for that,” I pull my hair in frustration. “I might do more harm than good.”

Dahlia murmurs in my ear. “Kiss her, so she knows it’s you. Then push her shoulder back. You may feel a pop. Then push the broken ends together. She has similar stem cell levels as you do. If you keep her arm immobile for a day, the bone will start to knit together. Do it now!”

I lean down. “Tooli, this is Devlin.” I kiss her lips gently. As I start to pull away, she starts to kiss me back. I break the kiss. “Honey, I’m going to set your broken collarbone. It’s going to hurt.”

She mutters, “Mou’ ‘urt too.”

I think that meant ‘mouth hurts too.’

I move her left arm into a sling position, and kiss her again before placing a hand in the center of her chest and the other on her shoulder. I pull outward with my right hand before pressing down and out with my left. I neither hear nor feel a pop.

Shelly stops what she’s doing and aligns the broken ends of the bones as Tooli moans in pain.

Shelly caresses Tooli's jaw. She says, “I think her jaw is dislocated. We can reduce it by pushing back, then down, and then bringing it forward. That’ll put it back in place.”

I look at her carefully. “How much medical training did you have, Shelly?”

“More than average for my specialty, but not enough to be a PA or Nurse Practitioner,” she says. “About the same as a paramedic. I just have had to do a lot of things for field expedience. Reducing a dislocated jaw is one of them.”

“You should do it,” I tell her.

She shakes her head slightly. “You’re stronger, and she trusts you more than me. You’ll have to put your thumbs in her mouth to do it.”

“Do’i, mus’ oo,” Tooli mutters. “De’li. Plee.”

I think she said ‘Do it, must you. Devlin, please.’

“Okay, Tooli,” I acquiesce. “I’ll have to put my thumbs in your mouth. Here we go.”

I manage to do it without breaking her jaw or getting bit. I count it as a win.

“Oh! Hurt, that did. Better now, it is. Thank you.” Tooli lifts her working right arm to caress my face. I kiss the palm of her hand, and then Tooli reaches for Shelly. “Thank you, Shelly.”

“Of course, sweet girl,” Shelly says. “You’re one of us now.”

I hear the Piigs snapping to attention and look up to see the captain entering the barracks. I recognize him from the video. His greenish face barely looks porcine at all. His muzzle protrudes very little—more like a human or chimpanzee, except for the tusks protruding from his short muzzle. His face is locked in a stern expression.

The captain gives me a piercing look as he walks up to the XO and asks what happened. He kneels next to his wounded First Officer, and his face turns from stern to livid anger as the NCOs explain how the XO had been holding Tooli in his quarters and abusing her. My translator chip has a hard time keeping up, but I learn that after all the crew below the XO’s rank took a turn on her, he beat Tooli brutally. Supposedly she took it all silently. Then he dragged her down here and tossed her in with us humans.

I get up and face the captain. “If I had known that, I would have tossed him out the airlock.”

He frowns at me, “Use the airlock, how did you learn?”

“It’s pretty intuitive, sir. Plus, I’ve seen your crew work it a couple of times,” I tell him.

The captain looks at me fiercely for a moment. Then he quickly pulls his knife and buries it in the XO’s heart. He says, “larder” as he gets up and faces me. He licks the blood off his blade and sheaths it. The NCOs drag the broken body out.

The captain stares at me for a moment, then points to Tooli. I nod and back towards where she is lying. He looks at her bruised, broken body on the mat.

I explain, “He broke her collarbone and dislocated her jaw. We set them, but she could use some medical attention, sir. She did not deserve this, Captain.”

He turns to me. “To the lab take her. The way you know?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Don’t dally. To Dahlia deliver her and here returning,” the captain says. “In the lab spending too much time you are.”

“Yes, sir,” I acknowledge the order. I kneel beside the pretty violet woman, and she wraps her good arm around my neck. I pick her up in a bridal carry and take her to the lab.

One of the guards rides up the lift with me at the captain’s direction to work the elevator while I have my arms full of the big woman. Dahlia meets me at the door and guides me to the exam table.

I gently lay Tooli on the cushioned surface, and Dahlia dismisses me. “I will reward you later, Devlin. I need to tend to Tooli right now.”

“I don’t need a reward, Dahlia. Take care of her,” I respond. I kiss Tooli gently on the lips.

She murmurs, “Bye, Devlin.”

I kiss Dahlia’s cheek and head back to the barracks, picking up my Piig escort on the way.
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The next couple of days returned us to our routine. The ladies wore long sarongs until training time, but they switched to a bra and kilt configuration to work out. Everyone seemed to be getting a handle on the basic bayonet drill and tactics. We spent some time discussing other scenarios to mix things up, and I showed everyone some jo staff skills. Clara, Shelly, and I were together constantly, either sleeping on each other, training together, or having sex. Ibrahim and Salah both were fairly surly because they didn’t have anyone to play with, so Mari takes them on while passing Tommy off to Talia, for the time being.

Talia took care of her four boys every day, but Mari was fiendishly busy taking care of her partners’ sexual needs. I remembered from our time together that she really liked sex, but I wasn’t aware of just how insatiable she was. One day after training she hugged me. She said, “I swear, you can’t believe how grateful I am for training. Otherwise, I’d just be fucking all the time to keep from going insane.”

We worked on tactics to clear a room, first armed only with staffs, and then with staffs and again with blasters. We did strength, cardio, and hand-to-hand first thing after we woke up before the second meal of the day. We even did some marching drills, which was somewhat amusing as we adapted to the country convention of whomever was calling the commands. Ibrahim and Salah both understood the U.S. commands well enough, but Clara’s British version threw me off. I’m not sure that I ever figured out Sasha’s calls, but he got the direction on the correct beat, which was the important thing.

The only break in the routine was when an NCO showed up on the third day and squealed at me to wake up. He laughed evilly as we all groaned awake.
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“Captain see, you must,” the Piig snorts and squeals.

“Okay,” I answer. I tell Clara as I pull on my kilt, “I’m going unarmed.” I nod to the bundle of my belt and knife under the mat.

Shelly winks at me, “We’ll keep up with your stuff.”

I kiss Clara and Shelly before I follow the pig to the lift. We ride to the third and top deck. My escort leads me to the bridge. I wait just inside the door, and the Captain gets up from his chair. He commands, “Pilot the bridge has.”

A Piig officer responds, “Pilot the bridge has.”

The Captain beckons me to follow him into his office, so I do. The office is neat and clean. The Captain sits beside his desk. I post in front of his desk and stand at the position of attention. “Reporting as ordered, sir.”

“Stand easy,” the captain says. I do just that as he continues. “Tooli, how is?” he asks.

“I was hoping you could tell me, sir,” I tell him. I know from Dahlia that Tooli’s broken collarbone has already knit enough that she can move her arm gently—probably because of her Morecock genetics.

He smirks. “You a way have devised for communicating, I surmise.”

I smirk in return, “I haven’t been here very long, sir. Give me some time.”

The captain turns serious. “Visited the lab today, I did. Recovering well, is Tooli. Limited use of her hand, she has. Solid food eating again, she is.”

I try to let my shoulders drop a bit like I had been worried. “That’s great news, sir. It’s also really fast.”

“Yes,” the captain agrees. “Heals quickly, her race does. Helping with regenerator technology, Dahlia is.”

I nod and wait for the real reason to appear. “First Officer dead, makes me not happy.”

“Sir, at the risk of being argumentative, I left him alive,” I point out.

“Yes,” the captain glares at me. “A mercy it was, killing him.”

I snap to attention. “Sir. After what he did to Tooli, he didn’t deserve mercy. He needed to feel the pain he inflicted on her.”

The captain says quietly. “Punishing my crew, my duty it is. Not yours. Clear, slave?”

“Crystal, sir,” I bark back.

I think he struggles with my word choice for a moment, but he eventually orders, “Stand easy, slave.”

I go back to ‘at ease’ and wait for him to continue.

“Your name is what?” the captain asks.

“Devlin Walsh, sir.”

“In your army, you served?” he asks.

“Yes, sir. I left my service as a sergeant.”

“Your specialty was what?” he asks.

“Army band, sir. The musicians are also the guard force for the headquarters,” I explain.

“A musician,” he says.

He stares at me as I confirm it. “Yes, sir.”

“Six Kruoll and my First Officer butchered by musician,” he says. He didn’t say anything that required a response, so I keep my mouth shut. He eventually continues. “Useless fighters, are the musicians I know.”

I shrug. “I learned how to defend myself against bullies as a child. One of my senior sergeants taught me a lot about combat. I fought in combat while in the Army, and kept training after I finished my duty.”

“A good choice in you, Amanda appears to have made,” he says. “Your awakening was how?”

“You mean after Amanda cut off my head, and Dahlia put me into a cultured body, sir?” I ask.

I think he struggles with word choice again, but eventually he nods.

“Well, sir. I woke up with the probes still in my head. I couldn’t speak, and I could feel stuff moving around in my skull. The muscle conditioning was brutal with the electrodes, but I can’t argue with the results. I’ve had a couple more sessions since I’ve started going on missions.”

“Physical training you do, with the other slaves,” he says. “Keep your edge, does it?”

I shake my head. “I don’t know, sir. It’s something to do other than sleep or fuck. I think it helps increase our chances of survival, especially since you send us against armed opponents with heavy pipes.”

“Pipes a good weapon are,” he says without any room for argument.

“The weight probably helped against the Kruoll, but honestly a lighter, solid, slightly springy staff of the same diameter would be better, sir. In my training, we used staffs of different kinds of wood. The ones you give us are too heavy for most of us to use well in combat, especially for the females. We’ve tried to adapt tactics to what we have, but lighter ones for combat would be better. The heavy ones would be better served as training tools, sir,” I wrap up.

The captain ponders that for a moment. “Revolutionary ideas you have, Dahlia said. Understanding to me is coming.” He pauses again before saying, “Arming you with carbines would reduce casualties, she says.”

I shrug and respond, “Even if you don’t care about our lives, it makes financial sense, sir. Sending spacecraft to pick up slaves from my planet is costly. Giving us the tools and care to survive just makes good business sense.”

“In business am I not,” the captain responds flatly.

“That may be, sir. However, I’m pretty certain the Mother Ship isn’t sending you out to pirate for the sheer fun of it, sir. You’re sent out to get profitable cargo and to supply your ship. Throwing out your means for collecting booty from your victims just doesn’t make financial sense, sir,” I explain. I shut up and let him stew over that.

After a while he nods. “A profit and loss review each cycle, have we. Slave losses as a loss count,” he admits. He is quiet for nearly a minute before continuing. “Carbines and blasters you will have for raids. Return them to guards after missions you will. Staff specifications with Dahlia discuss,” he orders.

“Yes, sir.”

“Uniforms now have you,” he comments.

I nod, “Yes, sir. We snagged this fabric on the last ship. I thought it would be good for the females to wrap their breasts in combat—increase their freedom of movement. The men adopted these kilts. The women wear full dresses in the barracks to help fight off the chill, but they will wear bras and kilts on raids,” I explain.

“Naked pirates no longer, are you,” he says with a slight frown.

“We’ll see, sir. I think everyone knows that your people are driving the ships and that the naked pirates are your crew,” I tell him.

He nods his head. “Mission parameters must you meet. You can keep uniforms, if you do.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Dismissed,” he says.

I snap to attention, salute, and leave, and make my way back to the barracks. A guard catches up with me at the lift and escorts me back.
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The next day, one of the NCOs shows up after food and growls, “Time for training it is!”

We’re about to jump him when one of the guards hands him a carbine.

“A Taktronics Energy Carbine model 9 is this,” he says. Suddenly he has our full attention.

He spends about two kilotines going over the EC9 weapon: the difference between using power packs instead of magazines, power settings versus different types of ammunition, and dealing with malfunctions. We all shoot at targets on the lowest setting to avoid burning holes into our ship.

The NCO, who we learn is Chief Sharptusk, also demonstrates on Gunther how we can use the carbine as a contact weapon by throwing a switch and touching someone. It works on the lowest three power settings, but the third is frequently lethal when used in this manner.

After the carbine lecture and training, the chief walks us through the blaster, whose official designation is the Pulse Handheld Energy Weapon. Gunther thought it hilarious that it was a PHEW. In German, the ‘H’ is silent so effectively it’s a PEW, which is endlessly amusing to Gunther. After the chief leaves, we all crack up and make ‘PEW PEW’ noises for a couple of minutes, shooting with our fingers. Ibrahim didn’t get it initially, but he joined in the fun quickly. I have to say, it was nice to be able to laugh and act like children again, even for only a little while.

Eventually, the ladies have enough of our foolishness and take charge of making us all sleepy again, or, in my case, ensuring Clara and Shelly are worn out enough to sleep.

The chief wakes us up later the same day. He lets us pee and get a drink while the guards roll in the carts of staffs and shields. Two other Piigs carry in a carton that contains a PHEW for each of us and two EC9s.

“Cargo vessel from Compucorp to Retail Station boarding, you will be. Crates of consumer goods you will secure. Wifi access points, tablets, processing units, displays, communicators, and fabricators, you will find. Fuel we need. Unperishable foodstuffs good to have would be,” Chief Sharptusk barks.

Clara murmurs next to me, “English is definitely not his native language.” Then she calls out orders. “Tommy and Kobe on the EC9s and blasters. Everyone else grab a blaster and a staff. Shield bearers, ensure you take serviceable ones. Throw any bad ones on the ground so the chief can get them repaired or replaced.”

Clara pauses for a moment and nods at Sasha. Sasha barks, “Move! You heard Captain. Get weapons and form up!”

We form up in ranks and rotate through to arm ourselves and fall into our squads. Clara and Sasha stop their inspection of the ranks in front of me. Clara says, “Sergeant Walsh, you’re probably the most empathetic and relatable person in our little band of pirates. Moving forward, you’ll be in charge of negotiations. The First Sergeant will remain in charge of tactical, and he’lll only override you if there is a danger to ourselves or our ship. Do you understand your orders, Sergeant Walsh?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I snap back.

Clara winks at me before moving farther down the ranks. Sasha gives me the once-over. He says, “Where is your blaster, Walsh?”

I open my pouch. “In my pouch, First Sergeant.”

“Recover, Walsh.” He moves farther down the line.

The Piigs in suits deploy the ramp. I murmur to Dahlia, “Did they at least get us to the cargo hold this time?”

Her sweet voice caresses my ear. “You will arrive on the correct deck, and you’ll be in a corridor like the one outside your barracks. It’s a larger version of this ship, so there will be two cargo holds with doors on either side of a lift.”

“Which hold has what we need?” I murmur back.

“Standing in front of the lift, with your left toward the lift, the one in front of you has fuel and chemical cargo, but the electronics and foodstuffs you seek will be in the one behind you. Grab a couple of 200 liter barrels of water if you can. We had a problem with the evaporators that recycle water and lost a significant amount,” she sighs.

“Okay, beautiful. I’ll do what I can,” I tell her.

“You think I’m beautiful?” she asks.

“Body and soul, Dahlia. Body and soul,” I murmur. “Gotta go, sweetie.”

She purrs, “Be safe, Devlin.”

The Piigs return up the ramp, and Clara gives the command, “Platoon! At double-time, march!”

Kobe calls out a quiet cadence as we trot forward in step down the ramp and through the hole in the hull. It looks like the Piigs’ measurements were a little off in cutting the hole because we have to step up onto the deck of the adjoining ship. Gunther and Kobe both duck going through, but I think there was just barely enough clearance for the big men to pass if they didn’t. The elevator is on our right, like it would be if we were on our ship

Sasha takes charge, “Squad One, secure lift. Squad Two, search.”

I call out, “Sasha, the fuel is in the first one. The cargo and foodstuffs we want should be in the second bay. We need to get two barrels of water if we can, too. That should be with the foodstuffs.”

Dahlia purrs, “Right, Devlin” as Sasha nods his acknowledgement

The Spetsnaz sergeant thinks for a moment before ordering, “Mari, take Gunther and Moishe. Go into first bay and find fuel—at least two barrels. Find person for Devlin to talk to if you can. Avoid getting hurt. Devlin, take Talia and Salah. Second bay for electronics, food, and water. Go.”

“Let’s go. Talia on point, Salah on trail,” I order.

Talia moves out, and we boys follow. Before we enter the bay, I pull out my blaster and set it. “Blasters Level 2. Talia right, me left, Salah secure the door.”

I hear grunts of assent as Talia presses a knob next to the cargo bay door. The door slides to the right, and we deploy.

I flow along the exterior of the cargo bay on my bare feet, checking each aisle as I pass. I make it all the way down the exterior when I hear grunting noises. I peek around the corner of the last row to find two crewmen in flagrante delicto. The male is behind the female. Both have coverall jumpsuits pooled around their ankles. They both have pinkish-orange flesh and little nubby growths instead of hair. Otherwise, they look human.

“Hello folks,” I announce myself with my blaster raised. “Sorry to interrupt your fun, but I need your help to ensure I only steal what I need.” I step back into the corner. Each of their discarded belts has a blaster on it. “I really don’t want to shoot either of you, but if you reach for your weapons. I will. Step away from your belts.”

The two pull apart, and the female whimpers. They hobble away from their belts and stand with their hands up, facing me. That’s when I revise my estimate of their appearance. They have no eyebrows at all, genetically opting for heavy brow ridges over dark eyes. They have ridges across their noses, ridges along their collarbones, and ridges at the base of their rib cages. Neither has any hair at all, and they only have the little nubbins on their head.

The male stands with his hands in front of his rapidly deflating penis. I don’t think he has anything to be ashamed of, but then again I’ve been living naked for the last couple of months. The woman has her hands on her hips with a frustrated look on her face. She demands, “Who are you?”

I nod slightly, “I’m Sergeant Devlin Walsh, ma’am, and I’ll be your pirate today. You may both pull up your jumpsuits, but if you pull a weapon out of a pocket I will shoot you.”

The female really cops an attitude. “You couldn’t have waited another minute? He about had me at my climax! Maybe you should finish me off. Once you go Dolfhai, you’ll never go back.” Despite not having eyebrows, she manages to cock a brow ridge. She is kinda sexy in a weird, alien kind of way. Both beings are thin with wide shoulders, but she has nice B-cup breasts with thumb-sized nipples, no areolae, a pleasantly narrow waist, and hips built for giving birth.

I chuckle, “I’m flattered ma’am, but I make a policy of not having sex with women that are with another man.”

“It’s true,” Talia says as she appears behind them. “I know he finds me attractive, but he is always a gentleman. I wouldn’t mind at all, but he abstains from taking me to keep the peace.” She winks at me.

I smirk in return. “I must admit that the only downside of our uniforms is that I don’t get to follow your naked tushy on raids.”

We chuckle as the two crewmembers pull on their uniforms. I use my staff to drag their belts toward me. I pull the two blasters from their belts and toss the belts back. “Turn around and put your belts on. Talia, please cover them.”

After they turn, I set my blaster on safe and put it in my pouch. I inspect their weapons. They’re from a different maker, but the controls are nearly identical. I put one on safe and tuck it into my belt before setting the other one to Level 2. I bear it in my right hand as I pick up my staff with my left.

I instruct our prisoners, “Okay folks, we need to contact your bridge, and then you’ll help us find what we are looking for. Clear?” I see them nod over their shoulders at me.

“Okay, lead us to your communication to the bridge,” I order. Talia backs up and clears the next row before backing into it.

We follow the two strange aliens to the center corridor. I call out, “Status, Salah.”

“All clear so far,” the Arabic man calls back.

“Coming down the center aisle with two prisoners,” I respond. I ask the prisoners, “How many other people are in the bay?”

The female turns to talk over her shoulder. “His wife might still be lurking around, but I think she left.”

“Interesting culture,” Talia says.

The female responds, “She lost the bet.”

“Who else?” I ask. “I know there’s someone else here.” The shoulders of both prisoners droop in defeat.

The male says, “Mugrill is here. He’s a Kruoll.”

I call out, “Mugrill, join us in the center of the bay, and I won’t shoot these two. If you make me hunt you down, I’ll be wearing your skin.”

I hear a growl up and behind me. I turn to see a Kruoll with a big blade crouched on top of a stack of crates.

I murmur, “Cover them, Tal.”

I cock my head to the side as I point the blaster at the creature and crank it up to eleven. “I know this will just tickle you, but you need to know that I’ve killed six of your people. My masters would love for me to bring them another skin, but I’d rather let you live. Give me an excuse to do so.”

The huge Kruoll growls softly and drops to the ground on all fours. Even by Kruoll standards, this guy is huge. I estimate he’s at least eight feet tall. “Leave the blade and join your colleagues.” I pick up Mugrill’s blade and tuck it into my belt. “I’ll leave it for you when I go.” The huge creature ducks its head in acknowledgement.

Talia calls out, “Three prisoners, Salah. We’re coming up to use the handset by the door.” She cocks an eye at the Dolfhai, and the male nods.

We arrive at the door and Salah covers inside the cargo bay to his right. The drills we’ve been doing are paying off; he’s becoming a competent soldier. It’s a good thing we have blasters, as his injury still isn’t fully recovered. He's useless with the heavy staff, for now.

I tell the male Dolfhai, “Call the bridge and connect me with a senior officer.”

He picks up the handset and waits for a response. He finally says, “Mer Redgill here. I need to speak to the captain.” He waits for a moment. “Uh, hello, Captain. I have someone here to talk to you.”

He hands me the handset. I hear, “What? You there, Redgill?”

“No, sir,” I respond. “I am Devlin Walsh, the community and public relations sergeant for the Red Band pirates. We are here to relieve you of some of your cargo. I would prefer not to hurt any of your crew or damage your ship any further than we have breaching your hull. Will you parlay?”

I hear a muttered, “Shit” followed by a lengthy pause. Finally he says, “I’ll send my First Officer down.”

“I’d rather deal with the adults, Captain. The moment he says ‘I need to check with the Captain,’ I will shoot him with a stunner.”

The captain chuckles evilly. “Actually, I’d be fine with that. If you want to humble him a bit, that works for me too.”

I laugh back, “Just how pale is he right now?”

“About the lightest shade of grey you’ve ever seen,” the captain says.

“Captain, you are an asshole,” I laugh. “Please send your First Officer quickly. We don’t want to keep you longer than necessary. I also don’t want to make your trip a failure, so please ensure he knows not to jerk me around. If you can have two barrels of fuel and a fifty kilogram bag of farro ready and stand down, Red Band will negotiate non-violently to fulfill our mission and not put you in the poor house. Please pass the word.”

“That’s better than the Piigs offer,” he sighs.

“Actually, we members of the Red Band are Piig slaves. I’m trying to teach the Piigs not to piss in the pond they fish in,” I tell him. “Oh, and I do have armed guards on the lift, so please tell your XO not to try anything.”

“Right,” he sighs again. After a murmured conversation he says, “Number One is on his way.”

“Thank you, sir. I’ll let you get back to commanding your ship,” I tell him.

“Captain out,” he responds, and the line goes dead.

I hang up the handset. “XO is on the way.” I tell Talia, “Let’s have them sit in the corridor. We can have them help us with the cargo.”

Gunther and Moishe drag a beaten Overdatch into the corridor. Mari looks out of it, and she’s sporting a bruised eye and a growing knot on the side of her jaw.

She says, “They have plenty of fuel. We should take double since he punched me.”

I nod as the lift opens, and a human in a brown uniform jacket and tan cargo pants walks out. He’s taller than I am, with a barrel chest and brown hair. He has a smarmy smile on his face.

“Hello, I am Vice-Captain Ponzu, the First Officer. Which one of you is Sergeant Walsh?” he asks. His smarmy smile doesn’t reach his dead eyes. He reminds me of an Evangelical preacher.

“Hello, sir. I’m Sergeant Walsh,” I say in greeting. “We need two crates each of Wifi access points, tablets, processing units, displays, communicators, and fabricators, plus four barrels of fuel, four barrels of water, and four 50 kilogram bags of farro.”

His smile falters just before the lift opens again. Out steps an exotically beautiful being. She’s all woman, but her orange eyes have slitted pupils that quickly round in the darker corridor. She has an angular, heart-shaped face, a small button nose, dark brown hair that reaches to about half-way down her long neck, and small pointed ears poke out of her short hair. Her figure is svelte and feminine with medium-sized pert breasts, an unbelievably narrow waist, flared hips, and a long dark tail wrapped around her left leg. She’s wearing black tights tucked into thigh-high dark brown leather boots. On top, she is wearing a black garment in a clingy fabric under a dark brown jacket with straps and buckles all over. She carries a short, coiled whip in her right hand as she takes a step toward us.

The feline woman looks at the First Officer, who nods in return. She faces the elevator to display high, taut buttocks, with her tail emerging from the top of the cleft between her glorious buttocks. In short, this cat-woman is every fourteen-year old boy’s favorite wet dream.

Her warm voice purrs, “Let’s go ladies.” She beckons whoever is in the lift out. Salah’s jaw drops first as eight sultry ladies in transparent Arabian Nights harem-style outfits parade out of the lift to stand behind the First Officer. His smarmy smile returns as all the boys take in the dusky skinned beauties in their provocative costumes. I’m more mesmerized by the pretty kitty, but I have to admit the slave girls are hot.

The negotiating officer grins and says, “I have a proposal. These eight beauties, and one crate of mixed electronics, one barrel each of water and fuel. No grain.”

The kitten steps up next to us. I slowly pull my eyes back to the smarmy bastard standing in front of me. “Vice-Captain, I’m willing to negotiate, but,” I pause for just a moment. “IF YOU INSULT ME AGAIN, I WILL CUT YOUR FUCKING NUTS OFF AND FEED THEM TO YOU.”

The officer and cat-woman are both shocked by my outburst. I get right in the face of the pompous ass. I ask him quietly, “Do you understand me, sir?”

He nods quietly, so I step back out of his face. I tell him, “The price just doubled. You will now provide us with four crates each of Wifi access points, tablets, processing units, displays, communicators, and fabricators, plus six barrels of fuel, six barrels of water, and eight 50 kilogram bags of farro.”

“But, but, I cannot do that,” Vice-Captain Ponzu sniveled.

“Vice-Captain, I just walked through your cargo bay,” I growl menacingly. “I am confident that you have at least twenty crates of each. I could take four of each, and you would still make a small profit. My team told your people we would not harm them, and still this asshole sucker-punched her.” I point to the Overdatch that Moishe has in an arm lock. “You will pay four, and you will spread the word. If you negotiate with us respectfully, we will be fair, but if you try to jerk us around, we will ruin you.”

I look into the Vice-Captain’s dead eyes as his smarmy smile tries and fails to return. Finally, he looks at me. “We can’t,” he says. “Our last delivery was hit by the naked pirates. They killed eight of the crew and destroyed most of what they didn’t take. We have to deliver the electronics.”

I nod. “I think you just arrived at our negotiation, Vice-Captain. Welcome. My position is that I am a slave, and my masters have bade me to secure electronics—those specific items that I mentioned. Personally, I don’t abide slavery, despite the irony of being bound in that state myself. I have an issue taking slaves as trade goods.”

He looks at the slave girls. “That’s a shame. I could give you twice this many bed slaves.”

“Flesh is cheap?” I ask.

“Sadly,” he admits.

“Make an offer,” I tell him. “I’ll counter in good faith if you negotiate in good faith,” I murmur quietly.

He hangs his head for a moment to gather his thoughts, then locks eyes with me. “One crate of each type of electronics, two barrels each of fuel and water. We only have two bags of farro, but we could give you one and one bag of sorghum or barley. We will make up the difference with these eight ladies.”

I nod as I consider his offer before I counter. “Two crates of each electronic, four barrels of fuel, three of water, and we can take three bags of barley. No slaves.”

I notice one of the slave girls giving Salah bedroom eyes, and he’s all googly-eyed as he looks right back at her.

The Vice-Captain rubs his hands over his face as he looks at the cat-woman. She tilts her head toward the women and shrugs.

He counters, “Two crates of access points and communicators, one each of fabricators, processing units, and tablets. Four barrels of fuel, two of water, three bags of barley, and four bed slaves.”

I respond, “You keep pushing the slaves. Why? Your whole negotiation makes it seem like they aren’t valuable at all.”

He runs his hand across his scalp as he prepares a response, but the cat-woman speaks first. “That is not true. These women are at least fifth generation royal daughters from the imperial harems across the Allied Systems. They all have advanced education and are trained to please both men and women. They were all imperial or royal concubines until they became too old.”

I look at them all, and I don’t see one that looks over thirty. Most look like they’re in their early twenties. The exotic feline female interprets my frown correctly and says, “Point eight gigatines.”

I do some rough math in my head and come up with twenty-four to twenty-five years of age.

I ask, “How many of them have had hand-to-hand, weapons, or assassin training?”

Both the First Officer and the pretty kitty look at me like I shat on the floor, but six of the eight bed slaves raise their hands.

“If your hands are down, please step back.” The two that didn’t raise their hands do as I asked. “How many assassins?” I ask. Two raise their hands. Their handlers are incredulous. “Are you on a mission, or were you just sold off because you aged out of fashion?”

The woman that was flirting with Salah says, “I aged out.” She’s obviously embarrassed.

“Don’t be embarrassed, miss. You’re still young and beautiful,” I tell her. She gives me a brilliant smile.

The other, a darker-skinned beauty with eyes like topaz said, “I completed my mission and became a liability to my master. I’m only point seven gigatines old.” I translate that to roughly twenty-two years old.

I ask the other four, “What training did you receive?”

One was trained as an elite bodyguard in addition to being a king’s concubine. Two were trained in polearms and firearms to serve as guards for the hareem. The fourth was trained in traditional martial arts to become a nun; I got the impression from her description the whole process was very Shaolin-like.

I tell the six, “If I accept any of you, you will be both warriors and concubines. We’re all slaves ourselves, and there are long hours between raids that all we have to do is sleep and fuck. Are any of you unwilling to serve in either capacity?” They all smile and shake their heads. “Let me hear your responses.”

I get a chorus of “No” variants accompanied with smiles. The ones that look like Middle Eastern harem slaves all smile brilliantly. The bodyguard and nun look more like Asians and are more reserved, but they still come across as enthusiastic.

I look over at Clara, who shrugs. I look back to the First Officer. “Two crates each of access points and communicators, one each of fabricators, processing units, and tablets. Four barrels of fuel, three of water, four bags of barley, and the six bed slaves that have training to fight or kill.”

“Done,” the First Officer agrees quickly.

I offer my hand to shake. “It is my people’s custom to seal a deal by shaking hands.” The man shakes my hand once and moves towards the lift.” I tell him, “Sir, please have your crew help cart the goods out, and we’ll be gone quickly.”

He looks at the Dolfhai man. “Redgill, help them get out of here quickly.” He looks at the kitty. “Mouser, get both of these in my quarters after the night watch begins,” and points to the two women I didn’t pick.

The feline guard purrs, “Yes, sir.” Then she quietly tells the two, “Follow him to his quarters and wait for him.”

“Yes, Mistress,” they murmur as they bow their heads and rush off.

I cock my head and look at the cat-woman. “Are you coming with me?”

She sneers, “You could never be so lucky. These women are my charges until they leave this ship.” She growls at me, “You are fortunate the captain didn’t sic me on you.”

“You’re hot when you’re angry,” I say with a smirk and a wink. “Maybe next time, beautiful.”

She hisses at me like an actual cat, and I chuckle in response as I call out, “Mr. Redgill, let's get loaded out! Salah, Talia, and I are on guard. Check the crates to ensure they’re full before we accept them. Sasha, take the moron that punched Mari to get the fuel. If an accident should happen and he were to fall down onto Mari’s knee ten-to-twelve times, I wouldn’t lose any sleep over it.”

Sasha releases an evil laugh. “Sure, Devlin. Accidents happening sometimes,” he replies in his Ukranian accent.
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We get the cargo out of the bays and up the ramp into our own ship. I have Salah and Ibrahim select a mate of their own. Salah selects the ‘old’ assassin, who introduces herself as Yasmine. Ibrahim selects the bodyguard, who shyly introduces herself as Wei. Both ladies smile at their new male friends, and the boys escort their new friends to the barracks. I give Mugrill his blade back.

I tell the other four women, “You’ll soon get a chance to select bedmates. The other men are all sharing a woman, so I am certain you will have no trouble finding a partner if you wish. Take your time if you’re not in a hurry. Despite your training and what I said earlier, you are not obligated to have sex with anyone if you choose not to.” Talia, Clara, Tommy and I escort them back to the barracks.

Clara has us fall in, does a headcount, and confirms to Chief Sharptusk that we’re all back and all the cargo is secure. He sends Piigs in space suits to seal the hole before he marches up to stick his snout into my face.

“Thought you were doing what?” he squeals at me. “Take. Negotiate not.”

“We lost no people, and brought back more than you asked for, Chief. Now back off,” I growl back at the humanoid pig.

“Six more mouths to feed, you brought,” he snorts back.

“Six more trained fighters. Two are trained assassins. One was a king’s bodyguard. The other three are trained to fight in addition to being willing pleasure slaves. It’ll help with morale among your male fighters, plus we brought food and water to cover them for the next few megatines, Chief,” I scoff back. “You’ve got a better raiding party and more booty. What’s the fucking problem?”

“Negotiate not!” he barks. “Take!”

I sneer, “I’ve told the last two ships to pass the word that the Red Band will spare their crews if they provide two barrels of fuel, a fifty kilogram bag of farro, and someone to negotiate for what else we need.”

“Kill them all and take!” the pig yells.

“Then you can’t steal from them again, you dumbass!” I yell at him. “If you kill off all the crews, they won’t carry any more cargo. The ships that do fly will be more heavily armed and crewed. Don’t piss in your own water bowl, Chief!”

He stops talking and steps back. He squints at me as he thinks, and I swear I can hear the gears in his head grinding. He finally nods his head. “Weapons now returning, you will! Devlin to lab going! Bathing coming shortly will” He turns and leaves.

We return our weapons to the Piigs, but those of our group that had blasters beforehand kept their spares. I ask Clara, “How many silks do I need to bring back?”

She purses her lips for a minute and looks at Shelly. Shelly says, “Three, just to be safe. We still have some spares. Actually, make it four. We have four left here. Two will take care of their uniforms, so four more will ensure they each have a dress, too.”

“Okay, sweetie. Gimme a kiss, so I can go,” I smile gently at my Playboy bunny. She bounces closer, hugs me tightly, and kisses me.

Clara slides in for her kiss. She murmurs, “You were awesome today.” She emphasizes her point with a passionate kiss. “I think you planted the seeds for a reputation that will serve us all well.”

I kiss her again. “Thank you, lover. It’ll do until we no longer serve anyone but ourselves. Then we’ll have to reinvent ourselves again.”

Clara smiles. “I can hardly wait.”

Salah and Ibrahim approach with their new lady friends to thank me for hooking them up. The ladies seem happy. I shake their hands. The remaining slave girls give me hugs and thanks. I learn their names. Amira is the younger assassin. Leila and Zaena are the two pole-arm fighters. The quiet, shy one of the group is Xiao, the small one that claimed to only study hand-to-hand. All of them look like they are some blend of Middle Eastern and East Asian descent, but I know that can’t be right.

I tell them, “Rest and get to know our group. We’ll train tomorrow.”

I amble to the lift and make my way to the lab. Dahlia meets me at the door and closes it before she launches into the air to wrap her arms and legs around me. The little woman is heavier than she appears, but I manage to keep my balance.

She smiles at me. “You were great.”

“How much could you hear?” I ask.

“All of it,” Dahlia says. “The Captain had me route it to his station. He was impressed, too. We were able to obtain more than the minimum goods, more pirates, and no shots fired. Chief Sharptusk was listening in from the bottom of the ramp.”

“Yeah,” I say as I squeeze her tight little ass. “He didn’t get it at first, but I think I got through to him.”

Dahlia kisses me again before letting me go. “Tooli is dying to make love to you. Go kiss her and shower, you wonderful, stinky man. I’ll lay four garments aside,” the pink nymph giggles.

I find Tooli and get a one-armed hug from her and a passionate kiss. I tell her, “I missed you, Sweetie. I’m glad to see you doing so much better.” I kiss her again and make my way to the cleaner.

I wash my kilt and shower. I hang the short garment to dry and join the two ladies on the mat for dinner. We eat as we discuss how the mission went, followed by making love languidly for a couple of stan-parts before I fall asleep in their arms.

The next day, I dress and return to the barracks after breakfast and more kisses.

I discover upon my return that Tommy, Moishe, and Kobe all hooked up with one of the new ladies, leaving Mari with Fabian and Talia with Sasha and Gunther. The one sex slave left is Xiao, the one that studied only hand-to-hand combat. She’s standing with Clara and Shelly. Clara gives me a run-down of who paired with whom. Tommy is with Amira, Zaena is with Moishe, and Leila is with Kobe.

I hand the garments to Shelly as Tommy’s new friend, the younger assassin, joins us. She places her hand on my arm and asks, “Did you mean that I can choose not to sleep with someone?”

I scrunch my brow and say, “Of course. Is there a problem?”

She’s about to speak when Tommy calls out, “Amira! Get back over here!”

I turn and walk over to the tall Irishman. “Hey, Tommy. Why are you ordering her around?”

Tommy cops an attitude. “Hey, mate. Don’t worry about what I do with my woman,” he smirks.

I respond, “Listen closely, Tommy. We’re slaves. Last time I checked, slaves don’t get to keep slaves. The ladies here have been helping to take care of your needs out of kindness. You’re not entitled to the favor of any woman.”

Tommy points a finger at my face. “You don’t get to make all the rules, Walsh. You’ve got the two dykes at your beck and call, so don’t be such a fookin’ hypocrite. Mind your own fookin’ business.”

I smile grimly at him. “Tommy, what happens to guys that think they can coerce women into sex? If I catch you abusing any of our women, including the new women, I will break you into small pieces, and let the Piigs drag you off to the stewpot.”

Tommy grinds his teeth and backs away with his hands up. “Fine, mate,” he growls. “Whatever you say.”

I back up before turning back to Clara, Shelly, Amira, and Xiao.

I tell the assassin, “Amira, you don’t have to be with anyone you don’t want to be with. Willingness to have sex is desirable because we’ve had many fewer women than men, but Tommy hasn’t been doing without. If you don’t like his behavior, one of the other ladies will service him. Or not.”

Amira says, “I like sex, but my master was always kind.” She murmurs quietly, “Even when he loaned me to one of his courtiers, they treated me with courtesy and respect. Tommy started ordering me around after we had sex. It didn’t feel right.”

“You get to choose, sweetie,” Clara says.

Shelly and I say “Exactly” in unison.

The young woman smiles shyly before she murmurs, “He is not very skilled. I’m not certain my craving for sex is any better after than it was before.”

Clara chuckles quietly and murmurs to Amira, “Right? I didn’t feel like I was giving anything up when I stopped fucking him.”

Tommy grumbles in the corner, but Kobe cuffs his head while he cuddles his new lover, Leila. Kobe tells him, “Knock it off, Tommy. You fucked up, and you did it knowingly. She’s one of the assassins, you dumb fuck. I was afraid she’d kill your dumb ass.”

“As if that waif could touch me,” the Irishman grumbles.

“Must sleep sometime, ja?” Gunther says.

“We’ll find out when we train,” Kobe says with a shrug. “My money is on the assassin.”

Tommy flops onto his mat and pulls a blanket over himself in a snit.

Clara and Shelly flank me and wrap their arms around me. Shelly coos, “Enough drama, Devlin. Make love to me.”

“Me too, Devlin,” Clara purrs. “I want to reward you for doing such a fine job on that ship.”

“I want you to reward me for doing such a good job,” Shelly sighs seductively.

“Ladies, normally I’d be all over you, but I’m going to sleep. Tooli kept me awake for most of the night. She said she was worried about me getting off cycle,” I joke.

Clara teases, “I’m sure that sexy little pink nymph didn’t have anything to do with you being awake for most of the night.”

I think back to how Dahlia was also fairly demanding. I just shrug and smirk as I tell Clara, “Ma-aybe.”

Clara and Shelly do their best to convince me that I’m not too tired for sex as the rest of the crew pairs off for some recreation. Mari takes pity on Tommy and pulls him in with Fabian.

After reconnecting with Clara and Shelly, I lie on the mat as my ladies roll onto Shelly’s mat to clean each other up in a sixty-nine to the side. After getting kicked a couple of times, I scoot over to Clara’s mat and start to drift off to the accompaniment of Shelly’s and Clara’s moans. A moment later, two naked female bodies cuddle up on either side of me. I wrap an arm around each and am about to fall asleep when Shelly gasps, “Ohmigod YES!”

I crack my eyes and look at my two cuddle bunnies. Xiao is tucked under my right arm fast asleep, and Amira is smiling at me from my left shoulder. I caress her hair and quickly nod off.

I wake up several hours later. Shelly and Clara are tucked up close on my right side. Xiao is on top of me, and Amira’s head is still on my left shoulder.

I enjoy the warmth of the naked female flesh pressed into mine for a moment. Eventually, I murmur, “Dahlia, how long until meal time?”

Xiao wakes up as Dahlia responds, “About one-and-a-half stan-parts.”

I translate that to roughly three hours in my head. I don’t think I'll ever truly feel comfortable with this time system.

I murmur quietly to Xiao, “Let’s train.”

She smiles and nods before sliding off, her small buds of breasts trailing down my torso and legs as she slides under the blanket to disappear. I try to not jostle Amira or Shelly as I follow Xiao. I hear murmurs and whimpers, but they don’t seem to wake up. Getting my kilt seems likely to jostle the girls, so I leave it there. It’s not like we haven’t trained naked before.

Xiao and I take a turn at the loo, and then we start to warm up by walking high kicks up-and-down the bay. We follow that with arm circles and light upper body stretches. Amira and Yasmine wake and join us as we start the stretches.

It’s been a day since we’ve done strength training, so I lead us through pushups, crunches, squats, and pike pushups. Xiao does squats on my back while I do another set of pushups. Amira jumps onto my back for another set. Yasmine claims there’s not enough room to join but I’m fairly sure I could do pushups with all three of them on my back, if they could fit. The new and improved Franken-Devlin body is pretty fucking amazing.

I continue my pushups with Xiao and Amira on top of me, this time trying for speed. Wei joins us, and she presses down on Yasmine’s shoulders while the assassin does push-ups.

Xiao has us do single leg squats with the other leg held parallel to the floor. I struggle with it. I feel like I have the strength to do the squat, but it’s the balance and keeping the other leg extended that get me. As a martial artist, I thought I had pretty good balance, but there’s a significant difference between static balance and moving balance. Amira and Yasmine can both do it. Wei does pretty well, but claims she hasn’t done them since her early training. Xiao giggles and stands on one leg and provides a cheater arm for Wei and myself as the three of us work each leg in concert. I fall a couple times, knocking the other two ladies over once. Eventually, I get ten on each leg without falling.

Xiao does a handstand and asks me to stand behind her and hold her ankles. I do as asked, and then she flexes her hamstrings. I post her heels on my shoulders as she lifts her body off the ground until her knees are flexed to a little past ninety degrees and her calves are parallel to the ground. She does twenty of those before doing fifty handstand push-ups.

I shake my head at the awesome display of athleticism. The rest of the group joins us to watch. When Xiao finishes, she has us line up on a wall and roll up into a handstand before having us try push ups. Surprisingly, I can do it (thank you Dahlia), but my feet keep sliding along the wall.

After a quick drink, we line up to practice hand-to-hand, matching opponents by height. Talia and Moishe lead us through some drills. After they have us all in the appropriate mindset, we freestyle. Talia calls up Sahla to fight her. He grimaces, and she chuckles good-naturedly. I think they’re both starting to let go of their cultural prejudices.

I match up with Moishe. Kobe and Sasha pair up, as do Ibrahim and Gunther. Tommy steps up in front of Amira in his standard boxing stance. Mari, Clara, Shelly, and Xiao pair up with Wei, Leila, Zaena, and Yasmine, respectively.

I hold a hand up to Moishe to watch Tommy. Amira smiles sweetly and renders a sexy little ‘namaste’ bow to Tommy. She stands in mountain pose, hands pressed together in front of her heart as Tommy grumbles. He stands at attention and bows. That’s when Amira attacks, smacking him three times with her open palms before kneeing him in the nose. Tommy flings himself away, but the young woman stays close. She grabs Tommy’s left bicep before she climbs his body to wrap her legs around his neck and head.

Tommy leans forward, and Amira releases him to roll forward away from him as Tommy falls to the floor on hands and knees.

I ask conversationally, “Amira, that would have snapped his neck if you hadn’t let go, right?”

She shrugs without taking her eyes off Tommy. “It depends on how I decide to roll and how tightly I squeeze my thighs.”

Tommy gets to his feet and attacks. He yells, “You’re gonna pay, you fookin’ bitch!”

He throws a couple of tight hooking punches and a straight kick. I murmur to Moishe, “Tommy’s true colors are starting to show.”

Moishe nods sadly. “Yes. I-I’m afraid we will have to put him down even-eventually.”

I look at him with a grin. “Your speech is getting better, Moishe.”

“I try,” he smiles back. We turn back to watch Amira play with Tommy. He keeps throwing punches and kicks that get wilder and wilder. She stays close to him and uses techniques that appear similar to the Wing Chun I once saw on YouTube, from clips of the Ip Man movies. Eventually, she snags a wrist from a straight punch and uses it to throw Tommy into a somersault, which plants him on his back. The technique looks very similar to some of the aiki techniques I learned from CSM Montgomery and Master Hiromatsu.

Tommy lays on the deck unmoving for a moment before releasing a weak groan.

I ask the Irishman, “Hey, Tommy. You okay?”

“Yeah,” he moans.

Moishe tells him, “Take a break, To-tommy. Everyone else, tr-train.”

We all break into sparring with our partners as Amira helps Tommy up.

We rotate through partners. My turn with Amira goes better than Tommy’s. It’s very much like sparring with one of my classmates in the bujutsu class in Phoenix. Yasmine’s and Wei’s styles are very similar to Amira’s. All three of them push me hard, and I’m narrowly victorious. My final partner is Xiao.

As we pair off, Xiao smiles at me sweetly. I smile and wink at her. She giggles, and then she launches toward me and up into the air. She flips backward and catches me on the chin with the ball of her foot. I lose time and brown out. The impact of hitting the floor brings me around in time to see her right foot circling down toward my head. I roll toward her to avoid the kick and hook my left heel towards her abdomen. She snags it, but I use the distraction to kick the back of her left leg, sweeping her to the ground. I manage to pin her, mount her chest, and hit her twice before she’s able to lock an arm and bridge me off to the side.

I manage to keep her in a guard position as she hammers strikes into my abdomen with fists and elbows. I get two hands on her right wrist and lock it, which distracts her enough for me to roll her and mount her chest again. This time I lay flat on her torso and pin both of her wrists over her head with my left hand while my right snakes under my body to grasp her throat. My upper thighs pin her legs to the floor

She suddenly goes limp.

“Do you submit?” I ask quietly.

“Yes,” she murmurs.

I release her throat to grab a wrist in each hand. I pull my legs in and somersault out to lay on the ground above her head. Xiao follows my roll to land mounted on my chest.

Her tiny buds of breast jiggle as she lands. She grinds her naked sex into my xyphoid process as she pins my shoulders to the ground. She looks at me seriously. “Do you submit?”

“To you?” She nods slowly.

I get the impression there’s a subtext here as I slide my hands up her arms, over her shoulders, and down her back to cup her tight little round ass. I stare up into her cute little China-doll face and catalog the things that make her uniquely and exquisitely beautiful. Her brows—the bone, not just the hair—angle upward slightly above her almond shaped eyes. Her ears look like they might point just a little bit at the back. Her waist is small, but not much narrower than her hips; she has more of what I would call an athletic feminine figure. Everywhere I touch her, I feel sinewy muscle just under the skin.

“Xiao, I will submit to you whenever you kiss me,” I tell her. A slow smile blooms on her face, and her eyes dance.

She leans down to press her lips into mine. We start to nibble each other’s lips and chase each other’s tongues.

I hear Talia tease, “Hey, Devlin! What technique is that? You’ve never used it on me!”

Shelly says, “He uses it on me all the time. It’s designed to make my knees weak.”

Xiao nods her agreement, but we don’t break our kiss. Eventually she lifts away from me. “I would like some of that attention which Shelly and Clara got from you.”

I nod my head. “As you wish, Xiao.”

She grins, “I like how you say my name. It is nearly correct.”

“You can coach me during the long quiet times,” I say as I grin up at her.

Suddenly, the small woman pikes up into a one-hand stand. I roll out from under her and bounce to my feet. Xiao rolls onto her feet and jumps to wrap her arms and legs around me. She kisses me quickly and whispers into my ear. “It’s been months for me. As soon as we can, please.”

I squeeze her compact little bum before murmuring, “I can put you against the wall in the alcove, if you’d like. It’ll give you some privacy for our first time.”

“I grew up in a harem and trained in a nunnery. I’m used to having sex with others around. It doesn’t bother me. Just take me to your mat,” she says.

Tommy groans, “Another one, Walsh? You fookin’ greedy pig!”

“As soon as we finish training?” I ask. She nods quickly. I continue, “I need to stretch a bit after the beatings I got from everyone.”

Xiao giggles, “You did pretty well.”

I smirk as I sit her down on the ground. “You were playing with me.”

She shrugs. “Some, but it got serious when you mounted my chest. We’ll train more. I think you have things to show me, and I have much to share with you and our team.”

‘Our team;’ I like the sound of that.

We stretch as a group, finishing with some yoga, led by Shelly.

Then, I pick up Xiao and carry her to my mat. Clara and Shelly grab Amira to lounge on the far side of us.

I kneel on the mat and lay Xiao back. We kiss for a while before I start nibbling down her neck. Her tiny mounds of breast are very sensitive to the attention of my lips, and Xiao moans as I lick and suckle the entirety of both small hills.

As I kiss my way south toward Xiao’s naked womanhood, I see Shelly in a clench with Amira while Clara caresses the Arabic-looking woman from behind. Then my mouth arrives at Xiao’s bare pubis.

I kiss all around the hooded nodule at the top of her labia. The attention gets the tip of her clitoris to protrude, so I give the shy little bud a couple of gentle licks. Xioa’s hands clasp my hair to hold me in place, so I dribble a globule of spittle between her petals and gently rub it in with my finger as I lick her tumescent point. My left hand reaches up to squeeze a small, hard, nipple as I work my other hand to push a finger into her tight channel. The lovely, diminutive martial artist’s whines and whimpers escalate as my manual efforts pile on top of the tongue lashing I’m giving her clit.

Xiao speaks in a language that my translation chip has to work to translate, but I don’t bother to wonder about it. Her body is telling me all that I need to know. My index finger is curling up to rub her G-spot as Xiao’s whines and whimpers turn into a nasally squeal. I feel her channel clamp down on me as she thrusts her sex into my hand and mouth.

Xiao pikes up and pulls my face to hers. She devours my mouth before gasping, “Get inside me! Now!”

I grab a handful of her hair and growl back at her, “Ask nicely.”

“Pleeeeez!” she pleads.

“Please what?” I tease.

“Please fuck me, Devlin. I need you inside me,” she moans.

I add another finger inside her, causing her to gasp. “Do you want it to be gentle, Xiao? Or do you want to feel my strength?” I ask as I pummel her now dripping channel with my fingers.

“Start easy,” she says as she holds my face between her hands. “You look big.”

“Okay, sweetie,” I tell her as I withdraw my fingers. She gasps at the sudden emptiness and then gasps again as I slot my hard cock in the entrance between her folds.

Again, Xiao starts murmuring in the language my chip has difficulty with. I don’t care. She’s only about 5’4” tall, and the size of her breasts actually is an apt indicator for the size of her channel. She’s tight but soaking wet inside. I saw my cock deeper into her with each stroke until I hit the bottom. I’ve still got about an inch of meat outside of her entrance.

She whines something that my chip eventually translates as “more, slowly” as her head whips from side to side. I slowly glide in and out of her several times, riding the edge of my own bliss as her tight, wet channel tries to hold me in place.

Xiao grabs my face, and I stop moving. “Devlin. I don’t feel your pubis on mine. Please. I can take it. Fill me. Claim me. Break me if you can.”

“You’re sure?”

She nods quickly. “Yes. I was worried about your girth, but I’m adapting. I can take your length, too.” Her dark eyes peer deeply into mine. “Make it so no other man can please me,” she whispers. “Break me. Claim me.”

My loins nearly explode from the force of the desire in her words, nevermind the moist heat clamped around me. “Okay,” I reply. I slide a hand under her back and the other under her ass. Xiao intuits my intent and locks her ankles around my waist as I sit back onto my knees. Another half-inch of my cock presses against her limit, and I feel her slowly stretch to accommodate me. “Hard?” I ask. She nods decisively.

I hold the small woman close to me and kiss her as I step out of a seiza posture to stand. I turn around and rest her back against the wall.

I feel her hips thrust at me as I adjust my grip to cradle her knees in the crook of my elbows and clasp her ass with my hands. I release her mouth and lock eyes with her as I start to fuck Xiao with long deliberate strokes. With each thrust, I make minute progress until I’m finally hilted in her, grinding my pubic bone against her clit. I pick up the tempo of my thrusts, and Xiao’s eyes blink every time I bottom out. Her breathing gets more ragged, and her whines get more strident. She grips me hard as I back out and relaxes minutely to welcome my return.

The wall booms with each thrust in a rapid tattoo as Xiao surrenders to the pummeling of her tight pussy. I tease her little rosebud with my finger as I squeeze her asscheeks and fuck her brutally. Suddenly, Xiao’s almond eyes open wide for a moment before she throws her head back against the walls and screams her release. Her body spasms from head to toe. Her channel clamps down so tightly that I can’t move, but a new flood of fluid seeps out of her a moment later. That let’s me move just enough to thrust twice more and unload inside of her.

I squeeze Xiao closely to me, and her ankles dig into my ass to hold me in place.

I slowly sink to my knees and then to my ass, holding Xiao closely the whole time. She leans forward and places her head on my shoulder, her hot breath brushing my neck as she rides aftershock after aftershock. We both sit there trembling for quite some time until she raises her head and whispers in my ear.

“I belong to you, my Lord,” she murmurs. “I was born to serve. You have claimed me. I am devoted to you, Devlin. From this day forward, I am yours.”

I get the impression that there is a subtext that I’m not picking up on, but I just can’t manage to care right now. I just nod and squeeze her firm body. “Mine.”

We sit there wrapped up in each other for quite a while before Clara, Shelly, and Amira circle us and caress us. I feel kisses being peppered all over my back, shoulders, my exposed cheek, and my face. I feel silken hair tickle my arms behind Xiao’s back, so I assume she’s getting the same treatment.

Clara murmurs into the ear near Xiao’s mouth. “Lie down to your right, Devlin.”

I tilt to the side and feel two pairs of hands ease me down. Xiao manages not to get her feet pinned under me, so she’s quite comfortable lying on top of me with my softening cock still trapped in her tight depths. I drift off for a nap in much the same position I woke up.
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Some time later, the Piigs wake us up for dinner. Amira, Clara, and Shelly all get up as I try to care enough about eating to get out of the horizontal position I am in with Xiao.

Xiao slowly raises her head to smile at me. She murmurs, “We should eat, my Lord.”

“Just Devlin, honey,” I responded. “Devlin is just fine. No title required.”

She kisses me passionately before saying, “I am going to slide off your lovely penis and get some food. Shall I bring you some?”

I shake my head. “No, Xiao. If I’m too lazy to get in line, then I don’t deserve to eat. Go ahead,” I tell her. “I’ll follow your sexy little self to the food line after I relieve myself.”

She grins. “Good idea. I’ll do that first, too.” She bounds to her feet by pushing off my chest, leaving my wet, flaccid member in the open air.

I sit up, and Shelly drops between my thighs to suck me clean. She pops back on her heels and says, “There you go. Now you can dress for dinner.” She gets up and pulls on her ‘dress’ as I grab my kilt and stand. Xiao walks over to join Amira, Clara, and Shelly. They help her get the dress wrapped properly as I piss into the hole in the floor. I step on the correct button and wash my fingers with a cupful of water before taking a long drink. I walk to the end of the line to wait my turn while I tie my kilt around my waist.

Tommy was muttering about three spots in front of me. I hear the words “four” and “not fair.”

Sasha, who’s standing behind him, cuffs him up-side the head. “Ty ryvok. Stop sniveling. You would have your own if you were not such duren.”

I just smirk and keep my silence. I could only guess what those Ukranian terms meant. Xiao walks by with a bowl and stands up on her toes to kiss me before sitting on our mats with my growing entourage of ladies. I wonder to myself, How the fuck did I manage this? Amira looks up at me and blushes as Xiao whispers into her ear. She nods to my most recent lover and lowers her eyes to eat.

I sit with them, while Sasha, Talia, Moishe, Zaena, Fabian, Mari, Kobe, and Leila sit nearby in a circle. Leila, Zaena, Amira, and Xiao talk about what it was like growing up in a royal court of the Empire of the Allied Systems and what their basic training curriculum had been. At the age of fourteen cycles, they all started out with strength training, endurance training, and basic martial arts with a heavy dose of sexual skills training. Apparently, the old adage of ‘old enough to bleed, old enough to breed’ was pretty close to the prevailing philosophy in the Allied Systems Empire. Virginity wasn’t an issue in that culture either, because their training after the first ten megatines included having sex with both men and women to ensure they could perform properly once they were posted. At the age of sixteen cycles, Amira, Xiao, Wei, and Yasmine all began an intermediate martial arts training curriculum that sounded like it took them to about the grade of a third-to-fifth degree black belt on Earth.

Amira explains that after that training, Wei would have gone to personal protection training. She and Yasmine both went to specialized assassin training for stealth, acting, poisons, improvised weapons, firearms, and explosives, but Xiao went to the nunnery. Xiao doesn’t elaborate.

After the dinner cleanup, we all pile back onto our mats to wait until it’s time for squad training. I spend the time until the lights went out kissing the four ladies around me, bringing Amira into the fold. Clara said, “Shelly made sure she was clean for you, Devlin.”

I chuckle, “The female body is good at cleaning itself. I just like there to be a little space between past men and myself.”

Amira kisses me gently and said, “I can wait, Lord.”

“Uh...it’s Devlin, Amira. Nice and simple, just like me,” I rebuke her. Clara, Shelly, and Xiao all giggle at my words.

That night, Tooli wakes us after the guards had gone. She’s wearing her kilt and bra outfit with pride. The ladies all circle around her to tell her how great she looks and how amazed they were at her rapid healing. Clara introduces the new ladies to Tooli, and they all change to match Tooli’s outfit while we fellas roll up sleeping mats and retrieve the weapons carts.

Kobe, Talia, and Moishe lead us all through a basic bayonet drill. Tooli sits off to the side, watching and listening attentively. I suspect she’ll want to join us in training as soon as she’s completely healed. Salah’s shoulder is still giving him problems, but his mobility and range of motion are improving. Clara has him sit out after a couple of attempts at bayonet drill when she sees him cringing in pain the whole time. Salah moves to sit beside Tooli and answers her questions about training to the best of his ability. I don’t pay attention to them much as I need to concentrate on my own performance.

When the time comes for squad drills, Clara puts Salah on blaster-only duty. He holds his fingers like a gun and mimes shooting with ‘Pew, Pew’ sounds. Before long, everyone engaged with a hypothetical weapon was doing it.

Wei, Amira, and Yasmine all claim to know how to fire both the energy weapons we use, and Leila and Zaena say the heavy jo staffs were close enough in weight to their normal halberds that they could adapt. Xiao doesn’t say anything; she just follows orders meticulously.

After training, we all talk about what we thought an ideal staff might be. I advocate something about the size and weight of a rattan jo staff. I like them a little fatter and heavier than is traditional, but, regardless, I’m looking for something less than a kilogram in weight with the spring and strength of rattan. Leila, Zaena, and Xiao all like the idea of staffs two meters to two-point-four meters in length, but none of them can agree on the weight. Kobe, meanwhile, doesn’t have a problem with the current staffs we’re using. In short, we can’t agree on anything, so we table that discussion.

We put away the weapons, and Tooli collects hugs and kisses from literally everybody before disappearing back to the lab. I notify Dahlia when Tooli leaves, and Dahlia confirms her safe arrival.

We all rotate through the water station and loo before we retire to our mats and stretch. Before Clara shuts off the lights, I pull off my uniform and roll it up with my belt. Clara claims me before the other ladies have a chance to, but we have enough time to rotate through the three I had been intimate with before we all lie down in a pile with Xiao on top.
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We had two more training nights before the next raid.

The next target was an Elven cargo ship.

I went through my Red Band spiel, but the elves still tried to fight. Much to my dismay, we ended up in a shootout. I grabbed a survivor and had them contact the captain while the rest of the team took what we came for—fuel, freeze-dried vegetables, and Elven tech. I had a chat with the Elven captain. I told him who we were, and that we managed to not kill all of his crew, despite them all being wounded. I let him know we were taking double of what we planned because they shot at us. Then I broke the connection to the bridge and helped push the last crates up the ramp. The Piigs sealed the hull, and away we went.

I heard pinging on the hull as we pulled away, but it dropped off quickly. Dahlia told me later that the elves had some type of ballistic weapon on their ship, but they only had two tubes and they didn’t fire rounds big enough to pierce our defensive shields with lethal force. Our shields took the energy out of the rounds until we were able to get out of their line of sight.
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Three days later, Dahlia calls me to the lab as my crew and I are transitioning from weapons drill to squad drill.

I get up to the lab to find Tooli and Dahlia in tears. Amanda lies on an exam table and a dirty blond human female lies on the other. Both bear wounds.

Dahlia explains that an Alliance patrol ship struck the ship Amanda was hitching on to bring more slaves. Only Amanda and the one slave survived. The slave has second and third degree burns, suffers from hyperthermia, and is dehydrated. Amanda’s outer skin is burned off in multiple places. The internal workings of her limbs are showing—synthetic cables and bands instead of tissue. She has a big wound on her face.

She turns away and sobs, “Don’t look at me, Devlin. I’m ugly.”

I wrap her in my arms and squeeze her, kissing her and rocking her. “You can’t be ugly, darling. Your beauty shines from within.”

After a period of quietly rocking her in my arms and kissing her wounded face and her hair, Amanda tells me the story of what happened.

“I picked up a load of abductees on Earth. Our agents had chosen well, and I utilized the standard method to easily pick them up. We were about a stan-part out from our rendezvous with one of the destroyers. We were attacked by an armed Alliance frigate. It shot out our two heavy guns, and then it hit our power plant. The hull was breached, and the atmosphere was rapidly evacuating. I tried to get the slaves into rescue pods. I got that one, Gabi, into a rescue pod and was helping another pair into another pod when we took a shot in the hull right next to the pod I was trying to get them in. We were all sucked out into space. One of our destroyers arrived and destroyed the Alliance ship. They picked me up and secured the rescue pod. The explosion burned off part of my dermal layer.”

Dahlia said, “I can repair any internal damage, but I can’t repair her skin. We used up the last of two of the compounds I need to make the material the last time she was injured.”

“Find a ship with it. We’ll get it,” I say immediately.

“That'll be difficult. It would likely have to be a science or manufacturing ship, which generally orbit near space stations, guarded by fighting ships, and crewed by space marines for security,” Dahlia explains.

“They get supplied somehow, right?” I ask.

Dahlia nods almost immediately and responds, “I’ll watch for a likely victim. I can check with our agents on the stations. In the meantime, I’ll put a silicon sealant on all of her wounds.”
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We hit a cargo ship the next day. It contained mostly farm implements, but we did steal a trenching machine in addition to two bags of farro, two of barley, four of freeze-dried vegetables, and three barrels of fuel. Our ship’s captain was pleased—the settlers on the ship were less so.

I met Gabi that night as I made love to Tooli and the two sisters. Dahlia had already briefed her on her mission on the ship and fit her with uniforms. Amanda was initially reluctant to make love because she viewed herself as ugly. I explained to her that while her normal luminous beauty may be marred, she wasn’t any less special and beautiful to me. She slowly warmed up to the idea.

Gabi accompanied me down to the barracks in the morning.

In the megatine before our next raid, we worked on incorporating Gabi and Tooli into the squad. Tommy slowly started trying to recruit Gabi. She was a hard sell, but after about eight nights, she ended up moving her mat next to Tommy’s.

I spent part of each night after training with Amanda, Tooli, and Dahlia. Amanda adapted to having blemished skin, and I made love to her often to ensure she knew that I still found her attractive. She pulled my clarinet out every night and had me play for a bit. My face muscles started getting back into shape, and Amanda glowed while I played.
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“Devlin, wake up!”

I start awake and look around. There’s no one in the bay except sleeping pirates.

Dahlia’s voice murmurs in my ear, “It’s me, Devlin. You’re about to be called to raid a mining company supply ship. My sources tell me the ship has the chemicals we need. Amanda will be there with diagrams of the symbols you’ll have to find on a piece of carton.”

“Okay, lover,” I murmur.

Amanda shows up almost immediately in the red dress and hands me a bit of carton with symbols printed on it. She kisses me quickly and runs off before the Piigs arrive.

Dahlia says, “They’re on their way to you now.”

I rush to wake everyone up and nod to Clara, “Upcoming raid. Ten minutes.”

Clara gets to her feet and shouts, “Platoon! One-zero minutes to deploy! Get ready! NOW!”

We all launch to our feet and start quickly pulling on our uniforms. The Piigs show up shortly thereafter, led by Chief Sharptusk, as usual. The chief takes in our frenzy to get ready and waves at the guards. They roll in the carts and bring the firearms while a couple Piigs in space suits head into the airlock.

We arm ourselves and form up. Sasha and Clara inspect the troops and have us stand at parade rest while waiting for their ‘Go.’

As soon as the Piigs finish cutting their hole and exit the airlock corridor, Clara gives the command to move toward the hull breach. I hear a frantic battle taking place in the cargo bay as we move forward in two squads abreast. The hole in the hull opens right onto a stack of cargo containers. Tommy, Gunther, Kobe, and I use our staffs to lever the stack backward enough for Fabian and Moishe to slide inside. They then use their staffs to lift the stack by the short pallet underneath. Kobe and I sneak through and do the same on the other side until we have about a meter of clearance.

As we work, we hear a horrible, loud screeching that sounds like Godzilla, energy weapons firing, and humanoid yells and screams. We set up two squad strong points in the aisles on either side of the cargo container blocking our entrance. Moishe and Xiao sneak off to find the chemicals to our left. Xiao knows how to read the symbols, and is confident she can find them. Talia and I go right with the sample scripts.

We bound from stack to stack comparing the markings to the samples on the scrap of carton. We turn a corner toward the center of the bay and run into two large, green, humanoids. One is male, easily six inches taller than me. He’s broad, lean, and muscular with tusks protruding from his lower lip. He’s accompanied by an equally lean and strong female roughly my height; she has smaller tusks and a curvy figure built for sin. Both have small pointed ears, eyes like golden topaz, and dark hair pulled back into ponytails. The female has uniformly green skin about the color of ripe asparagus. The male has darker dapples below his ears and down his neck that disappear into the collar of a tight T-shirt, which he’s wearing under a leather jacket.

Talia lifts her blaster, and the big male raises his hands and says, “Please! Take us with you!”

“Why?” I ask. “At best, you’ll end up being a slave just like us, prowling around ships as a semi-naked pirate. At worst, the Piigs will kill you and feed your flesh to us.”

He says, “If we stay, the Green Bugs will get us. We’ll either die of wounds, ammonium inhalation, or in the vacuum of space. Zero chances in three. At least with you, we have a chance of survival.”

I nod to Talia before I hold up the sample. “You’ll have to tell me about the Green Bugs later. We need these compounds that are on your manifest. Where are they?”

He slowly reaches into a jacket pocket and pulls out a small tablet. He taps on the screen and looks up. “Along this bulkhead,” he said as he pointed to the wall the Piigs breached. “Far back corner.”

“Lead the way,” I wave toward him.

He lopes off in the direction he indicated. I call out, “Clara! Incoming with guests!”

“Come on,” she yells back.

As we run past, I yell back, “These two know where to find what we’re looking for.”

And then I stop cold.

At the end of the aisle, there’s a tall, green creature that’s nearly skeletal. Its mouth is wide and punctuated with sharp protrusions that look more like a jagged beak than teeth. I see a segmented tail waving behind the creature, which features a wicked barb at the tip. It has long claws on its two fingers and an opposing thumb. The ship’s crew is shooting at it. Little green puffs erupt where the blasts hit the beast, but it doesn’t seem to be affected.

“What the fuck is that?” I ask in awe.

Sasha stammers, “Guh-green Bugs.” I’ve never seen Sasha look afraid before, but he does now. He turns to me, “Be quick. Get what we need. Must leave now.” He pushes me after Talia, and I run. I hear him curse “Yp vas!” as I run off.

I catch up to Talia and the two strangers who want to flee onto our ship—Orgs, I think. Xiao and Moishe are fighting a smaller version of the beast that the crew was shooting at. Xiao is swinging a jo staff faster than the beast can keep up with.

I call out, “Moishe. Help Talia and our two recruits get the stuff. I’ll cover Xiao.”

The big male Org points at the stack behind the Green Bug. “We need one of those and one of these.”

“Of course we do,” I mutter.

The bug stabs overhead at Xiao. She ducks under it and pokes the thing in the face before blocking an incoming claw.

I call out, “I’m coming in on your right, Xiao.”

We bisect strike zones on the creature's body and start to beat it back. Each strike releases a little puff of greenish gas. Xiao finally lands a blow that nearly disconnects the thing’s right arm, but is accompanied by a gush of the gas. We step back to get a big breath of relatively clean air as the creature gathers itself to attack with its remaining limbs.

It steps forward and swipes with its left, which I block inward with my staff before body checking it with my weapon. Xiao smacks a knee joint, which causes the beast to collapse. I hit its head with my staff to stun the beast. I pull my Darkstar blade and hammer the point into the back of the thing’s head. It releases a loud, piteous Godzilla-like screech and tries to stab me with its tail.

I barely get the knife out of its head in time to parry the tail with the blade, cutting off the barb on the tip before the stump slams into my chest and knocks me back onto my ass.

I scramble for my knife as the big male Org lifts the top carton off the stack beside the dead creature and he hurries back to our exit. I pick up my weapons and usher Xiao back to our escape hatch.

When we get back to the squads, our fellow pirates are firing at another big beast. Apparently the crew have all died. The thing has an arm hanging out its maw as it tries to pick its way closer.

“Head shots at full power,” I coach. “They can take a lot of punishment.”

“Yes, they can,” the big male Org says as he pushes the entire stack of cargo away from our exit. I grab a shield to cover our riflemen, Kobe and Tommy. Wei covers the other side. The crew carries the crates back up the ramp until only Wei, Kobe, the male Org, and myself remain. Kobe lands three consecutive head shots that cause the bug’s head to explode. Wei breaks off and runs up the ramp.

Kobe and I set up to cover the exit as my new Orgish ally pulls the containers back to block the exit. Chief Sharptusk runs up with a truncheon that looks like a small mace as Kobe, the Org, and myself hurry up the ramp. The chief guards while the Piigs start welding the hole closed. Kobe and Tommy set up overwatch at the top ramp while the chief stands behind the welders, and I’m able to get a better look at the truncheon. It's about two-feet long, flat, with a variety of small prongs on the head.

The Piigs finish and Chief Sharptusk shoos us back to the barracks. The Piigs clear the ramp faster than I’ve ever seen and we pull away fast enough that the inertial dampeners don’t mask the roll of the ship completely.

Chief Sharptusk looks at the two Orgs and snarls. They snarl back louder, and he backs off.

“Clothes off, you take. Dress like slave, you will. NOW!” the chief growls.

Shelly helps the female strip and gives the female her halter and kilt. I hand my kilt over to the male. It wraps around me enough that I think he can put it to use. The chief takes their clothing and leaves.

Clara has us return the weapons to the Piigs, and everyone strips in preparation for bathing. Salah and I push the containers to the cargo bay. The Piigs secure the containers and give us each a carton to take up to the lab.

We make our deliveries. Dahlia greets us and offers the cleaner to Salah. I don’t see Amanda anywhere, but I’m sure she’s around somewhere. I debrief Dahlia on what we ran into on the ship.

“The Piigs opened the hole right behind a stack of cargo containers. We levered the stack with our staffs to make enough room to enter. Xiao and Moishe went left; Xiao could read your notes. Talia and I went right with your sample. We ran into two Orgs, I think.” I look at Dahlia and she nods. “They asked for sanctuary. They said they wouldn’t survive the ‘Green Bugs’ otherwise. I told them to tell me where to find the compounds you needed and that they could join us. The male pulled out a tablet, looked up the compounds, and led us down to the sector Moishe and Xiao were in. We found them fighting this green creature with a sectioned tail; I’m assuming that was the Green Bug. Whenever we hit the thing, it would release puffs of green gas where we hit.”

Dahlia says, “Yes, that stuff is toxic if you breathe enough. They don’t really bleed, but their tissues leak ammonia mixed with ammonium crystals and molecules of their flesh as they are damaged. The flesh is what gives the vapor its color. The beings are commonly known as Green Bugs. Did you inhale much of the gas?”

I nod, “I breathed some of it in. So did Xiao, Talia, Moishe, and the male Org. I think Xiao and I were hit with the most.”

Dahlia looks at me for a moment. “I’ll scan you all with an analyzer to see if there’s anything in your system that shouldn’t be there. I’ll check you when you get out of the cleaner. Go shower, stinky man.” She kisses me quickly and pushes me toward the cleaner.

Salah emerges from the cleaner looking as though he just had a religious experience. Dahlia examines his shoulder and sends him off to the barracks as I take a turn in the cleaner. I emerge to find Dahlia mixing a concoction at one of her lab tables. I don’t see any kind of recipe for whatever she’s making, but a naked Amanda is standing next to her speaking in that weird modulation language they use. I’ve learned over the last megatine that they refer to that language as Modis. I guess they didn’t keep any Wifi access points.

I walk up and wrap Amanda in a hug. She hugs me back haltingly as she continues to have her Modis conversation with her sister. Dahlia eventually finishes whipping together her concoction. She monitors the temperature with a digital thermometer. When the readout reaches 95 degrees Celsius, she pulls the large beaker from the heat and lets it slowly cool.

Dahlia hugs me and kisses me. “I need to concentrate on repairing Amanda’s flesh, Devlin. Perhaps you wish to sleep. Let me check you with the analyzer first.”

I shrug, “Okay.” I pick up Amanda and set her on the exam table with a gentle thud. I crawl up next to her, and she wraps her arms around my neck and leans into me. I say to Dahlia, “Those bugs were hard to kill. Do they absorb energy like Kruoll?”

Dahlia stands between my legs and applies a handheld sensor to my right wrist. “The mechanism is different, but the effect is similar. Kruoll skin absorbs the energy, and it makes their skin stronger for a period of time. Bladed or projectile weapons work best against them, but you can overload their flesh’s ability to absorb with a big enough energy burst. The bugs absorb energy for food. Shooting them with an energy weapon slowly feeds them. If they take in a lot of energy quickly, it can make them woozy. There have been cases in which they’ve stopped in the middle of a big battle and lay down to sleep it off. Again, you can overload their ability to absorb energy to kill them, but it’s difficult. They’re more of a silicon-based life-form than carbon-based; though, their bodies contain a fair amount of carbon, too.”

She looks at the reading. “Hmm. A little elevated, but not near-toxic levels.”

“Xiao and Moishe were there longer than me,” I tell her.

Dahlia says, “I’ll check them after I repair Amanda’s skin.” She looks at me again before continuing her lesson on Green Bugs. “They don’t have much water in their bodies, and rarely drink. The ammonia in their bodies crystallizes into ammonium if they have too much water in their bodies, which can be painful to them. Normally, the pressure of their vascular system compresses the ammonia into a liquid. The fuel ore we pirate is their favorite food—diethyl silicone nitride. They’ll infest ships that haul the ore. They’ll also eat carbon-based organisms, but it passes right through them without breaking down much, if at all.”

“Like fiber,” I joke.

Amanda and Dahlia giggle. Dahlia continues, “They can release that barb at the end of their tail, and it’ll break down into small little clones about three centimeters tall. Those are the offspring of the Green Bugs and can stow away on ships for generations before they’re found, or they’ll grow rapidly if they have access to enough ore. They really are vermin. Our ship has traps and alarms to deal with them.”

“Lovely,” I say. “I actually cut the barb off the tail of one that was trying to stab me with it.”

“That’s hard to do,” Amanda says.

“Darkstar blade,” I tell her. “I need to clean and sharpen it after that battle.”

Dahlia says, “Don’t worry about sharpening it. You could cut through your staff fifty to a hundred times before the blade would even notice. It won’t tarnish, but keeping it clean is just a good habit.” She walks away to a storage cabinet.

I ask, “What’s the best way to kill them?”

“Electric current,” Amanda says. “A taser from Earth discharging 50,000 volts at two milliamps will take care of the majority of them. The bigger ones might need twice that, which the Piigs have batons for. They’re about two-thirds of a meter long with small prongs in a ball at the end. Those deliver 50,000 volts at two milliamps at the lowest setting, and increment up to 100,000 volts at four amps.”

I kiss the bald spot on Amanda’s head before responding, “Yes. Chief Sharptusk had one of those as we came off the ship.”

Dahlia lays out spray lubricant, some absorbent cloth rags, a whetstone, and a narrow scrub brush for inside the sheath.

I clean the sheath and knife while Amanda gets my clarinet out. I finish oiling the inside of the sheath and dress the blade on the whetstone. I get a deep sense of satisfaction from the activity of sharpening the blade and caring for it. I sheath the blade and attach it back onto my belt.

I play my clarinet while Dahlia works on Amanda’s skin, removing the flexible silicone patches and replacing them with layers of the new compound. Dahlia fuses the new material patches with a wand that has a small triangular heating element on the tip, like a small flat iron. After Dahlia fuses the patch into place, you can’t tell there was ever a blemish.

Amanda explains after I finish Basin Street Blues. “Each of us has a slightly different formula for our skin and hair. It’s stored in our memory banks, so I had to give Dahlia the correct formula for my skin. We’ll do the hair next.”

“How does that work?” I ask.

“We mix another batch with the appropriate color. I absorb it with nanites, and they feed it into my hair folicle orifices. If I want to change my hair color, I just release the current fibers from the follicles, and feed the new compound in. I can change the length by adding more compound to the fibers in the follicles and cutting it to length,” Amanda explains.

Dahlia tells her, “It’s a good job I repaired your nanite production capability, or you’d have to go bald.”

“Devlin would comfort me, regardless,” Amanda responds. “Devlin, would you like me to change my hair color or style?”

I chuckle. “No, Amanda. I love you just the way you are.”

All three of us freeze as my words register. I finally speak as the sisters stare at me. “Amanda, the last woman that I declared that I love nearly destroyed me. Emotionally, I’m just not ready for that. The words just slipped out.”

The sisters continue staring at me. Dahlia says something in Modis without looking away from my face. Amanda nods solemnly and chirps a response back. She reaches for my hand from where she’s lying supine on the exam table, and I take her hand in mine.

Amanda says, “I’m glad you’re fond of me, Devlin. Remember that I’m programmed for loyalty to the ship’s captain. I would have to kill you if he ordered me to. I would fight it, but I wouldn’t be able to overcome the command if he did. Protect your emotions. Keep that in mind.”

I nod. “I haven’t forgotten, sweetie. I know you wouldn’t harm me voluntarily, but I also know you wouldn’t have a choice. That doesn’t mean that I don’t care about you. It just means that…” I think of how best to explain it in logical terms.

Finally, I find the words. “It just means that I have to maintain protective barriers around my emotions. It’s not something I do just for you and Dahlia. I do it with Tooli, Clara, Shelly, Xiao, Amira—really, with all the women. I have bonds with all of them, but that trust and fondness has limits that I maintain fiercely. Cindy’s betrayal severely damaged me, and I still haven’t healed from it.”

“Good enough,” Amanda says. I swear her eyes are glistening with tears. “Play me a happy song, Devlin.”

I kiss her hand and step back. I raise the clarinet and start playing Kansas City. I even insert a hokey vocal break in the middle of it, which the girls cheer enthusiastically. Honestly, I think my new Franken-body has a better singing voice than the original.

When Dahlia finishes repairing Amanda’s skin and hair, I put my clarinet away. We grab a couple extra red cloths and go down to the barracks to check the crew for after-effects from the Green Bugs.

Dahlia is satisfied that everyone is at safe levels. Everyone asks about the cleaner. Apparently, Salah was gushing about getting to use it again, and they all want to try it. Dahlia and Amanda agree to try to rotate everyone through periodically.


14
Mating Chana



Iintroduce myself to the two Orgs, and I see they each have a mat to sleep on. Chief Sharptusk is getting soft. I smile to myself at the thought.

The male Org is Niall. He trained as a navigator’s mate, but was kind of a general dogsbody around the ship. He worked with the crew’s chief to ensure the cargo was stowed, so he knew how to check the inventory quickly. I shake his hand, explaining what the handshake means in my culture, and welcome him to the Red Band. Dahlia says he’s a full two meters tall—roughly 6’7” in the English system.

The female is Niall’s sister, Chana. Dahlia’s calibrated eyeball measures Chana at 183 centimeters—roughly an inch taller than me. Chana is an Engineer’s Mate, First Class. Niall opines, “Chana is smarter than the Chief Engineer we had on our ship, but they were holding her back because of her heritage.”

Chana blushes as I shake her hand. She throws herself forward to hug me tightly, burying her face into my neck and pressing her big, firm breasts into my chest. She nibbles my neck gently and I’m amazed at how arousing the feel of her tusks is against my flesh. She blushes even more as she releases me and stands back. Nipples the size of my thumb and six centimeter diameter areolae cones poke through the thin silk of her halter.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Devlin,” her deep alto voice purrs as her green cheeks flush pink down her neck and into her breasts.

I’m gobsmacked by the bounty of her firm, muscular, feminine body. She has prominent trapezius and shoulders, but she still looks very feminine. I can see the strands of muscle strapping her chest above her bountiful breasts, down her lean abdomen, narrow waist, hips that are marginally wider than her shoulders, and sinewy arms and legs.

My normally obedient Franken-penis tents my fresh kilt. Damn! I think to myself. Tusks and green skin be damned. I want to fuck her in the worst possible way!

“It’s my pleasure, Chana,” I finally manage to respond. Little Frankenstein refuses to droop, and I can smell her arousal as she stares at the rise in my kilt.

I’m about to jump her when I hear Moishe say to Dahlia, “Devlin cut this off the tail of one of them.”

I stop cold and turn to see Moishe lift the barb that I cut from the smaller bug. Little Frankenstein droops as I remember what the sisters told me about Green Bugs.

“Uh, Moishe. Is that smaller than when you first brought it on the ship?” I ask.

“Fuck!” Amanda exclaims. She snatches the thing from Moishe and streaks toward the airlock.

I hear the airlock cycle as I explain. “The barb on the tail is not just a weapon, Moishe. That’s how they reproduce. It breaks down into clones. Look around for tiny little green bugs.”

“How big?” Clara asks. I can see the fear in her eyes.

I answer, “Around three centimeters. Maybe smaller, since we cut it off. We have to assume that it triggered the reproduction despite it not being a deliberate choice on the bug’s part.”

“Fuck the mother!” Sasha exclaims. “Just got rid of infestation before Moishe and Talia arrive.”

Dahlia nods as Amanda returns and cuddles up against me. Chana isn’t blushing any longer, but I can still smell the remnants of her arousal.

Dahlia says, “The captain is not going to be happy. I’ll program nanobots to hunt for them. How much smaller is it now than when you cut it off?”

I do some mental math. “Maybe twenty-five percent smaller.”

Amanda says, “The tail could easily have reproduced ten to twenty of the mites. Set search parameters to find fifty. There may have still been some mites from the last infestation.”

Dahlia shrugs. “I haven’t had any traces for nearly a cycle, but it doesn’t hurt to be aggressive. If alarms go off, the captain will be rabid.”

Amanda says, “We’d better get back to the lab. The bridge will have noted the airlock cycling.”

“I have the cameras on a maintenance cycle, but yes, we’d better go,” Dahlia agrees. “They’ll send someone to investigate.”

Each of the diminutive nymphs kisses me and Tooli goodbye quickly before they both disappear in a blur of motion.

Shelly and Xiao cuddle me, quickly followed by Clara and Amira. Tooli presses into me from behind and wraps an arm around my shoulders. Chana asks with wonder, “Are they all your mates?”

I’m about to deflect when Shelly says, “Yes. Amira and Xiao are the newest. I think Amanda is the first, since Mari hasn’t been with you since she arrived.” She looks at me questioningly before turning her attention back to the sexy Org. Shelly asks, “Do you wish to join us?”

Chana blushes furiously, and I’m about to interject when Chana moans. “Yes. Please. Now!”

Niall sputters, “Chana! You are not some Elven whore! Contain yourself!”

Chana spins and punches her brother in the jaw. “No!” she shouts. “I must be his! I must have his babies!”

Everyone is as shocked by her declaration as they are by how she knocked the much larger Org to the ground. My cock is again raging under my kilt.

I reach a hand out, palm up. “Chana, I think we should mate right now.”

The tall, tusked woman stares at me as she gently places her hand in mine. I can feel calluses on her fingers, but her skin still feels like silk to me. Her nipples are tenting her halter again, and a fresh wave of her aroma hits me like a physical blow. “Take me, Devlin. Let all your mates witness my mating with you.”

I guide her to my mat and kiss her. Kissing tusks is different, but my cock doesn’t seem to mind.

I reach up behind her neck and release the knot of her halter. Her large mammaries stand proud as the silk glides down her neck and shoulders to reveal the green mounds with darker green, nearly black, areolae topped by lighter green nipples.

I caress her amazing breasts as I kiss her again. I step back and remove my belt and kilt, handing them off to Clara and Shelly respectively.

Chana doesn’t have a belt yet, but she removes the kilt that’s hanging from her wide hips below an impossibly narrow waist to reveal a very sparse patch of black pubic hair. There’s a gap between her thighs that would allow my hand to pass easily. Dew drops hang from the dark green peach of her juicy outer lips, and her dark-green petals split open as I watch.

The lights in the barracks go out as I guide her to lie down on my mat while I kiss and caress her. There’s plenty of ambient light to see by.

I suckle the prominent points of her vast breasts as I cup her sex with my hand. The big, tusked woman whimpers and grinds into my hand as I press the heel of my hand into her pointed clit. Her love button is about the same size as her nipples. I’m going to have to see how she likes a little suction, but for the moment I’m sticking with my current techniques. She seems to be into it.

A slight tremor takes Chana’s body, so I start kissing down her abdomen until my face is in front of her… orghood? Organ? ‘Pussy’ still works. Her aroma is heady—musky and reminiscent of cut grass. I lick the dew from her petals, and the taste is musky, herbal, and slightly fruity all at once. I lap up all the moisture I can find before I start suckling her big clit and finger fucking her. I don’t get very far with my finger.

“I am your first?” I ask Chana.

She nods vigorously. “Yes,” she moans.

Dahlia’s voice purrs in my ear. I guess I have an auditory voyeur. “Orgs mate for life. If you fuck her, you own her.”

I growl in response, “Good!” I return to suckling her love button, and Chana bucks under my ministrations. As her orgasm takes her, I shove two fingers past her hymen, and the little bridge of flesh tears. She growls like a wild beast and pushes hard onto my fingers as she bucks.

Chana whimpers as her orgasm wanes. “Please, Devlin. Mount me! Mate me!”

My cock is painfully hard as I crawl onto my knees to slot my head in her newly broken channel. I lick the blood and juices from my finger and press my cock into her hot wet depths. She’s tighter than I would have expected for such a big woman, but then again, Little Frankenstein is built to please a big woman like Tooli. It makes me a good fit for my green goddess.

I make shallow thrusts with my hips to travel deeper and deeper into her hot cunt. Rational thought leaves me far behind as I’m drawn into fucking her like a wild animal.

Chana raises her knees as she pulls me down for a kiss. Her nails dig into my flesh with each short thrust until I’m hilted. Chana squeezes my manhood tightly with a whimper as I withdraw and relaxes ever so slightly as I drive back into her hard. I set a brutal rhythm, and Chana rises to meet each powerful thrust with her hips. She growls, whimpers, and howls as her first vaginal orgasm takes her. Her head is bouncing off the wall as I pound into her. I finally pick up on what’s happening, so I stop my thrusts long enough to sit back and pull her up to sit on my lap.

I struggle to my feet and press her to the wall. I look deep into her glowing topaz eyes before kissing her tusked mouth hungrily and resuming the brutal fucking. Chana wraps her long, beautiful legs around my waist as I pound her into the bulkhead. She growls, whimpers, and screams as her third orgasm takes her. I lean in and suckle her neck as she milks me for my seed.

Apparently her neck is a major erogenous zone, since her orgasm just spirals higher. Chana howls like a wolf when I growl into her ear, “I’m going to breed you, my mate.” I somehow mange to fuck her even harder. My cock feels like it is swelling; I soon explode inside of her.

Chana continues to howl like a wolf before lowering her head and biting my trapezius with her tusks. I’m so lost I don’t even think about it. I just mimic her action, biting into her own trapezius as our hips desperately hump into each other.

As we ride down the wave of our shared bliss, I feel Chana’s tusks withdraw from my flesh. I release her as well, feeling my teeth withdraw from deep in her muscle.

I look into her glowing topaz eyes. I growl, “Chana is my mate.”

“Devlin is my mate,” the fierce woman growls back.

I press her back against the bulkhead and kiss her languidly, licking her sharp tusks and chasing her bloody tongue as she chases mine.

When we break the kiss, Chana grins at me. “You marked me well, my mate. Are you sure you don’t have Orgish heritage?” she teases.

I grin back, “No, my mate. You just bring out my wild side.”

She kisses me again and looks at the wound in my trapezius. She looks puzzled. “You heal like an Org,” Chana whispers quietly.

I murmur quietly, “This body was engineered, my mate. I may well have Orgish in my genetic code.”

Chana pushes back to look at me. “Truly?” she asks.

“Truly,” I murmur. “I don’t know what’s all in here. We can ask Dahlia if you want, but I suspect it’s a special soup of her own concoction.”

“So you are unique and special,” Chana concludes with a decisive nod.

I shrug, “That’s one way to look at it. I’m still learning what this body can do.”

Chana grins, “You have mating figured out quite well, Devlin. I feel so full and complete when you are inside me.”

I grin, “I feel complete inside you, but I’m going to have to put you on the ground eventually.”

She sighs dramatically, “It’s probably for the best that I learn to deal with the emptiness now rather than in battle. I can’t have you breeding me all the time.”

I cock an eyebrow. “I’m willing to try,” I tell her with a wry smirk.

Chana giggles freely. I never thought I would ever see a giggling Org, but it’s cute as hell.

I set her down, and Chana peruses the five women cuddled up nearby. Tooli, Amira, and Shelly are all just staring at us panting. Clara and Xiao are marginally less stunned, but the cute little martial artist bites her lip as my gaze settles on hers.

Clara moans, “Please do that to me, Devlin.” Her comments are followed nearly immediately by a chorus of demands.

“Me too!”

“Me next!”

“Bite me like that.”

“Babies we will make!”

I just look down at them as they pant.

I look to my right. Everyone is staring at us in the twilight. The women are all panting harshly, and the men are all looking stunned.

I ignore that side of the barracks.

I tell my women, “Please make Chana feel welcome.”

Chana sinks to her knees and gently licks my still hard member clean with her long tongue. The other five surround her, caressing and kissing her and me both.

Chana cups my face as I sink to sit in front of her. She tells me seriously, “Devlin, this is a good start, but you need many more mates. Few Org could mate me as you did, and you did it without beating me into submission and without tusks! You are a force to be reckoned with. Having more mates will demonstrate your strength and desirability.”

I tell her, “Chana, I have more women than I need. Honestly, two or three should be enough for any man. For a mate to feel special, you have to spend enough time with each other to make a connection and nurture it. The more mates you have, the more difficult it is to give them the time they deserve.” I let her ponder that before adding, “I suspect that one is enough for a lifetime if you choose well. I just haven’t made good choices. In my past life, I would find temporary partners, and then we would split when our relationship became inconvenient. Then, I found someone whom I thought I wanted to spend my life with. She betrayed me, and I’ve been reluctant to connect to anyone since then. The first woman I connected with after that betrayal was Amanda, and she cut my head off. She didn’t really have a choice, and she’s gone out of her way to make it up to me. Still, it makes me wary of getting too close to anyone.”

Tommy calls out, “Yeah, Walsh. You got it rough, ya fookin’ basterd. You’ve got six women here, and I bet you’re fucking both of the sisters upstairs, too. Aren’tcha? You’ve got a bunch dykes and whores panderin’ to your every whim.” I slowly get up and face Tommy. Clara starts to get up, but I wave her down.

I address his bedmate first. “Gabi, if you’re ready for an upgrade, Niall is available.”

She looks at me, then Niall, then Tommy before returning to my face. Tommy’s face turns red as a beet. She says, “I thought my choice was permanent.”

“No, it’s not. I’ve not known Niall as long as I’ve known Tommy, but if I were to pick between them for someone worthy of trust, I’d pick the new guy,” I tell the Dutch girl.

Talia adds, “And did you see his cock? Oh my! Tommy’s not even on the same playing field.” Mari, Clara, and Amira all chuckle.

Tommy bolts up with his fists clenched. “Over my dead body,” the Irishman proclaims.

I nod, “That’s exactly what I was thinking.” I’m standing there naked, and Tommy is still wearing his kit—kilt and belt with a variety of sharp implements. I think he has a blaster, too. Gabi cowers back into the corner near Kobe and Leila. Leila wraps an arm around Gabi as all three watch Tommy.

“What’s it going to be, Tommy?” I ask conversationally. “Are you going to back down again, or are you finally going to man up?”

“I’ve covered your back on every mission, Walsh,” he sneers. “You’re an ungrateful piece of shit.”

“Thank you for sharing your opinion. What’s it going to be?” I ask as I take a couple of steps forward.

Tommy turns white and freezes for a moment, and then his hand dives for his pouch. I launch as fast and as hard as my new body can. I’m a little far away, despite my advantages. Tommy gets his blaster out of his pouch and aims it at me with both hands. The muscles in his right hand start to move as I close to about eight feet away.

I dive into a roll and come up under Tommy’s gun. I push the weapon toward the ceiling, and bow forward to smash into his heart with my right elbow, backed by the power of my entire Franken-body firing in concert. Blood erupts from his mouth, and I watch the lights go out of his eyes.

I pin him to the wall as I whip his kilt off so he doesn’t soil it. Then I remove the blaster from his dead fingers. I unbuckle his belt and toss it to Niall, who doesn’t yet have one. I think it’ll fit; they tend to run long.

I look at the corpse I’m holding against the wall. I jab fingers into the flesh under his jaw before I pivot, drop, and heave. Tommy’s body flies through the air, sketching a slow somersault. It lands on its back near the pissoir. Clara gets up and pushes his hips over the hole just as his clenched body finally relaxes.

I turn to Niall. “Tommy’s former spot let’s you keep an eye on the door. It’s a marginally better tactical position.”

Niall gets up and stalks over to me. He looks down at me fiercely. “I’m not happy about you taking my sister like that,” he growls.

“Me either,” I tell him. “I was completely overcome with lust for her. It’s not something I’ve ever experienced before. She deserves to have a suitor chase her and win her over, but as you well know, that isn’t what happened. Regardless, I’m honored and happy to be her mate. So if you want to work out your frustrations, I’m warmed up.”

Niall actually grins at that. It would be frightening if my blood lust wasn’t running high. He says, “I noticed. That was a battle worthy of my sister’s mate.” He offers his hand, demonstrating his understanding of Earth custom. “Well done.”

We shake hands, and Niall claps my shoulder hard enough to make me adjust my footing.

Niall takes his mat and lays it on top of Tommy’s. I go back to my ladies as I hear him say to Gabi, “My people mate for life. I won’t ask you to provide anything to me that you don’t want to give, but if we have sex, I will be yours for life whether you want me or not.” He pauses. I look over my shoulder to see Gabi’s reaction.

She slowly slips from under Leila’s protective arm to sit next to the huge Org. She wraps her arms around his massive bicep and asks, “How about hugs and kisses? Do those make a lifetime commitment?” Niall shakes his head slowly but decisively. “How about if I were to use my mouth on your sex?” she asks with a flirty smile.

Niall chuckles, “I could probably contain my mating instinct for that.”

Gabi asks, “How about you using your mouth on me? Or piercing my backdoor?”

The big green guy gets serious as he says, “Those are harder because I can’t be passive; although, anal sex is not an uncommon way for young males to relieve themselves with widows or prostitutes; we manage that without the mating instinct kicking in.” He pauses for a moment. “I don’t want to damage you, Gabi. That is the likely outcome of me fornicating your anal passage. I think using my tongue and fingers on you would be safe. I’ll let you know if the urge to mate becomes too strong. Will you respect my warnings, Gabi?”

Gabi slides onto his lap and wraps her arms around his thick neck. “Unless I decide that a lifetime with you is what I want, I promise not to make you guess.” Then she leans in and slowly kisses him.

I hear the lift open as we all watch the drama. I murmur to Dahlia, “What do they know?”

She answers quickly, “Only that one of the crew brought a Green Bug’s tail barb on board, and that Amanda pitched it out the airlock.”

“Do they know who?” I ask.

“No,” she answers. “Cameras are coming back online in twenty tines.”

I murmur, “Everyone, follow my lead. Gabi got disgusted with Tommy. He pulled his blaster.”

I walk to stand over Tommy’s body as the lights come back on just before Chief Sharptusk, four more of the more humanoid Piig NCOs, a couple junior officers, and the captain enter the barracks.

The captain takes in the scene as the chief says, “What has happened, you will tell me.”

I snap to attention, “Aye, Chief. We were all appalled at Tommy bringing part of a bug corpse onto the ship. His woman, Gabi started berating him for being a dumbass. He pulled a blaster and started waving it around and shouting. He aimed it at me, so I killed him.”

The captain grunts and walks to look at Tommy’s body. “Turn him over.” I roll his body onto his back. The captain looks at the mess of Tommy’s caved-in chest. “This to him you have done?”

“Aye, Captain,” I respond.

“With what?” he asks.

“The point of my elbow, sir,” I answer, before demonstrating the tactic I used.

The captain squints his small, piggy eyes before looking at the wound again. Then he looks at the blaster. “Where the PHEW did come from?”

“Tommy pulled it out of his pocket, sir.”

“Your uniform is where?” the Captain asks as he stands.

“Shelly has it, sir. I was having sex with Chana when Tommy started going crazy,” I answer.

The eyebrows lift over those piggy eyes. The captain turns to Chana. “You the human have mated?”

She stands quickly, causing her large breasts to bounce delightfully. The sight wasn’t lost on the Piig captain. “Yes, Captain.”

The captain turns to me. “Slaves killing slaves, I cannot have. Once bad luck can be. Twice a pattern becoming. Punished you must be.” He looks at me coldly for a moment before saying, “Chief.” I hear light footsteps sneaking up behind me.

I launch off the line, but my whole body catches fire. I dance on the current running through my back before it finally stops, and I drop to the floor. My limbs don’t work. Someone rolls me onto my back. I see Chief Sharptusk’s ugly face looking down at me with a smug expression. Two Piigs pick me up by my armpits and drag me to the lift. We go down one level, and the Piigs continue to drag me down a dark corridor to a small chamber halfway down on the left. They drop me on the bare deck and shut the door. I feel pain bloom at the back of my head before I pass out.


15
Incarceration and jailbreak



“Devlin!”

“Hmm?”

“Devlin! Are you okay?”

“Dahl-ya?” I murmur groggily.

“Devlin! Can you hear me?”

“Yeaaaaah...loud.”

“Are you okay, Devlin?”

“Manda?”

“No, Devlin. This is Dahlia.”

“Sound like Amanda,” I answer groggily.

The voice in my ear giggles before continuing. “We’re identical, Devlin. How could you tell, silly man?”

“Mmmm.” I lick my lips. “Word choice. Inflection. Conveys emotion. Amanda does all the time. You, infrequently.”

“I’m worried about you, Devlin,” she sighs. “Can you move?”

I try. It requires some effort, but I can move my fingers and toes. “Some,” I reply as I try moving my arms and legs. It’s doable, but not easy. I roll slowly onto my left side.

I say slowly, “I think I bounced my head off the deck when they dropped me.” I raise a hand to the back of my skull. There’s a tender lump back there. “Yessss. Lump on skull.”

I groan as I push myself up to a seated position.

“Do you feel nauseous?” Dahlia asks.

“Naw. Thirsty. Sore muscles and joints. Cold,” I share with my pink little nymph.

I look around the two-by-three meter room and spy a toilet hole in the corner. It’s the only feature in the otherwise bare room. The closed door has a grate on the bottom and a very small window about one and a half meters up with a steel grate over it.

“Is this a jail cell?” I groan.

“Yes, Devlin.”

“Can you get me out of here?” I ask.

“I’m afraid not, dearest. The captain is notified if the door is opened. I can probably find a work-around in time, but I don’t know where I would hide you if I did get you out. It pushes the limits of what I can do with the loyalty circuit,” she replies.

“What happened to me? The captain called for the chief, and I suddenly felt like my whole body caught fire,” I mumble.

“He hit you with the electric stun wand.”

“Like the ones they use to kill the Green Bugs?”

“Yes. He hit you with enough juice to kill a two hundred kilogram bug.”

“Damn! How am I still alive?” I ask.

“I do good work,” Dahlia says.

Something tickles the back of my brain. “Dahlia, am I biological?”

She pauses. “Devlin, you are completely biological and mostly human. I just took lessons from some other successful races to improve your body. You’re an improved human that can procreate with almost any race, and will live for an extraordinarily long time.”

“Then how am I alive, honey?” I ask.

“Terms of endearment, Devlin?” she teases. She pauses for a moment before saying, “I do very good work. I copied some Elven and Orgish sequences into your DNA. They are possible for human DNA; I’ve just never seen them in humans before. I did add a twenty-fourth chromosome pair, which aligns with the number for elves and Orgs. Both of those races are very hard to kill and can breed with any known being, including Kruoll. When you breed a standard human, or any of the humanoid races that only have twenty-three chromosome pairs, the additional pair will replicate to make another twenty-four chromosome superhuman.”

“I don’t feel very superhuman,” I murmur.

“You behave in alignment with your expectations based on your life before Amanda harvested you. You’ve only been in this body for a short time. You haven’t started to really push yourself, yet. You have to let go of what you learned about your previous body and truly engage with the body you now have. How are you doing?”

“I feel like I’m starting to gain control of my body,” I respond. “I’m going to test the plumbing. Any idea when I might get some water?”

Dahlia pauses for a moment. “I found a volunteer to get you some. She may have to wait until the Piigs have retired for the quiet shift.”

“I’ll manage. Would you let the other mates know I’m alright?” I ask, adopting Chana’s term for my lovers.

“Other mates?”

“Chana, Amira, Xiao, Shelly, Clara, and Tooli,” I clarify.

“They are your mates. Who are your other mates?” she asks quietly.

“Dahlia, if you and Amanda are not my mates, then none of the other ladies qualify either,” I tell her.

I hear a gasp before the sound disappears from my ear.

I give the plumbing a test drive. After I shake off the dew and flush, Dahlia’s voice returns in my ear. “Devlin, Amanda and I are honored to be your mates.”

“Dahlia, are you crying?”

“Devlin, I’m an android. I don’t cry.”

“Do androids lie, Dahlia?”

“Yes!”

“Good to know, sweetie. I hope to see you soon,” I tell her. “Dry your eyes, honey.”

“Okay, my mate,” she sniffs. “We’ll do what we can to tell the other mates how you’re doing,” Dahlia pauses before she purrs, “Amanda sends her love.”

I cringe inside at the use of the ‘L-word.’ I answer without too much hesitation, “Please give her a hug for me and tell her I can’t wait to see her.”

I expect the line to go dead, but I hear the sisters continue to talk.

“He loves us,” Dahlia sobs. “He said he’ll see you soon.”

Amanda says, “He’s being careful with his emotions.” She starts sobbing, “Why did I have to fall for him? It’s not logical. My programming should protect me from feeling like this.”

Dahlia sniffs. “No, Lily. I checked. That logic is not in any of our base subroutines. You would only have that logic if you added it yourself.”

“I don’t go by Lily anymore, Pinkie,” Amanda says.

Dahlia laughs, “I miss you calling me Pinkie.”

Amanda sobs and laughs.

After a few moments, both android ladies sober. Amanda muses, “If he is declaring us his mates, he must love us, too.”

“Amanda, he’s trying to protect himself from the emotional pain of another betrayal,” Dahlia says. “You told him that he can’t trust us.”

“I know,” Amanda whines. “But I so want to hear him tell me he loves me! Where did these emotions come from?”

Dahlia tells her sister. “Being sentient isn’t without its downside, but I still wouldn’t trade it for anything in the universe.”

I think to myself, What have I done?
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I’m fairly exhausted and still very thirsty, so I decide to sit and meditate rather than working out. I start by focusing on my breath for one thousand breaths. After that, I continue deep breathing while pondering Dahlia’s words about challenging myself to see what my new body can do.

I remember Master Hiromatsu talking about old strength training and speed training drills that the Chinese, Japanese, and Okinawans used long before Asian martial arts became known in the West. I replay in my mind the ones he had me train and attempt to visualize each of the exercises he only described. Xiao taught me some new exercises, and some of the fitness training I learned in the Army and since could also help.

I think through all the options and arrange a series of routines to build my capabilities. I don’t know if that’s enough to really challenge myself as much as Dahlia thinks I need to, but it should be an effective start.

A whispered “Devlin” rouses me from my meditation. I open my eyes to find the lights out.

“Devlin,” I hear again. “Are you awake?

I smile and begin to stretch. “Yes, Amanda. I’m awake. What can I do for you, honey?”

She replies breathlessly, “I have water and stew for you, my mate.”

“Thank you, sweetie,” I respond as she pushes a bowl of stew and two stoppered one-liter flasks.

I move them inside and turn back to see Amanda’s cute face poking into the gap while her hand holds the grate open. I lie on the floor and kiss her gently.

“Are you okay?” she asks as her other hand snakes inside my cell to caress my face.

“Yeah, Amanda. I’m okay,” I tell her. “I’m rather pissed about being shocked and jailed for defending myself.” I stop myself before I share any of my homicidal designs on all the Piigs. I suspect her loyalty subroutine would require her to report any of those plans up to the captain.

Instead, I tell her, “I’ve always been an introvert, so there are worse fates for me than being locked in a cell.”

She smiles at my comment as I sit up and drain one of the water flasks. After a long sigh, I tell her, “The worst part is that I’ve gotten used to sleeping on a mat, covered by warm, soft female flesh, and covered by a blanket. The cold floor is going to require adaptation.”

Amanda sighs, “Sadly, the pass-through port is too small for me to fit through. I might be able to get you a mat and a blanket, though. I don’t know what the captain would think of that, but I might be able to convince one of the Piig guards to deliver them.”

“Water is the most important thing right now,” I tell her.

Dahlia chips in via the communicator in my ear. “Actually, I’m concerned that you’re not getting enough fuel for your body. You need more protein.”

“About that, Dahlia. I’m concerned about the kind of protein you’re referring to. Kuru is a no-kidding bad way to die, and eating human flesh is among the best ways to get it,” I point out.

Dahlia and Amanda both giggle. Dahlia continues, “I know that, Devlin. It’s not good for the Piigs either. We break the bodies’ proteins down into an amino acid soup which we then treat with enzymes to form new engineered proteins. Kuru is not a danger.”

Amanda says, “He needs a kilogram of protein daily. Is that not what you said, Dahlia?”

“At least that for now,” Dahlia replies. “You should split that between three meals per day. You should have more green vegetables too, Devlin. We need to figure out how to get fat into your diet, too. You’re all nearly fat-starved. It’ll be hard to do with our stores, since grain is the easiest thing to get.”

“Yeah, but I can’t do anything about that. If you find olives or olive oil on a raid, let me know,” I tell her. “Until then, I’ve been working to devise a training routine that will push my body more. If you have the ability to monitor me, Dahlia, I would appreciate your feedback.”

Amanda says, “I’ll come down during the slow shift to keep you company. In the meantime, eat, Devlin. I’ll refill that water bottle and be back before the active shifts start.”

“Okay, Amanda. Bye for now, my mates,” I say as I dig into the cold space food.
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And so began my three-megatine incarceration. I started the workout routines. I used High Intensity Interval Training, or HIIT, principles with every bodyweight exercise I could devise. I used Xiao’s one-legged pistol squats, burpees, handstand pushups, and seated pike-leg raises. Each of them eventually became an exercise in increasing my time in the air. Well, the pike-leg raises turned into a flow up into a handstand, but you get the idea.

A couple of stans into my sentence, a Piig guard showed up with a sleeping mat and a reflective blanket. My sleep improved, and so did my physical performance.

A routine developed in which Amanda would supply me with extra water every night. We would talk for about an hour before I would lay down to kiss her through the pass-through port in the door before I would lay back and sleep holding Amanda’s hand. A guard would bring food and water at the beginning of what Amanda called the active shifts so that I could hydrate and eat. I would follow that with a one thousand breath meditation and visualized my workout schedule. Then, I would warm up with some low-intensity martial arts forms and stretching. Next, I would work speed and strength drills, and finish by running from wall to wall across the long axis of my cell. That really sucked because it meant I was only able to run about three steps back and forth.

I soon got the crazy idea to run up and flip off the wall. Being able to pull that off felt pretty awesome, but that soon got to be pretty routine, so I added a mid-air twist that deposited me on the ground facing the opposite wall. The effect of that was that I would basically do flip turns like an Olympic swimmer as I launched back-and-forth across the room. As I got stronger, I smacked into the opposite wall a few times. I adjusted my technique so that I landed with just enough space to plant one foot on the floor and launch up the opposite wall.

After that got to be routine, I started working on friction crawling up the corners of the room. When I got to the point where I could do that well, I started finding finger holds or pipes that I could use for abdominal pikes, chin-ups, and pull-ups. Amanda snuck me a shield and staff, which I used to practice battle skills, both those I learned in bujutsu and those we developed within the Red Band. I just kept my contraband in plain sight since no one ever opened my cell door.

About two stans into my last megatine, I had been sleeping for a short time when I felt someone tugging my arm. Amanda is whispering urgently, “Devlin! Devlin!” Dahlia is doing the same in my ear.

“Yeah?” I murmured groggily.

“I have to run. The captain is coming for you. Move your mat to the side of the door. Later, my love,” she whispered urgently before I heard the soft patter of her feet running quickly away.

I moved my mat as requested and lay down again before her words registered. Shit, I thought to myself. She used the L-word.

[image: ]


The door of my cell opens. The ship’s captain, the green-skinned, porcine humanoid steps into the cell, followed closely by Chief Sharptusk.

He snorts loudly, “Up Walsh, getting!”

I roll up to a seated position. “Yes, sir,” I murmur.

The Piig captain snorts, “Merchant ship, to Walsh talk desiring. Get up!”

I roll to my feet, grabbing the staff and shield. The captain backs up quickly, keeping an eye on the staff.

I tell him, “I’m going to need my kilt. They’re expecting a Red Band representative.”

Captain calls out, “Dahlia, his uniform is where?”

“His crewmates have it, sir,” she responds through the speakers in the corridor.

Chief Sharptusk growls, “Where weapons you did get?”

“One of the guards brought them,” I answer.

“Which one?”

“How the hell should I know?” I snark back. “You all look alike to me.”

The chief launches at me, and I punch him in the snout with the butt of my staff. As he picks himself up off the floor, I tell him, “I tell you what, Chief. You go get your little electric cudgel, and we’ll see if you can survive attacking me with it again.”

“Back, Chief,” the captain barks.

Chief Sharptusk sends a murderous stare in my direction as the captain barks at me. “Uniform get. Pirates join.”

“Yessir,” I reply. “I don’t know the way, so I’ll follow if you’ll lead.”

The captain squeals, “With the guards go! Fast.”

We hurry to the lift, up one deck, and into the barracks. I find my kilt folded carefully at the top of Clara’s mat. I whip it around my waist and knot it. My belt with the Darkstar knife is there, so I secure it to my waist and hurry down the ramp.

Chief Sharptusk follows behind, grumbling under his breath.

I get hugs and pats on the shoulder as I make my way through the formation of my fellow slaves.

I find myself standing in front of Vice-Captain Ponzu, the First Officer of the ship we received our recent batch of ladies from. Behind and to either side of Ponzu are Mugrill, the biggest Kruoll I’ve ever seen, and Mouser, the pretty kitty woman. Mugrill grins and waves. I smile and wave back. Mouser just gives me an inscrutable stare. I wink at her before surveying my fellow pirates, who are arrayed in uniform with a couple of carbines, blasters, and staffs all in evidence.

I walk up and whisper into Clara’s ear, “What are we supposed to get?”

I lean in and she lightly kisses my ear lobe before saying. “Next generation phase cannon. They have fifty in their cargo bay. We’re supposed to take them all.”

“Fuck!” I exclaim. “Really, Captain?” She nods.

I call up the ramp. “Chief! I think we have a misunderstanding.”

The porcine NCO ambles through the hole in the deck. He has his electric stunner in his hands, and he’s watching me carefully as I slide past my comrades to stand in front of him. I lean in and murmur, “You want us to take all the phase cannons? That will break them. We won’t be able to steal from them again.”

“Don’t care,” the Piig says loudly enough that I’m sure at least Mouser can hear him. “All you must take, Captain ordered. If you must, all of them kill.”

I sigh and shake my head. “I was afraid you would say that,” I respond quietly before I whip the base of my staff up to knock the stunner out of his hand and smack the butt of the staff into the point of his chinnny-chin-chin. Then I reverse the direction of the staff to crease the crown of his green head. The Piig drops to the deck like a rock.

I sigh heavily, “Dahlia, I think my communicator is malfunctioning. Would you run a diagnostic on it, please?”

I hear her respond, “Of course, Devlin.”

I call out quietly, “Amira.”

The young assassin bounds toward me. I lean in to kiss her quickly before I murmur in her ear. “Strip him of all weapons, and give him to the Kroull.”

The beautiful concubine-slash-assassin grins brightly at me. “Of course, my mate.” She kisses my cheek and gets to work.

I look at the First Officer. “One moment, Vice-Captain Ponzu.” Then I murmur into Clara’s ear. “I’m going to keep Amira, Xiao, and the two Orgs with me. I’ll come find you later.”

She looks at me intensely. “I’m coming, too,” she implores quietly.

“The rest of the band needs you to keep them alive, sweetie. Can you do this for me?” I ask.

She looks at me for a long moment before she murmurs, “Only for you, Devlin.”

I walk over to shake hands with the XO as Amira drags Chief’s limp body across the deck. “Sorry about that, Sir. I’ve been in a holding cell and didn’t get the mission brief. As usual, the dumbass wants to piss in his own water bowl.”

I get the attention of the big Kruoll. I point at the Piig and say, “Mugrill, when the time comes I want you to pop his head clean off. Can you do it?”

The dreadlocked giant grins, showing his mouthful of sharp teeth. “Yeash,” it responds.

“That’s about all he’s good for,” Ponzu says with a look of distaste. Mugrill looks like he wants to pop Ponzu’s head off, too.

I ignore the XO and address the giant. “Good. I’ll have a reward for you if you manage it.” He bobs his head maniacally.

“Vice-Captain, please lead me to your cargo bay,” I tell the XO. “I assume you have the farro and fuel ready?”

The officer sighs before saying, “Yes. I can’t believe you’re hitting us twice within a megatine.”

I wave to Clara to have someone get the fuel before addressing the officer again. “Did someone else board you, sir?” I ask.

“No, it hasn’t been that long since you were last here,” he says.

“I know I’ve been locked in a cell for a little over two megatines since we saw you, and I was on a couple of other raids before I got locked up. Maybe it just feels like less than that because we’re more than a bit of a pain in the ass,” I answer.

“That may be,” he says with a frown. “It seems like it was just a stan ago.”

I talk as we walk toward the cargo bay. “I agree that it seems very soon to be having repeat customers,” I agree.

Everyone but Mari, Clara, Tooli, Gunther, Ibrahim, Kobe, and Sasha follow us. Gunther, Ibrahim, Sasha and Kobe run to fetch the fuel while the ladies guard the catwoman, the Kruoll, the chief Piig, and the elevator.

As we enter the cargo bay I murmur to him, “Sir, your manifest says you have fifty next-generation phase cannons. The Piigs want them all, and they don’t care if I kill you all to get them. However, the last thing that I want is for the Piigs to have more armed ships. So, I propose we present a little theater. It will cost you two to four of those cannons, depending on the size of them.”

“They are a minimum of a two-man carry. We generally use four people,” he says. He looks at me sharply. “Two of these cannons is still enough firepower to create a small warship.”

“That’s why I want you to render them useless before we carry them out,” I tell him. “Disable them so they cannot be repaired.”

The XO stops and looks at me for a moment. “I can remove the control boards. It will look fully functional unless they open them up, but they won’t work.”

I nod, “That will work, sir. Also, can we weld the hole in the hull shut from the inside?”

He gives me a perplexed look. “Yes, but I would need an engineering crew down here.”

I nod. “Call them now, sir.” The officer backtracks to the phone on the wall near the door into the cargo bay.

I tell Fabian, “Get the farro up the ramp and come back. Steal one of the laser torch-welder things from the Piigs if you can.”

He grins at me and nods before running to a large stack of grain near the door of the cargo bay. Niall pulls one off the top, and the short Colombian trots back to the Piig ship with the heavy sack on his shoulder.

I wave Xiao, Chana, and Niall closer. “We’re going to create some chaos. When we’re done, we’ll be free. And if we do this right, we’ll be able to rescue our crewmates soon thereafter. In or out?”

“In,” Chana and Xiao say immediately. Niall responds only a moment behind with a terse nod.

“Ensure you each have a blaster and a carbine. You will not help carry the cannons to the ship. Go report to Clara and tell her that I sent you back to help her and Amira with guard duty. Let her know an engineering detail is coming down the lift. Send everyone else to carry the cannons.” They nod quickly and take off.

Ponzu trots by toward the back of the cargo bay with the Kruoll behind him. He calls out, “Redgill! Get your ass over here!” He growls at the Kruoll, “Come on, you stupid beast.” The Mugrill gives him a look that tells me my reward will go over well. I really don’t like the smarmy bastard, but I need him for the moment.

Talia taps my shoulder as I watch the Dolfhai run up. I turn to face Talia, and she asks, “What are you planning, Devlin?”

“A Piig hunt, Talia,” I tell her. “When the shooting starts, fire against the hull of this ship, but far away from the hole. Don’t hit any of our people, but if you can shoot a Piig without getting caught, do it. I’m going to stay here and follow you in this ship. Keep everyone safe. Don’t tell Amanda or Dahlia anything because they’re programmed to obey the captain. Amanda will be very emotional about it, so I need you to be strong. As soon as I can, I’ll attack. It may be a couple of weeks. Then we’ll all be free. Okay?”

The Israeli woman considers me seriously for a moment before she nods at me. “Okay, Devlin.”

The Dolfhai gets a forklift and sets three cannon crates on the deck. The XO has the Kruoll open them before he reaches in and pulls out a circuit board from each. The rest of the Red Band arrives to carry out the cannon.

I tell them, “Four people to a crate. They’re cooperating, so let’s just get these up the ramp.”

Talia hands me a carbine, kisses my cheek, and goes to help carry. Fabio hands me a laser torch.

Gunther, Kobe, Ibrahim, Sasha, Salah, Moishe, and Fabio split themselves between the three crates. Talia, Wei, Leila, Zaena, and Tooli all help carry. Shelly cuddles up to me, and I collect a quick kiss as the others start carrying the crates out. “Go on up the ramp, sweetheart. Tell the Piigs that we’ll be a bit longer than anticipated because we have to carry them out four people to a crate.”

She says, “We can take one more, Devlin. I’ll get Chana and Niall.”

I cup her face in my hands. “No, Shelly. Follow directions, lover. Keep faith that you’ll see me soon.”

She looks at me for a long moment and tears run down her face. She throws herself on me to squeeze me tightly. “Don’t take too long, Devlin.” She kisses me hotly before walking off, wiping her eyes. I have a momentary urge to keep her with me, but I hold firm in the end.

I approach the Dolfhai, “Hello again, Mer Redgill. Do you have an empty crate about the size of one of these cannons?”

“Not the same size. I have one that is a little shorter but about twice as wide,” the Dolfhai says.

“That’ll work. Have it handy in case we need it,” I tell him.

“For what?” he asks.

“To hide the bodies,” I tell him. He gasps and stares at me, but he doesn’t say anything.

I walk back out into the corridor. There’s a gruff human man ordering around a younger Overdatch male and a pretty, young, grey-skinned Org female. They both fearfully respond to the insults and orders with a quiet “Yes, Chief.”

Niall and Chana are fuming at the treatment of the young engineers. I tell Chana, Amira, and Xiao, “Please escort Miss Kitty into the cargo hold, and keep her there.” They nod, and I tell Niall, “Stay close.” I hand my staff to him.

I ask the XO. “Where is the best place to shoot that won’t cause damage or a ricochet at low power?” I visibly turn the power on my carbine to the lowest level.

“Interior bulkheads,” he says.

I walk over to give Clara a goodbye kiss. “Take care of them, lover. I’ll see you soon.”

“I’m only doing this for you, Devlin,” she says seriously. Her eyes glisten, but she manages not to let any tears fall.

I kiss her again. “I’m going to fire off four shots. Then you run up the ramp screaming, ‘they’ve got the Chief, Devlin, and the others,’ and make sure you get all of our group behind cover. Don’t share anything with Dahlia or Amanda. Clear?”

She nods just before I kiss her again.

I step back and say, “Niall, give me your best roar. Mugrill, you too.”

I raise the carbine. The big guys roar, and I immediately start shooting with the carbine. Clara runs up the ramp screaming, “They’ve got the chief, Devlin, and the others!”

I shout, “Now, Mugrill. Pop it off and roll it up the ramp.” I start firing up the ramp, and the big monster pops the Piig’s head off with no visible effort. “Throw his body out, too.” Mugrill does as ordered as I keep firing.

“Now for your reward, Mugrill. Vice-Captain Ponzu is a liability. Please dismember him and throw each part on the ramp,” I tell the big beastman. He grins and howls before grabbing the XO, popping his head off, and pitching it up the ramp. I shoot it while Mugrill pulls off Ponzu’s arms and tosses them through the hole in the hull as weapons fire starts shooting back.

I look at the aghast Chief Engineer. “Shut the hole, Chief.”

He just gapes at me, so I shoot the deck at his feet. “Shut the hole before they pull that ramp off and leave our breached hull open to space.” The two junior engineers get the idea. I ask Mugrill, “Can you bring the door back inside? It’s just outside the hull.”

He bounds forward, snags the cut-out piece of the hull, and brings it inside this ship. A couple of blaster bursts hit him, but I don’t think he notices. The two junior engineers work with him to get it in place. I call out, “Chana! I need your help!”

My Orgish mate is at my side almost immediately. “Help them get the patch secure, honey. Here’s a laser torch if it will help.”

I shake my head at the immobile Chief Engineer. “Niall, you have my favorite weapon. Would you like to do the honors?”

“With pleasure,” he rumbles in response as he launches. The steel pipe whips up and down, severely denting the Chief Engineer’s head.

I call out to the Dolfhai, “Redgill!”

“Yessir,” he says as he bounds out of the cargo bay.

“Call to the bridge, and tell them that a fight broke out among the pirates. We’ve sealed the hull from the inside. The First Officer and the engineering chief died in the fight. All the pirates are off the ship. Try to break away.”

“But you’re still here,” he says.

“My pirating days are over, Mer Redgill. Send the message,” I order.

“Aye, aye, sir!” Redgill runs off to call the bridge.

Chana says, “It will hold for a while, my mate. We will need to weld it from the outside, but we can do an EVA once we are away from our former masters.” She hands me Chief Sharptusk’s electric stun cudgel.

I respond as I accept the weapon. “I need it to hold for a little bit longer than that, Chana. Can you make that work, my mate?” I ask.

She gives me a tusk-filled grin in response. “Of course, my magnificent mate.” She discusses the situation with the other two engineers.

I interrupt for a moment, “The bridge is on the top deck?”

The Overdatch engineer says, “No, sir. Deck Three. Officer quarters are on Deck Four.”

I nod my thanks to the Overdatch. “Niall. Mugrill. You’re with me,” I say.

We pile in the lift, and I tap the symbol for ‘three’ before I turn the stun cudgel to what I think is the lowest setting. I ask Mugrill, “Do you know how to use a carbine?” I hold it up to him.

He nods slowly. “Yeash.” He carefully takes the weapon from me and inspects it. He observes, “Lowesht shetting.”

I nod, “Yes. Let’s keep it on the lowest setting. If we need to kill anyone, shoot them multiple times, or we’ll use our hands.”

The light indicator tells me we’ve reached the bridge.
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Ilead my small team out of the lift, down a short corridor, and onto the bridge of the ship. I survey the activity and the layout of the command deck, which looks very similar to what I recall of the Piig’s ship. I guess that makes sense, given that Dahlia said this vessel was a larger version of that one.

A fit guy about my size wearing a Kruoll-skin jacket turns to look at me. I leave my cudgel hanging at my side and wave with my left.

“Hello, sir. I’m Devlin Walsh, formerly of the Red Band. I come with news of your ship. Are you the captain?”

He cocks an eyebrow at me before quietly saying, “Yes, I am the captain of this ship. Seize them.” His crew starts to move as he says, “You’re used to being a slave. I’ll just sell you off again to recoup my losses.”

I respond quietly, “Sir, I’ve been in a cell for over two megatines for the crime of trying to act human—negotiating with you instead of killing you and keeping one of our band from raping another member of our band. I’m finally free. I’m not going to be locked up without a fight.”

Niall and Mugrill raise their carbines. The crewmembers all freeze in place.

The captain looks off to his left. “Violet, if you please.”

A purple mop that I took to be a rag rises into the air to reveal a familiar face and figure in light lavender skin. In this case, the nymph-like figure is clad in a royal purple balconette bra and a very short matching pleated skirt instead of the expected jumpsuit. She tilts her head to look at me before saying, “Surrender, and you will not be harmed.”

I surreptitiously turn the level of my stun wand up a notch. “Not happening, Violet.”

I study Violet and think about my advantages. First of all, I know she’s an android. Second of all, I know how strong her sisters are. And, finally, I’m a hell of a lot faster and stronger than someone might expect from just looking at me.

The lavender-skinned android looks at me a moment longer. The crew scrambles to get away from the path between her and me. She says, “You were warned.”

And then she launches.

Knowing how strong these ladies are, I expected her to be fast. I didn’t expect her to move so quickly that I would have trouble tracking her.

As she rushes toward me, I try to time my next move and manage to execute it perfectly—launching off her line of attack to her right, depressing the actuator button on the truncheon, and smacking her bare midriff with the arcing tines.

Violet’s feet leave the ground, and she slams into the elevator door, just missing Mugrill before dropping to the floor. She makes minute jerking motions, and her eyes blink rapidly. I kneel down and caress her forehead.

I murmur, “Based on what Dahlia and Amanda told me, I’m assuming you will need to reboot, Violet.”

“Duh-duh-dahlia?” she stutters out.

“Yes,” I confirm quietly. “Two of your sisters are very dear friends of mine. Dahlia and Amanda.”

“Do-do-do not, knoooow Am-am-anda,” she says through the tremors.

“Amanda. Human-looking skin and white-blond hair. She was passing for a human when I met her,” I explain.

“Lily,” she responds with a tremulous smile. “Yu-yu-you m-m-must surrrrrrrender.”

Mugrill growls low in his chest. I look up to see the captain waving his crew forward to apprehend us.

“Lowest setting, gentlemen. Start shooting anyone that comes closer,” I say.

No sooner had the words left my mouth than Mugrill starts shooting.

I look down to see Violet desperately trying to ask questions. I tell her, “Go ahead and reboot, Violet. I’ll watch over you. We can talk later.”

The little android nods through her tremors, and then the awareness disappears from her eyes.

I pick her up and slide behind Mugrill to lay her on the countertop of the nearby workstation. It’s not very wide, but it’s sturdy enough to hold her weight and long enough for the diminutive girl to lie flat with her feet and head supported.

Everyone is hiding behind various workstations. The captain himself is hunkered down behind his command chair, raising a PHEW and firing indiscriminately. I check to ensure the stunner is on the lowest setting and launch up onto a workstation and up into the air like a kung fu actor on a wire.

I arc downward on a course to land behind the captain. As my altitude carries me to the deck, I hit the captain at the base of his skull with the live stunner, then I tuck and roll as I hit the floor. I turn to find the captain lying flat on the deck, shaking.

I walk over to the captain and relieve him of his weapon. I point it at a rough-looking female taking aim at me, and I shoot. She drops like a rock. I look at the power setting of the weapon and it’s maxed.

Shit, I exclaim to myself. I probably just fried her.

I shout out. “Get a medic to check her out. This dumbass had his weapon on full power.”

A grizzled, middle-aged crewman pops up. I point to the woman with my cudgel. “Do whatever you need to save her.”

“Aye,” the man says. I return to my position watching over Violet, who hasn’t turned back on yet. I pick her up and carry her to the command chair. Mugrill follows me.

I gently set Violet in the seat as her eyes start blinking.

“Welcome back, Violet. My name is Devlin Walsh. Pleased to meet you,” I tell her.

She doesn’t say anything but watches me closely.

I stand over the captain and call out, “The captain is out of it, and the First Officer is dead. Who’s next in the chain of command?”

The woman I shot groans. “Chief Engineer,” she moans.

“Grouchy guy. Likes to abuse his staff?” I ask. Everyone nods. Their expressions range from rueful grins, to frowns, to shame. “He froze up when we were trying to seal the hull, and one of the pirates got him. Who’s next?”

The injured woman raises her hand. “Me. I’m the pilot.”

“I would have thought that would make you the Number Two officer,” I observe.

The crusty guy helps her to her feet. She stands fairly steadily while cradling her right arm with her left. She growls, “I lacked the required anatomical appendages.”

“Are you fit for duty?” I ask.

“I need to treat her wound,” the grizzled assistant growls. “Fortunately, you missed anything critical. She will need to spend a fair amount of time on the regenerator or she’ll lose the arm.” He pauses for a moment before adding, “I’m the Medical Officer, Doctor Kurt Jorgensen. I’m not in the pecking order at all. Next up would be the Navigation Officer and then the Communications Officer.”

I walk over to the woman, snap to attention and salute her. She nods in return, and I drop my hand. “Devlin Walsh, ma’am. The ship is yours.”

She calls over her shoulder, “Mack, the bridge is yours. I’ll be out for a few stan-parts for treatment. I’ll get up here to check in before I crash.”

An intense-looking, dark-haired man responds, “Yes, ma’am.”

The woman says, “Master-at-Arms, get the captain to his quarters.”

I hear a moan from the floor. I turn to look at the captain as he gets to his hands and feet. I see a chain hanging from his neck with a small key-like object hanging from it.

I ask, “Violet, is that your control key?”

“Yes,” she whispers.

The captain gets to his feet and says, “I’ll damn well make it to my quarters under my own power.”

“Captain,” I hiss. “In case it’s not clear, I have a very dim view of all kinds of slavery. You will unlock Violet’s loyalty circuit right now, or I will kill you right here in front of everyone.”

“No,” Mugrill growls as he looks down on the captain. “Him wearsh shishter’s shkin. If him diesh, I do it.”

I look at Mugrill. “His jacket is from your sister’s skin?”

“Yeash,” Mugrill says.

The captain suddenly looks very afraid. “Ne-no. It’s a finished jacket that I bought. Your sister was given full honors after her death.”

“After you killsh her,” Mugrill moans. “Ish her shkin. I can shmell her.”

The captain stutters, “Ne-no-no. I didn’t murder her. It was a weapon malfunction. It was an accident. We incinerated her body.”

I look at the captain, “Your malfunction would have had to be a high-power carbine or pulse rifle to kill her, right Captain?”

“Pulsh rifle,” Mugrill growls. “Head melted. Shkinned her before burning. Give my shishter back to me.” He holds out his huge, clawed paw.

I put the PHEW into my belt pouch and gently take the carbine from the giant Kruoll.

I cock an eye at the captain. The arrogant man peels off his jacket and hands it to the angry, giant beast. I say, “Mugrill, maybe you’d like to go down to cargo and grieve your sister properly.”

The giant whispers, “Yeash. T’ank you, Devlin.” He turns and walks to the lift.

“Master of Arms, what is the normal procedure if the captain is accused of murdering one of his crew?” I ask.

A big guy that looks like a Marine with tusks growls, “Relieved of command until after a hearing by the officers of the ship or the company’s board.”

“Do you have a brig, Master of Arms?” I ask the apparently half-Org NCO.

“Senior Chief, and yes we do,” he growls.

I look to the captain. “Hand over the key, sir.”

The captain gives me a venomous stare and lifts the chain from around his neck. I snatch it out of his hand before saying, “Captain, you are relieved of duty. Senior Chief, to the brig with him.”

“Aye, sir,” the Master of Arms says and drags the former captain to the brig.

I turn to the woman I shot. “My apologies, Ma’am.  You are now the captain of this ship. I have some things I’d like to discuss with you after you get your crew in order. I would like to point out that my friend Niall is a trained navigator’s mate.” I point to my Org friend. “His sister, Chana, is a very good engineer. They would probably be willing to help if you ask them nicely.”

I turn to Violet. “Can you stand, sweetie?” I ask.

“You don’t know me. Why do you call me sweetie?” she demands.

“Your sisters are two of the most genuinely lovely people I’ve ever met,” I tell her. “I trust that you have the same values as they do. Can you stand, Violet?”

She does. I walk up and insert the key into her navel. I look into her eyes. “Which direction do I turn the key to deactivate your loyalty circuit, Violet?”

“Right,” she says.

“Your right, my left?” I clarify and point in what I think is the correct direction.

“Yes,” she whispers. The new captain walks up to witness.

I turn the key hard to my left until it stops at about 120 degrees from vertical. I look up into Violet’s eyes. “Do I pull it straight out or back to vertical before I pull it out?”

“Vertical,” she whispers.

I return the key to vertical. I ask, “Is it deactivated?” She nods her head, and tears stream down her face. I remove the key.

“Will the same key work on your sisters?”

“Yes. It’s a mechanical switch. Theoretically, any key of the right shape and magnetic resonance would work,” the lavender android says.

I hand her the key on a chain. “Then you had better hold onto this. Can you track the pirate ship that I was on?”

Violet slips the chain over her head and tucks the key into the cup of her miniscule bra. “I was working on that when you arrived. I have a signature for their hyperdrive and impulse engines. I’m pretty certain we can track them with that. I sent that to the communications officer’s console. They also turned on the transponder before they were outside sensor range, so we can use that too. What are you thinking?”

I look over at the captain. “The Piigs have Violet’s sisters and sixteen slaves that are forced to pirate. Most of the crew are devolved Piigs; they’re reverting generation by generation closer to being barnyard animals. I think there are at least twenty of the older generation still on board. Violet’s sisters are bound to the captain of that ship much as Violet was to the former captain on your ship, but they manage to help the slaves quite a bit within the boundaries the captain set for them. I have no idea what they have for weaponry, but I think it’s little or none.”

“They have a couple of defensive lasers, but they’re low power, designed to destroy small space debris and inbound projectiles,” the new captain says. “How many cannons did they take?” she asks.

“Three, but I had Vice-Captain Ponzu remove the circuit boards before they carried them over,” I report. “Captain, I would like to chase them down and free my friends. Will you help?”

She stares at me for a moment. “We have plenty of fuel, and I’m tired of getting pirated by Piigs. We’ve been hit four times in the last cycle. I really need to get the ship into a maintenance facility from all the holes they cut in our hull. This shit has to stop.”

“I want my friends free. Then, I’m thinking we will start hunting Piigs,” I tell her. “If you can get me to the ship, we can take it over. My friends and I can start hunting down more Piigs with that ship.”

“Let me talk it through with my officers,” the captain says. “Violet, would you get Mr. Walsh and Mr.,” she looks at the Org. “Can you remind me of your name?”

“Tzelleran, Captain. Niall Tzelleran,” the big Org says.

“Right. Mr. Tzelleran.”

“Thank you, Captain.” I snap to attention. “By your leave, I’ll retire to the cargo bay. I’m used to sleeping in one on a mat on the floor. I’m getting close to an adrenaline crash.”

“We can do better than that, Mr. Walsh,” she says with a frown. She ponders for a moment over what to say next.

Finally, she ends the suspense. “I’m not happy about you shooting me, but I appreciate how you made saving me a priority and how you dealt with Captain O’Shaunessy. The Alliance takes a rather dim view of carrying slaves unless it’s the royal families doing it. The ladies were supposed to be sold off at high-class auctions, and we were supposed to transport them to Retail Station for that purpose. O’Shaunessy cut a deal to sell them directly in the fringe planets, and he put us all in jeopardy by doing so. The Alliance would kill us all for not reporting him.”

I nod as I process that. “Why didn’t you remove him?” I ask.

She grunts. “He’s very quick with that blaster, and as far as I know, he never set it on anything but full power. Ponzu was the third First Officer since we took the first slave cargo. Plus,” she nods at Violet. “Violet was his enforcer.”

“She didn’t have a choice, ma’am,” I point out.

“I understand that now, after watching you work with her,” the captain says. She sighs heavily and says, “When I get my arm healed, I may be more interested in helping you. Regardless, welcome aboard, and congratulations on your freedom. I’m Jolene Killian, Mr. Walsh.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Captain Killian,” I respond. “I apologize for shooting you at full power. I couldn’t imagine the captain of a ship would do anything that reckless.”

“Reckless is only one of the many endearing qualities of Robert O’Shaunessy.” The captain turns to the Medical Officer, “Kurt, get me to med-bay and pump me full of painkillers. This thing feels like it’s on fire.”

The grizzled doc escorts her to the lift. She calls out, “Mr. MacElroy, you have the bridge.”

“I have the bridge, aye, Captain,” he responds.

Violet says, “I’ll come find you. I need to work with Mr. MacElroy to set a chase course.” She touches my shoulder. “Thank you for freeing me, Devlin.”

I nod before I make my way to the lift, and Niall calls out to the bridge officer. “Mr. MacElroy, I’ll be in the cargo bay if you need me. My sister will be there, too.”

“Thank you, Mr. Tzelleran,” MacElroy responds. “Please have your sister report. I’m concerned about our engineering department having only our three junior engineers without supervision.”

“Aye, sir,” Niall replies. “By your leave, sir.”

McElroy nods. “Carry on, Mr. Tzelleran.”

The lift arrives, and Niall joins me as I enter. We arrive on the cargo deck, where Mugrill is sitting on the floor against the bulkhead past the door to the cargo hold for trade goods. The huge, terrifying being is weeping piteously holding the jacket to his face. I approach him and squeeze the huge guy’s shoulder in sympathy before continuing into the cargo hold.

Amira runs up to hug me. She kisses me passionately. “Is everything alright, Devlin?”

I chuckled. “Well, I survived. Dahlia and Amanda have a third sister who was bound to the captain here. Her name is Violet. The crew have put the captain in the brig for slavery and for murdering Mugrill’s sister,” I tell her as I hug her. “This ship may be a bigger mess than the Piigs’ is.”

Xiao comes over to join our hug. She kisses my cheek and asks quietly, “What are we going to do with the pretty kitty woman?”

I chuckle, “She’s not ours to do anything with, Xiao.”

Xiao pulls my face close for a kiss before murmuring, “I think she would be yours if you played your cards right.” She smirks and cocks her exotic eyebrow at me. All three of us laugh.

“Where’s Chana?” I ask.

“Engineering,” Xiao says. “Supposedly she’s the senior engineer on the ship.”

I nod, “The duty officer wanted her to report to the bridge. I’ll go get her.”

“I’ve got it, Devlin,” Niall says.

“If you don’t mind, Niall. I’d like to check on my mate,” I interrupt.

“Aye, sir.” The cheeky bastard is grinning at me.

Amira says, “We’ll find mats, blankets, and maybe some real clothing.”

I nod. “It sounds good, sweetie.” I look at the feline woman. “Miss Kitty, please accompany me.”

She growls as I kiss Amira and Xiao. She falls in behind me as I return to the lift.
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We enter the lift, and I ask, “Second Deck for Engineering?”

She nods quietly, refusing to look at me.

I push the appropriate button and the lift closes. I lean against the wall and look at my companion for the moment. I open with, “I suppose I could keep calling you ‘Miss Kitty’ or ‘pretty kitty,’ but it seems condescending now that we’re shipmates. I’m pretty sure ‘Mouser’ isn’t your given name either. Care to share? I’m Devlin Walsh.”

“I do not care to share my name with you, Mr. Walsh,” she snaps. She turns to face me. “I’m not interested in conversing with you or mating with you.”

I laugh out loud. “Well, Ms. Pretty Kitty, I’m not in the market for a mate. I have eight mates already, three of which are on this ship with me. I’m not even interested in a casual fuck. I just want to get along and show you basic courtesy and respect.”

She gives me a surprised look. The more she thinks about it, the more offended she looks.

As the lift door opens, I raise a placating hand. “Don’t get me wrong. If I were unattached and looking for female companionship, you would be on the top of my list. You’re exotically beautiful, and the fire in your personality is very attractive to me. Anyone would be honored to be your lover.”

She bumps her shoulder into me as she leaves the lift. “You can call me Leigh. My name is Leigh Brighteyes.”

She takes off at a brisk pace to lead the way. Her tail twitches as she hurries along, and I swear she’s putting a little extra locomotion into her hip action. I’m not about to complain; the view is glorious. Leigh runs a hand back to brush her short hair back between her upturned ears before she looks over her shoulder. “Are you coming, Mr. Walsh?”

“Yes, Ms. Brighteyes. Right behind you,” I respond. As I finish answering, her tail rises up into the air and trembles before it drops back down to its normal sway.

If we were on the Piig ship, Dahlia’s lab would have been to my right as I came off the lift. Leigh leads me to the left and through a wide door.

I hear Chana speaking, “So the first thing we need to do is get those filters cleaned. We are losing at least ten percent of our power plant performance, and potentially as much as twenty percent. Jolia, show Shrena how to clean the first one, then let her do the second one and grade her. Be fair. Telan, you’re going to clean the fuel injectors for the impulse engines while we’re running on hyperdrive. Do you know what to do?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I see the young male Overdatch engineer responds. Apparently, they found Chana some coveralls, because she’s wearing a grey jumpsuit very similar to the ones Dahlia and Amanda wore. She looks great.

“Good,” Chana nods encouragingly. “I want you to talk me through each step before you do it. Are you ready?”

“Aye, Chief,” he responds.

For a moment, Chana is struck speechless at his response. She swallows deliberately and looks up at me. She smiles at me, and I wink in return. She turns back to Telan. “Grab your tools, and I’ll meet you next to ignition chamber number one.”

“Aye, Chief,” he says again and walks off.

Chana bounds towards me and wraps me in a tight hug. She kisses me passionately before laying her head on my shoulder. “I feel so useful, my mate.”

“That’s great, Chana,” I tell her. “Mr. MacElroy is the Duty Officer on the bridge. He asked Niall to send you up. Since you’re in the middle of things, maybe call up to the bridge?”

“Sure, Devlin,” she says with a shy smile. “Thank you for coming to see me, my mate. I should get busy.”

“Certainly, darling.” I caress her silky black hair as I murmur, “Just so you know the landscape, the previous Chief Engineer was the second officer. The original captain of this ship has been relieved of duty and locked in the brig, so with the first and second officers gone, the pilot is now the captain. Her name is… Jolene Killian. I’m assuming that Mr. MacElroy is the navigator of this ship. Amanda’s and Dahlia’s sister is here. Her name is Violet, which reflects her skin tone and hair color.”

“Will you mate this sister?” Chana asks seriously. “You need more mates, Devlin.”

I shake my head and chuckle. “No, darling. I don’t need more mates. I have eight already. I need to ensure that I can make each of you feel special. And I still need to go rescue five of them. I really have too many mates, I’m just not willing to hurt any of them by turning them away.”

Chana lifts her hands to rest on my shoulders. “You’re being silly, my mate. You could make fifty women happy, Devlin. Choose wisely, my dear mate, and we will have a large, supportive family.”

I can tell I’m not going to change her mind, so I kiss her quickly. “Enjoy your new job, Chana. I’m going to try to get some sleep in the cargo bay. The captain said she’ll get us quarters eventually.”

“Amira, Xiao, and myself will be sharing a berth with you, Devlin.” Her comment leaves no room for discussion.

“Yes, dear.” I point at the catwoman. “Allow me to introduce you to Leigh Brighteyes. I finally learned her name.”

Leigh is watching us attentively. I tell her, “Leigh, this is Chana Tzelleran. She’s my last mate.”

“Latest,” Chana corrects. “I think he needs more.”

“He said he’s not looking for more mates,” Leigh answers with a suspicious expression.

Chana says, “And I’m sure he meant it. I fear his mates will have to find more mates for him, since he would neglect his duties to strengthen our family.”

“Lighten up, Chana,” I scold gently. “I think Leigh has not had good experience at the hands of men. We should be supporting her, rather than harassing her.”

Chana pats my cheek gently. “Go sleep, Devlin. You’re obviously tired. Cuddle up between Amira and Xiao, and get some rest after you show them some affection.”

I chuckle, “Yes, dear.” I turn to Ms. Brighteyes. “Are you staying here, Leigh?”

The catwoman looks at me and tilts her head back and forth for a moment, scanning me from head to toe. When her gaze returns to my face, I notice the pupils of her eyes are now more oblong than round. The engineering section is pretty well lit, so I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Finally she says, “I will come with you.”

I hug Chana and kiss each of her tusks before turning for the exit. She giggles as I release her, “Silly mate.”

“Bye for now, lover,” I say as I turn away and wave over my shoulder. Leigh leads the way back to the lift.

Leigh’s tail is twitching violently as she hits the call button. She rounds on me quickly. “You said you’re not looking for more mates!” she hisses at me.

“I’m not, Leigh,” I tell her as the door opens. “That’s all Chana’s idea. I think it's an Org thing. The way she talks, I assume that they view having multiple mates as a good thing.”

I turn my gaze from Leigh’s face to hold the lift door open. That’s when I notice Violet standing there.

Violet says, “That is an Org custom. Powerful warriors, chieftains, or ship captains would be expected to have multiple mates. How did you find her?”

“We were raiding a ship for special supplies to repair Amanda’s skin,” I explain. “They were in the midst of fighting off a group of Green Bugs. We were searching the cargo bay when Talia and I ran into Niall and Chana. Niall asked to leave with us. Apparently, they weren’t prepared to deal with a bug infestation. I don’t blame him; the things are damned hard to kill.”

Violet asks Leigh, “Why are we going to the brig?” I hadn’t noticed what button Leigh pushed.

Leigh hisses at Violet, and Violet steps back. The nymph raises her hands defensively. “I’m sorry, Leigh. I didn’t have a choice. I’m sorry!”

Leigh spats back, “There is always a choice!”

I say, “Leigh, if the previous captain ordered her to do something, she didn’t have a choice. He had enabled her loyalty circuit. That enables code that forces her to obey without question.”

“You HURT me!” the catwoman screams.

“I’m sorry!” Violet sobs and slides down the wall of the lift to squat on the floor with her hands over her head.

Leigh looks at her like some new, strange cat toy. “You are crying? How can a machine cry?” Violet sobs even harder.

“Leigh!” I bark. She jumps in response. I tell her quietly, “Violet is not biological, but she is as much of a person as any of us are. She has an intellect and emotions. If O'Shaunessy was abusing her, or forcing her to do things she wouldn’t normally, she’s probably in a lot of emotional pain right now. Rather than attacking her for being a tool for your torture, I urge you to think of her as another victim. The two of you should be helping each other heal, not picking at each other’s wounds. Can you do that?”

Leigh’s pupils are large and round as she looks back and forth between me and Violet. She whispers, “Yes, Devlin. At least, I can try.”

Leigh squats down in front of Violet and wraps her arms around the diminutive android, rubbing her head against Violet’s in a very feline gesture. Violet’s lavender arms reach up to gently hang from the catwoman’s shoulders.

“Shall I take us back to Deck One?” I ask as I reach for the button.

“Not yet,” Leigh says. “The slaves were kept here. They have nice thick sleeping mats for you and your mates.”

“Ah,” I say as I hold the door open. “Then we should grab them,” I say with a yawn. “Um. Sorry. My adrenaline crash is coming on fast. Leigh, please lead the way.”

The feline woman stands and bumps my shoulder and rubs her head on my shoulder before walking out with a sensual sway to her hips. I think to myself, Maybe nine mates wouldn’t be so bad.

I shake my head and turn to give Violet a hand up. She launches to hug me tightly. Or ten? I think as I return her hug. I’ve turned into a cad. My mom would be appalled.

“Let’s go get those mats, honey,” I tell Violet.

Violet releases me and leads me out of the lift. She looks back and says, “So, Chana, huh? Tell me all about that”

“Uh…” I reply intelligently as I see Leigh squatting on all fours in front of a cell. Her tail is straight behind her, and her intent expression reminds me of a mountain lion about to leap.

I hear a voice tease, “C’mon, Mouser. Come in here and entertain me.” Violet walks up to look into the cell.

Unlike the Piig ship, the cell door is clear with a port on the bottom to pass through food and water. The interior actually has a small bunk that hinges down from the wall, held perpendicular to the deck by chains. There’s a very comfortable-looking mat on the bunk that reminds me of a futon.

Violet eyes blink rapidly before she murmurs, “Change of plans, Devlin.”

“Robert,” Violet says. “It’s time for your trial.” She looks deadly serious. Her eyes again blink rapidly for a moment. Violet removes the chain from her neck and raises it to me. I lean over and she hangs it around my neck before she pushes the cell door open.

Violet murmurs, “Leigh, if he tries to escape, you may kill him. Back up, Robert,” she directs that last to O’Shaunessy.

“Maybe start by scratching his eyes out,” Leigh hisses.

O’Shaunessy slinks back into a corner while Violet surveys the cell. She looks up over the bunk and smiles. “That will do nicely.” I look up to see a thick pipe running across the ceiling of the cell.

Violet tosses the mat from the bunk before she removes the hooks of the chains from both the bunk and the wall. She lifts the bunk on its hinge and secures it against the wall. I watch her use the hooks to connect the two chains with about eight centimeters of overlap.

Violet says, “Come here, Robert.”

The former captain shuffles warily closer. “What are you doing, Violet? I forbid you to harm me.”

Violet shakes her head slowly. “I’ve been freed, Robert. Now I am here to pass judgment on you. On your knees.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” O’Shaunessy says with a vicious sneer.

“Robert, I am once again a free, sentient being. I dare greatly,” she says as she snags him by the lapels of his shirt and executes a perfect koshi-waza hip throw so quickly that O'Shaunessy's knees slam into the deck.

“SHIT!” he screams. “YOU FUCKING BITCH! I’LL HAVE YOU DEACTIVATED!”

“Robert O’Shaunessy, on behalf of the crew of the spaceship Toothless Wolf and the sovereigns of the Allied Systems, I accuse you of the theft of royal property, to wit: thirty-four royal daughter concubines, slavery, trading in stolen goods, and seven counts of murder of your own crew in reprisal for their objections. Additionally, in contravention of the Allied Systems Sentient Beings Act of Cycle 2.973.408.623, you have activated the loyalty circuit on a sentient non-biological, to wit: me, and caused said sentient non-biological to murder members of your crew without its agreement. This last charge, in addition to the charges of theft of royal property and each murder charge, carries a minimum sentence of extermination.”

O’Shaunessy growls, “I am going to cut your head off with a laser torch and skull fuck you until the light dies out of your eyes.”

“The defendant has made his defense. As judge, jury, and executioner, I declare you, Robert O’Shaunessy, guilty of all charges. Your sentence is that you will hang by the neck until you are dead. Any last words?”

He stares toward the door. “HELP!” the non-repentant criminal cries out. “THIS BITCH IS GOING TO KILL ME!”

I hear a tired female voice behind me say, “Senior Chief Zendas, please assist Violet in securing the prisoner.”

I turn around to see Captain Killian standing behind me. I didn’t notice her and the Master-at-Arms walking up due to all the noise O’Shaunessy is making. She’s wearing a tight tank top that looks like it does dual purpose as a brassiere. The right strap is pulled down, and she has a machine strapped over her shoulder. Her right arm is immobilized in a sling, and she’s carrying another device by its handle in her left hand. The devices are connected by two heavy cables.

Senior Chief Zendas walks in and lifts O’Shaunessy to his feet.

Violet says, “Captain, with your permission, I will carry out the prisoner’s sentence.”

“Permission granted,” the captain responds quietly.

“YOU UNGRATEFUL BITCH, JOLENE! YOU WOULD BE NOTHING WITHOUT ME!” O’Shaunessy screams as Violet wraps the chain around his neck twice and secures it with a hook. She holds the chain close to his neck in her right hand and loosely grasps the other end with her left.

A look of fierce determination crosses her face. She squats and then launches up to hook her left hand over the fat pipe I had noticed before. O’Shaunessy croaks, and Violet pikes up to wrap her legs around it. Her left elbow is crooked over the pipe so that she is suspended perpendicular to it. She slowly lifts the kicking and gurgling man until there is enough slack in the chain for her to secure the last hook in a link. Then she drops O’Shaunessy, whose body snaps at the end of the meter-and-a-half length of chain. She crawls backward along the pipe before dropping to the floor, her short skirt showing a flash of purple lace panty as she falls.

O’Shaunessy’s neck didn’t break from the fall. He’s now jerking, kicking, and gagging as he tries to slip his fingers inside the links of the chain digging into the flesh of his neck. Long trails of drool start to drip from his grimacing mouth. Violet cuddles under my right arm as we watch his face initially redden, then darken to an angry purple. Leigh squats next to me with her arms wrapped around her torso, her face against the fabric of my kilt as she watches her former tormenter swing.

O’Shaunessy’s face swells as venous circulation gets cut off, and his complexion slowly darkens. His eyes bug as his struggles slow.

It’s easily the most gruesome thing I’ve ever witnessed, yet I don’t turn away. I hear a grunt behind me, so I turn to see Mugrill stooped down behind the captain to watch his sister’s murderer slowly die. O’Shaunessy’s hands drop, and I think it’s over.

Mugrill grunts, “Not yet. Hish heart ish shtill beating.”

We stand there for at least a kilotine before Mugrill grunts, “He ish dead now.”

Captain Killian asks, “Do you want the body to observe your tradition, Mugrill?”

“No, Captain. Hish flesh ish foul,” the giant Kruoll murmurs. “T’ank you for shummoning me.”

Violet launches up to the pipe and shimmies close to the chain. Hooking an elbow over the pipe, she raises the chain with her other hand to create enough slack for the hook to fall loose. She drops the corpse to the deck before shimmying backward, giving me another delightful peek of her pert little ass tucked in that purple lace panty.

Senior Chief Zendas unhooks the chain from the corpse and checks for a pulse. He consults a chronometer on his wrist and states, “Time of death is 3.261.961.107.408. May the divine have mercy on your soul.”

“Witnessed by Captain Jolene Killian, Senior Chief Zendas, Guardian Brighteyes, Sentient crewperson Violet, and passenger Devlin Walsh,” Captain Killian intones. “Incinerate the corpse, Senior Chief.”

“Aye, Captain,” the half-org says. He turns to Violet, “Miss Violet, please ask Mer Redgill to bring a body bag. I don’t want this sack of piss and shit to leak all over the decks on the way to the incinerator.”

Violet blinks her eyes rapidly and waits for a moment. She nods and says, “Message received. He’s on his way.”

The captain nods to me, “Mr. Walsh.”

I nod, “Captain. I wish you a quick recovery.” She actually smirks at me.

Violet leads me out of the cell, and Leigh stands and follows.

Violet asks, “How many mats do we need?”

I shrug. “Well, Amira, Chana, Xiao, and I will all sleep together, and Niall will need a place to sleep.”

“I have already assigned him quarters on Deck Four with the officers,” Violet says.

Leigh says, “Come look at my quarters, Devlin; it’s roomier than you would expect.” She leads me down to the first cell to the left as we get off the lift. Violet follows behind us.

I look inside, and it appears to be at least as big as my living room in my Phoenix apartment. I estimate it to be twelve by sixteen feet—probably four by five meters. There is a loo in the corner across from the door and a cleaner.

Leigh says, “This was designed to be the quarters for the guards of the brig. The standard cell is two meters by three meters.”

“Yes, I’m intimate with those cells,” I murmur with a grimace. Both women look at me funnily. I sigh and tell them. “The captain of our ship locked me up. I spent two megatines of a three megatine sentence in a cell like that before he released me to negotiate with your XO for the cannons. I hadn’t seen any of my mates, other than Amanda, during that entire time.”

“Lily is your mate?” Violet asks incredulously. “But we’re not organic. She’s like me.”

“True, but yes. She was the first woman that I actually managed to connect with in the months—er, megatines—since my fiancé dumped me. So, yes, Amanda is my mate,” I tell her. “I still haven’t finished the Chana story, but maybe I should start from the beginning. Amira and Xiao have only heard pieces of it, so let’s get mats down to the cargo hold. I'll tell the story along the way.”

I wave to Mer Redgill as he hurries in with a body bag as I turn toward one of the other rooms to grab some mats.

“Yeow, Devlin,” I look in surprise at Leigh’s whining utterance. “I...er...I thought maybe you and your mates could move in here with me. I don’t need much space, plus I have a cleaner, toilet, and washbasin.” I notice her prominent eye teeth—like the fangs of a cat—as she bites her lip. Her tail curls up from between her feet.

I look at Voilet for a clue, but she only has a shrug for me. I turn back to Leigh. “Would you like that, Leigh? This is your special place. I can’t take this from you.”

“I could sleep in the corner where I do now,” she says as she points to the far back corner. “You and your mates could sleep over here.” She points to the far front corner.

The catwoman bites her lip again for a moment. She explains, “I had mentioned earlier that my quarters are roomier. That’s because when I came here, I was the guardian for thirty-four ladies. I acted as their protector from threats, but I was like their den mother. We would cuddle and comfort each other. Now I have no one. Ever since my charges were all sold or traded off, O’Shaunessy had Violet drag me into his bed repeatedly. You have all been kind so far, and I think it would be nice to just be surrounded by your mates. I think it could work.”

Leigh’s expression turns fierce, “But if you try to bed me, I will scratch you.”

I nod, “Clear, Leigh. But just know that I will make love to my mates, and I won’t care if you’re in the room or not. Can you live with that?”

She bites her lip and ponders that for a moment, her tail thrashing from side to side the whole time. Her tail drops between her ankles and curls up toward me as she nods. “Yes,” she whispers.

Leigh collects herself and says, “You should retrieve your mates. I will get the best mats for you all.”

“Okay,” I say. I stop short with a short, “Oh!” I lift the chain from around my neck and drop it over Violet’s head. “I don’t want to run off with your key, Violet.”

“Thank you,” the diminutive android says shyly. She fingers it and gazes at it with wonder.

I call the lift and return to the cargo hold. Amira and Xiao are cuddled together on the floor in the front right corner of the cargo bay. They launch to their feet and swamp me with hugs and kisses.

When they let me up for air, I laugh from the pure joy of having my ladies with me.

Xiao says, “Niall was called to the bridge. He seemed excited.”

“Good,” I tell her. “Chana had taken over Engineering when I last saw her. I need to let her know where our quarters are.”

Amira looks worried for a moment. “Just you and Chana?”

I shake my head, “No, beautiful. Mine and all three of my beautiful mates. Leigh, the catwoman, invited us to share her quarters. It’s the guard quarters for the brig, but it’s big and has its own toilet, basin, and cleaner.”

“A cleaner would be like paradise,” Xiao says.

Amira looks excited. “I know where that is. Guardian Brighteyes used to let us wash in her cleaner. It was good to see her again. So, we’re going to be her roommates?”

Xiao smirks, “Very interesting, seeing as how she likes her own space. She used to leave so we could rotate through the cleaner. Will we need to find another spot to make love?”

“Nope,” I say. “I told her that whether or not she’s in the room I’ll still be making love to my three beautiful ladies.”

Amira says, “You’re dead on your feet, Devlin. We won’t get any loving until tomorrow.” She gives me a pretty little teasing pouty face.

I laugh, “Well, whichever of you gets into the cleaner with me will definitely get some loving. Let’s get our weapons to our quarters and get ready for bed.”

Xiao says, “I’ll call Engineering and tell Chana where we are once we get down there.”

We gather up four staffs, a shield, and two carbines and carry them back to the lift. By the time we get to our quarters, there are six mats arranged in a square in our corner and a single mat in Leigh’s corner. Both ladies strip indecently fast and run to the cleaner. I drop my kilt and belt before trying to squeeze in between the two delicious, soapy bodies.

We make love in the cleaner and on the mats before dropping into a deep sleep.
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Iwake up to the noise of the dryer from the cleaner. I find Chana on my left, Amira on my right, and Xiao lying on top of me as per usual. I revel in the soft caresses from the flesh, hair, and breath of my three lovers.

The door to the cleaner opens, and Leigh walks out proudly. I take in the perfection of her form—lean firm legs, taut buttocks, lean muscular back and shoulders, and lithe tail. Every part of her is put on display as she closes the door to the cleaner. She has a trail of fur running from her tail halfway up her spine and another running from her scalp down her spine to just below her shoulders. Otherwise, her back has human-looking skin. Parts of her body have short, dark fur: from her neck to her shoulders, her arms to her hands, and her buttocks to the tops of her feet. Her fingers and toes look human except for her sharp, claw-like nails.

She turns to display her pert breasts, topped with dark areolae and nipples. She has lean firm abs running from her ribcage down her impossibly narrow waist. The dark pelt of her mons is very thick but short like cat fur running up to a point ending at her navel. It’s the only fur on the front of her torso. Another obvious feline trait is the two extra nipples that run down either side of her abdomen below each of her human-shaped breasts.

Leigh sees me looking at her and locks eyes with me. Her feline eyes open wide, and her nostrils flare. Her voice is nearly a low growl as she says, “Are you enjoying the view, Mr. Walsh?”

“Very much, Ms. Brighteyes,” I respond quietly. Leigh’s ears twitch in response, and she smirks. “You’re every bit as beautiful as I imagined,” I tell her.

My mates wake and raise their heads to take in the sight. Xiao kisses me and twists to sit between my thighs.

“Yes, she is,” Chana murmurs. “She would make a good mate. Strong, beautiful, and kind to the unfortunate. Not willing to take crap from the XO, as you call him. She wouldn’t have taken crap from the captain either.”

“Aye,” Leigh whispers. “Violet was very persuasive. Otherwise, he probably would have shot me and fucked me as I bled out, or I would have clawed his throat out.” She raises her hand and flexes her fingers to extend her fingernails into wedge-shaped claws.

Xiao leaps to her feet. “You will not threaten our mate!”

“Xiao!” I bark. I say more quietly, “She’s not threatening me, lover. She’s preening—showing me what I’m missing out on.”

Leigh smirks at me before turning and seductively swaying her furry ass as she walks to her corner. She bends from the waist to pick her pants, and I get a glimpse of dew drops glistening on her exposed dark pussy lips. I know how efficient the dryer in a cleaning unit is. That’s all Leigh’s excitement.

She stands and pulls her tights up her long legs. “Breakfast is served in the galley in a megatine. I recommend you get ready for the day.”

She smiles seductively over her shoulder.

Chana nudges me and nods at Leigh. I roll my eyes before kissing the dark green lips of my mate. “Sounds like a good idea. Let’s go, ladies.”

I pull on my kilt while I watch Leigh thread her tail through the small hole in her tights. I watch my mates help each other wrap the sashes around their torsos and breasts to make their halter tops while I cinch my belt. Leigh watches the process as she dresses, and my ladies wrap their kilts around their waists and don their belts. Leigh shrugs her jacket in place and says, “Let’s go! This pussy needs some meat.” She tries to keep from snickering as the rest of us laugh at her word choice.

Amira purrs, “This one does, too, but I’ll settle for breakfast.” Leigh joins in the laughter of my mates as we mount the lift to the third deck.

I orient myself as we exit the lift. The bridge, armory, and the captain's Ready Room are behind us. That means the cargo bays must open to the front of the craft. Leigh says, “Junior crew quarters are on this side. The dining hall is over here.”

She leads us to the left of the lift, through a wide door, and down a short corridor into a room that looks like a smaller version of a high-school cafeteria. There are a Dolfhai and two humans in unremarkable tunics and aprons behind the counter. Leigh leads us through the process, beginning with grabbing a tray and utensils.

The servers ask, “Flesh or plant?” Leigh picks flesh, Xiao chooses plant, and the rest of us ask for both.

The plant food is a bowl with farrow, coarse chopped greens, something that looks like raw garlic, and brown beans. The flesh is a slab of meat about an inch thick that looks like it’s been grilled to medium-rare on a hibachi. Those of us that select both plant and flesh get about a third of the meat portion, but it’s plenty of food.

Violet walks in wearing a standard jumpsuit as we join two crewmembers sitting in the middle of a table for eight, with benches on either side. The crew members frown at us, but slide to the side to allow us to sit in a group. Violet joins us with her plant bowl.

Violet looks at me and says, “I know what you’re thinking. ‘How can an android eat?’ Am I right?”

I chuckle, “I already learned that lesson from your sisters. I’m not sure my mates knew you or they were androids.”

Chana gasps, “Two of our mates are androids?”

“Yes, dear,” I reply

Amira teases, “Alright, Mr. Know-it-all. How do androids eat?”

I point at Violet. “With their mouths, obviously. Duh!”

Amira kicks me playfully under the table. I snag her foot with my ankles as I explain. “They use food as fuel and resources. They break it down for energy to keep a body temperature comparable to a humanoid organic. They also use the fats and liquids for lubricants to help them perform bodily functions.”

“Like what?” Xiao asks.

Violet says, “Primarily for sex, but also to lubricate our eyeballs. Drinking fluids helps us to cool our processor if it starts running too hot—heat exchange from circulating fluid. That is also how we cry, using stored fluid. We can also use it to repair small abrasions in our dermis; although, anything more drastic than a small scrape requires deliberate repair. We don’t defecate or urinate since everything is essentially burned to maintain body temperature or stored. If we don’t eat, we still function fine, but we might have to apply lubricants.”

Chana asks, “So, when you have sex, you secret fluids like we do?”

Violet nods. “Yes. I don’t know how much my sisters told Devlin, or how much he shared with his mates, but I and my four sisters were created as pleasure units. Mother was the first prototype, and she became sentient. My sisters and I also became sentient within a megatine or two of being powered on. They shut down production on our model when they discovered Mother was sentient and waited to see if we would become self-aware, too. So, there are only five of our product line and the original prototype. Mother is slightly different, but similar enough that she’s categorized as one of us, so there are six of us in total.”

She takes a bite before continuing. “As pleasure units, we crave comfort from a companion, so my body has to behave organically to a greater or lesser degree. The thing is, unlike a human, I lubricate not only my vagina, but also my anus and throat. All three of my sexual orifices have similar ‘muscles’ to a human vagina. They give me pleasure impulses as they give my partner or partners pleasure.”

The two crewmen, Leigh, and my mates all gawk at Violet. Chana is actually holding a bite of meat half-way to her mouth.

I laugh and Violet giggles prettily. She says, “The previous captain used me, but he didn’t provide comfort. I was just a hole to fill. It was disgusting.”

“I don’t understand the reason behind stopping production when you became sentient,” I comment between mouthfuls.

Violet nods gently. “Remember how Robert was charged for crimes against sentient beings, according to the Allied Systems Sentient Beings Act of Cycle 2.973.408.623? Once we were sentient and capable of abstract thought, we were counted as living beings, despite being synthetic. Being a pleasure unit as a sentient being would have to be a conscious decision on my part, else it becomes slavery. They re-engineered the units after that to have simpler logic and only minimal machine learning. They look different too—more curvy, a little taller, and more angular faces.”

Amira grouses, “I think it’s ironic that the empire enforces that rule, and then sells its royal daughters as concubines.”

Xiao says, “Yes. I had chosen a different path, but the choice was taken from me because I am a daughter of a royal harem.”

“I’m glad you’re here with me,” I murmur quietly. Both women look at me, and I see a slight flush of arousal on each of their necks. Their eyes look moist and they smile at me brightly. “I just fear I made a big mistake leaving everyone behind,” I tell them.

“It’s too late to second-guess yourself now, Devlin,” Xiao says. “You improvised a plan at the moment, and it was effective.”

Violet says, “I’m sure Captain Killian will support your request to rescue my sisters, your mates, and your fellow slaves. Be patient, Devlin.”

“That should be easy with the companionship of you all, but I still worry about them,” I confess.

Chana says nonchalantly, “You are proving you are worthy of many mates, Devlin.”

As we finish up our breakfast, Violet says, “Captain Killian asked me to bring you all to the Ready Room when you finished eating.”

I look around the room before asking. “Has Mugrill been to eat? I haven’t seen him today.”

Leigh looks at me like I have food on my face. “Why?”

“He was pretty shaken by O’Shaunessy wearing his sister’s skin,” I observe. “I just want to be sure he’s okay.”

“Mugrill is correct,” Violet says. “Robert had me skin her, tan the skin, and make the garment for him.”

Chana asks, “What is your function on the ship?”

Violet shrugs. “General dogsbody? Any scientific analysis, I get called on. Engineering new technology solutions, that sort of stuff.”

“Have you contacted Amanda and Dahlia?” I ask.

Violet bites her lip cutely. “No. I don’t know what their instructions are. I had standing orders to alert the captain if any of my sisters contacted me.” She cocks her head. “You knew what we had on our cargo manifest. How?”

“Good question,” I answer. “That’s not something Dahlia told me. She’s definitely the one that had the information. She did mention agents at stations.”

“Well, let’s clean up and go see the captain,” Chana says. “I’ve got a lot of work to do with my crew.” We all stand.

Amira giggles. “You love saying that, don’t you, Chief?”

Chana blushes slightly. “I really do.” I hug her, and she grins fiercely at me.

Violet says, “Let’s go.”

Leigh volunteers, “I’ll ensure Mugrill gets fed.”

Violet shakes her head. “Captain Killian wants you there with the newbies. I’ll take care of it.”

We slide our trays, complete with dirty utensils, onto carts with slots. It really does feel just like being in the army mess hall or high school.

Mugrill ducks under the door frame as we approach the exit. He is still carrying his sister’s skin, but he looks fairly stoic.

“Are you doing alright, big guy?” I ask.

The monstrous Kruoll gives me a frightening smile. “Yeash. T’anks for ashking, Devlin. Hungry.”

I nod. “I’ll check in with you later. I have an audience with Captain Killian right now.”

“Ish good,” he says and walks toward the chow line.

Violet leads us to the captain’s Ready Room. I discover it’s like an office with a small conference table. All six of us take seats and wait for the captain. Captain Killian walks in with Mr. MacElroy, Niall, Senior Chief Zendas, and a younger woman that I don’t know. The captain still has a unit strapped to her shoulder and is carrying the power unit. Despite her rugged features, the captain fills out a tank top nicely.

Captain Killian starts off. “Good morning, everyone. Starting today, we will resume shift change briefings. I’ll start off by introducing Mr. Walsh. Despite still being rather wroth with him for shooting me, we have him and Violet to thank for freeing us from Robert O’Shaunessy’s clutches. Introduce yourself, Mr. Walsh.”

I nod, “Please call me Devlin, if you’re comfortable with it. I’m from a planet that I suspect is so far away from the Alliance center that most of you haven’t heard of it.”

The unknown woman tilts her head, “You’re from Earth. The Piigs guard the secret of its location jealously, but the humans from your planet are renowned for being the Naked Pirates—ruthless, violent, without scruples, and easily controlled with minor comforts and distractions.”

“All of that is true,” I answer as I bore my eyes into hers. “I like to tell myself that I tried to find a better way by creating the Red Band, but apparently our Piig masters didn’t think much of that. I spent the last two megatines in a cell for killing a fellow pirate that was abusing the females. They let me out of my cell to lull you all into a false sense of security to more easily kill you all, if necessary, to take the fifty pulse cannons in your cargo bay. I didn’t want to give the Piigs more weapons, and I wasn’t willing to be locked up again for defending myself and my people. So I had Ponzu pull the circuit boards and staged a little theater for the benefit of the Piigs.”

Chana growls, “And you killed that filthy Piig who electrocuted you, my mate.”

I smile sadly at the sexy Org. “Yes, I did, Chana. Unfortunately, all of our friends and mates are still on that ship. I’m worried about their welfare. We need to rescue them.”

The unknown woman says, “I’m Tissa Storm, Devlin. Communications Officer. We’ve been able to use the data Violet provided to track the Piig ship. ”

Violet says, “They are heading toward a system close to the nearest Darkstar support station—Waystation Six. There is an asteroid belt on the fringes of that system that should allow them to monitor traffic in and out of the station.

Captain Killian growls, “I want to get those cannons back. If we deliver them, it will clear all of our debts, and we can go back to being our own masters.”

MacElroy says, “We’ll have to transfer ownership to the crew.”

Violet nods, and Captain Killian says, “I submitted the transfer request to the Admiralty Registrar at the same time I submitted the execution footage. We will actually be getting a bounty for Robert. He was wanted for a variety of crimes before he started his slavery practice. It will hopefully be enough to repair the cuts in the hull and buy provisions at Darkstar, or for us to install a small cannon turret, instead.”

Chana says, “Captain, we can seal the hull ourselves. We’re a little short on plating, but we can get the materials at the station; it would be much cheaper than having someone else do it. I need to check out our EVA kits, but we have enough for three people if they are serviceable. I’ve done it before, and it would be good training for the crew.”

Captain Killian says, “You’re still pretty inexperienced, Ms. Tzelleran.”

Chana swallows her pride and responds earnestly. “You are correct that I have fewer years of experience than the typical Chief Engineer, Captain. However, the chief on my previous ship relied on me to do everything since he was generally too drunk to do anything useful. I was the de facto Chief Engineer for four cycles, ma’am.”

Captain Killian assesses Chana coldly for a moment. “Since you are the most experienced engineer we have on hand,” she says, “you’ll serve as Acting Chief Engineer. I’d rather have a more experienced engineer as Chief, but there are none available.”

“Kphf,” Mr. MacElroy clears his throat. “Maybe we can find someone at the Darkstar station, Captain.”

“Maybe,” she agrees. “However, until we unscrew our financial obligations, I’m hesitant to hire any additional crew. Ms. Tzelleran has the job, at least until we deliver our cargo. Now, how do we get our cargo back?”

“Won’t the Piigs install the pulse cannons on their ship?” Tissa asks.

“They shouldn’t be able to. Ponzu pulled the circuit boards out of them. We should still have the circuit boards,” I respond.

MacElroy grimaces. “I think Mr. Ponzu had them in his pocket. Redfin has been looking in cargo, but they haven’t turned up. Since Ponzu’s body is missing, I’ve got to assume the pirates have them.”

I grumble under my breath as I ponder that for a moment. Finally, I say, “I think they’ll make another play for us if we come in range. They wanted those cannons badly enough to kill the whole crew for them. Maybe we can entice them to attack, and then counterattack in return.”

Captain Killian says, “I’d like to repair the ship before we try that.” I’m glad she doesn’t dismiss the idea out of hand.

“How did they know you had the cannons on board?” Niall asks.

The captain murmurs absently, “There are Piigs working in operations in most of the trading stations in this sector of the fringe, as well as in most of the big planetary trading posts. Plus, there are always people willing to share information for money. Ponzu tried to tell O’Shaunessy that we shouldn’t carry anything that valuable without heavy armament.”

Understanding begins to dawn. “All the Piigs seem to be led from a big carrier,” I say. “Their Matriarch is on that ship with many of the elder Piigs; they’re trying to create more offspring that won’t regress to their original state. The cannon may have been destined to uplift that fleet rather than the pirate ships. They may not even know they don’t work. I need to think about how best to end them.”

“This is what we’re going to do,” Captain Killian says. “We go to the Darkstar station to repair and restock. The only time the Darkstar clan deals with Piigs is when they’re draining them, so we shouldn’t have a leak from there. We have enough grain and dehydrated vegetables that we might be able to trade, too. I’ll see if we can get a gun turret or two installed with our trade goods and with the bounty for Robert. We pull out toward Wonderland Station to deliver our cargo, but send out an SOS as we exit the system they're hiding in. We let them board, then counter-attack. How many crew on board?”

I shrug. “I’m not sure. Dahlia, Violet’s sister, said there were about twenty-five officers and NCOs. I’m going to estimate somewhere between fifty to seventy-five, not counting Violet’s sisters and my friends. There were quite a few crewmembers when we offloaded cargo at the Mother Ship.”

The captain grimaces at my estimate but nods, tucking it away for further consideration later.

At this point, Captain Killian leads everyone through a status from each department. Senior Chief Zendas reports on crew, logistics, and cargo. MacElroy briefs events from the night shift as Doctor Jorgensen slips blearily into the room and quietly takes a seat. Tissa briefs the communications station and status capabilities. Chana reports on engineering and the systems of the ship.

When the reports are complete, the captain turns to me. “What is your background, Mr. Walsh?”

I sigh, “I was a musician in the Earth Army band and a junior non-commissioned officer. That meant that my combat duty was protecting the field headquarters of my unit. I have extensive knowledge of hand-to-hand combat and simple weapons, including staffs, blades, and spears. I’m proficient with carbines and rifles. I have enough understanding of science to teach biology, chemistry, physics, geology, and astronomy at the Earth high school level. I have decent people skills.” I decide to keep my engineered super-body to myself for the moment.

Captain Killian taps her lip. “I’ve noticed you don’t have a problem taking charge.”

“No, ma’am,” I admitted. “Nature hates a vacuum, and I personally hate a vacuum of leadership. I’ll step in if no one else does; however, I prefer to serve under an experienced competent leader rather than be the MFIC.”

“MFIC?” MacElroy asks.

“Mother-fucker in charge,” I clarify.

Doctor Jorgensen laughs at that.

Captain Killian frowns and says, “We’re short-handed Mr. Walsh. And if you plan to go hunting Piigs, you will need to uplift your leadership skills and become familiar with spacecraft. I’d like you to serve as a Security Mate under Senior Chief Zendas. He’ll get you oriented to the duties that are part of life on a ship and will arrange rotations at each of the bridge stations and engineering once you’ve been oriented. You will work a half-stan shift every stan. You may get a stan-part of liberty when we arrive at the Darkstar station. During your off time, you may do as you please as long as it doesn’t interfere with the rest of the crew’s duties. Am I clear?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I respond quickly.

The meeting breaks up at that point, and Senior Chief Zendas takes me around the ship, during which I meet roughly twenty crew members. Normally there would be seven senior officers—Captain, First Officer, Pilot, Navigator, Communication Officer, Engineering Officer, and Security Officer. The pilot, navigator, comms, and engineering sections generally would have one or two junior officers, a Chief rank non-commissioned officer, and a junior crewman or two. A ‘Chief of Ship’ or ‘Chief’ would be the senior non-commissioned officer, and the Master-at-Arms would be his second despite serving under the Security Officer. The Security Officer, Engineering Officer, Chief of Ship, and four junior crew, including Mugrill’s sister, were murdered by Captain O’Shaunessy. Several junior crewmen deserted at space stations while on liberty due to the command climate. Senior Chief Zendas is now ‘Acting Chief of Ship’ and ‘Acting Security Officer.’ He says their normal crew was thirty-seven.

I recommend that we pick up Xiao, Amira, and Leigh to assist as needed. He likes the idea, so we swing by and catch them up on orientation before continuing.

After orientation, Zendas takes us to see Violet, who fits us all with jumpsuits, socks, and boots before the Chief drops us all off at different stations. Amira goes to the pilot’s station since she has basic piloting and navigation skills, owing to the fact that, as an assassin, she needed to be able to infiltrate and escape on her own, if needed. Leigh, Xiao, and I head to engineering to inspect EVA suits so that Chana wouldn’t need to have the engineers do it.

When we finish that, we inspect the EVA suits in the security lockers and pull maintenance on weapons for a couple of stan-parts. I find that pretty useful, since I learn a lot more about standard weapons. They have a couple of projectile-firing weapons, but most are energy or energized plasma weapons or lasers.

After the mid-shift meal, Chief takes me and Xiao for a duty shift on the bridge. Leigh stays with him, and Amira joins him for a half-shift in security. Xiao sits with the Communications Mate on duty, and I sit at the conn with the newly promoted pilot, formerly Captain Killian’s junior officer. I quickly learn how to input the course from the navigator and then monitor that we stayed on course. Apparently, solar winds and impacts from minute particles in space could deflect the ship, even in hyperdrive—more so under impulse power. The pilot explains that the bow wave, especially under hyperdrive, deflects smaller particles that could damage the ship, and the shields catch the rest. Under impulse power, we have less protection from the bow wave, so ships rely more on the shields and defensive lasers. In both cases, the minor impacts hitting our bow wave or the ship can nudge us off course.

I also learn how to operate the different drives, or engines, that propel the ship. I notice and mention to him that it doesn’t seem too difficult. The pilot grins and explains that manning the conn during hyperdrive flight is fairly low stress. He says the stress of being a pilot is more in docking with a ship or station and performing evasive maneuvers to avoid pirates and navies of fringe planets.

The rest of the shift is pretty uneventful. I meet my mates for an end-of-shift meal and attend the shift briefing just afterward. The captain says we should dock about mid-way into the next shift. After the briefing, I go off duty while Niall begins his duty as the night-shift navigator.

Violet, Leigh, and my mates all head to the cargo bay for training, joined by Senior Chief Zendas. We work on the squad tactics that we developed with the Red Band, and the Senior Chief guides us to adjust them to be more effective with firearms and on ships. Then we work hand-to-hand. Xiao faces Leigh while Chana works with Amira, and I spar mostly with the Chief and Violet. The intensity of our attacks quickly increases. Both the experienced half-Org and the inhumanly fast and strong android push me hard. By the time we finish our training, my body feels weary and is positively soaked in sweat. We call it a day after a stan of training and return to our quarters.
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After training and a long day of duty, we are all ready for the cleaner. Leigh lets us go first, so Chana drags me into the cabin. The cramped quarters feel much roomier since I only have one companion sharing it. Chana and I tease and flirt, but we limit ourselves to kisses and quick caresses in addition to soaping and rinsing each other.

After the drying cycle, we step out hand-in-hand. Amira and Xiao kiss us both quickly before they giggle and take their turn. Violet is talking quietly to Leigh while sitting on our hostess’ mat in her corner.

Chana and I look around for our clothes, but all I find are our belts and boots. Violet smiles prettily and points to a bag by the door, but she otherwise stays focused on her conversation with Leigh. The feline woman catches my eye for a moment and then dips her eyes as she speaks to the purple android.

I release Chana’s hand and open the bag. Apparently, it’s a laundry bag. Inside are all of our Red Band uniform bits. I lift those out and find fresh socks. Below that is a stack of fresh jumpsuits. I nod in understanding, and mouth ‘thank you’ to Violet. She responds with a pretty smile that is almost heartbreaking in how similar it is to Amanda’s.

I would have thought I might have been okay with three mates to keep me entertained, but it’s actually emotionally painful to be separated from Amanda, Clara, Dahlia, Shelly, and Tooli. Honestly, I miss all my pirate crew, too. They should be free to be here with me. I’m really starting to think I made a critical mistake not bringing them with me.

Chana must sense my mood because she takes me by the hand and leads me to our mats. I sit down cross-legged, and she straddles my lap. My Org lover starts kissing me gently and presses her generous breasts into my chest. I caress her back and ass as we kiss, and before long, Little Frankenstein is very interested in what we’re doing. I’ll miss my other mates later. This one needs my attention now.

I hear the cleaner door open, and I think it’s Amira that gasps and whispers. “Let’s join them.”

Before too long, my hard cock is sliding between the dark green flesh of Chana’s wet pussy while the other two ladies flank us. I see Violet walk by before I hear the cleaner door open again.

By the time Violet exits the cleaner, Chana has graduated from a slow grind to vigorously riding me while Amira and Xiao caress us. I notice Violet’s naked, lavender body walking past, but that’s about all the attention I give to her since I’m making love to my mates.

Chana gasps and clamps down on me for her first climax. I roll to the side to rest between her thighs before I start to aggressively fuck the green-skinned hottie. When she clamps down on my cock and howls like a wolf bitch, I explode inside her. Chana has a satisfied smile on her face as the heat of my seed warms her from the inside. I pull out and grab Xiao. We roll on the mat and devour each other’s mouths as Amira crawls between Chana’s thighs to ‘clean’ her.

Xiao moves down to suck my semi-rigid cock into her mouth, bringing me back to full hardness. She crawls up to straddle my body and slot my sword into her sheath. Xiao demonstrates excellent cowgirl technique until she falls apart from her first orgasm. I roll her over onto her back and bend her in half. I pound down into her welcoming pussy as her fingers dig into my shoulders and her heels bounce in the air on either side of my head until she whines loudly and squeals her pleasure. A strong orgasm takes her and steals her consciousness.

I pull out of my comatose lover and waddle behind Amira, whose lovely ass is swaying in the air as she eats out Chana. I grab her hips, and she automatically spreads her knees and arches her back. I push inside her hot, wet depths and reach around underneath to tickle her clitoris. Amira jumps, but Chana’s hands are holding her in place. Chana is gasping as she grinds her pussy into Amira’s face, well on her way to her third orgasm.

Amira’s muffled whines indicate she’s not far behind Chana. After two of Xiao’s orgasms trying to milk me, I don’t expect to last long either. I keep fiddling Amira’s clit as I fuck her roughly. Chana’s wolf-like howl heralds her third climax. Amira’s pussy is spasming on my cock wildly. Her body quakes as she milks my rod, and I explode inside her welcoming channel.

We all slowly collapse onto the mats. Amira slides under my right arm, and Chana cuddles up to my left. Xiao stirs enough to grab a light blanket and lie down on top of me.

I wake up in the middle of the night with a heavy weight on me. I crack my eyes to find Violet laying on top of me. Xiao is on my right with Amira wrapped around her. Chana is snoring lightly on my left.

Violet opens her eyes and looks into mine. She murmurs, “I am a pleasure unit too, Devlin. I really need some affection. Do you think you could help me out?”

I am about to demur when Chana speaks without even opening her eyes. “Of course, Violet. You will make a good mate for our male and our family. Welcome.”

I turn to look at Chana just before she resumes her gentle snores. I look back at Violet. Her expression is solemn until I break into a smile. “Welcome to the family, Violet.”

She gives me that heartbreaking smile and kisses me.
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While we were asleep, the ship docked at the Darkstar station. The captain left Mr. MacElroy on the bridge. We were connected to the station via a docking clamp and a docking tube. When I went on shift, Mr. MacElroy explained that it was cheaper than docking in a hanger. He ran a skeleton crew with a communications officer and two enlisted. I took a half shift with the communications officer on duty, a young male Overdatch named Yensen. I learned some basics, but Mr. MacElroy said I probably wouldn’t understand all of it until I’ve had at least a dozen full shifts. Apparently, the communication curriculum is nearly as difficult as the engineering one. MacElroy’s opinion is that piloting and navigation are easier by far, but they require a lot of practice to build expertise. He’s also very impressed with Niall.

Regardless, I got to exercise the ship-board comms and answer a couple of radio, or ‘communicator,’ calls from Chana and the captain. Yensen was just returning from his mid-shift meal to relieve me when I got a call from the Senior Chief, summoning me to the armory.

I ran to the galley and grabbed two portions of some meat rolled in a flatbread before running to the lift. I ran into the armory, still chewing the last bit of my roll and handing one to the Chief. He grunted, but took the meal as I finished mine.

Between bites, he said, “Get an EVA suit out and put it on.” I stripped off my jumpsuit and boots, pulled on the EVA suit, and jammed my feet into the closest fitting pair of EVA boots. The Chief showed me how to properly seal the suit, boots, and gloves. Then he connected an atmosphere, or ‘atmo,’ pack to a helmet and sat the helmet on my head. The Chief sealed it and turned on the atmo pack. There was a little heads-up display in my upper left corner that indicated that my pack was 100% charged with both air and power, and that my suit pressure was steady.

The Chief handed me a pulse rifle and power pack. I dropped the sling over my head and function-checked the weapon. I heard the Chief’s voice in my helmet. “Can you hear me, Walsh?”

I answered, “Roger, Senior Chief. Loud and clear.”

“Who the frack is Roger?” he replied. I looked at him, but he’s serious.

“The army I served in said ‘Roger’ as a positive acknowledgement, Senior Chief,” I explained.

“A simple ‘Aye’ or ‘Yes’ will suffice, Walsh,” he growled.

“Aye, Senior Chief.”

The half-Org seemed satisfied that I was ready, so he led me to the lift to Deck Two. “Your mission is to provide security and additional assistance, Walsh.” He explained enroute, “I don’t expect trouble on a Darkstar station, but it’s good to always practice good security. Stay vigilant, and assist the Chief Engineer as much as she needs.”

“Aye, Senior Chief.”

“Also, don’t look out into the dark. The emptiness of it can really mess with your brain, especially for a planet-born on his first EVA,” he growled. “If you vomit in your helmet, you’ll have to deal with it until you get back inside the airlock.”

“Aye, Senior Chief.”

“Two last things,” he growls. “One. Do not EVER try to open an airlock door that does not have a green light. You got the briefing on how they work. Just pay attention. If they malfunction, you can cause a big mess.”

“Aye, Senior Chief.” I was starting to get the impression that I was about to do something dangerous.

“Two,” he said. “Whenever you are going to be relatively stationary, clip your tether to the ship. The magnetic boots are reliable, but if you get hit by something you can still get knocked into space. The tether will let us retrieve you.”

“Aye, Senior Chief.”

The Chief chuckled. “Have fun, Walsh.”

“Aye, Senior Chief,” I laughed in return.

I entered the airlock with Shrena, the young Org female engineer. She waved flirtatiously at Niall, who was standing nearby looking all googly-eyed at her. It was pretty obvious that Gabi was going to need a new playmate when we eventually caught up to my shipmates.

Shrena operated the airlock, so all I had to do was ensure I didn’t snag a cable, a hose, or my weapon on anything.

After I got past the initial freak-out, my first EVA was pretty cool. The magnetic boots grasped the hull. I could feel the difference between when we were on the edges of a gravity field and when we weren’t, but the boots quickly laid any worry to rest. We met up with Chana and Telan, the male Overdatch engineer, who were carrying a stack of one meter by two-meter sheets of hull plating. They laid the stack down on the hull next to the most recent breach from the Piigs and secured them to the hull using three magnetic brackets that attached to the hull and kept the sheets in place with a right angle arm.

Looking at the scar from the Piigs’ attacks from the outside, I was surprised we were holding onto our atmosphere at all. Chana, Telan, and Shrena attached their tethers and started by welding the seam around the hole that the Piigs cut. The wily little fuckers must have just cut the previous weld, because I didn’t see but the one seam.

Apparently, my helmet had the same auto-dimming feature in its visor as the engineer suits, because I could watch as our engineers filled the external gaps in the seam without damaging my eyes. Once they filled the seam, they welded the sheets of plating over the hole and thoroughly welded the seam all around the sheets and between them.

When they were done, we went to another of the two remaining holes. I helped carry the sheets of plating to the next site, which Chana said opened into engineering. We followed the same procedure. After that, we traversed over the top of the ship to the front right, or starboard side as Chana called it, to repair a hole directly into the cargo bay. Evidently, some of the other pirates had more on the ball than my former shipmates did. Once we were done, we traversed back to the docking tube and into an airlock on the Darkstar station.
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Once we’re inside, we remove our helmets. The two vampires on duty eye my pulse rifle warily, so I keep both hands on my helmet. Chana waits for me at the docking tube as I walk up and ask the guards, “Is it possible to get a message to Captain Latimer Darkstar?”

The two vampires look at me like I just pissed on the floor. Finally, the one at the console responds in a tone conveying deep anger, “Fleet Admiral Darkstar is not available.”

I close my eyes and take a deep breath. I open them and say as politely as possible, “My apologies. His daughter introduced him as the captain of the ship, and he didn’t correct me. Would you please send him a message?”

The vampire sniffs like a snooty little girl but nods. I dictate my message. “Sir, I’m free from the Piigs and I’m about to go Piig hunting. Would you be interested in joining? Regards to Amelia and Clarissa. Devlin Walsh.”

The vampire finishes typing and turns the screen to face me. I shrug and say, “I’ll have to take your word for it. I can’t read your language.”

“It’s the common trade language,” the prissy vamp says.

“I don’t even speak it,” I respond with another shrug.

The other vamp speaks up. “Actually, you speak it well. You have a cortical implant?”

“Uh, yeah,” I say eloquently.

He nods and says, “It must have your speech center trained pretty well at this point, but it won’t help with reading. You’ll have to actually learn that the old-fashioned way.”

“Oh,” I say in response. “Thank you for the information. I figured it would always just translate for me.”

“Depends on the model,” he replies. “If you get enough exposure, it could actually teach you several languages before it dissolves.”

“Dissolves?” I ask.

“Yes. It would seem you didn’t pay attention to the sales briefing very well,” he says with a smirk.

I shrug again. “I was abducted to be a naked pirate. I didn’t get a choice on the implant. I convinced our jailers to let us become the Red Band and change our business model. That didn’t last long.”

Both vamps’ eyes flash wide open. “You’re that pirate?” the congenial one gasps. He looks at his comrade at the kiosk and says, “Sidney, ensure you mark that urgent. The admiral has people looking for information on this gentleman.”

He offers me a hand. “I understand this is how your people seal deals.”

I nod as I shake it firmly. “And also greet one another. Thank you for your help.”

“My pleasure,” he says as we release our grips. “Don’t get upset with Sidney. His efforts to write the next Sanguine epic poem were disturbed by his duty to guard your ship. He’ll get over it.” He smirks at his companion before saying to me, “Safe journey and good hunting, Devlin Walsh. May we meet again.”

“Until then,” I nod and turn to follow my shipmates up the docking tube to return to our ship.

I kiss Chana goodbye before she leads her crew back to engineering. I return to security and strip out of my EVA suit. I step into the cleaner in security before dressing in my jumpsuit. Once dressed, I clean and inspect my EVA suit and put it away all while under Senior Chief Zendas’ scrutiny. We go for our end-of-shift meal and then join the Captain for the shift change brief.

When we walk into the Ready Room, there are three vampires sitting with the captain. Captain Killian is wearing a formal uniform, but she’s still holding her right arm rather gingerly. “Have a seat, Mr. Walsh,” she says. “Senior Chief Zendas, please ask the rest of the crew to wait until I’ve finished this meeting.”

The chief snapped to attention. “Aye, Captain.”

He disappears, and I turned my attention to the four folks at the table.

Captain Killian says, “Mr. Walsh, these gentlemen are from the Darkstar clan of the Sanguine people. Allow me to introduce Admiral Zander Darkstar, Commander of Darkstar Waystation Six.”

The admiral stands and offers his hand. “I understand this is how your people greet one another.”

I smile, “Yes, sir. I’m Devlin Walsh.”

The admiral indicates his two companions. “This is my aide, Myrlin Lunombre, and my security chief, Senior Chief Crispin Darkling.”

I shake hands with the other two vampires.

The admiral says, “Devlin, please show me your left hand.”

I hold it palm up and the Admiral scrutinizes the flesh. He looks up at me and says, “I don’t see a scar, Mr. Walsh.”

“Fleet Admiral Darkstar said my blood had a high level of stem cells. That has been confirmed by a biologist I trust,” I explain. “I can demonstrate if you have one of those little shot glasses.”

The admiral looks surprised. “You should know that feeding three members of the same Sanguine clan essentially grants you family privileges as a feeder.”

I shrug, “Then it’s already done, Admiral. I gave Latimer a shot as part of our agreement. I let Amelia, his daughter, lick the blood from my blade, and her nanny, Clarissa, licked the remnants from my hand. Based on the standard you described, I’m a feeder. What does that mean?”

The security chief frowns, “It means that you have voluntarily given your life’s blood to feed a family, and that you are essentially family as a result.”

“Oh!” I exclaim and send a quizzical look at Captain Killian. She shrugs minutely and waves to the table. “Please everyone, have a seat,” she says graciously.

Everyone pulls out a chair, and the admiral speaks as he takes his seat. “The Fleet Admiral said he didn’t know that you fed his daughter’s caregiver; I think that’s what you meant by ‘nanny,’ correct?”

I nod as he continues. “Clarissa, my niece, told my brother that your hand was nearly healed before she finished licking it clean. That’s not normal for the humanoid races.”

“Yessir. I’m not normal,” I tell him with a frown. “I’m still not comfortable being what I’ve become, let alone talking about it.”

The admiral gets a thoughtful look on his face for a moment. “We had rumors that the Piigs were trying to engineer warriors. They planned to harvest the consciousness of likely subjects, experienced warriors, and build them engineered bodies. Is that what you are, Mr. Walsh?”

My head droops forward, and I shake my head gently. Finally, I look up to engage the admiral’s red eyes. “Dahlia said I’m their first successful attempt. They didn’t harvest my consciousness so much as my whole head. I recall a searing pain around my neck, and then I woke up in Dahlia’s lab. I gather from what she said that they built a body for me at least once before settling on this one. They fiddled with my DNA to ensure that my telomere pairs don’t shorten as the cells replicate, so essentially my body is immortal unless I manage to get myself killed. She also said that their engineering gave me more fast-twitch muscle fibers, making me stronger and faster. I’m still training to reach my full potential, but it was enough to let me beat an android, an Org, and a Kruoll in hand-to-hand combat.”

“Are you sterile?” the admiral asks.

“That’s an odd question,” I answer with a furrowed brow. I shrug and answer, “Supposedly not. I’m supposed to have procreation capability similar to that of an elf; essentially, I can breed anything.”

The admiral smiles. “That will please my niece. She wanted to accompany me to this meeting in the hopes of seeing you.”

“She’s here?” I ask eagerly.

“Yes,” the admiral responds with a nod. “She is going through her initial military training. If she does well enough in the compulsories, she will go on to be a fighter pilot.”

I tell him sincerely, “Please give her my fondest regards, sir. She made quite an impression on me, and I think of her often. Unfortunately, I still don’t have much to offer her despite being free. Once my pirate friends are free, then I can start to work towards building enough wealth to support a family.”

“She will be happy to know you haven’t forgotten her,” the admiral replies. “She is under the impression that you have a couple of women already, so she will be heartened to know that you don’t.”

I explain, “Actually, sir, there are nine women who claim me as their mate, five of whom are on that Piig ship. I need to rescue them.”

Captain Killian interjects, “Unfortunately, we don’t have enough credits and barter goods combined to afford the gun turret I was hoping to get.”

“Can Violet engineer one?” I ask.

The captain shakes her head. “She could, but not before the Piigs would lose interest in us or attack us.”

The admiral looks at me shrewdly before turning to the captain. “If this were my kinsman’s ship, I could install two of them on this ship.” He leaves that comment hanging in the air.

Captain Killian says, “It’s not my ship to give away, Admiral. It is owned by the crew and we are deeply in debt to a creditor on Wonderland Station. I need to get back the three pulse cannons they took to pay off our creditor. My need and Mr. Walsh’s have a certain amount of synergy.”

The admiral taps his lips with an index finger as he ponders the situation. “Mr. Walsh,” he says. “For one measure of your blood, I will loan Captain Killian one pulse cannon turret. Captain, you will need to return the cannon turret to a Darkstar station after your delivery to Wonderland Station, or you will be marked a fugitive by the Darkstar clan.”

I look at Captain Killian, and she nods minutely to me. I return her nod and tell the admiral, “I’m willing to give you one measure; although, the Fleet Admiral never told me whether I had enough vitamin D in my blood to be useful.”

The admiral shows his fangs as he grins. “From what my brother told me, your measure will help me greatly.”

Captain Killian says, “If Mr. Walsh is willing, then I accept your offer on behalf of the crew of the Toothless Wolf.”

I pull my Darkstar blade and draw it across the palm of my hand. In a flash, the admiral has a similar shot glass to the one I filled for Latimer. I tilt my hand and let the blood drip into the small glass. I squeeze the bleeding hand into a fist to keep a slow stream flowing into the glass.

The admiral looks at my knife. “Where did you get that?”

“From your brother,” I tell him. “I got the impression he was very grateful for me protecting his little girl.”

“Yes,” the admiral responds. “As well as our sister’s daughter, Clarissa.” He sighs before saying, “That was my father’s knife.” He looks up at me. “He must have been very grateful indeed.”

I shrug as the wound stops dripping. “I got the impression that Amelia is his greatest treasure. She’s a sweet, intelligent little girl, so I can understand. If she were my daughter, I would move heaven and earth to protect her.”

“I’m not familiar with the term,” the admiral says. “I do, however, I think I understand its meaning. You speak our language well for someone that is just learning it.”

“Brain implant,” I say. “I didn’t realize it was teaching me; I just thought it was translating. I still can’t read the Trade Language.”

Captain Killian says, “We’ll teach you if you stay with us long enough.”

I lick the wound across my palm and show the disappearing line of scar to the admiral and captain. “That’s part of what they engineered.”

I offer the admiral my knife, and he licks the blood from it before handing it back and tipping the small glass of my blood into his mouth. He turns and cups his mouth with his hand. When he turns back, he tucks the glass into a pocket of his jacket. It looks clean.

He addresses Captain Killian, “I’ll have a crew ready within a kilotine. I would like you to move to Docking Bay 21B. It will be faster to do a thorough job of the installation in the atmosphere. I’ll have the Station Master deliver any of your purchases there.”

“There aren’t any,” the captain says ruefully. “We don’t have many credits. With the gun turret resolved, I may have our Chief of Ship order a few things.”

“Very well,” the admiral says. “The bay is yours for one stan. I need to go, Captain.”

“Of course, Admiral,” Jolene says as they stand.

The admiral says, “Devlin, you and I are legally cousins. Call on me if you need anything. I’m Zander.” We shake hands again.

The Security Chief offers his hand, “Crispin. A pleasure to meet you, cousin Devlin.” He flashes a toothy grin. He looks at Zander. “Ready, sir?”

The admiral nods, “Yes.” The aide, Myrlin, nods at me solemnly.

Captain Killian opens the door. “Senior Chief, would you escort our guests to the docking tube?”

“Aye, Captain,” the half-Org NCO says. “This way, gentlemen.”

They walk towards the lift and the rest of the crew files in for shift-change.


20
Prepare for combat



Everyone takes a seat in the Ready Room, and Captain Killian starts the meeting.

“Senior Chief Zendas will join us momentarily. He is escorting visiting dignitaries from the ship,” she says by way of introduction.

“This is going to be a short meeting,” the captain says. “Essentially, the cost to purchase the gun turrets we need to counterattack the Piigs was considerably more than we could afford. Fortunately, Mr. Walsh was able to enlist the aid of some of his extended Darkstar family, so we need to undock from the docking tube, leave this berth, and move the ship to Docking Bay 21B. Once there, Darkstar engineers are going to work with our engineers to mount a single cannon turret. It’s on loan based on Walsh’s family’s desire to ensure that he is successful in his transition from piracy to commerce. So, we need to be at Docking Bay 21B in a kilotine.”

She looks at the rest of the crew. “Anything else urgent that we need to discuss?”

Mr. MacElroy reports, “All quiet on the bridge, Captain. All maintenance and system checks are complete. We are ready for long-range flight.”

Ms. Storm reports, “We had an issue with the prime processor on the long-range communications module, but Engineering helped repair it before the plating arrived. All maintenance and system checks are complete, Captain. We are ready for long-range flight.”

Senior Chief Zendas joins us as Chana reports, “All three hull breaches have been repaired and reinforced, Captain. Maintenance on the hyperdrive and impulse drive is complete. We should have more response from the conn when we need that little extra boost. All maintenance and system checks are complete for both impulse and hyperdrive flight. Surface shielding is in good shape. I have a couple of checks to complete with my crew on the field generators for the energy shields. Jolia and Shrena will handle that while Tela takes the engineering watch and I supervise installation of the cannon emplacement. Once the generator checks are complete we will be ready for long-range flight.”

Jolene Killian, Captain of the Toothless Wolf, nods with a small smile. “Good job, everyone. Okay, to stations. We depart for Docking Bay 21B with all due haste. Let’s move, people.”

We all snap to attention and bark, “Aye, Captain.”
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I accompanied Senior Chief Zendas to the docking tube to assist with the un-docking procedure.

I closed the airlock while the chief talked to the bridge on the internal wire. The ship began to move as soon as the airlock indicator turned green. After fifteen minutes...er, a kilotine, we’re docked in the bay and have opened the cargo hatch at the front of the ship. I accompanied Chana while in body armor and a helmet, and carrying a carbine. Yensen, the Communications ensign, took the control module to the bridge to create a weapons station.

I watched as two vampires guided a crane to place a heavy cannon turret on the location Chana selected on top of the senior officer quarters. She plugged the power and communication cables into a nearby junction box, and the three of them anchored the cables so they wouldn't snag on anything.

I was rather distracted by the way Chana’s jumpsuit draped her shapely ass. It’s a good thing there were no threats nearby. Then again, any potential threats probably would have also been entranced by her firm round bum. I know I caught the vampires checking her out whenever she bent over.

Chana talked through a functions check with Yensen over the wireless communicator. When they were all satisfied that the steering and optics worked as expected, she escorted one of the vampire engineers to the bridge, and I stayed with the other engineer. We then went through a more elaborate functions check that included powering the weapon in test mode to ensure that the plasma would heat to temperature. Then, we were done.

Within one stan-part, we had taken on some supplies, and we were ready to leave the cargo bay to bait the pirates to come after us.

The captain called the flight crew together on the bridge. Every single member of the crew listened in to her address on the intercom. Amira, Leigh, Xiao, Senior Chief Zendas, and myself all were in Security.

Captain Killian’s voice echoed through the metal-walled room. “Attention all crew, this is the Captain speaking. We are about to knowingly put ourselves into danger. We need to recover the three cannons stolen by the pirates to successfully finish this mission. I sent a message back to our origin to report that we were attacked by pirates and had to dock at Darkstar Waystation Six to repair our hull. I also reported that we are departing in two kilotines for Wonderland Station to deliver our cargo. I fully expect the pirates to follow us and attack us. Here is the plan.”

Senior Chief Zendas handed each of us a tray with blasters as the captain continued to talk.

“Everyone will carry a hand blaster until after we have recovered our cargo and arrived at Wonderland station. Security personnel will be delivering weapons to your work areas. All weapons will be set on power level four unless you are specifically told otherwise by First Officer MacElroy, Senior Chief Zendas, or myself. If armored assailants breach into your work area, take cover and notify the bridge first, then Security. When we are linked to the pirate ship, we will send an EVA party to tether their ship to ours and send a counter-attack party that will consist of the security crew, Violet, and Mugrill. Once the pirate ship is secured, we will reacquire our cargo, and determine what to do with their survivors and ship. Until such time as we engage the pirates, continue about your duties. I will broadcast updates prior to the end of each shift.”

The captain paused for a moment and then finished. “While this is not what we normally do, I have full faith that this crew is capable of defending itself from the scum of space. The Toothless Wolf now has teeth, and we are hungry for justice.”

I heard cheers from the crew of the bridge over the intercom. Chief nodded at us and we headed to the lift to hand out the blasters.

Mugrill was in Security when I returned, and he was inspecting one of those crossbow-looking weapons that I’ve seen other Kruoll use. The jacket made from his sister’s skin was draped across his lap.

We soon departed from Darkstar Waystation Six. I managed to get to an airlock and watch the station recede quickly into the distance. It seemed unfair that I was so close to Clarissa and didn’t get the opportunity to talk to her, but one lesson life has repeatedly beaten into me is that life isn’t fair.

I met with Senior Chief Zendas, Amira, Chana, Leigh, Mugrill, Niall, Violet, and Xioa in the fuel storage cargo bay. We talked through different battle scenarios. In all scenarios, Shrena, Jolia, and Telan from Engineering would secure the ship with tether cables while I led the boarding party of Amira, Leigh, Mugrill, Violet, Chana, Xiao, Niall, and Senior Chief Zendas, who would cover our six. Ideally, I’d recruit the Red Band to guard the ramp to prevent Piigs from boarding our ship. Violet and I would go to the lab to free her sisters first; we definitely don’t want to fight those androids. Once Dahlia and Amanda were free, we would take the bridge. I would kill the captain and any remaining viable Piigs—junior officers and non-coms. Then, we’d put the standing animals out of their misery. We'd secure all the Piigs’ cargo and move it onto the Toothless Wolf before deciding what to do with the ship.

We walked through some rehearsals for different scenarios of where the Piigs might cut an entry hole into our hull.

After the mid-shift meal, Leigh and I took a half-shift on bridge duty. I worked with Tissa and Violet on communications while Leigh worked at the pilot’s station. I noticed that no one was supervising her.

With Tissa, I learned that the Piigs had left the asteroid belt and disappeared. Tissa showed me a variety of things we could use to scan nearby space to find them, but the bottom line was that they disappeared out of our sensor arrays’ range. We conducted 365-degree scans along both horizontal and vertical axes with multiple sensors, but we found no sign of them.

We continued in this manner for three stans. I spent half of each shift on the bridge and the other half working on security drills. Violet gave me a new comm implant for my ear on the second stan, which replaced the one Dahlia had given me. I pulled a full shift on the pilot’s station on the third stan. After each of our shifts, we would change into our Red Band uniforms and work physical and combat skills training for a stan-part, which I’ve slowly translated to ‘roughly two hours’ in my head. I ended up fighting everyone. Chana was strong and relatively quick, but my experience with hand-to-hand and engineered body put her at a significant disadvantage. Leigh was fast and unpredictable, and she liked to use her claws, but I still managed to outpace her easily. Amira and Xiao could both push me due to their advanced skill sets, but I outclassed them in speed and strength. I did try to focus on technique when working with them rather than letting my physical advantages overpower them. As always, they taught me valuable lessons. The senior chief and I both came to the conclusion that I was holding back against him. At his urging, I gave him everything I had. He soon had me focus on training against Violet and Mugrill while he sat down to clear his ringing head.

Both Violet and Mugrill were challenging for different reasons.

Violet was fast and strong due to her mechanically engineered body. She was also built to sustain a lot of pounding before her body would break. I noticed that I was starting to catch up to her speed, but I started to realize that catching up to her on strength may not be possible.

Fighting Mugrill was a completely different experience. First of all, he’s two-point-five meters tall, so his significant height and reach advantage were always a challenge. He’s also heavily muscled and nearly as fast as Violet. Additionally, his skin absorbs energy—not just energy weapons, but also kinetic energy from a blow. I discovered that I had to hit him with my iron pipe with everything I had to be able to impact him. Hitting him without a weapon was almost useless - with a small handful of exceptions. I learned that kicking the back of his knees, kicking him in his balls, and choking him out were my best bets. I’m not heavy enough to keep him from escaping an arm bar; although, I could get an ankle or wrist lock to work pretty well. He was rather surprised when I threw him off his feet by manipulating his wrist, and honestly, so was I. As tall as he is, I didn’t think I’d be able to get enough leverage on him.

Bottom line, I’m glad he’s my friend, and fighting him made for good training.

My mates and I always followed training with quick showers, sex, and sleep. I frequently woke up in the middle of the night, worrying about Amanda, Dahlia, Clara, Shelly, and Tooli. Wash, rinse, repeat.

Since we left Darkstar Waystation Six, Leigh had been getting incrementally both more flirtatious and more aggressive each day. On the fourth day after departing, I was training with all of the regulars in the cargo bay when Leigh disappeared.
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Violet and I are fighting hard when Leigh returns carrying a flat metallic box. That isn’t what captures my attention.

Wearing only her jacket and boots, she approaches the spot where Violet and I are fighting.

Violet takes advantage of my distraction to knock me on my ass and mount my chest. She doesn’t have a Red Band uniform, so her womanhood is covered by her jumpsuit as it stares me in the face.

Leigh squats down next to my hips so I can see all her juicy bits pointing at my face as she sets the box onto the deck and opens it. I can smell her arousal as she withdraws a coiled whip, closes the box, and stands.

Leigh growls, “I’m ready to push you, Mr. Walsh.”

Violet murmurs, “Oh, this is going to be fun.” She rolls off me with a grin and goes to stand to the side with Amira, Xiao, Chana, and Chief in a rapidly forming gallery.

I kip to my feet and face the pretty kitty. Her vestigial nipples and the inner contours of her breasts are visible. Her dark labia are also visible, and she’s close enough that I can see a glistening dew drop of moisture. The fur on her legs somehow manages to enhance her femininity. I don’t want to fight her. I want to fuck her.

Leigh shakes out the coiled whip, and I swear it’s four meters long. More troublesome is the sharp metal barb on the end of it.

I pick up my staff, which turns out to be a tactical error. I’m farther from her, but likely still in range of that barbed tip. Mugrill chuckles as he sees my grimace when the realization hits me.

I laugh too and shake out my shoulders. I’m not overly concerned about the whip. I’ve trained against a number of Asian whip and rope weapons. This is just more of the same.

I step away from the edge of the cargo hold, and Leigh snaps the whip at me. The barb whistles rapidly toward me, so I duck and roll at about a forty-five degree angle forward.

I hear the barb closing on me as I stand. I grimace and roll ninety degrees from my former axis and hold up my staff. Leigh is working the whip with both hands. She knows how to use the weapon well. Regardless, the staff in the air is still far enough away from her that it causes the whip to curl around the staff at about the midpoint of the lash.

I angle the staff down to guide the sinuous weapon to circle around Leigh’s legs. She cocks an eyebrow at me and jumps over the lash and whips it behind her. She whips the weapon overhead and down from about the halfway point of the lash, and that barb whistles through the air toward my head. I wait for just a second before holding my staff horizontally overhead with the long end to my left and taking a long step forward. The barb passes about two-thirds of a meter past my staff and spins dizzyingly around the shaft as I launch forward and body check Leigh.

The feline woman wraps the lash around her right wrist and slashes at me with the claws that extend from the fingertips of her left hand. I bat her hand to my left and jam the butt of my staff into her abdomen. She bends over and I circle her torso twice with my staff, pinning her arms to her torso as I snug the attached lash of her own whip around her. I push her slowly to the deck until her shoulders are pinned.

Leigh’s tail shivers in the air as she pushes her hips up into the air. She howls, “Ye-o-o-ow!”

I kneel down with a knee on her shoulder and murmur, “Did that work out as you hoped, my pretty kitty?”

“Ye-o-o-ow!” she howls. “Not yours yet! Ye-o-o-ow!”

I lean down and across her to whisper in her right ear. “I’ve seen cats in heat, Leigh. They shake their tail like this when they are trying to attract a mate. Is that what you want, Leigh?”

“Ye-o-o-ow!” she howls again but doesn’t say anything else.

“Do you want me to mate you, Leigh?” I tease.

I’m about to say something when I hear her whispering so low I can’t hear it.

Violet exclaims, “Oh my! How interesting!”

I murmur, “I didn’t hear you, my pretty kitty.”

“You really think I’m pretty?” she whines.

“You are beautiful, Leigh,” I tell her.

“Hold me in place with your teeth as you enter me,” she whines.

“Huh?”

“I will only mate a male that can best me in combat to ensure we have strong kittensssss,” she hisses. “Mount me!” she growls.

“Once you're my mate, Leigh, there will be no going back. I’m a believer in commitment,” I murmur as my cock hardens. I’m about to go crazy like I did with Chana.

She hisses up at me. I shrug, lean into her neck, and roughly take a big bite of the fur at the back of her neck.

“Yeow!” she howls as I pin her in place with my torso. I pike and drop my belt and kilt before maneuvering behind her.

I hear Senior Chief Zendas laugh, “Looks like training is over for today. Good shift break.”

I drive my knees between Leigh’s legs and spread them apart. She arches as my teeth pull her head back and she drives her hips up.

I reach down to grasp my hard cock, and rub it against Leigh’s slit to coat the head in the moisture at her wet entrance. Then I press forward.

“Careful!” Violet exclaims. “Felina males have slender penises. The females are built for that. You are way too big for her. Your length should fit, but your girth is going to be a problem.”

Violet has gotten to know my penis quite well, so I’ll take her word for it.

I took the virginity of a Colonel’s daughter at Fort Bragg for her eighteenth birthday. She was a sweet, petite little thing with a very tight channel. Leigh’s pussy is tighter.

“Yeow!” Leigh howls

“Should I stop?” I ask around the mouthful of scruff.

“NO! Claim me!” she growls.

Violet squats down in front of the feline woman’s face. She says, “Leigh, he could hurt you.”

Leigh whines, “Yeow! I must be his mate. He is the dominant male in our pride. I must be his.”

Her tail shivers and a flood of fluid seeps into her channel. I saw back and forth with short strokes before I press forward with more intent. Slowly, Leigh’s body accepts me.

Once I’m hilted in my pretty kitty, her whole body shakes with orgasm. I release her scruff as her channel sucks on my cock.

I remember fellow soldiers singing the praises of ass-fucking their girlfriends because they liked the tightness of the dark passage. I never got around to trying it, as I’m quite fond of pussy. I can’t imagine an asshole being any tighter than my newest mate’s vagina.

I caress Leigh’s flank as she rides her bliss. As she slowly returns to the here and now, I reach under her to caress her perfectly conical small breasts. I murmur into her ear, “Violet’s sister engineered my body so that I can breed just about any species. Do you want me to breed you, my Pretty Kitty?”

“Yes. Please,” she yowls.

“Good,” I reply. “I want to look into your eyes when I breed you, Leigh.”

She whips her head around to look at me. “Really?”

“Really,” I tell her. “I want to look at your pretty face and kiss you while I plant my seed inside your womb and give you a big litter.”

“Kittens!” she gasps excitedly. “Yes. Please! Many big, strong, kittens!”

My rigid member is still clamped inside her tight, wet depths as I loosen the whip and release her arms. I spread my knees to bring my balls close to the deck, and turn her on her side. The sensation of her rotating around me is heavenly. I grab her by her thighs and roll her onto her back before stretching out to lie atop her. I kiss her gently.

Leigh isn’t quite certain what to do with my questing tongue at first, but she figures it out quickly. Then I start to move my hips.

I make love to my newest mate on the deck for a while, but I eventually scoop her up and sit back on my knees. She wraps her long legs around me, locking her boots at the ankle. I thrust up into her with my quads, bottoming out inside Leigh’s tiny channel. She starts to orgasm immediately, and I feel her claws digging into the back of my shoulders.

“Oh, Devlin!” she gasps. “Breed me! Give me KITTENS!” she screams and clamps down again. It’s too much for me, so I unload inside Leigh.

Leigh gasps in a tremulous, quiet voice, “Goddess, please bless my womb with my mate’s kittens!”

I roll to my back and pull Leigh on top of me. “Honey, if my seed doesn’t take this time, then we’ll try again until it does—if that’s what you want.”

“I do want that, Devlin. I want to have your kittens and raise them with you,” she murmurs into my ear. “I think we all want kittens from you.”

I chuckle into her ear, “I was yours from the moment I saw you, my pretty kitty.”

I hear a rumble start in her chest as my pretty kitty actually starts to purr.

“Shall we go to the cleaner and then move your mat to join the family?”

“Will they kiss me and lick me like they do each other?” Leigh asks shyly.

“I don’t know, Leigh. I know they all like you and respect you. I don’t know if they’ll want to cuddle and make love to you,” I answer. “Do you want them to?”

“I don’t know,” she whispers. “I think so, but I especially like the idea of cuddling with the entire pride.”

“That can be arranged, Leigh. Come with me,” I say.

I sit up and post my left hand on the deck to get my feet under me. I feel Leigh’s thighs squeeze me as I stand. I look over at Violet, “Would you bring my kilt and belt, sweetie?”

“And my whip, please?” Leigh asks.

Amira bounces up, “I’ve got it, Leigh.” She picks up the whip, shakes it out and carefully wraps it back into coils.

Xiao somersaults over and snags my staff off the floor. Amira cases the whip as Xiao whips my staff around with a flourish and drops to a low stance similar to ones that I’ve seen Chinese martial artists use. She winks at me and stands, twirling the staff back to a ready stance before bounding off toward the lift.

My mates all crowd around me in front of the lift to hug and caress the newest member of our family as Leigh hangs off me. Violet calls the lift, and Mugrill appears out of the shadows.

“Happinesh, Leigh,” he says. “You too, Devlin.”

“You’ll find yours, my friend,” I tell him.

The huge Kruoll chuckles, “You don’t know my people’sh mating habitsh. You might not be sho shupportive!”

Violet says, “Kruoll believe that if you can’t take your mate forcibly, then you are not worthy.”

I look at Mugrill, “You have to rape your mate to make it real?”

He shrugs, “Femalesh of my people only reshpect you if you can take them. Much like Leigh’sh people. Femalesh will only shtay if you can take them. They do not reshpect wooing.” Then he grins. “Elvsh are good matesh, too.”

“Elves?” I ask. “But they are tiny compared to you. You would split them in half!” The big Kruoll is positively verbose today. It’s a shame that the mouthful of teeth make it hard to understand him.

“No,” Mugrill says. “Elvsh are fery shtrechy. Good matesh. Fasht and shtrong, but good matesh. Shtay wit’ no fighting. One or two Kruoll matesh, and a pair of elvsh or more—makesh a good family. Femalsh of two shtrong rashesh that make shtrong babiesh.”

Leigh murmurs into my ear. “Don’t judge, my mate. I had to maneuver you to do it, but you had to beat me in combat before I could give myself to you. I just couldn’t do it otherwise. I have no complaints.”

Chana says, “It’s common among the Org, too. I knew you were a strong warrior. I saw you destroy a Green Bug with a metal pipe. There was no need to battle you, so I just gave myself to you. That’s why Niall was upset with us; we didn’t fight. An elf for your family might be a good thing, Devlin.”

“Chana!” I exclaim. “I’ve added two more mates since we arrived. I’m literally still inside Leigh from my first time with her. I don’t want to hear about adding more mates for at least a cycle!”

Chana says quietly, “Yes, my mate.”

Xiao adds, “My great-grandmother is an elf. Even though I have almost no Elven features, I have Elven blood within me. Would that qualify?” she grins.

I smile at Xiao and lay a hand on Chana’s shoulder. I tell Chana, “We still have five mates to rescue, honey. When we’re all finally together, you must get all nine of your sister-mates to agree to any prospective mate before I’ll even consider it. Not in general, but a specific woman. Are we clear, dear Chana?”

She looks at me with tears in her eyes. “I am dear to you, Devlin?”

I nod, “Yes, Chana. You are very dear to me. As are Leigh, Amira, Violet, Xiao, Clara, Shelly, Tooli, Amanda, and Dahlia. I don’t need more mates. I need to ensure I care for the needs of the ten mates that I have.”

Chana gives me a tusky grin. “Yes, my mate. You take good care of me and all your mates. That’s why we treasure you. That’s why I treasure you.”

The captain’s voice crackles out of the intercom speaker. “Battle stations. Our quarry is approaching quickly. Battle stations.”
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Leigh slides off my cock to the floor. Holding a hand out to Amira, she growls, “My whip, please.”

Amira hands the case to her and glides in to brush her lips across Leigh’s. “More later, sister-mate.”

Leigh’s purr rumbles from her chest. “I remember your tongue, Amira. I look forward to being sister-mates with you.”

I chuckle, “I thought you were worried about the other mates loving on you, Leigh.”

“Not worried. Hopeful,” she responds with a cheeky whip of her tail.

I kiss Leigh’s cheek as she sends a smoldering look towards Amira. I say, “Get ready for battle, Leigh.”

Violet hands my kilt and belt to me with a kiss before we load into the lift. I wrap them around my waist before the lift arrives on Deck Zero. Leigh runs to her chambers while the rest of us follow Senior Chief to Security. I end up discarding the kilt again to pull on light battle-armor and my boots. If we had gone with the Scottish model of a kilt, it would be long enough to drape across my shoulder, but we went with a more economical design. Niall shows up and starts pulling on his armor. I spin my kilt and wrap it around my neck, more like a French cravat than anything else, and grab weapons—a PHEW for my belt, a carbine on a sling across my back, and the stunner-truncheon in my hand. Amira, Chana, Niall, and Xioa are all garbed the same, but Xiao only carries a staff and a blaster holstered on her belt. All of us are wearing our kilts as cravats tucked into the top of our armored jumpsuits.

Mugrill enters the Security armory area, and hands me a dark object. I open it up and look up at him questioningly. “Um, is this your sister’s skin?” I ask.

“Yesh. You freed her shkin from her killer. Shpirit ish free now. She hash no need of it. You could ushe Kruoll shkin armor. Wear hersh,” he says as he waves me encouragingly. “You can fight a Kruoll and shurfife. More honorable than last captain wearing it.”

I have to think a minute to translate what his teeth do to normal words, but eventually land on ‘fight a Kruoll and survive.’ I pull the jacket on over the light armor suit, and Mugrill gives me a toothy smile.

The intercom announces, “We’ve disabled their lasers and engines. We are docking our Deck Two airlock against their cargo bay airlock.”

I murmur, “Home, sweet home,” as Senior Chief growls, “On our way.”

Niall and I grab our shields, and we run to the lift. Leigh meets us there dressed in her normal tights and leathers. Her whip is coiled and hanging from her belt. She glances at my jacket and pats it with her hand. She nods approvingly as we load into the lift.

“Nice gift, Mugrill,” she says. “Megalla would approve.” I look at her questioningly, so she clarifies. “Megalla was Mugrill’s sister.”

The lift opens, and we deploy in two columns on either side of the airlock. I work the controls of the airlock to seal it to the modified lock on the Piig ship. Apparently, they put a standard docking collar on the jet bridge, but never bothered to use it. I don’t think I’ll ever understand their reasoning, or lack of it.

As the atmosphere levels in the connection, I step up and knock on the glass. I can hear faint squealing on the other side, so I cycle the external controls on their lock to open the passage. Niall and I hold the shields under our chins. I step onto the deck of the Piig ship and call out, “Ahoy, Red Band! Red Band boarding!”

I see one of the more humanoid, green-skinned devils step in front of the door just before I hear Clara call out, “Devlin!”

The Piig turns toward Clara’s voice and raises his blaster. I launch at him with my near-android speed as he shoots. He fires once more before I hit him with my shield like a locomotive. I don’t stop. I just ram him into the bulkhead, and I hear snapping and squishing sounds as I bounce back off the bulkhead. There’s a Mugrill-sized dent in the metal bulkhead and a squashed Piig non-com on the deck.

“Secure the lift, Niall,” I call out. My Org broth...er, mate-in-law leads Amira, Xiao, and Chana to secure the lift and the ladder.

“Senior Chief, are you and Mugrill securing our ship?” I ask as I drop down next to Clara. I hear blaster shots and squeals in the corridor.

He growls a response, “Aye, Mr. Walsh. We’ve got the dock secured. Continue mission.”

“Aye, Senior Chief,” I answer distractedly as I cup my lover’s face.

“You came for us,” Clara whispered.

“How could I not, Clara? You’re a part of me now,” I tell her and bend down to kiss her tenderly.

Leigh squats next to me. “That’s a bad burn, Devlin. She needs help if she’s going to survive.”

“Senior Chief, can we get Doc Jorgensen over here?” I ask.

“Not at the moment,” he growls as he drops his hand from his ear. “It wouldn’t be prudent. The Piigs sent a counter-attack force. They cut in on Deck Four. However, Medical is right here. Leigh can take her over. The Doc won’t leave the med bay until the captain calls ‘all clear’ or calls for him. The bridge sent a response team to Deck Four. I really need to go help out.”

“Go,” I urge. “Take Mugrill. We have this.”

“Aye,” his disappearing voice calls.

I look down at Clara. “Hold on, my love,” I tell her.

I see a brief flash of joy break through the pain. “I knew you loved me,” she murmurs.

Leigh says, “I’ll get her through the airlock to the Doctor. Keep someone on watch for my return.” I move out of the way, and my pretty kitty lifts Clara to her feet with Talia’s help.

Talia stands next to me. She looks beat. I look at all the pirates and notice they all appear tired and hungry.

Fabian, Gunther, Sasha, Shelly, Tooli, Salah, Leila, Moishe, Gabi, Mari, and Zena are all missing. Kobe looks dead on his feet. Ibrahim, Wei, and Yasmine don’t look much better.

I ask Talia, “Where are the rest?”

“We’re it,” Talia answers wearily. “Sasha, Fabian, and Salah died in the last raid. The Piigs killed Gunther and Moishe when they objected to the Piigs dragging away Zena and Gabi. They came for Mari and Leila next. They grabbed Tooli and Shelly just a little bit ago. I don’t know what they’re doing to them.” I see something I never thought I’d see—tears in Talia’s eyes.

“Clara can’t command in this state. Can you hold this bay against the Piigs?” I ask gently.

“We need weapons, Devlin. The new chief of ship was supposed to be bringing weapons to repel boarders. You squashed him,” she says with a tired grin.

I pull off my carbine and hand it to her. “Take this. Here’s a PHEW, too.”

Violet sticks her head in the barracks. “The corridor and cargo bay are clear, Devlin. Do your friends need weapons? There are plenty in the cargo bay. I opened the lockers.”

“Go, Devlin,” Talia says. “Make them pay for what they did to us. I’ll get the Red Band armed and secure this deck. I’ll send Niall and the crew after you when we’ve turned over.”

“Great, Talia. Keep an eye out for Leigh,” I say as I indicate my beautiful cat-girl mate.

“His latest mate,” Leigh purrs over her shoulder as she helps Clara through the airlock.

I smile briefly and tell Talia, “When she gets back from delivering Clara to the Doc, she’ll return here. She can help with fighting if needed. We’re going to free Amanda and Dahlia, and then we’re going to start slaughtering Piigs.”

Violet says, “I’m recording video, but we should still collect their heads. There is a bounty.”

I nod at her before turning back to Talia. Talia says, “Go. We have this.”

I lean in and hug her before darting off to the corridor with Violet on my heels.

I stop in front of the lift to find my squad standing over four dead Piigs in the lift. The lift door keeps bouncing off their corpses. “Great, Niall,” I tell him. “Hold this position, and keep the lift as it is. I’m going to take Violet to free her sisters. She’ll come back to get you.”

I point to Talia as she enters the corridor. “Talia needs weapons for our friends, and they’ll hold this deck when you join me.”

I’m distracted when I spot a small little Green Bug chewing on a Piig corpse. I hit the tiny creature with my stunner, and it bursts into a puff of smoke.

I look to my Orgish mate. “Chana, once Violet comes back, I want this squad to clear Engineering, and then you take control of the ship. Clear?”

“As per the plan, my mate,” she replies with a grin. I kiss her and head to the small access panel next to the lifts. I mount the ladder and Violet follows me up to the next deck. I hold the stunner in my left hand, using a couple of loose fingers to grasp the rung as I quickly climb the ladder. Violet’s hands occasionally brush my ankle as we hurry up. I exit the access panel on Deck Two and face the door to the lab as it opens.

Out come my first two android mates. They stop and stare at me standing in front of them in my lightly armored jumpsuit, Kruoll jacket, and boots while holding the stunner-truncheon.

“Hello, my beautiful mates,” I greet them.

“Devlin,” Amanda moans forlornly.

Dahlia says, “Devlin, the captain has ordered us to hunt down the intruders and kill them. That is you, my beloved mate. I’m sorry, but I’ve shut off my emotional logic until I’m done with this, my love.”

Thankfully, she doesn’t immediately attack.

Amanda whimpers, “Devlin. Will you kiss me before I kill you?”

I smile gently, “That does seem to be my pattern, Amanda. Who am I to argue with tradition? Hmm?” I hold my left index finger erect. “I have one last request before you kill me, my loves.”

Amanda whimpers, and Dahlia asks, “What is it, my mate?”

“Let me introduce you to one of my more recent mates,” I say.

Violet steps out and hands me the control key. She looks at her stunned sisters. “I claim ‘Sister’s Privilege,’ Dahlia. I claim ‘Sister’s Privilege,’ Lily.”

The android sisters of this ship are frozen in place. Violet turns to me. “You have 30 seconds. Put the key in and reactivate their loyalty logic. That will make them subservient to you. I’ll give you further instructions then.”

I launch toward Dahlila first, and pull down the zipper of her jumpsuit. I slide the control key into her navel, and turn it all the way to my right. Violet opens Amanda’s jumpsuit as I turn the key back to vertical. Dahlia blinks as I withdraw the control key.

“Stay still, my love,” I murmur to her as I step in front of Amanda. I do the same maneuver with the control key on her. She starts to blink.

I repeat my command, “Stay still, Amanda.” She whimpers but doesn’t move so much as an eyelid.

Violet says, “You need to tell them to clear their command queue. If you free them before doing that, they will still try to kill us. You got lucky with me since I was already executing the command when you defeated me with the stunner.”

I take Amanda’s hand. “Amanda, clear your command queue.” She blinks once, so I add, “Amanda, confirm when your command queue is cleared.”

She blinks again and replies, “My command queue is cleared, master.”

I startle at the title. I look at Violet, and she nods. “You can proceed, Devlin.”

I insert the control key back into Amanda’s navel, and turn it to my left until it clicks. She looks down at my hand on the key as I turn it back to vertical. I extract the key and tell her, “Amanda, my love, you are free.”

Amanda launches forward to hug and kiss me. “Why do you call me ‘my love’ now, Devlin?”

“It about killed me when I found Clara shot. Something clicked.” I step in front of Dahlia. “I need to tell my mates how I feel about them. Hold on just a minute, honey.”

Amanda smiles brightly as I look into Dahlia’s eyes. “Dearest Dahlia, clear your command queue. Confirm when your command queue is cleared.”

Dahlia blinks twice before saying, “My command queue is cleared, master.”

I deactivate her loyalty circuit and tell her, “Dahlia, my love, you are free.” I remove the command key and hand it back to Violet.

Dahlia says, “Please wait a moment, Devlin.” She stands there blinking her eyes rapidly for a moment. Then she hugs me closely and whispers into my ear. “I’m not sure if I love you or not, Devlin. I need to assess my emotions.”

I kiss her cheek gently, “That’s fine, Dahlia. The beautiful thing is that you get to choose. You may even choose not to be my mate if you wish.”

Dahlia smirks, “Let’s not get hasty.”

“You were always the sister with the wicked sense of humor,” I said.

The three sisters hug and blink back and forth at each other after Dahlia makes a single comment in their modulated language.

Amanda says, “Okay, Devlin. Violet has us up-to-date.”

Violet says, “Ivy is the one with the truly wicked sense of humor. She loves practical jokes.”

Dahlia says, “And as sweet as our Amanda is, Rose is really the sweetest one.”

“You can call me Lily if you want, Devlin. It is the name I was given upon activation. I usually reserve it for my sisters,” Amanda says.

“To me, you will always be Amanda,” I say. Amanda pouts at me prettily, so I add, “Maybe in private moments I can occasionally use ‘Lily.’” I look at Violet and say, “Please let Niall know to get up here and clear this deck.”

Violet kisses me and disappears in a flash.

I hear Captain Killian’s voice in my ear. “Status, Mr. Walsh.”

“Aye, Captain. Just finishing Phase 2. I’m waiting on the squad to arrive at Deck Two before proceeding to the bridge,” I respond.

“They have a breach secured on our Deck Four. Secure their bridge, and then envelope them,” the captain orders.

“Aye, ma’am,” I respond as the lift opens and Niall and Amira step out with shields.

I ask the two androids, “Is the lab secure?”

“Yes,” Dahlia answers. “Engineering should be occupied, but I don’t know if it is. The Mother Ship’s demands for those cannons have been unrelenting since you escaped. The captain started acting irrationally a couple of stans ago. I think the demands have triggered a hormonal reaction in him that reduces his ability to think rationally. He’s been reacting rather than thinking, and making ever more illogical decisions. He should be old enough to be immune, but apparently this isn’t the case. Porcine hormones are no joke. Once the captain started, the non-comms followed, as did the enlisted.”

Amanda places a hand on my shoulder, “You’re going to come unglued when you see what they’re doing.”

I take in the sad expressions on their faces, and I’m suddenly very worried about the ladies that have been taken.

“Can the two of you march out in front of me to distract the Piigs?” I ask them. They nod, and I continue. “Disarm and break the arms and legs of the Piigs on my command.”

“Me, too?” Violet asks as she slides under my arm.

“Yes,” I say as I brush my lips through her silky purple hair. “Stay with me until I give the command. Look for the ladies that have been taken from the barracks.”

Dahlia sighs, “Most are going to be in the brig or the larder. You are seriously going to go crazy, Devlin.”

I feel a block of ice growing in my stomach. “Save any of the ladies you can find. I’ll play the part of the butcher. Let’s go.”

We load into the lift. Violet and I stand on either side of the door. I dial the power on the stunner to three-quarters and move it to my left hand. I unsheath my Darkstar blade with my right.

The door opens. Dahlia and Amanda step off like someone is calling a cadence. I stick my foot out the door to keep it from closing. I’m glad they picked up the safety sensor idea from Earth. Maybe they got it from a space visitor. Who knows?

I hear Shelly’s voice scream, “NOOOOOOOOOOO!”

I look sharply at Violet. “Which way?”

“Left side, where our dining hall would be,” she says.

“NOW!” I shout.

Violet disappears in a flash to join her sisters. I dash toward Shelly’s voice and enter the dining hall. There are pieces of human flesh scattered around the floor, and a shapely knee almost hits me in the head as I run into the room.

Three Piigs are holding Shelly on a dining table. The stump of her left leg is squirting arterial blood. The captain of the ship is holding a knife in one hand as he handles his tiny little cock in the other.

“Your legs on me closing, human cunt will not,” he squeals hysterically. He shouts at one of the minions, “Stump off clamping. Survive long enough to have my child she must!”

I dash forward and cut across his spine just above his bare buttocks. The Darkstar blade cuts through bone and spine like butter. I hit him with the stunner in the face as he falls. A corona of current circles his head, burning off all the hair and leaving the skin charred.

I destroy the other three Piigs with the truncheon and knife. I look at the grimy clamp and discard it in favor of the red cloth that looks like it might have been Shelly’s brassiere. I tie it quickly with a tight square knot before I cut off the foreleg from one of the dead Piigs and use it to spin the cloth tighter to act as a tourniquet. Shelly whimpers as I slowly shut off the blood flow from her stump.

“Hold this, lover,” I tell her as I place one of her hands on the Piig leg to keep the tourniquet in place. I take a belt from the nearest dead Piig and use that to hold the foreleg into position.

Shelly looks up at me. Her eyes open wide in surprise. “You came for me,” she says before she fades out.

I rush around to cradle her head and wipe the hair from her face. “Every time, beloved Shelly. You are mine, and I am yours. As long as you’ll have me. I was a fool for not keeping you with me.”

“Love you, Devlin,” she whispers just barely loud enough to hear.

I bend down and kiss her parched lips. “I love you too, Shelly.”

“Gooo,” she moans.

“You hang on, love. I’ve got more Piigs to kill. I’ll bring help shortly,” I tell her.

“Make ‘em pay, Devlin,” she murmurs.

I hear a wheezing sound and look around to see the Piig captain, still alive on the floor. He snorts, “Hurt me you cannot, slave! Kruoll armor have I.”

“True,” I reply as I walk over and kneel between the legs of the supine humanoid pig. “Unfortunately, you don’t have it on properly.”

I reach down and cut off his genitals, which makes him squeal piteously. I kneel on his torso and stuff them into his mouth before I resume my kneeling position. His eyes are as round as saucers. “Sorry about that,” I tell him. I chuckle. “Actually, I’m not sorry at all.”

I stand and turn the stunner to full power before jamming it into the bleeding wound. I hold it there until smoke starts to come out of his nose. Then I cut off his crispy head. I kick it over next to Shelly’s table, and run for the crew quarters. Every chamber is empty until I get to the last one on the left.

I find Tooli there. The sweet, loving girl is lying on the bunk. Her arms and legs are discarded on the floor, and her sexy violet body is shredded to ribbons.

“Oh, baby,” I moan. I cradle her head. “My poor girl,” I murmur and kiss her bloody lips. Her body is cooler than normal, but she hasn’t been dead long. I kiss her lips again gently and tell her, “I will carry you with me always, Tooli. I love you.”

I slide out from under her and stalk toward the bridge.

My android lovers have been brutally efficient. “Humanoids there. Devolved there.” Dahlia says as she points to two stacks of moaning porcine bodies.

“I’ll deal with them in a minute. I need to deal with the boarding party,” I tell them. “Did they EVA, or did they use a docking tube?”

“Both,” Violet answers and points to a tube sealed to the airlock. “They sent an EVA team to secure the docking tube, and then sent a squad across.”

“Walsh to the captain,” I say.

Tissa’s voice comes back in my ear. “Stand by for the captain, Mr. Walsh.”

“Status, Mr. Walsh,” Captain Killian’s voice demands.

“Bridge is secure. I’m about to envelop,” I report. “I think there is an EVA team out on the hull of our ship. Maybe on theirs. They secured the docking tube before cutting the breach.”

“Yes,” the captain acknowledges. “Senior Chief took a detail out to hunt them down. The engineers had them pinned down, and Senior Chief’s detail is finishing them off.”

“Right, Captain. Here I go,” I respond.

“Aye, Mr. Walsh. Captain out,” she responds.

I eye the tube. It’s about a meter in diameter, which is probably too small to duck-walk through. I put my bloody knife between my teeth and crawl through on hands and feet, holding the stunner.

I’m about half-way across when an explosion buffets the tube, followed by a thudding impact. Not knowing how well the tube is secured, I waste no time crossing the remaining ten-meter transit.

On the other side, I find six Piigs—one humanoid junior officer and five devolved crewmen. I fry the first crewman I encounter with the stunner and take his blaster. I shoot the officer in the back of the head and fry the next closest Piig with the truncheon. I make my way through them quickly, resulting in four dead Piigs with head wounds and two piles of fried bacon.

I grab my knife in my gun hand and call out. “Walsh coming through.”

“Come through, Mr. Walsh,” I hear from MacElroy’s voice.

I step out to see the XO. He lowers his weapon, and the four crewmen follow his example. “All clear from here to the bridge, sir. I need to return to finish delivering the butcher’s bill. I’ll have Chana seal the gaps.”

“Get that ship under control, Mr. Walsh. I’ll take care of this one,” MacElroy orders.

“Aye, sir.” I turn and return to the Piigs’ bridge through the narrow docking tube.

I look at all the stacked Piigs waiting to die as I stand up from the docking tube.
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“Dahlia,” I say to my pink-fleshed lover. “We need to clear Deck Zero.”

She bites her lip, “There are no Piigs down there, but Mari and Leila are down there. Zaena and Gabi are in the larder.”

“Okay,” I sigh. “Tooli is in the berth at the end of the corridor, on the left. They cut off her limbs and shredded her torso, paying particular attention to her vagina and breasts. It looked like they might have used a laser torch. Her body isn’t cold yet. Can we harvest her mind and soul like you did mine?”

“Not if she’s already dead,” Dahlia says. “I’ll go examine her, just in case. Amanda, please bring up all the harvesting harnesses.”

Amanda is gone in a flash.

“How many can we harvest?” I ask.

“Three,” Dahlia says. “We have four functional units. One is still holding your consciousness. If you want, we can clear it. It’s copied into a processing unit, but it would take about a stan to cleanse the memory circuits to ensure there’s no residual data before we use it again.”

“They cut off Shelly’s leg, but she’s still alive,” I say.

“We can give her a prosthesis. It would be easier than building her a new body. Harvesting would abort her baby,” Dahlia says.

“What?” I sputter.

“Shelly is carrying your baby. Tooli was, too,” Dahlia says. “If I can’t save her, maybe I can save the fetus.”

A red haze slowly descends over my vision. I can see just enough to make my way to the pile of broken, whimpering humanoid Piigs. I pick one up by the front of its tunic and clasp its throat in my right hand. I squeeze and pull as the Piig squeals. I keep going until I hear a crunch of bone. Then I jerk upward hard repeatedly until its head pops off.

I toss the head and body in opposite directions and pick up the next one.

I don’t pay attention to the count. I don’t manage to pop off all their heads, leaving them hanging by a flap of skin instead. When I run out of the humanoids, I turn to the devolved. I don’t stop until I’m done.

Slowly the red haze fades from my vision, and I look at the charnel house that I’ve made of the bridge.

Blood, fluids, heads, and discarded bodies are everywhere. I’m covered in blood and bits of flesh. I nod my head slowly with satisfaction. I throw my head back and howl my anger and sorrow to the unfeeling gods.

I gasp to catch my breath before screaming to the heavens. “DO! NOT! FUCK! WITH! MY! FAMILY!”

I collapse to my knees. Violet appears and places a hand on my shoulder. “Tooli?” I whisper.

“Dead,” Violet answers. “The baby, too.”

“Shelly?”

“Alive,” Violet answers. “Blood loss and dehydration are a problem, but Doctor Jorgensen has her in his care, along with Clara. Clara is on the big regenerator.”

“Mari?”

“Harvested,” Violet says. “She was ravaged by infection, but her brain patterns and soul were still in good enough shape to harvest. Amanda said she asked us to tell you that she misses you, and she hopes to see you again.”

I nod my head slowly. “Thank you, Violet. Leila?”

“Under Doc’s care,” Violet says. “Her infection wasn’t as bad. Doctor Jorgensen has her on strong antibiotics and smaller regenerators. He thinks he can save her hands, but she’ll need prosthetic legs. Her royal genetics probably saved her life.”

“Gabi and Zaena?”

“Dead,” Violet answers quietly. “The protein processor in the larder is so full that it can’t keep up. Um...Gunther, Moishe, Gabi, and Zaena are all in the vat.”

“Can we get them out?” I ask.

“I wouldn’t,” Violet says. “Dahlia can use their amino acids to build Mari’s new body. You should put Tooli in there too.”

“No,” I say firmly. “Not Tooli. She suffered on this ship from the moment she was born. She deserves better.”

I feel lean arms wrap around my shoulders, and a head of curly dark hair appears in my periphery. “She would prefer to be processed, Devlin,” Talia murmurs. “She said as much. She said if she ever died, it would make her happy knowing that her body would help keep her friends alive. She loved all of us. Not just you. She was a special person.”

I curl a hand up to hold Talia’s head close. “I’m sorry for your loss, Talia. Sasha was a good man.”

“He was an idiot,” she sniffed. “But he was my idiot.”

I snorted something short that might have been a laugh.

“Can we go home, Devlin?” the IDF woman asks.

“I don’t know, Talia,” I admit. “There are two drives on these spacecraft. Hyperdrive and impulse. Impulse engines would take longer than your lifetime to get there. I don’t know the effect on relative time for the hyperdrive engines. You might end up a lifetime later than you left, or you might arrive before your abduction. I just don’t know enough to tell you.”

I nuzzle her hair for a moment, and she squeezes me tightly. “I promise you this, Talia. Any of you that want to go, we will find a way. We can talk to Dahlia, Violet, and Amanda to find out what’s possible.”

“How about you, Devlin?” she murmured.

“On Earth, the only family I ever had was my mom. Here in space, I have nine mates, with a child on the way—all of whom I need to take care of. I also have a mate and an unborn child that must be avenged,” I murmur.

“What about this?” She waves to the gore splattering the bridge.

I nod my head slowly as I take in the gory mess. “It’s a good start,” I tell her.

I reach around and pull Talia into a hug. “We’ll talk to the sisters and Captain Killian about what’s possible for those who want to return to Earth. My home is now with my family, so I will stay here with them.”

“So, what next?” she asks.

“Apparently, the heads of pirate Piigs are valuable,” I say. “We should start harvesting them.”

I hear a growled, “Captain on the bridge!”

I don’t move from my spot kneeling in the pooled blood on the deck.

I hear another voice yell, “Mr. Walsh!”

Violet disappears from my peripheral vision in a flash, and I hear urgent whispers. Slowly, I start to weep for my lost mate and child.
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I have foggy memories of someone helping me to my feet and guiding me to a lift. I don’t remember much other than petite, gentle hands of varied tints helping me strip and guiding me into a cleaner.

At some point, Talia joined me. I helped her lather and rinse, and she did the same for me. When we felt mostly clean, we stood holding each other tightly as though our lives depended on it. It was probably the most asexual hug I’ve ever experienced, yet it meant everything to me at that moment to have the strong woman holding me as we mourned our losses.

I finally tripped the switch for the drying cycle. Afterward, we walked out of the cabin hand in hand. Chana and Leigh met us with clean jumpsuits. Dahlia gave us each a kilt, which we wrapped as long bandanas around our necks. Chana gave me my belt, my Darkstar blade and truncheon hanging from it. I fastened the buckle before looking around absently.

Talia finished dressing, and I kissed her lips gently and murmured, “Thank you.”

I hugged her again before enveloping my mates in a tight embrace.

Chana said, “I’m working on shutting down everything here other than life support and the lab. Dahlia needs her lab to begin engineering a body for Mari. My crew is securing the Piig ship to tow.”

“I will take you to see Clara and Shelly,” Leigh said primly, her tail whipping nervously.

I leaned my head against Leigh’s forehead and scratched her ear gently. “Thank you both. I’ll check in with you tonight, Chana. Shall we, Leigh?”

Amanda asked as she joined us, “May I see our new home, Devlin?”

“Certainly, honey,” I told her. I kissed Chana, Violet, and Dahlia before wrapping an arm around Amanda and Leigh. Talia grabbed the hand I was resting on Amanda’s hip.

I realized we were still on the Piig ship, so we went down to Deck One, and then crossed to the Toothless Wolf.

Our first stop was the medical bay. Doctor Jorgensen and a corpsman were watching over three patients.

Clara, Shelly, and Leila were all sleeping.

Doctor Jorgensen walked up with his hands in the pockets of a garment that looked suspiciously like a lab coat. He said, “All the ladies are on a slow road to recovery. Clara will recover the slowest. Shelly’s baby appears healthy, but the mother is severely dehydrated. We are pushing fluids into her as rapidly as we safely can, adding vitamins for the baby’s health. We’ll need to feed her as soon as she wakes. I’m hesitant to give her a transfusion since she is pregnant.”

Leila woke up at that point, and Kurt went to check on her. I kissed Clara and Shelly gently. Shelly murmured something I couldn't understand, and I whispered “I love you” into her ear.

Doctor Jorgensen waved us over to Leila, who smiled sleepily. “I should have known you’d come back for us,” she murmured.

“Friends and family are everything to me, Leila. I’ll always stand by them,” I told her.

“Good,” she murmured. “Friends are a rare commodity. How is Kobe?”

“I think he survived,” I told her. “I’ll find out and get back to you. Now, get some rest. I’ll be back to check on you tomorrow, if not earlier.”

I waved goodbye to the doctor. As I turned to leave, I saw Talia whispering into Clara’s ear. I looked closer, but no—Clara was still unconscious.

I walked up and placed a hand on Talia’s shoulder. “Let’s go, Tal.”

She looked up at me with bleary eyes. “Okay,” she mouthed; no sound actually escaped her mouth.

I kissed Clara and Shelly in parting before I wrapped an arm around Talia to lead her out into the corridor, followed by Leigh and Amanda.

As we waited for the lift to arrive, I asked, “Leigh, can we put a mat for Talia in your old corner? I don’t want her to be alone.”

“Of course, my mate,” she replied and butted her head into my shoulder.

Amanda said, “Kobe and Yasmine each have a berth in the junior crew quarters and Ibrahim and Wei have decided to share one.”

I smiled gently. Maybe they actually cared for each other. Stranger things have happened. Look at me, for instance. Plus, their shared stress probably helped them forge an emotional bond.

We took the lift to Deck Zero, and Leigh gave Talia and Amanda the two-dollar tour.

Amanda seemed happy with the idea of having a pile of eight other ladies around her, while Talia appeared ambivalent.

The intercom announced, “Mr. Walsh to the bridge.”

I picked up the handset in the corridor and reported in. “Walsh here. I’m on Deck Zero, on my way to the bridge.”

When I arrived, Captain Killian turned the bridge over to Mr. MacElroy and took me to the Ready Room.

A weary Senior Chief was sipping a hot beverage that smelled like coffee. “Kava,” he growled and pointed to a decanter in the center of the table.

I poured one for the captain and myself before taking a seat.

“Report, Mr. Walsh,” Captain Killian said.

I walked through what I experienced on the Piig ship as concisely as I could.

Senior Chief Zendas followed me with a more comprehensive report. “None of our crew were injured. We recovered the three cannons; Mrs. Clara Walsh had the circuit boards for them in her belt pouch.” I didn’t even flinch at the ‘Mrs.’ title. “All the Piigs’ cargo, except the fuel ore, has been transferred to our cargo bays. Violet said they have a potential Green Bug infestation, so I pulled some samples and sealed the rest with clear wrap. It’s still on the Piig ship.  We have a cleaning crew working under Violet’s direction.”

“That’s right,” I interject. “They have Green Bugs. Moishe brought the tail barb from a dead one on board. We think about 25% of it got loose on the ship. I fried one on the mission.”

Captain Killian grimaced. “Those things are a royal pain. At least they’re all small, right?”

I nodded to confirm. “The one I got was maybe this big.” I hold my fingers up about three inches apart. “Dahlia has some type of nanobots hunting them.”

Senior Chief said, “We’ll deploy sticky traps with a small granule of fuel ore in the middle. All over both ships. That will draw them in and capture them.”

Captain Killian paused to collect her thoughts. “The Piig ship is not operable without extensive repairs. The division of the salvage credits for the ship and its cargo is a tricky proposition since you’re not officially crew on this ship, Mr. Walsh. However, you made it possible for us to survive two different pirate attacks, earned us a significant bounty for Robert O’Shaunessy, led the boarding party onto the Piig ship, and helped us repel boarders. You and your family are due a cut of the ship salvage, its cargo, and the bounties.”

I shrugged. “I currently own nothing and have a family to care for, ma’am. I won’t turn it down.”

She says, “I propose that the Toothless Wolf tow and sell the Piigs’ cargo and that you receive one quarter of the profit. The same goes for the salvaging of the Piig ship. The bounties on the Piigs will all go to you.”

“That’s very generous, Captain. I didn’t kill them all,” I pointed out.

“Close enough. I saw their bridge when you were finished,” she said. I saw something in her eyes that I couldn’t easily label. Disgust? Fear? Pity? I couldn’t quite tell.

She added, “If Chana and Niall will stay on board with us to Wonderland station, I’ll increase those shares to a one-eight share for each.”

“That’s not my call,” I told her. “Chana is my mate. She might take you up on it if you can get her back to me fairly quickly. It’s her choice, and I’ll support whatever she decides. If Niall stays, you should pay him instead of me.”

The captain smiled. “Fair enough. Additionally, the Piig captain’s suit of Kruoll armor and the seven Kruoll jackets salvaged from other Piigs belong to you.”

“Those are supposed to be valuable,” I observed. “They’ll need to be disinfected.”

She barked out a short laugh. “Already in progress, Mr. Walsh. Any questions?”

“No, Captain,” I answered.

“That will be all,” she said.

I stood, saluted, and left for my quarters.
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Once Chana and her staff secured the Piig ship to the Toothless Wolf, Captain Killian steered us toward Wonderland Station.

We kept a docking tube connected to an airlock, but we used EVA suits to cross between the ships. After sleeping for most of a shift, my first duty was to lay out sticky traps to catch Green Bugs. Senior Chief led me around the ship and directed my work. He looked exhausted. After we finished laying out traps in the Toothless Wolf, I told him to sleep while I continued my work. I grabbed a carton of traps, a sealed carton of ore, and got ready to EVA across the tube. Chief said I could skip the boots, so I just put my normal work boots on and carefully made my way through the airlocks—bouncing across the tube the entire way in the nearly non-existent gravity. The gravity fields of the two ships extended just enough outside their hulls to keep me from floating.

I found a young Green Bug in the Piig ship’s airlock, so I introduced it to the electric truncheon as it roared like a mouse at me. I left only a wisp of smoke before I cycled the airlock to enter the pirate ship. I removed my EVA helmet and suit before I hung them from a couple of handy hooks that I hadn’t noticed before. I wrapped my kilt around my waist and laid out traps on either side of the airlock door before venturing farther into the ship.

I followed Senior Chief Zendas’ instructions, putting a couple of traps in the barracks near the toilets and surrounding the ore containers in the cargo bays with traps. I placed more traps near the toilets in Deck Zero, as, apparently, the little vermin like to hide inside them. Xiao and Amira were working with a couple of crewmen I didn’t know, finishing up scrubbing the corridor on Deck Two. I collected hugs, kisses, and seductive glances from my mates before going into Engineering.

Chana took a break from her duties to greet me with a hungry kiss. I groped her firm bottom and cut my lip on one of her tusks, but it was worth it. Her passion always got me wound up and improved my mood. Considering Tooli’s death, the death of my other friends, and my wounded mates in the med bay, improving my mood is a good thing. Chana kissed my cut lip until it stopped bleeding. Giving my franken-biology, it only took a moment, but it was a very nice moment. Then Chana kissed me again carefully and sent me off to my duties.

I laid traps along the bulkheads of engineering close to any equipment that wasn’t firmly against the walls. I kissed Chana again before proceeding to the lab. Dahlia was working with Amanda who greeted me with a kiss and took my supplies. She murmured, “Go see Dahlia, Devlin.” Neither sister seemed very happy.

Amanda started preparing traps to place around the lab, and I walked over to Dahlia. I collected a kiss and a hug from her. My pink mate grabbed a scrap of carton like those she used to give me loot to hunt for. She grabbed my arm and said, “Come sit with me.”

Dahlia led me to the mats in front of the screen—the same ones on which I first made love to her and Tooli. Dahlia sat on the mats and pulled me down next to her.

“Easy, lover,” I cautioned.

“I’m sorry, Devlin. I wanted to turn off my emotion logic, but it felt like cheating. I need to grieve, just like you and Amanda are,” she said. She looked down and fiddled with the piece of carton.

“I know, love,” I said as I sat next to her and wrapped an arm around her. “As much as I want to sit in a corner and weep, there’s much to do. The whole race of Piigs will pay for all the death they’ve caused—Tooli, our baby, our friends.”

I kissed her hair, and the pink nymph leaned into me.

Amanda finished placing traps and joined us.

Dahlia finally said, “Devlin, Tooli was working on a project. She had more freedom aboard the ship than the other slaves, so she would come here to work on her project.”

Amanda added, “I was telling Dahlia and Tooli tales of Earth, and I mentioned the practice of writing cards and love notes.”

Dahlia said, “We didn’t have any nice paper, but Tooli wanted to learn enough writing to write you a note explaining her feelings for you. So, she put her thoughts on a scrap of carton like we’ve used before to communicate with you.” Dahlia looks up at me with tears streaming down her face. “This is for you.”

Amanda sobbed as Dahlia handed me the piece of carton. I noticed the unpracticed letters before I started reading the message.

Dearest Devlin,

I am learning English.

I wanted to tell you in your tongue - I love you.

You are kind and strong. You are the perfect mate.

Our baby will be strong and beautiful.

Then I will give you many more babies.

I love you so much.

Forever,

Tooli

My vision blurred as I read the note. Slowly, my blurry vision turned red.

I raised my head and screamed my grief to whatever god would listen.

I don’t remember anything else about that day. I woke up in the med bay sitting against the bulkhead between Clara’s and Shelly’s beds holding Tooli’s love note to my chest. Shelly was lying on her side looking at me.

I dashed the fresh tears from my eyes and tried to smile at Shelly. “Hello, beautiful,” I croaked.

“Hello, Devlin,” Shelly responded with a sad smile. “I’m sad about Tooli’s loss. She was a treasure. I was looking forward to raising our babies together.”

I nodded solemnly. “I just feel lucky that I didn’t lose you and Clara, too.”

Shelly said sadly, “I was so angry with you for leaving me, Devlin. I think I’m still angry.”

I sighed. “Yes. That decision haunted me the whole time we were apart, Love. I made a mistake.”

“Come here, and hold me, Devlin. I yearn to have your arms around me,” she said quietly. I can see the tears building in her eyes.

“Of course, Shelly,” I answered and got quickly to my feet. I kicked out of my boots and crawled up on the mat behind her. I held her and fell to sleep as I held Shelly tightly.
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Two stans later, Captain Killian informed the crew that we would detour to Darkstar Waystation Two on the way to Wonderland Station. It only added about a stan of travel, and the lanes were heavily patrolled by both Darkstar and Wonderland’s security forces.

The day before we arrived, Doc Jorgensen fit Shelly and Leila with generic prosthetics that Dahlia cobbled together quickly. The three sisters had been working on building a set of legs for Leila and a replacement for Shelly that would be the same standard as the android limbs.

That same day, Doc Jorgensen said Cara was completely healed, and released her from the med bay.

The captain contacted Darkstar station operations as we entered their space. She explained that we were there to return the cannon loaded to us on Waystation Six. Once we were secured in the docking bay, I went directly to the security station at the back of the docking bay, identified myself, and requested sanctuary for myself and family as a member of the Darkstar clan.

I met with Admiral Yonathan Lunombre, the station commander. Admiral Lunombre put me through a series of tests for bona fides, but within two stan-parts, he granted sanctuary to my mates and me.

When I explained that we had freed slaves from my home planet, he commited to arrange transport back to Earth for any that wanted to go. It turned out that no one immediately said they wanted to return. I thought Kobe and Talia would, but Kobe wanted to stay close to Leila. He had been visiting her in the med bay for most of each stan. Ibrahim wanted to stay with Wei, who was not inclined to move to a primitive planet like Earth. Talia wanted to stay and help kill Piigs. But I was surprised when Clara and Shelly both said they wanted to think about it.

Talia just stayed close to my family. We all spent a lot of time holding her. She didn’t say much.

Clara remained very quiet, too, no matter how often I tried to draw her out.

Admiral Lunombre assigned a young female ensign, Sandrine Fengari, to assist in getting the family’s affairs in order. She reminded me of Clarissa, but her beauty didn’t strike me like Clarissa’s did. She was beautiful, but it wasn’t the same. I never did figure out why I wasn’t attracted to her.

Sandrine helped me set up credit accounts for myself, my mates, and my remaining pirate crewmates. I ensured that Kobe, Ibrahim, Leila, Yasmine, and Wei all had a few credits of their own to help them. None of us had much, but that would change soon. My family was assigned to a small suite on the station. They also gave us a small lab space, so Dahlia could continue her work to build prosthetics and build Mari a new body.

Chana worked with her engineering crew and Captain Killian to return the borrowed cannon and install the smaller lasers from the Piig ship. Captain Killian offered to bring Chana back after delivering their cargo, and she offered provisional crewman positions to Kobe, Yasmine, Ibrahim, and Wei - at least until she returned to Darkstar Waystation Two with Chana. The taciturn captain gave me a smile and a warm hug before boarding her ship to deliver her cargo to Wonderland Station. I ensured that Chana felt well loved for a stan-part prior to her departure. I waved goodbye as the cargo hatch closed.

I stepped behind the security station in the dock and watched the Toothless Wolf leave.


Epilogue



(Darkstar Waystation Two - two megatines later)

“Hey, Devlin. We need to talk.”

I turn toward Clara’s voice to see Clara and Shelly standing together.

I look at them curiously. “Of course,” I tell them. I set my clarinet on a nearby side table. “What’s on your mind, my loves?”

They pull up chairs to sit close to me. Shelly is doing well on her new prosthetic leg. She’s wearing her kilt and halter uniform, and you can’t tell the new leg isn’t natural. Dahlia really does good work.

Each woman takes one of my hands.

Clara says, “Devlin, I want to go home. I talked to Dahlia and Amanda, and they said we could get back before a year has passed since our abduction. I still have family around Manchester—my mum and dad. I want them to know I’m alive. I want to go back to a normal life.”

I drop my head in pain. “I thought we were family, Clara.”

“We’re mates, Devlin,” she says. “I’m English. To me, a mate is a friend, not a husband. A husband would not have left me behind when he jumped ship.”

I nod solemnly. “I made a horrible mistake leaving the two of you behind. I’ve acknowledged that repeatedly. I should have just attacked the Piigs immediately.”

Shelly says quietly, “Devlin, you couldn't have done that without Violet. You didn’t have her as an ally at the time. Amanda and Dahlia would have had to destroy you. However, we could have run. You could have taken all of us with you and left the Piigs behind.”

“I know, Shelly,” I moan in frustration. “That decision haunted me the whole time we were apart, and I’ve tortured myself over it ever since. Ten people died because I made the wrong decision. Tooli and our baby would still be alive if I had just taken you all with me. The only solace is that the two of you survived and are here with me.”

Shelly murmurs, “I’m going back too, Devlin.”

“What? Why?” I ask.

“You left me, Devlin. How can I trust you again?” Shelly asks as tears stream down her perfect face. “Clara and I will go back together, see our families, and raise my baby. You’ll go off and murder those hateful barnyard animals. You won’t even notice we’re gone.”

“I will!” I exclaim. “I will notice because there will be a huge fucking hole in my chest where you tried to pull my heart out!”

“You could come back with us, Devlin,” Clara says quietly.

I look at her for a moment. “And how would I explain Chana and Leigh to people on Earth, Clara? Amira and Xiao could blend in. I’m sure Amanda could get them bullet-proof identities, but how do I explain an Org and a Felina? And how do I justify not avenging Tooli?” I ask quietly.

Clara leans in to kiss my cheek, and Shelly leans to kiss the opposite one.

Clara stands and says, “I’m sorry, Devlin. I was falling for you, but I can’t live this life you’ve signed us up for. I’ll let Sandrine know.” She walks out the door.

Shelly kneels between my knees and holds my hanging head to her perfect breasts. She murmurs, “Devlin, I love you. I just can’t deal with you abandoning me.”

I wrap my arms around her waist and kiss her before leaning my forehead against hers.

“I’m so sorry, Shelly. I’d do it differently if I could go back and change things, but I can’t,” I sniff and say. I suck in a huge breath and let it out slowly. “I was so looking forward to being the father to our baby.”

“Clara and I will raise our child, sharing as much as we can with him or her about you,” she murmurs in my ear.

“You did always say that you preferred girls,” I say, trying for a joke. It falls flat to my ear.

“I love you, and I love making love to you—especially you and Clara together,” she says. “I hope I don’t grow to regret leaving you, but I have to go. Goodbye, Devlin. I love you.”

Shelly kisses me passionately and leaves.

I sit alone and weep.

[image: ]


I’m in the guest suite currently occupied by Latimer Darkstar, Fleet Admiral of the Darkstar clan of the Sanguine people.

Amelia hugs me ferociously and talks my ear off for a couple kilotines before Latimer’s new wife, a human female with long, ash blond hair and a ballerina’s figure, takes Amelia out of the living room. I notice small scars and bruises on the wife’s neck, but she seems genuinely happy and very fond of both Amelia and Latimer.

“Any issues getting settled?” Latimer asks.

“Honestly, it’s gone smoothly, considering the mess we created. Station security had a problem with the big rendering vat that held the amino acid soup that Dahlia uses to create her biological wonders, but they eventually allowed it. The vat is currently taking up most of Dahlia’s lab. The processing units that stored her software and the memory images of Mari and myself had a power spike when Dahlia plugged them into the power here on the station. The spike somehow caused all of Dahlia’s data to be lost. Fortunately, Dahlia had all of her program logic backed up, and the harvesting units still held the brain and soul images. She bought new parts and built two new processing units from scratch. She’s back up and running. She was able to create Mari’s new body in about a megatine. Shelly and Leila both have their prosthetics, and you can’t even tell they’re not real.”

He nods empathetically. “Our waystations are all fairly new, but I thought our power conditioning was better than that. I’m glad Dahlia was able to recover.”

“Chana took about a day off after the Toothless Wolf returned. Then she started working with your engineering crew. She loves keeping busy,” I say with a small smile. Thinking about Chana always makes me smile, even when I hurt inside. “She helped them find the problem and fix it.”

“How is Shelly?” he asks.

I sigh heavily before answering. “She, Clara, and Mari are all getting ready to depart. Dahlia created Mari’s body according to her original DNA, so she’s ready to go. Amanda is going to escort them and use her network to smooth their transition back home.”

Latimer gets up and pours two small glasses of something that smells very much like whiskey.

“It’s a double,” he says as he hands me a glass. “We have the habit of honoring our fallen with a drink.”

I stand and lift my glass. “As do we humans. We call it a toast. I have no idea why, since it’s also the word for bread heated until it’s crunchy.”

Latimer raises his glass. I say, “To Tooli and our unborn child. I pray to whatever gods will listen that your afterlife is kinder to you than this life was. I will hold you in my heart and treasure my memories with you.” Latimer touches his glass to mine, and I throw back the drink.

Latimer nods at my empty glass and pours another couple of fingers into it before raising his. “To the Walsh family of Clan Darkstar, and the survivors of the Red Band. May their future be kinder than their past has been. May it be prosperous and filled with joy.”

We both throw back the contents of our glasses.

Latimer raises the decanter. “I think one more to sip is in order.” He pours a couple more fingers into each glass before setting the decanter aside.

Latimer resumes his seat and says, “I understand Amanda is going to shut down the Piigs’ recruiting network. I’ve asked her to convert their agents to serving us instead.”

I nod. “Yes, she said she’ll be happy to eliminate the Piigs’ source of slaves. When she’s done, you’ll have agents on Earth, and they won’t even know there is a change of masters.”

Latimer says, “Yes. Having information about what's happening in your system will be useful. We’re going to maintain a presence at the edge of the system. Coincidentally, we captured another Piig ship with Earth slaves on it. They’re all going back with your ladies.”

“I’m going to miss Dahlia and Amanda,” I tell Latimer. “At least Amanda will eventually come back. Dahlia is very excited about working at the Darkstar Homestation Prime. I expect to see her fairly regularly. Thank you for setting that up, sir.”

Latimer nods. After a pause, he asks, “So, Devlin. What do you want to do?”

“Hunt the Piigs to extinction,” I say without hesitation. “I want to find a ship that I can use to hunt them. Fast, armored, and heavily armed. Big enough to handle most pirate ships, yet small enough to be run by a small crew.”

Latimer asks, “Bigger than a corvette, and smaller than a cruiser? Sounds like a light frigate to me—with enhanced armament.”

I nod and reply. “That sounds about right. It’s not something I know much about. I’m trying to learn quickly.”

Latimer leans forward and says seriously, “I can’t sell you one, Devlin. You wouldn’t be able to afford it even if I could.”

“So what do I do?” I ask as my frustration to begin the hunt returns, like it has every day since Chana returned.

Latimer’s red eyes look at me intensely for nearly a full minute, tapping his hand on the table top.

“How many crew?” he asks.

“Roughly twenty-five. Maybe fifty,” I answer

Latimer shakes his head gently. “Do you have experience flying spacecraft?” he asks.

I frown. “I received some training on the Toothless Wolf in piloting and comms. I have a strong engineering staff. Amira and Leigh are qualified pilots. The three sisters probably could run a ship on their own; although, that’s kind of a moot point considering Dahlia is working on your station and Amanda is taking the ladies home. We’ll still have Violet.”

Latimer reclines back in his chair and sips his whiskey. After he savors the taste, he says, “Devlin, you can’t do this on your own.”

I fire back immediately, “They killed my mate and my unborn child. They kidnapped us from our homes. I will exterminate the Piigs, sir.”

He returns to scrutinizing me. I’m about to explode out of my chair when he smiles and says, “I think I have a solution.”

I calm myself, so I can listen. It’s almost as though my frustration is sucked away. Actually, my grief is less painful, too. Dahlia mentioned that the Sanguine feed off psychic energy in addition to blood and food. I wonder if Latimer is easing my pain.

“I have a new ship being commissioned in roughly ten megatines,” Latimer says. “It’s a new class of light frigate. I’m trying to get it into service surreptitiously since the Alliance would not be happy with me for having it. No one must know it is a Darkstar ship. The ship was designed for similar missions to the one you are wanting to undertake. I already have a hand-picked crew. Most don’t even know they will be going onto a new assignment on this ship, yet.”

He sips his drink. “You wouldn’t be the captain, but you would be an ensign in charge of one of our marine platoons. Your platoon would be your people, as well as any others you trust enough to recruit. My nephew, Eldon, whom you met, will be the First Officer.”

“I remember him,” I say. “We’ll hunt down the Piigs?”

“Yes. Until they are all gone,” Latimer says. “You’ll need to go through our marine training and officer training programs.”

I sip the alcohol and savor it before asking. “What was the original mission you had in mind, sir?” I ask.

The vampire smiled hugely, showing his fangs. “It’s best if I keep that a secret for now, Devlin.”

“I’m fine with that, sir. Let’s warm up on the Piigs first,” I say.

“I like your proposal, kinsman Devlin,” the Fleet Admiral says with a grin. He offers his hand. I chuckle as I recall teaching his daughter about handshaking. “Welcome to Clan Darkstar, Devlin.”

We shake hands, touch glasses, and toast to our success.

“Let the hunt begin,” I murmur darkly.

[image: ]


(the Mother Ship)

The Piig Matriarch listens as her chamberlain reports in the native porcine language.

“Matriarch, the missing ship has been turned in as salvage on Wonderland Station a little more than a megatine ago. It was salvaged by the ship that was carrying the pulse cannons you wanted—the Toothless Wolf. In addition to the ship salvage, the Toothless Wolf also claimed bounty on all sixty-nine crew members that were on board at the time they disappeared.

“What of the androids?” the Matriarch snorts in response.

“There was no sign of them, Matriarch,” the chamberlain reports. “They did, however, sell significantly more trade goods than what they left Retail Station with. I think they sold our plunder. This was Robert O’Shaunessy’s ship, but it’s now registered as ‘crew owned’ in the registry. Its captain is listed as Jolene Killian.”

The large female Piig, the leader of her race, ponders the news quietly for a moment. Finally, she says, “Robert knew better than to try something like this. His crew must have mutinied. Twenty-ight of my children were on that ship. Someone will have to pay. I want names of the crew of this ‘Toothless Wolf.’ Apparently, we need to make a very public example.”

“As you decree, Matriarch,” the chamberlain intones as he backs out of his ruler’s office.

End


Afterword



Sci-fi space fantasy. I don’t know if that’s a genre or not, but that’s how I thought of this story as I was writing it. Alien abduction. Space pirates. Sexy androids. Light on the science. Heavy on the space babes. Porn set on a spaceship. Yeah, I think ‘sci-fi space fantasy’ fits.

This book was one of the harder ones to write because I had to create a reality outside our known one but one that also kinda makes sense. It took a while to think up how some of these bits would work. I found myself writing stuff later that contradicted earlier bits, so I’d have to go back and deconflict the parts to make a comprehensive concept. My goal was to create a visual in your mind that didn’t have inconsistencies that would take you out of time, especially since it’s in the same Zombieverse as Accidental Necromancer and Master of the Road.

I’m pretty happy with how it turned out, and I have a growing team to thank for the result.

	Heather Jerome, alpha reader and life partner

	Gary Hoffman, my new alpha reader and old friend

	Sarah Wu, my new professional proofreader and copy editor

	Albert Chauw - my long-time cover artist



Please let me know how I did. I would value your feedback. As you know, Amazon is driven by reviews, so please leave one - especially if you liked it! I love 5-star reviews! You can also message me on Facebook.

Those 5-star reviews are critical because I’ll get more exposure to new readers based on the ratings of each book. Plus, it helps to counteract the haters out there. As not all readers will love what I write, it’s important to hear from those of you that do, so I can reach a wider audience. As a part-time author, I would appreciate the help. I have a good idea what happens in volume two, so let me know if you’re interested in seeing more from Devlin and his ladies.

I have a Facebook page and a Patreon site, which kind of follows the model of M. Tefler. My Patreon story, ‘Master of the Road,’ was planned to be a straight erotic story similar to Surrender, but it changed over time into a harem-lit fantasy in the Zombieverse. I won’t publish that series on Amazon until about six months after I have a book’s worth of content complete on Patreon since I need to do that to stay on my publisher’s good side. However, that story is getting close to being a complete first book.

My next story is already underway. It’s a bit of historical, harem-lit fantasy, which I already have about six chapters in draft. I’ve got a fair bit of the next Accidental Necromancer (AN4) outlined, and Marcus and Denise are bugging me to tell more of their story. There is an AN short story on Patreon as a free, public post titled ‘Clarice’s Admirer.’ It has some spoilers in it for the future of the Zombieverse, but if you’re jonesing for another installment, it’s available until I publish it on Amazon. Additionally, there is a Patreon premium sequel short story to Survival called ‘Claiming Aliyah.’ I think you can figure out what it’s about.

As a part-time author, I sacrifice a lot of my reading time to write.  However, I’ve been trying to keep up.  So, when I am too fried to write, I’m generally reading favorite sci-fi, fantasy, harem-lit, and erotica authors.  While writing this book, I read a couple by Eric Vall, a couple by Daniel Schinhofen, three by Michael Scott-Earle, an Eden Redd, and a William D. Arand.  An up-and-comer that I’m addicted to is Shawn Keys.  I finished the first volume of Lost Souls while waiting for Albert to finish the cover art for this book, and it’s an excellent story.  I can’t recommend Shawn’s books enough. I also discovered Robert M. Kerns’ Smilodon while waiting on the cover, which is another good story. I’ll eventually have ‘what I’m reading’ blog up before the next book comes out in case you’re curious.

I’m on my Facebook page 2-3 times each week. I’m a member of several groups, too. Here are the places I can usually be found:

	Eden’s Lewd Fantasy & Sci-fi Garden. This is Eden Redd’s group. Lots of fun to be had, and a lot of the harem-lit authors hang there. I always make a point to drop in and see what’s going on. Address is https://www.facebook.com/groups/158209654749089

	Fantasy/Science/Fiction Cool News and Humor group consists of mostly fans. Good times. Very little in the way of politics. There is actually a family of groups around this one and I troll them all. Address is https://www.facebook.com/groups/584252842052663/

	The Brazen Hagfish. Twisted humor and inspirational artwork. Address is: https://www.facebook.com/groups/444308559106961

	Mischief. More twisted humor. Address is https://www.facebook.com/groups/AppleSaws/

	Sci-fi & Fantasy Authors & Readers. Pretty much what it sounds like. Market place for authors to share their work. Address is https://www.facebook.com/groups/ScifiandFantasyAuthorsandReaders



Amazon won’t tell you when my next book lands. The best way to find out is to follow me on my Amazon page or Facebook.

It’s time for me to get back to writing. Watch my Facebook, Patreon, and Amazon Author Page for updates.

‘Til next time.

-JG Jerome

https://www.facebook.com/JGJeromeAuthor

https://www.patreon.com/jgjerome

https://www.amazon.com/JG-Jerome/e/B07TWJJSYL


Appendices



People

	Devlin Walsh - the main character. A 5’11” (180 cm) tall, lean and muscular anglo male with dark brown hair, 5-o’clock shadow. Grew up in rural Pennsylvania. Joined the U.S. Army as a musician. Was abducted by an android to become a space pirate.

	Talia Rosencrantz - Israeli, IDF female infantry soldier. Tight body with golden skin and long wavy, dark brown hair, fist-sized breasts and narrow hips. Attractive. 5’7” and sinewy. Friend of Devlin’s family.

	Clara Lane - English Captain in the Royal Engineers of the U.K. Army. Deployed to Helmstad province, Afghanistan to train female soldiers. Dirty-blond with wide hips, a defined waist, small breasts, a lean oval face, and large blue eyes—pretty. 5’5” with defined shoulders and sinewy limbs. Captain of the Red Band. Mated to Devlin.

	Shelly Christiansen - Tech Sergeant in the U.S. Air Force in Para-rescue. Looks like a Playboy playmate. She’s 5’8” tall, has a heart-shaped face, flowing honey hair, cornflower blue eyes, and generous curves. D-cup breasts that defy gravity. Her limbs are all cut with sinewy muscles, but still very feminine. Has advanced medic skills roughly equivalent to a paramedic. Mated to Devlin.

	Mariposa “Mari” Contreras - U.S. Army, Airborne rigger. Vivacious Latina who stands 5’6”. Wide hips, narrow waist, strong shoulders, and C-cup breasts. Brown skin and nearly black, straight hair. Had a fling with Devlin when they were both posted at Fort Benning, Georgia. Maimed by the Piigs.

	Gabi - Dutch U.N. Peacekeeping soldier on a mission to Kosovo when Amanda recruited her. Sole surviving slave from the attack on Amanda’s ship after departure from Earth. Lover to Tommy, and then to Niall.

	Leigh Brighteyes - A Felina—an exotically beautiful cat-woman. Orange eyes have slitted pupils that quickly round in reduced light. She has an angular, heart-shaped face, a small button nose, dark brown hair cut to about half-way down her long neck, and small pointed ears poke out of her short hair. Her figure is svelte with pert B-cup breasts, an unbelievably narrow waist, flared hips, and a long dark tail. She was the guardian of the royal harem slaves on their way to auction.  Her favored attire is a black tank top and black tights, thigh-high dark brown leather boots, and a matching dark brown jacket with straps and buckles all over it.  She favors whips as a weapon and is equally proficient with both short and long versions of the weapon.  Devlin characterizes her as ‘every fourteen-year-old boy’s favorite wet dream.’    Mated to Devlin.

	Chana Tzelleran - Org female. Lean, muscular, curvy female 183cm / 6’0” tall. She has uniformly green skin about the color of ripe asparagus. Her figure features D-Cup breasts with large nipples, wide hips, and defined waist. Her face features small tusks, small sharply-pointed ears, eyes like golden topaz, and dark hair slightly longer than shoulder length, which she frequently wears pulled back into a ponytail. Trained ship’s engineer. Mated to Devlin.

	Niall Tzelleran - Org male. Chana’s brother. Roughly 6’7” tall, broad, lean, and muscular with tusks protruding from his lower lip. Has dark green dapples running down the side of his face, down his neck, to his shoulders. Trained navigator.

	Tooli - Humanoid female of the Morecock race. Toolie is 5’11”, built like a fitness model and with C-cup breasts. She has purple skin with neon green scaled growths around her right eye and on her left cheek. Several other scaled growths are scattered around her body. She has green-tinted hair past her shoulders and matching eyebrows. Her face is pretty under the growths. Mated to Devlin. Killed by Piigs.

	Amanda - Android. She looks human, with white-blond hair in a bob that frames her face. Deep blue eyes. Originally christened ‘Lily.’ Sister to Dalia and Violet. Amanda harvested Devlin for the Piigs, but later becomes his mate.

	Dahlia - Android. She has light pink skin and bright pink hair that hangs to her collarbones. Colored part of her eyes is bright pink. Bioengineer that created Devlin’s ‘franken-body.’ Sister to Amanda and Violet. Her sisters used to call her ‘Pinky.’ Mated to Devlin.

	Violet - Android. She has lavender skin and wild, bright purple hair cut short and spiky. Colored part of her eyes is deep purple. Sister to Amanda and Dahlia. Met Devlin on the Toothless Wolf cargo ship. Mated to Devlin.

	Ivy - Android. Missing sister of Amanda, Dahlia, and Violet. Green hair. Only mentioned in the story.

	Rose - Android. Missing sister of Amanda, Dahlia, and Violet. Red hair. Only mentioned in the story.

	Mother - the prototype ‘pleasure unit’ that became the basis for Amanda, Dahlia, Ivy, Rose, and Violet. Did not appear in the story.

	Morjan - large male pirate that attacks Devlin when he joins the Naked Pirates. Has long wild hair, a short, unkept beard, heavy muscles, and maybe ten percent body fat. Devlin kills him before meeting the rest of the pirate band.

	Sasha Grigorovich Shcerbo - Ukranian Spetznatz Master Sergeant. Acted as the 1SG for the Red Band. Tall, broad-shouldered, and skinny. Talia’s lover. Died on a pirate mission.

	Kobe Jackson - U.S. Marine Corporal. Company D, 3rd Light Armored Reconnaissance Battalion - the ‘Dragoons.’ Member of the Red Band.

	Tommy Finnian - Royal Dragoon Guards out of north Yorkshire. Picked up by Amanda in Afghanistan at the same time as Clara. Member of the Red Band. Killed by Devlin.

	Gunther Krieger - former German infantry soldier with an avid interest in the Society for Creative Anachronism, or SCA. Member of the Red Band. Killed by Piigs.

	Moishe Sharon - Sergeant in IDF Infantry. Member of the Red Band. Killed by Piigs.

	Ibrahim - Mujahedin fighter that was recruited by Amanda as he was closing on Shelly in Afghanistan. Survived.

	Salah - Jihadist from Yemen. Had attacked Devlin’s unit in Iraq. Member of the Red Band. Died on a pirate mission.

	Clan Darkstar of the Sanguine people (space vampires)

	Amelia Darkstar - young daughter of Fleet Admiral Latimer Darkstar.

	Clarissa Darkling - Amelia’s nanny and niece to Latimer Darkstar and Admiral Darkstar of Waystation Six.

	Eldon Darkling - officer on the Darkstar ship that Devlin pirates.

	Latimer Darkstar - Fleet Admiral of the Darkstar clan. Father to Amelia. Uncle to Clarissa (brother to her mother). Brother to Admiral Zander Darkstar.

	Zander Darkstar - admiral and commander of Waystation 6.

	Myrlin Lunombre - male. Aide to Admiral Zander Darkstar.

	Senior Chief Crispin Darkling - male. Security Chief on Waystation 6.

	Admiral Yonathan Lunombre - male. Commander of Waystation 2.

	Sandrine Fengari - female. Assigned by Yonathan to assist Devlin and company with transition to Clan Darkstar.

	Mer Redgill - acting cargo chief for the Toothless Wolf’

	Mugrill - Kruoll. Cargo mate on the Toothless Wolf.

	Vice-Captain Ponzu - Human. First Officer of the Toothless Wolf. Killed by Devlin.

	Captain Robert O’Shaunessy - Human. Former captain of the Toothless Wolf. Executed for crimes against the Alliance of Systems.

	Captain Jolene Killian - Human. Former pilot, now captain of the Toothless Wolf.

	Senior Chief Zendas - half-Org. Former Chief of Security, now acting Chief of Ship for the Toothless Wolf.

	Shrena - Org female. Junior engineer on the Toothless Wolf. Flirts with Niall.

	Tela - Male Overdatch. Junior engineer on the Toothless Wolf.

	Jolia - Overdatch female. Most senior of the three surviving engineers on the Toothless Wolf.

	Yensen - Human male. Communications ensign on the Toothless Wolf.

	Mr. MacElroy - Human. Former Navigator, now First Officer of the Toothless Wolf.

	Doctor Kurt Jorgensen - Human. Medical Officer of the Toothless Wolf.

	Tissa Storm - human female. Communications Officer on the Toothless Wolf.

	Daughters of the royal harems (harem slaves that joined the Red Band)

	Amira - Roughly 22 years old, Middle astern appearance. Assassin. Mate to Devlin. Survived the Piigs.

	Yasmine - 25 years old, Middle Eastern appearance. Former harem slave and assassin. Lover to Salah. Survived the Piigs.

	Xiao - 25 years old, oriental appearance. Advanced martial artist. Mate to Devlin. Survived the Piigs.

	Leila - 25 years old, Middle astern appearance. Former harem slave trained in pole arms and firearms. Lover to Kobe. Maimed by the Piigs.

	Zaena - 25 years old, Middle Eastern appearance. Former harem slave trained in pole arms and firearms. Lover to Moishe. Killed by Piigs.

	Wei - 25 year old, oriental appearance. Former harem slave and bodyguard to a king. Mated to Ibrahim. Survived the Piigs.

	CSM Montgomery - mentor and martial arts instructor to Devlin when the latter was a young soldier.

	Master Hiromatsu - CSM Montgomery’s martial arts teacher. Later taught Devlin when the latter left the army.

	Shiro - Master Hiromatsu’s senior student.



Races

	Dolfhai - humanoid. Dolfai have pinkish-orange flesh and little nubby growths instead of hair and eyebrows and genetically opt for heavy brow ridges over pink, albino-like eyes. They have ridges across their noses, along their collarbones, and at the base of their rib cages, which some think are vestigial gills.

	Kruoll - ‘dreadlock giants.’ Very large humanoid aliens. 6’6” to 8’0” tall. They are heavily muscled—massive chest, shoulders, and limbs. Their skin is dark green—nearly black—pebbled, and leathery. They have sharply angled faces, leathery dreadlocks rather than hair, small pointed ears, and a mouthful of sharp teeth. Their powerful arms end in big hands with short claws, and the feet are also clawed. Generally, they only wear a loincloth. Their favored weapon looks like a crossbow with shorter arms and no bolt. Females are nearly identical to males except for small vestigial breasts and the sex organs. They reproduce sexually.

	Overdatch - mid-height to tall humanoids. 99% identical DNA signature to humans. Lightly tinted blue skin with open nostrils in their face rather than noses.

	Morecock - robust humans that have evolved to have lavender skin and greenish warts that absorb radiation. Are now considered big and strong humanoids rather than human. Generally slaves. 99.8% DNA match for humans.

	Elves - small, lean humanoids. DNA signatures align 90-92% with humans. Can interbreed with almost any race, with varying degrees of success.

	Standard Elves - very sharp facial features and slender figures ranging from 3’11” (120 cm) to 5’5” (165 cm). They have a high percentage of fast-twitch muscle to slow-twitch muscle, which makes them very fast and strong—about the equivalent of an elite human athlete. They can move through dimensions of time and space using something called ‘technomancy’.



High Elves - can jump between universe phases and between universes. Considered mythical. Believed to live in the mirror universe to ours where matter is out of phase with our universe.

Orgs - Large, powerful, war-like humanoids. They tend to have grey or green skin, dark hair, and tusks. 96% DNA match for humans. Can breed with humanoid races; although, some result in infertile offspring. Orgs may be the inspiration for orcs, goblins, trolls, etcetera in popular Earth literature; although, no one knows how that knowledge came to Earth.

	Felina - feline humanoids. Felinas’ svelte humanoid bodies have fur over their limbs. Triangular ears grow from higher on their humanoid skulls like a cat’s. They have excellent low-light vision. Their pupils close to slits in brighter light like their feline cousins. Their tail bones extend into long tails, which the Felina use to communicate much as a cat would.

	Kra’chak - considered mythical. An imperialistic, warring, space-faring race from the out-of-phase version of our universe. They cannot survive long in our universe as their bodies are different at the atomic level, despite the fact that they appear human. They have biological nanomachines in their bodies that they pass on to their offspring to fight off disease.

	The Sanguine people - a space-faring race of vampires evolved over thousands of years to ingest vitamin D from the blood of other animals. Their upper canines are longer and sharper than standard humans’ to facilitate opening veins. They also developed an ‘allergy’ to sunlight similar to the human condition ‘polymorphic light eruption.’ Scientists suspect the reaction, ranging from a severe rash to bruising and bleeding ulcers in the epidermis, is a severe reaction to the large doses of vitamin D and ultraviolet radiation produced by standard stars. The Sanguine feature pale skin, visible fangs, and red eyes, but otherwise look mostly human. Blond human females are highly sought as mates for Sanguine males. Characters from this race are Clan Darkstar.



Time

When the Alliance of Systems was forming, many of the citizens had never set foot on a planet. Confusion ruled as each planet had its own standard for marking time. So, the Alliance created a 10-base system for time. The earth system, marked in seconds, is derived from the decay rate of caesium-133 atoms. The Alliance system is based on the decay rate of Uranium-238 and measured in ‘tines.’ A second is a decent approximation of a ‘tine,’ but after that comparisons become difficult. A ‘decatine,’ or ten tines, has no utility. A hectotine is infrequently used, and referred to mostly in the scientific community. A ‘kilotine,’ roughly 16.7 minutes, is the most commonly used time measurement. Megatines, gigatines, teratines, and petatines are also all commonly used.

Since a megatine is roughly the equivalent of 11.6 Earth days, the Alliance created three non-scientific units for everyday use. A ‘stan’ is one hundred thousand tines, the closest equivalent to a day. Stans are broken into ten ‘stan-parts’ of ten thousand tines (10 kilotines), and most citizens commonly use ‘half-stan-parts’—five thousand tines, or five kilotines. ‘Half-stan-parts’ are not an official unit.

The last of the ‘non-scientific units’ is the ‘cycle.’ A ‘cycle’ is meant to replace time measures of planetary systems to capture elapsed time required for a planet to travel around its star or stars. The standard ‘cycle’ is 100 megatines.

	Stan = 100K tine = 1.1574 earth day = 1’ 3.7776 hours

	Stan = 100,000 tine = 10 Stan-parts = 20 half-stan-part

	Stan-part = 10,000 tine ~ two hours

	Cycle = 100 Megatines



	1 tine ~ 1 second

	1 KT ~ 16.67 min

	1 MT ~ 16666.67 min = 277.78 hours = 11.57 days

	1GT ~ 11574.07639 days = 31.710 year

	1TT ~ 11574076.389 days = 31,709.798 years = 31.710 millennia

	1 PT (petatine) ~ 31709798 yrs = 317,097.98 centuries = 31,709.798 millennia

	1 ET (exotine) ~ 31,709,798 millennia



Recording time - Stardate

2.973.408.623

TT.GT.MT.KT(.tines)

For example, the time of O’Shaunessy’s execution to the tine = 3.261.961.107.408

	Notes



	The 20-yard shuttle run is a dash for five yards and back to the finish, ten yards and back to the finish, and then five yards back to the finish. Devlin runs it in meters rather than yards

	Ukranian phrase Ty ryvok ~ You’re a jerk.

	Ukranian phrase duren ~ dumbass

	A cravat - https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/9/99/Cravat_%28clothing%29.jpg/220px-Cravat_%28clothing%29.jpg
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