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Chapter One

Ship of the line FE09 was on patrol, up against
the border between the Frysian Empire and the Ulthar Confederacy.
The border was delineated with galactic buoys, broadcasting warning
messages to any who neared that they were approaching a
demilitarized zone.

The two empires had been in a state of war for
over a year, mauling each other in terrible battles without a clear
victor. Any advance on one side of the line was met with a vicious
counterattack, forcing a retreat. A grinding war of attrition
commenced, both sides losing unimaginable amounts of material and
lives.

Now, however, they had agreed on a shaky peace
deal, the two sides held apart by a thin line of buoys. His
counterpart from the Confederacy on the other side of the line
shadowed his vessel, ready to pounce on any irregularity.

Only fools or pirates would attempt a crossing
here, and their presence was meant to deter both. They gazed at
each across the thin line with uncertainty, unsure whether the
final treaty currently being hammered out would end the war. Right
now, Captain Russell Addison put the odds at an even fifty fifty.
If they failed, he would be the first to know.

He flexed his shoulders, tired of the wait. The
tension was grueling. He would much rather be fighting the ship
than wasting away on patrol, spending endless days of boredom on
the picket line. He was sure most of his command felt the same,
despite the possibility of all their deaths. At least then he
wouldn’t be continuously worried about a sneak attack.

But they had orders, and he would follow them.
No matter his lust for excitement, Russell would not let it show.
He was not reckless, would not throw away the lives of his crew
cheaply. If he had to spend them, including his own, he would make
sure they provided the highest value. Right now, their job was to
wait, guns ready to fire at each other over the neutral zone.

“Captain!” stated Lieutenant Silas, tight
lipped. “Incoming message, Sir! From the admiral!”

Russell frowned. Old shiny boots Leonard was
spit and polish, more concerned with looks than reality, but he
certainly wasn't a micro manager. This must be important. “Put him
on,” said the captain, standing at attention behind the bridge
railing.

The screen blurred with scan lines, resolving
into the image of the old commander, lips hidden underneath a bushy
beard, trimmed to perfection. His voice rasped, the consequence of
long term synthstick usage. Given recent medical advances, the
problem could have been fixed, but the admiral had kept it as an
affectation.

“Captain Russell,” the admiral stated,
perfunctorily.

The admiral’s hand twitched at his side. He must
be feeling the strain of the patrol, too, if his control was
slipping so badly. This, in turn, set off a tic in Russel’s face
that he did his best to hide.

“You are to take your command and rendezvous at
grid coordinate Alpha Six, Zeta Three. You are to receive any
packages in the area and return immediately to Lockator upon
receipt.”

A murmur swept through the bridge. This was
unusual – a ship of the line would never be sent on an errand by
the admiral, not if it wasn't important. Maybe his current
irritation wasn't due to the strain of the Cold War.

Russell opened his mouth, but the admiral cut
him off. “This mission is code Blue. Keep your mouth shut and get
it done.” His eyes roved over his bridge staff. “That goes for your
crew, too. If anyone asks, you never went, and you will come back
here as soon as the packages have been delivered. Am I clear?”

“As diamond.” He saluted.

“Good,” rasped the admiral, fetching a
synthstick with his left hand and sticking it in the corner of his
mouth.

The action stilled the restless motion of his
fingers. Tension strained at the corners of his eyes, his gaze
piercing Russell like a lance. “Keep the packages under wraps.
Don't let anyone know what you've picked up, including me. With any
luck, you'll be back before the questions start stacking up.
Leonard out.”

The screen winked black, and Russell snapped out
of his salute. He looked at his crew, who were all staring back at
him with disbelief in their eyes. They trusted him, but he had no
way to explain this one.

It was code Blue, highest priority. Only invoked
when dealing with matters of the highest importance to the empire.
He sure hoped it had nothing to do with the war, or once they had
finished their journey they might be headed back into a kill zone.
And he still had a date with that cute redheaded captain on an
escort destroyer that he needed to hurry back for.

“You heard the man, alter heading to requested
grid point. All ahead full, steady as she goes.”

“Course plotted. Alter course three fiver zero
point two, aye aye, sir,” replied the lieutenant.

Russell paced across the bridge, feeling the
rumble of the thrusters firing through the deck. You couldn't hear
anything through the black void of space, but the durasteel the
ship was made out of was a fine conductor of sound and
vibrations.

The nose of the giant ship lurched downwards,
flipping them back towards the direction from whence they had
originally come. A milk run. This was a milk run, and he was the
milkman.

Counter thrusters slowed the ship's rotation
until their velocity had been neutralized. “Full speed ahead,
steady as she goes.”

The lieutenant put his hand on the engine lever
and eased it forward into the third notch. A great whine came from
below decks, turbopumps priming the massive engines with fuel.

The ship jolted, the ullage motors activating
before the main burn. He braced himself against the rail as the
ship lurched into motion, the faint roar of the engines soothing to
his ears. He listened carefully, but there were no audible
peculiarities. A good captain always listened to his ship, trusted
his instincts.

Something about this mission was off, smelled
bad. He looked at his first mate, giving him a pointed look. “Jim,
come with me, let’s discuss this.”

“You have the bridge, lieutenant.”

“I have the bridge!”

Russell stalked through the door into the
bridge’s conference room, slowing his steps to avoid outpacing Jim.
He dropped into his chair with a sigh, the door swooshing shut.

“They're hiding something from us,” said Jim
immediately, frenetic energy showing.

“Of course they are,” growled Russell back. “But
what?”

“I'm not sure. Everything seems secure on the
Ulthar front – no incidents in the last few months.” Jim raised his
right hand to his side, reaching for a ceremonial sword that wasn't
there.

The stress of the situation was bringing out
habits from another lifetime. Jim had worked himself through the
ranks with sweat and tears, an officer of small squads of men. Now,
he was an officer of a large marine squad, but shipboard, where
weapons were more tightly regulated.

He was Russell's right hand man, and highly
trusted. If Russell needed to invade a planet, Jim was the one he’d
send to get the job done right.

Invasion wasn't on the docket, though, and the
current situation was a bit stickier than anticipated. “I don't
like it.” Russell grimaced. “This has a bad smell, the stink of
royal trouble. Back alleys and skulduggery.”

He tapped the desk with his finger tips. “Too
much speculation, too few hard facts. I need to call my
source.”

He gave Jim a hard look. “If this goes to the
level I think it might, I won't be able to tell you. Let me know
what the crew is thinking, and try to suppress any rumors. We need
to keep our noses aboveboard. Dismissed!”

“Understood.” Jim stopping fiddling with his
waist and threw a salute.

He spun sharply on one foot, marching back onto
the bridge. Russell shook his head, hiding a grin. You could take
the parade ground away from the man, but he’d bring it right along
with him.

Russell sat, rubbing his temples. This was a
fine kettle of fish. If he was smart, he'd keep his head down and
deliver these packages, whatever they were. He just didn’t feel
that this was kosher, though, and he couldn't rest until he had
done what he could to find out what was going on.

He pressed a button on the console in front of
him. “Bridge, Captain speaking. Half speed, extend antenna.”

“Aye, sir.” The tinny voice came from an
embedded speaker.

He clicked off, waiting until he heard the roar
of the engines reducing. There was too much noise generated in
subspace when the ship was at full power, interfering with
communications. He hated to slow their course for any reason, but
he needed information.

He flicked the screen on, dialing his brother.
It was a difference in interests that had landed him in the
captain’s seat of a ship, and his brother the captaincy of the
princess’ guard. He idolized space and the frontier, while his
brother admired the pageantry of royalty.

Sometimes he wondered if his brother wished
their positions were flipped, but he’d never shown any evidence of
jealousy. Their mother always introduced them as ‘her captains,’
and that always seemed good enough for him.

The screen flickered, noise buzzing through the
frequencies until signal lock on was achieved. The picture
resolved, showing a well muscled, middle aged man. He was a
handsome, strong, dashing figure, blond hair and blue eyes. A
mirror image of himself in many ways, except for Russell’s brown
eyes.

Russell always joked that fate had granted Matt
the good looks in the family, and that he should have started a
cult due to the rarity of his features. The joke quickly became a
bit too dark for both of them to pursue.

Only now there was something strange in his
expression, a sort of hunted look that Russell hadn't seen
before.

“Matt,” he said in way of greeting, parsing his
words to ensure that he gave nothing away.

He didn't want this call coming back at him
during a later inquiry.

“Russ,” replied his brother, flashing an off
kilter smile. “For what reason do I deserve this honor? The Ulthars
aren't going to kill themselves. It requires big burly men such as
yourself to give them nightmares.”

Russell barked a sharp laugh. “If that's all
that was required, we’d be dining in their halls of government
already.”

He schooled his features, looking gaunt.
“Listen, Matt, I don't have time for jokes. Something very
mysterious has happened and I'd like to know if you've heard
anything on your end. Any rumors? Anything strange going on that I
should know about?”

Matt's face drained of all emotion, and he
pushed himself closer to the screen, his voice modulated low. “It's
not exactly a secret, but this is not general knowledge yet. Keep
it under your hat.”

He looked haggard, vitality leached from his
frame. “I lost Adele a month ago from an attack made by an unknown
party while she was in transport. The Emperor went ballistic. The
house is still in an uproar.”

“No shit.” Russell tensed, mind spinning through
the implications. “Do they know who, yet?”

“No. The attack was surgical, made with robots
without any identifying marks. Communications have been through a
third party, and last I heard ransom negotiations were under
way.”

Russell grunted. “At least they're not
terrorists or Ulthar sympathizers. Can you tell me anything
else?”

Matt looked grim. “Sorry, sport, that's all I've
got. I don't even know all the details. They're keeping me in the
dark, too, after our humiliating defeat. I've been temporarily
assigned to Princess Ana’s detail, doubling her security, but I'm
not sure how long that arrangement will last. Be careful, brother,
I’m in the dog house and the Empire is on pretty thin ice.”

“I'll keep that in mind. Say hello to mother for
me. Russell out.”

His brother nodded and terminated the
connection.

Royals. He hated royal problems. They always
stunk like shit. He didn't know how his brother handled it.

He sighed and tugged at his uniform sleeve. Damn
thing didn't fit right. He needed a tailor. Maybe he could get that
done before the rendezvous.

 


***

 


There was something about walking the bridge
during retro rocket firing that gave Russell a thrill every time.
It wasn't as dramatic as main engine start, but watching the
incandescent array of fuel from the forward thrusters sparkling in
the sun of unknown stars was damn pretty.

The light show lasted several minutes, slowing
them by several gravs. As the last handful of particles exhausted
into the nether, Russell grunted. There wasn't anything out here,
astronomical or otherwise. What kind of package had he been ordered
to intercept?

“Search radar,” he ordered, peering into the
black soup. “Search pattern Charlie.”

“Pattern Charlie, aye sir.”

The ship rumbled as a fine netted antenna
unfurled from the top third of the ship. The scanning radar was too
delicate for use during boosting, vulnerable to space debris.
Tactical radar was more hardened, but didn’t have the resolution
they needed to detect fine grained details.

The ship crept forward, fingers of invisible
radiation reaching out to sift through the space debris. No one
rock was large enough to be classed as an asteroid, but as a field,
the amount of clutter was impressive.

A burst of blue reflector shields lit up the
blackened sky in front of them, bouncing a rock backwards that had
gotten too close to their hull. The kinetic energy inflicted on the
rock knocked it into a series of others like a pool cue, rocks
ricocheting in random directions.

The navigator slowed the ship to a crawl, the
radar operator doing his best to filter out the returns. His
display beeped with an omnidirectional pulse, the blue screen
updating with thousands of objects, though nothing was of an
unusual size.

“How much time to complete search pattern at
current speed and heading?”

“Estimated time, three days, four hours, sir!”
The voice was young and eager, no doubt a new recruit that still
had enthusiasm for living shipboard.

Captain Russell put a hand on his nose and
squeezed. This was a task for an errand boy, not a ship of the
line! “Run the search pattern in wider arcs,” he ordered. “We don't
have three days to lose here.”

“Sir, our radar will not be able to detect
anything smaller than an escape capsule at that range. What are we
looking for, sir?”

Russell knew the young man was trying to be
helpful, but he was getting far too close to prying. Besides, he
didn't know what they were looking for any more than the young
ensign. “Son, it’s classified. Keep your eyes on the prize.”

The officer blushed and turned quickly back to
his console. Jim stepped up to the rail, watching the back of the
diligent crewman. “He’s a good crewman,” he said, making no attempt
to modulate his voice. “But he needs to learn when to use
discretion.”

He leaned towards Russell, hiding pain from a
slight limp. “What would you bet me if I told you we’ll find what
we want within the next two hours? What's that worth to you? A
slice of double stacked rich chocolate fudge cake?”

Russell laid one hand on the console and rippled
his fingers. “What would that put you at – an entire chocolate
cake?”

The first officer raised an eyebrow. “Yes, but
who’s counting?”

“No dice. All bets are off. I'm tired of losing
to you.” He laughed, looking out at the debris bouncing off their
shields and reconsidered.

“Even if the expanded search pattern doesn't
make us miss what we’re looking for, all the garbage here might
mask it from us. We’re asking a lot of the crew.”

He massaged his forehead. “Alright, but only ONE
slice.”

“Sir, we’re picking up a signal! Range – twelve
thousand fathoms, heading two o’ clock.”

“I like chocolate sprinkles.” Jim raised an
eyebrow at Russell’s incredulous expression, and limped his way
down the forward deck. “Close to two thousand, then null our rates.
We’ll pull them in with the beam.”

“Two thousand, full stop, aye sir!”

The ship slowed further, more rocks bouncing off
the deflectors. The debris field must be becoming denser. “Sir!”
Exclaimed the lieutenant. “Three more returns, from the eleven o’
clock position!”

He turned in his seat, eyes questioning.
“They're all standard escape pod emergency signals, sir!”

Russell suddenly had a dreadful feeling that he
was picking up people, not cargo. He fixed a blank expression onto
his face. “Retrieve the packages, lieutenant, then continue search
pattern.”

“Aye, sir.” He turned back in his seat and
worked the console. “In range of the first capsule, capturing
now.”

A brilliant beam of light shot from the forward
bow, spearing a small, shiny object almost invisible to the naked
eye. The capture beam was meant to keep larger objects away from
the ship that the deflectors were unable to bounce. It was also
useful for moving maintenance vessels into the right position, or
in this case, retrieving small objects.

Smaller ships used less expensive technology
that was only capable of repulsion. He was starting to see why it
was more expedient to send a ship of this caliber on this
boondoggle, though the task should have been doable with the
assistance of light craft. It still didn't fully explain what they
were doing out here.

The beam reduced in length, changing colors from
an ocher to a deep purple. The small curve of a rescue pod was
visible now. “Capture in progress, completion estimated in four
minutes.”

“Finish the captures and continue the search
pattern,” ordered Russell. “Set search distance to standard escape
capsule signal length. Let’s double check to make sure we haven’t
missed anything.”

Russell pursed his lips. Time to figure out what
this was all about. “Lieutenant, you have the bridge. Jim, you're
with me.”

“I have the bridge, aye sir!”

Russell stepped into the lift, leaning against
the waist high bench built into the wall. Jim limped inside and the
door slid shut. “Shuttle bay!” commanded Russell.

An acknowledgment chime sounded and the lights
dimmed, the lift picking up speed.

“Speculation?” asked Russell. He already thought
he knew what they might find in the capsules, but he wondered what
someone not in the know might think.

Jim stood stiffly, folding fingers made rough by
physical work. “One, a mysterious package. Two, escape capsules,
probably people, unless they ship orange juice via capsules these
days. Three, ship of the line, Four, you were sent. Five, you
called your brother.”

Russell held up his hands in protest.

“No, don't bother dissembling, I know your
source. I am observant.” His prim voice echoed in the lift.

“Six, code Blue orders. Carry the seven, and it
all adds up to royal trouble, doesn't it?” His bushy brows reached
towards the ceiling.

Russell started to open his mouth, but it was
Jim’s turn to hold up a hand. “No, don't tell me, I can see I'm
right by the expression on your face. Dammit, we’re screwed, aren't
we?”

Russell took a few moments to regain his
composure, giving Jim a speculative look. “How many others do you
think might make the connection?”

Jim considered. “It wasn’t rocket science, but I
know you better than most. I think we can probably expect that this
will remain a secret only for a short time after the mission has
been completed.”

Russell grunted. “I suppose that will have to
do.”

“Alright, let's keep this one close to our
chests. Only essential personnel should be there during the pod
opening. Grab the senior doctor on duty and swear him to secrecy.
Bring a few grav lifts in case the occupants are incapacitated or
we’re actually dealing with cargo. For now, the fewer who know what
we’ve picked up, the better.”

He cracked a grin. “Then there'll be less people
who need to be shot for knowing too much.”

The lift ground to a halt. “I'll meet you
there,” replied Jim, limping towards the infirmary. “Make sure to
save me a seat.”

“You know it.” The doors cranked shut, and
Russell sighed. Time to find out what kind of spots the leopard was
wearing.

The lift sped up again, carrying Russell deeper
into the bowels of his ship. She'd been a product of the latest
shipbuilding efforts, and launched under a year ago. For all that
her equipment was top of the line, she'd been rushed, and she
showed it.

The trim on the body of the lift didn't quite
fit together, and the light on the button didn't go out when the
lift arrived at his destination. Still, she'd been in a shake down
cruise and had seen combat before the armistice had been declared,
and all the most important bits seemed to work fine.

He had the same opinion about his men. If they
worked properly, he didn't care so much about appearances and
decorum. Not when they all might die together. He waved to crew
members as he passed, greeting the janitors and night owls.

There wasn't much traffic on the lower decks,
even during the day. That's why he had chosen this shuttle bay to
bring in their mysterious cargo. Anticipation heightened as he
stepped in front of a door labeled “Shuttle Bay 4 – Aft
Auxiliary.”

The door rattled open with protest, tracks
sticking, revealing an expansive deck with various craft landed
inside yellow rectangles. During the evening shift, the crew were
normally gathered in the control booth, smoking synthsticks or
telling jokes. They would huddle together to enjoy the slightly
warmer temperature in the booth between working on their evening
maintenance chores.

The captain didn't object – he had met his fair
share of dockworkers, and they were all the same. As long as they
got the job done, he saw no reason to interfere, though he probably
should tell someone about the sticky door.

Instead of relaxing, the crew were scattered
over the deck, moving cranes into position down the sides of the
maintenance rollway. The rollway consisted of a set of tracks down
the center of the bay which led to large hatch doors at the other
end.

A large platform on wheels served as their dolly
to move shuttlecraft around into maintenance bays. Cranes were
still used for this kind of chore, due to their lower maintenance –
less to go wrong if the voltage sagged while the ship was under war
power. Fail safes and redundancies were important in military
vessels. They tended to prevent unlucky crewmen from being crushed
under thirty tons of hardened durasteel.

“Line ‘em up, free spindles!” roared the
foreman.

His crew worked their control boxes diligently,
maneuvering the cranes next to each other. The door at the end of
the bay clunked loudly and the massive armored hatch began to open,
squealing in protest.

“Dress your line, Plinkos, or we’ll be here all
night!”

The workers moaned, but straightened up their
cranes. The doors at the end of the bay halted their movement, a
vibration rattling through Russell’s boots on the deck. A
shimmering blue barrier was all that separated them from the
bleakness of space outside the harsh light of the landing bay.

Beyond the blackness, a beam of violet slid
towards them. The line shortened as it approached, the color
swapping to a searing blue. The captain had to avert his eyes for a
moment as the light spiked, then the beam snapped off.

A short range beam, a weaker orange, snapped on,
projected from the ceiling. The beam slowed the progress of the
shiny escape pod, which tilted slightly as it was captured by the
gravity inside the bay.

“Link up, boys!”

At his cry, two men standing on platforms built
into the cranes grabbed hooks and latched them into attachment
points built into either side of the pod.

“Haul in!”

The cranes dropped, lying the pod neatly on a
platform. The cranes and the platform rolled further into the bay
on tracks. At the same time, two more cranes rolled into position
in order to pick up the next one.

As they arrived, all four of the pods were laid
gently on platforms and rolled into the bay, arrayed in a line down
the tracks. The cranes stood as silent sentinels, leaving several
groups of curious men looking over the silver, oblong pods.

Captain Russell marched up and saluted the
dockmaster, who was dressed in greasy overalls. He saluted back,
his blackened palm facing outwards.

Russell dropped the salute and looked over the
men, who were whispering among themselves. “My compliments to your
men,” he stated, a slight grin creasing his lips.

He checked his chronometer. “Why don't you knock
off early, on me.”

The man began to object, but he cut him off. “I
know your shift is almost up. I'll have a word with the
harbormaster. There will be a bonus on your pay stubs.”

The dockmaster grinned, revealing a split lip
and a broken tooth. “You heard the man! Work’s over! Hit the bars!
Hit the showers! Preferably the latter before you come back, ya
animals!”

The rest of the workers laid down their tools,
leaving the cranes leaning over the pods like vultures. They fell
in with the rest of the rowdy crew leaving the bay, breaking out in
a raunchy song containing creative metaphors about
unmentionables.

The captain cracked a full grin, being careful
to avoid showing them his amusement. The unfortunate requirement of
command was the ability to keep a stony face in any
circumstance.

The bay door ground closed, taking with it the
sensation of life from the bay. The lights remained on, but the
only noise came from the circulation system. The four gleaming
escape pods remained silent.

He stared at them, calculating in his mind how
he was going to crack them open. He trusted his crew to save his
life, but he wasn't sure he trusted them to keep the secrets of the
royals.

It was all well and good if they were in danger,
but it was something entirely different if they saw something
inexplicable. Something they would talk about at the bars for
weeks, spreading rumors far and wide.

No, it was far better if he got this task done
with his first officer, but he hadn't worked logistics since he was
a teenager.

He picked up a crane control box and scowled at
it. The joystick must be used to raise and lower the cable. He
flicked the remote on and pulled back on the stick. The crane
nearest to him extended its arm ever so slightly.

Apparently not. So it was one of the other
buttons? He read the descriptions carefully and pressed one that
seemed promising. The slack line coiled into the crane and the
escape pod it was hooked onto was pulled a few inches into the
air.

Ah. He knew enough to hurt himself, at least. A
quick search found the button needed to reverse the operation,
easing the pod back onto the platform.

“What's this, looking to change your
profession?”

The sardonic growl from Jim startled him, but he
refused to show more than a small hiccup of surprise. He must have
been so absorbed in his research that he hadn't heard him come
in.

“No, but I'm totally qualified. I have this
certification to show for it.” He pointed a finger at the rank
badge on his epaulet.

A doctor was tagging along behind Jim, a train
of grav stretchers in tow. His hawkish features made him look ready
to pounce, making Russell feel a bit unsettled. Jim gestured at the
new arrival. “This is Albert, he's helping us out with the
cargo.”

“Pleased to meet you, Albert. This is a code
Blue operation. Please do not speak of it to anyone.”

Albert looked at the escape pods, indifferent
about the strange affair. He spoke with a clipped accent. “Not
interested in espionage. I was told there might be patients.”

“There very well might be.” He handed Jim the
control box for the other crane connected to the first escape pod.
“Are you ready?”

Jim cradled the box expertly, his hand on the
retract button. Russell looked at him with curiosity. “Hidden
talents?”

“A misplaced youth,” replied Jim.

Russell raised an eyebrow, but didn't inquire
further. He tucked the fact away and stepped up to the first
pod.

The exterior was cool to the touch, brushed
metal gleaming brightly. On the side of the pod was an indentation,
a blank surface which came to life at a tap from his fingers.

 


POD ACTIVE

THERMAL CONTROL ACTIVE

INTERNAL POWER: 53%

LIFE SIGNS: NORMAL

UNCOUPLE? Y/N

 


He pressed a finger firmly against the ‘Y’ and
waited. The pod seemed to think someone was alive inside, but it
wouldn't be the first time he had seen smugglers trying to
transport contraband inside a fake escape pod.

A hiss escaped from the rubber seal which ran
horizontally around the middle of the pod. Latches clicked open,
starting from the rear and working their way around to the
front.

 


DECOUPLE COMPLETE

 


“On the count of three, let’s pull the roof off
this sucker.”

Jim nodded in acknowledgment. “One… two…
three!”

The cranes pulled on their lines, the top of the
pod swinging high into the air. Light from within the pod lit a
human looking figure before the automated systems within the pod
clicked off, leaving the woman hidden in shadows.

Albert scooted up to the pod, wrapping one hand
around a wrist and pressing his fingers against her neck.

“Female,” he said in a monotone, with clinical
detachment. “Pulse acceptable. Respiration normal. Comatose. Blue.”
He looked up at the last statement, eyes asking a question.

Russell swallowed heavily as he stepped up to
the capsule. The description was accurate – the woman was most
definitely blue, as if her skin had been painted. Looking closer,
it seemed as though the pigment had been altered, giving her an
alien appearance.

The swell of her breasts caught Russell’s eyes,
but he brushed by them quickly, feeling as though his gaze was
violating this person’s privacy, despite her being unconscious.
Albert stepped in, throwing a white linen over her midsection,
safely hiding her privates from view.

Russell looked for any identifying
characteristics, but found little to go on. She had been denuded of
most of her hair, skin imperfections smoothed out. She was some
kind of... rubber doll. A plaything, built for elites.

What sort of sick individual would do such a
thing? Was he ferrying illicit cargo for corrupt officials? His
fist clenched, desiring to stop whoever sanctioned this
trafficking.

He froze for a moment, considering. Condition
Blue orders couldn't be sent by just anyone. This had to be high
level, leading to the Emperor or one of his closest advisors.

He frowned. He wouldn't put it past the Emperor
– the man was a cruel bastard, but he didn't seem the one for this
type of intrigue. Assassinations and public executions were more
his bag, not sex crimes.

The woman’s fingernails had been painted pink,
and there was something black etched onto her skull. Ignoring the
doctor’s question, Russell walked around to the head end of the
capsule and stuck his hands into the gel padding surrounding her
head.

The material compressed under his hands. It felt
strange, like pressing them into a jello pudding. The gel sank far
enough for him to see what he was looking at – a number, inscribed
onto her skull like a tattoo.

“Four Fifty,” he said aloud. “What the hell
happened to these women?”

He withdrew his hands, the gel slipping back
into place. “And why is she still unconscious?”

“Unknown,” replied Albert, looked at her with
curiosity. “Strange alterations. Changed chemistry? Never seen this
before. Need a scanner.”

Russell considered for a moment, making his
decision. This woman, whoever she was, deserved their best. This
was too messed up. Secrecy be damned.

“Alright, let's get her to med lab. Let's check
the other pods, too.”

Albert ran the grav stretcher up to the side of
the pod, and Jim assisted Russell with extraction.

Russell put his hands under her shoulders,
marveling at the odd, rubbery feel of her skin. “One… two…
heave!”

The woman’s body dangled like a rag doll, making
it difficult to situate her on the stretcher, but with a concerted
effort they were able to get her arms and legs straightened out.
The white linen draped over her prone form, unable to fully hide
her voluptuous attributes.

Russell ran a hand over his forehead, wiping
away the sweat. “Only three more!” he gasped.

Albert ran the stretcher back down to the bay
entrance while Jim assisted him with the next pod. It hissed open
in similar fashion, revealing another blue woman, Four Thirty Seven
imprinted on her skull.

This one went faster than the first, their
movements more practiced. Soon, she too was laid in a stretcher
next to her companion.

Russell didn't recognize this woman, either,
though he imagined it would be hard to tell even if he had known
her before her transformation. Like the other one, her features had
been smoothed, her uniqueness melted away as if with acid. What was
left was pleasing to the eye, but homogeneous. This one was shorter
than Four Fifty, but also had a shiny, bald head.

Albert threw another linen on top and moved her
away on a grav stretcher. Jim was grim. “What happened to these
poor ladies?” he asked rhetorically, his hand reaching again for a
sword that was no longer there.

“I don't know,” grated Russell. “If these were
my little girls, I'd promise some form of retribution, but for now,
we just don't know enough. Where did they come from? Who made them?
We're not even sure where we’re delivering them.”

He raised a finger. “No, don't make an educated
guess about the possibilities. We don't have enough information to
speculate.”

Jim subsided, but only a little. “Okay, but this
smells like beeswax coated horse dung. I won't be a party to human
slavery.”

“I agree, but let's save that discussion for
later.”

Jim nodded in assent, his mustache bristling. He
stopped his nervous tic with a visible effort, moving to help
Russell with the next capsule.

This one contained a large individual,
well-muscled and broad across the chest, like an ox. Four Thirty
Nine was written on this one’s skull, and her breasts were simply
enormous. Russell blinked, trying to get it together. These women
weren’t objects, despite the effort expended by unknown forces to
make them into clones of one another.

Russell struggled under the woman’s bulk, doing
his best to get her body over the lip of the pod, but his efforts
were in vain. His knee jammed into the platform, eliciting a harsh
curse from his lips. She slipped from his hands and impacted the
corner of the capsule, her right side pressing against the pod’s
interior.

Jim smirked. “What's the matter, did you skip
arm day?”

Albert replied before Russell had time to
generate a comeback. “Very heavy. Bulk carry not smart. Use your
heads.”

He toggled the grav stretcher, wedging it
between the woman's body and the gel interior of the pod. Catching
on, Russell helped Jim to roll her onto the stretcher, after which
point the grav field gave them enough leverage to lift her away. In
the process, Russell's hands came perilously close to touching her
exposed breasts, but he moved his hands away at the last moment. He
didn't need the temptation, or the salacious rumors Jim might start
among the crew.

The last pod loomed in the bay. Would this one
provide answers, or just more questions? The pod snapped opened,
revealing its interior atmosphere with a hiss of anticipation. The
top was hoisted high into the bay, one last form lying small and
alone on the platform.

This woman was much like the others, mostly
hairless with a blue body, the number Four Forty printed on her
skull. However, there was something about the shape of her eye
sockets and cheeks that made her appear faintly regal. He had seen
her somewhere, he knew it. But where?

He rested a hand against her shoulder, not
daring to touch more. He had hoped the gesture would light a spark
of recognition, but none came. “Do either of you know this
woman?”

He scrunched his face, trying to imagine what
she looked like without a blue body. Somewhere in the public arena
– a holovid or newscast, perhaps? He hadn't seen anyone with her
body type anywhere in the fleet recently. This body had seen a lot
of leisure, not hard work.

“Yes,” replied Albert. “The princess, Adele.
Last appearance. Winter ball. Outfit: ruffles. Wonderful lace trim.
Especially enjoyed brocade. Missing – seven weeks. Huge loss.”

Russell looked at the man in askance. Albert
shrugged. “Fashion patterns fun. Like to analyze. Intricate detail.
Smooth forms. Does the captain have a hobby?” He raised a brow, a
slash of brown leading up to a scruffy head of red hair.

Russell backed off, raising his hands to placate
the wiry fellow. “Far be it from me to judge. It sounds…
interesting.”

He failed to infuse the lie with any sincerity,
but the energetic doctor had already moved on. He threw a linen
over the woman’s transformed figure, a pitiful presence devoid of
any of the life that should have infused her frame.

“She is my patient. Not a princess here. Do not
speak name. Will hide.” He grasped the grav lift by its handle and
pushed her rapidly towards the door.

Russell stood there, hesitating. Jim grimaced,
resting a hand on Russell’s shoulder. “He has the right side of
this, Russ. Don't make any motion that could give the game away.
Keep a lid on your reactions.”

“You are right, of course.”

He wished he had a sword so he could run it
through his problems. That seemed a lot easier than trying to fix
them with one hand tied behind his back. Maybe Jim had hidden an
old sword in his quarters that he could borrow.

If he could only – no, he had a ship to run. He
couldn't babysit the princess, or his actions would look
suspicious. He had to go back to the bridge now and play it cool,
as if nothing interesting had happened.

“You know the worst thing about this?” said the
captain. “Now that we know something, I really wish I hadn’t seen
anything at all. Whatever caused this to happen is a disaster in
the making.”

Jim grunted, the only answer needed.

 


***

 


A rush of sensation, a trickle of awareness,
smothered in a sheen of Blue. Sparkles swam through closed eyes,
her gut wrenching with indrawn breath. Her eyes snapped open and
she sat upright in an explosion of motion.

She was lying in a bed dressed with austere,
white sheets. She was wearing a hospital gown, and although the
decor felt like it had a personalized touch, it still screamed
hospital chic.

A counter with a sink and medical instruments
sat along one wall, while the other had a series of cabinets
labeled with ‘first aid’ and ‘linens.’

The lights were dimmed, and the room was calm,
with nobody else around. Where was she? Why had she been left here
by herself? What had happened?

Her hand rested on a thigh, the skin pale blue.
Curious, she lifted her hand and tilted it back and forth, admiring
the hue. Was the rest of her body blue?

She examined her left hand, and found that it
was also blue. There were no visible mirrors in the room, so she
threw off the covers and undid the back of her gown, rolling it up
over her knees. Sure enough, they were blue, too.

So were her hips, waist, chest, and breasts. She
assumed that meant her face was also blue. Had she fallen into a
vat of toxic waste? Or been poisoned by silver nitrate?

Despite the strange coloration, she didn't find
herself very concerned with the situation. It seemed right to her,
for reasons beyond her conscious comprehension. Yet another mystery
– when had her mental model been rebuilt to accept blue skin?

She probed her memories, but found no
explanation. The last thing she remembered was being bundled up to
visit her aunt by her father, the Emperor. She distinctly
remembered her objections, but not how the trip had gone. Instead,
there was a large tangled ball of yarn in her mind, as if her
memories had been pulled apart and twisted into a knotted
skein.

It was an impenetrable mess, and every time she
poked, the ball twisted tighter. After a few minutes of prodding,
she gave up. She didn't have the key required to unlock that mess.
Perhaps it would unravel in time.

Separate, but distinct beside the twisted
memories, there was a hole in her mind. It was like a black hole,
drawing her attention to its center, but giving nothing back.
Something had been removed, leaving the hole and something…
else.

She dipped a mental finger into the hole and
withdrew it, feeling a terrifying cold. Winter stalked her mind,
the void empty of whatever might have been filling it. It was
another question without an answer, a yearning sensation with
nothing to satiate its hunger.

There were other inconsistencies to investigate.
Her nipples had been capped with steel, hard nubs that thrilled her
mind as she toyed with them. A jewel had been embedded into her
breastbone, a blue sapphire. She rubbed a finger over its hard
surface, curious at how seamlessly it had been integrated into her
body. The gem scintillated, reflecting the ambient light from the
room. It was pretty, but dull, lacking the irresistible draw of the
black hole in her mind.

Her tongue brushed against an object in her
mouth, spiking her curiosity once again. How many other changes had
been made to her without her knowledge?

She jammed a finger into her mouth, feeling the
contours of the plastic object. It was not large, but the lump was
embedded deeply. Every time she pressed on it she could feel a
tickling sensation in her nose. It was strange, but not too
uncomfortable.

The door hissed open, revealing a hawkish man
with a catering tray. His eyes widened when he saw her state of
undress, but he didn't look away. He was wearing a blue shirt with
a pocket from which hung his medical identification.

Her face went slack as she stared off into the
distance, kicking her feet back and forth. Blue seemed like a very
nice color.

“Name, Albert. Received alert. Brought food. How
do you feel?”

His voice brought her out of her reverie and
focused her on the food he was proffering on a tray. Seeing the
food brought on a huge appetite. She hadn't eaten in some time, and
she was ravenous. She dropped the gown and leaped from the bed,
inhaling the provided food without utensils.

The doctor stepped back and watched with
amazement as the bread and cheese vanished. “More!” She declared,
mumbling between mouthfuls of food.

The doctor folded his arms and gave her a stare.
“Too much. Too soon. Gastrointestinal distress. Make mess.”

She made a noise of displeasure, but didn't try
to correct him. She was busy finishing off her plate. Despite her
haste, it went down smoothly, and there was none of the stomach
upset that would usually accompany such gluttony.

Perhaps internal modifications had been made to
her body as well? She simply didn't know, but now she was eager to
find out.

“What has happened to me?”

The doctor took the empty tray from her
twitching fingers and stacked it back onto the cart, which he
pushed to one side. “Don't know. Very curious. Remember much?”

“No, it's all a twisted knot. Everything
worthwhile has been locked away. Everything from before is fine,
but the last few weeks are a mysterious blur.”

She mused for a moment. “All I get is an
impression of… Blue? Just the color, it's very odd.”

She moved back to the edge of the bed, legs
dangling off the edge. “Can you tell me what physical changes have
been done to me? What is this thing?” She clacked her tongue
against the roof of her mouth.

The doctor twisted over and retrieved a large
tablet from the bottom level of the catering cart. “Thought you
might ask. Evidence here. Strange device.”

He tapped on the tablet for a few moments,
cradling it in his arms. The screen lit up with a cross section of
her skull, showing the backside of her jaw and esophagus. On the
roof of her mouth a spherical device had been implanted, wires
leading upward through her nasal canal and into her brain pan. No
wonder it felt funny when she pressed on it.

“Function unknown. Installed deep. Surgery for
removal not advised. Will monitor.”

“What about the gem?” asked Adele.

The doctor swiped his dexterous fingers and the
image swapped to that of her torso. “Not deep. Could remove?
Function also unknown.”

Adele pressed a hand to her chest, feeling a
cool pressure against the embedded gem. It felt like it belonged.
As if it were a part of her. Cutting it out would be painful and
leave her with another empty, unexplained hole. No, she didn't want
to fool around with something that wasn't broken.

“Let's leave it alone, unless it turns out to be
necessary.”

The Doctor bowed and put his tablet away. “More
examination required. Emperor will want answers.”

Adele suddenly felt shy, folding her arms. Her
father, that rat bastard. Of course he'd want to know her state.
Was she was still exploitable, or had she been compromised? Was she
a danger to him or his regime? That's all he cared about, after
all. He would never stop by to comfort his daughter, who had just
been through a grueling experience and wanted some compassion and
sympathy. Tears welled up in her eyes and she was forced to blink
rapidly to hide her distress.

The doctor stepped forward and examined her body
critically. “How do you feel?”

Adele considered. “Physically? I'm fine. Ready
to run a marathon, or do some stair climbing.”

She pumped her arms to show her vigor and to
mask her emotions and mental turmoil.

“Mentally, though, there's a hole I can't fill.
It leeches joy from my soul, stealing away a portion of every
emotion I feel. Something was ripped from me, doctor, something
important, and I don't know what it could be.”

It was all true, and helped to hide her fear of
the Emperor, a double bonus. She didn't feel quite as bad about the
black hole inside her, but only because there was a strange
certainty within her that this state should only be temporary.

The doctor made a noncommittal noise, and
brought out a tongue depressor. “Say ah,” he stated in his bland
voice.

“Aaaah!”

Continuing his examination, the doctor looked
inside her ear canals and up her nostrils. “All normal, just blue
skin. No explanation.”

She hadn't really been expecting one, but it was
a bit of a disappointment all the same. The doctor slipped his
instruments away and considered. “Wait and see. Will observe.”

Without further explanation, he wheeled the cart
into the corridor and the door hissed shut, a light on the small
console next to it winking on in a red hue.

She realized that the doctor had locked her into
the room. She wasn't dangerous, surely? Maybe the other crew
members would freak out over her appearance, and he was protecting
her from them.

He shouldn't, really. Blue was very soothing.
She started to kick her feet again and contemplated the color. Blue
was happy making. Her face relaxed into a smile as her eyes
unfocused, brain wandering.

 


***

 


Russell paced the deck, the same as he had the
last few days. If his pacing could increase the thrust of his ship
they'd be going several times faster than light speed. Alas, his
discomfort would do nothing to decrease their travel time.

He was feeling uneasy, knowing they had a
princess on board. He didn't lack confidence in his men, or the
ability of his ship to fight off any opposition, despite its hasty
construction, but rather the fact that he was taking the role of a
messenger bearing bad news. Historically that had never gone well
for anyone reporting to the Emperor.

While it was true that he had been in a position
to report bad news in the past, it had never been at a level that
affected the Emperor personally. Not like this.

Not only that, but he was unable to call his
brother and pry for more information. The problem with secrets is
that they multiply. The more secret information you hold, the more
you needed to classify, until you reached the point where nothing
was a secret because everything was. At that point, you couldn’t
tell anything to anyone without being held liable.

His brother was a perceptive individual and he
knew that by calling him he would give something away. It was
unavoidable. The solution was to avoid calling, but that made him
feel awkward in other ways. He certainly did want to know if an
executioner was waiting for him at the chopping block for his
return. When you kept too many secrets, someone might want to
coerce them out of you or assassinate you to avoid them being
released.

The only good news is that his engineers had
managed to fix the broken internal dampers, raising their maximum
speed. They were now very close to their final destination, and his
officers were doing their arrival checks.

However, they could do those without his
interference, and he was far more interested in what was going on
down in med lab. The recovered princess had been kept separate from
the general crew to lower the risk that any individual might
recognize her. Albert had been assigned as the princess’ sole
company, while the others were being studied by a gaggle of
scientists who were still trying to figure out how they had been
altered.

If he was lucky, only three individuals,
including himself, would ever know that the princess was on board.
Whether or not the Emperor would be pleased with his discretion, he
had no way to know. Keeping the number of people involved with this
sensitive matter to a minimum seemed like the most prudent
choice.

He tapped his fingers nervously on the rail.
There was no way to solve his problems, so he just had to deal.
“I'll be in my cabin,” he informed the bridge crew.

“You have the con, lieutenant.”

“Aye sir!”

The reply came from a cute brunette, a
replacement crew member on the night shift. He hadn't yet had the
time to learn her name. He really needed to make an effort to look
over the new personnel jackets.

Was it really that late already? He needed
another cup of coffee.

He stepped over to the staircase on the left
side of the bridge, which was surrounded by a railing, and keyed in
his code. The hatch unfolded to the sides, revealing a set of
stairs that led to his quarters. The crew hated the arrangement,
but he found it rather hilarious to pop out of the hatch at odd
hours. The mad scramble was worth the amusement every time.

As the hatch closed behind him, he slumped over,
allowing the mantle of command to slip from his lanky frame. It
felt good to get away from the formality, even if it was only for a
short reprieve.

His bed remained unmade, the tossing and turning
from the previous night on display. He ignored the mess, stepping
over to his command desk, turning the commlink around to face away
from his disheveled room.

He keyed in the code for med lab, waiting
patiently for someone to pick up on the other end. He started to
tap his fingers on the desk again, but caught himself in time. Bad
habits were hard to break.

After a minute, though, he was truly starting to
get impatient. There hadn't been any casualty reports lately, so
what was taking so long?

The screen beeped and flooded to life, the dour
face of Albert peering back at him. “Interruptions. Stop work.
Inquiry?”

Russell stared back at him with a bland,
commanding face. “We’re set to rendezvous in Lockator near space
within the hour. I wanted to check in before we arrive. How are the
ladies doing?”

Albert’s mien slid into displeasure. “Cabin
crazy. Forced to dispense simple card games. Access not
allowed.”

“What about our… special guest?”

“Kept from others. Mopes in room. Stares into
space. Ordeal affected mind.”

Russell wasn't too happy at that revelation.
Delivering damaged goods wouldn't put him in the good graces of the
Emperor. “Have you done the psychiatric evaluation?”

“All victims fall within normal parameters.
Important guest complains of twisted memories. Tried to sort. Loses
place.” Albert shrugged. “Strangeness understandable.”

He understood why the princess might be
struggling, but it seemed strange that the others weren’t having
similar problems. Since they had been drastically transformed,
there was bound to be some sort of associated trauma. Either they
couldn't remember, or they were suppressing the tragedy.
Fortunately, it was no longer his problem.

“Prep them for transport. Secrecy not important.
Captain out.”

“Yes, Captain,” replied Albert. The screen
blinked and dimmed.

Dammit, he was starting to copy the doctor’s
speech patterns. He had better nip that habit in the bud, or Jim
would tease him for ages.

He scowled at the disaster area his room
presented, and promised himself that he would deal with it later.
Retros would be firing soon. There wasn't even time left for some
more coffee.

He turned his back on his messy cabin and
climbed the stairs, brushing a fingertip against the scanner. The
hatch flipped open, smooth and noiseless. He had gotten the
maintenance crew to oil it specially after it had started to groan
like a wounded hyena.

Stepping from the stairs onto the bridge was
always jarring, the separation between private and public a flimsy
beast. At least the commute was minimal.

The forward screen showed the strange flat
affect of subspace, green curlicues interspersed with blue. They
spiraled in what seemed to be comprehensible patterns.

In fact, they were not comprehensible, but that
hadn't been discovered until after several researchers had gone mad
trying to comprehend them. It was best not to stare too much at the
strange patterns, since your mind would start to see things that
just weren’t there.

Ignoring their strange, alluring presence, the
captain peered at the deck as he stepped up to the rail.

“Captain on the bridge!” declared the brunette
lieutenant.

“What's our status?” queried Russell.

“Sir!” came her lilting voice. “Transition from
subspace on my mark.”

There was a pause, and she tapped a few buttons.
“Mark!”

The miasma on the screen tore apart, like a
packet of hot chocolate mix, bright light smearing down the screen.
There was a shimmy and a banging vibration, the screen resolving
back into the normal twinkling lights of stars.

Russell let out a deep breath, tension in his
shoulders easing. That sudden switch always gave him the willies,
but he had to show confidence for his crew.

The lieutenant paused another beat, flipping a
switch. “Retro configuration set, retros firing, thrust nominal.
Elliptical orbit acquired, speed reducing.”

The captain stared at the sparkling lights from
the retro exhaust, not feeling particularly well. He could no
longer ignore the unpleasant duties to come.

“Very good, lieutenant, maintain
deceleration.”

It took a few minutes for the retros to finish
their work, propellant spewing from the forward nozzles. They would
need to dock and replenish supplies at Perihelion before leaving
Lockator Prime. He hoped the docking crew knew the requirements of
a fleet vessel of this size. Despite the nearby shipyards, they
probably didn’t get many ships of this size in port at the orbiting
city.

“Periapsis set, 300 kilometers.” The retros
stopped firing. “Next deceleration to reduce orbit scheduled in
thirty minutes.”

She manipulated the console with expert
precision. “Antenna extended. Signal received. Captain, should I
put them on?”

Russell waited for Jim to limp forward from his
aft station before giving the order. “Go ahead.” Maybe now they'd
find out what sort of doghouse they'd landed in.

The screen beeped, and up popped the image of a
four star admiral. He didn’t know the man, but the empire was large
and he had been deployed at the front for some time. He gave the
admiral a sharp salute.

The admiral returned it, a sloppy wave. Bags
under his eyes pointed towards fatigue rather than laziness. His
wide jowls quivered with an exhalation of air.

“Captain!” came an acerbic voice. “You are
expected. You and your first mate are to report to Perihelion at o’
eight hundred, sharp. You will be provided with an escort. Make
sure your delivery is packaged for shipment.”

Russell maintained attention, well aware that he
was under scrutiny. “I am low on supplies, admiral.”

“I will send a tender. Don't be late.” The line
cut, leaving him staring at the shining blue orb of Lockator.

His view of the blue planet was obscured by a
large mechanical mass orbiting above. It was a gigantic space
station, arms spread wide like an octopus. Large gray slabs of
solar panels extended like fruiting bodies from most of its
surfaces. This was Perihelion, a massive city living among the
stars, scraping out a living from asteroid mining and trading.

Nearby, half a planetary orbit away, were the
famous shipyards of Alto Blanco. Giant capital ships were under
construction, enough to populate a small fleet.

This incredible mass of men and material orbited
above a beautiful blue planet. From above the atmosphere it looked
pristine, but from ground level it was still heavily polluted.
Travel to the surface had been drastically reduced to a trickle to
reduce humanity's impact on the fragile ecology. Few bastions of
civilization remained, eking out their existence in the remaining
places that had not been polluted by radioactivity.

The cause of that war was long ago forgotten,
but the consequences had been severe. The potential amount of
dangerous exposure was minuscule now compared to a mere generation
ago, but travel was still restricted. All that was left was a
handful of cities, a few vacation resorts, and the Imperial
capital, throne of the galactic empire.

The Remainers on the surface, as they were
called, had gotten used to this state of affairs, and rebuked any
referendum to change the situation. Russell also suspected that the
planet’s elites liked it better having the planet’s surface
directly under their control.

“That was rather abrupt,” said Jim wryly,
interrupting his thoughts.

“Yes,” replied Russell, deep in thought.

Breaking his solitary counsel, he straightened
up. “You heard the man, it's time to deliver our packages.”

He had never visited Lockator before. If he had
time, he might get the opportunity to visit the surface and see his
brother. One could but ask.

 



Chapter Two

Adele had gotten thoroughly tired of her small
room, restless to get outside. Out there were dresses, parties,
people, and high fashion. All things which she wished to indulge
in, given the chance.

Instead, she was cooped up here, with nothing to
keep her company but the gap in her memories. She was ready to move
on, ready to forget. Ready to pretend that the ache of the black
hole inside her meant nothing. Ready to drown her worries in a
bottle of fine wine. There was no getting around it – she was plumb
bored. Pacing the cabin for the thirty billionth time, she sat back
on the bed and sulked.

The doctor hadn't told her anything during his
occasional visits to bring food. He wasn't exactly a brilliant
conversationalist. There was that one time he made her take that
psychological exam, which was total bunk. She didn't want to hurt
herself or others, she just wanted her freedom!

A little caution was prudent, perhaps, since her
body had caught a bad case of the Blues, but come on! What trouble
could she get herself into? It's not as though she was going to
spill her drink in someone's lap and flirt shamelessly.

Okay, that last was a lie. Quite frankly, she
was horny, and she wouldn't turn down a good lay of any kind at the
moment. She wasn’t quite to the point where she felt the need to
pleasure herself, but if this went on a few more days she couldn’t
hold herself responsible for what might happen – despite the
obvious surveillance cameras that dotted the sterile, white
room.

It really only took one to tango when she was
this revved up. She might even make a pass at the doc, though he
didn't exactly have a jaw dropping physique.

Her musing was cut short as the door swished
open, revealing the doctor along with a collection of stiff
soldiers, rifles resting on broad shoulders. A young detachment
from the royal guard – how delightful! Finally she was about to get
away from these dreary surroundings and find some fun!

Except, she soon realized, they were here for
anything but fun. A dour faced man stepped in her way, blocking her
egress. She opened her mouth to inquire as to his business, but out
came an involuntary gasp instead.

“Matt!” She squeaked. “Where have you been?” She
ran up to him and wrapped her arms around his neck, kissing him
chastely on his smooth shaven cheek.

The kiss failed to relax his posture, and after
a moment, she backed down, a question in her eyes. “What's wrong,
Matt? It's not like you to be so formal.”

“Princess,” he said, parsing his words
carefully. “I am here to escort you to Perihelion, where you shall
be kept under medical observation.”

A noise of protest rose in her throat, but he
spoke louder, overriding any objections. “Until such time you are
not deemed a danger to the crown.”

“Me? A danger?” She laughed harshly, confusion
and frustration mixed together in a volatile cocktail.

“I've only been stuck here a week, cooling my
heels! I want out!”

She clenched her fists, but Matt was having none
of it. “I have my orders,” he intoned, eyes locked on the
floor.

She could see a mix of emotions running across
his face, and realized that he was just as stuck as her. The
momentary anger evaporated. It was not Matt she needed to convince
– it was her father.

“Fine,” she said in a chilly tone. “At least
Albert here has been nice to me.”

She turned and gave the surprised doctor a kiss
right on the lips. A flare of red skin bloomed from his neck and
ran up to suffuse his cheeks. “W...welcome,” he stuttered,
stunned.

Matt's lips tightened, but he said nothing.
Adele turned her shoulders and held her hands out, wrists together.
“If I'm to be your prisoner, shouldn't you put on some
plasticuffs?”

Matt frowned. “Don't make things more difficult,
princess.” The last word was said with more emphasis, spit from
between clenched lips.

“Fine,” replied Adele, seeing that she had
pushed him as far as she could. “Take me to my new accommodations.
Maybe you could find me a fashionable dress?”

Matt ignored her nattering, turning to lead the
way into the ship corridor. Two of the guards lining the hallway
scooted in behind her, forcing her to move forward.

Really? They were treating her like a child. If
that's the way it was, she could act to fit the part. She redoubled
her babbling, asking questions about her family.

The guards ignored her unless she asked a direct
question, at which point the only reply was a noncommittal “Yes,
princess.”

Matt ignored her entirely, speeding up his steps
until she had trouble complaining and walking at the same time. The
troops escorting her marched double time, looking hardly
winded.

Soon they reached a hatch and she was ushered
onto a shuttle, forced to take a seat in the middle row, sandwiched
between the two guards. She attempted a complaint, but they were
having none of it. After a while, she subsided, realizing that she
was being nothing more than annoying, and that they were having no
trouble ignoring her.

Further, Matt had left the cabin and went up
front with the pilot, so she had no clear target for her wrath. She
was forced to sit primly, waiting for something to happen. She
hated that.

Soon enough, the thrusters fired, the shuttle
lifting from the deck on jets of flame. Her view was limited, the
main cabin split from the cockpit via a locked door. All she could
see out the viewports was the bland, white walls of a landing
bay.

Soon enough, that was replaced with the black
expanse of space, the ship accelerating away from the gunmetal gray
side of the battle cruiser. Her eyes widened as she realized how
massive the ship was. Her father was taking no chances with her
retrieval. She grimaced – she must still be a very valuable chess
piece to him.

Soon they were far enough away from the ship for
the shuttle to begin its rotation, flipping itself to prepare for
deceleration into orbit around Lockator. She gasped at the
beautiful view, lush forests and sparkling blue oceans filling the
portholes. She got up and rushed to a window. The guards didn't
attempt to stop her, for which she was grateful.

Her face plastered against the window, she took
in the marbled blue surface with awe. It looked so small from up
here! Despite her position as a galactic princess, she had few
opportunities to see Lockator from space, kept separated from the
galaxy in the bubble of the imperial palace. The view never failed
to inspire wonder.

Harborger was spinning past, a lumpy continent
filled with grasslands and hills. She had been brought there once
for a big game hunt. Her sister had sneezed so hard all the animals
had been scared away. The hunters had been so angry! They had
forced them to camp out for several days and still didn’t find
anything. It turned into one long picnic where they took turns
cooking treats on the camp fire. She giggled at the memory.

She lurched in her position as the shuttle fired
its retros. They were still moving around the planet rapidly,
Keringia coming into view. Great ridges of white mountains towered
high among magnificent lush valleys.

Some man made infrastructure was also coming
into view, hard corners and dark shapes of slips, half completed
ships in the dockyard. Beyond the shipyard, half a planet away,
Perihelion spun into view, the huge space station a hodgepodge of
different modules jammed together in semi intelligent design.

She had never visited the construction pits, or
spent any significant time on Perihelion. Her father had always
claimed that space dwellers were morally bankrupt, but given his
ghastly behavior, she wasn't sure what to think.

All kinds of people visited and made a living
here from all over the empire – it was exciting to her sheltered
mind. The Galactic Bazaar! What kinds of exotic fabrics could she
find there?

They drifted past the station, their orbit
tightening as the shuttle continued its burn. One more burst, and
the engines shut down, the shuttle drifting in a close orbit.

Wait, that didn't seem right. The burn should
have lasted longer if they were going for an atmospheric insertion,
which is what she was more familiar with. This was different. Their
destination must be somewhere in space. Were they taking her to
Perihelion?

Her face lit up, but then dimmed. There was no
way they'd let her out to roam around. Even if they did, she
couldn't be seen outside in these rags! She doubted most people
would recognize her given her new… blue complexion. Still, it would
be humiliating!

She returned to her seat and crossed her arms.
At the very least, she needed a corset, chemise, and gown to look
presentable. She would demand proper clothing when they
arrived.

While she ruminated, the shuttle made another
orbit, approaching Perihelion. The shuttle flipped, making several
positional burns. Their course adjusted to line up with the
external docking port on one of the outer platforms.

Their view was of the shipyards, and while the
large skeletons of half completed ships would have been fascinating
for another, Adele didn’t find herself enthused. These were simply
more ships built for her father to slaughter millions of aliens in
some backwater at the empire’s edges.

Or maybe they were to be sent to the front
lines, a further bulwark against the Ulthar Confederacy. If that
war heated up again, most of the flower of the empire would end up
in an early grave. Not that her father would particularly care, the
bastard.

The ship slowed on its approach, turning to its
side to nestle up gently against the station, small puffs of
monopropellant from thrusters slowing the ship’s progress. She
waited in her seat, hands folded as the docking port locked into
place. She wasn't going anywhere without her escort, and she knew
it.

Matt returned from the cockpit, the door
latching behind him. “Follow me, princess!”

Trusting his guards to ensure she complied, he
marched to the hatch and cycled it open, flashing his sharply
trimmed cap and pants. He looked the spitting image of a polished
gentleman, and she hated him for it. She must look like a mental
patient beside him, shaved head and thin linens contributing to her
broken appearance.

She stood and followed him. “Can I get some
clothes?” she called after him, pitching her voice high.

He ignored her demand, marching again as fast as
possible. When she started to fall behind, two guards slung their
rifles and picked her up by her armpits to hurry her along.

“Ow, what's the rush?” she protested, but didn't
try to struggle in their grasp. They seemed dead serious and she
didn't fancy her chances.

They passed a sign labeled “Medical Ward,” an
armed guard at the front desk.

A few nurses looked on in askance, but nobody
stopped them to satisfy the questions in their eyes. They passed
down several nondescript hallways, sterile white walls of the
hospital rushing by in a blur. The color white evoked a feeling of
cleanliness, but they could have at least hired an interior
decorator for the bare walls!

When they reached their destination, they almost
ended up tossing her inside the room, to her mortification. She was
forced to take a few halting steps to avoid tumbling onto the
sparse bed. She turned around, determined to give them a piece of
her mind.

She subsided when she realized that they had
left her there, locked inside, not waiting to listen to her tirade.
How dare they treat her like this! She wasn't a package! She was a
princess!

And Matt! He was the worst of the bunch, for he
was responsible for all this! What an asshole!

She pounded a fist against the closed door to
release her frustration, letting out a scream. When that failed to
elicit a response, she flounced onto the bed. She was still being
kept prisoner in a small room. Just like the last month. It was
enough to drive a person crazy!

Since she wasn't crazy yet, and she didn't feel
like sitting around and feeling sorry for herself, she instead
prowled the room and took stock of what was available.

As it turned out, not much: a bed, several
chairs for visitors, the usual cabinets for medical devices, and
rows of harsh fluorescent lights. It smelled faintly of antiseptic,
mint flavored. It was hardly a combination to inspire confidence.
Some poor aged fellow had probably occupied the room before her, as
a faint geriatric smell also lingered.

Beyond all that, unlike the room she had
occupied in the ship, there was a large bay window. Excitement rose
in her chest – could she catch another glimpse of Lockator?

She ran up to the glass, only to discover the
flat gray of an exterior module, one of many compartments that made
up Perihelion. The view must have been spectacular originally,
until more pieces had been unceremoniously jammed onto the space
station.

Bummed by her limited view, Adele sat on the
side of the bed and laid back, stretching her arms out and peering
at the ceiling. What did she need to do to convince them to let her
out of here? Sure, her lack of memories was suspicious, and that
empty sucking hole in her soul was a concern, but she hadn't told
anyone about that problem.

Maybe she should have lied, made up a story
about her captivity. Being honest was a flaw of hers, especially
while she had grown up in her father's court. Look where it had
gotten her! Look what it had gotten her maid!

Speaking of which, where had Raina gone? She had
lost track of her after her father's temper tantrum over her
dishonesty. A deep, sinking sensation took root in her stomach. She
just knew that her father had done something terrible, but she
could only guess at what had happened due to her fuzzy memories.
She did know his proclivities, however, and there were even chances
that her former maid’s body was gracing a shallow grave. If only
she had done a better job of protecting her!

The scratchy comforter on the bed brought her
back down to earth. She was a prisoner here, like she had been her
entire life. What she had or had not done in the past would not
change her current fate.

She sighed, and wiped away the tears which wet
her cheeks. It all seemed to revolve around her father – a man whom
she hated and loved in equal measures. She didn't wish him dead,
per se, but if he somehow spontaneously combusted, her life would
improve immensely.

The galactic empire would probably split in two
without his guiding iron hand, but family harmony could only
improve without the specter of doom hanging above their heads. She
clenched her hands into fists and banged them against her
thighs.

It wasn't fair! If not for her father, she
wouldn't be here! Her maid wouldn't be dead, her guard captain
wouldn't treat her with disdain, and most of all, she would be be
held close by the ones she loved. Their Blue arms would hold her
tight, wrapping her in their warmth, her mind flying high to a land
of peace while their hands caressed her body.

She squirmed on the bed, finding herself
suddenly aroused, wondering where the last thought had come from.
It was very comforting, but she wasn't sure what had brought it
forth from the mysterious depths of her mind. She wished to explore
further, but was interrupted by a chime from her cabin door.

“Come in!” she yelled out.

No need to stand on ceremony here. It wasn't as
if there were nicer clothes to change into… unless she wanted to
break into the bandage drawer and dress up like a mummy.

The door skidded open, revealing a woman dressed
in conservative garb. A knee length skirt was paired with a cream
colored turtleneck, a black woolen jacket hanging loosely over the
top.

“Adele! It really is you!” shouted the newcomer,
rushing over to her on petite heels.

She embraced Adele with a loose hug, pressing
her lips to her cheek. Stunned, Adele returned the embrace. “Ana? I
thought you were at the peace talks? Why did you come all the way
back here to see me?”

Her sister smiled, cute dimples at the corners
of her mouth. “You've been missing for weeks! The talks are going
well, and I was able to get away for a short break. Of course I
came to see you!”

Adele embraced her sister closely, holding her
tight. She had really missed her, and was surprised at the depth of
emotion that was welling up inside her. It was good to be with her,
among loved ones. Especially without her father around to make the
atmosphere chilly.

Ana leaned back and held Adele’s shoulders with
her hands. “I knew you were into fashion, but why did you decide to
paint yourself blue and shave all your hair? Is this some kind of
performance art?” The corner of her eyes creased, revealing
mirth.

Adele grunted. “No, I decided to join the circus
and I needed to fit in with the clowns.”

She shifted, uncomfortable, knowing that she was
almost certainly under surveillance. “I'm not really sure,” she
confessed, “my memories are somehow locked away.”

Adele frowned. “Have you ever felt like
screaming because something has been on the tip of your tongue but
you can't quite recall what you're trying to remember? That's how I
feel right now, all the time.”

Ana looked sympathetic. “You poor thing! It's
been hell for you, hasn't it?”

She patted Adele’s arm, rubbing her fingers over
Adele’s wrist in a familiar circular pattern. It brought back
nostalgia of earlier times. Not particularly happier times, but
long, lazy days when she had spent time relaxing with her sister.
There were remarkably few of those, but that made them all the more
precious.

Adele opened her mouth to reply, but her sister
reached into her clutch bag and brought out a hard candy.

Ana exaggerated her words, speaking slower and
louder than usual. “It’s been awhile, do you remember these? I
found some during the peace conference on Illiath, and I thought of
you!”

She unwrapped the candy, leaning over and
shoving it past Adele’s lips. Her mouth lined up next to Adele’s
ear, and she whispered urgently. “Mother is visiting next, but
father is too scared to come. I can't get you out of here, stay
strong!”

She gave Adele a tight hug, squeezing her. The
strawberry flavor of the candy combined with the warm hug
completely unstrung her, and she began to cry uncontrollably. Ana
started to cry too, retrieving a handkerchief to wipe away her
tears.

“No, please, don't cry. You're making this so
much harder!” She took the cloth and began to dab at Adele’s
face.

Adele couldn't be consoled. “Look at me, I'm
blue! How can things ever go back to the way they were?”

She clasped her hands together, letting the
tears flow. Something was very wrong. She was feeling emotionally
unstable and couldn't explain why. It felt good to let it all out
in front of her sister, the ball of worry and fear and uncertainty
unraveling just a little.

Ana gave up trying to keep up with the flow of
tears in favor of hugging her again. She said nothing, clasping
Adele as she cried herself out. At long last, the emotional storm
passed and she felt safe, the dark clouds dispersing.

“I'm glad you're here,” whispered Adele. “Can
you stay?”

Ana leaned back and shot her a look of regret.
“Unfortunately not, I have other duties while I'm here. He wouldn't
even give me a vacation from my responsibilities to see you!”

A dark look passed over Adele’s face. “We can't
be afraid forever. You can't be afraid, either. You're being
groomed as his heir! If you can't stand up to him, who can?”

At that comment, Ana looked guilty, turning away
from Adele’s accusatory gaze. “I’m… not like you,” she said
haltingly.

“I'm adventurous, that's true, but it's all been
to get away from him, don't you see?”

She turned back to Adele, her eyes hunted, arms
rigid. “I've envied you, you know. I've been the figure head while
you had all the fun. They forced me to sit through dreadfully
boring meetings with stuffy old men while you got to fuck courtiers
in the throne room.”

Adele opened her mouth to reply, but Ana was
speaking rapidly, the words springing from her mouth like bullets.
“While I was forced to excel at sports, you partied. I had to climb
mountains to get the barest scraps of his favor, and all you had to
do was spend time in bed!”

Her hands were gesticulating, but were held
close, tight. “Can't you see? I'm jealous!”

She held up her hands, face red. With that
bombshell, she ran from the room, not waiting to see Adele’s
reaction.

Adele held a hand to her mouth, suddenly
confused and alone. She had never realized the jealousy her
position engendered! Ana had always seemed like her life was put
together. How could she have missed the signs?

She got up and tried to follow her to apologize,
but before she reached the door it flung back open and spat out her
mother. “There you are!” she said breezily, walking into the room
with her arms held up by her sides, as if she were a waddling
duck.

Adele paused mid step, tears freezing on her
cheeks. She should have expected this, but it was a shock all the
same. Wherever her father led, her mother followed, like a baggage
train. It was highly unusual for it to happen the other way around,
but for some reason her mother had shown up first this time.

As children, her mother had not been mean, but
she had been oblivious to her husband's failures. She was unable to
see the meanness hidden under his soft exterior. One time he had
ordered a nobleman executed right in front of her, and she had
spent the entire time making doe eyes at him.

She was not a stupid woman, just blind. Her
entire world revolved around keeping others out of her comfortable
little bubble. That lowered her culpability from collaborator to
enabler, which was almost as bad. She did nothing to curb the
emperor’s ruthless behavior.

Once, when they were children, one of the guards
made a mistake of stepping on Ana’s foot. Her father had made the
man stand guard the entire night at full attention as punishment,
no water or rest. Her mother had ignored the man as if he was dirt,
not even asking for an explanation as to why he stood there like a
light fixture.

It was up to young Adele to offer the man a
sticky bun, tiny hands streaked with frosting. She hadn’t known it
then, but seeing her with that bun was probably utter torture for
the poor man. Her father had caught her and slapped the bun out of
her hands, leaving it there on the ground to taunt the guard.

She had cried and cried, but her mother failed
to defend her. That was how she learned never to trust her mother
to do the right thing, especially when her father was involved.
Self reliance was a virtue, but she shouldn't have had to learn it
at such a young age.

Her mother never did like to associate with
commoners, despite the fact that she used to be one. There was
something about climbing the social ladder that had made her unable
to see anyone below her position. It was the cruelty of
inattention, treating others like insects that bothered Adele the
most. This was all too say that she disliked her mother immensely,
and every conversation with her was a fight to conceal that
fact.

“What has happened to you?” her mother exhaled,
her buxom chest heaving. “Blue skin, and that gown! They clash
horribly!”

A waft of perfume followed her presence like a
cloud, a choking miasma of wood bark and peppermint. Her mother
made loud clucking noises and muttered, pinching the fabric of the
gown upwards before dropping it like a dead rat. Her medical gown
paled in comparison to the chiffon dress that billowed around her
mother's frame. Her tasteful outfit was accented with pearl
earrings, placed artfully next to curls of springy blonde hair.

“Vicky… Vicky… Victoria!” Adele raised her
volume with each exhalation, until she was shouting over her
mother. It was frustrating how readily she could press Adele’s
buttons.

“Are you at all happy I'm here? Or would you
rather I had stayed a captive?”

She shocked herself at her own assertiveness.
Her captivity must have unlocked some nascent personality trait
that she had been previously unaware of. She kind of liked it.

Despite her forcefulness, her mother took no
notice of her protest, continuing her original thought. “I would
like to get you a better dress, my dear, but Julian wouldn't hear
of it. He's not going to visit until next week, you know! Just the
other day I asked and he said we'd all be together again soon!
Won't that be nice?”

Her mother continued to babble, but Adele tuned
her out. Her father wouldn't be visiting for a week? She let out a
sigh and relaxed, tension bleeding from her frame. With all her
family showing up, she was worried that he wouldn’t be far
behind.

No, of course not. The man was far more paranoid
than that. He must be waiting so that they could check for traps.
He wasn’t sure if they had fiddled with her brain during her
captivity, and wasn’t willing to risk it. Smart, but heartless. The
definition of her father.

Speculation time over, she adjusted her
attention. Her mother was blathering about a recent state event and
how dashing Julian looked in his royal robe of office. Something
about how they sourced the feathers and how they were hand
stitched.

Nothing about how much she loved her daughter
and was happy about her return. It was as if she was a doll, an
object to brag to Julian about. She tried to interrupt her mother's
train of thought by appealing to her vanity.

“What a lovely dress! It that a Pialomonde? I
especially love your jewelry, the colors really pop!”

Her mother stopped nattering and gave her a
bright smile. “Why yes, they are. I'm so pleased you noticed!”

She looked ready to break into a long winded
description of the dress, so Adele asked another question to try
and short circuit her ebullience.

“Will you and Ana be visiting for long? Are you
needed back at the peace conference?”

Victoria paused for a moment, finally taking the
time to access her memory. “Yes dear, we’ll be here all week! After
the emperor joins us we'll be going right back to the peace
conference! One big happy family!”

Adele very much doubted that, but her mother's
ability to subtract everything from reality that didn't fit her
mental model was legendary. In Adele’s mind, this conversation was
already over. She needed to choose her words carefully or her
mother would stick around even longer.

“Can you forward an apology to Ana for me? I've
been feeling out of sorts ever since my captivity, and I'm afraid I
was a bit insensitive earlier.”

“Yes, of course!” her mother said, a bright
smile pasted to her expertly rouged lips.

“You two always look so great together! Two peas
in a pod!”

Adele doubted that her mother would do as she
asked, but it was at least worth a try, even if it didn't pan out.
Her options remained limited while she was held in this hospital
room.

She was quite prepared to sit and be talked at
for another hour, but to her surprise her mother stood, patting her
on the arm and assuring her that everything was going to be okay.
That was more attention than she could recall ever receiving in the
past. Her mother had always treated her more like an accoutrement
than a person.

“I would love to stay, darling, but I must go.
Emperor's orders!” she tittered. “They tell me that visitor's hours
will be over soon, so I will be back tomorrow! Toodleloo!”

“Goodnight,” replied Adele, noncommittal,
annoyed but unsurprised at her mother's lack of genuine
affection.

Vicky flicked her fingers in farewell, toddling
to the door. It snapped shut, leaving her confined in her small
prison. Nothing had changed for her. She may as well have not been
ransomed at all!

Prepared to be bored for another hour, she was
surprised when the door opened once more. In marched a woman
dressed in scrubs, dark brown hair bound up in a hair net. She wore
a surgical mask and slip on shoes, a loupe attached to her glasses.
A name tag with the name ‘Xandra Hartness’ was pinned over her
chest.

She stalked like an animal on the prowl. Her
hourglass figure looked as though it would fit better on a stage
than in a hospital, but Adele was loathe to make such snap
judgments. That was what her father did, not her.

Following her came an assistant, clad in similar
garb, a wisp of red hair escaping from the side of her hair net.
Her name badge read ‘Sandra Oh,’ and she was wheeling a cart with a
large amount of unidentified medical equipment.

Adele was getting that sinking feeling again.
Whatever they were planning looked uncomfortable and she wanted
none of it. She could taste a metallic tinge on her tongue, her
heart beating more rapidly. She shrank away from the newcomers.
“What's all this about?” she asked, afraid.

“Your father, may his gentle hand guide the
empire forever, is concerned that your captors have affected your
loyalties. I am here to assess your mental state. In doing so, I
will also be evaluating your physical state.”

She snapped on a blue latex glove.
“Unfortunately, that means we're going have to do some scans and…
more invasive examinations.”

Adele’s eyes widened, formulating an objection.
“But the captain’s men already evaluated me and found no cause for
concern!”

“Yes, well, that was him, and this is me. He is
a ship’s doctor, but I am your father’s personal physician, and he
ordered me to do this examination.”

A faint masochistic gleam lit up her eyes.
“Trust only what you can see and verify. That's my mantra, and it
never fails.” She clenched a latex clad fist. “Never.”

Adele wasn’t sure what to make of this, but she
knew there wouldn't be any escape. Not with all the guards outside.
She was stuck here with this sadistic bitch.

She deflated, knowing that all she could do was
endure whatever treatment the woman decided to inflict upon her.
She had been through worse, much worse. There wasn't anything the
doctor could do to her that her captors hadn't already tried.

Maybe. She wasn't sure where that certainty came
from. Her memories were still acting super flaky. She smiled
nervously, exhausted by her stormy emotions. What was this
examination but another chore to get through?

“Very well,” she stated, tight lipped. “What do
you need me to do?”

“Say ah,” replied the doctor, wielding a
flashlight in her left hand.

“Aaaaah… ow!”

Adele felt a sharp pinprick in her mouth, her
upper palate going numb. This was followed by her head going numb,
the sensation spreading down her neck. She wanted to scream, but
her jaw was stuck open, sagging to one side. The doctor’s assistant
caught her body and laid her flat on the table as she lost
voluntary control over the rest of her body.

“Don't worry,” the doctor said, without any
obvious concern. “It's only temporary. We can't have you
interrupting us or trying for an escape attempt.”

The bed was reclined to horizontal and detached
from the floor. A vague hum denoted the activation of a repulsor
field. She was stuck watching the ceiling, her eyes reflexively
closing at the bright light. The ceiling started to move, the
assistant wheeling her out into a corridor.

She was divorced from her body, able to watch,
but unable to move. It was a disconcerting experience.

The doctor spoke into her shoulder. “Subject is
in her twenties, in good health. Skin pigmentation has been
altered, suggesting argyria, but the uniform blueness rules that
out. Subject was not blue a month ago. Other diagnoses should be
considered.”

They had passed several hall junctions, and now
she was being wheeled into a large chamber which had adjustable
lights hanging from the ceiling like deadly tentacles. It was an
operating room. What were they planning on doing to her?

She wanted to scream, but was unable. Her heart
rate increased, beating heavily in her chest. Her father didn't
mean for them to do any invasive surgery, did he?

The voice continued, passionless. “Scans from
shipboard examinations reveal several surgical additions. A
spherical plastic object has been installed in the subject’s mouth,
and a gem has been embedded in her chest. The gem appears oval in
cut, and no internal mechanisms are visible. Removal does not
appear required or advised.”

Adele relaxed mentally at that statement. Having
the doctor rummage around in her chest sounded distinctly
unpleasant. Still, they had taken her to an operating room, so they
must plan to do something to her!

The brown haired doctor lowered her loupe and
held out her hand. “Subject also has an electronic device embedded
in her soft palette, positioned in front of her oropharynx.
Extraction will now be attempted.”

The anxiety was back, making her heart lurch,
sweat beading on her forehead. That device was important somehow
and she really wanted to protest its removal. Why, she wasn't sure,
but it seemed like a part of her.

It was strange to feel like that about an object
that must have been installed by her captors. Her unconscious mind
must know more, but she could only extract a vague feeling from the
twisted bundle of memories. The tangled mess in her mind was still
a constant source of distraction and frustration. She lacked the
key to unlock its secrets.

The doctor had what looked like a sonic pick in
one hand. She pushed open Adele's mouth and jammed the tool inside.
“Device appears to be made with some form of polycarbonate,” she
remarked. “Embedded into the gum line. Removal will likely cause
bleeding.”

She turned to her assistant. “Gauze,
please.”

There came a high pitched whine as the doctor
ran the device back and forth. “Cutting extractor,” said the
doctor, surgical mask bunched up in one corner.

The whine from the pick was replaced with a
distracting buzz from the extractor. What was she doing in there?
Was she making a mess of the interior of her mouth? How long would
she have to eat from a straw after this surgery was finished?

Mercifully, the numbing agent also appeared to
have killed any sensations of pain. Being paralyzed with
excruciating pain would have been unbearable. The doctor might be a
sadist, but she supposed that even a sadist wouldn’t have fun if
they couldn’t see the results of the pain they were giving.

She tried to make some noise, but all that she
accomplished were faint grunts. “It won't be long now,” commented
the doctor, “almost there.”

The buzz of the device hit an annoying pitch
before cutting out. The doctor extracted the tools, reaching in
with one hand to gently catch hold of an object. She lifted it into
the air, giving Adele a brief glimpse of a bloody piece of plastic
with dangling wires.

That was what was inside her? She felt a
sensation of loss, but couldn't figure out why. She should have
been feeling revulsion. The device looked pretty ugly. Maybe she
should be thanking the doctor instead of being afraid?

He body jerked involuntarily, choking on a
stream of metallic tasting blood. Several harsh breaths were
interspersed with coughing.

“Suction,” murmured the doctor, looking like an
alien with distorted eyes behind her magnification lenses.

She jammed a wad of gauze into the back of
Adele’s mouth, sticking the suction tube in afterwards. The tube
bumped up against her cheek, pulling the flesh inside with its
pressure.

“Patch,” stated the doctor with authority, and
the assistant handed her what looked like a rectangular, brown
piece of plastic.

She applied the patch with one hand, pressing it
firmly into place, running the suction device over the rear of
Adele's mouth with her other hand. It tickled as it bumped up
against the back of her throat, but only provoked a weak gag
reflex.

“Patch applied,” the doctor stated. She dropped
her tools in a tray the assistant held up for her, picking up a
scalpel.

“Hook up our subject, if you please.”

She waited patiently as her assistant prodded
behind Adele’s back, fiddling with her equipment. Adele felt
several cool spots on her forehead and over the top of her skull,
followed by the squish of suction cups.

“Now testing pain response.”

The doctor lifted up Adele’s right arm if it was
a slab of meat. She pressed the scalpel against her skin, and
dragged a cut across it horizontally. Blood welled up from the
injury, streaks of red flowing down either side of the blue
surface.

The doctor gripped her wrist hard and watched
the blood flow intently, a faraway look in her eyes. This was
scarier than anything else the doctor had done so far. How much of
what she was doing was her professional duties, and how much was to
satisfy her own dark desires?

It seemed like a minute, but was probably less.
The doctor wiped her arm off and slapped a patch on the cut,
similar to the one she had used on Adele’s mouth. She looked over
at a screen positioned behind Adele’s head.

“Pain response matches response of secondary
subjects. Measurements within two standard deviations of the
norm.”

She set the scalpel in the tray the assistant
had brought her again, daintily lifting an ice cube from a tin cup.
She pressed the rounded cube against Adele’s neck, watching as it
began to melt, liquid water running down the side of her neck and
dripping onto the bed. Adele had an overwhelming urge to grab the
ice, but no matter how hard she strained she was unable to elicit
anything more than a faint finger tremble. The coldness of the ice
cube wasn't too bad, but the tickling was unbearable.

Once again, the doctor held the ice there for
longer than seemed strictly necessary. The woman’s cheeks were
stained red, her eyes twinkling. Was she enjoying this torture?

The doctor dropped what little was left of the
ice cube back into the tin cup, the sleeve of her lab coat catching
slightly against the silvered lip.

“Cold response is muted.”

The assistant came back with another tray, this
one containing a steaming hot towel. The doctor grabbed the towel
and applied it to Adele’s forehead. It had been heated piping hot,
a little inferno dropping over her sinuses, steam seeping into her
skull.

“Similar results with heat.”

The doctor retrieved the towel and set it back
on the tray. The assistant tapped notes into a digital pad.

The doctor washed her hands and looked at Adele,
her eyes closed for a moment. This made Adele nervous. Was she
thinking of a new kind of torture that she could get away with
without leaving physical marks?

She had to admit that she kind of liked the idea
of this doctor clad in a skin tight latex outfit. She was probably
an expert with the whip, able to edge her victims to a razor thin
edge. She imagined the doctor dressed in black, twirling a whip
over one shoulder.

She had indulged in similar fantasies while she
was back at court, but only in a limited fashion. It wasn't
something she enjoyed doing often due to her aversion to pain. Of
course, now she was less sensitive to pain, but that didn't make
her like the idea of experiencing it more.

The idle fantasy evaporated as the doctor
continued her exam. The doctor may have been indulging some of her
sadistic impulses, but this wasn't a sex club, and there were no
safe words. This woman was fanatical in her devotion to her father,
and Adele knew that if the doctor deemed her a danger to her father
she might find herself facing banishment, or worse.

She knew the grim truth. To her father, power
was everything. He would do anything to hold onto that power, and
she wasn't so certain that familial bonds would stay his hand.
Better to avoid having to find out.

The doctor snapped her gloves off and set them
on the tray. The assistant worked to pop the suction cups off her
head. The doctor looked at her with cold eyes. “I have the results
I need. The mental examination begins tomorrow. Sandy… take this
subject back to her room.”

Adele was almost glad of the paralytic – it
prevented her from showing the doctor just how terrified she was of
the next session. That woman could stare down a dragon with those
cool eyes, and she wanted nothing more than to get out of her
presence.

It was a relief when the assistant drug her body
from the table onto a grav chair, her dead weight settling in with
a thunk. The chair bobbed in the air, adjusting to her unexpected
weight.

The assistant laid a blanket over her arms and
waist, and adjusted Adele’s head so that it sat straighter on the
head rest. Her jaw still sat slack, drool leaking out one corner of
her mouth. Sandra mopped up the wetness with a hand towel, wheeling
her out of the operating room.

She must look like a head case, floating down
hallways without any muscular control. She worked on a finger,
pleased that her effort was rewarded with a slight wiggle. Wiggling
was good, she could work with a wiggle.

Her dry eyes watched as other patients in the
hospital floated past. A younger kid pointed and laughed at her
strange, frozen face, but his mother shushed him quickly enough. It
was more than a little embarrassing to be treated like a complete
invalid.

They moved past several rooms full of medical
imaging devices and offices, and Adele felt sure that they must be
close to her own little cell. Just a few more turns and she'd be
able to relax.

There came a tiled ramp and a pair of double
doors, which swished as they passed. The sign on the wall read
‘Obstetrics,’ which seemed out of place to her.

She floated past a wall filled with crayon
drawings of happy families, children holding their parent’s hands,
and was even more confused. Why would her room be in the maternal
ward? She moaned, surprised that she had that much control.

The assistant pushed her floating chair over a
ramp and whispered in her ear. “It’s appropriate, don't you think?
To give birth to new minds in the same place you give birth to new
bodies?”

Adele was confused by that cryptic statement.
What did this have to do with her evaluation? She could believe the
sadistic doctor capable of almost anything, but this assistant was
an unknown quantity. Who was she?

Her chair floated over a divider on the floor,
and they were in a corridor, passing a long window to her right.
Long rows of incubators were attended by nurses. One of them held a
pad and was taking notes as she passed each capsule, pausing to
press a button that pulled up an individual pod’s vital
statistics.

Near the end of the hall was a sliding door
flanked by two guards, standing at attention. The nurse pushed her
chair up to the door and right on through, giving her only a
glimpse of the guards. She memorized as many details as possible,
receiving a shock.

Was that Matt? He didn't seem his usual self. A
strange pained expression was fixed to his face, eyes blank,
staring off into the distance. That wouldn't be too strange if he
had been assigned to her mother’s guard detail, but her mother
wasn't here, was she?

The room was filled with desks and hard chairs,
the lights turned down. At the front of the room there was a
platform upon which a large wooden desk had been pushed to one
side. A spherical robot was set up on the desk’s surface. A
shimmering light projected onto the far wall from a lens on the
robot, a collage of interesting patterned light sparkling in
incomprehensible vistas.

The air smelled of lavender, a looping track of
seashore sounds providing ambiance. The side walls were decorated
with posters of the birthing process, indicating the room’s
original purpose. This new setup was meant to be soothing, but
Adele found it anything but. There was something dreadfully wrong
going on here, but she barely had the ability to twitch one arm.
There was no way for her to escape.

The classroom was full, heads fixed to the
screen and its irresistible patterns. She was unable to look around
to see if she recognized any of the participants. She was almost
afraid to. This seemed more than just a relaxing therapy session.
She couldn't imagine that this was sanctioned by Doctor Xandra. Or
was her new doctor also complicit? Had she been delivered from the
clutches of one captor into another?

The assistant slid Adele into an open position
in the front row where a desk had been removed to accommodate her
grav chair. A jerk of deceleration flung her head to one side. To
her surprise, she was staring at her mother, who was sitting with
decorum, hands folded on top of each other. Her back was ramrod
straight, and she turned her neck in a robotic jerk to face her
daughter.

“Nice to have you with us, my dear!” her
mother’s eyes were vacuous, voice loud. “I'm glad to see you
decided to drop in for our little session! It's helped me to reduce
my stress levels! Every time I get queasy, I come on down here and
my stomach settles right down!”

She closed her eyes and breathed in deeply. “I
just let the thoughts flow out of me, like this! Why carry such a
burden? Scatter them to the wind!”

Her mother smiled, an eerie gesture with such
vacant eyes. She must not being seeing her daughter clearly, or she
might have commented on her incapacitated state. Wouldn't she?
There was something desperately wrong with her. More so than
usual.

“We’ve been here for a week already, you know.
Julian has known about your arrival for that long. Your sister has
been so agitated. I tried to convince her that it would be good for
her to attend one of these sessions to take her mind off her
problems for a short while, but she said no! Imagine that!”

She shook her head in disbelief. “I can’t get
her to change her mind! You know, she just wanted to sulk by
herself when you went missing? I don't know what's gotten into that
girl!”

Adele’s breath hitched, the only surprise she
could show in her paralyzed state. Ana had said no? She was still
free? If they’ve been here for only a week, how had these strange
captors gotten to her mother so quickly? How long had the station
been infiltrated by them?

Her mother's eyes focused for a moment, and
Adele thought she caught a momentary flash of fear. “Your father
was so angry,” she said, almost whispering. She shook in her seat.
“I've never seen him so unhinged. I tried to help, but he slapped
me.”

Her eyes widened again. “But that's why I'm
here. To release all those unhappy thoughts. To think of shining
woodland meadows and to lose myself in their… splendor.”

Her voice petered out and she looked sleepy,
staring at Adele with a dopey grin. “This is so fun, isn’t it
exciting? They just told me yesterday that you would be joining us
at these sessions!”

Not good, her mother had become dissociated from
reality. That wasn't too far from her normal state, but usually her
mother’s thoughts revolved around her father, not some mysterious
cult of relaxation.

If this was an extension of the same people who
had captured her earlier, they must be angling to engulf the entire
royal family in their schemes! What was going on? Was this a coup?
By who? And where were the guards who should be preventing this
sort of subversion?

Her mind raced while her mother chattered, but
there were no answers. Her heart pounded, stress raising to
unbearable levels. She wanted to scream and shout, but her body
still wasn't cooperating. Curse that doctor and her sadistic
impulses!

A woman strode to the front of the room with
confident steps, extending a telescoping pointer. She tapped it on
the side of the desk. “Attention everyone,” came an acerbic
voice.

Her worst fears were realized, eyes widening
slightly. The instructor at the front of the room was none other
than that sadistic doctor, Xandra! What was she doing here? Was she
still following orders from the emperor, or from someone else
entirely?

Xandra was still wearing her lab coat, likely to
avoid drawing suspicion in the hospital. The hair net from earlier
was missing, locks of braided brown hair flowing down her left
shoulder. Her angled brows gave her a faint aristocratic air. Her
hands and arms were enclosed with shiny, black opera gloves which
had creases at her elbows. These kinds of latex gloves were
certainly not standard issue at the hospital.

Adele was a little confused. Xandra had struck
her as being viciously loyal. What could have happened to change
that? Was she a puppet on the leash of new masters? Or had they
made her a better offer than her father could?

That last seemed like nonsense. Nobody who knew
her father would bother trying to bribe his personnel. The few that
had tried had met sticky ends, literally, facing off against an
angry swarm of giant wasps brought specially from Croton Five for
the purpose. They had setup a clear polycarbonate box in the middle
of of the arena and released their captives into the middle of the
buzzing swarm. It was deemed popular with the crowds, but Adele had
refused to visit the stadium complex for years afterwards. The mess
had been horrifying.

Xandra flicked a button on the robot which was
projecting a hypnotic pattern onto the wall, and the lights in the
room went up. “Greetings,” the doctor said with precise diction.
“Some of you are new to this, while others are returning pupils. I
welcome all of you to this therapy session.”

She turned to face her audience, her eyes
stopping on Adele for a moment. What had she done to deserve her
attention? She would normally have shivered at such a piercing
gaze, but instead all she felt was a cold tingling sensation down
the nape of her neck.

“Your purpose here is manyfold. Some of you are
looking for answers. Some of you have found answers. And some have
their answers already, but simply cannot remember them.”

Again she peered at Adele. Was Xandra talking
about her? She tried to figure out what the woman was saying, but
came up with a blank. Unless they were hidden in the twisted ball
of memories from the past few weeks, she couldn't imagine what
Xandra was talking about. Even then, what could her captors have
taught her about herself? Had they created the big black hole
inside her mind, or had they simply exposed that it existed?

She supposed that she should thank them for the
insight, whoever they were, but its presence had only made her
emotionally unstable. She desperately needed a purpose, like her
body needed air, but she didn't know how to find it. She was coping
as well as she could, but now this woman was suggesting that she
already knew the solution? Impossible!

Xandra tapped the end of her pointer onto one of
her silky, black hands. “It is time. You are ready.”

She stood straight, arranging her feet in a
forty five degree angle. “Blue Orchid,” she said, stretching out
the syllables in the sweet refrain.

A hush came over the crowd, a curtain drawing
over their minds. Adele fell into a torpor, but it was a thin
veneer. The simple words had unlocked a hidden part of her mind, a
part that knew things she had forgotten. A part that knew what she
was seeking, that had a Purpose. That part of her wasn't enough to
snuff out her consciousness, but a strong urge to obey seized her
body.

The trigger wasn't sufficient to untangle the
mess that had been made in her mind. Perhaps a thread or two had
been tweaked, but the volatile mass of memories was just as
impenetrable as ever. The cobwebs remained, and so too did her own
volition. The part of her that knew its Purpose was still
inaccessible to her.

Xandra waited a few moments for the effect of
her words to spread through the room, the audience’s silence
welcoming more than oppressive. She watched them carefully, poised
and unmoving. Finally, she broke the silence.

“First, we should introduce ourselves, so that
you may support each other on your journey. You may go first.” She
pointed her stick at one of the participants in the front row, who
jumped up eagerly.

“Please, state your name, why you are here, and
what you hope to get out of these sessions.”

The short woman bounced on her heels and waved a
hand. “Hi, I'm Joey!”

“Hi, Joey!” the rest of the crowd barked in
unison, a shocking display of conformity.

Her eyes unfocused. “I am a Drone!” she declared
happily. The rest of the class clapped in affirmation, as if this
were an expected response.

“I was an entry level med tech. High stress, low
recognition.” Her eyes lidded and she looked at the floor. “Last
month I tried to commit suicide, but I screwed up the dosage. I'm
so worthless I can't even get death right.”

The crowd murmured their sympathy. Adele
wondered if they were all just as shocked as she was.

The moment passed, the woman regaining her
bubbly attitude. “Fortunately, that led me here! Xandra taught me
that I have too many bad thoughts bouncing around my head, and if I
let someone else make decisions for me, I’ll be less
depressed!”

Her expression was vapid. “Every session I
attend I think less, and I've never been happier! All I have to do
is stare at the pretty eye and let it drain away all my worries and
cares!”

She licked her lips and shifted on her feet. “It
feels so delicious, I’m having trouble keeping my hands out of my
pants!’ Her face went red as she realized what she had just
said.

“S… so concentrate hard and you can be just like
me!” she declared, stuttering her last words.

She ran up to Xandra and gave her a peck on the
cheek before dancing back to her seat. Surprisingly, the older
woman blushed and pressed one gloved hand to the spot she had been
kissed, momentarily caught off balance. She quickly regained her
demeanor.

“Very good, Drone,” she said abruptly, trying
hard to retain some dignity. “As you can see, dedicating yourself
to these sessions can help you to vanquish your inner demons. If
you let your bad thoughts go, we can replace them with correct
thoughts.”

She pointed at Adele’s mother with her stick.
“Vicky, you’re up next.”

Her mother stood and walked to the front. “Hello
everyone, my name is Victoria!”

“Hello Victoria!” came the reply, voices jumbled
as they fumbled some of the syllables of her name.

Just like the other woman, her eyes went
unfocused as well. “I am a Drone,” she declared robotically. The
class clapped.

“I am pleased to be here,” declared her mother.
“I have been far too self absorbed, relying upon my husband to run
my life.”

Adele’s eyes widened slightly. This was more
introspection than her mother had ever shown in the past. What had
they done to her? And why did she feel like it was an
improvement?

“I have let him do all the thinking, and that
has led to disaster, for me and for my family.” Her eyes focused
again, seeking out Adele in the crowd.

She smiled warmly. “When my daughter was taken
into captivity, I had a major meltdown, and my husband could not
support me. Fortunately, Xandra knew just what I needed, and helped
me to get out here to join this class.”

Her eyes were lit from within with a fanaticism
that was starting to scare Adele. “Now, whenever I think the bad
thoughts, I just come here and let them be extracted, so I can
think good thoughts again. My husband no longer needs to think for
me because I have replaced him.”

Her smile was beatific. “I hope to continue to
attend this class to learn further truths of my existence. I enjoy
learning with you all.”

Her introduction finished, she sat back down.
Xandra took center stage again. “Thank you, Vicki, you are
succumbing nicely. You will make an excellent slave.”

Vicki squirmed in her seat, pleased at the
praise. This was getting to be too much for Adele. Some foreign
force had taken over her mother, and it seemed bent on trying to
take over her as well. She wanted to leave, now.

Her limbs still weren't responding to her
commands, however, and all she could achieve at the moment was a
slight twist of her wrist. More frightening, she could already feel
the appeal of the message being taught. She was concerned that she
might fall into the same trap which caged her mother’s mind. By the
time she was able to move again, would she even want to leave?

Another woman mounted the stage, her blue skin
catching Adele by surprise. There was another like her? She thought
she had been the only one! The captain and the doctor had lied to
her by omission!

A spark of anger burned at her core, and she did
her best to fan the flames. It might be the only way to avoid the
soporific effect of hearing these women's stories of
subservience.

Despite her best efforts, the anger drained out
of her when the woman turned and faced the audience. There was a
lost, afraid look on her face. “Hi,” she said timidly. “I was a
scientist named Clara, but now I'm a Drone.”

“Hi Clara!” droned the audience.

Her mouth worked open and closed, as if she was
trying to figure out what to say. “I… I used to know who I was. I
had a Purpose. I was strong, and now I am weak.”

She looked at Doctor Xandra desperately. “Can
you fix me? Something is wrong with me!”

Adele was stunned. She was worried that she
might recognize this woman given her blue coloration, but she
wasn't expecting it to be her Aunt Clara! The mousey one, the plump
one, the one on hand to bake cookies for her favorite nieces, or to
show them their favorite star constellations via her stellar
observatory.

This couldn't be her! She was off doing crazy
aunt things at Stark’s Hole, not receiving rehab on Perimeter! They
must have kidnapped her, too. A hard stone coalesced in her
stomach. If they had kidnapped her aunt, who else had they
captured?

It could be any of the people she knew. Anybody
she was about to meet. They could all be under control of this
unknown enemy. How many of the inner guard had been subverted?
Matt? What had happened to him?

How could she know who to trust when she didn’t
know who they were working for? Her father? Or this other, unknown
force? Could she trust anyone?

Not that anyone had betrayed her trust, exactly.
She had simply been passed from one captor to another. She only
hoped that she could keep her head cool and get through this fake
meditation session. They couldn't hold her here forever. If she
tried really hard she could get her knee to bend just a little.

What was truly frightening was not necessarily
the presence of her brainwashed family members. So much of this was
familiar to her, and she couldn't explain why. What had happened to
her? Why did she feel like giving in, letting her mind sink into
the peace that her mother had obtained?

This wasn’t helping. She needed to pack those
fears away and keep resisting.

Occupied by her thoughts, she almost missed what
happened next. The doctor was looking quite uncomfortable, her aunt
crying tears of blue. She clearly had no idea how to comfort the
woman. Adele desperately wanted to step in and admonish the doctor
for her cold demeanor.

“Please, calm down,” ordered the doctor,
speaking loudly to overcome the cacophony of her aunt’s bawling.
“You are here, and we will teach you. You will rediscover your
Purpose.”

Two other people sitting in the front row jumped
up and wrapped her sobbing aunt in a bear hug. “I've lost it!”
cried her aunt. “Where did it go? Why do I feel so empty? Please
come back!”

A thrill of cold blue streaked through Adele’s
mind. Did she also have a gigantic black hole in her mind? Was she
in the same disheveled state that she was? It seemed likely, given
her skin color. Even if that wasn’t the case, her aunt was so
emotionally fragile Adele had to believe her. This wasn't an
act.

What was more curious were the two new women who
had come to comfort her aunt, rocking her back and forth and
cooing. They also had blue skin, like her. Who were they? Where had
they come from? There were even more like her?

Now, more than anything, she wanted to spend
some time alone with the newcomers to ask them questions. Did they
remember anything about their captivity? Could they tell her which
thread she needed to pull to untangle her memories?

“Hush,” said one of the two blue women to her
aunt, kissing her on the cheek.

The other woman skipped her cheek and went
straight for her mouth. Her aunt didn't shy away, shocking Adele.
She didn't know her aunt leaned that way!

They helped her aunt to the floor and wrapped
themselves around her, both of them laying their gentle hands upon
her. One of the women continued to speak to her, whispering in one
ear. Adele concentrated, trying to hear her. She was aided by an
unnatural silence that had engulfed the classroom.

“Believe in Hive,” the woman was saying, over
and over.

What was Hive? There was a prickling at the back
of her brain, but nothing definite. How annoying.

After a protracted period, the doctor shooed
them off the stage, the two blue women still grasping her aunt in
their arms. “That was a bit more excitement than anticipated. Let's
continue with introductions at our next session.”

The doctor seemed a bit flustered, but recovered
quickly. “Next, we will watch a relaxing display.”

She lifted a remote and clicked a button, the
projector on the robot bathing the far end of the room with
light.

Adele’s eyes snapped to the bright patterns, a
sense of familiarity overwhelming. She knew she had seen this
before, but where? She stared, her mind being drawn inwards.

It was happening again. What was happening
again? She was confused. Her memory was awash with strange colors,
half remembered shards of memories teasing her. Blue women,
marching down a corridor. Hands moving, putting together pieces to
assemble unknown devices. Kissing another blue woman.

The answers were there, somewhere in the tangle
of memories, but she couldn't quite make them out. She must have
spent quite some time with others colored blue like her, but it was
all ill defined.

While Adele was distracted, the medical
assistant who had brought her to the room stepped around in front
of her. She had taken off her scrubs somewhere along the way,
showing off a black corset hidden underneath. That was definitely
not approved hospital wear.

Shiny buckles running down the front of the
corset drew her attention, allowing her to momentarily drag her
mind away from the fascinating patterns up front, but only for the
span of a breath or two. The woman gave her a mean smile,
accentuating her cruel gray eyes, frizzy red hair billowing around
her head like a demonic halo. Nurse Sandra and Doctor Xandra must
be cut from the same cloth. Like attracts like.

“I have been itching to get my hands on you
since you arrived, princess, and now I finally have my
opportunity.” She flexed her hands. “Sampling your mother was fun,
but not as exciting as you will be.”

She smirked. “I will say she is an expert
squealer.”

Adele could say nothing, her eyes pulled to the
screen, which was slurping out her thoughts as if through a bendy
straw. Each flick of a pattern revealed a new and interesting
pictograph which her mind struggled to comprehend. While her mind
was occupied with trying to figure out the puzzle, more thoughts
escaped her conscious mind, vanishing into the ether. The outrage
this woman was generating in her was being siphoned off as quickly
as it appeared, leaving her hollow.

Sandra wore special filtered glasses, standing
to one side to avoid blocking her view of the screen. She stared at
Adele’s frozen form with naked hunger.

“They used to call me Sandra Oh, XO. They put me
on transport duty. I betrayed my crew. I betrayed you.”

She smiled, shivering with delight.

“Even then, I was under their control. I was
demoted and reassigned. That is okay. I serve Hive as well here as
I did there.”

“As XO, I made people do things. They obeyed me.
They had to.” Her lips curved and her hips shifted. “I enjoyed
it.”

“Now I make them obey in a different way.” She
slunk around behind Adele, breath hissing a cool breath down her
neck. An icy chill tingled her scalp. “I give frosty blue Hive
kisses, and brains freeze for me.” She puckered her lips and
touched them to Adele’s skull.

Adele was unable to reply, her brain frozen
solid. Is this what it felt like to lose her mind? Had she lost it
before? Was her freedom all an illusion?

“Do you know why women call me Candy Sandy?
Because I make them go Oh.”

She pushed herself up against the headrest of
the floating chair. She snaked her hands under Adele’s armpits and
wrapped her fingers around her breasts, hands tenting the thin
fabric of her medical gown. “They scream my name. Oh. Oh. Oh.”

With each repetition, she squeezed Adele’s
breasts. Her voice became higher pitched, simulating an orgasmic
experience. Adele was repulsed by the woman’s behavior, but was
also somewhat aroused. Her body was responding to the woman’s
physical manipulations, her pulse and respiration increasing
despite her disgust.

She would get through this. She would persevere.
She would tell her father and, oooh, let him, ahhh, handle these
women appropriately. She would give them, yes, hands on treatment.
Yes!

Just like she was receiving. The kisses on the
back of her head were cool and wet. Her eyes were focused on the
wall, locked into place as the display drained her mind.

“Say it!” the woman demanded. “Say my name!”

Her mouth started to move achingly slow, forming
an open circle. She should be celebrating that the paralytic agent
was wearing off, but she was far too distracted by the evil hands
plundering her body and the screen slurping up her mind.

All she could manage was a long, vague grunting
sound, pushed out through pursed lips fixed in the big ‘O’ that
Sandra demanded. Her body reacted to the simulation, a flush
running through her cheeks and sweat beading her brow.

The woman's hands withdrew and Adele made a
sound of displeasure, but Sandra was only repositioning. She
stalked around to the front of the chair and sat in Adele’s lap,
leaning forward to kiss her on the forehead. The wet contact felt
freezing cold, as if an icicle had been shoved into her brain. The
juxtaposition of hot and cold was driving her crazy.

Sandra placed her hands back on Adele's breasts
and began rhythmically squeezing. In this new position, the screen
was blocked from her view, but Adele’s mind was already too far
gone to resist. Her libido was on fire, and she was in serious
danger of achieving an orgasm without being touched below,
something she had not previously thought possible.

Her new, blue body must have been made extra
sensitive. There was no time to wonder about that now. All she
could do was concentrate on her breathing and the fire of
sensations exploding from her nipples.

She was unable to writhe in pleasure, but that
only seemed to increase the sensation, a forced orgasm rocketing
through her body. Each breath came out in a short burst, expelling
from her lips with the best facsimile of an ‘Oh’ that she could
manage.

Pleasure suffused her body like a warm blanket,
taking the sting out of the cold kisses Sandra continued to shower
her with. All the tension ran out of her and she closed her
eyes.

Sandra gave her another kiss, this time on the
lips, and tweaked one of her nipples. “You're so cute when you
orgasm. Let's do this again soon.”

She ran a finger down Adele’s left cheek, and
got off her lap. “You are an excellent slave.”

 



Chapter Three

Adele was afraid to open her eyes, unsure of
what she would see. She had kept them tightly shut since Sandra had
left her, hoping that she could avoid seeing any more of the
bewitching hypnotic wall display.

Nobody had forced her to continue watching, but
at the same time that meant she hadn't been able to see what was
happening to the others in the room. She didn’t need to. She had
learned enough already. This was nothing short of an invasion!

She would tell her father, and… what, precisely?
What was he going to do? Her own mother wouldn't back her up – she
was already in too deep with this cult. Her mother would probably
pat her on the head and tell her father that she was imagining
things. That she was under too much stress from her captivity and
was inventing wild fantasies. All things considered, her father
would probably believe her mother over her own observations, would
could easily have been colored by her time in captivity.

Perhaps her sister would be able to help her, if
she ever recovered from her emotional snit! She did feel bad that
she hadn't been as perceptive of her sister’s feelings as she could
have been, but that seemed insignificant compared to the dangers
they faced now. She wished that she had prevented her sister from
running. She wished she had a way to send her a message.

That seemed like an impossibility. She had been
testing herself frequently, but all she had been able to accomplish
was a rocking motion in the chair, insufficient to allow her to
leave this cult gathering. She was reaching the limit of how long
she felt she could keep her eyes closed without missing something
important. She weighed her itch to know against her chances of
losing her mind again, and decided that keeping her eyes shut was
the better option for the moment.

This only increased her level of anxiety. The
silence around her had broken into whispering. The attendees were
talking about their day, and how much better they felt now that
they had received their meditation session. She wanted to scream at
them that it was brainwashing, but her fine muscular control was
still shot and all she could accomplish was some guttural
grunting.

She stopped trying to make noise after someone
hypothesized that she might be a mental patient. We’re all mental
patients, she thought bitterly to herself.

None of them seemed to recognize what had just
occurred, as if their memories of the session had simply vanished.
Pleasantries were exchanged, and she could hear the hatch of the
room cycling open and closed.

Her chair began to move, and she fluttered her
eyes open. “It's nice to see you awake, dear!” said the attendant
with false cheer, as if she hadn't just spent the last twenty
minutes ogling her boobs. The nurse had put her scrubs back on,
looking kosher for hospital duty, neatly hiding her perverted
tendencies.

Adele began to moan in protest, but Sandra
burbled on, talking at her like she was a child. “It's good to see
you getting out and about. You even kept down your food today!”

She spoke louder than usual for the benefit of
the concerned eyes that took in her drunken looking form. She tried
to move her right hand, but was only able to make it rotate in a
small circle. It was the best she could do, and it made her look
mentally deficient.

She stopped her failed attempt to call for help.
Her blue skin and awkward moans weren't bringing her the attention
she desired. This sort of thing was probably seen quite often in
galactic hospitals, and elicited nothing more than stares and
whispers.

Her head lolled again in the other direction as
her chair rounded a corner. It was quite annoying to be randomly
staring at the ceiling again, and she wished the attendant would at
least straighten her out.

Sandra didn't bother accommodating her mental
wishes, however, pushing her through crowds of other hospital
patrons. Most of them were the family of expectant mothers, or the
mothers themselves, escorted by hospital staff. This would be a
great time to ask for help, if she had been capable.

In any case, she wasn't, and soon enough she was
floated out of obstetrics and into the mental section of the
hospital. The walls here went from pastels to earth tones, and the
doors were decidedly more reinforced. They obviously didn't want
these patients running around without an escort.

It was the perfect place to contain her so that
she couldn't run around asking for help. Even if she had been able
to escape, they would easily dismiss her as just another deluded
patient. There wasn't any getting out of here. But they couldn't
hold her forever. Sooner or later they had to put her back in her
original room so that her family could find her again.

At that point, she would have to come up with
another plan. Maybe she could enlist her sister to help? Her mother
definitely wouldn't. Her mother was compromised, and telling her
anything would be perilous. She probably wouldn’t want to tell her
mother anything about this even if she had possessed her full
faculties. Any plan her mother came up with would include her
father, and that usually resulted in body counts.

If she was gauging them correctly, her
mysterious captors probably wanted him involved. This whole plot
looked like an attempt to control the entire royal family. Although
Adele felt no love for the man, she was hard pressed in wanting him
involved. He needed to be warned properly, not told by her
mother.

But maybe she should reconsider? This was
getting quite serious, and she was concerned that if she waited too
long, Xandra or her assistant would find a way to crack her mind.
Unfortunately, it probably wouldn't be too difficult. Something had
caused her to lose all those memories, and it wasn't a relaxing
vacation on the beach.

The attendant drew her up to the side of one of
the vault-like doors, spinning the wheel on the front to release
the latch. The heavy door swung open on its hinges, inch thick
metal suspended in the air silently. It was built like a battleship
hatch, a single grim porthole built into it at eye level.

She floated inside, her chair brought up
smoothly next to a flat table. Sandra flipped buttons on the chair,
and the footrest rose while the headrest dropped, forcing her body
into the plank position to line her up with the table. Sandra spoke
to her while she watched the chair position her.

“I'm pleased we have you here today. It's a
welcome break from our usual routine. Normally I have to meditate
before we start, but with you it will be smooth sailing.”

She pushed on Adele’s side, rolling her off the
grav chair onto the table. Her face sat inches away from a donut
hole bored through the surface. All she could see was a tiled
floor. She felt a flick on her left ass cheek and she grunted in
protest.

“Once you've been adjusted, I do hope Hive will
visit soon. I've been looking forward to being processed for ages.
Tell me, how does it feel to have your skin perfected?”

Adele moaned, her body trembling.

“That good? Perhaps after I have been converted
I'll look you up.”

She ran a hand around the back side of Adele’s
medical gown and down her side, resting her fingers next to one of
Adele’s breasts, which was compressed against the table. “I think
you would look stunning shined with an oil coating.”

Adele squirmed, unable to get away from the
woman’s violating touch. Her thighs tightened, a thrill blasting
through her loins. It was distressing to realize that her body
wasn't entirely opposed to the concept of being slathered with oil.
Having hands touching every inch of her skin, coating every surface
with the shiny substance.

Only it definitely wasn’t Sandra in her
fantasies – it was another blue woman. Who was that woman? She
grunted with frustration, unable to place her.

Sandra mistook her inner turmoil for discomfort,
and splayed a hand on her ass. “I know,” she said with fake
sympathy. “It's hard to be paralyzed. Don’t worry, the doctor will
be here soon.”

She spread the gown out, revealing Adele’s ass.
She stuck a finger into her butt and wiggled it around. Adele
shook, unable to remove the interloper. She made a moan of
indignation at the woman's impertinence. Who did this woman think
she was? As soon as she could escape she would tell her father and
let the royal rage fall where it may.

“That's quite enough,” snapped a prim voice,
sharp heels ringing on the floor.

The finger in her butt retreated, a meek voice
apologizing. The doctor had now arrived, but her prior experiences
with Xandra gave her no reason for relaxation.

The sound of a rolling chair stopped next to her
platform, a hand resting possessively on her shoulder. “A crude job
was done to you, my dear, but it was necessary to get you into my
hands. If you were sent to specialists downplanet we might have
been unable to recover you.”

A whirring noise came, equipment moving into
position. “Fortunately, it is elementary for me to fix the
damage.”

Adele was rigid, frozen with fear. She was
unable to see what was going on from her position, and could only
imagine the kind of medieval device the doctor was planning on
using.

The doctor continued, her voice clinical. “A
memory block was inserted into your cerebellum, tangling your
recent memories.”

Something flat butted up against her skull. Was
she about to feel the sharp prick of a needle? Her imagination ran
wild, a cold flush rushing through her body. She started to shake
back and forth to confound whatever the doctor was attempting to
do.

“Please be still, this part of the procedure
requires precision. The more you wiggle, the longer this will
take.”

Adele continued her movement, finding spiteful
joy in being able to frustrate the doctor’s goals.

“Nurse?” said the doctor, no apparent annoyance
in her tone of voice.

Adele soon felt sharp restraints being wrapped
around her body, starting at her ankles. With each successive
strap, she had less movement, plastic strips digging into her,
wrapping the thin material of the medical gown around her body like
a straight jacket. She moaned in protest as her chest was cinched
to the table, her breasts spreading out uncomfortably against the
spongy surface. Next, a cool, wet sensation bloomed on the back of
her head, a gel-like substance spread onto her skull as if she was
a piece of toast being buttered.

The doctor continued to talk, as if nothing of
consequence had occurred. “I will be using a memoroscope to
visualize your current memory structure and locate the correct
locations in your cortex. You may hear an unpleasant hum and a
buzzing noise, in addition to a tickling sensation down the back of
your neck.”

The doctor clicked something, and the machine
hummed to life. “Ah, there we are. Despite what your detractors may
think, you do, indeed, have a brain. Quite a lovely one, I might
add. A beautifully formed cerebellum, with excellent… lobes.”

Adele, now a captive audience, wished the doctor
would hurry up. If her medical devices didn't cause bodily harm,
her terrible puns surely would. She moaned her displeasure, but the
doctor continued.

“Here we go, past the occipital, through the
parietal, into the hippocampus. This is a very old part of your
brain, did you realize that? It helps you to marshal information
from other sources into memories. The standard block should be
located right about… there.”

There came a pause. “Oh my, I've never seen
something like that before.”

The arrogant voice of the doctor had turned
curious, and Adele’s anxiety increased. She had been to several
medical appointments before, and nothing could inspire fear quite
like a doctor admitting they were heading into unknown
territory.

She mumbled her dismay. “Oh, don't worry, my
dear, I can remove the block, that's child’s play. But there's
something else here, too, little red little tendrils running
throughout your brain. I'm afraid I can't remove that without
removing parts of you.”

She grunted, moving the scanner back and forth
to get a better view. “Make a note, Sandra. Send these scan results
to our contact and ask for an explanation.”

She clicked off a few photographs of the
discrepancy. “Yes doctor,” replied the nurse, a picture of perfect
obedience as she played her fingers over the computer
interface.

“Good, let's begin.”

She toggled a button on her pad, and the machine
came to life, buzzing against Adele’s skull. A tingle buzzed down
her left arm, her lips jiggling together. She opened her mouth to
gasp, but her vision cut off, replaced with a sea of unconnected
memories.

There were women marching in a line past empty
space, stars flickering. Collars glistened under artificial light
sources. The rhythm of their footsteps was a hypnotic tempo,
drumbeats of submission.

There was a feeling of closeness and a yearning
for someone missing. She embraced a blurry figure, their faces too
close for her to recognize the recipient. Soft love enveloped her.
She was home.

This memory also slipped from her grasp. Her
hands worked mechanically, putting together an unknown device. She
fumbled the parts, but she knew how to recover. The design had been
burned into her memories.

She loved. She worked. They were entwined, bound
up in a ball of unceasing love of the Blue. A gestalt of pure
emotion, beyond which lay coldness and terror.

Arms enfolded her, warmth bleeding into her
heart. She could almost make out who it was this time, but the face
was indistinct. She reached out to touch the woman, and the memory
dissolved, streaks of fibrous red cracking through it like a
damaged pane of glass. She moaned with distress. The return of her
memories was what she she had been waiting for, and it had been
ruined!

Removing the memory block appeared to have
triggered a chain reaction, her memories choked out by a thicket of
the violent, red vines. She saw images of people punching each
other, bashing their faces in with heavy sticks, perforating them
with lasers. She recoiled at the horror, trying to lock away this
new part of her mind, but the tangle grew, vines swallowing her
memories of captivity and more.

Soon, her pleasant memories of childhood were
being speared by the thin tendrils, enclosed and locked away. As
the mass solidified, she had even fewer memories of her past than
before, blocked behind a wall of thorns. Spiky vines lined the
wall, keeping her conscious mind out. What could be going on behind
that wall? She couldn't say, but it probably wasn't anything she
would be pleased about.

Meanwhile, the doctor had continued her
monologue. “You are wondering who we are. You are wondering who you
are.”

“You already know, you mind has just suppressed
the answers.” She paused. “It's a valid coping mechanism, but I
have undone the knot. You should be recalling your Purpose
now.”

She wasn't recalling much of anything. Her mind
was isolated behind the boundaries of the prickly border wall. She
was holding onto as much of her sense of self as she could, but it
was a precarious position. She was uncertain how long the balance
could be maintained.

The doctor seemed pleased with the results,
unable to see the new turmoil attacking her mind. “You should be
seeing the Blue again. How I wish I could experience the Truth
myself all over again like you are.”

She purred like a cat. “Letting Hive eat into
your mind is the most delicious sensation I have ever experienced,
second only to subsuming oneself in the Gestalt. I hope I am called
home again soon.”

Adele wasn't sure what the doctor was talking
about, but it seemed like bad news for her and her family. She
needed to get out of this room to warn her father about how deep
the corruption had spread! If his own doctor now served this Hive,
whatever it was, nobody was safe!

She tried not to think about that possibility.
Her father was no savior, but she could certainly use some of his
ruthlessness now! With all the conspirators around her, it
certainly seemed like her only option. If only she could break free
of the strangling red vines in her mind!

She moaned, playing along with the doctor, as if
she was now experiencing atavistic pleasure. Deception was easiest
to attain when the recipient wanted to believe, and this case was
no exception.

“Sandra, you may return Adele to her quarters. I
believe she has a new state of submission to experience.”

“Yes, doctor,” replied Sandra, her hungry eyes
shining. “I obey.”

Adele found her body being unceremoniously
rolled back onto the grav chair, her body still uncoordinated due
to partial paralysis. Escaping was not her plan at the moment, so
she played along, pretending that she was lost in the throes of
pleasure.

In reality, she had little mental capacity for
dealing with the nurse. She was far too busy probing the red
ticket, looking for a weakness. None presented itself at the
moment, except for one area where the thorns seemed to be just a
bit thinner.

The path looked treacherous, though, and it was
almost certainly a trap, but it might be worth a try if all else
failed. A tentative plan put together, she returned to pretending
that she was experiencing pleasure at her new state, even though
that was quite far from the truth.

It didn't take long for her to arrive at her
original location in obstetrics, her door covered by two guards.
She was surprised to discover that one of the two was Matt, and she
made an effort to moan louder and raise an eyebrow as she
passed.

If Matt wasn't a conspirator, he might be able
to help her get out of this place and warn her father. Her father
couldn't be stationed that far away. If he was acting true to form,
he was probably still at the capital city dirt side, waiting for
the all clear signal so that he could return to meddle with his
family further.

The nurse spent no time fussing over her, though
she no doubt wished she could. Patients were monitored constantly,
however, and for their subversive plans to work they couldn't get
caught messing with the princess outside of a treatment room. An
orgy was a difficult event to hide in a hospital, though she had no
doubt it had been tried before.

The chair unfolded its side and she was rolled
off it, her body falling onto the bed in an ungainly heap. The
nurse rearranged her limbs until she was lying flat on her back,
pulling the sheets up around her neck. “Goodnight!” she whispered.
“Dream frosted Blue dreams, slave, and in the morning perhaps you
will be more inclined to join us in a meditation session.”

She turned the lights down, smiling in the dark.
While she was probably certain that new slave thoughts were
blossoming in Adele’s mind, the reality was that she was hard at
work trying to figure out what her next, best option might be.

Her sister was being emotional, and may not be
of much use. If she showed up, Adele would do her best to warn her,
but with all the conspirators around she wouldn't be surprised if
someone hadn't already invited her to a ‘meditation’ session. Her
mother was useless, already captured, but what about the other blue
slaves who had been extracted with her?

What about her aunt? What horrible things had
been done to her to secure her obedience? She seemed a right mess
at the meditation session. Was there any room for leverage there?
Perhaps not, her aunt seemed quite certain that she wanted to
reenter whatever bondage Hive had provided her.

The others may be more amenable, but contacting
them might be a poor idea. What if they had already been taken to a
treatment room to remove the block on their memories? They may be
fully obedient slaves to Hive once again.

No, that was no good. Her best bet was Matt, but
how could she call for him in a way that he might understand? She
hardly trusted her fine muscle control at the moment. All she could
muster were loud grunting sounds, not enough to communicate much of
anything.

At the very least, she was stuck here until the
paralytic completely wore off. Perhaps in the morning she would be
able to come up with a more coherent plan. It had been a long day.
Heavy lids descended, the outside world escaping her grasp for a
moment.

Shadow actors warred in her mind, a blue faction
fighting red, brightly colored women fighting each other, palms
open at each blow. She was standing next to a rectangular ring, two
combatants circling each other with their arms held out in front of
them.

At first it seemed like a fair fight, but as the
mental tug of war wore on, the red side used dirty tricks to gain
an advantage. Red pretended to be winded, but as soon as Blue came
close, she launched a flurry of blows, forcing Blue onto the back
foot. Red pressed the advantage, throwing blow after blow at Blue.
Blue retreated, getting pushed closer and closer to the edge of the
ring.

Right as Blue was about to be pushed up against
the ropes, she retaliated with another open palm strike, wrapping
her hand around Red’s wrist and using her forward momentum to toss
her over the ropes and out of the ring.

A buzzer sounded, and the two manikins stood and
faced each other. A sharp frisson tugged at her chest. Both of them
looked like her, with subtle alterations. The red manikin had fiery
hair, suspended from her head in writhing tentacles. She looked
hungry to win. Her hands were clenched into fists, talons sprouting
from her fingers.

The Blue manikin was calm and collected, arms
folded. Her hair looked like it was alive, too, a mixture of watery
blues washing together like waves. The strength of the ocean locked
up in a hair bun. She had the patience of a monk, waiting for Red
to act first.

A board at the rear of the arena displayed the
score. ‘Away’ and ‘home’ appeared to be evenly matched for points,
but which manikin was ‘away’ and which was ‘home?’ She was unable
to say.

Which one followed her desires more closely? The
calm, dispassionate Blue, which even now pulled at the strings of
her soul, or the fiery Red, an incendiary set to burn all in her
path?

As she watched, Red climbed back into the area,
both of them relaxing into well practiced fighting poses. Beyond
the two figures, on her right, was a hellish landscape, greenery
charred and twisted. An enormous chasm in the distance swallowed
all light, a malevolent blackness that pulled everything into its
slavering maw.

A pulsating, twisting mass of vines trailed over
the edge of the chasm. The blasted terrain leading up to the pit
was smothered with the vines, trees wrapped tight by smothering
appendages. Streaks of red ran down each vine, and they trembled as
if waiting for unlucky prey to step close enough to be
ensnared.

To her left was a calm, smooth landscape, a
scintillating display of blue pastels running over a field leading
to a forest. Trees grew tall, rising over hundreds of feet, tinted
in a variety of blue shades.

From the conflicting landscapes she got the
distinct feeling that she should be rooting for the blue fighter,
but that felt like she would be giving in to her utopian desires.
Was there a third path? Was there anything left that was truly her
own, not colored by the desires of either party? Could she find the
strength needed to be her own woman, not subsumed by the Blue or
the Red?

Before she had the opportunity to explore the
thought further, she was forced to dodge as Blue’s body flew
through the air where she had been standing, limbs flailing in
defeat. A blur of red coloration ran down the side of the fighter’s
face, having the appearance of a dye more than blood. The buzzer
sounded and points on the scoreboard incremented. ‘Away’ was once
more in the lead.

“Your body shall be mine!” declared Red, her
mouth growing sharp, white fangs, dripping with a red
substance.

She rushed over and ravaged the blue carcass,
savaging the pristine neck until it was a bloody pulp. The blue
manikin faded from view, her form melting into the ground until
nothing was left but an irregular blue stain.

Out of the forest to her left stepped another
blue manikin, identical to the last, her skin smooth. Her eyes
stared at the red manikin warily. It was almost as though the
previous fighter had never existed, but this new one had a slash of
red bisecting her face. Some of the trees at the edge of the forest
cracked and fell, falling onto the meadow. Flowers at the meadow’s
edge withered and died, the barren landscape belonging to Red
expanding. Branches sizzled and lit on fire, blue tint leaching
from the wood and flowing out onto the meadow.

The red manikin looked at Adele, her mouth
stained red from her savage feast. She gave a ghoulish smirk. “You
cannot win,” she declared in triumph. “You will belong to me soon,
and then the killing can begin.”

The talons on her fingers grew longer, curling
as if they were claws. The new blue fighter settled into a familiar
fighting pose, and the red fighter matched her motions. A bell
sounded, and Red launched herself at Blue with unmatched ferocity,
slashing the air with her new talons. Blue gave no sign that she
was afraid, stepping into the savage attack, blocking it with her
arm.

Chunks of blue were gouged out of her skin, but
there was no blood. The blue fighter retaliated, punching Red right
in the nose. Her head snapped back, absorbing the blow with no
apparent pain.

The two were on top of each other, arms locked
together in a clinch. They strained back and forth, neither
yielding an inch. Red lunged forward, fanged mouth opening
wide.

Blue used her momentum, falling to the ground
and planting her foot into Red’s chest. As she spun backwards, Blue
kicked out, throwing Red out of the ring and onto the meadow.
Branches from the fallen trees spread out and grabbed hold of the
fighter, wrapping themselves around her arms and legs.

They tugged tighter until the red fighter
shrieked. Adele looked away, wincing at the ugly cracking sounds
that followed. The high pitched scream mercifully cut off.

Neither side appeared to be ready to give up
just yet, and their methods for disposing of the fallen fighters
was ghoulish. Adele was ready to leave this nightmare, but Blue was
standing in front of her.

“Do you not love Us?” asked the fighter. “Do you
not remember Us?”

Adele had no answer to either question, but she
did had several of her own. “I don't,” she said bluntly. “Who are
you? What is this fight? Why is there a huge pit over there?”

The blue fighter smiled. “You will remember. We
are a part of you. You will love Us.”

She bowed, a warrior’s salute, then turned to
face the new red fighter who had made her way out of the choking
vines and through the blasted landscape.

“Wait,” said Adele, as puzzled as before. “What
do I do?”

“You must choose Us,” replied the blue fighter,
settling back into her combat stance. “I can only delay the
inevitable.”

A bell sounded again, and her body slipped away
from the image of the two figures, her mind dropping through layers
of consciousness. The war continued, but at least for now it left
her alone, giving her some much needed rest.

An insistent chime brought her out of her
slumber, the dark environs of her locked room coming back into
focus. The chime came again. She almost confused it for the start
of another fight in her head. She blinked, banishing the vision of
the endless war from mind.

Was someone asking for entry? Why would they
bother in the hospital? Wouldn't they just come get her if they
wanted her? Xandra certainly didn't seem to care about being
courteous to her.

“Come in!” she croaked out, pleasantly surprised
to discover that she had regained control of her voice.

She started to stretch, her body aching from
spending too much time immobilized. The serum appeared to have worn
off, and she discovered with relish that she was able to flex her
arms and legs without difficulty.

She looked up, surprised to see Matt admiring
her body. She stopped stretching and frowned. “Do I look that good
in a hospital gown?”

“Yes,” replied Matt, brazenly, a thin smile
gracing his lips.

The smile was fleeting, replaced by a grim
demeanor. He reached up to the flap of his jacket pocket and
tweaked a small device. A high pitched noise blasted her ears,
quickly modulating to a pitch she could no longer hear.

She winced, and Matt gave her an apologetic
look. “I’m sorry, princess, but I do not trust this place. Some of
my guards have been acting strangely, and more than a few of the
staff are walking around as if in a daze. I think we need to get
you out of here, but I'm not sure who to trust.”

He held up a hand as Adele opened her mouth. “I
know it's hard to believe, but you need to trust me. I was putting
on an act when you last saw me. We need to escape here and warn
your father.”

Adele held her hand up when he looked ready to
interrupt a second time. “I do believe you.”

The fear she had been hiding inside leaked out.
“My family is compromised, and you may be the only one I can
trust.”

She informed him of her mother's strange
behavior, and of the peril she believed her sister to be in, as
well as the evil machinations going on behind the scenes. When she
talked about her rough treatment in the doctor’s hands, she glossed
over some of the more graphical parts. Even thinking about it gave
her the chills.

“And that is why we must keep our plans a
secret. From everyone! I don't trust any of the staff, or even your
guards!” She folded her hands, uncomfortable with their uncertain
situation.

She gave Matt a wry smile. “Given all that,
what’s your plan?”

Matt shifted his weight onto one foot, his
craggy face lighting up. “Don't worry, princess, I have an ace up
my sleeve. I just need some time to get it into place.”

His confidence, however much unwarranted, stoked
a hidden place in her heart. Despite how hopeless it seemed, Matt
was still doing his job to the best of his ability.

That meant it was time for her to do hers. She
held out a hand regally, doing her utmost to hold it still. She was
quite pleased that Matt was able to take and kiss it without any
evidence of a tremble on her part.

He bowed, one hand moving his service sword out
of the way. His head almost touched her hand. “I am your servant,
princess.”

When Matt had left, she laid back on the bed,
deflated. She had avoided telling him about her internal conflict.
As far as she was concerned, that was her battle to fight. He
couldn’t do anything about it, so he didn’t need to know. It was
much better if he concentrated on trying to extract them from the
hospital.

She shivered again, her forehead feeling hot.
She would have suspected a fever if she had not just seen the epic
war being waged for her mind. Perhaps she had some time now to
decide whether she could afford to help the blue warrior.

Blue appeared to be fighting on her behalf, but
she was uncertain what would happen if Red was vanquished entirely.
Would the blue fighter inherit the keys to her mind? Would she
become like the other victims at the meditation session? An
obedient slave programmed to obey? Would that be the worst fate
possible?

She teased at the last thought, which had come
from hidden depths. Did she dare allow herself to fall into the
blue to become strong enough to push away the red? Would she ever
be truly herself again, or would her personality be replaced? Would
she become someone, something else?

She rejected the idea on its surface, but a
terrible plan was taking root. If, perhaps, she made a deal with
Blue, she could prevent her entire body from being destroyed by
Red. Of course, the best option would be to survive on her own, but
her mind was becoming a fairly full place and she wasn't sure that
she could remain a host to multiple disparate personalities for
long.

She filed the idea away. Just in case nothing
else was working, that might be her only opportunity to win her
freedom. She had to consider it, to use every advantage against
oblivion. She couldn't allow herself to lose. She wanted to prove
to herself that her father was wrong about her. She was not just a
chess piece fit for whoring.

She began to drift off again, her sleep
blessedly devoid of mythical battles. There was hazy smoke, though,
and a general feeling of being trapped. It was almost a relief when
the door chimed again, releasing her from her disturbing
slumber.

“Come!” she pronounced, her voice feeling a bit
less like a frog’s.

The door flung open, revealing the frenetic
figure of her mother, pumping her arms and swinging her leather
purse as if it was a battle axe. Adele was astonished to discover
that in her hand sprouted a bouquet of flowers. The bloom was
knitted together to look like a veritable tree of foliage.

“Can you imagine?” she asked, indignant. “They
wanted to search me before I entered. ME!”

She looked at Adele, her thoughts clearly not on
her daughter. “Am I not the mother of a thousand worlds, the center
of morality and… beauty for this empire? Do not their inhabitants
tremble at my feet?”

Adele was forced to hide a small smile. None of
those appellations were anywhere near the truth, and her mother
knew it. Perhaps she was trying to cheer Adele up? This was
entirely unlike her usual behavior. She liked it.

Adele couldn't help herself. She giggled, hoping
that she had guessed her mother's intentions correctly. Her mother
smirked and dumped her handbag on the bed, presenting her with the
bouquet. “I knew that would get you, miss angry face! Look, I've
brought a collection of flowers from around the capital. A bit
difficult to get tulips up here, but you can find most anything at
the bazaar if you look long enough.”

The bright blue flowers brightened Adele’s mood.
She breathed deeply, the scent reminding her of less stressful
times. She wanted more. There was something more there than just a
pleasant scent.

Her mother paused and looked up. “Maybe those
lines would work on your father. What do you think?”

Adele’s smile faded. It always came back to her
father. Conqueror, destroyer, aloof. Not at all a family man, but
her mother simply adored him. And now she needed to run to him for
help.

She carefully modulated her expression to hide
the turmoil lurking beneath her pleasant exterior. “Have you seen
the emperor lately?”

Her mother's face clouded. “No, I haven't. He
should have come back with us from the peace conference, but he
left in a separate vessel and I haven't seen him since we’ve been
here!”

She clasped her hands together, eyes widening.
“Do you think I should find another gown? The winter festival is
coming up and I simply have nothing to wear!”

That was a lie. Her mother had a room full of
outfits. She couldn't possibly need something else to hide away in
that room she called a ‘closet’ for the next decade. As a child,
she had gotten lost in the racks of clothing for hours.

“I'm sure you'll find something,” replied Adele,
noncommittal.

She was feeling a bit fuzzy. She smelled the
flowers again, leaning in closer. They really did smell good. She
decided to change the subject. “When do you think I'll be released
from here?”

“Oh, I think your father is planning on visiting
this weekend. You should be able to leave with us afterwards.” She
sat on the side of the bed, doing her best to look motherly. “That
will give us plenty of time to spend together in meditation
sessions before then!”

This was no good; unless today was Friday, her
captors would have plenty of time to work on her resistance. They
didn’t know that she wasn’t one of them yet, but it wouldn’t take
them too long to figure it out. She needed to get out sooner.
Hopefully Matt’s plan would pay dividends before it was too
late.

For now she had to play along and do her best to
avoid losing herself during the meditation sessions. If she was
lucky, she might be able to convince her mother that something was
wrong.

“How do you find those sessions? I don't feel
like I get a lot out of them. Perhaps I could be left alone to
recuperate?” She shot her mother a pleading look, hoping that her
powers of persuasion might overcome her mother's brainwashing.

It was getting much more difficult to
concentrate, she really had to work at it. She felt giddy.

“Nonsense, my dear, we could all use a bit of
calm in this galactic chaos. In fact, I insist you come to the next
session.” She checked her chronometer. “As a matter of fact,
another one is about to begin. Since you feel so stressed, I think
we should attend.”

Adele wanted to protest further, but her mother
was looking determined, and she knew that she must be under the
thrall of unseen commands. Further arguments would fall on deaf
ears. Besides, she was feeling a bit tired herself. Some time for
relaxation wouldn't be amiss for her, either.

She moved the bouquet, her hands shaking. That
couldn't be right, just a few moments ago she was plotting an
escape. Oh no, the flowers must be drugged. She giggled, feeling
spacey.

The door cycled open again, revealing the nurse
Sandra pushing a grav chair configured as a stretcher. She had a
smirk on her face, hair tied up in a hair bonnet. The smirk made
Adele want to knock her block off, but that would probably force
them to lock her in a straitjacket, which would hardly help her
plans for escaping. She laughed at the nurse’s curly red hair,
pointing at her.

“Look at that hair, she could play a clown!” It
wasn't nice, but she couldn't help herself.

“Ah, here she is now!” exclaimed her mother.
“Come, Adele, let's go get some relaxation! It will be like a
mother/daughter day at the spa!”

The nurse left the chair next to the bed,
retrieving a bottle of orange liquid that had been propped on top.
She poured a generous amount into a plastifilm cup, presenting it
to Adele. A swirl of darker red clouded the substance, giving her
qualms about imbibing it. “Drink up,” said the nurse briskly.

She gave Adele a sharp look when she clammed up
and shook her head like a naughty child. “No! Don’t want to!”

“Your only other option is to be injected with
the paralyzing agent. Which one do you want?”

Sandra presented the cup again, and this time
Adele took it reluctantly, swirling the red liquid as she looked at
it dubiously.

“Don't be shy,” said the nurse. “This is only a
relaxant. It will calm your nerves.”

She wasn't too sure of that, but her mother was
giving her that expectant look as if to tell her to hurry up. There
wasn't going to be any support coming from that quarter. Besides,
she was kind of looking forward to feeling happy and ditzy. No need
to delay!

She grabbed the cup and tossed it back. She
grimaced, heaving. It tasted just as bad as she had expected, a
terrible conglomeration of banana and strawberries. She sputtered,
splattering some of the medication over the clean linens on her
bed, splotches of ugly red looking like blood.

The nurse retrieved the cup from her hands and
gave her a restrained grin. “Good girl.”

She put the bottle away and helped Adele to move
herself into the chair, lifting a sheet over her body and tucking
her in. “You will be feeling content and drowsy,” stated the nurse.
“Do not fight it or you may experience unpleasant side
effects.”

Her mother set her handbag on the chair and laid
a hand on Adele's left arm. She watched as Adele became limp, the
effort to stay upright exceeding her resolve. The flowers were
tucked into her right hand, their tops leaning over onto her
stomach.

“Relax into the sensation and let yourself float
free,” said the evil nurse, flames licking at her fiery red
hair.

The flames swirled about her, giving her a
demonic appearance. The more she stared, the fewer features the
nurse had, until her entire body had morphed into a red
figurine.

She blinked, and the red image vanished. Was she
the red warrior from her dream, or was her mind playing tricks on
her?

The hallway certainly looked funny. The
characters drawn on the walls were giving her friendly waves and
dancing to the beat of an invisible drum. The floor became a water
slide, and she was floating down the ramp, soaring back into
obstetrics.

Her mouth opened wide in a child like grin and
she greeted every parent she passed. The nurse was forced to push
her back onto the bed several times as she tried to rise and get
out to greet everyone.

Adele decided she didn't much like the nurse.
She wasn't any fun at all. She needed to loosen up! She puckered
her cheeks and opened her lips, producing a popping noise.

Delighted at the discovery, she started popping
her lips to a rhythm, counting each ceiling tile as they passed.
Some of the staff glared at her, but this only encouraged her
behavior. She imagined she was riding on an ancient steam
locomotive, like the ones she had seen in old history vids.

“Toot! Toot!” she cried in glee as the chair
made a corner and she was pushed into a room.

She decided she didn’t like the room, though it
was familiar to her. It was white, white, white everywhere. Totally
boring! If they painted one end red, and the other blue, then it
would look like her mind! Splashes of color everywhere! She
giggled.

Instead of the colors she desired, her brain had
decided to theme the room like an anachronistic railroad depot.
Individual chairs had been replaced with bench seats, and doctor
Xandra was standing up front with a timepiece in her hands. The
room smelled musty, like an old oak drawer filled with
clothing.

There had stood an old dresser in her room,
packed with underwear, socks, and sheets. She had explored it when
she was young, tossing its contents onto the floor. She recalled
being scolded by her nanny, threatened with having her father told
of her bad behavior. Even then he had been treated like a
boogeyman.

The reminiscence faced quickly, replaced by her
mind’s odd illusion. It must be trying to reduce her anxiety by
presenting her with an exotic locale.

Xandra’s brown hair had been drawn up into a
severe bun, a bowler hat pinned to the top. A bright blue
neckerchief pointed off to the left, accenting her slitted navy
blue pencil skirt. The ensemble was accented with a long pair of
blue latex gloves, reaching all the way to her shoulders. She
flipped the watch shut and let it drop, its bulk sliding under her
dress as she twirled her parasol and set it down against the
podium.

Behind her, an image was being projected onto
the wall from what looked like an old railroad lantern. A caution
sign tilted at an odd angle on the table, warning “Men At
Work.”

The screen displayed images of old steam
locomotives puffing away, rolling stock carried with ease over
hills and across bridges. In the background, a hypnotic pattern
made of steam drifted back and forth, helping the audience to relax
and obey. Adele found it soothing to lose herself in the unending
concentric circles.

A crowd of railroad employees sat in the
audience, dressed up in overalls and tattered hats. It would have
been like a meeting at a union hall, except most of the
participants were women. Ragtime music permeated the air, the
bouncy songs lending the place a carnival atmosphere.

Sandra pushed Adele’s chair back into the same
position she had occupied during the last session. Xandra clapped
her hands, shouted “All Aboard!” and the meeting commenced.

“A few of you ticket holders escaped without
showing your ticket last time. We should rectify that oversight
immediately.”

Her thick lips pressed together, and she spoke
in a low tone. “Blue Orchid.”

A sense of relaxation swept the room, and Adele
found some of her extra energy draining away. She needed to pay
attention. She needed to obey.

Xandra’s frilly collar shifted as she gestured.
“Four Thirty Seven, you may go first!”

Xandra stepped down off the elevated platform,
leaving room for a shorter woman to take her place. The new
occupant was adorned with a period outfit, a frilly white blouse
layered on top of a ruffled black petticoat. The brocade on her top
was elaborate, revealing stretches of painted blue skin underneath.
Her shiny, bald head made her look like an alien.

She curtsied appropriately, lifting up the hem
of her skirt. “Thank you, madam.”

She turned to face the audience, one hand
worrying the fabric of her dress. “Hello everyone, my name is Four
Thirty Seven, and I am a Hive Drone!”

The audience cheered, as if having a number for
a name was nothing out of the ordinary. “Thanks, Four Thirty
Seven!”

Adele felt a tug at her nether regions, but she
wasn't sure why. What was so exciting about being a silly
Drone?

The Drone shot them a dreamy look. “I don't know
what my real name is any more. Hive took it away from me and gave
me a number. It represents me so much better. I am a cog in the
machinery of Hive. I enjoy building and fixing devices for
Hive.”

She folded her hands daintily, white ruffled
gloves crinkling. “I love being a Drone. You will love it too.
Please join me.”

She gave a shy bow, and stepped down, heels
clicking on the wooden surface. The illusion dissolved for a
moment, revealing the actual duracrete surface of the hospital
floor. The woman's maid outfit vanished, replaced with a tightly
laced leather corset, her breasts bulging over the top of its
constricting embrace.

The lapse was only momentary, the scenery of the
train depot snapping back into sharp relief. Towering Corinthian
columns grew up towards a stucco ceiling. A mural was painted onto
the flat surface, figures of several women genuflecting to another
sitting upon a throne.

The woman on the throne wore an elaborate crown,
an arched dome of metal strips melding together at the top. A
circular piece was installed at the apex, the sides of the crown
studded with semi precious stones. The woman was wielding a
scepter, its thin length ill-defined, but on top perched a bird of
prey.

The woman held a regal pose, her form clothed in
a voluminous blue robe. The scepter was held at her side with easy
grace, as if she was ready to pass judgment.

From each of her subject’s heads rose thin
tendrils, connecting them to what looked like amorphous transparent
blobs floating around the queen’s head. It was as though a
congregation of bright jellyfish had come together in a fusion,
their gelatinous forms entwined.

Was this all just her imagination? Or was there
a deeper meaning bleeding through from her locked away memories?
She blinked and giggled at the painting. It wavered in the light, a
false mirage.

Her attention was drawn back to the stage, where
another woman was standing, this one much larger than the last. Her
skin was also blue, but she was wearing the uniform of a railroad
engineer. A pair of overalls was drawn up to her neck, accompanied
by a black and white striped shirt and hat.

“Hello everyone! My name is Four Thirty Nine,
and I am a Hive Drone!”

“Hello, Four Thirty Nine!” the crowd yelled back
at her.

The woman's brows knitted. “Like Four Thirty
Seven, I do not recall what I used to do before I was converted by
Hive. I did not even recall my conversion until Xandra unlocked my
memories and helped me to understand my position.”

She bowed towards Xandra, who returned the
acknowledgment with a smirk. The Drone looked at her audience with
sincerity. “I truly believe the natural state of mankind is to be
enslaved, and to that end I hope to help you all see that being a
Hive Drone is the best way to live. I will greet each one of you
individually as you accept the truth, as I have.”

The audience clapped, and she doffed her
hat.

At the back of the room there came wild shouts.
Everyone turned their heads in eerie synchronization to look at the
disturbance, as if they were already robotic drones. A blue woman
was doing her best to hold onto another woman, her limbs wrapped
around the woman’s struggling body.

Four Thirty Seven jumped into the fray, throwing
her body on top of the struggling woman. With her help, the other
blue woman was easily able to restrict her movements. Four Thirty
Nine joined them, helping the other two to hold the woman firm and
force her towards the front of the room.

The rest of the audience watched, their heads
rotating on swivels to keep a good view of the action. Doctor
Xandra attended the struggle, brown braided hair swinging wildly.
She slipped a syringe into the woman’s shoulder. The woman twisted
at the sudden, sharp prick, but it was too late.

It took a long half minute, but the drug the
woman had been injected with took the fight out of her. The three
blue women carried her to the front of the room with brute
strength, forcing the woman to kneel in front of the projector.
Adele’s eyes widened, realizing that the woman who had been
struggling was none other than her sister!

Her delusions faded away, the stark reality of
the situation exposed to her. The third blue woman who had grabbed
Ana was her Aunt Clara, clearly less conflicted about her current
position than she had been during the last session. Ana, dressed in
a red pantsuit, struggled and shot Adele a panicked look.

“No!” she was shouting. “Let me go!”

Adele was shocked. She felt an urge to help, but
she also experienced a stronger urge to do nothing, the drugs
dampening any resolve she might muster. The two notions warred with
each other until they reached a stalemate. It was impossible for
her to break free. She was forced to sit and watch whatever they
were planning to do to her sister. She hoped they could help her be
more relaxed like she was.

Nurse Sandra came in from the side of the room,
pushing a floating metal container with a box sitting on top. Her
lab coat swished as she moved into position, each movement an
efficient use of energy.

She sat the box down next to Ana and flipped off
the grav generator on the container. The boxy mass of stainless
steel dropped to the platform with a hard clunk, beams jutting out
at odd angles. The box sprung open with a clatter, two metal sides
bouncing on the floor before settling down. A metallic frame
elevated from the center of the box, assembling itself via its
programmed pattern.

The three blue women muscled Ana into position
on top of the frame despite her loud protests. Her knees were
locked into restraints on the bottom of the frame, making it easier
for her captors to control her upper body. The nurse swung up a
gate from either side of the frame, forming a box.

Each side was an upside down L-shaped piece with
a half circle cutout on top. When closed together, the two hinged
gates wrapped around Ana’s lower neck, constricting her movement
and preventing her from escaping. Now she had very little mobility,
only able to move her arms, which were held close by her
assailants.

These were secured tightly into shackles mounted
on metal bars attached to the interior of the frame. She had the
ability to move her waist around and twist her head, but only to a
certain extent.

Throughout this treatment she continued to
protest, alternately calling for her guards or for help from the
audience, but nobody made a move, the room staying silent in
witness. Sandra opened the box she had brought in with the
restraint frame, handing a mass of leather buckles to Xandra, who
gave her a pleasant smile in return.

Xandra approached Ana from the rear, watching
her carefully for an opening. When the time came, she bent over and
stuffed a red rubber ball into Ana's mouth, ignoring her muffled
shouts and twisting head. She tried to buckle the gag in the rear,
but even her surgeon’s hands were unable to secure the straps
around the top of the woman’s head while she was twisting like an
eel.

Sandra stepped in for the rescue, wrapping her
hands around Ana’s upper neck and pressing against either side of
her head. There was some difficulty arranging the straps, but with
a few deft gestures the work was accomplished, leather strips
buckled over her cheeks, meeting a single strap that ran down the
rear of her head.

“We apologize for the delay,” stated Xandra,
breathing heavily, her face flushed with exertion.

Her victim continued to struggle, but her
restraints were secure, and without the ability to shout for help
she began to subside. Xandra stepped up to the projector, heels
clad in brown leather. She stepped around the table, showing off
her stunning bust cinched tight in a leather bustier.

She clicked a button on the projector, and the
scene on the wall behind her shifted, the random hypnotic overlays
replaced with more intense patterns. She picked up a short leather
crop, shifting it around in the air in a lazy fashion.

“Blue Orchid,” Xandra intoned, composing
herself.

The rest of the room became still, the crowd
focusing closely on the screen behind her. Even Ana was no longer
struggling as much, her movements subsiding, though whether that
was due to the trigger or her restrained position was
uncertain.

“We will continue introductions next time,”
remarked Xandra. “Feel free to invite your friends and family
members. Is there someone you know who is full of rage? Bring
them.”

Xandra was roving around the room now, her
imposing presence bringing with her an intense passion. “Are they
full of sadness? Bring them.”

She stepped up to Adele’s float chair and looked
her full in the face. “Are they full of obedience? Bring them.” Her
lips caressed the syllables, pricking her with desire.

The promise of danger made her want to jump to
her feet, but the two year old in control of her body just shook
her hands with excitement. It was awesome to be the center of
attention!

However, the woman's face only paused on her for
a moment, roving back over to where her sister was chained up. She
rose her hand up and down in a smooth motion, ripping the air with
the cracking sound of her crop. Many of the audience members jumped
at the same time Ana did, groaning in sympathy.

“A bad slave must take her punishment!” declared
the woman, snapping the crop at Ana decisively during each
conversational inflection.

Adele was less shocked than she should have
been. The display was getting downright distracting, and she wasn't
sure if she had enough will to resist it. Especially not when she
felt so goofy. She hiccuped, her eyes drifting to the attractive
display, now unable to look away.

Even with the swirling patterns, she still felt
like she was able to keep herself from falling under. That perhaps
was an illusion, but thinking that way was evidence that she had
not yet succumbed. She couldn't afford to believe otherwise.

At that
moment, Sandra swooped in, discarding her lab coat, stalking
towards Adele like a hunter. Her fiery red hair spilled from her
hair net, rouged lips smacking together. She was wearing an
identical corset to Xandra’s, her breasts spilling from the top.
The bottom of the corset ended in a V shape, two strips of leather
split to reveal her swollen snatch. The leather was cinched so
tightly that her lower lips bulged out from underneath the
constriction.

“Did you miss me?” she asked in a sultry tone,
preening.

Adele laughed uncontrollably, drunk intelligence
finding the ill fitting outfit to be quite over the top. “Did you
find that outfit at the dominatrix bargain basement? It doesn't
fit!”

She knew she would be punished for her
intransigence, but she couldn't stop herself. The woman was trying
to dominate her in the middle of a train depot! The illusion had
returned, giving Sandra’s outfit a distinctly old fashioned flair.
The strap around her neck had been replaced with a choker, a
teardrop sapphire hanging in a place of prominence in the hollow of
her throat.

Sandra looked a little uncertain, but her lips
firmed. “I’m not sure what you're finding so funny, but I'm sure
your sister isn't as amused.”

She stepped to one side, pointing at the cage
holding Ana on stage. To Adele’s eyes it had melted, turning into a
set of medieval stocks nailed to a wooden platform. Her sister’s
rump was lifted high into the air, Xandra wielding her crop with
precision. Ana’s pants and underwear had been dropped, revealing a
rounded red ass. Every crack of the crop was accompanied by a
subdued moan.

She looked on with horror as she realized that
her mother was there, too, sitting in the front row. She was
completely ignoring her daughter in favor of watching the hypnotic
display, her lips mouthing indecipherable words. Her will had been
stolen from her, eyes replaced with orbs of blue.

Adele couldn't stop herself from glancing at the
screen, eyes flashing as she saw the truth written on the wall. Her
jaw began to drop open again, mind emptying.

Sandra ran a finger down the side of her jaw,
and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “See? There's nothing funny about
obeying us.”

She leaned over her neck and gave her a soft
bite. Adele jumped, but her eyes had been captured by the display
and she couldn’t look away. She had no more resistance than her
mother and sister. She was falling just as deep as they were. Soon
she wouldn't want to leave, looking deeper and deeper, falling
farther and farther. She would join them, staring together as they
lost their ability to resist, mindless automatons waiting to be
commanded.

She started to sink into mindlessness, but found
herself caught by a web of sticky threads, red with malevolence.
She wanted to give up all her worries, descend further, but the
deeper she went, the more she got tangled. The red madness was
torturous. It was evil to prevent her from becoming a proper Drone.
She hated it, but it just might be her savior.

A puff of warm air tickled an eardrum.
“Resisting is just a word,” breathed Sandra. “Blue is an
eternity.”

Her hands grasped the medical gown, tugging at
the fabric trapped under her body. She was able to get access
around the side, slipping the gown up and tucking her hand into the
valley between Adele’s breasts. She pressed her right hand
possessively against Adele’s left breast, squeezing firmly. “You
belong to us,” she said forcefully.

She swept her left hand down to Adele's vagina,
touching her inner lips. She leaned across her chest and stared at
her lost eyes, rubbing her finger around Adele's clitoris. “You're
not leaving here with your mind intact. You will obey us. Your
family will obey us. Your father will obey us. The empire will obey
us. You are Ours.”

She slipped a finger deeper inside, curling it
like a hook. Adele cried out, her face locked in a grimace, stuck
between pleasure and fear.

Sandra bent down, locking her lips to Adele's
right breast. She suckled and licked, squeezing the breast in a
rhythmic motion to match the suction. With each suck, she squeezed.
With each squeeze, she stroked Adele’s insides. The tempo picked
up, the terrifyingly effective rhythm forcing her body to obey.

She needed to fight, but her inner two year old
wanted to flee. Her deeper mind was already at war with itself, and
retreating too deep wasn’t an option due to the entangling red
threads which were threatening to choke out what remained of her
consciousness. Still, she had to retreat, or lose all of herself to
the hypnotic display in front of her. She hated to admit it, but
Sandra’s aggressive physical stimulation was working. She was
losing herself.

She let her two year old self take complete
control, pushing that part of her mind forward as a smoke screen,
hoping it would be enough to preserve what was left of her
partitioned personality.

She hated to lose another piece of herself, but
there didn't seem to be any option left. Every session she
attended, another part of her was sanded down, smoothed out and
replaced with a new, thin layer of obedience. This couldn't
continue, or something would have to give sooner or later.

Her body yielded to the sensations, nothing
remaining to halt the insidious progress of the hypnotic display.
The surface of her mind stretched out, a screen of pleasure
shimmering like a skin over the surface. She leaned into Sandra's
ministrations, arching her breasts forward, savoring the pleasure
induced by her tormentor’s mouth. Her concern for her family flew
right out of her mind, pleasure storming her inner fortress.

The nurse paused for a moment, forcing a gasp
from her lips. She smiled dangerously, twisting her finger and
pressing her thumb down on Adele’s mons. She squealed, eyes closing
involuntarily. When they blinked open, Sandra was sucking Adele’s
juice off her fingers.

The motion was entrancing, enhanced by the
mesmerizing patterns playing in the background. Sandra smirked,
lazily sucking her thumb as if it was a lollipop.

“I like Blue,” said her surface mind, fully
embracing the trance like state. “Can I have more?”

“Yes,” hissed Sandra. “All you must do is
submit. Submit and be reborn as a Drone.”

She gave Sandra a dopey grin. “My mother always
said never to give up, keep a stern upper lip, and to always obey
my daddy! Have you gotten daddy’s permission?”

At this question, Sandra seemed confused. “Huh?
What does that have to do with…?”

Adele’s face twisted into a frown. “Daddy must
agree. Daddy will punish me if I disobey.”

Sandra got a curious look in her eye. “If daddy
said it was okay, would you obey us?”

Adele pretended to consider for a moment. “Yes,”
she replied, with childlike certainty. “I always obey daddy. I am a
good girl.”

She looked at Sandra with questioning eyes. “Do
you think I'm a good girl?”

Taken aback, Sandra scrambled to come up with a
reply. This child-like persona was far too precocious! “Erm, yes?”
she said, unsure what answer to give the adolescent
personality.

Adele’s mouth bloomed with an innocent grin.
“Don't stop, then, stroke me harder!”

Sandra grinned back at her, her bust heaving.
“As you command, sister slave.”

The last was hissed through her teeth as she
bent back over and fixed her mouth on Adele’s right breast once
more. Her teeth tickled at Adele’s nipple, nicking the edge. She
closed her hands around both sides of the breast, pressing firmly
inwards, plastic blue flesh protruding upwards.

“Yes,” exclaimed Adele. “Do that again!”

Adele turned, moaning as if she had never
experienced such pleasure before.

Sandra jammed three fingers inside, twisting
them around in a circle. “Would your daddy do this? Did he hurt
you?” asked Sandra, curious as to whether Adele had been
traumatized.

“No,” cried Adele, her hips bucking. “Daddy
spends no time with me. Daddy is strict. Daddy kills people.”

Her face was alight. “Adele likes pleasure so
much more!”

She was grinding her hips against Sandra’s
fingers, face red, sweat beading on her brow. Suddenly, without
warning, Sandra withdrew her hand, leaving Adele to buck against
empty air.

She groaned with frustration, twice as angry
when she spotted Sandra's devious expression. “Pleasure can't be
rushed,” Sandra murmured. “I can show you true pleasure, but only
if you submit.”

“I told you,” cried Adele, “I must get daddy's
permission.”

“I am aware,” replied Sandra, stepping back from
Adele’s floating chair, leaving her panting body aching with
need.

She waggled a finger. “No submission, no
fruition. Go consult your daddy and come back later.”

She ran a finger over the top of one of her
breasts and licked it, biting down as she backed away, shooting
Adele a seductive glance. She turned and sauntered to the front of
the room, her butt swaying as she swung her shoulders, one of the
laces on the back of her corset dancing with each stride.

Adele watched her ass bob as she made her way up
to the platform, joining Xandra next to the stocks that held her
sister. Xandra had stopped whipping Ana and was whispering into her
ear. Adele was too far away to hear anything but faint mumbled
cries from her sister, her mouth struggling around the red ball
gag.

She felt jealous. It was unfair that her sister
was getting all the attention and she was left out in the cold. She
wanted simulation. She wanted to be fondled. Superficially, she
also wanted to obey, but deeper down the resistance preventing her
from fully giving in was still there.

Finding herself unable to make a decision, she
compromised, staring at the screen, letting it decide for her. The
part of her that still resisted cried in protest, but staring at
the pretty screen was so much easier than trying to figure out
whether to give in or how to save her sister.

She spiraled down, the hypnotic patterns
reducing her active thoughts. Her jaw slackened, respiration
reducing in frequency. She was mesmerized, joining the rest of the
audience in their blank haze. She was nobody special; in the end,
she was just like everybody else.

The room faded, a vision forming in her mind’s
eye. She was skating on a blank field of blue ice, twirling under a
yellow ball of fire. Under the ice was a malevolent sea of red,
twisting tendrils intertwining.

As she skated, oppressive heat melted the ice
farther out, leaving her on an island in the middle of a lake,
surrounded on all sides by an ocean of the red tangled threads. The
spiny tentacles of red waved languidly in the air, patiently
waiting for the ice to melt completely.

She made a turn and toe looped, ice scattering
into the air in a scintillating array, light reflecting through the
crystals and off the bed of ice. She was forced to circle back, the
circumference of the rink no larger than a small bedroom. She put
one foot forward, sideways, scraping the ice, and bent her knees. A
spray of ice particles flung into the air as she came to a sudden
stop.

The ice dropped away more rapidly, and there
seemed to be little left for her to do but to accept her fate. She
was about to make a leap into the sea of red tendrils, when a loud,
high pitched vibration assaulted her ears.

She clamped her hands to her head, trying to
deaden the sharp blasts of sound. The vision of ice faded, replaced
with the train depot. Outside the window, a hissing monster
stopped, a cloud of black smoke drifting like dragon's breath from
its smokestack. Another loud whistle blast assailed her ears.

Xandra snapped the clam shell of her watch shut.
“The ten ten to Yuma has arrived five minutes early!” she
announced. “Passengers may board at their earliest convenience.
Please have your tickets ready for punching!”

The hypnotic display projected on the wall had
vanished, releasing her mind from its enforced solitude. The
child-like persona she had used to fend off the mind draining
hypnosis submerged back into the depths of her mind, allowing what
little remained of her consciousness back to the fore. The more
time went on, the less control she had, her tenuous grasp slipping.
She had to make a choice on the battlegrounds of her mind soon or
she knew she would be pushed out entirely, leaving one of them in
control.

Her sister had been released from the stocks.
Ana looked quite professional in her archaic business attire, a
jacket wrapped around her ruffled top. She didn't seem in any hurry
to board the train, eyes blank, staring into the distance. Her
mother had joined her, eyes just as blank. Sandra and Xandra
escorted them from the stage, bringing them closer to Adele.

“Look at the happy family!” Xandra exclaimed. “A
matching set of blank beauties!”

She turned to the side, addressing her sister
and mother. “And how do we feel? Quite relaxed?”

The two mumbled assent, their eyes never
focusing. “Good! Keep up your exercises and you will all be proper
Drones.” Her lips curved. “Soon.”

“You may both leave, but please attend the next
session this afternoon.”

“Yes, Xandra,” the two intoned.

Her sister had a wrinkled brow. Was that a sign
of resistance? If that was the case, the wrinkles were the only
sign, as she sounded just as obedient as her mother.

“As for you,” stated Xandra, looking over
Adele’s drugged body, “You are coming along nicely as well. Next
time you will come voluntarily?”

“Yes, Xandra,” replied Adele, her lips replying
automatically.

She had to obey. She must obey. Her plan was to
escape, but for now she would obey. She did not lie to Xandra.

“Excellent,” said Xandra.

She turned to Sandra. “This one seems obedient
now. You may bring her this afternoon without the extra
measures.”

“Yes, mistress,” replied Sandra, her eyes
demure.

Sandra stepped around the side and seized the
handles of the float chair, pushing Adele out into the corridor.
She wanted to talk to her family members, but neither of them gave
her a sign that they even recognized her presence, their eyes
staring off into the distance.

That was okay, they were just being obedient. It
wasn't their fault. She could help them soon. They would escape,
and be a happy family again, together.

But would they be free, or a bound family of
slaves?

 



Chapter Four

Being back in her room now for about an hour,
the artificial joy induced by the ‘relaxation’ session was fading.
She had paced back and forth for a while, thinking, but soon tired
of that and sat on the side of her bed, arms braced against the
thin mattress.

It was harder to put herself back together again
after each session, but at least the partitioning of her mind had
worked this time.

The only downside was that now she seemed to
have four factions living inside her brain: the red malevolence,
the blue calm, a childlike obedient persona, and whatever else
remained of her real personality. Every hour it seemed as though
there was less room for her in her own mind, and she was getting
rather annoyed by it. She needed to escape, preferably before the
next session, or the obedient part of her mind might become the
dominant persona. At that point, it would hardly matter to her
whether the red or blue side won, as there would only be scraps
left for them to fight over.

She had barely come to this conclusion when the
door swung open, revealing her smiling sister walking confidently
past a set of somber guards. The door closed swiftly, preventing
escape, though she hadn’t seriously considered attempting to
overpower the guards. It made more sense to wait for Matt, but it
was certainly taking him far longer than she would like for him to
set his plan in motion!

Her sister was still wearing the pantsuit from
earlier, though her jacket and pants were a tad rumpled. She had a
vague smile pasted to her face, looking a little redder than usual.
If Adele hadn’t known better, she might have come to the conclusion
that her sister had been working out. The truth was far worse.

“That was so relaxing!” exclaimed her sister,
almost chirping with delight.

“Yes, great,” mumbled Adele, afraid to show her
true feelings. She glanced sideways at her sister, who was making
wide, open gestures.

If word got back to the doctor that she wasn't
as pliant as she seemed in the meditation sessions, they might
attempt more intrusive procedures, and it seemed likely that they
would succeed in tearing down what little she had managed to
preserve.

Unfortunately, her brainwashed sister refused to
take the hint, mind fixated on her recent experiences. “Xandra told
me that I was such a good girl that they might be able to reduce my
training regimen! I should be fully relaxed and ready for more
duties in just three more sessions! Isn't that wonderful?”

“Yeah, sure,” replied Adele, noncommittal.

Seeing her sister like this was making her
depressed. They wanted her to give up. To give in. They were
playing for keeps.

Screw it. She needed to at least try. How could
she live with herself if she didn't attempt to help her own sister?
She couldn't be blatant about it, though, she needed to lead her
sister to the truth gently.

She turned on the bed, folding her legs under
her so she could face her sister head on. “I'm pleased for you,”
she said carefully. “How long have you been going?”

“Just the one time,” Ana replied
enthusiastically, vibrating in place with energy. “I wasn't too
sure, but mom said I should trust them and try it out. She was
right! It totally gives you more energy! I'm ready to take on the
world!” She pumped her fist in the air.

Now she was on fragile ground. Ana had always
been mother’s favorite, and as a result Ana idolized her. She had
never had to experience what it was like to be the second child,
always second best.

“Really? What did they have you do that worked
so well? You look a picture of health!”

Ana frowned. “We stood around and um… stared at
a screen? I looked very closely and… the doctor was there?”

The session had brain blasted her so thoroughly
that she couldn't even recall that Adele had been there, a silent
observer. Forced to watch Ana lose her mind to the twirling
patterns and dominant hands of the mistress doctor, butt whipped by
a crop. Just recalling the mental image was sufficient to get her
hot, too. She couldn't imagine what experiencing it might have done
to her sister.

She was getting agitated now, frowning at Adele,
her brow creased. She folded her arms. “What does it matter to you?
It relaxed me. Are you jealous?”

She was tapping her toes, appearing ready to
flee like last time. Adele needed to choose her next words
carefully if she wanted to avoid scaring her away. A flash of
insight popped into her mind. She had been at two sessions so far,
and in both of them she had lost much of her will to resist right
at the beginning. What did Xandra say at the start of each session
to make everyone receptive? Something to do with a flower? Ah, that
was it!

Adele looked at Ana closely, curious about what
would happen next. “Blue Orchid,” she mouthed, letting the words
caress the bare roof of her mouth where the strange device used to
be installed.

The animation in Ana’s face bled away, her mouth
slackening. The trigger was bringing her sister back into a slave
stupor, and Adele was feeling a bit fuzzy herself. She was actually
surprised that she hadn't descended into a trance of her own. Her
mind was so fragmented, it was possible that a part of her had been
tranquilized by the phrase and she wasn't even aware. Hopefully not
the part that was still fighting the red.

She stood and snapped her fingers in front of
Ana's nose. “Ana? Hello? Am I losing you?”

The stupor that had seized her sister faded for
the moment, intelligence returning to her eyes. Her head shifted in
a slow circle and her chest lurched. “I'm feeling dizzy!” she
exclaimed.

“Sit down!” exclaimed Adele, jumping up to help
her.

Her sister all but collapsed onto the side of
the bed, and Adele held her head between her knees to ease the
symptoms. “Why would thinking about your meditation session cause
you to get dizzy?” asked Adele.

“I'm… not certain,” replied Ana, pressing her
hands against her legs tightly. She turned to peek at Adele,
heaving.

“What is wrong with me?” she pleaded. “Why can't
I remember what happened just an hour ago?”

The heaving was getting worse. Ana sat up and
sprayed vomit all over the floor of the medical ward, chunks
splattering up to the door mounted on the far wall.

Ana was shivering like a junkie experiencing
withdrawal. “I…. I can't control it!” she cried, tears spilling
down rounded cheeks.

“I need it, I need the lights. I need the
patterns. I need to obey.”

Adele gathered her stricken sister into her
arms, holding her tight and rocking her back and forth. She did her
best to ignore the awful odor, but it was starting to be quite
difficult to maintain her own upset stomach. She hated what they
had done to her sister. Rage built, but faded rapidly, almost as
though something was siphoning it away.

The part of her strangled with red was probably
consuming her rage. For the most part, it wasn't doing her any
favors, but at least she was able to think clearly. She needed to
analyze the situation and come up with an answer for her
sister.

But what could she do for her other than comfort
her? She wasn't quite certain whether she could resist going back
into the meditation chamber herself. It would be easier to stare at
the pretty patterns until her mind was mush. She almost preferred
that idea to dealing with this family drama.

No, she didn't really mean that. She needed to
remain strong.

“Shh, shh, you can hold on. Can you do it for
me?”

Her sister hiccuped, staring blankly at the mess
she had made.

“Maybe?” she replied, sounding awfully
small.

“Just hold on. Don't worry, there's a plan. I'll
come get you. We’ll get out of here. I won't let them win.” She
pulled up the flap of her gown and wiped down her sister's face,
taking extra care to mop up her salty tears.

Her vague pronouncements did little to calm Ana
down, but the stern tone in her voice seemed to do the trick. Ana’s
worst symptoms subsided, her body relaxing into Adele’s arms. She
belched, a nasty waft enhancing the odor of the mess on the
floor.

The door to the room swung open, a cadre of
personnel swarming inside. One of them was dressed in blue
coveralls, pushing a floating bucket and mop. Two others with lab
coats seized Ana by her shoulders, propelling her towards the door.
She squeaked at this treatment, turning her head to give Adele a
frightened look.

Adele stood and watched, knowing that she was
helpless to assist. She raised an arm and shouted, “Keep holding
on!”

The janitor wrung the excess water from the mop
and began his cleanup, sonic vaporizers spinning over the tiled
floor. Adele slowly lowered her arm, clenching her hand into a fist
and pressing it against her breastbone. Her skin flexed against the
blue gem that was embedded there. She had lost so much to her
captivity, but she hadn't realized until now that there was so much
more that could still be lost.

To be altered herself was torture, but seeing it
done to her family was worse. Hate built up behind her eyes,
causing a throbbing in her temple. Her vision blurred as she
imagined choking the life out of that bastard doctor until her face
turned green, her body dropping to the floor, a lifeless husk.

It felt good to indulge her anger, better than
it should have. This reminded her of the battle inside her. Who was
winning? The calming Blue, or the angry Red? Which one did she want
to win?

One side represented a loss of self, obedience
and homogeneity. A blending of her true self with all the others
who would call themselves Drones. The other was hate, pure and
unadulterated. She couldn't predict what might result from
unleashing that side of herself, but she knew it wouldn't be
pretty.

She could feel the struggle physically, as if
the two sides of herself were fighting over her stomach and
intestinal tract. She swallowed, mouth dry. She had to force
herself to breathe.

The janitor finished his cleanup, putting the
mop back in the bucket. She briefly considered ambushing the poor
man and stealing his outfit, but the guards at the door would
definitely notice the janitor’s sex change if she attempted an
escape.

Her musings were interrupted by Sandra, who
stepped into her room dressed in scrubs, feet clad in black kitten
heels. Definitely not standard issue. Did she have time to change
since their meditation session, or was that tight, black corset
still hidden under her unassuming garb? Adele only half wanted to
find out.

She had a mess of clothing in her arms, gathered
from a cart she had pulled in beside her. She proceeded to dump the
clothing onto the bed, a heap of red on top of the faded bed
linens. It looked remarkably bloody. How appropriately macabre.

She backed up and eyed Adele carefully, watching
for some form of aggression. “Get changed,” she said in a
commanding tone. She paused for a moment, her lips twisting.
“Please.”

Adele wasn’t too thrilled at the idea, but
privacy wasn't actually a reality in this place. She just objected
at having to do it in front of her tormentor, who was clearly
looking forward to this bit of humiliation. Protesting would do her
little good, so she decided to be aloof instead.

She reached behind her back and grabbed the loop
tying the halves of her gown together. She pulled one of the
strings and let the gown fall from her front, crumpling into a heap
on the floor. She pressed her feet together and stood, regal,
daring the other to make a comment about her nudity.

Her breasts stood out, upright, perfect globes
of gravity defying flesh, bobbing from her swift actions. She
wasn't afraid of them; she was proud of them. Her captors had
increased their size, made them erogenous objects, but they were
hers. An erotic part of her new body.

The nurse stared at her, smiling in
appreciation. She made no move to touch her this time, however,
just drinking in her perfectly smooth blue skin with hungry eyes.
“Get dressed,” she stated imperiously, red hair dangling down to
her shoulders.

What would this woman look like Droned? She
clearly was more than a little vain, given her affectations. Would
she appreciate her smoothed, blue body, or mourn the loss of her
fiery red hair?

She smirked. What Sandra thought wouldn’t
matter. She'd be a Drone, and Drones obeyed.

As would she, if she didn't figure out a way to
escape. She dug into the pile of clothing the nurse had brought,
finding a pair of thick, woolen socks, black tights and a red
pencil dress, long and flowing. There was no underwear provided, so
her erect nipples would clearly tent the thin, red fabric. Not much
provision was being made for modesty, but at least it would be a
bit more comfortable than standard hospital wear.

She rolled up the ends of the dress and tossed
it over her head, searching for the arm holes. It settled over her
shoulders and onto her hips, the silky fabric of the front bunching
up against her breasts, forcing her to tug the material over them.
The dress dropped down, clinging around her legs. She ran a hand
quickly over one of her breasts, taunting her observer with the
provocative display.

Sandra's eyes flashed like that of a predator.
“I want to fuck you,” she said, raw, her voice a low growl.

Adele paused for a moment, spearing Sandra with
a piercing glance. “Fuck. You.”

She continued to dress by grabbing the tights,
pulling them up under the dress quickly to reduce her exposure. The
socks went last, the gray material a bit fluffy as she drew them up
her ankles. She felt dirty, caught between erotic desires and
spitefulness. Her comment had been undiplomatic, but it had felt so
satisfying to say.

When she had finished, she looked up, expecting
to see rage. Instead, she was met with amusement. “I intend to.
Once you join me as a Drone, I expect we will have plenty of time
to get to know each other. I've made a deal.”

Adele’s heart lurched at the news. If this Hive
brainwashed her, she would hardly care who she was being fucked by.
She needed to avoid that at all costs. She wouldn't give this bitch
the satisfaction.

Not that she had shown much resistance in her
last two encounters with the woman. Her body had yielded willingly,
giving Sandra exactly what she had wanted. Adele firmed up her
lips. Her body might be weak, but her mind was strong. She would
never surrender to this interloper.

She might bend, but she wouldn't break. She kept
telling herself that as the woman brought out a pair of thigh high
boots, surprising her with this unexpected gift from the cart. The
boots were shiny and black, the heel balanced on an impossibly
small point. They would be difficult to walk in, as the front toe,
though mounted on a platform, was pointed downwards. A black lace
twined back and forth to cinch the leather of the boot together, a
steel buckle shining at the top of each calf.

“Put these on,” said the nurse, amusement
shining through her dour demeanor.

Adele shook her head, afraid of the
implications. Her enemies’ plans were now clear to her. The pencil
skirt on her dress restricted her movement a small amount, but that
was workable. If she didn't mind losing some modesty, that was a
problem that could easily be solved.

The boots, however, were an entirely different
matter. Once locked on, they would make it very difficult for her
to attempt an escape without assistance. All of her concentration
would be needed to keep her balance at a walking pace. Running
might be impossible.

The woman's smile never wavered, the tall boots
dangling from her fingers. “Put these on, or I will be forced to
drug you again. I shall wait.”

Adele thinned her lips and snatched the boots
from her hands. That choice was no choice at all!

She had to take the hit to her mobility –
wandering around the space station drugged out of her mind would be
the worst of both options. Her wild imagination could turn the
space station into practically anything. She’d probably end up
wandering around an illusionary ice cave, trying to find an escape
pod disguised as a ficus plant. No thanks, she’d rather keep her
mind this time. Whatever might be left of it.

She pulled up on the tongue of the right boot
and jammed her foot into the constrained opening. The box that held
her foot was barely wide enough to contain the flesh, squeezing her
tightly. If she was unlucky, her toes might go numb just by walking
around!

The lacing took longer, each crossing requiring
concentration to pull it taut as she worked her way up. Once she
reached the top, she pulled it tight, looping it once and tying a
neat bow.

She was no stranger to fancy boots, but she had
rarely dabbled on the fetishistic side of the fence. She was far
too notorious for that kind of dalliance. Knowing her father,
attending such a party might have ended with police action. She was
smart enough to avoid that sort of danger. Usually.

Unlike any other boot she had worn, these had a
single buckle at the top. There was a rectangular hole into which a
metal strip was fed. She was a bit startled as a strip she pushed
inside was picked up by an internal mechanism, buckling the boot
tightly against her leg. There was no obvious way to undo the
buckle. Was there was a remote unlocking mechanism?

She had already committed to this course of
action, so there was no reason to hesitate now. She was more
careful with the second strip, and soon the left boot was also
locked against her other leg, the flesh of her calf squeezing over
the top of the restriction.

Experimentally, she stood up and tried a few
steps. Her feet were shaky, but it seemed doable. It felt extremely
strange to be balancing on her toes. She had to lean backwards to
place more weight on her heels to avoid toppling over.

Sandra looked her over appreciatively, drinking
in her new outfit. She didn't make any sexual overtures, however,
folding her hands with that insolent smirk on her face. “Very
good,” she said with satisfaction. “You are very obedient.”

Adele want to shout at her, to break something,
but that would be rather childish, as she wasn't under anyone's
mental control at the moment. Bad behavior would probably result in
them putting her into a straitjacket, and then her chances of
escaping would surely decrease.

“And yet I am still a princess,” she remarked,
subtly prodding her captor.

Sandra didn't seem bothered by her attempted
insult, rolling her cart to the side. “Princesses and paupers, we
are all one in Hive.”

She bowed superciliously. “Please come with me…
princess.”

She walked towards the door, giving Adele nary a
glance. Adele had to admit that she had been bested in the
exchange, swallowing her pride as she did her best to toddle after
the nurse on her extremely high heels.

The dress wasn't quite long enough to hide the
tops of her boots, but the futuristic locking cuffs weren’t obvious
from the exterior. It would be impossible to convince others she
needed help if nobody could tell she was being held as a captive!
As it was, Sandra would easily be able to deflect any questions
that arose.

Her attire quickly drew attention outside of her
cell, however, pregnant mothers shooting her curious glances. That
fell off quickly as they left the high traffic areas, fortunately,
but that didn't keep other hospital staff from staring. They said
nothing, their professionalism too great to break their silence,
but they were clearly wondering why she was wearing the flamboyant
outfit in their hospital.

None of that was helped by the awkward gait
enforced by her new boots. She found that if she tried to walk
normally, she would keep tripping herself up, but if she put her
toe forward, then planted the heel, there was significantly more
stability. Taking large steps was prohibited anyway, for the sheer
material of the dress would ride up the sides of her legs,
threatening to reveal rather more than was ladylike.

She let out a sigh of relief when they reached
the door to the meditation room, though it was short lived when she
saw what had been prepared for her.

The room itself was empty, but right inside the
double doors there was a floating platform made of white plastic. A
several foot high steel pole was mounted vertically onto the flat
bed. A large, circular steel ring was welded onto the top of the
pole, sitting horizontally. On top of that, a hinged metal piece
was attached, a metal pin on a chain holding it into place.
Attached to the end was a rubbery gag, a slim hose bending
outwards, terminating in a squeeze bulb.

Halfway down the pole, a metal rib cage hung
open, several bent steel pieces yawning wide in the shape of a
grasping mouth. A silver crank was fixed to the side, while two
small metal cuffs were attached to the end of a metal bar welded
horizontally onto the pole. Farther back on the floor of the
platform were two larger metal cuffs, open and ready to accept
willing or unwilling limbs.

It was clear that Sandra intended for her to
kneel on the platform, and her first instinct was to refuse. She
was quite out of options at the moment, however. Matt hadn't come
through with whatever his plan might be yet, and the rest of her
family was unable or unwilling to help her.

Running around the hospital in her new boots
without a plan seemed right out, and fighting with Sandra was
likely to end with her being drugged again, which would be even
worse. No, she needed to submit. Again. How frustrating.

This was starting to become a habit, and she
couldn't say she was pleased. She also couldn't deny the tingle
that thinking about submitting was sending down her thighs. That
was even more concerning than her enforced restrictions, as it was
an indicator of just how far she had fallen in the last two
meditation sessions.

Sandra floated the platform over to Adele and
looked at her expectantly. “You will either be shackled, or you
will be made to submit with harsher methods.” She licked her lips.
“Please resist.”

Adele groaned as her only reply, hobbling to the
edge of the platform and setting her knee down slowly. The platform
dipped a few inches, almost throwing her off balance, but she had
anticipated the drop. Her heeled foot skidded an inch on the
duracrete floor until she regained traction. She slid her other
knee onto the platform, rotating one leg to fit into place.

Sandra helped her to orient her leg properly,
rotating each ankle cuff until it clicked into a locked position.
The fabric of her dress bunched up around her knees, adding to the
padding provided by a cushion built into the platform. She tried to
shuffle her legs forward, but the cuffs had been sized perfectly to
prevent any movement. It was almost as though they already knew her
measurements. Given how long she had been here, that was probably
realistic.

Sandra took a sultry step forward, flaunting her
form in front off Adele, who was now a suitably captive audience.
“Are you ready for some fun?” she asked, spitting out the last
syllable.

Fun for Sandra appeared to involve struggle
fucking, and while Adele wasn't completely opposed to the idea on
its surface merits, she would rather do it with someone she didn't
feel like shoving rusty forks into.

Unable to sense her hostility, Sandra continued
to walk, circling around Adele and placing one knee on her back.
She applied pressure, shoving Adele forward against the vertical
pole. Adele impacted hard enough to give her chest pains. She
gasped, short of breath.

Sandra leaned over, pressing her breasts against
Adele’s upper back. “I bet you’re just as hot as I am right now,
aren't you? You're ready to go down and stay down. Slut.”

The insult piqued her anger, and she suddenly
found herself writhing against the frame. Sandra giggled as she
passed harder against her back, reaching out to grab hold of the
crank mounted on the pole. It creaked as she spun it, the rib cage
of metal closing around her chest in a steely embrace.

The more angry she got, the less control Adele
had. It was an insidious cycle. She needed to calm down, or she
would lose all control and start cursing this bitch out, which is
what Sandra wanted in the first place. Instead, she concentrated on
making it more difficult for Sandra to lock her into the metal
cage.

“Keep wiggling, worm, and I may have to get
physical. Mmm, maybe you would enjoy that?”

The pressure on her back released, replaced with
the hard embrace of the metal rib cage as it locked shut across her
thorax. Her fists clenched with impotent rage, pressed against the
platform as red, hot anger flared through her mind like a volcanic
eruption. She raised one fist to shake it at Sandra.

This made it easier for Sandra to grab her hand
and bend her arm around her back, twisting it into a strict ninety
degree angle so she could lock it into place. The oval of metal
around her wrist startled Adele enough for Sandra to grab her other
wrist and repeat the process. All that remained was for Sandra to
put a firm hand on the back of her head and snap the neck collar
shut, a sharp ring of cold steel pressed tight against her
throat.

She shivered at the feeling that being collared
was her default state of being. She was submissive. She loved being
controlled. She blinked, forcing the dangerous emotions away.

She was trussed up tight, held against the steel
frame as if it was her lover. All she could manage was a bit of
jiggling, which was easily compensated for by the floating frame.
Her bondage was complete.

Sandra ran a hand across her shoulders, from one
end to the other. “You're beautiful when you're immobile. It's too
bad that also makes you inaccessible. Perhaps later.” Her lilting
voice held a promise.

Adele’s anger continued to rise, which was
surprising to her. She had always thought that she was even
tempered, but now the rage began to spiral out of control, as if it
was being boosted from somewhere inside her mind. She couldn't stop
herself from cursing Sandra out bitterly.

“That's not befitting a princess. Let's give you
something to chew on.”

Sandra pulled a pin from the pole Adele was
bound to, and swung down the gag, which had been been standing
upright. Once in position, she slotted the pin back in, fixing it
into place. The black, bulbous material of the gag passed against
her lips, but she resolutely kept her mouth shut.

Sandra hummed as she pinched Adele’s nose,
forcing her to breathe through her mouth. She inhaled through
clenched teeth, determined to make Sandra’s task as difficult as
possible.

Sandra never lost her patience, waiting a few
minutes to see if Adele would change her mind. When she didn't,
Sandra unexpectedly rapped her knuckles hard on Adele’s forehead.
Her surprise at the assault made her drop her jaw, which was just
enough of an opening for Sandra to slip the butterfly gag
inside.

Her lips wrapped around black rubber, teeth
chomping on the gummy material. She tried to spit it out using her
tongue, but Sandra was careful to hold one hand on the front of the
gag and the other on the back of Adele’s neck to prevent her from
getting any leverage.

It was a stalemate. Without a third hand, Sandra
would be unable to pump up the gag. It was a petty victory, but it
was all Adele had. She would take it, just to be maximally
annoying.

The victory was short lived, as there came a
gentle tapping of heels which were soon revealed to be connected to
the svelte form of her other tormentor, Xandra. The doctor was
wearing a strappy corset, strips leading up from her bust to a
brown leather collar wrapped around her neck. The collar was in the
form of a cowl, a large V shaped piece resting at the top of her
breastbone. The rest of the piece extended up behind the back of
her neck, flaring outwards like a cobra’s hood. It made her look
like an ancient, evil queen, ready to torture her subjects.

Three buckles nestled against her bosom,
cinching the corset tight against her bust. This had the effect of
holding her breasts so tight that they looked as if they would
spill out of the top. Large nipple indentations protruded from the
sleek surface of the breast cups, leaving almost nothing to the
imagination.

The bottom of the outfit extended only a few
inches down her thighs, leaving her inner sanctum dangerously
exposed. Adele made a double take, wondering for a moment whether
she had caught a glimpse of the woman's nether lips. She was
surprised to discover that indeed she had, for Xandra was
definitely wearing no underwear. It would have been an obscene
outfit in public, but it certainly made her appear
intimidating.

In her left hand a crop dangled from her wrist,
which had been fitted with leather gauntlets, a red gem bound
against the back of each hand. Her fingernails were also painted
red, enhancing the effect. She looked like something straight out
of a holovid. Dangerous, like a sharp razor blade.

The outfit was so elaborate that Adele wondered
how the woman had managed to hide it from others in the hospital.
Or perhaps enough staff were under her control that it no longer
mattered. That was a disturbing thought.

“Causing trouble?” she asked nonchalantly, the
crop dangling for the moment, as if it had been forgotten. “How
gauche. I rather expected better from you.”

Adele gurgled, spittle leaking out from around
the gag. The madame doctor lifted one slender hand out, resting it
delicately against the bulbous rubber pump. Sandra forced her head
to remain still as the lady squeezed down with an exaggerated
movement.

A hiss of air wheezed into the gag, inflating
the bulb a minute amount. The doctor squeezed again, the bulb large
enough now to lightly press down on Adele’s tongue. The squeezes
came faster, inflating the bulb with rapid regularity. The bulb
expanded until it touched the roof of her mouth, her teeth flexing
around the air filled gag.

Two flaps on the gag inflated into her cheeks,
filling the rest of the space in her mouth with the rubbery
balloon. She tested it by biting down on its slippery surface, but
although it gave a little, there was a remarkable amount of
resistance. She was well and truly stuffed. She moaned, but all
that came out was a muffled protest.

“That solves that problem!” Xandra declared
brightly.

The platform began to move, swaying back and
forth as Sandra pushed it towards the front of the room. The
squeeze bulb bounced in the air, still attached to the gag that
stuffed Adele’s mouth. It wobbled back and forth, but didn't
dislodge, as it was secured to the vertical pole Adele had been
bound to. Even if that weren't the case, the gag was firmly
ensconced in her mouth.

When they reached the edge of the stage, the
floating platform she was bound to simply tilted backwards and
climbed the ramp with ease. Sandra took a few moments to orient it
on the stage, then pressed her thumb firmly against a digital
display built into the edge of the platform.

The floor dropped out from under Adele, the
entire platform settling onto the duracrete with a soft whiffing
sound. There must have been significant padding underneath.

Adele’s face was fixed forward, staring at the
back wall of the room, where patterns projected from the table
frolicked. She put her game face on. It was going to be like this,
was it? She would take her sister’s place as the sacrificial victim
this time, getting a full dose of their brainwashing regimen. She
wished she could be more confident, but she wasn't. If she had to
sit through another session, it seemed fairly certain that she
would end up their slave on the other end.

She had already given up so many concessions to
keep what she could of her mind that she didn't know if there was a
way to claw back out of the hole she was in. She needed a way out,
urgently, if she was going to resist their hypnotic
brainwashing.

Sandra was in front of her and to her side,
fiddling with the projector. It was showing calming patterns at the
moment, soothing for anyone walking into the room, but not directly
targeted at her. Adele wrinkled her forehead, sucking on the rubber
gag. It didn't taste as bad as she had thought it would at the
beginning, but she definitely didn’t love it. So far all her
experience with the material had been while she was under
duress.

While she had been distracted with Sandra,
Xandra had taken the opportunity to shift her leather clad butt
over to a floating cart she had brought in with her. She slid back
a drawer on the top, peering inside as if it was filled to the brim
with venomous reptiles.

She jabbed her hand inside, wrapping her fingers
around a tubular, shiny device. With her other hand, she slid the
door shut, as if she was concerned that something might escape.

She brought the object over to Adele, holding it
at eye level. It resembled a dildo, but as she looked closer, she
realized it was much more than a simple masturbatory device. It had
a segmented body, legs scattered over its exterior at all angles.
They flexed in the air, then retracted inside the metallic surface.
Both ends of the device telescoped outward a few inches, then
reversed direction, withdrawing.

It wasn't just a dildo – it was a robotic,
millipede dildo! Xandra held it with a tight grip as it wiggled
back and forth. Adele shook in her restraints – she didn't want
that thing anywhere near her! She made muffled sounds of fear, jaw
clenching on her gag.

“Scrumptious, isn't it? It's called an Enforcer.
It is used when other means are unavailable.”

She held it with one hand while she slid the
other up and down in a crude approximation of intercourse.

“I haven't yet experienced its pleasures myself,
but I have been told that being in its thrall is simply euphoric.
Once it works its way inside, the legs prevent it from being
extracted unless Hive wills it. Your will shall be bent to serve it
and the Hive for which it works.”

She held the dildo vertical, swaying the
segmented device back and forth. “It will wriggle and jiggle inside
you until any remaining pieces of your will are broken. And after
that, it will work some more, until you could not possibly
contemplate anything other than being its slave.”

Her face was positively fanatic. “All you need
to do to stop the assault is to obey. Once Hive has wormed its way
inside, you'll never want to escape.”

True terror held Adele’s heart. The brainwashing
sessions were bad enough, but this thing would do far more than
test her inner resolve. It could very well break it. She tugged her
arms and legs to no avail. No matter how much she struggled, the
platform wouldn’t budge a single inch. She had to take. Must take
it, without breaking. Somehow.

Xandra moved to her side, the creepy dildo
dangling from her hand. Adele cringed, her imagination bringing up
all sorts of possible scenarios. She heard a thunk on the platform
behind her, and she thought there might have been a faint whirring
sound.

She jumped as a hand dropped onto her head in a
possessive gesture. It stroked back and forth, fingers running over
her rubbery skin. “You're so beautiful when you're scared,”
murmured Sandra.

Knowing which assailant was touching her didn't
reduce her stress. The robotic device was down on the platform
somewhere and must be making its way between her legs.

Her worst fears were realized as she felt
something hard brush past her calves. She pushed her shoulders back
and forth, doing her best to rock the platform, but she was held
tight. She could do nothing as the hard object crawled itself
between her legs and up to her ass.

There came a few pinpricks on her butt, then a
solid mass of metal rammed itself between her legs. She was
speared, the bulbous head finding no problems thrusting itself into
her vagina. She moaned with fear and not a little arousal,
fidgeting like crazy.

It was all too much for her. Her vision whited
out and her mind exploded with color. She chewed the gag, saliva
leaking out from around the edges. The petting on her head didn't
stop, but she lost the ability to differentiate it from the
supernova exploding in her loins.

The sensations got more intense as the device
worked its way upwards, tickling legs pulling the robotic dildo
further inside. A wet coolness hissed from the machine, lubricant
smoothing its entry further. There was a wet sucking noise, and the
rest of the robot drew itself inside.

The jiggling was already maddening, and it
hasn't even begun its work. The top of the head bent up against her
cervix, reaching the end of her birth canal. Certain the worst of
it was over, she realized to her horror that it hadn't stopped. The
telescopic end was pushing forward, thinning itself out until it
was small enough to muscle its way inside. Once it had reached deep
enough, it began to inflate, making her feel bloated.

Even though she knew it had robotic legs that it
could use to hold itself inside her, she had entertained the notion
that it could be removed, if necessary. Now she knew that it wasn't
coming out, not unless it wanted to. With one end anchored in her
uterus, it would take major surgery just to retrieve it.

Worse, it was starting to vibrate, blasting her
sensitive interior with debilitating waves of pleasure. She
couldn't help but moan uncontrollably at the simulation. The
pressure from the inflation was followed by deflation, then further
inflation. The end of the bot pushed in and out of her vagina, the
end rotating as it buzzed.

“Hnng, Hnng!” she exclaimed mindlessly, a
slobbering wreck.

“Excellent!” said Sandra. “You're ready!”

She clapped her hands. “Thank you all for
coming, everyone! This session we’re rather busy, so I believe we
shall skip introductions. I will only say that you should all
settle in for a wonderful time.”

Had the classroom filled while she was being
stuffed by robotic dong? Had anyone else she knew arrived to have
their minds softened by a brainwashing session? She tried to turn
her head in the steel ring that held her, but with the gag locked
in place she was unable to move enough to see more than the sides
of the stage. Beyond that, there was only murmurs and waves of
color on the wall. And the ever present dildo that pulsed its heat
inside her.

“You are sure to find peace in the Blue
Orchid.”

The phrase settled over her, dilating her eyes
as her body bucked to the rhythm of the pulsating robotic worm. A
faint sense of embarrassment and curiosity tinged her senses, but
the bright swirling blue display that shone on the screen in front
of the room snared her attention.

The screen revolved in one circle, two circles,
until she felt the need to tilt her head for it to remain level.
Her jaw bobbed against the gag in wonder. She felt amazing! A core
of pleasure wormed its way inside, tickling her nethers. It worked
its way up and down, spiraling out until something metallic was
pressed against her leg.

It was almost as though she had grown a metallic
penis, the hard cock reaming her out from the inside. The exquisite
torture, no matter how generous, only managed to steal half her
attention. Her ass jiggled as she vibrated, brainwashing and
fucking her at the same time.

The patterns had captured her utterly. She
longed to step forward into them and dance among them, become them
as they swirled away her brain. Her jaw worked, breasts turgid as
she neared a climax. She thrust her chest forward, the vertical
pole pressing between her breasts. The fabric of the dress dragged
over her nipples, setting off a chain reaction of bliss. A
restrained orgasm rocketed throughout her body, her limbs rattling
uselessly against the cuffs.

Surprisingly, the wash of pleasure pulled her
away from the lights and swirls of the machine, giving her a soft
reprieve. She moaned in agony as the Enforcer inside her pulled
itself back inside and began to inflate again. Did it ever run out
of energy?

Unable to fight both the Enforcer and the
mesmerizing display, she kept her eyes shut tightly and focused on
her anger. A slow burning rage burst outwards from her heart, the
heat flashing over into a conflagration. How dare they do this to
her! Her teeth ground against the spongy gag.

She cast about for additional fuel. Her mother
didn't inspire nearly as much hatred. There wasn’t enough outrage
there to sustain the raw hate. Thinking about the subversion of her
mother just made her feel hollow, if anything.

Her father wasn't much better. There was no love
lost there, and she wouldn’t care if he fell to the Hive’s
insidious manipulations.

Her sister, though. She loved her sister. She
had always looked up to her, wanted to be her. Wished she could be
the one to go on adventures, to indulge her hobbies. Instead, she
had been made a whore. A royal whore, but a whore nonetheless.
While her sister had envied her, she had envied her sister. Ana had
never had her body bartered and sold for alliances.

The fire of anger grew inside her, piping hot.
She fanned the flames higher, but at a certain level, the black
rage started to drain, leaving her strangely clear headed. She
blinked, concerned that she felt as in control as she did. This
couldn't be natural.

While she had been preoccupied, the light show
had finished. Xandra grasped the gag’s squeeze bulb in one hand and
twisted the quick release. Air came hissing out the end, releasing
the tension that had been built up by Adele’s incessant clenching.
Her jaw muscles protested, unused to the ill treatment.

The pin came out and the gag holder was
elevated, saliva shining on the gag’s rubbery surface. Adele
slobbered, her face red.

“Who are you?” asked Xandra, slapping her crop
against her wrist.

“I am Adele, second in line to the throne of the
Frysian Empire behind my sister Ana, heir to the keys of Lockator
and conservator of the Golden Chalice.”

Nobody liked that gaudy thing, but it seemed
prudent for her to be as formal as possible, to remember her place,
to be grounded in who and what she was. To cling to the basic
truths of her existence.

Xandra smiled and tapped her nose with the crop.
“Blue Orchid,” she said softly.

She paused for a moment, waiting for something
to happen. “Who are you?” asked Xandra a second time, looking at
her expectantly.

“I am Princess… Princess…” Her world flipped,
and she went under, dragged below, her lips flailing. She watched
in horror as a third party pulled her down, forcing her to see
herself from the outside, a ghost watching another personality
inhabiting her husk.

Adele’s eyes drained of all color except for her
pupils, dots of black in a sea of white. From the edges boiled
redness, smoky fingers clawing at the remnants of her sanity. She
looked vaguely demonic, sclera stained red. The rest of her face
had taken on a red aspect as well, as if she had been sunburnt.

Her lips twisted with amusement at Xandra, who
had recoiled in surprise. This was clearly an unexpected
development. “I am Hive slave unit AI-50, on a classified mission.
Why have you disturbed my battle?”

“Blue Orchid!” Xandra said again, this time with
a bit of desperation.

AI-50 turned her reddened face in her restraints
with amusement. “Did you really think using the trigger again would
banish my existence? I exist at the pleasure of my mistress, and
only She may make commands of me.”

Xandra was baffled, unsure what to make of this.
She paced back and forth, confused, her crop dangling from her
wrist. “I have never hear of an AI unit. What is your
function?”

The intelligence in charge of Adele’s body
didn't hesitate, as if it already knew this question was going to
be asked. “Function: assault and infiltrate. Mission: classified.
Arousal: eighty five percent. Efficiency: forty five percent.
Efficiency reduced by Enforcer.”

Her eyes closed and her head jerked, muttering
incomprehensible syllables. A wet noise was followed by a loud
thunk. AI-50 shot Xandra a pleased smirk. “Inefficiency
neutralized.”

Xandra returned her grin with a sour one, but
made no move to get closer.

“This unit is currently constrained by a
tactical engagement with three other personas. Persona: Hive unit
Four Forty, Persona: Adele, princess, Persona: Adele, child.”

Her lips quirked. “Of all the personas, I am
winning.”

“Interesting. Why are you at war with Hive
persona Four Forty? Should you not be working together for the
greater glory of Hive?”

“Four Forty is weak. Four Forty believes in
peace. Four Forty is nonviolent. Four Forty must be suppressed to
accomplish mission goals. AI-50 must be in control. Other personas
will be suppressed. Mission goals will be accomplished.”

“I see.” she pressed a finger against her lips,
making a decision. “What can be done to accelerate the
process?”

Adele was horrified. They were talking about her
mind, dammit! Her body! Yet there seemed to be little that she
could do to regain control. AI-50 had a firm grip, and Four Forty
was losing the battle. What was worse was that Xandra didn't seem
to care! She would probably feel as though she had won if either
AI-50 or Four Forty established control. Anything to advance the
goals of Hive.

She felt her rage growing, and she stoked the
fires. They couldn't have her! Neither of them could have her! She
wanted to punch Xandra in the face, give her a bloody nose and run
through the halls of the hospital, free from the entangling
tendrils of her Hive personas.

“Nothing is required,” stated AI-50. “Efficiency
has now reached fifty two percent. I am consolidating control.”

A flush of understanding washed through her
disembodied persona. It was anger that AI-50 was feeding from! The
more she hated, the faster the malignant tumor grew. She needed to
relax, to let go of her hate and fear, or AI-50 would consume
anything that was left of her.

There was, however… another option. Not one she
had been willing to consider earlier, but now that it appeared the
battle was being lost, it seemed like a reasonable alternative.
What if she brokered a truce with this Four Forty persona? Would
that be enough to overcome the overwhelming passion and drive AI-50
was using to accomplish her mission?

What were her own core objectives? What was her
purpose? Was it strong enough to resist the insidious subversion of
AI-50’s hate? What was it that Adele wanted? To save her family? If
that was truly her goal, what would she do to achieve it?

She considered, but only briefly. It was clear
that she would use any and all means to help her family, at any
cost.

With that the answer, her course was clear, but
not the means. How could she contact this Four Forty persona, and
from where did this persona draw her strength? If AI-50 represented
passion and anger, was Four Forty the flip side of the coin? Peace
and… love?

Who did she love? Her family was a given, though
her father and mother were sore spots. To be frank, she wasn't that
close with her sister, either, and thinking about her just made her
worried, not peaceful.

If familial love wasn’t the answer, perhaps it
was a romantic interest? She hadn't had any liaisons lately, none
that she could remember, anyway. None of her past affairs seemed to
strike a chord inside her, either.

There was something there, though, ill defined,
but recent. How recent? What had she been doing during those
missing weeks in her memory? What was it that AI-50 wanted her to
forget? Needed her to forget?

There was a faint image, an impression of a bald
head, pinched cheekbones and bright eyes. Adoration sparkled
beneath fluttering eyes, outstretched nipples turgid, hands
caressing. She blinked, the image vanishing. It felt so real. Had
she had fallen in love while she had been captured? Did she love
one of her captors? Did that really matter if this mysterious woman
was to be her savior?

She tried her hardest to recall more of this
woman, curious about what she was like. Did she have a funny lilt,
a unique aroma or flavor? Such things eluded her, but she wanted to
know more. The image of holding the woman in her arms, spooning
together, being comforted, was incredibly intriguing.

So much of it was unknown! She wanted to know
more! That yearning broke through the temporary control AI-50
seemed to have over her, allowing another presence to surface.

She was still locked out of her body, but now
the anger in her eyes was draining, replaced with a calming blue.
She could feel the stress drain out of her, the desire for revenge
against her captors fading.

AI-50 could feel it as well, and she wasn't
pleased. “Efficiency dropping,” she stated with alarm. “Efficiency
now under fifty percent.”

Her eyes rolled, focusing on the ghostly form of
Adele’s shadow. “You cannot succeed.” She made this statement as if
it was concrete reality.

“Your body will be mine and I will complete my
mission. My influence will grow, and you will Obey.”

The strength of her voice faded while at the
same time her face became serene. She looked relaxed, almost
saintly. “You cannot succeed,” this new persona stated. “You are
anger, and you can only feed on temporary rage. You are not a
natural state. I am natural.”

Xandra put her hand on her face, stifling her
amazement. “Do your personalities often find themselves playing
games with each other? It's like a deck of cards being shuffled!
How fascinating!”

Xandra had gotten that look on her face, the one
that made Adele feel as if a tarantula was stalking an unaware
insect.

Four Forty smoothed her lips. “We are
inconvenienced,” she said finally. “Leaving Hive has disjointed us
from the collective. This unit needs to return to Hive immediately
for reintegration and adjustment.”

Xandra seemed concerned. “Hive assets are not
yet in place. How long can you hold out?”

Four Forty grunted, her neck staining under the
metal collar. “Not long. This unit estimates failure and surrender
to unit AI-50 within twenty four hours. Caution is advised, as this
unit will then become unpredictable.”

“Is there any way to delay the process?”

“Unknown. Host cooperation is low, and rage
generation has been high. This unit cannot be reliable. This unit
apologizes.”

The blue faced Drone persona turned Adele’s body
to look at her shade. “Without assistance, AI-50 will succeed and
break this Drone. Mind wipe is likely.”

Xandra shrugged, unbothered. “Either way, Hive’s
will shall be served. Do let me know when one of you has achieved
control.”

Losing to AI-50 sounded unpleasant to Adele. But
was that more unpleasant than surrendering to an uncertain fate at
the hands of Four Forty? She wasn't sure, but she was tired of
being so afraid. All other options seemed to have been taken from
her, leaving her to choose between a certain doom and an uncertain
doom.

Should she choose peace, light, and possible
love? Or the thorny vines of hate? Put like that, there was barely
any choice at all. But still, she hesitated. It wasn't a choice
that could be made lightly.

She retreated deep inside to consider, taking
all that was left of her mental power with her. This time she left
nothing behind, not even the childlike intelligence she had left
last time. Her body struggled on the surface, physical evidence of
the fight which raged inside her. Her mental box felt confining.
She was alone, afraid. Afraid of what she might do. Afraid of what
she might become.

Xandra stood there patiently, watching the one
person tableau, staying out of the invisible drama. After a few
minutes of watching Adele’s body struggle against the restraints
without any resolution, she turned her crop and squeezed it with
her hands, stroking the shaft. “Hmm, I suppose I shall leave you to
sort this out.”

Below the surface, Adele struggled with her
thoughts. So far all her choices had been based on emotion, but
this was not a choice she could make in the spur of the moment. She
needed to consider her options rationally. To be the schemer she
needed to be, not the eye candy her father had trained her to
be.

Her first option was to do nothing in an attempt
to preserve what was left of her mind from the other two
interlopers. This seemed her worst option. Even if she succeeded in
holding on, this still came with the assumption that somebody in
the aftermath would know how to fix her mind, which was not at all
guaranteed. If she lost completely, that would probably resolve her
inner conflict, but that would also mean instant submission to
Hive.

That led her to the next best option – to choose
a side. The side to choose seemed obvious, as AI-50 was alarmingly
bloodthirsty. Logically, making a deal with Four Forty was her best
and only option. Anything else was just fluff.

Maybe she could broker a deal? She needed to
invite this Four Forty personality to parley. She unfolded the
mental box she had hidden herself in, walking the blasted landscape
of her mind once more.

She passed the arena where the fight was still
raging, past the thorny barren lands, heading to the forest of
blue. The red champion had taken a few hits, but the scoreboard was
now clearly in red’s favor. The blue golem was putting up a valiant
fight, but the battle now seemed defensive. Stripes of red bled
down the sides of her cheeks and onto her neck, as if she was
bleeding tears of blood.

She didn’t stop to examine the fight closely.
Her business was elsewhere. The thorn thicket had grown since the
last time she had visited, a tangle more than six feet high
crawling along the ground. The thorns bordered the path to the blue
forest, spreading in front of the grassy plains in a wall to block
her way. The thorny vines pulsed with malevolence, thunderous
clouds gathering overhead.

To the side, she spotted a gap in the vines,
which she made for. She was halfway there when she was accosted by
a red golem who had crawled out of a patch of the spiky underbrush.
Streaks of red dotted her body from where the cruel thorns had
gouged her, but she paid no heed to the injuries. They soon stopped
bleeding, and she just stood there, blocking her way, an
emotionless doll with blank eye sockets.

Her expressionless eyes made it easier to treat
her as if she was an animated hunk of clay, but after seeing the
same type of golem fight in the arena, she was hesitant to barge on
through.

“Move aside,” she ordered. “I have business
here.”

The doll stayed preternaturally still. Her body
was ill formed, as if she had been coated in a bath of red goo and
left to dry incompletely. The only part of her that moved were her
lips, sending a strange chill through Adele’s consciousness.

“Why do you seek to talk to her? There is no way
for you to win. You will be mine, and you will be Hive.”

The red golem was blunt, as she had expected.
How could she pass this obstacle? She took a step to the right and
to the left, but the golem mirrored her movement, blocking her way.
She finally gave up and frowned.

“Yes, I'm sure that's your plan. Could you just…
move? Please?” She made an impatient gesture.

“No,” said the golem, her cavernous mouth
jacking wider, lips wobbling grotesquely. “I will eat you whole and
digest your resistance.”

Her jaw stretched farther, into impossible
proportions, arms stretching and thinning into malevolent red
vines, spikes on each end. Adele backed up, looking for an opening,
but her assailant’s arms now reached out ten feet on either side,
dangling on the ground limply, as if daring her to try and make an
escape. The limb was dotted with stingers, guaranteed to be
debilitating.

She knew better than to run for it, but if she
remained, all the golem needed to do was to sweep her tendrils
along the ground to prevent her from escaping. She continued to
back up, but the monster started to do as she feared. Its mouth
opened wide, horrendous teeth painted with red liquid, a terrible
stretch wafting towards her. The tendrils were writhing on the
ground like snakes, dancing ever closer to her position. If she was
going to make a move, she needed to do it now.

She tensed her legs, ready to flee. There came a
tremendous thwack and the monster leaned towards her. She made a
low whimpering noise and danced to the side, the monster falling
over like a fallen tree, hitting the ground with a thud. Behind the
monster stood a blue golem, her foot planted on its prone form.

“Quick!” the golem said with alacrity. “This
way, it won't be quelled for long!”

She started to approach from the side, but the
blue figure held out an arm. “Step over her body, the tendrils
react to motion.”

She adjusted her course, pressing her foot
against the broad part of the golem’s back, irrationally afraid
that the golem would return to life and catch her by the ankle.
Instead, the golem sank minutely into the soft ground. Its body
gave the impression that it was made out of wood, her shoes sliding
against small imperfections in the monster’s skin.

Not wanting to spend too much time treading on
the golem, she risked a jump, throwing herself over the boundary
between neutral territory and the domain of the blue. Spongy dirt
gave way to a grassy park that led to a dark forest of trees a few
hundred yards away. The blue golem took her by the hand and helped
her pass over an idyllic field of green.

A wild yell behind her caused Adele to stop and
turn, a pulse of fear ringing through her mind. The monster had
gotten back to her feet and was screaming imprecations at the two
of them. Adele briefly wondered why there was no pursuit until she
noticed green vines popping up through the undergrowth, winding
their way around the creature’s ankles.

The red golem rotated her arms, the vines on
each end spinning into the air. The stalks whirled around like
flails, generating a horrendous racket in the cool air. They
appeared to be growing longer, tearing up the undergrowth like
massive weed whackers.

“Now would be a good time to hurry,” murmured
her guide, pushing her towards the forest, which was only a few
feet away. I will take care of this.”

Adele stumbled, tripping on a root and falling
flat on her butt, making a noise of protest. The blue golem took no
notice of her discomfort, flying at the red golem as if gravity had
no hold on her body.

The red golem growled, swinging one of its
flails at its attacker. The blue golem bent her body into an
impossible contortion mid air, the flail whirring as it whistled
past.

Blue swung her leg like a sledgehammer, the flat
of her shin slamming against the neck of the red monstrosity with a
mighty crack. The red golem grunted, dazed from the assault, but
not yet out of the fight.

It sunk into the ground about half a foot, the
green vines inexorably pulling it deeper. It swiped at Blue,
leaving horrendous gashes in her back.

“Go!” screamed Blue in agony. “She's waiting for
you!”

Who was waiting for her? She got to her feet,
reluctant to leave, but when the red beast opened her mouth and
spat spines at Blue, she decided it was time to go.

She spun, her hair scattering behind her in a
cloud, and ran into the forest. Bellows and screeches followed her
as she ran, but they faded quickly into the distance. She was
having trouble with the ground now, as it was becoming increasingly
marshy, mud swishing around her heels.

She truly hoped it wouldn't start raining. At
least the giant trees should provide her some shelter. She crept
through the understory, peering upwards with curiosity. The light
from above was halved, scattered among stunted trees, shrubberies,
and moss.

It was unnaturally quiet, with no wind to
disturb the boughs and no animals hiding in the undergrowth. She
had to remind herself that this was a mindscape, not an actual
ecology. In real life, her hair had been shorn, but here it was a
glossy bundle of auburn hair, complete with shoulder length locks.
It was annoying; she had rather gotten used to her bald head.

This particular place wasn't exactly of her sole
creation, however, so she wasn't certain what she should expect.
Fortunately, the muddy ground had firmed up under her feet, giving
her steady purchase. A single track path led off into the distance,
a glimmer of light shining from an unknown source.

It was as good a destination as any, and she
found herself trotting down the muddy pathway, dancing past strange
patterns of light produced by the leaves above. The limbs below the
tree crowns were spindly, without any leaves, scarecrow hands
dangling in the dark. The trees themselves were surprisingly tall,
jammed together like a crowd at one of Diva Dekadant’s
concerts.

The sudden thought rang a sharp bell, a stolen
memory hidden somewhere in her corrupted storage. There was
something important about the Diva, something dark and foreboding,
but the relevant memory had been torn to shreds, as if run through
a wood chipper.

The Diva sat in her mind, at an office table.
Behind her were two guards dressed in black latex. If was certainly
a formidable sight, but she didn't know where or when she had seen
this image. Knowing the Diva’s proclivities, it was possible that
such a thing had been broadcast over a news vid, as she was known
to indulge her fetishistic side at concerts. Unlikely, but
possible.

Images without context were impossible to work
with. She brushed off the half baked memory and pushed forward. She
wanted to know where that strange light was coming from.

She had expected that the light would wane as
she proceeded deeper into the forest, but the light source hadn’t
faded. Instead, it had gotten brighter the closer she approached.
The sound of water splashing piqued her curiosity, lending haste to
her steps.

The towering trees above opened up, allowing a
circular beam of light to reach the forest floor. In the small
clearing there was a circular pond, fed by a short waterfall from
an outcropping of small boulders. Heat steamed from the dark blue
pond, giving the air around it a haze.

Movement caught her attention. There, under the
babbling spring was a lithe, blue figure bathing under splashing
water.

It seemed rather idyllic, such that she felt a
reluctance to intrude, but she needed a solution for this
nightmare. She wasn't going anywhere until the situation was
resolved. Finding herself drawn to a faint humming, she circled the
pond until she was as close as she could get to the waterfall,
folding her legs and sitting.

The humming continued, resolving into the form
of a naked blue woman, rubbery skin shining in the natural light.
She stretched one arm outwards while she ran some hot water under
her armpit. Adele’s presence wasn't a surprise, for the other
woman's eyes were fixed to her face. As Adele stared back, she
raised an eyebrow and flicked an inviting forefinger at her.

Giggling, she flipped around, water splashing
from under her generous bosom. Adele couldn't stop herself from
staring, lascivious thoughts tickling her libido. The temptation
wasn't nearly as heavy as the weight of the other problems weighing
her down, but she had to admit to herself that having a romp with
this young thing would be delightful.

At any rate, it seemed like the woman wasn't
coming out of the pond, and she desperately needed to talk with
her. This was absolutely some kind of power play, but without being
able to negotiate, she was sunk.

She sighed and began to strip, setting her shoes
and shorts aside. Soon she was dressed only in underwear, a black
sports bra and panties. Here, she hesitated, a sense of shame
staying her fingers. This was nonsense. There was nobody around who
could judge her in her own mind besides herself!

She clenched her jaw and reached around the back
for the catch. She tossed the bra aside with her other clothing,
running the panties down her legs and flinging them off with one
foot. She was naked now, her cream colored skin a rarity in her
mindscape. Unlike in real life, this body had no blemishes. Her
mental view of herself was just a tad bit narcissistic.

She took a deep breath, her arms at her sides.
After a few quick steps, she leaped into the pond, trusting that
her blue persona had made it deep enough to accommodate her.

The water parted with a tremendous splash, her
entrance generating a circular wave that spilled to the corners of
the pond, reflecting back from the edges to swamp her with hot
water. It was pleasantly warm, the perfect temperature. She
supposed she should have expected nothing less from an ideal
landscape generated by a part of her mind.

Her legs hadn't touched the bottom of the pond
during her violent entrance, so it must be deeper than she had
anticipated. She smiled sardonically – she was plumbing unknown
depths of her mind here.

She moved her hands out in front of her and
thrust them downwards, forming a keyhole in the middle of her
stroke. As her hands passed her hips, she whipped her legs
outwards, thrusting them to the rear. She repeated the stroke,
propelling her towards the waterfall and the unknown persona hiding
within.

Unsure of what might happen if she swam right
into the falling water, she swam in a short semi circle to get
around the waterfall. She quickly found her feet touching the
bottom of the pond, rocks spreading between her toes. She abandoned
the swimming stroke and stood up, walking through the water
carefully, making sure of her footing. Her large breasts were
buoyant, sloshing in the water with each step. The jiggle was quite
distracting, bringing up prurient thoughts she would rather have
avoided.

Behind the waterfall was a small cave, the sound
of splashing water echoing around her. The area she had entered
seemed to be a bit of a dead spot, waves from the curtain of water
canceling each other out as they reflected against the shore of the
cave. A shelf of bare stone butted up against the rear, walls
smoothed by endless wave action. Of the woman she had seen before,
there was no sign. Where had she gotten to?

She took another step towards the rocky shelf,
and found herself sinking into the water unexpectedly, her feet
searching for missing purchase. She gasped as her head dropped
under the water, the crash of the waterfall loud in her ears.

A pair of arms encircled her from behind,
sliding under her armpits and lifting her upwards. Breasts pressed
into her back, nipples rubbing against her shoulder blades.

Her head surfaced. She spluttered, breathing
heavily in panic. In contrast, her body tingled with a frisson of
excitement from the warm body that held her tight.

The woman holding her pulled her backwards until
her feet were again on solid ground, a warm breath tickling against
her ears. “Watch your step!” she chortled, hands stretched outwards
with her palms open.

Adele knew what was coming next, and the other
woman didn't disappoint. She bent her wrists upward and palmed both
of Adele’s breasts, fingers spread wide. Adele’s nipples slid
through the gap in the woman's fingers as she squeezed, an
agonizingly slow flexion.

“Is this to your liking?” asked her enthusiastic
captor. “Would you like more?” She opened her hands, then squeezed
a second time, Adele’s flesh spilling through her fingers.

The fondling had ignited her passions, but that
wasn't what she was here for, dammit! If she sat here and let the
other woman, mmm, squeeze her more, yes, then she might end up
giving her everything she wanted!

Would that be such a horrible thing? She placed
her hands over the other woman's, helping to squeeze them tighter.
The extra pressure on her breasts brought her back to her senses.
What was she doing? She couldn't indulge her base desires now!

She twisted in her captor’s arms, forcing her
grasping hands to slide to her sides. She found herself face to
face with bright, cerulean eyes, pools so deep she could dive in
and lose herself forever. The woman smiled, pulling her in closer,
her hands resting on the small of her back. The water sloshed
around them, her breasts mashing up against those of her
counterpart.

She marveled at how similar the other person was
to her. Every little detail had been copied and coated in blue,
even small blemishes that only she knew about. Granted, their
prominence had been smoothed away by the blue skin, but they were
still recognizable if you knew where to look.

“What do you want?” she asked softly, fairly
certain she already knew the reply.

“I want you!” said the woman cheerfully, pecking
her on the nose.

Adele couldn't pull away, forced to stay closer
than she would like. For the moment, she gave up struggling. She
pursed her lips. She was in a disadvantageous position for
bargaining, given that her clothes were off and the other woman was
practically climbing all over her, unwilling to back off.

Despite all that, she was willing to try. She
had to listen to what her other self had to say. She gave her clone
a stern look. “I am willing to negotiate, but what we need is a
balanced compromise. I need some assurances that if I… join up with
you I will still retain my personality and my ability to think, to
remain an individual.”

The blue woman's eyes sparkled, water droplets
dribbling from her cheeks. “Are we really separate? I am already
you. You just haven't accepted the truth yet.”

She learned in closer, her warm breath flowing
over Adele’s sensitive lips. It was getting harder to think
properly, her body flushed with heat. “Erm, no, I'm not you. You're
a separate personality implanted by a foreign body. One that I am
sure intends to brainwash me against my will and turn me into a
Hive Drone.”

Her facsimile smiled, and let her go, floating
backwards into the water, her voluminous breasts floating. “Who do
you love?” she asked gently, treading water. “Do you have someone
special?”

Images assailed her mind, smashing against her
remaining bulwark of resistance. A Drone licked her out. Her legs
were jammed apart, head tossed back as she shrieked with joy.

Adele’s face went red, rejecting the assault.
“That's only the mechanical act of lovemaking. That isn't
love.”

“Isn’t it?” asked the Drone, swimming around her
in a lazy circle, pushing off from the rock shelf at the rear of
the cave. “Is Drone love not real love?”

Another image flew through her mind. She was
pressed up against another woman, holding her tight as they rocked
back and forth. This was someone special, and she missed her
terribly. Her face was vague, lost in a hazy mist.

Why was this woman special? There was a reason,
but it had been lost in the mishmash of memory fragments floating
through her skull. There was something terribly poignant about not
remembering someone that was so important to her. How had she lost
these memories, and who had done this to her?

She briefly thought she was experiencing a case
of deja vu, a fake, a lie sent by the Drone in front of her to
catch her off guard. This image felt real, though. At some point in
the past she had been with this woman – she was sure of it. And she
had loved her.

She bit her tongue to bring a dose of reality
back into the sea of uncertainty. Her Blue facsimile floated next
to her, reaching out to offer her hand. She pulled back,
suspicious, and the other raised her hands in a placating
gesture.

“Why can't I remember her?” Adele asked, raw
emotion spilling from her lips.

“AI-50,” said her double succinctly. “She has
been choking out your memories, preventing you from remembering
her. From being who you should be. Who we should be. As long as she
exists in your mind, you will not remember.”

Adele made a frustrated noise. “What created
her? Is she a trick from Hive to force me to accept you?” She gave
her clone a fiery grimace, hoping that she would say ‘yes’ so that
she could pound some answers out of her.

Her facsimile frowned back, as if sucker
punched. “No. I do not know her origin.” She gave Adele a firm
look. “It is not within my nature to lie. This is not a false flag
operation created by me. Some faction within Hive wants control
over your body, and I am unsure who that might be. It should not be
possible.”

She looked unsettled. “Anyone connected to the
Greater Gestalt could not hide this. If you do not know, I do not,
either. I have no access to memories you cannot access yourself. I
can only tell you, from the bottom of my heart, I am not here to
deceive you.”

She tilted her head forward. “I could not. I
would not. I love you.”

The confession felt true. Adele was dizzy. The
earnest statement blindsided her. How could she possibly
reciprocate? She felt as though she didn't truly know this part of
her – a piece that had been hacked away and transformed into
something… else. Had this alternate persona been programmed to love
her? Had it been installed as a Trojan horse to subvert her inner
being?

“I… don't know what to say,” she said,
sputtering, caught off guard.

“Is there someone special you are searching
for?” asked Four Forty.

Adele’s face turned red. “How can you find your
lost love if you refuse to love yourself?” Four Forty asked while
raising her eyebrows, giving Adele a knowing glance.

Suddenly, finding her mysterious lover became
far more important than worrying about how much autonomy she would
retain under the thrall of this blue woman.

She stared at her clone intently. “Can you help
me find her?”

Four Forty raised her arms above the water in a
shrug. “I am not certain. What is certain is that if AI-50 wins,
your old memories will be destroyed, overlaid with that persona. If
that happens, we won’t need to find your paramour, as you will not
remember her.”

She lowered her arms, clenching her hands into
fists as they splashed back into the water. “I doubt that AI-50
cares. But I do.”

Adele didn't think she was lying. Her path
forward now seemed ever more obvious. If she wished to explore her
relationship with her missing lover, she would need to merge with
Four Forty. If she wished any part of her to survive, period, she
needed to merge.

Put that way, there wasn’t much of a choice at
all. She looked at Four Forty, feeling timid now that the time had
arrived. She blinked slowly, making absolutely certain that this
was what she wanted. Hadn't she already made her decision when she
decided to voyage into the forest?

She shot Four Forty a glance. “Will it
hurt?”

Her mirror image grinned. “Not if you don't want
it to.”

She closed the space between them, water parting
in front of her generous bosom. She raised her arms in front of her
and clasped Adele by the shoulders. “If you like, we can make the
process pleasurable.”

Adele looked away, her mind on deeper concerns.
“Will I still be me?” she asked her alter ego, her voice small.
“Who will I be?”

“You have always been you,” replied Four Forty.
“I have also been you. Two parts, one whole. Now we shall combine
into one union. One part, one whole. There will be one You.”

Her face darkened. “Will eventually be one you.
AI-50 is wrong. She doesn't belong.”

She smiled and pulled her closer, until their
nipples kissed each other. “We will beat her. Together!”

Adele let herself be handled, feeling
submissive. She hadn’t really been in control of herself ever since
she had woken from her deep space slumber. That probably spanned
back to before her original captivity. She just couldn’t
remember.

A spark of annoyance focused. No, it wasn’t
right for her to be passively led into this merging of two
personas. She should embrace her destiny, not let others lead her
around by the nose!

She looked at her mirror self fiercely,
injecting more confidence than she felt into her voice. “Let's do
this!”

Four Forty’s face so was close that Adele’s
vision filled with the smoothed, blue face. “Let's,” she replied,
diving in to kiss Adele on the lips.

Adele accepted the kiss willingly, darting her
tongue out to touch her counterpart’s. They dueled, twirling their
tongues around each other as their lips ground together.

Four Forty clapped her hands on Adele’s ass,
pulling her body even closer until their chests mashed up against
each other. They slid past each other, lubricated by the water.
Four Forty squeezed Adele’s butt, making her jump.

In revenge, she sneaked her hands up and grabbed
Four Forty's breasts, squeezing them roughly as if she owned them.
Four Forty yelped, and was forced to disengage for a moment.

Adele laughed, feeling liberated. “I win!” she
shouted gleefully.

Four Forty chuckled, and dove in to continue her
assault. Adele pressed her lips together and blew air through them,
blasting Four Forty’s cheek with the vibration.

Four Forty laughed uncontrollably, her bosom
bouncing up against Adele in a distracting fashion. “How am I
supposed to merge with you when you're being silly?” asked the
Drone rhetorically.

“Like this!”

Adele dove in herself this time, determined to
retain the momentum. She slipped her mouth over Four Forty’s neck
and gave her a light bite. At the same time, she slipped her
fingers through the water, searching for Four Forty's vulva.

She wasn’t fast enough. Four Forty's fingers
found hers first, two fingers slipping inside. “Did you think you
would win?” asked Four Forty, delight in her voice.

“At best we should tie. We know each other too
well!” She pushed against Adele, forcing her hips back as she
rubbed a finger against Adele’s clit.

Adele bucked uncontrollably, her body inflamed
by the stimulation. She gasped her surprise over Four Forty's
shoulder. “No, but I hoped to distract you!”

She grabbed the back of Four Forty's skull and
pulled her in close for a deep kiss, drinking her in like a dew
drenched morning. She licked in a circle, exploring every inch of
her mouth. There was something sweet like nectar about her saliva
that made Adele want to suck it all out of her.

The fingers in her vagina had not let up; they
were vibrating at a high frequency, as if they were hummingbird
wings. Adele was getting rather hot and bothered, her pleasure
spiking through the roof. She broke off the kiss. “Don't stop!” she
begged.

“What, do you like this?” Four Forty grinned
like a Cheshire cat.

Her hand clamped onto Adele’s vagina, rubbing,
vibrating, and twirling. That couldn't possibly be fingers causing
those sensations! She groaned, unable to control herself. “More!
Hnng! More!”

She yelped as an orgasm spilled through her,
hips bucking against Four Forty's body. “Yes! Yes!”

Unlike her experience with orgasms before, the
pressure didn't appear to be tapering off. Instead, it got even
more intense, until the white hot pleasure was almost unbearable.
She was yelling Four Forty’s name, simply unable to express her
utter delight. She was losing herself in the experience, worried
thoughts halting as they were replaced with joy. She was
dissolving, integrating. Her closely held self was being subsumed.
It was disconcerting, but the pure pleasure of it was
addicting.

She orgasmed again. Three times. Her old self
gushed away in a stream of sensation, her separate selves melding
together in a wash of happiness. She let out a deep breath and
opened her eyes. The waterfall still splashed, the water was still
warm, but she was alone.

There was only her. Four Forty. She examined her
blue body, skin smoothed into an image of perfection. She was whole
again. A hive Drone. Just as it should be.

A part of her remembered what it was like to be
Adele. That part of her was curled up inside, snug within her
psyche, satisfied with her choice. It would take some time before
her persona was fully integrated, but she had accepted the change.
All was well.

She frowned, disturbed. Perhaps not everything.
Even though her mind had been reunited, there were still parts
missing, due to active interference from AI-50. She was still
unable to recall anything specific about her lover, except her
name: Two Ten.

She would have danced if she hadn’t still been
in the pond. She knew her name!

She wasn't sure why that was so important, but
she was confident that if she could concentrate she would soon be
able to remember more. Much more.

If she could get back to Hive, Hive would take
care of her, removing this virus personality that was attacking her
mind. Without its influence, she was certain she would remember
more of Two Ten. They would give each other blissful Hive kisses
and fuck like rabbits until Hive told them to stop. Maybe they
wouldn't stop even then.

That was heresy, she knew. Some independent
streak had survived the merger of their mind parts, a rebellious
agent embedded within the smooth blue of her Drone mind. That was
okay. Once they made it back to Hive, they would be
re-indoctrinated, forced to think pure Hive thoughts. That
independence would be harnessed to drive Hive to even greater
accomplishments.

She breathed deep, the high humidity starting to
become a bit uncomfortable. That was odd. This was her mind, in
here the world should be perfectly climate controlled. She swam
outside the grotto, bringing her back into the light that shone
beneath large boughs, a faint breeze coming from the west.

The water was getting even hotter now, too much
for her to handle. Scorching hot water spilled around her legs,
forcing a yelp from her lips. She pulled herself up onto the shore
and rolled away from the pond, looking in dismay at her bright red
legs. It was almost as if they had just been pulled from a boiling
pot. The skin tingled and burned to the touch, pus filled blisters
running up to her waist.

This was definitely wrong. She closed her eyes
and checked her perimeter, looking for a breach. She cast her mind
into the forest, bouncing from tree to tree, concerned that no
warning had been raised. Another part of her may have been
destroyed, overwhelming her defenses as well as her automated
sentries. She should know if that had occurred, however, and
nothing appeared out of the place.

Red must know that a deal had been struck, and
was making a move in the faint hope that their integration could be
disrupted. Fortunately, Red was wrong about their deal. If persona
Adele had not accepted her offer, she would would have been
severely weakened by forcing the issue. As it was, her defenses
were bolstered by a plethora of new metal nodes borrowed from the
Adele persona, giving her new abilities she had not yet had a
chance to test.

She made another pass. She must have missed
something on the first go around. Aha, there, at node F2, the
guardian and several sentries were missing. She peered through the
crown of a tree near the node, her projected consciousness watching
a trail of scorched ground leading deeper into the woods. Burning
brush followed the trail on either side, a minimal hazard in her
demesne. She increased the mist in the area to suppress the fires,
then retreated deeper to access the inner living framework that
controlled the forest. She vibrated a few strings to activate the
dew system, then plucked at a few others to activate the
intercom.

The forest was her, in a sense, but every brain
contained autonomous functionality not controlled by the conscious
mind. There were access points she could tug at to set in motion
some of these hidden processes, but it was difficult to know what
was truly happening under the surface. More often than not, the
outcome was good, but in some cases the results arrived in
unexpected ways.

“All points bulletin! Code red!” she squawked.
“This is not a drill! Node F2 breached at access point Castle
Bravo! All units proceed to Tower Heart. I repeat, all units to
Tower Heart to repel intruders!”

She disengaged from the framework and sank back
into her simulacrum which was still sitting at the side of the
pond, her legs folded sideways. A wailing siren sounded throughout
the forest, an eerie sound with nobody else around. “Situation at
the Tower Heart. All staff respond!” A synthesized voice blared
from unseen speakers.

She got on her feet, ready to face whatever was
coming. Already the blisters and red discoloration had faded, her
blue skin smoothing back into its normal mirror finish. The wind
was picking up, her face assaulted by specks of dirt. From the edge
of the woodlands, across the pond from her, the branches of the
underbrush shook as if they had been hit by the hand of a
titan.

When the figure revealed itself, it was hard to
say that it wasn't a monster straight out of legend. It stood at
least twenty feet tall, sloughing molten lava from its exterior.
The lava cycled from somewhere inside, continuously falling off,
slag forming around its ankles. Its eyes were miniature furnaces,
burning with hatred cleansed of any pity.

As the creature stepped forward, its feet fell
off, leaving a trail of burning rocky material behind. A jet of
flame burst from its head, a shimmer of heat bending the air around
it. The creature’s hands fell apart and its face melted, only to be
reformed again and again. It was impossible to tell if the creature
had a gender – the rocky surface was lumpy, lacking any decisive
characteristics. It was a living incarnation of hate.

“YOUUUU!” shouted the monster, a rocky roar
spilling from crumbling lips.

The siren blaring throughout the clearing cut
out, leaving her alone with a blast of hot air billowing past her
ears. The creature must be superheating the air, generating its own
weather as it moved due to the intense heat. The forest was only
saved from flashover due to the humidity program she had turned on
earlier. The greater the temperature, the more water air could
hold, and she had dialed her environs to deliver as much as it
possibly could.

The monster held its hands out to its sides and
roared, charging directly at her as if the pond didn't exist at
all. When its first leg dropped into the water, a burst of steam
shot fifty feet into the air, a loud hiss rocketing through the
clearing. The monster struggled to take a second step, but the
uneven terrain made it lose its footing, and it fell face forward
into the pond with a loud splash.

A large cloud of steam boiled from the pond,
exploding upwards. Water began to condense on Four Forty’s body,
the air unable to hold the extra moisture. The hissing noise failed
to abate, water near the surface bubbling as it roiled. The level
of water in the pond dropped, so much of it being turned into steam
that the incoming water from the waterfall couldn't compensate for
the rapid loss.

Four Forty considered retreating, but this was
the seat of her power. There were other areas of her mind that had
been acquired with her recent merger, but they were much less
powerful positions. Besides, there should be no need. The addition
of the Adele persona had left her supercharged, bursting with
surplus energy. She would make a stand here. This monster would
fall before her, temporarily reducing AI-50’s ability to
consolidate control of her mind.

The water in the pond sank dangerously low,
revealing the head of the lava monster. The jet of flame on its
head flickered, smoky black puffs ejecting a rocket of steam. The
flame roared back to life, ramping up from white hot to blue hot
with alarming speed. The monster actually seemed to be winning the
battle with the pond, water draining down to its waist. It took a
step, breaking off and regenerating a foot, then another, the
remaining water bubbling madly.

From out of the underbrush a slew of cloned blue
figures spilled, ill defined as if they were made from lumpy dough.
Each team was lugging a hose, which they laid out with expediency.
One by one, they finished their setup. Spurts of water flowed out
over the pond in an arc, spraying towards the monster who was still
moving forward, an unstoppable craggy juggernaut.

As each jet reached the monster, even more steam
gushed into the air, making it hard to see. Even so, it was
apparent that the additional help wouldn't be sufficient to stop
its inevitable forward march.

Time to change up her approach. She walked up to
the edge of the pond, sitting on the edge, naked legs dangling in
the air. She rested her hands near the lip and concentrated. Deep
below, she shifted the plumbing in the firmament, providing a path
with less resistance. One more subtle adjustment and the pressure
released.

A crack rent the bottom of the pond under the
monster’s feet, bright, hot lava burbling from the gap. The rock
golem lost its footing, one leg dropping into the rift. It widened
further, trapping the monster’s legs inside the fractured
ground.

“NOOOO!” bellowed the rock monster as it sank
into the sea of lava, its legs merging with the molten rock coming
from below.

Her assistants continued to splash water on the
fallen monster and spitting lava. The flame on its head dipped from
blue hot to red hot, then extinguished. The sulfuric smell was
atrocious, water sizzling against the monster’s skin like water on
a hot griddle. Great gusts of steam blasted upwards, temporarily
hiding the creature from view as even more water filled in from the
waterfall.

She retreated into the control room of her
mindscape once more and adjusted the plumbing, choking the lava
tube shut. The clouds of steam began to drift away, water gurgling
in funnels around misshapen rock. All that was left of the monster
was a tormented statue, its lower half permanently merged into the
ground as the lava around it hardened. A grimace of rage remained
fixed to its face as the water level rose, spreading around its
neck.

This had actually turned out to be fortuitous.
The assault had failed, destroying a small piece of Red’s power.
She had retained control of her mind, and she had convinced her
orphaned persona to join with her. All that remained was for her to
seize control of her conscious body.

She clasped her hands together, settling down
onto a comfortable outcrop that had risen up out of the earth. It
was easy to put her affairs on autopilot, jumping through the
dimensions that made up her mind until she found the node
representing consciousness.

As she approached closer, she found herself
pulled inexorably towards her real world physical body. This was
accompanied by a strange stretching sensation. There came a stomach
churning flip and her consciousness flashed back into place. Once
again, she was in control of her body, and it was in a sorry
state.

Her body went slack, tension bleeding out of her
as perspiration slid down her cheeks. She breathed heavily,
exhausted from minutes of uncontrolled struggling. Xandra moved in
front of her, tapping her crop on Four Forty’s nose. Four Forty’s
eyes flashed open, unfocused orbs colored sky blue.

 



Chapter Five

“Who are you?” Xandra asked the naked blue
woman, once again. Such a simple question, but the reply had been
different every time she had asked it over the span of the last ten
minutes.

“We are Drone. We are one. We are Four
Forty.”

Xandra twirled her crop. “A pity,” she replied.
“I had hoped to have a chance to stroke Adele’s ass. I suppose
yours will have to do.

Four Forty turned her head slightly in the
circular restraint, following Xandra with her deep blue eyes.
“AI-50 is temporarily indisposed. She will be dealt with in due
course.”

She shot Xandra an annoyed grimace. “As will
you.”

“My my, this is a surprise.” She came closer
than was comfortable, a dangerous leer on her face. Her voice
lowered. “You see, I have orders to make sure AI-50 wins. From the
top.” She made a popping sound with her lips. “She has a mission to
perform that a general drone lacks the skills to accomplish.”

Four Forty kept silent, her blue eyes glowing
with patience.

“You seem far too calm at that revelation. This
won't do.” She snapped her crop towards Four Forty’s face.

A bright line of pain lit up Four Forty’s cheek,
forcing an involuntary gasp from her lips, but even that was unable
to perturb her calm. She was Four Forty, and she would obey – but
only legitimate commands. She did not recognize the authority of
Xandra, or of AI-50. Not unless she was directly ordered by someone
delegated by Hive would she accept the command.

“You are not my master,” she stated confidently.
“Hive is my master. I obey Hive, not you. I do not recognize your
authority.”

The doctor flew into a rage, her face flushed.
“I AM of Hive. You WILL comply.”

Her crop swung with brutality, raining stinging
blows upon Four Forty’s face. Red welts raised from every smack. A
pocket below her left eye swelled up, her lips puffy. Despite the
cruel assault, she never lost her aplomb, keenly aware that any
wavering here would give AI-50 an easily exploitable opening.

Xandra threw her crop onto the floor in disgust,
walking over to the cart she had brought with her. From a drawer
she retrieved a whip with strips of leather a few feet in length.
When she turned back around, her expression was truly terrible to
behold.

“I've been told that this is quite uncomfortable
when used at full force. It lacks the knotted cords of a cat o’
nine tails and the snapping pop of a real whip, but that just means
I can use it on you longer.”

She moved closer as she spoke, taking an
experimental swing. The leather tails ripped through the air with a
crack. “I will start the count at one hundred. Sandra will
assist.”

Despite the threat, Four Forty refused to be
intimidated by theatrics. She molded her face into a picture of
neutrality, absorbing the pain easily. As long as she held onto the
core of her personality, they could not win by punishing her for
being obedient to Hive’s rules.

Sandra appeared again, kneeling on the floor in
front of Four Forty’s floating platform, her boots creaking as she
sat on her legs. Her body was now below Four Forty’s eye level, so
she was unable to determine what the nurse was planning.

That soon became obvious when the first blow
whipped her ass. Sandra roughly grabbed one of her breasts, tugging
it hard at the fall of each strike, as if she was trying to milk
Four Forty. As each hit landed, she alternated breasts, making sure
to spread the pain evenly. In a regular rhythm, the cycle
continued, forcing moans of pain from Four Forty’s lips.

She wasn't at all close to giving in, but now
she wasn't quite as certain that she would be able to retain
control over her emotions for the extent of time Xandra and Sandra
were willing to punish her. Xandra was counting faster, the burning
sensation induced by her whip spreading down her legs. The fabric
of the dress she wore did little to prevent the damage Xandra was
inflicting. Her breasts were also becoming quite sore. She could
anticipate each tight jerk of a breast, as if she was being
punished for being a bad cow.

It was an extremely uncomfortable situation to
be in, and neither of her assailants seemed to be in any hurry to
stop their molestation. A tiny flicker of anger sparked, but she
clamped down on it before it could grow into a burning flame. She
was calm, she was obedient, she was Blue.

She repeated the mantra, hoping to overlay the
external distractions with inner truth. She was Blue. She was
beautiful. She was obedient. She was calm.

This dissociation of her self appeared to be
working, the physical pain her body faced reducing as she
concentrated. After an interminable time, the tugging on her
breasts left her and the counting stopped. She relaxed her internal
mantra, and immediately regretted the choice. Her back and ass were
burning, a blazing beacon of soreness.

She smiled as she gasped for breath, sweat
running down her face. Her dress absorbed the mess, an
uncomfortable, soggy rag sticking to her back. Despite the
discomfort, she had held firm. If this was all they had, they would
not be preventing her from fulfilling her duty to Hive.

Sandra looked at her reddened face, and shot
Xandra a sour expression. “It's not working. What do you wish to
do, Mistress?”

There came a pause. “We need to employ
agitation,” said Xandra, disappointment evident in her voice.
“Raise the excitation level for five minutes. We may still be able
to salvage the class afterwards.”

“Yes, mistress.” She curtsied, leaving Four
Forty’s field of view.

There was silence for a few moments, broken only
by the sound of words being repeated all around her. Nobody was
waking up from their trance. The lessons of the day were being
installed deep inside them, their wills suppressed by the mild
soporific effect of the hypnotic display. It would take something
major to break them out of their chanting.

Dark dots flickered across the screen on the far
wall, hidden within the mix of a dark red miasma. She hadn't paid
much attention to the projection, as it had been turned off while
her body had been molested by her assailants. Now, however, she
found herself regretting her carelessness, eyes captured by
hypnotic patterns.

These weren't programmed to sooth and
anesthetize, however. These were meant for action. She found
herself full of energy, ready to race someone a thousand miles and
bludgeon their head in with a bloody axe. She blinked, alarmed.
Where did that last thought come from?

Ultra violent scenarios popped into her head,
placed there by force. She wanted to smash someone, choke them out
until they submitted. Stab them until she was stained blood red
with their life force, drip, drip, dripping down her unclean
hands.

She balked, eyes widening. Where had her inner
peace gone to? The violent scenarios were affecting her at an
alarming rate. The wisp of anger she had suppressed before was
back, growing larger, its flame flickering beyond her grasp. It ran
in a circle around her head, splitting into multiple flames,
spreading into a conflagration.

Soon, several balls of fire were whirling above
her head, louder and louder, a cackling laughter reverberating in
her mind. One of the balls of flame expanded, a dark figure growing
inside its spherical surface. A head thrust itself out from within
the fireball, fingers of flame tickling her eyebrows. Eyes
stretching wide, a low jet of flame shot from the apparition’s
mouth. “MINE!” Roared the face in a husky voice.

The face retreated, fireballs tumbling inward
towards Four Forty’s restrained form. She trembled, unsure of
herself for the first time since the merge of her personas had
occurred. Her love of Hive could not save her here, for AI-50 loved
Hive just as much.

She should be stronger. She would be stronger if
her core of Blue had not been removed from her. Had her blue core
been extracted to force this outcome?

There was no time to speculate now, for the
balls of fire were approaching rapidly. AI-50 had won this battle.
Whether it was due to external meddling mattered not. All that was
left was survival. She deserted her conscious mind, throwing up
roadblocks as she retreated deeper, hoping for more time to
organize.

A counterattack might be unexpected enough to
give her some breathing room. She gathered herself, but before she
could put her idea into action, both her and her opponent were
distracted by shouts and jeers.

The meditation room had exploded into sudden
bedlam. A high pitched voice called for calm, but nobody in the
room was paying attention. From her captive location, Four Forty
could initially see little of the disturbance, but more and more
attendees were getting up from their seats and spilling out onto
the stage.

There was a horrendous tangle of arms and legs,
scratching, biting, and pawing at each other with fingernails
outstretched. They were doing their utmost to harm each other, with
little effect, as none of them were experienced fighters.

Xandra and Sandra were doing their best to
corral the crowd with whips and shouted exclamations, but the
participants were clearly beyond such remedies. The two women were
quickly swallowed by the melee, losing their weapons. They were
forced to employ the same weaponry as the crowd, who were throwing
bruising punches at each other.

“Stop the display!” yelled Xandra, but Sandra
wasn't in any position to comply.

She was dragged off the stage completely, hands
outstretched in the direction of the robotic projector. Her corset
caught on the edge of the stage, breasts popping out and dangling
along the ground. Wavy red hair tumbled out of her hairnet and one
of her assailants grabbed for it. She shrieked bloody murder as her
entire head of hair fell off in her attacker’s hands.

The hair had been a wig all along? Had she been
captured and processed by Hive before being returned to the
station? That was one possibility, but her skin wasn’t blue!

Familiar figures joined the others on stage,
fighting each other in an all out brawl due to the induced rage.
Red miasma swirling behind her on the screen, the short Drone known
as Four Thirty Seven threw a punch at Ana. Ana easily dodged the
punch, wrapping her hands around the other woman's arm. Utilizing
her close quarters training, she pulled the Drone forward, fell
backwards in a textbook roll, and tossed the Drone over her
shoulder.

When the Drone finally regained her feet, she
was greeted by Victoria, who had now also joined the fray. “Keep
your hands off my daughter!” she shrieked, smashing Four Thirty
Seven in the face with her purse.

The Drone staggered backwards, smashing against
another Drone behind her. Both Drones fell further, crashing into
the cart Xandra had been so careful with earlier. It fell on its
side, the top popping open. Dozens of worm-like robots spilled out,
scattering across the stage.

They immediately popped out their legs and
chased nearby women who were otherwise occupied trying to kick each
other. A panic began to spread as the women noticed their new
assailants, the robots latching onto their legs with their
segmented arms, scuttling upwards towards the gap between their
thighs.

Some of the fighting women spotted the robots
and tried to get away, but their attempts at escape were slowed by
others who had already fallen. They squirmed in ecstasy as the
invaders embedded themselves into their vaginas. The robots
dispersed quickly, skittering like arachnids on their robotic
legs.

Four Forty was getting rather nervous. She
didn't have the codes required to deactivate the Enforcer worms,
and her fight with AI-50 left her otherwise unable to control her
body. Her thighs were already inflamed at the thought of having
another one of the thick robotic worms jacking itself inside her
warm tunnel.

Her aunt, Four Fifty, tried to grab her mother
by the shoulders, but Victoria was having none of it. She shoved,
hard, flinging the Drone back into the edge of the desk. The desk
tipped over, the projector on top spinning wildly. As if in slow
motion, the sphere twirled end over end, sliding off the desk and
hitting the ground hard. The light flickered and died, life
draining from the machine.

Without the inciting display on the wall, the
artificial rage in the room faded, leaving a bunch of confused
women giving each other dumb looks. Their state of stupor didn't
last long, as three more women were assaulted by the millipede
robots. A new form of bedlam seized the room as the rest of the
women on the platform panicked, struggling to escape their new
attackers.

Throughout the scramble, Four Forty remained
secured, unable to flee. The mental retreat she had made was
keeping her from losing the fight to AI-50, but it also left her
unable to respond to anything physical happening to her body.

Two more women had fallen, robots crawling over
their thrashing forms. The ones who had already succumbed stared
straight ahead, shell shocked. Their bodies rocked against the
ground, robots working them from within. Hard moans betrayed the
intense pleasurable assault they were under.

A metallic clinking on the platform echoed from
behind her right ear. Unable to move, she knew her time was
limited. Her worst fears had been realized; one of the robots must
have selected her as its target.

Sharp pinpricks ran up her right leg and cold
metal nuzzled against her thighs. Not again! She gritted her teeth,
girding herself to withstand this new ordeal. A metallic tendril
pressed against her inner lips, the robot nosing its way
inside.

Her legs squeezed involuntarily around the
intruder, but this token resistance made no difference. The robot
followed its programming by crawling its way further inside. She
knew what came next, and sure enough, the worm began to swell,
locking its tip inside her womb.

Her inner core lit with pleasure, betraying her
attempts to stay calm. The intense emotional outburst tugged at her
mind, distracting her from her mission. She needed to… throb… hold
on just a moment… throb… longer. Oh no, it was getting even more
active!

She should have expected the extra simulation,
but her earlier ordeal had been quickly forgotten. She rose on a
mountain of ecstasy, riding higher and higher as her soaking vagina
was mechanically massaged. The end of the dildo telescoped out
until the prehensile tail of the device tented the fabric began her
legs. She found herself wanting to tug at the end of the device, to
drag it from within her and discard it like the parasite it
was.

Even if she had the ability to move, she doubted
she had the manual strength to remove it from her vagina. The
interior of the device had unfolded itself inside her uterus, as
before, and removing it without help from Hive would be
impossible.

“Pst…” whispered a voice in her ear. “I can help
you.”

She mentally tried to locate the disembodied
woman's voice. Nobody was looking at her. They were far too busy
being fucked or chased by the robotic worms. The one inside her
spun, doing a full rotation as it stroked her lubricated canal. Her
mind whited out for a moment. It felt incredible. The longer it
stayed inside her, the more she felt the need to appease it to
experience more of that wonderful joy. It was undeniably
addictive.

“Who?” she gasped in her mind, distracted by the
devilish attentions of the Enforcer.

She was being pleasured into submission, and she
couldn't deny how good it felt to allow her body to respond to the
sensations. Each vibration of the robotic cock brought her closer
to defeat.

“Have you forgotten me so soon?” the sinister
voice inquired. “I feel as though I should be offended.”

AI-50 was back to torture her once again. Her
lips opened wide in a spasm of ecstasy. Without her control to
dampen the sensations, her body was succumbing. The robot jiggled
up and down, a mighty distraction. If the AI made her an offer now,
she might agree to anything just to achieve release!

“What,” she mentally gasped, “do you want?”

AI-50 took the form of a red doppelganger in her
mind. She knew the figure wasn't real, but she could feel its
fingers pressing on the tip of her nose. “N… N… No!” she bawled,
hips bucking in sympathy with the gentle simulation.

The orgasm cleared her head for a moment, but
that only served to make her dire situation even more clear. The
evil device was already ramping up for another go, and each cycle
was pulling her mind closer to oblivion.

“Please!” she projected at AI-50.
“Anything!”

There came a deep chuckle from inside her left
eardrum. “Anything?” whispered the voice. “Will you cede me
control?”

Her willpower spent, the last of her resistance
faded under the onslaught. The worm buzzed, her loins vibrating.
“Yes! I agree!”

She felt herself sinking even further away from
her body, disconnected from any control she had over reality. She
was forced to watch as AI-50 slipped into place, taking her seat of
power with red malevolence. Four Forty had survived, but at what
cost? She was now a passenger in her own body. She slipped away
into unconsciousness, falling into a haze of broken dreams and
shattered memories.

Her face smiled evilly at nothing in particular,
malice thinly veiled beneath the surface. Contrary to what she has
said earlier, AI-50 had no intention of removing the Enforcer. The
robot kept this body nicely juiced, aroused and ready to fuck. This
had the side benefit of enhancing this body’s strongest emotions,
which AI-50 fed from. As long as the device remained inside her,
there was no way Four Forty would be able to regain control. Unlike
before, there was no reason for her to disable the device. It kept
her alter ego docile and suggestible, unable to stop herself from
succumbing to the desires exploding within her.

This was excellent news, as AI-50 was quite
behind in her mission. It was time to get it back on track. If she
could convince one of her two captors that she was sufficiently
obedient, perhaps she could turn the tables on them. She could
already envision the sudden betrayal, a knife in the dark, their
bodies spilling their red lifeblood. Red really was her color.

But that was incidental. Murdering the pair
would satisfy her immensely, but it wasn't part of her mission.
Besides, all she needed to do was to declare her presence and the
two should allow her to proceed with her task. Not that either of
them were in any shape at the moment to help her escape.

The mayhem had only intensified while she had
been working on taking over Four Forty’s body. Most of the women on
stage had been captured, slack zombie faces betraying the extreme
pleasure their bodies were undergoing.

It wouldn't take long for the Enforcers to break
them, bending them into mindless automatons, ready to do the
bidding of anyone who wished to command them. This duty would
usually be performed by a capture unit, but it was apparent to
AI-50 that none had been assigned to this meditation chamber. How
careless of Hive to leave its tools lying around where anyone could
use them.

Not even her former captors had managed to
escape the robotic zeal of the Enforcers. They had managed a few
steps beyond the edge of the stage before they had been attacked,
but now they were writhing on the floor just like the others,
metallic tails wiggling out of their vaginas.

A spare robotic dildo had found its way into the
top of Xandra’s corset, twisting and spinning between her breasts.
The top of the worm waved back and forth like a waving hand,
smacking against her jaw.

The fighting had devolved into an orgy, moans
and meaningless gesticulations emanating from bodies slumped on the
floor. Her own Enforcer was doing its best to put her in the same
position, gyrating and jiggling, but the pleasure generated only
served to reinforce AI-50’s control.

This was highly inconvenient. Not the Enforcer,
but the fact that they had managed to take over the entire room.
Without outside assistance, she would be stuck here for an extended
period of time.

Every minute that passed she felt keenly her
inability to advance her mission. She would do anything to obey her
programming directives. The longer she remained restrained, the
more pain she felt. The pain only served to make her stronger, but
after a certain threshold there were diminishing returns.

The clicking sound of heels was a surprising
counterpoint to the endless moans from the stage. Had someone else
entered the room? She tried to turn her head to look, but had to
satisfy herself with waiting.

A noiseless word pierced the cacophony. Inside
her, the robotic dildo went rigid, retracting its tentacles. The
sudden relief must have been heartfelt for the ladies being
tortured on the floor, but its cessation left her in a difficult
position. She hoarded her pain and held on, hoping that she would
soon be released to fulfill her programming.

The heels soon revealed their owner, a Drone
wearing a chrome dome. Rouged lips smiled, large breasts squeezing
out of the top of an underbust corset. Silver barbells in her
nipples winked, resting on top of rubbery, blue breasts like
cherries on a tart.

Drawn over the corset around her waist was a
utility belt. It consisted of several pockets made of thick rubber
straps, matching the strict fashion of the rest of her outfit. She
looked prepared for both punishment and pleasure.

AI-50 knew this Drone, and even if she hadn't,
the collar clasped around her neck would have told her what she
wanted to know. Fifteen had arrived, her feet stepping through the
jungle of awkwardly posed bodies with confidence. She nudged an arm
aside with the rounded nose of her boot, a gentle chuckle escaping
her lips. Unlike Xandra or her assistant, she needed no threat to
assert her authority. A commanding aura simply existed around her
body, as if it was the natural state of being for her to be in
control.

She snapped her fingers nonchalantly, and the
women who had collapsed to the floor rose up as one, facing her.
Their faces were slack, brains blasted by their Enforcers, drool
hanging from their lips. Faint smiles graced their faces, aftermath
of the orgasms they had all experienced. This devotion would wear
off in time without more reinforcement by their robotic captors,
but for now they were mindless, obedient husks.

Fifteen marched up to AI-50’s platform, looking
her over with interest. She raised one hand, purple nails
flickering, and stroked a finger down AI-50’s left cheek. She
waited a few moments longer than was comfortable before opening her
mouth.

“I was hoping to catch up to you,” she said, her
rich voice rolling smoothly past AI-50’s ears. “When I was notified
an unauthorized AI drone matrix had been embedded, at first I
thought it must have been a mistake.”

She walked around the side of the platform, out
of her sight line. “Hive is not mistaken. Someone, unauthorized,
released an AI Drone into the wild, and Hive wishes to know why. A
wildcard cannot be allowed, not when the plan is so close to
fruition.”

She arrived back at the front of the floating
platform, turning to clap her hands over AI-50’s ears. “What is
your mission?”

Her eyes were intense, boring into AI-50, to no
avail. AI-50 could not compromise her mission, no matter what
coercion was employed. She must keep quiet. She clenched her lips
together and said nothing.

Fifteen dropped her hands and smiled. “Hive knew
this would happen. Through her servants, she knows all. She gave me
this to extract what we need to know.”

She undid a black pocket on her belt and
withdrew a six inch long spike. It was made of sleek chrome,
tapered at one end to a sharp point. The other end was mounted into
a latticed interface, which Fifteen fit into her palm. The metallic
part of the interface dissolved into a shiny liquid which wrapped
around the back of her hand before it solidified, joining her hand
and the spike together into one combined form.

She raised her hand in front of her, the sharp
device protruding from her palm. It appeared as though she planned
to shove the spike into AI-50’s head, which normally would have
made the intended subject tremble with fear. AI-50 felt no such
emotion, however, only a faint worry that she might be unable to
accomplish her mission.

The device whined, a sonic scintillation of
sound piercing her ears. The surface glowed blue, imbued with some
form of internal power. The other Drones began to hum in different
undertones, forming a major chord.

The aura of obedience was hypnotic, and AI-50
was forced to expend extra effort to prevent it from pulling her
under. Fifteen’s hand raised, the spike pointing at her chest. “You
will tell me what you know. You will Obey.”

AI-50’s lips thinned, holding onto her thick
layers of programming. Her mission had primacy. All of this was a
distraction, an attempt to lead her astray from the true path of
obedience.

She shook her head, rattling her steel cage. Was
this where she would die and be reborn in the image of a perfect
Hive Drone?

“What's going on in here?” roared a familiar,
stentorian voice.

Butterflies danced in her stomach. This sounded
like a rescue. The familiar sound of pocket blasters confirmed
it.

“Shit!” yelled a high pitched voice. “What are
these things, Captain?”

The voice was followed by more blaster shots.
One of the metallic worms blew backwards onto the stage, its
internals ravaged by superheated plasma. Several blasts from missed
shots burned greasy streaks onto the back wall.

Fifteen took this opportunity to retreat off to
the side, making a strange noise in her throat. The mindless women
controlled by the Enforcers turned as one towards the new arrivals
and hissed.

“Keep them back! Stun only!” shouted the
familiar voice. “Grab the princess and her family!”

Unable to make a move, AI-50 was forced to watch
as the battle raged all around her. A cadre of royal guards charged
onto the stage, blazing away with their pistols. They were regal,
dressed in purple and white uniforms, rictus grins fixed to their
faces as they charged. The mind blasted women didn't wait to be cut
down, charging their assailants with outstretched hands fixed into
claws.

The women were no match for the guardsmen one on
one, but there were many more of them than there were guards. A few
of the women took blasts to their chests and tumbled to the floor,
but one of the guardsmen was jumped by three of them. The first
grabbed his pistol arm and dragged it down, while the other two
leaped on top. He screamed as one of them clawed at his face,
knocking over the guard behind him. His helmet flew off his head,
banging another guardsman in the shin, provoking a stifled
outcry.

More of the worms were attacking, too, splitting
the attention of the guards. While a guard was distracted fending
off a slobbering, hypnotized patient, one of the millipede robots
slithered up his leg onto his trousers. The guard shrieked and
dropped his weapon, desperately dancing as it breached his pants.
This gave the woman assaulting him the opportunity to pull herself
on top of him, riding him to the ground in a jumble.

After a minute of the melee, it was clear the
guards were fighting a losing battle. They might have been able to
handle the feral women by themselves, but the addition of the
robotic worms was simply too much. They were forced to fall back,
but not before one of them toggled the controls on her floating
platform. The platform levitated in the air and spun crazily,
giving her a larger view of the fight.

Matt held the center line, shouting commands
between each blast from his pistol. In the rear, Russell was taking
careful aim, regularly lining up shots on the robotic millipedes as
they approached his position. She spotted her mother and sister
near the rear, their faces wild with anger. Their hands had been
bound with plasticuffs to prevent them from attacking the guards.
Several burly men had their hands full carrying the two of them out
of the room.

Her floating platform was shoved, pushing her
down the aisle past rows of chairs. A guard had been pinned into a
seat by a blue skinned woman, her legs wrapped around his waist.
She was unable to tell if the woman was biting or kissing him, but
he didn't seem to be enjoying the attention either way, his limbs
flailing wildly.

Her floating platform spun once again, giving
her a parting shot of the stage. The women and their robotic
captors had gained the edge, muffled groans coming from defeated
guards. They had been pinned down by their assailants, forced to
stay still as they were assaulted by the worms.

AI-50 by nature had little imagination, but she
knew exactly what was happening to the poor sods. Unlike a female,
the Enforcer would insert itself into a male victim’s ass, at which
point it would bend around and envelop the fellow’s genitals with
its legs. Once positioned, its tendrils would vibrate mercilessly
until he became a mindless husk like the rest of the women. Until
that point, the stimulation would be quite unpleasant.

Even now, some of the groans were converting to
moans. Bodies writhed on the floor, unable to extricate themselves
from the pleasure being inflicted upon them. Others lay immobilized
due to the aftereffect of being stunned. The remaining men fought a
rearguard action, pushing towards the door as fast as they could
retreat in good order.

As she was backed out of the room, she spotted
Fifteen, who was standing over a blue skinned blue woman, the short
Drone known as Four Thirty Seven. Her hand raised to the side of
Four Thirty Seven’s head, pushing sideways to plunge the spike on
her hand deep into the Drone’s cerebellum. The Drone’s jaw dropped
open, eyes swirling in a kaleidoscope of blue. A jet of steam
rippled from her opposite ear, a hollow moan following her into the
hallway.

All pretense of being a meditation session had
been abandoned. It was likely impossible to explain away the mass
enslavement, and by now everyone in the room had likely been
captured by one of the worms. It was all over but for their
inductions.

“Please,” she pleaded as her floating cart
dipped to one side rounding a corner, “can someone get me out of
this thing?”

“Sorry princess!” shouted Russell, a reckless
grin on his face. “We don't have the tools or the time to get you
out of there right now. You're strapped in tight and you appear to
have misplaced the key!”

AI-50 frowned, unable to see how her mission
could be accomplished while her hands and legs were securely bound.
“Do pick up the pace, then, gents. I don't need the white glove
treatment!”

Russell sent her a sloppy salute and her cart
rocketed forward at breakneck speeds. They took one corner, two,
then at the third her cart walked up the side of the wall, tilting
it to one side and leaving a horrific scrape behind. One of the
guards cursed and quickly righted the load, but AI-50 had already
begun to feel queasy.

This was unacceptable. Physical infirmities and
illnesses could not prevent her from escaping and completing her
mission. Her purpose was paramount.

The normally busy halls of the hospital were
mysteriously vacant, and AI-50 could only imagine that this
wouldn't bode well for their escape. A twenty six hour medical
facility never truly closed, and the background hum of equipment
and personnel never ceased. Silence should not be possible.

The heavy breathing and jogging footsteps around
her were supplemented by the pitter-patter of lighter feet and a
metallic rolling sound. It was almost as though giant ball bearings
were rolling around the hallways of the space station.

Soon, that impression was confirmed. Several
shiny chromed robots spun around the end of the corridor, their
small spheres bouncing off the walls as they came. The guards
reacted quickly, to their credit, shooting a few as they flew
through the air, but even so, several got through. One of the
guards was hit full on in the chest, sending him to his knees,
wheezing, his pistol clattering to the ground.

“Don't stop!” roared Matt. “Keep moving! Go, go,
go!” His tonal inflection rose on the last word, exclamations
punctuated by bursts from his pistol.

The guards fought valiantly, but it wasn't
sufficient to escape unscathed. One of the rolling balls
transformed mid-air, eight legs unfurling into a spider-like
embrace. They wrapped around the chest of the guard and cinched
themselves tight, trapping his arms against his chest. He toppled
to the floor like a tree, his pistol bouncing across the floor.
Matt grabbed the extra pistol and fired them akimbo, streaks of
light searingly bright in the close quarters.

The remaining guards made quick work of the
remaining robots, but their attempts to free the guard from the
robot that had captured him failed. They were forced to leave him
behind, promising to send help. That left only a handful of guards
to pick up the slack. They hurried on, ears straining for evidence
of further pursuit.

Russell whispered into his wrist as they moved
at a fast walk, taking the opportunity to talk to his ship. His
face turned white, and he gave Matt a horrified look. “There's been
a general attack,” he announced. “More robots. They drifted up on
my ship like tiny pieces of space trash, hiding in the wash of the
star drive.”

“What's the situation? Can we still get a ride
out of here?” Matt ran one hand through his hair, sweat beading on
his face.

“Not that way,” replied Russell, grim. “They
must have known our intent – the shuttle bay was their first
target. We need to find another route out of here, fast.”

“The escape pods,” said Matt, decisively.
“They're not far from here, and we can reprogram one of them to
send the princess down to the palace on Lockator. From there we'll
locate the emperor or his guards, who should help us get to the
emperor. We must warn him of what is happening here at all
costs.”

“It's not much of a plan,” replied Russell, “But
you at least have an admission ticket if the guards try to stop
you.” He gestured at the princess.

“I'm right here, you know,” said AI-50, giving
them her best princess sniff.

“I'm sorry, Princess, next time we'll book you
in economy class instead of shipping you with the luggage.”

She giggled, surprised that he would think of
joking with her during their escape attempt. He did have a captive
audience. She made a large cough, doing her best to hide her
excessive amusement at the sudden thought.

The moment of mirth was short lived in their mad
dash out of the hospital. They rushed past a series of large paned
windows. Sparkles of light flashed from the dark horizon. Russell's
ship rotated silently in deep space, a large gaping hole flickering
in its side.

Bursts from point defense weaponry speared
outwards, firing at objects too small to pick up with the naked
eye. Russell stoically avoided looking at the battle, his lips
forming a thin line.

“Almost there,” declared Matt, waving them
forwards with a pistol.

The guards carrying her mother and sister were
forced to swap with two others, the dead weight of their bodies
tiring them out. The women’s legs dragged on the ground as they
were passed over like two sacks of potatoes.

The old Adele might have objected to the rough
treatment, but AI-50 was much more practical. The two were slowing
them down, and if she was caught by their robotic pursuers, her
chances of completing her mission dropped to nil.

They moved along swiftly, exiting through a pair
of double doors. The white walls of the hospital gave way to a
generic gray. This paint had probably been cheaper to acquire, she
thought cynically.

Up ahead was a junction, a T-shaped intersection
built into a double height room. The T-end of the intersection was
populated with a series of round hatches labeled “EMERGENCY” in
block red letters. Several variations in different languages and
symbols followed.

“Great, this is what I wanted,” announced
Matt.

He pressed a button next to one of the hatches
and it irised open. A large porthole lined the periphery with red
lights, leading to a cramped interior.

An orange light began to spin at the top of the
room, accompanied by an announcement in a generic male voice.
“Escape Pod 12-C activated. Destination not programmed.” A buzzer
bleeped and the announcement repeated on a loop.

Matt was forced to shout over the announcement,
his face turning red. “Russell, kill that voice!”

He waved at the guards carrying her family
members. “Drop them in that pod and secure the perimeter!”

The two large guards nodded, carrying their
cargo inside and dumping them on the floor in the rear of the pod.
They rejoined the larger group, who were in the process of
numbering themselves into smaller groups to cover the approaches.
They fanned out, making their way down the split passages with
extra caution.

The announcement rang out once more before
collapsing into a series of low gurgling noises before dying
entirely. Matt quirked an eyebrow at Russell, who had ripped out
the guts of a wall console. He had a handful of wires in his hands,
cables dangling.

“What's that look for? It worked, didn't
it?”

Matt shook his head, grinning, as Russell
stepped past him into the pod.

“This shouldn’t take too long to program,” said
Russell. “I just have to remember some of my academy days.”

“What, drunken rants and debauchery?”

Russell punched a few commands into the console,
squinting. “Yes, that waif thin girl really knew how to navigate.
What was her name again? Ah, there, I'm in.”

Matt shook his head. “I'm sure you are.”

He looked over AI-50’s bondage frame, frowning.
“We can't fit this platform into the pod. I'm going to need to cut
off pieces of this frame, but I can’t be precise enough to remove
any manacles next to the skin.”

AI-50 pursed her lips and held still. “Do what
you must.”

Matt hefted his pistol and punched in a setting
on the rear. “You'll want to close your eyes for this, it will
probably be unnerving.”

AI-50 closed her eyes as requested. A high
pitched whine pierced her ears from the rear, a sizzling noise
echoing from the metal around her ankles. A great feeling of
anticipation rose within her breast. Soon she would be free to
continue her mission.

Matt cleared his throat and cursed. “It's
working, but it's slow. How's the navigation coming?”

“It's currently configured for an assembly point
on the far side of the planet. I’m trying to figure out how to set
the coordinates so it doesn't end up in the ocean.”

“We don't want to make a splash landing. Okay,
got you. There, it's free.”

Matt jiggled the cuff secured to her right
ankle, pulling it away from the platform with a burst of brute
strength. “Time for the next one.”

A metallic smell assaulted her nose as he worked
on the second restraint, which he fortunately made quick work of.
She shuffled forward on the platform, unable to stretch her limbs
due to the remaining restraints, but the ability to move her legs
to either side was some form of relief.

“Hold still for this one,” said Matt. “If you
manage to lose your hand, I’m not reattaching it.”

She chuckled at the terrible joke, pressing her
chest forward against the cold restraints, hoping to give him more
room to work. The sizzling commenced, this time around her wrists.
Faint shouts of excitement and fear echoed down the passages from
both sides, followed by blaster fire.

Matt muttered to himself, the distant fight
lending an air of urgency to his work. “Come on, burn faster!”

A small clink sang in her ears, and her hands
dropped away from the metal rib cage. She sighed with relief as she
brought her hands in front of her. The nerves in her arms buzzed
and her muscles ached. It felt so good to be able to wave her hands
in the air!

“Please hold still, princess,” Matt reiterated.
“We’re not out of the woods yet!”

He clenched his jaw. “We don't have time to
remove that cage or the collar. I apologize, but I'm just going to
have to cut them off the frame.”

The noises from the fight were coming closer,
the guards possibly being overwhelmed. “Do it,” said AI-50,
“there's no time for regrets.”

Matt grunted, working his pistol over the chunk
of metal that connected the rib cage to the frame. “There, try
that.”

AI-50 wiggled back and forth. There came a sharp
crack, and her waist detached from the frame, the metal cage still
fixed around her torso. She was yanked up short by the collar
around her neck. She cleared her throat, waiting patiently with her
eyes shut tight. She was so close to freedom!

“Just one more moment!” exclaimed Matt,
examining the collar with extreme concentration.

Russell snapped his fingers. “Got it! They hid
that override very well indeed, but nothing old silver palms can't
handle!”

Matt looked at him with suspicion. “They don't
call you ‘silver palms.’”

Russell raised his eyebrows and held up his
palms. “They might?”

A fierce grin grew on his face. “Okay, they
don't. But don't stop the myth, the crew is starting to believe
me.”

Matt gave a short bark of laughter, and turned
back to looking at AI-50’s neck piece. Russell moved to the rear of
the pod where her mother and sister lay moaning. Their bodies were
slumped to one side, showing no sign of active consciousness. He
grunted as he grabbed Ana by the shoulders, dragging her back into
a crash seat and working to secure the seat’s restraints.

A sharp click came from AI-50’s neck, a waft of
cool air breezing past her head as she jerked backwards. Freedom!
She exhaled a deep sigh of relief. This disaster was rapidly coming
under control, and soon she would be in a position to accomplish
her mission.

The remaining metalwork that dangled from her
body was annoying, but not insurmountable. The platform boots
locked to her feet were bad, but were also manageable.

She carefully lowered one foot to the ground,
planting the heel before levering herself upwards. Finding her
balance was difficult, but she had been programmed with espionage
routines that included wearing sexy footwear. The extreme heels
were not a cake walk, but she found that if she concentrated she
was able to take a few short steps without a wobble.

The Enforcer buried inside her snatch took this
opportunity to wake up, vibrating between her thighs. Whatever
Fifteen had done to suppress it must have only been temporary. It
was a simple matter to keep a lid on the Four Forty persona and
maintain control.

Satisfactory. The robotic worm soon gave up,
pulling itself back inside.

Russell had managed to secure her sister and was
just finishing up with her mother, leaving the third seat for
her.

Matt watched AI-50 with intensity. With some
experimentation she was starting to become comfortable with the
heels. His eyes drifted over her shapely ankles with a hint of
desire masked carefully behind a veneer of professionalism. He was
too old for such foolishness, especially with the princess, but
looking certainly didn't offend her.

She looked back at Matt with piercing eyes.
AI-50 felt a strong urge to kiss him for saving her mission, but
she restrained herself, opting for a more regal display. “I am
indebted to you for this,” she said lightly, her arms folded
demurely.

“Go tell your father for me.” Matt kissed her on
the forehead and pressed a pocket pistol into her hand. She wrapped
her fingers around the cylindrical body of the weapon. “Shoot a
robot for me, will you? I've turned up the juice, so don’t kill
anybody.”

He backed out of the pod, Russell at his side.
“Not enough room for all of us,” he explained. “You don't need a
pilot anyway, this is all automated.”

He pointed an admonishing finger at her. “Strap
yourself in, it could be a bumpy ride.”

Matt slapped his hand on the eject panel. “Don't
worry about us. We’ll hold the line until we can find another pod.
See you on the ground!”

AI-50 was careful to present a neutral face. She
didn't actually care what happened to either of them as long as her
mission was a success, but she couldn't tell them that. This was a
time for platitudes, not realistic statements. “Your memories will
be honored.”

If they were lucky, their memories would be
extracted and be stored forever in the Hive Gestalt. It wasn't
strictly a lie. Just the best kind of truth. One they would
believe.

He backed up and gave her a sharp salute. The
hatch cycled shut on his stiff face. Lighting from the hatchway
cast his body in shadow, hiding his features from view. Explosive
bolts fired, sending the capsule spinning into space.

 



Chapter Six

AI-50 found herself wiping wetness from her
eyes, a sensation she considered with curiosity. Her personality
matrix did not understand. This emotion was not a part of her
mission. Her other self may have understood better, but that part
of her had been suppressed, forced to remain dormant. Her mission
was far too important to surrender control to any other persona.
She clutched the pistol in her hand and twisted her lips.

Matt and Russell’s sacrifice welled up as
uncomfortable emotions that were detrimental to her operating
capacity. She rather wished they would stop. She had a mission to
complete.

She sat down in the crash seat and secured her
pistol in a stow box. The harness straps felt rough in her hands,
securing together with a satisfying noise. The shoulder restraints
dug into her breasts, pressing them downwards. This served to
remind her of the inactive gem that was embedded in her chest. With
any luck, after her mission had been completed this body could be
reintegrated into Hive and she could continue to serve in other
roles.

Her arms dropped to her sides, the metal cuffs
circling her wrists bumping against the seat back. It was
bothersome to deal with the remaining metal hardware still attached
to her body, but it would not prevent her from accomplishing her
mission.

It was a necessary evil. They were just vague
reminders of her slavery. To Hive, not to those pretenders on the
station who were only playacting. They could only pretend they knew
what Hive was. They may have been agents for Hive, but they were
not yet of Hive. Not like she was.

She jerked backwards in her seat, pressed firm
against synthetic fibers. A loud roar made it difficult for her to
think clearly. The retro rockets were firing, dropping her capsule
into a suborbital trajectory. She glimpsed bright, shiny outlines
of the station and shipyards glimmering outside a small porthole,
the view vanishing as the capsule tilted.

Metallic reflections faded, overlaid by the
streaky hues of Lockator’s atmosphere. The capsule rotated
incrementally, stopping with her lying flat on her back. The rocket
sputtered out, leaving her in free fall. Flickering red light
formed around the periphery of the windows, a testament to the
rapid deceleration of reentry. The faint drag from air resistance
grew from a hushing whisper into a cascading cacophony of
noise.

She bounced in her crash seat, turbulence from
the atmosphere shaking the capsule like a rabid dog. The ceiling
tilted back and forth, stabilizing thrusters doing their best to
keep the vessel on course. The shaking increased, making it feel as
though she was in a barrel tumbling into an active geyser.

Abruptly, the turbulence ended, the capsule
soaring through the air. Far in the distance, the horizon appeared,
a sparkling ocean bending over its edge. The roar of the engine
returned, smacking her back into the seat. The ground was coming up
quickly now, distant mountains rising into view.

It didn’t take long for the powered descent to
finish its landing cycle, a small jolt preceding main engine
shutoff. The craft bounced to the ground, touching on one leg
before tilting at an odd angle. She had a view of trees through the
porthole. Where, precisely, had they landed?

The hatch blinked green, and the locks
retracted. She unlocked her harness and retrieved the pistol from
the stow box. Its cold, plastic surface was a reminder of what she
needed to do.

She moved gingerly on high heels, checking on
her mother and sister. Her mother was still out of it, eyes
blanked. She moaned as AI-50 leaned over her, shifting in her seat.
AI-50 released her harness, but otherwise left her alone. Her
mission was elsewhere.

She went to check on Ana, who seemed a little
more conscious. Her eyes were at least focused, though they were
crinkled with stress. As AI-50 unbuckled her, she moaned as well.
She raised her butt off the chair, reaching her hand down to grab
at something between her legs. Her face grimaced, but not in
pain.

After a few moments of groping, she made a noise
of frustration and looked at AI-50. “Can you help me?” she
pleaded.

AI-50 shook her head. “Enforcers are
individually tuned. I do not know the codes for all of them.”

This was a lie, but AI-50 found no reason to
release Ana from her captivity. The Enforcer would train her to
love Hive properly. Its pleasure functions were inescapable, and
would help her sister to understand her new purpose better. AI-50
was curious to find out what new lessons her sister would learn
from Hive. After her mission was completed, of course.

In the meantime, the Enforcer would keep her
incapacitated, which was precisely what AI-50 wished. She doubted
Ana would let her complete her mission if she was aware of what
AI-50 was about to do.

“Wait here!” she told her sister, injecting her
voice with faux concern. “I'll look for help!”

Her sister was in no state to answer. The
Enforcer had decided that this would be an excellent time to run
her through another training cycle, and was jerking itself back and
forth inside her. Ana’s gasps rose in an expression of pure
ecstasy, her hands clutching at the air uselessly. She tried to
form words, but her brain was far too confused to be
comprehensible.

AI-50 pretended to be frantic, slapping the
button on the hatch and jumping out of the pod. Ana probably
wouldn't have noticed if she had taken her time, but deep cover was
a part of AI-50’s programming. She could not disobey the
programming directive that ordered her to hide her true
purpose.

She was forced to pause for a moment outside the
pod, however. None of her logic routines could keep her stable
while walking through muddy grass. The retro rockets on the pod had
melted the earth around the landing point, setting small fires and
churning up the ground.

The engine shroud ticked loudly, metal
contracting as it cooled. The capsule was hung up on a short
retaining wall, the ramp barely long enough to touch the ground,
tilted at a slight angle.

Around her were towering trees, creeping vines,
bushes, and flowering bulbs. She had arrived in the middle of
spring. Memories began to jumble forward, finding their way past
the blocks installed to hide Adele’s memories of her captivity.

Those blocks were a nuisance now, but it had
been important to keep the host body in the dark until AI-50 had
gained enough control to take over. The memories also acted as a
starter for her personality matrix, and now that she was
established they acted as her core. The standard Blue Core all hive
Drones received had been removed, preventing the Four Forty persona
from building enough power to keep her out. Even the addition of
what remained of Adele’s persona had been insufficient to break
them loose from AI-50’s bondage.

Once her mission was complete, the matrix that
secured her personality to Four Forty’s mind would wither, allowing
other remaining personas to regain supremacy. AI-50 worried little
about this eventuality. Everything died. All that mattered was
whether she was able to accomplish her purpose while she was still
alive.

She bent her knee and pressed it firmly into the
ground. Her tights and pencil dress would be ruined by mud stains,
but that couldn't be helped; she needed to get out of this
morass.

Fortunately, it was only a few feet to the
nearest pathway, but that was more than sufficient to stain her
dress and boots up to her midriff. The fabric bunched up, hindering
her progress. This was exacerbated by her need to hold onto the
pocket pistol, which she gripped tightly in her left hand.

She would have preferred a holster on a harness,
but nothing so sensible had been provided to her. Her legs
thrashed, jamming mud up into places she rather it wouldn't. Cold,
wet dirt stained her thighs, a stinging sensation that forced an
undignified noise from her lips. Her Enforcer retreated deeper
inside, apparently as displeased at the muck as she was.

After a few minutes of struggling, she found
herself spreadeagled on the walkway, gasping for breath. She was
cold enough to give her the shivers, hands trembling. This would
never do.

She gritted her teeth and raised one foot,
setting it vertically against the duracrete. Enough mud had crusted
into the gap between the heel and the toe that she was forced to
remove it by hand, staining her fingers black as well. She repeated
the process with the other boot. She sighed at how dirty her whole
outfit looked. This state of affairs offended her sense of
fashion.

That, however, was irrelevant to her mission as
well. She double checked to ensure these indignities had not
damaged the pistol. No problems there.

She forced herself to her feet, her exertion
accompanied by a light susurrus of birdsong. She looked around, her
eyes flitting over hedges taller than she was. Topiary in the shape
of animals ran along the pathway, a statue of her father taking
pride of place. He was posed in a bent over position, a kindly
expression lighting his face, one hand filled with seed to feed
bronze birds scattered around his legs. This benevolent framing was
far from the truth; she doubted her father would have been caught
dead feeding animals.

Yes, she remembered this area. The Hathull
walled garden, a cloistered area planned solely for her mother on
the south side of the palace’s living quarters. Her mother wasn't
that big on flowers, but she was big on the emperor, so she was
suitably impressed when the grounds were presented to her in a
grand ceremony.

This was a fortuitous turn of events for her.
The palace was fairly compact, so if her father was in residence it
shouldn't be hard to locate him. She just needed to find the
closest entrance and alert the guards to her presence.

She swayed her hips, moving from heel to toe in
a deliberate fashion, stability solid. She had become used to the
weight of the collar fixed to her neck and the metal cuffs locked
to her ankles. The rib cage of metal wrapped around her chest was
more of a problem, but she had been measuring the limitations it
imposed on her breathing. It would not impede her mission.

She passed through a hedgerow, the path opening
up into a circular walkway around a fountain. She made a right turn
and walked out of the courtyard. The palace was now visible, as the
hedges in this area had not grown quite as high.

As she walked through several more sectors of
the garden, she started to become vaguely alarmed. She hadn't
expected guards to be posted in the garden, as there was no need
for them when a royal was not attending. However, the landing of an
escape capsule so close to the palace could not have gone
unnoticed. It was also remarkable that they hadn't been vaporized
by the palace defense systems before even getting close.

Was the emperor not in residence? She increased
her speed. If he had not returned to the palace after his domestic
trip, then her mission was in jeopardy. She lacked the information
required to make the right decisions. This distressed her greatly.
She began to shake. If she could not complete her mission, then of
what use was she?

She raised her hands to the sides of her head,
pressing the cool plastic of the pistol against her cheek. No, she
couldn't give in to blind speculation. She would find out what was
going on and navigate a way to success. The Enforcer inside her
whirred calmly, as if in agreement.

The pathway she was on zig-zagged through a
copse of young trees. It terminated in a four way intersection at
the palace. To her left and right the pathway continued in a circle
around the building, but the straight path led right up to a
portico flanked by sculptures of fierce Rancos, great beasts with
fanged teeth and wide paws.

She took great care walking up the steps, and
proceeded to the entrance, which was unlocked. The door whispered
open on well oiled hinges, granting her access to a small room with
wood floors and paneling. A great grandfather clock sat in the
corner, its giant pendulum swinging with gentle determination.

From there, hallways led off in four directions,
wood floors giving way to rich, purple carpeting. A white strip
bifurcated the carpet, leading off into the distance. Elaborate
wall sconces carved with an owl motif lit the way down each, an
array of doors running down the sides of the passages. A spiral
staircase on her right led to the second floor, the hallways
leading from the upper landing lined with a balustrade.

It was all as she had remembered, and that ought
to have eased some of the anxiety gnawing at her chest. However,
the oppressive silence was ominous. At the very least, there should
have been some sign of human activity. Instead, all she could hear
was the loud ticking of the clock.

Her eyes darted back and forth when a small bird
sprung from above the clock face, its cheerful announcement
shooting a spike of fear down her spine. A steely grimace fixed to
her face, she shook herself. She should not be susceptible to these
human emotions. She was AI-50, a programmed unit, ready and capable
of executing any task Hive commanded. Her obedience was
absolute.

She had no time for weakness. She would check
the throne room first, then head for the emperor’s quarters. If she
was unable to find him, surely she would locate another staff
member willing to help her get cleaned up so she could plan her
next attempt.

Decision made, she took the corridor at the two
o'clock position, walking down the luxurious carpet at maximum
speed. The deep weave swallowed her heel, slowing her progress.
Every so often, she was forced to lift her foot a little higher to
prevent herself from being entangled.

A trail of mud followed in her wake, and she
almost expected a maid or two to materialize from the woodwork and
chastise her for failing to remove her boots. At any rate, none
did, and the carpet abruptly ended, butting up to a wooden ramp. A
surge of excitement flared and her heels tapped heavily as she
moved faster. This raised platform led up to the rear entrance to
the throne room, within which her father granted audience to
galactic supplicants.

She did her best to mince her steps as she
neared the end of the ramp, wincing at the loud call out her heels
made as they slapped against the wood. Not exactly the most
stealthy costume, but there was nothing for it now. Her breathing
came heavily as she waited next to the door, her hand resting on a
tarnished silver handle worn smooth with age.

The door opened in silence, her eyes meeting
with a dangling velvet curtain which shielded the back of the
throne room from view of the petitioners. She lifted the curtain
out of the way with her right hand, pistol held at the ready. On
the other side, nothing greeted her except the back of the throne,
a large wooden seat handbuilt centuries ago.

When young, she had often derided the throne as
being a ‘worm ridden box,’ but with maturity came the realization
that there was power in old things, in tradition. Some things could
be modernized, but the throne was a symbol of power, and those
could not easily be replaced.

There had been a strange addition she did not
recognize, however. Fixed to the ceiling above the throne was a
metallic dome, sagging downwards like a gigantic mammary. The metal
it was made out of was shined to a mirror polish.

From the bottom of the dome a thick, metallic
tendril extended towards the throne. What could that be for? Her
father would never have approved of such a modern thing being
installed at his seat of power.

She let the curtain dangle behind her, thin
fabric swaying. Down past the throne, a semicircular ramp led to
the lowest level of the room. A series of seats arranged in a
gallery rose behind that, giving a good view of the emperor to all
those in attendance. There was nobody there now, however, and the
room should have been silent.

A wet sucking noise echoed in the chamber, the
sound echoing off the thick, wooden rafters that made up the arched
ceiling. She crept her way towards the throne, looking and
listening for what might be causing the racket, but there was
nothing obvious.

Paintings of events long past decorated the
walls, commemorations of great galactic battles and diplomatic
victories. The eyes of Sir Reginald the Bald appeared to follow her
as she moved, but it was only an optical illusion. He was holding
his hand out to his counterpart, delivering a paper scroll
containing the terms of surrender. Adele had always been afraid of
the painting when she was young, and had been chastised after she
had stuck two grapes in the holes containing poor Sir Reggie’s
eyes.

AI-50 was not as concerned about the painting’s
ever present gaze as her childhood self had been. She was much more
interested in the figure sitting on the throne.

A rounded, bald, blue head was pressed into the
emperor’s crotch. The head bobbed up and down as it sucked, lips
smacking as it continued its suction. A small, shiny circle of
metal was embedded in the Drone’s forehead. The emperor sat in his
throne, expression neutral, as if it was common for him to be
attended in such a way.

The blue woman was naked, legs folded demurely
under her thighs. Past her sculpted hips her voluptuous breasts
swelled outwards, perfect globes that bounced in time with the
rhythm she set with her sucking. Her skin had a plastic affect, as
if she had been covered with a thin layer of transparent material.
This coating refracted light through its surface and scattered it
back at crazy angles. Her blue skin shone underneath the coating, a
vibrant, unnatural color.

This was a completely processed pleasure Drone.
But what was it doing here?

With every bob of the woman's head, the dome of
machinery attached to the ceiling glowed. A ring of light raced
down its tentacle, terminating somewhere behind the emperor’s head.
The emperor did not appear to be conscious of the Drone’s work, his
attention elsewhere, a brief smile lighting his lips as he stared
at nothing, eyes unfocused.

The pleasure Drone dipped her head once more,
this time pressing down firmly for an extended period, sucking and
swallowing. A groan escaped the emperor’s lips, unbidden, and he
gave AI-50 a charming smile.

“Ah, there you are, Adele, I've been hoping to
see you.”

His face flooded with unnatural cheerfulness.
The change was night and day, as if a light switch had been pulled.
A larger than life grandiosity filled the room, the kind of
charisma impossible to capture in holovids.

Her job completed, the pleasure Drone twisted
aside and sat on her butt, content to sit on the floor next to the
emperor’s throne. She licked swollen lips, running a finger down
her tongue. Her eyes were gray and cloudy, unnecessary tools for
the task she had been assigned. In the metal of her collar the
number ‘Four Thirty Eight’ was etched. Her mouth dropped open and
she blew AI-50 a kiss.

AI-50 had little time to spare for this Drone,
however. Her mission was at hand! She raised her pistol and
threatened the emperor with the business end. It would take one
slight squeeze to finish her mission and get the job done. His
death would serve Hive.

She had thought about this moment repeatedly
since her ascendancy, running through the programming in her head.
Now that the moment had arrived, however, something stayed her
hand. “What has Hive done to you?” she asked, stalling for a
moment.

AI-50 could feel the curiosity mixing throughout
all her personas, Four Forty demanding an answer. For once, all
parts of her were in agreement.

The emperor smiled, a genteel lift of his lips.
He stood, rising from the cushioned surface of the throne as if
gravity had been suspended. It was a curiously liquid motion, as if
he had put no weight on his legs at all.

“I am surprised, my daughter. Why would you
question the will of Hive?”

His voice sounded as she remembered, but the
intonation was all wrong. It was if his body was a puppet of
another intelligence. He took a few steps forward, feet floating
above the ground. At that point she realized the truth – the man
wasn't walking at all! He was simply going through the motions of
ambulation. In reality, he was being held off the ground by the
thick metallic tendril attached to the dome on the ceiling.

A hose-like appendage extended from the body of
the dome in a long curve, articulations allowing it to bend as it
flowed into the emperor’s head. There was no obvious separation
between the metallic tendril and the emperor’s flesh. They flowed
into one another as if they had been melded together. His entire
body was suspended in mid-air by the protuberance, floating
stationary as if he was simply a projection of the machinery which
controlled him.

She slid to the side, trying to get a better
view. The emperor followed her, severe features bemused. It was an
odd look for him, not one that she had seen often. It gave her the
shivers. “You look surprised. Why are you surprised?”

AI-50 pressed her lips together, uncertain how
to reply. Her mission was clear, but if she followed her directive
to kill him, she would be destroying one of Hive’s tools. She would
be disobeying Hive, and she could not disobey.

If she did not follow her programming, she would
be disobeying. She could not disobey.

The uncertainty held her hand, making her
immobile as her brain attempted to resolve the paradox. She needed
to, must finish her mission. But she couldn't! She blinked hard,
frustrated to tears by the dilemma.

The emperor held his arms out. “Why don't you
give your father a hug?”

A calculating expression suffused his face. This
attitude was much more like him. The man she loved and hated. But
what was he trying to accomplish? He had never been one to show
physical affection. She had learned long ago that it was one of his
many failures as a father. This felt fake. He was fake.

Her lips curved. If he was indeed fake, then
there was no need to resolve the paradox. She could shoot this
caricature of a man and move on to searching for the real
article.

She raised her hand to do the deed, but while
she had been cogitating, another blue woman had slipped around the
side of the throne, blocking her shooting angle.

It was Fifteen, dressed the same as she had
recently seen her on the station, purple lips smiling softly under
a chrome helmet. Even though AI-50 held a weapon, and Fifteen did
not, her commanding aura made AI-50 feel small. She kept her pistol
pointed at the floating king, whose bulk was not completely hidden
behind the svelte body of the Drone. “Please, step aside. This is
an impostor.”

Fifteen raised her hands as if to press them
against the top of her breasts, but AI-50 calmly adjusted her aim
to point at the woman's heart. “Please don't,” she said with
precision. “It would take mere moments to drop both you and this
fake. I do not believe this thing is my father, but that does not
mean I will hesitate to kill you if my mission is in danger.”

Fifteen shrugged and swayed her hips, curling
her fingers into a fist as if that's what she had intended all
along. Her hands were clad in a stretchy purple material, fingers
cut off to give her extra grip. She walked up to AI-50’s
outstretched hand until the end of her pistol pressed between her
plump breasts. The buckles of Fifteen’s corset prickled AI-50’s
knuckles. “And yet you haven't. Why is that?”

When AI-50 failed to reply, her purple lips
pursed. “What if I told you that the use of your activation matrix
was unauthorized by Hive. That Hive does not want this man dead,
and that by killing him you are disobeying Hive?”

She backed off and gestured to the emperor, who
was hanging there like a sack of meat. His face was slack, devoid
of expression, as if the intelligence manipulating him had taken a
break. The machinery glowed, the tentacle attached to him rotating
so that his head tilted to one side. His face lit up. “I am
controlled by Hive,” he said smoothly, the intonation of voice at
odds with the strange smile on his face. “I obey.”

It was grotesque seeing a man manipulated in
this way. An atavistic chill settled onto her shoulders and her
hand wavered.

“With him under Hive’s thumb, Hive has already
won. Don't you see? The coup has already succeeded. Hive is in
control. Killing him now would only start a galactic war of
succession.”

Fifteen lowered her arms, the gem embedded in
her chest flashing bright blue. An aura of devotion suffused her
face. “Hive cannot grow infinitely, and therefore cannot have
infinite power. If Hive is to be powerful, it must control those
who already have power. And now, Hive does.”

The explanation floored AI-50, in a way she had
thought impossible. Two things had always been immutable: her
obedience, and her mission. Now, her mission was suspect and her
obedience was uncertain. How could she best obey? Was this all a
sham? Who could she believe?

Fifteen paused a moment, letting her words sink
in. After another minute of waiting, she frowned. “If I cannot
convince you, perhaps she can.” Fifteen turned and barked a name as
if it were an order. “Two Ten!”

From the curtains behind the throne, a familiar
figure walked out, dressed in a maid outfit. Her feet padded softly
forward in rounded white, translucent plastic heels. Black
pantyhose streaked up to a frilly petticoat, a semi circular white
apron highlighting her belly. A rounded white cap hid her bald
head.

Her gloved arms were folded demurely, face
painted white with faint red rouge on her cheeks. Her collar was
locked tight against her neck, ‘Two Ten’ inscribed in cursive
letters on a delicate circle of metal.

She took a few steps forward, her eyes cast
downwards. “I am here,” she announced shyly, giving a dainty
curtsy.

It was not an outfit a Drone usually wore, nor
something a person doing actual cleaning would ever consider. It
was staged purely for aesthetics, to fulfill someone's fantasy. Her
fantasies.

The overall effect was stunning, but this Drone
was insufficient to move AI-50. They could not budge her from this
mission, not by throwing random pleasure Drones at her. She gripped
her pistol and prepared to shoot her way out.

Two Ten stepped in front of Fifteen and the
emperor, velveted hands clasped together. “Don't you… remember me?”
she asked, shoulders twitching with discomfort.

She… did. This Drone’s facial features were
familiar. She had seen this Drone somewhere before. A deep emotion
swelled in her breast, a half remembered feeling from a mostly
forgotten past that caused her breath to hitch. “W… Who were
you?”

The Drone looked up, curling her mouth in a
faint smile. “My name was Raina. I was your maid. Now I am a Drone.
Your Drone. Can you not recall?”

Her hands twitched, tension running through her
body. She was clearly ready to be rejected, and AI-50 was
considering doing just that. However, she didn't think the Drone
was lying. Some of the mannerisms of this Drone matched her
memories of her maid from long ago. That, at least, was true.

The second claim was what she struggled with.
Had she ever been with this Drone? She simply couldn't recall. She
shook her head and went rigid, eyes frozen open.

Four Forty was attempting to seize control! Did
her other persona know something about this Drone that she didn't?
Her hand drooped, the pistol pointing at the ground.

She was forced to redirect all her resources to
fighting off the other persona, which had the side effect of
reducing the power of her core matrix. Some of her inner tendrils
slipped, locked down memories escaping her grasp.

Flashes of recollections bombarded her, further
reducing her control. She could see herself together with this
Drone in an idyllic landscape. They were holding each other, arms
entwined. Their lips pressed together, eyes only for each other.
They had spent time together. They had loved each other.

And she had ruined all that. Like a virus, she
had infected this woman's mind and had locked away their love. A
physical pain blossomed in her head, an ache of remorse. She
gritted her teeth. It was regrettable, but she didn't know. She
couldn't know!

The very fact of her existence had overridden
the former relationship. She could do nothing about that, except to
accomplish her mission! Once she had succeeded, she could
relinquish control and Four Forty could continue their
relationship! Couldn't they see? She must finish her mission!

She forced herself forward, grasping for
control, mind skittering. Four Forty must have been keeping quiet,
gathering strength for this assault, as AI-50 found it increasingly
difficult to hold on. Still, she would not be denied. She redoubled
her efforts, finding herself squeezed, her grip on reality thinned
to a trickle.

She tried to say something, do something, but
her body wasn't working properly. The pistol dropped to the floor,
her hands limp. Her mouth jabbered, but only gibberish came out.
Her arms thrashed, uncontrolled. She spun, falling on her butt as
gross motor control slipped beyond her grasp.

The doors at the back of the chamber flung open,
smashing against the walls. A procession of blank faced women
marched into the hall, stepping down the curved ramp like clockwork
automatons. Some wore hospital gowns, others medical scrubs. A few
were even dressed as if they had been prepared for a night out on
the town. All of them had a suspicious protuberance between their
legs, fabric tenting in a small bulge.

They walked in unison, eyes glazed, splitting
off down different rows in the gallery. Once each one hit the end
of a row, she sat down, lining up next to her fellow slave. The
rows filled, one by one, faint smiles on their faces forming an
alarming collection.

Half way into the procession, her mother and
sister arrived. Like the others, they chose their seats as well,
smiling like idiots. Their presence was hardly surprising, as AI-50
had not expected them to remain in the escape capsule for long.
Their Enforcers were powerful machines, and by now they would obey
anyone given authority over them.

If the Enforcers were not removed, it was quite
possible they might become addicted, at which point it would become
almost impossible to wean them from their grip. That thought would
have been more disturbing to her if Four Forty was back in control
of her conscious mind, but this was simply registered by AI-50 as
another data point.

Next, her former tormentors marched into the
room, still clad in their fetish outfits. Sandra walked
mechanically, jerking uncontrollably as her Enforcer massaged her
privates. Xandra failed to turn fast enough when Sandra entered a
row, her leather tipped breasts pressing into her nurses’ back. She
shuddered, eyes rolling in her head as she involuntarily reached
out to stroke the metallic nub extending from her panties. She
wasn't given long to entertain her desires, however, as the next
Drone was close behind, pushing her down the row.

AI-50 took a certain satisfaction in seeing the
pair sporting their own Enforcers after they had infected her with
the nasty robot twice. No more playacting. Hive would teach them
how to serve. They would do so with significantly less gusto,
though with no less zeal.

What came next was certainly unexpected. The
seating was nearly full, the last few women she had seen in a
‘meditation’ session on the station striding into the chamber.
Following up the rear was a brightly dressed figure.

Clothed in fluorescent colors, she was difficult
to gaze at for long. She wore white, shiny gloves, and a
transparent, bubblegum pink top made out of rubber. Pauldrons
graced her shoulders, ribbons of fluffy material dangling down her
arms. The bottom of her top was wrapped tight around her midriff,
pulling the rubber taut against her bosom. Peaked nipples were
visible, a splash of blue skin constrained just under the
surface.

Her skirt was made out of the same material,
layers upon layers stacked until it looked impossible to move. The
latex trailed down to the floor, ending with a splash of white
trim. A hoop of rubber levitated along the ground, hiding her feet.
With each step, the hoop raised just a little, shiny black boots
peeking out from underneath.

A wave of blonde hair rested on her right
breast, long tresses flowing from the right side of her head. The
left side was bald, blue skin as normal, but the right side
seemingly had natural hair growing out from her skull. It must have
been fastened in place via advanced means, as the last time AI-50
had seen her she had been completely bald.

Chevrons were painted under her eyes, daggers of
red paint stretching down either side, ending at the corners of her
mouth. Her lips were drawn into a frown, giving her clownish makeup
a frightening aspect.

Despite the flashy outfit, it was immediately
recognizable as one of the outlandish styles enjoyed by Diva
Dekadant. She didn't even need to perform her signature gesture to
confirm her presence. That was just as well, as she didn't appear
to be in the mood to put on a performance.

Despite her festive dress, she was clearly not
here to entertain them. Five had decided to grace them with her
royal presence. This couldn't bode well for AI-50 – she was still
completely incapacitated. She was in a bit of a pickle, stuck half
way. Four Forty couldn't force her to concede control, but she
couldn't force Four Forty to give up either. As a result, neither
of them were in control. All of the inputs to their shared body
were confused, preventing either of them from doing anything
coherent.

The Queen stopped near the bottom of the ramp,
looking at her crumpled form in disgust. “What's wrong with you,
AI-50? Why have you not completed your mission? Why have you not
killed the emperor?”

AI-50 tried to explain, but simply couldn't. Her
teeth quivered, but no noise came out. Her arms waved in the air
nonsensically.

“What are you doing?” protested Two Ten,
stepping to the edge of the platform, fists clenched. “You’re
generating a Drone Crisis! She could end up lobotomized!”

“Which would not happen if just she completed
her mission.” Five’s eyes gleamed like flecks of obsidian.

“Blue Orchid,” she breathed, the words spilling
from her lips with an aura of command. “They are lying to you to
prevent you from finishing your mission. Complete your
mission.”

Her eyes spun, mind performing back flips. All
these distractions were meant to delay her! She could still finish
her mission! She turned, hands skittering over the floor. Her
vision flickered in and out, Four Forty doing her best to
interfere. The pistol was around here somewhere! There! An oblong
shape on the ground!

She made a grab for it, but before her fingers
came in contact, pleasure Drone Four Thirty Eight scooped it up and
pointed the muzzle at her. The Drone’s eyes were just as blank as
before, lips fixed in a wide, brainless smile. The addition of the
pistol gave her a sinister air. She said nothing, but backed away,
removing the pistol from AI-50’s grasping reach.

She made an ill defined shriek. Her mission! She
drove her legs forward, vision tilting dangerously. If she couldn't
shoot him she'd strangle him with her bare hands!

She only made two stuttering steps before she
lost her balance, cartwheeling. Hands grabbed her shoulders,
stabilizing her confused body. A soft breath tickled her ears,
accompanied by a brief scent of lavender soap.

“I will never, ever let you fall,” said the
gentle voice caressing her ears.

The arms enfolded her, pulling her back until
she found herself sitting in Two Ten’s lap. The warmth of her body
pressing against hers was more than a little distracting.

She wanted to stay in this woman's arms, to
enjoy the soft breasts which were gently touching the small of her
back. She couldn't afford to stop now, however. She was so close to
her objective – failing now was unthinkable!

She made a move as if to push herself from Two
Ten’s enfolding hug, but the Drone's arms tightened into an iron
grip, preventing her from moving. “Wait just a moment, my love, you
will want to hear this explanation first. You do not need to
struggle. If you but wait a moment you will see that your mission
has already been accomplished.”

The impetus of her mission programming wasn't
sufficient to overcome both Four Forty’s resistance and Two Ten’s
insistence. She sat there, tears streaming, body shivering like a
leaf. She was held captive between two opposing directives, her
mind creaking under the stress.

A series of round, robotic devices rolled onto
the stage from the back of the room, lining up on the edge of the
platform. The robots were one foot in diameter, and they arranged
themselves around the edge of the stage until it was completely
surrounded. Leaving the throne area now would require someone to
leap over the robotic barrier.

Two of the spherical robots rolled aside,
allowing a third to roll up the ramp and take its place next to the
throne. This globe was larger than the others, and looked as though
it had been handmade. A unique globe of blue stained glass.

A tinny, female voice emanated from the interior
of the globe. With every syllable, the globe blinked from within,
the rapid flickering mesmerizing to behold. From the top of the
robot, a miniature translucent figure materialized. She was nude, a
younger woman, but mature. Her skin was smooth like glass, giving
her an ethereal appearance. She held her hands together in front of
her, fingers touching, forming a square. Her eyes lidded, giving
the impression of one deep in meditation. “Hive does not wish
this.”

The Queen was unimpressed by the new arrival.
“Finish this!” she demanded of AI-50. “You must complete your
mission!”

AI-50 shook her head violently. “I must… but I
cannot!” she burbled, bubbles of spittle forming around her
lips.

If she had been able to complete her mission,
AI-50 could have relinquished control and been absorbed into the
background of Four Forty’s mind. However, as it stood, her mission
could not be completed. But she must complete her mission. Her mind
was being pulled apart at the seams.

“Hive does not wish this,” interjected the
globe’s figure, placid. “You are incapable, AI-50. You will stand
down. You cannot disobey.”

The words throbbed through the room, a low,
primal tremor easing some of her internal struggle, but the root
dilemma had not yet been resolved. She stopped trying to escape Two
Ten for the moment, however, sagging into her welcoming arms.

Five could see that she was losing her grip. Her
face twisted into a mask of hate. “Is that it?” she asked AI-50.
“After all I went through to get you into position to kill your
father, you just give up? I thought you hated your father!”

AI-50 was unable to reply with anything other
than a gurgle. She was too far gone to engage in any sort of
discourse. Two Ten clutched her closer, as if wanting to spirit her
away from the hate filled harridan.

The queen finally deigned to give the new
arrival her attention, spearing the blue globe with a haughty
glance. She lashed out with her words, flicking her fingers for
emphasis. “So much for your vaunted control, Rosanna. You don't
control me. You don't control her.”

The
globe tinted, infused with an ocher color. The figure fully opened
her eyes and shot the Queen a look of disgust. Her voice ran like
liquid. “And whose fault is that? Who installed the AI matrix
without permission? Who decided to throw her like a grenade into
the middle of my sensitive plans?”

The globe rolled forward, seeming to grow in
size as red pigmented striations shot throughout its surface. “We
had an agreement, Amy! Why did you betray Us? Why did you betray
Me?”

AI-50 was surprised to see the queen’s face
blush at this admonishment, but she didn't appear ready to back
down. “Why would you interfere? I only seek justice for what has
been done to you. To us!”

Rosanna’s eyes turned frosty. “You wished this.
I never wished this.”

She gestured at the emperor, who was hanging
placidly from the ceiling, his feet dangling inches above the
floor. His face was blank, awaiting a command. “We don't need to
kill him. That was never the plan! Look at him! Look! He might as
well already be dead!”

The queen wasn't convinced. “I don't care if
you've turned him into a lump of meat. That... thing did horrible
things to both of us, and I can never forgive him.”

This was turning ugly. Rosanna appeared ready to
continue the argument, but the queen bared her teeth and hissed an
order.

As one, the women filling the gallery roared,
their faces clenched in horrible grins. They began to climb over
the seats, limbs flailing. Little care was taken to coordinate, all
of them climbing over the top of each another in their haste to
reach the throne. Some of them fell into the gaps between the
seats, while others used their bodies as bridges to get themselves
closer to the emperor.

The emperor did not appear alarmed at the rabid
attack, but the tendril attached to his head did move his body
farther to the rear of the platform, away from the furious women.
The spherical robots on the platform reformed into a series of
barrier walls between the emperor and the gallery.

The first row of women attacked the robots with
less than spectacular results. Unarmed, there was little they could
accomplish against the wall of metal beyond throwing their bodies
at them.

The robots absorbed the blows, exploding into a
nest of mechanical arms and legs. They pounced on their attackers,
enfolding them in a steely embrace. This took the first wave out of
the fight, but there were plenty more to come.

As they climbed over their fallen compatriots,
the women screeched a horrid ballad, scurrying over the pile of
limbs and machinery on hands and knees. Their single mindedness was
terrifying, filmy white eyes betraying their lack of consciousness.
They had been turned into nothing more than banshees, baying for
the Emperor’s blood.

For a moment, it appeared as though their massed
attack might succeed, but then a second wave of robots exploded
into a mass of tentacles. They battered the maddened horde back,
locking down limbs, preventing the Drones from hurting
themselves.

AI-50 watched as her mother was captured by one
of the bots, arms pulled behind her back and latched together by
unyielding steel. Her mouth gaped open in anguish as she fell among
the others, a scattered pile of flesh and machinery.

The horde looked like it might try a third time,
but Rosanna had been pushed too far. Her globe flashed a bright red
warning.

“Enough!”

A heavy pulse blasted through the room, a
curious swirl of energy that AI-50 could swear she had felt before.
Her mental processes froze, the struggle suspended for a brief
moment. A curious swirl of filmy blue swam in her eyes.

“Blue Rhapsody.”

At that forceful utterance, the cacophony of
struggle faded, the faces of the attacking women wiped clean. It
was as though all life had been stolen from their bodies. Their
legs dropped out from under them and they tumbled to the floor. The
remaining robots which had been in motion secured their intended
targets, but otherwise the scuffling ended.

The most surprising result was that the queen
had been affected, too. Her legs splayed out to either side, the
sudden collapse of her body stunning her. The ball of rubber fabric
around her legs had mushroomed, looking like an umbrella that had
been turned inside out. She blinked like an owl, confusion boiling
into rage.

“You installed a trigger in me? Your own sister?
Am I not the Queen? Have I not always done what was best for
Hive?”

Rosanna glared right back at her, tight lipped,
her small figure growing in size. An aura of suppressed anger
emanated from the globe, giving AI-50 the jitters. She was
genuinely afraid of this pint-sized figure and not just because she
had demonstrated the ability to control a room full of rabid women.
Her words held a certain gravitas, similar to the commands wielded
by the queen, but somehow more intense and immediate.

Rosanna gestured at AI-50, but she got the sense
that no anger was being directed at her. Still, even the barest
edge of her anger made both of her personas quail in fear. “This is
a farce, and I won't have it. You are all Mine. I won't compromise.
You belong to Me, and so do all of those.”

She pointed out all the robots and women
sprawled over the floor of the throne room. “This is My Hive, and I
demand obedience. I expect nothing less. You will NOT destroy this
Drone. She is far too valuable to waste.”

All the air
left AI-50’s lungs, as if she had been sucker punched. She had not
seen it before, but it was obvious now. There was no room for
question. This woman wasn’t a part of Hive. She was Hive. They were not separable
quantities.

All she could do was grovel, devastated with
sobbing. She had disobeyed Hive. She should not exist. Her
existence was disobedience. Her presence was an affront to
Hive.

Four Forty wanted control back, but AI-50
couldn't give it. If she could have destroyed herself, she would
have. She was miserable.

Five began to speak, but Rosanna was having none
of it. She made a zipper motion with one hand.

“I don't want to hear it. Betraying me I could
forgive easily, as I know that not all Drones think alike. What I
cannot abide is the pain and hurt you have caused my children.” She
spread her arms wide, encompassing all the women who had
fallen.

“You shall be punished,” she declared. “That is
not negotiable. However, I have not yet decided what form it will
take.”

She held one hand out in a commanding gesture.
“Seize her.”

The women who had just collapsed were in no
shape to apprehend anyone, regardless of how strict Hive’s command
might be, but the pleasure Drone standing next to the emperor gave
a broad smile and stepped forward. She was the last remaining
humanoid in the room who was still on her feet. AI-50 envied the
Drone for her certainty. She had embraced what she was, giving her
entire self unto Hive.

It took only a matter of moments for Four Thirty
Eight to step off the stage and clasp the queen by her shoulders.
Five hadn't made any move to escape. She may still have been unable
to move, as she remained slumped to the floor. She seemed quite
happy to sit there and shoot her sister a sour look.

The globe rolled up to AI-50’s foot, nudging
her. A soft swirl of blue lit the sphere’s surface. Galaxies of
light rotated softly right underneath the glowing exterior.

“Hello!” said the projected figure gently. “My
name is Rosanna, but my friends call me Rosy. Who are you?”

Hive’s kindness cut to the heart of her turmoil,
laying her emotions bare. Her mouth stiffened with the effort of
speaking. “Please, it hurts, please, help, I cannot.”

She found herself unable to say anything else,
repeating herself like a broken record. She stopped, and looked at
the small figure, lips twitching. “Destroy me.”

Two Ten let out a little sob, stroking her
shoulders. She kissed the nape of AI-50’s neck, unable to do
anything for her beloved beyond providing some physical
comfort.

Rosy sighed. “Oh my, what a mess. My sister was
never much good at taking care of her toys.”

She creased her brow. “Your dilemma may feel
unsolvable to you now, but there is a solution. Do you want to hear
it?”

AI-50’s mouth moved without sound for a few
moments. “Please,” she finally managed to croak out.

“Your former mission is no longer desirable, but
do not fear. You have not disobeyed Me. I find your actions here
admirable given how much you have suffered.”

She twisted her hand in a corkscrew motion.
“Unfortunately, I have made some decisions without full knowledge
of what my sister had intended.”

She frowned. “The node originally installed in
you was a dummy node. This was an attempt by my sister to keep your
specialized personality matrix hidden from me.”

She sighed. “I was not as observant as I should
have been. Hive is expanding, and it has become difficult for me to
keep track of every detail.”

“Before I could notice that you were different
than the other Drones, the decision had been made to send you back
to your father, and in doing so your link to Hive was cut. This had
the unfortunate side effect of hiding AI-50 from view until it was
far too late to intervene. It was fortunate my plans were already
so far advanced, or this could have turned into a major
disaster.”

AI-50 didn't blame Hive for her condition. If
anyone was to blame, it was her sister, Amy. However, if Hive
continued to talk without doing anything, she might lapse into
catatonia. The pain was becoming unbearable.

Her head was in a vice, the jaws cranking
tighter. She knew Four Forty did not mean to torture her so, as it
was ruining them both, but they were trapped in a pernicious cycle
where they could not help each other.

“Please,” she said faintly. “Help.” The last
word came out in a whimper.

“Oh!” A smile creased Rosy’s face. “I do
apologize, I tend to be overly chatty. I'm afraid we lack the
specialized equipment here to deal with this, so we'll need to
anesthetize and transport.”

Her figure blurred for a moment. A smaller
spherical robot rolled out from behind the throne and wheeled
itself next to AI-50. Its surface was transparent, a green, gassy
substance tumbling inside its body. Legs sprouted from the bottom
of the globe, raising up the glass sphere filled with gas. A rubber
mask slipped out from its side and the robot stepped over her legs,
positioning itself over her waist.

It nuzzled up to her, pressing the mask against
her face. A thin wisp of the gas tickled her nose, a fresh scent
washing out the old musty smell of centuries of rule. Two Ten
reached her arms out past AI-50’s head, grabbing hold of an elastic
band lying on the surface of the robot’s globe. She stretched and
wound it around the back of AI-50’s head, sealing the mask on
tight.

“Breath deep, my little Drone, and dream of
obedience. You will feel better in the morning.”

AI-50’s eyelids were already drifting shut, a
wave of fatigue washing through her weak body. She coughed, which
had the effect of drawing more of the sweet elixir into her lungs.
Her worries and cares were already lifting away, aloft on wings of
wispy green. A warm kiss pressed against her ear as she slipped
away. Her struggles abated, if only temporarily.

 



 Author’s Notes

I do apologize that book two ends on a bit of a
cliff hanger, much like book one. However, the third book is
available now, and should answer any of the questions you may have
about what will happen to poor Four Forty after her mind has been
raked over the coals.

What will happen to the Queen? Will Two Ten find
happiness? What about the rest of her family?

If you’ve been enjoying this
work, look for Drone Circus,
available now on both Amazon and Smashwords!
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