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Welcome to the future. Or, more accurately, welcome to the retro-future we always wanted but were too afraid to ask for!

If you are reading this in 2026, you already know the landscape. You know that the independent publishing world has shifted. We’ve moved away from the beige, safety-first bestsellers of the early ‘20s and plunged headfirst into the era of the smutty Monster Romance.

We live in a time where Minotaurs are the new billionaires, and where BookTok has decided that if a love interest doesn’t have at least one non-standard appendage or a tail prehensile enough to open a jar of pickles, he’s just not trying hard enough!

But somewhere along the way, amidst the explosion of tentacles and tusks, we noticed a gap. We saw the Dark Romance charts filled with grim misery, and the Cozy charts filled with low-stakes fluff. We considered the shelves and asked: Where’s the adventure? Where’s the fun?

Where are the bubble helmets?

Where are the silver spacesuits that zip up the front?

Where’s the story?

Our first spicy anthology, Celestial Claiming, is our answer to that question. It’s a deliberate, joyful collision of the voracious, high-heat appetite of modern erotica and the aesthetic of the Golden Age science fiction.

We’re going to call it the Golden Age of Galactic Smut.

Because we can.

The genesis of this collection was a vibe check. We gathered eight writers—eight different voices from across the speculative fiction spectrum—and gave them a unified sandbox.

We didn’t want a slush pile of disconnected smut. We were looking for stories that might feel as if they belonged in the same universe. We wanted a galaxy where men were rugged spacers (or terrifying warlords), women were brilliant xenolinguists or cunning thieves, and the aliens were dangerous, virile, and surprisingly emotionally available.

The rules were simple.

The story matters as much as the smut.

In the modern erotica market, it’s easy to find content—scenes of intimacy totally divorced from any sense of character or consequence.

But that’s not how we do it here.

We believe that the hottest scenes are the ones earned through plot. The tension of a heist in a Martian Labyrinth makes the eventual surrender to the Minotaur guarding it so much sweeter. The terror of a surrender ceremony on a spaceship makes the discovery that the Warlord is a simp for his mate that much more satisfying.

So, here we go!

The heroines in these collections aren’t passive waifs tripping over their own feet. They are scientists like Dr. Anne-Marie Konstanza, who catalogs the flora of alien moons right up until the flora decides to catalog her. They are warriors like Aoife Evans, who turns the tables on her captor not by fighting him with a blaster, but by hacking his biology. And they are grifters like Cassia, spinning plates in a high-gravity ballroom.

These characters have jobs. They have skills. And yes, they have some very, very specific needs.

The stories in Celestial Claiming are bound together by a Retro-Futuristic aesthetic. The rayguns, the drop-ships, and the neon-lit space stations. So, we can confidently offer you a variety of flavors that all taste as if they come from the same menu.

And we have the Dark, for those who like their romance with a side of danger. You want a story about a symbiotic entity that rewrites a rigid commander’s nervous system until she thanks him for it? Then we have Symbiosis, a tale that explores the edge of identity and desire in the dark of a salvage freighter.

We also have the Cozy, for those who want the monster without the misery. Botanical Desires gives you the scientific romance of a woman finding an intimate connection with a plant that is essentially a very attentive golden retriever made of vines.

And we have the Epic, with The Warlord’s Tribute. This is the anchor of our collection, hitting that classic Fated Mates trope with the force of a supernova. It features a High Warlord who has crushed Earth’s armies but melts for a human woman who demands high thread-count sheets and fresh fruit. It is a reminder that size difference is not just a kink. It’s also a logistical challenge.

Oh, and we have the Pulp Noir stories, like The Minotaur of Mars, which takes the classic myth of the Labyrinth and transports it to a terraformed Cydonia, proving that even a cybernetic guardian of the underworld just wants someone to share a cup of tea with.

We put together Celestial Claiming because we believe that erotica deserves to be beautiful. It deserves better than a generic cover and a hasty edit. We wanted to create a book that feels like it has the visual and narrative flair of the old pulp magazines, but with the explicit heat of the modern age.

This collection is a labor of love, sweat, and more than a little bit of alien goo. It is the result of eight writers looking at the stars and thinking, “I wonder what happens in the captain’s quarters when the camera cuts away?”

So, adjust your life-support settings. Check your oxygen levels. And prepare for a journey to the forbidden frontier. The gravity might be low, but the stakes—and the heat—have never been higher.

Enjoy the flight.

Cassie Wilder

Celestial Claiming Anthology Team
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1/
the warlord’s tithe
Vesper Carter


If Sally had to be handed over to a race of reptilian warlords as a cultural tribute, she really did wish the U.N.S. Diplomat could have had better lighting. With a sigh, she checked her reflection in the reinforced viewport window.

The emergency strip lights were a catastrophe. Their jaundice-yellow wash made absolutely everyone look like they were in the final stages of liver failure.

Sally smoothed the front of her dress uniform. It wasn't the standard-issue sackcloth the United Nations Navy tried to force on its officers. Considering the circumstances, she’d taken it to a tailor in the orbital hab three weeks ago, nipping the waist and adjusting the bust line.

"Sally," Admiral McAllister whispered. His voice was trembling, which she found deeply unprofessional. "You don't have to stand so far forward. You can wait by the airlock team."

Sally didn't turn around, instead applying a final layer of gloss to her lips—shade: Ultimatum Red. "And miss the entrance? No, I don't think so, Admiral. Besides, the lighting is slightly better over here. If I’m going to be the face of humanity’s surrender, I need to make sure the Warlord understands exactly what kind of quality merchandise he’s acquiring."

"This isn't merchandise, it's slavery," McAllister hissed, wiping sweat from his balding forehead. "They’re monsters. They ate the colony on Titan!"

"They conquered the colony on Titan," Sally corrected, her mind flashing through the three hundred distinct dialects of Drakkon she’d uploaded to her neural link. "And according to the interception logs, they didn't actually eat anyone who surrendered. They’re territorial expansionists with a biological caste system, not mindless beasts. There’s a difference, you know!"

She checked her datapad one last time. The transfer order for her sister, Juniper, was signed, sealed, and already transmitting to the evacuation shuttle. That was the deal. Sally went to the lizards; Juniper went to a nice, safe art school in the inner systems. It was a fair trade. Juniper was sweet, soft, and would probably die of fright if a Drakkon even looked at her sideways. Sally, on the other hand, had very specific requirements for her living standards, and she’d read the treaty fine print.

The Drakkon Life-Bringer protocols mandated high-level care.

If the Warlord thought he was getting a cowering victim, he was in for a rude awakening. She expected climate control. She expected distinct food groups. And she expected him to be at least somewhat conversational.

A metallic thunk reverberated through the deck plates. The docking clamps had engaged.

The bridge crew flinched as one and the silence that followed was suffocating. Sally felt a bead of sweat trickle down her back which risked the integrity of her silk undershirt. She resented the biology of fear. It was so messy.

"Open it," McAllister ordered.

The blast doors groaned open, retracting with a grinding of industrial gears. The rush of air that flooded into the bridge was colder, sharper, and smelt of something like expensive leather left out in a thunderstorm.

First came the guards. They were two hulking shapes in matte-gray armor, carrying blaster rifles that looked like they could punch a hole through the hull. Then, with a stamping of boots, they stepped aside to flank the doorway.

Which is when the High Warlord entered.

Sally’s breath caught in her throat. She’d seen the holograms. And she’d studied the xenobiology reports. But nothing prepared her for the overwhelming physical reality of High Warlord C’Rell in the flesh.

He had to be eight feet tall, easily towering over the Marines, and his armor was a bio-steel, living alloy that seemed to breathe along with him. Where the armor ended, his skin began—a landscape of black scales that drank the light and shimmered with a sheen that hinted at a terrifying vitality.

But it was the tail that stole the air from Sally’s lungs.

It was thick, muscular, and far longer than his legs, and it swept behind him with a serpentine grace. It didn't drag, though. It hovered inches off the deck and its tip twitched with a restless energy. It was a weapon, a balance, and—if the smutty novels Sally had secretly read on her datapad were accurate—a highly sensitive appendage.

C’Rell stepped onto the bridge and the floorplates actually creaked under his weight. He ignored the Admiral and the trembling comms officer. He scanned the room with eyes that were vertical slits of molten gold, burning with an intensity that felt like a physical touch.

His gaze landed on Sally.

And her world tilted.

That wasn't a metaphor.

Sally felt a physical slam in the center of her chest, like the ship’s gravity drive had engaged. Then a flush of heat, violent and instantaneous, roared through her veins, making her stumble for a moment. It was like a biological override code had been triggered, slamming into her endocrine system.

It was a primal instinct. Almost like a genetic lock snapping open. She gasped, her hand flying to her throat. She hated it immediately. She hated the way her nipples hardened against the silk and the way her breath hitched. Her body seemed to be screaming:

Here. I am here. Come take me.

C’Rell froze and his golden eyes widened, the pupils dilating until his eyes were almost entirely black. Then he let out a vibrating sound that Sally felt in her pelvis.

He moved, covering the thirty feet between them in three long strides. Admiral McAllister stepped forward, holding out a datapad. "High Warlord, I present the surrender docu⁠—"

C’Rell didn't even look at him. He simply walked past the Admiral, his huge shoulder checking the man aside like he was made of cardboard.

Then the Warlord halted, and the air between them seemed to ionize. He loomed. Up close, the terrifying reality of him wasn't just his size. It was the heat. He radiated a dry warmth, like standing next to a fusion drive that had just cycled down.

Sally forced herself to look up. And up. She had to crane her neck back so far her back popped, just to catch sight of his jawline. She locked her knees, digging her heels into the deck plates. The force of his presence was trying to buckle her legs, urging her to submit, but she refused. Swooning was for damsels in distress, and Sally was a diplomat with a skincare regimen to maintain. If she hit the floor now, she lost the upper hand forever.

"You're late," she said. Her voice was steady, though her heart was hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs. "The treaty specified a 0800 docking. It is now 0812. I hope this lack of punctuality isn't a cultural trait, Warlord. I have a very strict schedule."

The bridge went deathly silent. Admiral McAllister looked like he was about to stroke out.

C’Rell stared down at her. For a second, Sally thought he might just crush her skull with one of those giant, four-fingered hands. The claws were jet black and looked razor-sharp.

Instead, the rumble in his chest deepened and she realized it wasn't a growl. It was a purr.

"You are very small," he said, speaking Galactic Common with a thick accent that did fluttery things to Sally’s stomach.

"I am exactly the size I was meant to be. Now, are we leaving? The air filtration on this ship is appalling, and I was promised quarters suitable for a 'Life-Bringer.' I assume that means a private bath?"

C’Rell slowly lowered his head until his face was level with hers. The bio-luminescence on his armor flared brighter in time with the thrumming of his heart. He raised a hand, the size of a dinner plate, and brought it toward her face.

Sally didn't flinch. She held his gaze, channeling every ounce of high-maintenance brat energy she possessed. Impress me, her eyes said.

He cupped the air around her neck and his claws hovered millimeters from her skin as he inhaled deeply.

As his breath washed over her, Sally felt that biological hook sink deeper. Her scent—her fear and her arousal—hit him like a drug.

"A private bath," C’Rell repeated. "You will have oceans, little mate. You will have stars."

His tail swept around the two of them, creating a barrier between Sally and the rest of the bridge crew. It curled around her waist, the tip brushing against her hip with shocking familiarity.

"But first," he rumbled, his thumb brushing her lower lip and smearing the Ultimatum Red. "You will come to my flagship. The heat is rising, and I have waited a thousand cycles to find a scent that sings like yours."

Sally trembled, just once and then made herself still.

"Fine," she said, her voice dropping to a whisper that only he could hear. "But if you wrinkle this uniform, I'm billing the Empire!"

C’Rell’s lips curled into a dark grin.

"Agreed."
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The transport shuttle ride was mercifully short. Sally appreciated that, even if the seating lacked lumbar support.

She stepped onto the flight deck of the Drakkon flagship, the Iron Sovereign, and paused. The hangar bay was cavernous, stretching out into a haze of atmospheric shielding and docked interceptors. And she thought the air here was richer than on the Diplomat.

C’Rell stood beside her. His presence was a constant heat source that kept the chill of the open bay at bay. He gestured toward a massive blast door at the far end of the deck.

"The Royal Sector," he said. His voice rumbled through the deck plates, vibrating up through Sally’s heels. "Your territory."

"My territory," Sally repeated, testing those words. "Does my territory come with a staff? Because I don't do laundry, and I have very specific dietary requirements regarding antioxidants."

C’Rell looked down at her and his tail gave a slow sweep behind them. "You will want for nothing. The entire crew exists to ensure your comfort. If you desire a fruit from a world ten light-years away, a squadron will be dispatched to retrieve it."

Sally pursed her lips. That was an acceptable answer.

They walked through the ship. The corridors were built for giants, with vaulted ceilings and archways that made Sally feel like a child wandering through a cathedral. Crew members—massive, scaled warriors with scars and plasma rifles—slammed their fists against their chest plates as C’Rell passed. They kept their heads bowed, but Sally felt their eyes on her. They looked at her with, she thought, a mixture of hunger and reverence.

C’Rell stopped before a set of double doors made of some sort of polished metal. He placed his palm against the locking mechanism and the bio-lights flared violet, and the doors slid open silently.

Sally stepped inside and then immediately stopped.

The suite was larger than the entire bridge of the Diplomat. One wall was a seamless pane of transparisteel offering a panoramic view of the nebula they were orbiting and the floor was covered in furs that looked suspiciously like they came from apex predators. In the center of the room sat a bed that could comfortably sleep a family of five.

"Acceptable?" C’Rell asked. He stood in the doorway, watching her.

Sally walked to the bed and pressed a hand into the mattress. It was firm but yielding. "The thread count seems adequate," she said, turning to face him. "But the lighting is a bit severe. I’ll need dimmers installed. And I assume the bathroom has a tub?"

"A pool."

C’Rell stepped into the room and the doors sealed shut behind him.

"One that is heated from the engine core thermal exchange."

He moved toward her then and all of his predatory grace was back. The sheer mass of him seemed to shrink the room and while Sally held her ground, her heart rate spiked. The biological compatibility was a persistent heat in her blood.

"Why me?" she asked. She needed to establish the baseline of this transaction. "You have an entire empire. Surely there are other species more... durable than we humans!"

C’Rell’s expression shifted and some of that arrogance vanished, to be replaced by a stark vulnerability.

"Gone," he said. "The females. The curse of the Void-Rot took them three cycles ago. We are the last generation. We are nothing more than ghosts in armor, waiting to fade."

He towered over her, a creature of violence and death. And yet he looked at her as if she were made of spun glass.

"But you," he said, his voice dropping to a gravelly whisper. "The air sings for you. I believe that the genetic resonance is perfect. You are not just a tribute, little mate. You are the dawn."

Sally felt the weight of his confession. It was heavy, tragic, and incredibly leverageable. It appeared she was, literally, the only water in the desert.

"Well," she said. "That explains the lack of feminine touch in the decor. It is giving very... bachelor pad."

She pointed to her boots. "My feet hurt. Standing on that bridge for twenty minutes while the Admiral stumbled through the surrender protocols was exhausting. Fix it."

It was a test. A brazen, bratty gamble to see just how far the "Life-Bringer" reverence went.

C’Rell frowned and his tail twitched, the tip curling with a snap. For a second, the predator resurfaced as his pupils narrowed. Then, the heat coming off him changed and it shifted from aggression to a simmering obedience.

The giant creature sank to his knees.

The High Warlord, the Scourge of the Titan Colony, lowered his massive frame until he was kneeling at her feet. Even in this position he was still huge—his head was now level with her chest—but the submission was erotic.

He reached out. His hands, large enough to crush her into dust, took hold of her right boot. He unzipped it with a delicateness that made Sally’s breath catch. He slid the boot off, then the other, setting them aside.

"Your feet are cold, little mate.”

"Circulation issues," Sally lied. "I need a massage. But don't use the claws."

C’Rell cupped her heel in one palm and his skin was rough like worn leather, and the contrast against the softness of her skin was alluring. He began to rub, his thumb working the arch of her foot.

Sally let out an involuntary sigh and she leaned back against the edge of the massive bed as she watched him work.

"You have good hands for a warmonger.”

C’Rell looked up and his eyes burned. "I have hands for war," he said. "And I have hands for you. You would do well not to mistake the two."

He slid his hand up her calf, his touch searing through her stockings. The friction sent a jolt of electricity straight to her groin.

"The heat!" C’Rell growled. He leaned forward, pressing his face against her knee and inhaling deeply. "It calls to me. The treaty requires a claiming, Sally. And now I demand it."

Sally looked down at him. He was a monster kneeling in worship, and she held the leash.

"I’m sure the treaty requires a dinner first," she said. "I’m starving. And I want real protein, C’Rell. None of that ration paste I’ve been having to put up with."

C’Rell chuckled and he turned his face, pressing a kiss to the inside of her knee that made her toes curl. "As you command, My Queen."

Dinner was quick to arrive on a gravity sled pushed by a servant who refused to make eye contact with either of them.

Sally sat at the end of a long table that had been carried into the suite by more giant lizards. The chair was, obviously, designed for a Drakkon, so her feet dangled inches above the floor, making her feel absurdly small. C’Rell sat at the head, watching her with an intensity that made the hair on her arms stand up.

"This is..." Sally gestured with a silver fork that weighed as much as a wrench. "Acceptable."

The main course was some sort of roasted avian creature the size of a turkey, glazed in a dark, purple sauce that smelled of plums. With interest, she sliced a piece of the breast meat. It was rare, leaking red juice onto the bone-white porcelain.

She took a bite. The flavor was gamey and made her empty stomach groan. She realized then just how hungry she was. She ate quickly, abandoning her usual table manners.

C’Rell, though, did not eat. Instead, he nursed a goblet of something that steamed, his eyes tracking the movement of her fork from the plate to her lips.

"You hunger?"

"I told you," Sally said, swallowing a mouthful of the rich meat. "Diplomacy burns calories. And the shuttle ride was stressful." She pointed the fork at him. "You’re staring."

"I am memorizing," C’Rell said. He took a sip from his goblet. "The biological induction creates a caloric deficit in the female. Your body is preparing."

Sally paused, her fork halfway to her mouth. The heat she’d felt on the bridge flared up again and it was hotter this time. It started in her belly and rolled outward, making her skin feel tight. At his words, the air in the room seemed to thicken, carrying that spicy musk of his scent.

"Preparing for what, exactly?" she asked, though she surely knew the answer. She took a drink of water, but it did nothing to cool the fever rising under her skin.

C’Rell stood up and moved around the table. He stopped behind her chair and Sally stiffened, clutching the heavy fork for protection. She felt the heat of his body radiating against her back.

"For the legacy," he said. "For the dynasty."

His tail slid over the arm of her chair and wrapped loosely around her waist. His scales were warm and smooth against the silk of her uniform.

"But I haven't finished eating yet," Sally said, her voice sounding breathless to her own ears.

"You have consumed enough protein."

With that, he gripped the back of her chair and spun it around.

Sally gasped as she faced him and he leaned down, placing his hands on the armrests and trapping her in a cage of bio-steel and muscle. The pupils of his eyes were blown wide now, swallowing the gold, leaving only a rim of fire.

"The time for food is done," he said. "The heat is at its peak, little mate. Can you not feel it?"

She could. It was a throbbing ache between her legs, a wetness that made her shift in the oversized chair. The imperative was screaming at her to submit, to bare her neck, to let him take what he wanted.

But Sally Bradley was high maintenance. She didn't just give in.

She looked up at him, feeling her face flush. "I feel that you are interrupting my digestion," she countered, though her hand trembled as she placed it on his armored chest. "And you still haven't shown me this 'pool' you bragged about."

C’Rell’s lips pulled back, revealing serrated teeth. It was a smile of predatory delight.

"As you wish. Let us wash.”

He didn't wait for her to stand, scooping her up effortlessly. His arm hooked under her knees while the other supported her back. She clearly weighed nothing to him.

Sally instinctively wrapped her arms around his thick neck, her fingers brushing the spikes at his nape. "I can walk, C’Rell."

"That will be unnecessary."

He carried her toward the archway leading to the bath chamber. The movement was smooth and Sally pressed her face against his shoulder. She could hear his heart beating beneath the armor—a slow thud like a war drum.

"You are so strong," she whispered.

C’Rell looked down at her. "Of course. I am the High Warlord. I have crushed armies and I have broken fleets." He paused, his gaze dropping to her lips. "But you, little mate... you act as if you are the conqueror."

"I am," Sally said, tightening her grip on his neck. "I’m just letting you think you’re in charge."

C’Rell laughed. It was a barking sound that shook his chest and her along with it. He kicked the door to the bath chamber open and steam billowed out. The room was lined in dark stone, and at its center lay the pool. It was a gigantic sunken basin filled with water that glowed red.

C’Rell set her down on the edge of the pool. The heat in the room was stifling, sweat instantly prickling along Sally’s hairline. Or maybe that was just him.

He stood back, his eyes dark as he reached for the clasps of his armor.

"The armor comes off," he said, his voice rough. "And then, little mate... so will everything else." The bio-steel chest plate hit the stone floor with a clamor that echoed off the damp walls.

Sally watched from the edge of the pool, her legs dangling in the glowing red water. She crossed her arms, trying to look unimpressed, though the sight of C’Rell dismantling his shell was doing terrible things to her composure.

He worked the latches with practiced movements and the gauntlets fell next. Then his heavy greaves. Piece by piece, the Warlord vanished, and the creature underneath was revealed.

Without the armor, C’Rell was all corded muscle and black scales. A ridge of sharper spines ran down his spine, flexing as he stretched his neck. He turned to face her, unabashedly naked.

Sally’s eyes traveled down. And down. She swallowed dryly.

"Well," she managed, her voice holding a slight tremor she hated. "You certainly aren't compact."

C’Rell stepped toward her. The steam in the room curled around his legs, but he was burning hotter than the air. "The armor restricts the heat. I prefer to be unencumbered."

He stopped between her spread knees and the sheer size of him was a logistical problem she was currently too aroused to solve. He reached out, his claws hooking the hem of her uniform.

"This is next."

"Be careful," Sally warned, gripping his forearms to steady herself. "This is real silk, C’Rell. You rip it, and I’m going to be very upset."

"I will conquer you a planet of silkworms."

He slid the fabric up her body with surprising patience, lifting her arms to pull the dress free. He tossed the uniform onto a dry bench without looking. His gaze was fixed on her.

"Perfect."

He didn't give her time to preen. He gripped her hips and pulled her forward, sliding her off the edge and into the water.

Sally gasped as the heat engulfed her. The water was hot, bordering on scalding, but her body welcomed it. She floated there for a moment, wholly buoyant, until C’Rell stepped in.

The water level rose significantly. He sank down, the red liquid lapping at his chest, and pulled her against him. The friction of his scales against her wet skin was a shock and yet incredibly stimulating.

"The water is too hot," Sally complained, though she wrapped her legs around his waist instinctively. "I’m going to boil."

"You will adjust," C’Rell said. "The heat is necessary for my seed."

He devoured her with something starving and primal. His mouth crushed down on hers forcing her lips to part for the demanding thrust of his tongue. He tasted her with a thoroughness, sweeping through her mouth in a rhythm that mimicked exactly what he wanted to do to the rest of her. Sally let out a desperate moan against his lips, her body melting into the heat of him, her nails digging into the muscle of his scaled shoulders as she clung to him for dear life.

Then, through the heat of the water, a new sensation registered. Something smooth and muscular coiled around her thigh underwater, tightening with a possessive weight that made her breath hitch.

His tail.

It felt completely different from his hands; it was thicker, slicker and moved with a sinuous, serpentine power that felt dangerous and thrilling all at once. It slid upward, the texture like living velvet over steel, exploring the sensitive skin of her inner thigh with a wicked independence to the rest of his body. It pushed her legs apart with an inexorable strength, pressing right up against the center of her. It was a heavy ridge of muscle claiming the space between her thighs.

Sally jolted, the sudden, intrusive intimacy of it shattering her composure and breaking the kiss.

"That," she gasped, her voice trembling as she looked into his face, "is cheating."

C’Rell grinned, but his tail tip didn't retreat. Instead, it curled against her entrance and began to move, teasing her with a rhythm that was impossibly steady, rubbing maddening circles that sent liquid heat flooding through her belly. It was, unsurprisingly, a rather alien sensation, filling and surrounding her simultaneously. She tried to pull back, overwhelmed, but C’Rell wouldn't let her. He held her firm, his large hands gripping her backside and digging into the soft flesh, anchoring her against his hips while his extra limb worked her into a frenzy, playing her body with a devastating lack of mercy.

"C’Rell," she whined, the bratty edge in her voice sharpening into desperation. "Stop teasing. If you’re going to claim me, then do it. I have a schedule to keep."

"Your schedule is mine now."

Sally tried to pull back, intending to put a stern three inches of diplomatic distance between them to renegotiate the terms of this encounter. But the Warlord had other ideas. The tail tightened around her thigh. It coiled with a relentless, constricting pressure that anchored her in place. The scales were smooth in one direction but caught against her skin when she squirmed, with a texture like living sandpaper that sent a shiver racing up her spine.

She was trapped.

He surrounded her completely. His hands held her waist, his chest walled her in, and that serpentine limb locked her legs apart. The water lapped against her chin, but the heat radiating from C’Rell was sharper.

"You are oddly accustomed to giving orders," C’Rell murmured, his teeth grazing the sensitive cord of muscle at the junction of her neck and shoulder. "You organize. You manage. You control."

He bit down, just hard enough to sting.

"But here, Sally, you will only receive."

He lifted her hips. The movement was effortless, as if gravity applied to everything in the galaxy except for him. He adjusted her angle, tilting her pelvis up to meet him.

His tail retreated and moved between her cheeks seeking the tight, sensitive ring of her ass. It pressed there, a hard knot of muscle demanding attention at the rear guard while he prepared to conquer the front. The pressure was shocking.

Eyes widening, Sally looked down through the distortion of the red water. She saw the shape of him, and her panic renewed as the tip of his arousal pressed against her heat like a burning brand. It was the width that made her brain stutter. It was impossibly broad, a ridge of alien biology that defied standard logistics. And now, with his tail pushing against her ass, the sensation of being surrounded was terrifying her. This was total invasion on all fronts.

"C'Rell," she whispered, her hands sliding over his wet shoulders, her nails digging in for purchase. “I don't think I can accommodate that. And your tail... it’s too much."

"You are the Life-Bringer," he rumbled, his eyes locking onto hers, burning with a fanatical certainty. "Your body knows what to do even if your mind is afraid. You will make room."

The tail pushed harder, stretching the skin, vibrating in a way that sent confused signals of pleasure straight to her brain. It anchored her, locking her onto him.

He pushed forward a fraction of an inch. The sensation was stretching, filling, demanding. She was trapped between the thick ridge entering her front and the heavy coil pressing at her back, suspended in a state of glorious, terrifying fullness.

Sally bit her lip and her bravado faltered, shattering under the weight of the realization that for the first time in her life, she wasn't the one holding the leash.

And God help her, she didn't want to be.

"You’re too big!"

"You are the Life-Bringer," C’Rell assured her. "You were made to take this. You were made to take me."

He surged upward.

Sally screamed in shock. He filled her completely, the ridged head stretching her pussy beyond its limit, while the coil of his tail drove simultaneously into her ass. She was doubly impaled, stretched wide by a combined mass that should have been impossible.

The tiny wall of flesh separating her two canals felt paper-thin, pressed between the bio-steel of his cock and the muscular velvet of his tail. She was absolutely full. There was no space left inside her for air. For thought. For resistance.

C’Rell groaned as he held still, buried to the hilt in both ports, letting her body acclimate to the extremity of the stretch. He rested his forehead against hers, his golden eyes burning into her soul.

"Breathe, little mate.”

"I am breathing," Sally panted. "You’re just... a lot. You’re everywhere!"

"I am all of it."

He began to move.

His pace was slow and deliberate, grinding into her with a circular rhythm. The red water sloshed against the sides of the pool, echoing the wet slap of their bodies meeting. Every thrust hit impossibly deep, the two masses colliding inside her and rubbing against each other, creating a friction that made Sally’s vision blur white.

And his tail was pulsing. As C’Rell withdrew his hips, the tail pushed deeper, stretching her open, ensuring she remained utterly gaped and filled. Then, as he drove back in, the tail swirled, massaging the sensitive bundle of nerves between them.

The breeding instinct he had spoken of wasn't a myth. It was a biological fire. With every stroke that stretched her beyond capacity, Sally felt an animalistic need to keep him there. She wrapped her legs around his waist, locking her ankles in place.

"That’s it," C’Rell growled, sensing her surrender. "Take it. Take the dynasty."

The tail expanded inside her, transforming into a living anchor that locked her firm against his groin. And, with that, C’Rell abandoned his restraint. The Warlord dissolved, leaving only the predator.

He began to thrust with a possessive fury. The force of it rocked her entire body, sending ripples across the pool. But it was the dual sensation that shattered her. She felt him everywhere. He filled every void. She was absolutely, completely open.

The pleasure began to build in her belly, a rising tide of heat that demanded release. She clawed at his shoulders. The friction was unbearable. It was perfect.

"Do it," she demanded, her head thrown back. "Now, C’Rell. Now!"

"Mine," he roared.

The climax broke her. It was a violent, shattering release that started deep in her belly and radiated outward like a shockwave. Her body seized, her muscles clamping down hard around both lengths of him in a desperate, rhythmic pulse. She arched back, her mouth opening in a silent scream as the white-hot intensity of the pleasure blinded her, forcing her to surrender everything to the beast.

"Mine," C'Rell roared, his control finally snapping.

He drove into her one devastating time, and she felt the change instantly. His cock swelled inside her as he poured his seed deep into her womb. At the exact same moment, the tail lodged in her rear expanded, twitching violently as it released its own slick torrent.

Sally sobbed, overwhelmed by the dual sensation of being filled to capacity. The heat of his fluids seemed to scald her from the inside out, a double-injection of alien warmth that left her feeling heavy, full, and utterly claimed. She rode out his aftershocks, unconsciously milking him, feeling the twin pulses of his release echoing through her own shuddering body until she went limp, floating in the red water, completely undone.

C’Rell pulled back slightly, his chest heaving against hers. He smoothed the wet hair from her face with a trembling hand, his eyes soft again, the molten gold returning to replace the black void of the predator.

"Acceptable?" he asked.

Sally rested her head on his shoulder, exhausted but already plotting how to leverage this into getting a better view of the nebula.

"It was adequate," she murmured, closing her eyes. "But next time, I want bubbles."

They stayed together for some time, the scalding water in the pool cooling to a lukewarm bath. The heat radiating from C’Rell, though, kept the chill at bay.

Sally floated in his arms, her head resting in the crook of his shoulder.

Her body felt heavy, languid, and completely thoroughly used. The soreness between her legs was a throbbing reminder of the sheer scale of what she’d just accommodated, but strangely, it felt victorious rather than painful.

"You are purring," she said, her voice raspy.

"It is a resonance frequency," C’Rell said. The vibration in his chest was steady, rumbling against her ear. "It promotes cellular regeneration. You require healing."

"I require a nap. And dry sheets. If you put me in a wet bed, C’Rell, I will start a rebellion."

C’Rell chuckled, the sound deep and wet. He stood up, water cascading off his scales in red sheets as he climbed out of the pool with that effortless power, carrying her as if she were made of hollow bones.

He grabbed a towel from a heated rack. It was a swath of black fabric that felt like velvet as he wrapped her in it, dabbing at her skin with a surprising tenderness.

"The bed will be properly prepared," he promised.

He carried her into the main suite where the lights had dimmed to an amber glow that mimicked a sunset. He laid her in the center of the colossal bed, tucking the furs around her chin.

Sally watched him as he moved, naked, around the room. He seemed perfectly content to stride around in his natural state, his tail swaying lazily behind him. He went to a wall panel and tapped a few commands which caused the panoramic window to polarize, revealing the vast, glittering expanse of the Drakkon fleet hanging in the void outside. Hundreds of ships, all haphazard lines and predatory silhouettes.

"Yours," C’Rell said, looking out at the armada.

He returned to the bed and climbed in. The mattress dipped significantly under his weight, and then he curled his body around hers, his chest pressing against her back, his tail draping over her legs like a protective blanket.

"Mine?" Sally asked, shifting to find a comfortable position against his hard scales.

"The fleet," C’Rell said, nuzzling the back of her neck. "The warriors. The worlds we have taken. They answer to the High Warlord. And the High Warlord answers to the Life-Bringer."

He rested a large hand on her stomach. The heat from his palm seeped through the furs, warming her belly.

"The seed has taken," he said with absolute certainty. "I can feel the echo."

Sally placed her hand over his. She knew she should have been terrified. She was miles above her home planet, lying in the arms of its conqueror, carrying a hybrid heir that would likely act as a bridge between two species.

Instead, though, she felt a distinct sense of satisfaction.

She thought of Admiral McAllister sweating in his ill-fitting uniform. She thought of the U.N. council debating surrender terms. They’d sent her here to be a sacrifice. A tribute to buy them time.

But they’d underestimated her.

She hadn't just bought peace. She’d acquired management rights.

"If I own the fleet," Sally said, sleep tugging at her eyelids, "then I have a few executive orders for the morning."

C’Rell kissed her shoulder. "Name them."

"First," she yawned, snuggling deeper into his warmth. "We’re changing the uniform code. The gray is depressing. Second, I want fresh fruit from the hydroponics bay delivered at 0700."

"Done.”

"And third," Sally added, a small smile touching her lips as she closed her eyes. "You’re going to need to explain to my sister why she’s going to be an aunt. I’m not doing that over a comms channel."

The Warlord pulled her tighter against him, his tail tightening possessively around her legs.

"We will send a royal escort," he promised. "Sleep now, my Queen. The galaxy can wait for you to wake up."

Sally let out a sigh of contentment. She was sore, she was tired, and she was a long way from home. But the sheets were high thread count, the room was climate-controlled, and the most dangerous creature in the universe was currently acting as her personal body pillow.

She had secured the ultimate upgrade.

"Goodnight, C'Rell," she whispered.

"Goodnight, little mate."
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The moon of Xylos operated on the principle that if something is worth doing, it is worth doing with an excessive amount of chlorophyll and absolutely no sense of restraint. It was a world where Evolution had opened the liquor cabinet, consumed the lot, smoked a few things it found in the back of the drawer, and decided to see just how many different ways it could invent sticky.

It was a moon that didn't just support life; it grabbed life by the lapels, shook it violently, and demanded it reproduce immediately.

Inside Research Station Beta-4, Dr. Anne-Marie Konstanza adjusted the thermostat. The air conditioning unit responded with a rattle that sounded suspiciously like a death rattle, or perhaps a small mechanical cough from a robot that’d simply given up the will to live. The machine was trying its best—it really was—but it was fighting a losing war against a planetary humidity that possessed the personality of a damp wool sweater and the persistence of a door-to-door evangelist selling salvation through moisture.

Anne-Marie patted the unit sympathetically. It was the only other thing on this moon that understood the concept of dry.

Anne-Marie was a woman who found a spiritual, almost narcotic comfort in spreadsheets. She liked the universe to be organized into rows and columns, preferably with a nice, sans-serif font for headers—Arial, size 12, bold, with the cells locked so no one could accidentally delete a formula. She found peace in the grid. If you could categorize it, you could control it. If you could put it in a cell, it couldn't eat you.

She regarded the jungle outside the reinforced polycarbonate glass with the abiding suspicion of a cat watching a vacuum cleaner.

Out there, biology was a riot. It was a chaotic free-for-all. Vines strangled trees, trees strangled vines, and fungi watched from the sidelines, taking bets on the winner. A shrub near the airlock appeared to be attempting to mug a patch of moss for its nitrogen reserves. It was a frenzied mosh pit where the entry fee was your own biomass and the music was just the sound of a million spores landing on things they intended to digest.

But inside the station, Anne-Marie had order. She had the hum of the lighting array. She had the smell of disinfectant, which she preferred to the smell of flowers because disinfectant was honest about its intentions to kill things.

And she had Specimen 89-Alpha.

She walked over to the containment tank, her boots squeaking on the sterile floor—or at least, the floor she pretended was sterile. In reality, the spores on Xylos were so pervasive they regarded bleach as a spicy condiment.

She looked down at the plant inside. She’d tentatively cataloged it as the Alraune, mostly because Big Purple Thing That Doesn't Scream was too long for the database field limits.

The Alraune was distinct from its screaming, clawing neighbors outside. Most flora on Xylos grew with the desperate speed of a caffeine addict late for a meeting, twitching and grasping for every photon of light. The Alraune, by contrast, simply... lounged.

It possessed a central stalk that curled like a question mark, or perhaps an ellipsis. Its leaves were broad, velvety, and glowed in a shade of violet that didn't belong in nature. It was a shade that usually implied a very expensive cocktail bar, or the kind of velvet ropes that keep normal people out of VIP sections.

Anne-Marie tapped the glass. Tip-tap.

The plant ignored her.

(Plants, as a rule, are excellent at ignoring people. It is their primary defense mechanism, second only to being poisonous or growing thorns in places that make gardening a blood sport. They operate on a timescale where a human lifespan is merely a brief, noisy afternoon, and they generally feel that if they wait long enough, the annoying mammal tapping on the glass will eventually decompose into useful nitrates. Patience is not just a virtue for plants; it is a digestive strategy.)

“Nutrient levels optimal,” Anne-Marie said, entering the data into her tablet. She liked the way the stylus felt against the screen. It never changed. “Luminescence steady at 400 lumens. Aggression level: zero. Boredom level: high.”

She paused, though, as the Alraune shifted.

It wasn't the twitchy, phototropic jerk of a sunflower chasing the dawn. It was a deliberate movement that was, actually, barely perceptible. Not unlike a sleeper rolling over to find the cool side of the pillow on a Sunday morning. The leaves ruffled, releasing a microscopic puff of something that the containment sensors immediately scrubbed from the air.

Then, a single, tendril-like vine uncoiled from the central mass. It wound through the air like smoke in a jazz club and reached out and pressed against the glass, directly opposite Anne-Marie’s finger.

It was not an attack. Attacks are fast. Attacks involve thorns, acid, or rapid constriction. Anne-Marie knew attacks; she’d filled out the Hazard Pay forms for the last botanist who’d tried to prune a Strangler Fern. This was not that.

Was this a… greeting? Or perhaps a solicitation?

The vine tapped. A soft clink against the polycarbonate.

Anne-Marie felt a shiver that had nothing to do with the failing air conditioner or the damp rising in her socks. The laws of botany are quite clear: plants react to light, to water, and to gravity. They react to chemical signals and root space.

They do not react to loneliness.

They do not initiate contact with primates unless they intend to consume them.

And yet, the Alraune seemed to be looking at her, despite lacking anything resembling eyes. It radiated a sense of expectancy, the way a partner waits for you to stop working and come to bed. It felt like the plant was offering to take the stylus out of her hand and massage the cramp in her thumb.

She pulled her hand away, retreating a step.

The vine remained there, pressed against the glass, the tip curling slightly, as if disappointed.

“Just a reaction to thermal changes,” she said aloud to the empty room. Her voice sounded thin against the hum of the scrubbers. “Heat transfer through the glass. Simple physics. Nothing to worry about. I’ll run a diagnostic on the heating coils.”

The universe, which enjoys irony almost as much as it enjoys gravity, noted this statement and filed it under Famous Last Words, right next to "It's Probably Just The Wind," "I Can Definitely Jump That Far," and "Of Course It's Safe To Pet It, Look How Fluffy It Is."

And, four hours later, the universe decided to cash in that irony. Well, no. It didn't just cash it in. It slapped it on the counter and demanded small change.

Anne-Marie awoke with the heart-hammering certainty that her bedroom's occupancy had increased by one. The sensation was primal. A legacy from ancestors who’d frequently woken up on the savannah to find that a saber-toothed cat had invited itself to breakfast and expected the host to be the main course.

It was the lizard brain screaming Predator! before the mammal brain could even find her glasses.

She sat up, the sheets tangling around her legs. The habitation module was bathed in the emergency lighting, which had activated for reasons best known to itself, casting everything in a lurid shade of red usually reserved for warning labels on high-yield explosives.

Or particularly cheap brothels on mining colonies.

And the heavy bulkhead door leading back to the laboratory stood ajar.

This was technically impossible.

The lock on that door was a Series-9 Bio-Mag mechanism. It was a piece of engineering that prided itself on being difficult. It required a retinal scan, a voice print, and a pulse reading to open. It was a lock that viewed an unauthorized entry not just as a security breach, but as a personal insult.

And yet, the door was open.

Through this impossible gap, a vine had crossed the threshold.

It was thick as a firefighter's hose but moved with the sinuous control of a cabaret dancer who knows exactly where the spotlight is. It had navigated the floor over a stack of unfiled Hazardous Material reports, avoiding the corners of the furniture, before looming up over the foot of Anne-Marie’s bunk.

She scrambled backward until her spine met the metal of the wall, her hand grasping blindly for the nightstand. Her panicked fingers closed around the rubberized grip of her Heavy-Duty Thermal Shears.

(On Xylos, gardening equipment counts as a personal defense weapon. This is largely because the weeds here do not simply grow; they advance. A Xylosian dandelion can crack concrete, and the local equivalent of a rosebush has a thorn velocity comparable to a nail gun. One does not prune on Xylos; one engages in melee combat.)

She raised the trembling blade, her thumb hovering over the ignition switch. The shears whined to life with a sound like an angry hornet. She was fully prepared to die fighting a vegetable. She would go down in history as the woman who brought a weed whacker to a monster fight.

"Stay back!" she hissed. "I have a doctorate in botany and I know where your meristems are!"

The vine, however, remained distinctly non-violent. It ignored the weapon entirely, treating the buzzing blade with the polite indifference one might show a yapping Chihuahua.

It didn't strike.

It didn't lunge.

Instead, it paused.

The tip of the tendril, which had been blunt and featureless, suddenly split open. Layers of velvet-green flesh peeled back to reveal a single, luminous blossom the size of a salad bowl. The petals were a rich indigo that glowed in time with a heartbeat Anne-Marie couldn't hear.

The flower dipped slightly, the stalk curving in a gesture that looked absurdly like a bow. It possessed the awkward, shuffling energy of a teenager standing on a doorstep with a box of discount chocolates, hoping their date’s father doesn’t own a shotgun.

Then, its smell hit her.

The air in the small cabin filled with a scent that hit Anne-Marie’s olfactory bulb like a sledgehammer wrapped in high-thread-count silk. It was overwhelming. It smelled of vanilla. And of expensive linen dried in the sun. And the color purple (if purple had a flavor profile and a high sugar content). It was a smell that bypassed the logical centers of her brain—the parts that cared about safety protocols, airlock integrity, and workplace conduct—and went straight to the parts responsible for making questionable decisions on Saturday nights.

It smelled like safety.

Which, considering it was coming from an alien plant that had just broken into her bedroom, was a lie of significant chemical complexity.

A single drop of nectar beaded at the center of the flower. It swelled, golden and heavy, catching the red emergency light and turning it into amber.

Anne-Marie’s grip on the shears loosened. The narrative tension in the room shifted from Survival Horror to Romance Novel Cover with an audible gear change. The genre had been hijacked.

The vine extended further, bridging the gap between the end of the bed and her knees. It moved slowly, telegraphing its lack of aggression and reached out, with surprising delicacy, to brush the drop of nectar against the back of her hand.

Her skin tingled.

The sensation differed significantly from a chemical burn, which had been her primary hypothesis. It felt like being wrapped in a warm towel fresh from the dryer. It felt like a wave of pure, concentrated comfort spreading up her arm with the enthusiastic rush of a double shot of tequila hitting an empty stomach.

It was a biochemical argument for pacifism.

Her shoulders dropped. The tension that she’d carried in her trapezius muscles since grad school—the knot of stress composed of grant applications, peer reviews, and the constant fear of atmospheric decompression—simply dissolved.

All traces of fear evaporated, displaced by a fuzzy, indistinct feeling that perhaps everything was going to be absolutely fine. The vine wasn't an intruder. It was a guest. A very polite, very glowing guest that smelled like the best nap she’d never had time to take.

"Oh," she whispered. The shears slipped from her fingers and clattered onto the floor. "That's... quite pleasant, actually."

The vine pulsed its light again, brighter this time.

It seemed pleased with the review. It nudged her hand again, offering more.

Anne-Marie looked at the open door, then at the shears, and finally at the glowing flower.

Her scientific brain was screaming that this was a pheromone trap, a classic biological lure used by carnivorous flora to sedate prey before digestion. It was citing textbooks. It was referencing safety protocols.

But her scientific brain sounded very far away, like it was shouting from inside a soundproof box. The rest of her brain was currently occupied with the realization that the plant was soft, warm, and made a compelling argument for peaceful coexistence.

"Well," she murmured, leaning back against the wall, her eyes heavy. "I suppose... I suppose I can file the breach report in the morning."

The universe, watching from the sidelines, nodded knowingly. It knew exactly where this report was going to be filed.
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The following morning, Anne-Marie framed the previous night’s events as an opportunity for unprecedented field research. The Scientific Method is a flexible creature. Textbooks depict it as a stern figure in a white coat holding a clipboard, unwavering and rigid. In practice, give it enough sherry and a compelling dataset, and it will quite happily justify almost anything. It will sit on the sofa, put its feet up, and agree that sleeping with an alien specimen is simply "immersive observation."

She sat on the edge of the bunk. Her datapad balanced precariously on her knees. The Alraune occupied the rest of the available space. It had declined to return to its containment tank. Instead, it had draped itself over the footlocker like a very expensive, verdant throw rug.

"Epidermal texture is smooth," Anne-Marie dictated. Her voice trembled slightly, a vibration the air scrubbers failed to mask. "Temperature aligns with mammalian body heat. Motility is... fluid."

She reached out. Her hand brushed the thickest part of the vine.

It felt solid. The plant lacked the fibrous, woody rigidity of a terrestrial tree. Under the velvet-soft outer layer, she felt dense, shifting pressure. It felt like firm muscle wrapped in high-thread-count silk.

The vine shifted, moving with the deliberation of industrial machinery. It coiled around her calf. The pressure was firm and insistent. It was also alarmingly pleasant.

A predator grips to prevent escape. This grip operated on a different philosophy entirely. It possessed the snug, possessive quality of a blood pressure cuff that had fallen deeply in love with the patient and wanted to spend the rest of its life hugging their systolic reading.

Anne-Marie typed “Grip strength: excessive” into her pad.

She stared at the words. The cursor blinked, mocking her objectivity.

She hit backspace. “Grip strength: reassuring.”

The vine crept higher. It moved with a slow, agonizing slide against the fabric of her sleep shorts. It clearly had an agenda. It navigated the length of her leg until it reached her back. There, it discovered the knot of tension that lived permanently in her left shoulder.

The plant paused. It seemed to consider the knot a personal affront to its aesthetic.

With a slow, rolling motion, the vine began to knead the muscle.

Anne-Marie gasped. The sound escaped before she could file it away under "non-verbal vocalizations."

The plant was strong. It understood leverage. It dug into the trapezius with a precision that suggested it had read a chiropractic textbook, or at least absorbed one through osmosis. It worked the tension. It ground the stress down.

"Subject displays... advanced knowledge of primate anatomy," Anne-Marie murmured. Her head tipped back against the cool metal wall. Her eyes fluttered shut. "Tactile manipulation is... highly effective."

The vine pulsed. A soft, bioluminescent throb of violet light washed over the room.

It wasn't just massaging her. It was tasting her.

The realization hit Anne-Marie through the fog of endorphins. The Alraune wasn't eating her flesh. It was sampling her biochemistry. It monitored the chemical runoff of her emotions. It tasted the Cortisol and found it bitter. It tasted the sudden spike of Dopamine and Oxytocin and found them delicious.

It was a farmer. And Anne-Marie was the prize-winning livestock.

She should have felt horrified. Being treated as a crop usually ranks high on the list of Things Humans Object To.

But the vine pressed harder, finding a trigger point near her spine that sent a wash of liquid heat down her legs. The horror failed to materialize. In its place, a profound sense of utility bloomed. If being a crop meant feeling this relaxed, she decided, then agriculture had been unfairly maligned.

"Continuing... interaction," she whispered, dropping the datapad. It clattered to the floor. "For science."

The vine curled around her waist, pulling her down onto the mattress. It had harvested the stress. Now, it wanted to cultivate the pleasure.

Anne-Marie gasped. The sound was entirely unprofessional. It was the noise a person makes when they sit in a hot bath after walking home in the snow.

(The human brain is divided into two distinct hemispheres. The left hemisphere deals with logic, mathematics, and the awareness that letting an alien plant massage your trapezius is a breach of several safety protocols. The right hemisphere, however, deals with sensation and intuition, and it had currently tackled the left hemisphere to the ground and was sitting on its chest until it stopped struggling.)

The Alraune did not simply touch, though; it also tasted. The microscopic cilia along the vine’s surface were sampling her sweat, analyzing the cortisol levels, and deciding that this creature was far too tense to be palatable. It was gardening. It was weeding out the stress to improve the quality of the soil.

Anne-Marie leaned back against the wall, her eyes fluttering shut. The scent of vanilla thickened and became a physical weight in the room. It was a narcotic fog that turned her thoughts into syrup.

“Symbiotic,” she whispered. The word felt heavy on her tongue.

The vine, having resolved the issue of her shoulder tension, began to conduct a more thorough survey of the terrain. It possessed the unhurried curiosity of a master safe-cracker listening to the tumblers fall into place. It trailed down the curve of her spine, bypassing the elastic waistband of her regulation sleep shorts with an insulting ease. The fabric, realizing it was outmatched by superior biology, offered no resistance as the vine slid beneath it, cool and smooth against the heat of her lower back.

It circled her hips, becoming a living belt of velvet and muscle. Then, with a shift of pressure, it moved inward.

Anne-Marie half-gasped, half-sobbed. The concept of dignity had long since packed its bags and left the building, replaced entirely by the concept of need.

The vine parted her thighs with the gentle force of a rising tide. It possessed a weight that was shocking to her, a turgid density that felt profoundly wrong against the soft vulnerability of her inner thighs. This was vegetation! This was a specimen she’d measured with calipers. And now it was forcing her legs apart!

The taboo of it burned hotter than the friction. She was a Doctor of Xenobotany, a woman of letters and degrees, and her legs were being spread by a glorified houseplant. The intellectual shame should have been crushing. Instead, it acted as an accelerant. It added a dirty, frenetic edge to the pleasure, fueling the realization that she was no longer the superior in the room. She was the soil. She was the substrate.

The tip of the tendril, slick with its own golden nectar, nudged against the heat of her vulva. The nectar was a marvel of biochemical engineering, a substance with a viscosity that made standard lubricants seem like sandpaper. It coated her labia in a cooling balm that mingled with her own heat, dissolving any and all friction between species.

The plant found the center of that sensation and moved with absolute competence. It bypassed the need for directions, locating the clitoris like a heat-seeking missile finding an engine exhaust. It treated the sensitive nub with the reverence due a religious artifact, beginning to mimic a heartbeat, but faster. Much faster.

It circled the swollen flesh. The ridges of the plant’s surface, evolved for gripping bark and stone, now served a far more hedonistic purpose. They acted like a thousand distinct tongues, a rough-velvet texture that dragged and pulled at her nerve endings, scraping intense sparks of pleasure from the sensitive skin.

It was overwhelming.

It was a sensory overload that caused her higher cognitive functions to hand in their immediate resignation and go to the pub. The sensation was profoundly alien. It lacked the hesitation of a human hand or the predictable vibration of a machine. It was alive. It was hungry. It felt as though the plant was rewriting her nervous system to run on a more efficient, high-voltage operating system, one where the only output command was scream.

Then, a second tendril joined the first. It slid inside her, filling her completely, stretching her open with a perfection that left no room for doubt or hesitation. It moved in a slow, churning rhythm, harvesting her pleasure.

The vine tightened slightly, pausing its ministrations just inches from the precipice, asking a silent, vibrating question.

“Proceed,” Anne-Marie said.

The command "Proceed" is a dangerous thing to say to an entity that operates on a hive-mind frequency and regards personal space as a theoretical concept that has been thoroughly debunked.

The Alraune did not hesitate. It did not offer a polite "Are you sure?" or a safety word. It simply accepted the authorization code and engaged every available system.

The room ceased to be a room. It became a digestive tract. The greenery surged, blotting out the red emergency lights with a canopy of bioluminescent violet. The air grew thick enough to chew, tasting of chlorophyll and the copper of arousal.

Anne-Marie was no longer lying on a bunk. She was suspended. A cradle of thick, muscular vines had lifted her, splaying her as if she were a starfish being prepared for dissection.

The first vine, currently occupying her vagina, decided that "deep" was a relative term and it intended to explore the absolute limit. It pushed past the cervix. It was a colonization. The ridges of the plant, wet with more of that maddeningly perfect nectar, churned against her internal walls, milking the pleasure from her.

But the Alraune was a multitasker.

A second vine, thick and knotted like an old oak root but wrapped in the softest velvet, regarded the biological sign marked Exit Only not as a prohibition, but as a challenge to its ingenuity.

Anne-Marie whimpered, a high-pitched protest that the plant ignored entirely. It pressed. It intruded. It violated her sanctity with inevitability. The stretch was burning, impossibly wide, forcing her body to accommodate a diameter that physics suggested should not fit. But narrative causality is stronger than physics. If the story demands the plant fits, the plant fits.

It slid inside. Her brain tried to reject the sensation of being filled from both ends. But she was being skewered. She felt like a butterfly pinned to a board, except the pin was alive, throbbing, and currently stimulating her to climax.

"Oh god," she choked out. "Too much. It’s too⁠—"

The Alraune decided she was talking too much. Speech is a function of the intellect, and the intellect was currently getting in the way of the harvest.

A third tendril, this one dripping with a sweeter, thicker sap, rose from her chest. It slithered up her neck, caressing the pulse point that was fluttering like a trapped bird, and pressed against her lips.

She opened her mouth to gasp, and the plant took the opportunity. It surged past her teeth, filling her oral cavity with a vegetal mass. Her tongue was pinned flat as the vine drove deep, hitting the back of her throat.

Her gag reflex attempted to file a formal protest. It spasmed in a violent contraction of rejection. But the Alraune simply ignored the complaint, burying the reflex under a layer of soothing, numbing nectar and pushing deeper, down into the esophagus. Anne-Marie was silenced. The only sound she could make was a guttural keening around the intrusive mass.

She was full. She was completely, utterly full.

But the Alraune was a completionist.

Fine, hair-thin filaments, delicate as spider silk but strong as steel wire, began to explore the periphery. They found her ears. They slid into the auditory canals, a squelching, wet intrusion that blocked out the hum of the station, the rattle of the air conditioner, and the sound of her own desperate whimpering. The world narrowed down. The only thing she could hear was the internal fluid dynamics of the plant itself—the rush of sap, the thrum of growth, the heartbeat of the vegetable monster that was currently wearing her like a sock.

And then, the nose. Two slender shoots navigated her nostrils, sliding into the sinus cavities. It was a violation of the breath itself. She was forced to breathe through the plant, inhaling the concentrated pheromones directly into her bloodstream. She wasn't breathing air anymore; she was breathing it.

Anne-Marie Konstanza, PhD, ceased to exist. In her place was a shuddering, weeping vessel of meat and nerve endings. She was a conduit.

The Alraune began to synchronize.

It was no longer just an invasion, it was an industrial process. The plant had spent the last few minutes mapping her internal map with the obsession of a cartographer who has finally found a blank continent, and now it intended to conquer every square inch.

The vine in her cunt, the vine in her ass, and the vine in her throat locked into a rhythm. It was a mathematical equation of friction. It was the Golden Ratio applied to fucking.

Thrust.

The anal vine hit a nerve cluster that usually remains dormant in polite society. Her toes curled so hard they threatened to snap. Her vision whited out, replaced by the static of a brain trying to process a pleasure that was structurally indistinguishable from pain.

Thrust.

The vaginal vine bypassed her cervix entirely and scraped against the entrance to her womb, knocking on the door of her biological potential with the force of a battering ram. It sent a jolt of electricity up her spine that felt like a hard reboot command. Her nervous system crashed and restarted in Safe Mode, where the only available function was receive.

Thrust.

The oral vine gagged her. It expanded in the throat, filling the pharynx with a thick mass that turned her scream into a desperate gurgle. It triggered a suffocating panic—the lizard brain screaming that she was dying—which the plant’s nectar instantly transmuted into a tear-streaked euphoria. She was choking on ecstasy.

She was drowning in green. The plant was harvesting her. It was drinking the endorphins, the adrenaline, the shame, and the raw, unfiltered electricity of a woman being turned inside out. It was drinking her.

Her orgasm detonated.

It was a systemic failure of every inhibitor in her body. The pleasure built a pressure vessel in her core and then blew the rivets. She convulsed around the invading vines, her body clamping down with the desperate strength of a dying star collapsing into a black hole. She strangled them with her internal muscles, desperate to wring every drop of golden nectar from the alien flesh.

The Alraune accepted the offering. It sensed the vacuum she created and it responded.

It came. The vines inside her—all of them—swelled in unison. They expanded, stretching her beyond the limits of anatomy, filling the new space she had created for it. She was sealed up. It ensured that even in the height of her release, as her mind shattered into a thousand sparkling fragments of bliss, she knew exactly who—and what—she belonged to.
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A few hours later, the comms console on the far wall let out a piercing shriek.

It was a Priority One alert. One of the ones connected to imminent hull breaches, and middle-managers from Human Resources checking if she’d filed her quarterly self-assessment. In the humid silence of the habitat—a silence that smelled of crushed petals, musk, and the wet, salty aftermath of biology doing what it does best—the sound was extremely loud.

Anne-Marie forced one eye open.

She was currently embedded in what could only be described as a nest. The Alraune had been thorough. It had woven a cocoon of leaves and vines around her, creating a space that was warm and exceedingly sticky. She felt heavy. Her limbs felt like they had been replaced with bags of warm sand while her brain felt like it had been taken out, washed in warm honey, and put back in slightly sideways.

She extricated an arm from the tangle of greenery. A vine clung to her wrist for a moment, then released her with a soft, reluctant plip sound.

She stumbled toward the console. She was naked and covered in a mix of sweat and golden nectar that was rapidly drying into a second skin. She looked like a swamp witch who had just won the lottery.

She hit the 'Accept' key but, wisely, left the video feed off.

"Dr. Konstanza," the voice crackled. It was Mission Control. Specifically, it was Dave. Dave always sounded like he was wearing a tie even when he slept. He possessed the soul of a filing cabinet and the imagination of a brick. "We show irregular bio-readings from your station. Heart rate spikes. Hormonal fluctuations. And the internal humidity is... frankly, Doctor, is the sensor broken?"

Anne-Marie leaned against the cold metal of the console. She looked at the screen and thought about Earth.

Earth had taxes. Earth had gravity that felt unpleasant rather than all-embracing. Earth had awkward conversations in elevators about the weather. Earth had loneliness that you tried to fill with streaming services and houseplants that died if you looked at them wrong.

She looked back at the bed.

The Alraune was waiting. It didn't look impatient. It didn't look judgmental. It lay there, a sprawling mass of velvet and light, pulsing gently. It looked like a lover that would never ask her where she saw herself in five years.

"Doctor?" Dave pressed. "Do you require a med-evac?"

A rescue team.

They would come with flamethrowers. They would come with weed killer. They would look at the Alraune—at this miracle of tactile empathy—and see a monster. They would burn it, put Anne-Marie in a debriefing room, and make her fill out forms about Alien Contamination.

Anne-Marie’s fingers hovered over the keyboard.

The truth was simple: I have been seduced by a vegetable and I have never been happier.

The truth would get them both killed.

She began to type.

REPORT LOG: 894-DELTA

STATUS: CRITICAL.

ATMOSPHERIC INTEGRITY: COMPROMISED.

"Dr. Konstanza?" Dave’s voice rose an octave. "We're getting the text. What do you mean compromised?"

"Pathogen," Anne-Marie croaked. "Virulent fungal spores. Highly aggressive."

She wasn't lying. Happiness is a contagion. If people knew you could get this kind of satisfaction from a plant, the economy would collapse overnight.

NATURE OF THREAT: NEURO-TOXIC. INDUCES HALLUCINATIONS, LETHARGY, AND EVENTUAL SYSTEMIC FAILURE.

RECOMMENDATION: TOTAL QUARANTINE. DO NOT APPROACH SECTOR 4. DO NOT ATTEMPT RESCUE.

"My god," Dave whispered. "Is it painful?"

Anne-Marie looked at the vines curling expectantly on the bed. She remembered the feeling of being filled, of being held, of being owned by something that just wanted her to bloom.

"No, Dave," she said softly. "It's... painless. It's a very quiet way to go."

She typed the final command.

LOCKDOWN INITIATED. BEACON DISABLED.

"I'm so sorry, Anne-Marie," Dave said. He sounded genuinely sad. "We'll... we'll notify your next of kin."

"You do that," she said and cut the feed.

The screen went black. The hum of the universe outside—the tinny, frantic, human universe—vanished.

Silence returned to the station. A heavy, green silence.

Anne-Marie turned around as the Alraune shifted. It lifted a heavy leaf, peeling back the layers of the nest in an invitation.

She walked back to the bed with the steady pace of a woman coming home.

She climbed into the green. The vines moved to welcome her. They wrapped around her ankles, her waist, her throat. They pulled her down into the warmth, into the sticky, sweet darkness.

The real world dissolved. The spreadsheets dissolved. There was only the sap, the scent of vanilla, and the monster that knew exactly how she liked her back scratched.

(Footnote: It is widely acknowledged by interstellar historians that the most dangerous thing in the universe is not a monster with teeth, nor a black hole with a gravity well, nor even a bureaucrat with a quota. The most dangerous thing is a monster that knows exactly how you like your back scratched, and has four hundred years of patience to wait for you to realize it.)
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3/
shore leave
Caitlyn Summers


I’m Jeferena. I’m twenty-one standard years young, delightfully unattached, and I’ve a little confession to make. I need to tell you what went down during my recent shore leave with my favorite bad influences, Loriana and Min.

The three of us handle comms sales for a deep-space haulage firm—though I think I’ll keep the specific sector to myself. A girl has to maintain a little mystery. We’ve planet-hopped together before, mostly because we share a certain... chemistry. We get on well, and we all have a bit of a thirst for trouble. So, after a stressful rotation, we decided to blow off a little steam.

Taking charge, my speciality, I booked us in for a fortnight on the Pleasure Moon of Elysium. If you’ve never been, imagine a world where the party never, ever ends.

We were five days in and Elysium was living up to the brochure.

Its atmospheric regulators were dialed to a permanent warmth, the pool glittered like a diamond, and the nightlife rocked. But while we were having a good enough time, I’d sadly remained resolutely unfucked.

Oh, I’d been approached often enough. But I’d not been drunk enough to lower my standards to what had been on offer, and I certainly wasn’t desperate enough—at least, not yet—to let just anyone dock. Though, I have to admit, as day six started, the itch was starting to burn.

The three of us hit a lounge in the retro-district that night, and we were looking for trouble. Loriana and Min, of course, found it fast. They pulled a pair of hotshot navigators who clearly had a taste for enhanced blondes over natural, fiery chestnut. I watched them whisper promises against their necks, giving invitations to their private quarters in the orbital ring.

When the girls looked at me—eyes glazed, asking the silent question—I waved them off.

"Go," I told them. "Enjoy."

Bitches.

So, around zero-hour, I ended up walking back to our pod alone, with the hum of the moon vibrating against my bare feet.

I slept deep, dreaming of all the things others were getting and I very much wasn’t. The girls didn't stumble in until 08:00, stinking with satisfied exhaustion. They collapsed into their bunks, murmuring about needing sleep before going back for round two.

I wasn't about to waste the last of my leave watching them recover. Instead, I packed a bag—essentials only—and headed for the Bio-Dome. I wasn't in the mood for chatter, so I skirted the artificial headland and found a secluded curve near the edge of the sea where the crowd thinned out. I spread my thermal towel on the sand and stripped down.

If I couldn’t get a cock to fill me, then I was going to let the UV array have its way with me instead. I needed to feel something and I was at the stage where I didn't care if I got scorched, as long as I felt the heat penetrating deep into my marrow.

I’d been baking for hours, my skin turning a delightful bronze, and I was slathered in so much high-grade radiation-screen I was practically dripping. It coated me like a second skin, pooling in my navel and making my inner thighs slick and sticky against each other.

I’m a statuesque five-ten in my socks—a tall drink of water that intimidates the weak ones—but when I’m on my back, I’m just miles of trouble. I’m built for sin: a waist narrow enough to snap, flaring out into hips that are soft, plush cushions.

But let’s cut the chatter: my tits are the main event. They are heavy teardrops that spill out of whatever regulation uniform or scrap of silk I try to contain them in. I don’t just think they’re spectacular; I have a databank full of lewd comms and breathless compliments from spacers, dockers and fleet officers across three systems who would trade their ship just to bury their face in my cleavage.

I slid my solar-shades down the bridge of my nose, taking a lazy inventory of the scenery. The dome was a sea of flesh—human, humanoid, and exotic. Most of the women had discarded their tops, letting their nipples drink in the simulated light, and there were plenty who’d gone full nude, shedding their inhibitions along with their enviro-suits.

Total nudity isn't usually my style—I like leaving a little mystery for the unwrap—but the sheer amount of exposed skin was... intoxicating.

I’d just started drifting into that languid state where my body felt like liquid gold, when the light suddenly died as a shadow fell across my thighs, traveling up my stomach like a cold hand. Annoyed at having my heat source blocked, I cracked an eye open.

Two figures loomed over me, backlit by the dome’s halo, leaving them as faceless silhouettes.

"Nice tits," one said, then offered a low whistle.

"Outstanding!" the other agreed. "That is, without doubt, one stellar rack!"

The irritation I felt towards Loriana and Min was starting to curdle into a thick heat low in my belly. I was frustrated. My skin was hot, my blood was hot, and having two pairs of hungry eyes eating me up was suddenly exactly the kind of trouble I wanted.

I said I didn’t always make good decisions.

I lowered my shades just enough to look them both dead in the eye. "Boys, you’re blocking my UV array and you're casting a shadow on the merchandise." I paused. "But if you don’t have anything better to do before you crawl back under whatever asteroid rock you drifted in from, you can make yourselves useful. These..." I gestured lazily to my chest, "...need a fresh coat of shield-cream. And I’m feeling too lazy to lift my arms."

There was a stunned silence as they both stood there, gawping, looking sullen and stupid and visibly hardening in their flight suits.

"Well?" I arched an eyebrow. "I’m getting bored, and my skin is getting dry. Either engage thrusters or fuck off."

"Look," one of them stammered, his eyes glued to my cleavage. "We’re sorry, we didn’t mean to upset you..."

"Apologies don't block radiation. You’re either docked or you’re drifting. Three... two..."

"Wait, wait, wait," the other one said. "You’re serious? You're not going to call Station Security?"

"Listen to me," I rolled onto my back and thrust my chest upward. "All I want is some thick, cold cream rubbed into my tits. Are you affirmative or negative?"

They looked at each other, the lust winning out, and they nervously dropped to their knees on either side of me. I grabbed the tube of UV-blocker and squeezed an obscene dollop into each of their open palms.

"Well? Don't let it go to waste," I said. "Have at it.”

Four hands descended on me at once.

The cream was cool, but their palms were scorching hot. They began to massage the thick, golden gel into my breasts, starting timidly but quickly gaining confidence when I didn't scream "assault."

It was intoxicating feeling two strangers take ownership of my body. They quickly hit a synchronized rhythm, their hands slick and sliding over my skin. They kneaded me, their thumbs circling inward, pressing together and then smoothing me back out. They glazed me in oil until I was glistening, their fingers slipping and sliding, accidentally-on-purpose grazing the underside of my cleavage.

Then, one of them caught my nipple between his thumb and forefinger and pinched it, pulling until it was hard. I gasped, my back arching off the sand involuntarily.

"Careful," I hissed, though I didn't push his hand away. "I said shield-cream, not a deep-tissue scan!"

They worked me for minutes that felt like hours, pulling, weighing, and rubbing until my nipples were throbbing and aching for a mouth. I knew if I let them go on for ten more seconds, I’d be dragging them down onto me right there on the beach.

"Okay," I breathed, my voice trembling just a little. "That's enough coverage. Disengage, boys."

They scrambled to their feet, stumbling over themselves in their haste to retreat toward the resort hub. I watched them go, noting the desperate gait of men trying to conceal sudden and inconvenient erections.

"Try not to let the whole galaxy see what a good time you were having!" I called after them, my voice dripping with mock sweetness.

But as I settled back into the warmth of the sand, my smile faded. I had to admit, I’d really enjoyed the experience. My nipples were still hard, chafing wonderfully against the air, and the throbbing dampness pooling between my legs told me that the encounter had turned me on more than I might care to admit.

I took another surreptitious look around. The dome was still populated by a fair number of naked bodies, basking in the artificial rays. Why should they have all the fun? I hooked my thumbs into the waistband of my bikini bottoms and shimmied them down, kicking them free over my ankles.

I lay back, completely exposed.

I’d treated myself to a full laser-removal session before we’d disembarked, leaving my pussy smooth and bald save for a strip of neatly trimmed, fire-red hair that started at the top of my slit. It was a literal arrow pointing to the prize.

I’ve also got a modification I’m particularly proud of: an endless ring made of rare zerex which pierced through my clitoral hood. It made me very, very sensitive.

However, I knew the very last thing I needed was to get rad-burn on my most delicate assets, so I squeezed another dollop of the cream onto my fingers and slicked it on.

I let my fingers glide over my inner thighs, circling closer and closer to the heat as I slathered the cooling gel over my mound. The sensation of my own slippery fingers grazing my lips only made me feel even more randy. I parted my legs slightly, abandoning all modesty, and let the artificial sun beat down on my wetness.

It felt like a phantom tongue licking at my center.

I dozed and drifted in a haze of arousal for I don’t know how long.

Nor do I know what finally made me crack my eyes open, but when I did, there they were.

The moths had returned to the flame.

"Well, hello, boys," I said, not bothering to close my legs. "Return orbit, I see. You interested in finishing what you started?"

They gawped at me, their eyes practically falling out of their heads.

"The lotion, boys; the lotion," I said, very slowly and distinctly, holding up the tube. "You can finish the job. You have clearance to go down between my legs but, I swear, if you actually touch my pussy—if even one finger slips inside—I will call for help on every emergency channel available. Do you understand the parameters?"

They obviously did, because they dropped instantly to their knees.

The application this time, was exquisite torture. They worked their way up my calves and over my thighs, their hands slick with oil and moving so slowly now. They reached the top of my legs and began to massage my inner thighs, their fingers gliding dangerously close to the forbidden zone.

I could feel the heat of their breath ghosting over my clit and could see them staring hungrily at the ring glinting in the light. Both of them murmured that they had never seen a girl with a piercing "down there.”

"Turn over," one whispered.

I rolled onto my stomach, presenting my backside to the dome.

They went to work.

If anything, this felt even better. I shivered as they poured the oil into the small of my back and let it trickle down, their fingers chasing the rivulets as they slid between the cleft of my buttocks, teasing the rim of me and covering my ass cheeks until I was panting.

So when they eventually leaned in, their mouths hovering by my ear, and asked if I’d like to come back to their luxury suite, I couldn’t think of a single good reason to say no. I climbed back into my bikini—though it felt scandalously tight now against my oiled skin—and wrapped my shimmer-sarong around my waist.

We set off along the dome edge, moving away from the crowds and towards the VIP towers.

Their suite was a revelation.

It was one of the top-tier, anti-grav penthouses suspended near the dome’s apex, looking down on the commoners. It was obviously much better than the budget pod where me and the girls were staying, and as the airlock hissed open, I knew I was, finally, about to get exactly what I’d come to Elysium for in the first place.

It was cool enough in the climate-controlled lobby to bring up goosebumps on my arms, and we took the grav-lift up to their level. It was nice, though not spectacular, but it did have a large, completely private observation deck looking out over the nebula.

There was a good-sized plasteel table, sitting on a central mag-lock, with two matching benches. We’d been formally introduced by this stage: Felipe and Rickon were a little younger than me and cadets at the Academy, studying for entry to Fleet Command.

And, yes, they really were just a little "Daddy owns a mining corporation" for me, but to be honest at that precise moment I really didn’t give a damn.

Felipe cracked open some very cold synthales from the well-stocked replicator, and we all went out onto the deck to enjoy the view of the stars.

At that point, there was an awkward silence and I kind of realized that, if I didn’t do something, nothing much was likely to happen. So I took a slug of my ale, and my courage in both hands, and said, "I know, let’s play cards. Strip sabaccon anyone?"

The boys were more than happy with this. Obviously none of us was wearing much to start with, and so it didn’t take long for us all to end up naked... and I could tell the boys were pleased to see me.

Neither of them was a monster, but I wasn’t complaining. Let’s be real: I’ve had bigger and better in the Outer Rim. Once you’ve wrapped yourself around a Uralen ridge-back, standard human anatomy can feel a little... quaint. But these two had potential.

Felipe’s cock was nice enough—long, lean, and veined—while Rickon’s was shorter but shockingly thick. And seeing two healthy, eager cocks twitching with need right in front of my face was enough to get my own juices flowing anew.

I sat on the edge of the bench, spreading my legs just enough to give them a preview, and picked up my glass of synthale and cupped the weight of my right breast in my hand, and squeezed it until the flesh bulged.

I tipped the glass horizontal and dunked myself into the liquid and swirled it around. The shock of the freezing liquid fizzing against my skin made me gasp, the carbonation dancing over my areola until the nipple snapped to attention.

I repeated the trick with the left one, feeling deliciously objectified, like some high-end, slutty pleasure-droid.

"Don’t just sit there gawking," I said, leaning back. "Lick it off."

Felipe and Rickon dropped to their knees on either side of me. They lapped enthusiastically at the ale, their rough tongues chasing the droplets over the curves of my tits and sucking the liquid from my nipples until I was squirming.

They played for a while until I climbed up to sit on the plasteel table itself. I gave my boobs another cold shower, but this time I poured generously, letting the icy ale cascade down my chest, over my stomach, and run in a sticky river between my thighs. The boys didn't need directions or a second invitation. They started on my breasts but quickly worked their way down, chasing the trail of beer over my navel and into the strip of ginger below.

My pussy bloomed open under this twin-tongued assault. They were relentless. One of them flattened his tongue against my opening while the other focused entirely on the hood. The first time a tongue flicked across my clit-ring, I shuddered as if a plasma surge had short-circuited my nervous system.

If it wasn’t an actual orgasm, it was on the same frequency, and I knew I was walking a dangerous line. I wasn't going to last long... at least, not the first time.

I’ve been out on enough shore leave nights to know the score, and I’ve seen enough holo-vids to know the angles. Yes, boys, we watch porn too; just not the amateur stuff you hoard.

I’d certainly never had a threesome—though I confess the fantasy has kept me company during lonely hauls across the dark—but I knew exactly how I wanted this to go.

"Have you got something we can put on this table?" I asked. "Plasteel is a bit cold and hard on the knees."

Rickon scrambled up and very quickly produced a memory-foam sleep mat. It fit the table perfectly and, as I watched him smooth it out, I wondered idly if they were quite as young and innocent as they made out, or if this was standard operating procedure for Academy boys.

But, to be honest, I really didn’t care.

I climbed back onto the table and got on my hands and knees. I arched my back, thrusting my ass up into the air, presenting myself to the nebula and the room.

"Felipe, you're at the rear," I ordered, glancing back over my shoulder. "And, Rickon, bring yourself around to the front."

Felipe lined himself up with my dripping entrance and slipped inside, driving smoothly right up and filling the empty space that had been aching for what felt like weeks. It was good.

Fucking good.

I turned my attention forward as Rickon stepped between my arms. I took hold and guided his purple head past my lips. I took as much of him into my mouth as I could manage, suppressing my gag reflex, and began to flutter my cheeks around him, creating the kind of vacuum seal I know drains a man's soul right out of his body.

It’s difficult to explain, but I know now there is something about anonymous sex on a pleasure moon that makes me feel incredibly wanton.

I knew there was no chance of me ever seeing these two again; we’d only met a couple of hours earlier and I barely knew their names. Yet here we were, fucking under the stars, and I just felt that I could say or do anything I wanted, anything at all, and it wouldn’t matter.

That’s a very sexy feeling.

Felipe was ploughing in and out of me. I could feel how rock-hard he was and guessed he probably wasn’t going to last long. Rickon was trying to fuck my face, but I grabbed hold of his balls and squeezed just hard enough to let him know he needed to keep still.

After just a couple more minutes, Felipe grabbed hold of my hips and drove himself into me up to the hilt. "I’m sorry, I can’t hold on anymore." he moaned.

And as his hot spunk started to jet into me, I could feel answering contractions from my pussy clenching and squeezing around his shaft. "Oh, yesss. That’s so goood," I sighed.

Almost immediately, Felipe started to soften, slowly slipped out of me, and I gently pushed Rickon away from me. "Half-time. Rotate coordinates," I told the boys as I rolled over onto my back with my head just hanging over one edge of the table.

Rickon climbed up onto the table and positioned himself between my parted thighs. Once he was inside, I locked my ankles around his back—effectively stopping his thrusting. Felipe came and stood behind me and I tipped my head back until I was able to take the whole of his now flaccid cock into my mouth... and I savoured the mixture of both our juices.

I’d done this before and it’s a great way of deep-throating a guy.

I loosened my grip around Rickon’s waist, just enough to allow a little movement but not too much, and enjoyed the feel of him inside my well-lubed pussy as I swirled my tongue around Felipe’s cock at the other end.

One of the great things about boys is that they have fast recovery times, and when I could feel Felipe getting hard again, and his cock just starting to nudge the back of my throat, I unhooked my ankles, spread my legs as wide as I could and gave Rickon all the encouragement he needed.

"Come on then. Fuck me, fuck me hard! I want to feel you come. Do it to me. Do it to me now!”

Rickon lost control, pistoning frantically, banging into my pelvis and grunting with each stroke. He exploded inside me in seconds and collapsed on top. I just missed out, but didn’t mind because it still felt good. And I suspected the night was young…

I gave them a couple of minutes while we were all collapsed in a sweaty heap and then told them: "Let’s go hit the decontamination unit, boys."

The bathroom turned out to be more of a wet-room. It was light, airy, fully tiled and more than big enough for three, with one of those high-end sonic showers that fires water and sonic pulses from about half a dozen different nozzles.

I grabbed a bottle of expensive-looking exfoliating gel and hit the On button.

If you’ve ever showered with one partner you’ll know what fun it can be, but, that day, I discovered that with two it’s more than twice the fun.

We all got lathered up and I ended up sandwiched between them. I could feel two hard cocks, one pressing up against my pussy and the other slithering between my buttocks. I also had my boobs squeezed hard up against Felipe’s chest and that felt good too.

When I’d had enough I switched off the shower.

“I want you to clean me up, with your tongues, down there, front and aft," I told them. "And it doesn’t matter who starts where because you’ll both be changing places."

The boys sank to their knees and it was fantastic to feel two tongues, one in my pussy and the other rimming me—although I’d never thought of anal play as my thing before. I knew there were traces of cum left in me, even after the shower, and they would be able to taste each other as well as me.

I think it was Rickon who discovered that he could flick my clit-ring up and down with his tongue. The feeling as the metal gently scrapes around is incredible, even on a bad day... and this was turning into a very good one indeed.

Within a couple of minutes, I was screaming into one of the best orgasms I’ve ever had. I was literally so far gone I would have collapsed onto the floor if the boys hadn’t held me until my legs stopped shaking.

One of them was even sweet enough to ask me if I was all right.

My legs were still trembling, a delicious aftershock of that oral session, but I wasn't done. I wanted to feel rammed full. We drifted back out onto the observation deck, the starlight painting our naked skin in silver and blue as I pushed Rickon down onto the table, flat on his back, and climbed on top of him.

I knelt across his thighs, staring down at his cock, and then slowly—agonizingly slowly—I lowered myself onto him. I sank down, inch by stretching inch, swallowing him up until my ass hit his skin and I was fully impaled.

"Don’t you dare move," I warned him. "Just lie still. If you twitch, I swear I’ll come all over you before we even start."

I rested my forearms on his chest to pin him down, then crouched forward, dipping low until my nipples were grazing his skin, teasing us both with the contact. We were close enough to kiss, almost sharing breaths, but my focus was entirely on my pussy.

I concentrated on the fabulous sensation radiating out as I began to grind, barely lifting my hips, just wriggling and rolling my pelvis, crushing my wet lips against his pubic bone until I found the sweet spot. I trapped my gold clit-ring between his body and my own throbbing nerve-ending.

Barely moving, and with Rickon’s stiff prick acting as a column inside me, I experimented with the sensation. The metal ring conducted the friction perfectly, sending hot sparks through my body.

I could feel another orgasm starting to build. It was a wonderfully heavy pressure wave rising from the deep and drifting off into that subspace where pleasure blots out the stars and feeling takes over from thinking.

But I wanted more.

"Felipe," I breathed, not looking up. "I want you to do something that no man has ever done to me before... and I’m guessing you haven’t done it either. Go get some lube. Bio-gel, engine grease, synthetic oil—I don’t care. Just get really lubed up, because I want you to fuck my arse. And I want you to take it very slow and gentle. Do you copy?"

Clearly, Felipe’s dreams had all come true. He bolted inside and returned seconds later clutching a dispenser bottle. I didn't see what it was, and I didn't care. I just arched my back as he approached.

It felt incredible when something cool and slick started to trickle down the cleft of my buttocks. It was a freezing river that pooled around my stretching pussy and the base of Rickon’s cock. The contrast of the cold gel and the scorching heat of my sex was almost too much there and then.

Felipe climbed up onto the table and knelt behind me. His hands were large and warm as he started to knead my ass cheeks, spreading me wide and working the gel deep into the tight crease. While still keeping myself glued to Rickon’s lap, I arched my spine, sticking my backside up as high and inviting as I could, presenting my virgin tight-spot to him.

Even with the prep, though, I gasped, my fingers digging into Rickon’s chest, when Felipe slipped a greased finger past the point of no return. He worked the lubrication inside, stretching me open to prepare me for the main event.

Felipe withdrew his finger and, a few seconds later, I felt the tip of him nudging against me, seeking purchase. Then he gripped my hips, pulling my cheeks apart to expose me completely, and pushed. He was insistent, pressing against the resistance until, with a sudden, breathtaking stretch, the head popped inside.

I moaned and he froze instantly.

"Are you OK?" he asked, his voice laced with genuine fear. "I’m not damaging you or anything, am I?"

"No, no, it’s fine... you’re doing fine," I managed to gasp, reassuring him through the shock of the intrusion. "It’s just... I told you, this is uncharted territory for me. Just take it very slow."

I kept perfectly still, barely daring to breathe, letting my body accept the invasion. I stared out at the swirling violet and gold of the nebula beyond the glass, using the view to adjust myself as incredible, overwhelming sensations welled up inside me.

Felipe listened and took his time, sliding into me with agonizing slowness, conquering me millimeter by millimeter. I felt him quest deeper and deeper, filling space I didn't know I had, until finally, his thighs bumped gently against the back of mine.

I was fully sheathed. I was fuller, more occupied, than I had ever been in my life. Double-docked. I’d read in some of my more re-read novels about the intensity of anal pleasure, how it hits a different set of nerves entirely, and as the pressure settled into a glowing ache, I knew the archives hadn't lied.

Once we all started to relax into the fullness of it, the sensation shifted from intense to intoxicating. I found that simply by tensing and relaxing my thigh muscles, I could milk Rickon’s cock in front... not much movement, to be sure, but enough to grind my clit-ring against him.

Felipe, having bottomed out—forgive the pun—began to withdraw and thrust, working his prick backwards and forwards inside me.

It was a completely different frequency from having my pussy filled: hotter, darker, and definitely tighter. It bordered on pain, but it was the kind of pain that rewires your brain into pure pleasure.

And then, suddenly, it happened.

I could feel both pricks actually rubbing up against each other inside of me. There was only a paper-thin wall of my own flesh separating them, a delicate membrane dividing my two worlds. I could feel the ridge of Felipe’s cock sliding against the back of Rickon’s. And I knew the boys could feel it too—the intimacy of it, the forbidden friction of it.

And that was when everything went a little crazy.

That one impossible sensation was enough to send me climbing straight up the walls toward climax. A sheen of sweat broke out all over my body, slicking my skin like coolant and plastering my hair to my forehead. Sweat trickled down from under my arms, running in rivulets over my breasts and dripping onto Rickon’s chest.

I started to get the shakes again.

Every inch of my skin turned ultra-sensitive, firing nerve pulses like mini electric shocks. The pleasure centered on my tits, my cunt, and my arse, but radiated out until I felt like I was glowing brighter than the nebula outside.

And then I was begging. The cool, confident comms girl was gone, replaced by a creature of pure need.

"Just fuck me... by the Stars, fuck me!" I hissed, my head thrashing back. "Make me come! I need it now! Yessss, yesss! Ohhhh, Gods, yesss!"

The words dissolved into a ragged scream as a rolling tsunami of an orgasm hit me, threatening to sweep me away like a solar flare, burning everything in its path.

Felipe was the first to lose control. I think the unyielding tightness of my ass combined with the friction of the lube was just too much for his discipline to handle. I felt his hips stutter, his breath hitch, and then he groaned as he pumped deep inside me, emptying himself in spurts that I felt all the way through my lower back.

I gave him a second to shudder through the aftershocks, then roughly pushed him away. I wasn't done, and I needed leverage.

I sat upright, straddling Rickon’s hips, taking his cock as deep as my anatomy would allow.

I went into a frenzy. Cowgirl-style, I thrashed up and down on him, moving like a machine with its governor removed, like I was having some sort of ecstatic seizure. I grabbed my own breasts, squeezing the heaviness savagely, pinching my nipples hard enough to bruise and squealing as the sharp spike of pain drove the pleasure deeper and deeper.

And just when I thought I really couldn’t stand the intensity for another microsecond, Rickon arched his back off the memory foam like his neural pathways were overloading. He cried out, his hands gripping my thighs, and exploded inside me, flooding my pussy with a relentless, scalding release that matched the fire in my veins.
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It was early evening cycle as I gingerly walked back to our room.

I was walking with a distinct waddle, feeling sore nearly everywhere, but particularly between my legs. Every step was a reminder. I could feel a sticky wetness in my bikini bottoms where I was still leaking the evidence of my double-docking, a slow trickle of mixed fluids that felt incredibly dirty and incredibly good.

By the time I cycled the airlock, Loriana and Min were up at last, preening in the mirror and getting ready to go out and meet up with their pilots again.

I could tell they were a bit miffed when I kicked off my mag-boots and announced I was planning an early recharge cycle.

"Boring!" Min teased, applying her lip-tint. "You missed out, Jef."

I could tell they didn’t believe a word of it when I told them I’d just had a mind-blowing threesome with two rich cadets in a penthouse suite. They rolled their eyes, assuming I’d spent the day reading in the Bio-Dome.

But when I pulled up the holographic picture on my comm-link and projected it into the air between us, the silence was deafening.

You couldn’t see the guys’ faces—I’m a good girl, after all—but you could very clearly see mine. In fact, you could see all of me: head thrown back in ecstasy, sweat glistening on my bronzed skin, the ring glinting... and the undeniable fact that I had a long cock gripped in one hand and a thick one in the other.

"Like I said," I yawned, crawling into my bunk and pulling the sheets up over my satisfied smirk. "I had a very productive day."
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4/
the centurion’s pet
Kitty Lacroix


The gravity hit me first.

It was a constant, dragging pressure—maybe 1.5 times Earth standard. Enough to make my knees buckle as the Slaver yanked the chain, dragging me out of the urine-soaked containment pod. It was enough to make me feel like a toddler learning to walk anew.

Then came the light. The glare of the base lights, harsh and blue, stabbing into eyes that hadn’t seen anything but the red glow of emergency LEDs for over a week.

"Stand, Runt," the Slaver grunted.

I tried. I really did. I scrambled for purchase on the deck plating, my bare feet slipping on the condensation. The air was heavy with too much oxygen. It tasted like soup and made my head swim.

I stood, shivering. Not from cold—the plaza was sweltering and the humidity clung to my skin like oil—but from the shame of my naked exposure. They’d stripped my flight suit days ago and now I was covered in nothing but grime, bruises, and the gaze of a thousand monsters.

The Vulari.

I’d heard stories on the drift, but stories didn’t prepare you for the smell of them. Iron. Blood. The scent of apex predators.

These creatures were giants. Bipedal mountains of muscle and fur towering seven, eight feet above me. They were feline in the way a tiger is feline. If a tiger wore kinetic-weave armor and walked on two legs. They surrounded the auction block, their slit-pupil eyes glowing under the lights, their ears swiveling with independent intelligence.

And they were looking at me.

Not with lust. Not even with hate. They looked at me with the mild curiosity a human might direct at a hairless cat found in a dumpster.

A prospective buyer stepped out of the crowd. He was a brute, his tawny fur matted with grease and other substances I didn’t want to think about. He didn't speak to me. He didn't acknowledge I was a sentient being. Instead, he reached out a giant hand and grabbed my entire head.

I froze, my breath catching in my throat. His claws were sheathed, but his palms were rough as sandpaper as he tilted my head back, forcing me to look up into his yellow eyes. He used a thumb—a thumb thicker than my wrist—to force open my mouth to inspect my teeth.

"This one’s soft," he rumbled to the Slaver. "No fangs. No claws. Useless for the pits."

"She’s not a fighter," the Slaver said, bowing low. "She is a companion. Exotic. From the Terra-drift. High maintenance, but... decorative."

The brute grunted and released my head to move his hand down to grab my breast, weighing it in his massive palm like he was checking the ripeness of a melon. He squeezed, testing the density of the flesh.

I whimpered. I couldn't help it. It was a pathetic sound of shame that escaped my throat before I could bite it back.

The brute laughed. "It squeaks."

He moved behind me and I squeezed my eyes shut, digging my fingernails into my thighs to keep from screaming. I felt his massive hand grip my hip, lifting me effortlessly off the ground to inspect my hindquarters. He prodded my tailbone, checking for a tail that wasn't there and then he used a knee as thick as a tree trunk to separate my legs, exposing me completely to the plaza.

"It’s hairless," he scoffed, dropping me. I stumbled, barely catching myself. "Ugly. Looks like a plucked bird!"

He spat on me and walked away.

I burned. My face felt like it was on fire. I wanted to scream that I was Captain Aoife Evans, a pilot of the Third Riff. A scavenger who had survived solar flares and void-pirates. But I knew the Slaver was waiting with the shock-baton. I stood there, trembling, like a piece of meat left on the hook.

Then, the crowd parted and the smell changed. The grease and blood faded, replaced by something more like expensive oils.

He approached.

This creature was far, far larger than the others and his fur was a sleek, well-groomed black. His armor wasn't battered battle-plate; it was ceremonial and etched with silver filigree. He moved with a silence that was unnatural for something of his mass.

The other Vulari stepped back, lowering their heads and whispering.

Centurion Thrax.

He stopped in front of me and leaned down, his shaggy head coming level with mine. His eyes were green, luminous and frighteningly intelligent.

Then he sniffed me.

It was a long, deep inhalation that pulled my scent into him. As he did so, his whiskers brushed against my bare shoulder, sending a shock of static electricity across my skin.

Then he made a low, chuffing sound. "Curious," he said, reaching out. One finger, tipped with a razor-sharp claw, extended toward me. I flinched, closing my eyes, expecting pain.

He paused, then adjusted his movement. With infinite, humiliating gentleness, he ran the back of his claw down my cheek, then under my chin. He scratched me there, just behind the jawline.

"It trembles," he said. The vibration of his voice traveled through the deck plates and up my bare legs. "High anxiety response. Delicate."

He reached out, that black-clawed hand hovering near my neck once more. I flinched, turning my head away. The movement exposed the ugly purple bruise blossoming on my collarbone where the chain had dug in during the transport.

The Centurion stopped. The low thrumming in his chest—the purr—cut off abruptly. Silence slammed into the plaza.

"Damaged," he stated. It wasn't a question. It was an accusation.

"She is a Terra-runt, Centurion," the Slaver groveled, sweat beading on his forehead. He stepped forward, his shock-baton rattling at his belt. "Very rare. Very fragile. It struggled during loading. It needed... encouragement."

Thrax didn't look at the Slaver. He looked at the bruise. He traced the outline of it with the tip of his claw, so lightly I barely felt it.

"You struck it? You struck a luxury import?"

The Slaver’s greed warred with his survival instinct. Greed won. "The price is five thousand credits. Firm. The bruising will fade. The genetics are pristine."

Thrax slowly straightened to his full height so that he towered over the Slaver like a skyscraper over a shack.

"Five thousand?"

"For the rarity," the Slaver insisted, though his voice wavered. He made the mistake of reaching out, grabbing my upper arm roughly to twist me around, displaying my back. "Look at the spine. Flawless. It’s worth⁠—"

Thrax moved faster than anything his size had any right to be.

"It is mine," Thrax snarled and backhanded the Slaver.

I heard the crunch of the Slaver’s neck snapping before his body even left the ground. He flew backward, rag-dolling through the air to smash against the side of the containment pod. He slid down the metal, leaving a smear of red slime, and didn't move again.

Thrax didn't even look at the corpse. He reached into his belt pouch and pulled out a credit chip. He tossed it onto the dead Slaver’s chest.

"Paid in full. Minus a tax for the merchandise damage."

He turned back to me. The violence had vanished from his demeanor as instantly as it had appeared, replaced by that possessive calm. He was looking at me not as a person who’d just witnessed a murder, but as a porcelain vase that had been chipped by clumsy movers.

"Come, little thing. Let us get you out of this filth."

He reached down and scooped me up. But he didn't carry me over his shoulder like a sack; he cradled me against his chest plate, one massive arm supporting my entire body. My feet dangled uselessly in the air. I was a doll in his grip.

Panic flared, hot and bright. I pushed against the cold metal of his armor.

"Put me down!" I shouted, my voice cracking under the strain of the thick air. "I am not a pet! I am a human being! I demand you release me!"

He looked down at me, obviously not understanding a word. To him, my desperate declaration of agency was nothing more than the agitated yapping of a frightened animal.

"Shhh," he soothed, lifting his free hand and bringing that deadly claw to my face and tapped my nose. Boop. A gesture of reprimand for a noisy puppy. "Quiet now.”

He reached into a pouch at his belt and pulled out a band of silver leather, lined with soft synth-fur. A collar.

My blood ran cold. "No," I whispered. "Please. Don't."

He didn't listen. He fastened the collar around my neck and it clicked shut. It was heavy and tight. He scratched me behind the ears again, pleased with the aesthetic.

"Good girl!”

I went limp against his armor, the shame burning hotter than the humid air. He didn't hate me. He didn't want to hurt me. He just... owned me. And as he carried me out of the plaza, nestled in the crook of his arm, the horrifying truth settled in.

To him, I wasn't a prisoner of war. I was just a very expensive accessory.

The transport speeder was smooth. Too smooth. I was used to the rattle of scavenger ships, the kind held together by duct tape and prayer. This vehicle hummed with a magnetic levitation field that dampened every vibration.

I sat on the floor. There were seats—massive, leather-padded buckets designed for seven-foot felines—but Thrax hadn’t put me in one. He’d placed me on the plush carpet between his feet, like a well-behaved hound.

I hugged my knees to my chest, trying to make myself smaller, trying to disappear into the plush floor mat. The collar felt heavy, a solid ring of ownership, and the synth-fur lining was already beginning to itch against my sweat-slicked skin.

I watched the city blur past the viewport. Towers of black metal twisted upward like organic growths, miles high, connected by sky-bridges that pulsed with the flow of magnetic traffic. It was a vertical nightmare, a hive designed for things that did not fear gravity.

The speeder banked hard, the inertial dampeners struggling to compensate, before we slowed. We approached the biggest of the spires that seemed to anchor the rest of them. It was a monolith of glass, separated from the rest of the hive, standing in arrogant isolation.

The vehicle docked on a landing pad jutting out into the open air, thousands of feet above the surface. The canopy hissed open and the wind hit me instantly.

Thrax scooped me up from the floor, one arm bracketing my body and stepped out of the vehicle and onto the platform.

I looked down and I shouldn't have. There was no railing—Vulari didn't need them—just a sheer drop into an abyss of fog. My stomach lurched, vertigo spinning the world. I buried my face in the synth-fur of his cloak, gripping his armor with trembling fingers. I was naked, freezing, and terrified. He was a furnace. I pressed into him not out of affection, but out of a primal need for heat and stability.

He didn't notice my terror. Or maybe he just assumed it was natural for a prey species to fear the heights of predators.

He walked toward the entrance which was massive slabs of blast-proof transparisteel that parted silently at his approach. We entered a lift that was less a room and more a glass tube clinging to the exterior of the spire.

The ascent was violent. My ears popped. The city fell away beneath us, turning into a glittering map of circuitry. Thrax stood immovable watching the horizon while I was just a doll tucked against his ribs, watching the reflection of my own terrified eyes in his breastplate.

The lift stopped at the penthouse and the doors slid open.

His quarters were opulent, but not in a human way. There were no chairs and no tables at waist height. Everything was low, vast, and textured. The floor was heated stone, strewn with furs from beasts I couldn't name—pelts with scales, pelts with six legs, pelts that shimmered like oil on water. And the walls were lined with racks of primitive weapons and blaster rifles, displayed like art.

It was a den. A high-tech, luxury cave for a monster who ruled the sky.

"Home," Thrax rumbled.

He walked past the trophies to a corner of the room that had, obviously, been specifically prepared for me.

It was a pit, sunken slightly into the heated floor, and rimmed with a bolster of plush velvet the color of dried blood. Inside the circle lay a luxurious heap of cushions and fabrics—silks that drifted like smoke, furs deeper than my hand, and memory-foam pads that looked soft enough to swallow a person whole.

It was a nest. A meticulously designed, humiliatingly comfortable basket for a prized animal.

He set me down in the center of it and I sank. The materials enveloped me and molded to my bruised hips and aching spine with a suffocating gentleness. It was like falling into a warm cloud.

My body, tortured by the crushing gravity and weeks of sleeping on cold metal grates, betrayed me instantly. My muscles unlocked. My back cracked in relief and a groan tore itself from my throat—a sound of pure, physiological gratitude that had nothing to do with my will.

I hated myself for it. I wanted to stand up, to march out of the pit and demand a chair. But the gravity pressed me down, and the furs pulled me in, and for the first time in weeks, nothing hurt. I was a prisoner in a velvet cage, and my body was singing its praises.

Thrax watched me for a moment, his ears twitching. Then he turned and walked to a console on the wall. He tapped a few buttons with his claws and a panel slid open, and a drone floated out, carrying a bowl.

A literal bowl.

It hovered over to the nest and set the bowl down on the floor in front of me. It was filled with a beige, nutrient-rich paste. It smelled savory. Like roasted meat and root vegetables.

My stomach growled loudly.

Thrax made that chuffing sound again. He pointed at the bowl. "Eat."

I stared at it. I stared at him.

"I am not eating off the floor," I said. "I have hands. I use utensils."

Thrax tilted his head. He didn't understand the words, but I thought he understood the hesitation. He knelt down—a mountain collapsing into a hill—and picked up the bowl. He held it out to me.

He made a soft, encouraging noise. Mrrp?

Hunger won. It always does. I took the bowl. I didn't have a spoon, so I used my fingers. I scooped up the paste and put it in my mouth.

It was... good. Better than good. It was warm, perfectly seasoned, and hit my system like a rush of energy. I ate quickly, forgetting dignity and forgetting the collar. In moments, I had scraped the bowl clean.

Thrax watched me the whole time. When I was finished, he reached out and used a cloth from his belt to wipe a smudge of paste from my cheek.

"Messy girl."

He stood up and began to unbuckle his armor. The heavy plates hit the floor with a thud. Underneath, he wore a simple tunic that did little to hide the sheer density of his muscle. I noticed that he was covered in scars—thin, white lines that crisscrossed his black fur.

"Bath!" he announced, pointing to a door leading to an adjoining room.

I didn't move.

He sighed—a gust of wind—and picked me up again. He carried me into the bathroom. It was a steam-filled sanctuary with a pool large enough to swim laps in. He set me down on the edge of the basin.

"Wait," I stammered, panic spiking as I backed up against the slick edge of the basin. "I can wash myself. Please. Just give me the soap."

I reached for the bar of amber-colored cleaning block on the rim.

Thrax blocked the movement with his forearm and nudged me back into place with the unstoppable force of a tide. My protest wasn't a refusal in his eyes; it was just the confusion of an animal that didn't know what was good for it.

He reached for a sponge, which was a block of porous material the size of my head. He dipped it in the water, lathered it with a pungent, sandalwood-scented paste, and turned to me.

"Stand."

I had no choice. And then he began to scrub me. It wasn't remotely sexual. He took the sponge to my back, scouring the skin with long strokes that scraped away the grime of the slave pen but took the top layer of my dignity with it. I tried to cover myself, crossing my arms over my chest, but he made an annoyed sound—tsk—and pulled my arms apart.

He gripped my wrist, lifting my arm high above my head until I was forced onto my tiptoes to keep my balance. He scrubbed my armpit, then down my flank, treating my body like dirty equipment that needed maintenance.

"So much filth," he muttered. "So neglected."

He moved lower, grabbing my thigh and lifted my leg, hooking my knee over his massive forearm like a farrier inspecting a hoof. I gasped, trying to pull away, slipping on the wet tile, but his grip was iron.

"Steady," he scolded as he scrubbed between my legs.

There was no lust in the motion. He washed my crotch with the same brisk, thoroughness he had used on my back. He cleaned me as if I were a piece of fruit he needed to wash before peeling.

He checked the soles of my feet, used a clawed thumb to wipe dirt from my navel and gripped my chin, turning my face side to side to check my ears, using a wet cloth to dig into the crevices, checking for mites or parasites.

I stood there, naked, dripping, and displayed, with one leg held in the air by a giant alien cat, tears of absolute humiliation mixing with the bathwater.

I was a Captain! I’d piloted starships through asteroid fields! I’d commanded a crew of forty men and women. And now I was being groomed! Not even as a prisoner. Not even as a slave. But as a dirty pet that needed to be hosed down before it was allowed on the furniture.

But as the warm water soaked into my bones, washing away the filth of the slave pen, I felt something treacherous unfurl in my chest.

Safety.

For the first time in weeks, I wasn't cold. I wasn't hungry. And I wasn't in danger of being beaten or raped. I was just... kept.

Thrax finished. He wrapped me in a towel that was the size of a blanket and rubbed me dry, his large hands kneading my shoulders through the fabric. When he was finally done, he picked me up and carried me back to my nest. He deposited me among the pillows.

"Now sleep!"

He dimmed the lights and walked to his own bed—a massive platform on the other side of the room—and lay down.

I lay in the dark, curling into a ball and listened to his breathing. It was deep and steady. A predator at rest.

I closed my eyes, expecting the nightmares to come. The void. The slavers. The screams.

But they didn't.

Instead, I drifted off, warm and full, with the heavy weight of the collar reminding me that I belonged to someone. And God help me, in that moment, it felt better than being free and dead.

I woke to the sensation of a claw gently scraping down my spine.

It wasn't a threat; it was a wake-up call. I uncurled from the nest, blinking against the ambient lighting. Thrax was already awake, fully armored in ceremonial plate that gleamed. He held something in his hand—a scrap of fabric that looked less like clothing and more like a suggestion.

"Up," he rumbled. "Feast. You will display."

I stood, the heavy collar shifting on my neck. I reached for the fabric, but Thrax pulled it back.

"No," he chided. "Arms up."

I hesitated, then obeyed. I raised my arms as he dressed me.

It was a humiliation distinct from the bath. The bath was clinical; this was decorative. He draped the iridescent silk over me. It wasn't designed for warmth or modesty. It was designed to highlight the exotic nature of my hairless skin. It clung to my breasts and hips, translucent and shimmering, turning me into a ghost. He adjusted the folds with agonizing care, stepping back to admire his work, then stepping forward to twitch a piece of fabric a millimeter to the left.

"Good," he purred as he finally picked me up.

We left the spire, taking the lift down to the Great Hall of the station. The noise hit me before the doors even opened. It was the roar of guttural voices, the clash of metal, and the thrumming bass of a hundred giant felines purring in unison.

The smell was overwhelming. Roasting meat—raw, bloody, and charred—mixed with the overpowering musk of pheromones and Ambrosia wine.

Thrax entered the hall, and the noise dipped, then swelled again. Heads bowed as he passed, but he didn't acknowledge them. He carried me high against his chest, a trophy on display.

I looked around, my heart hammering against his breastplate. I was surrounded by monsters.

The hall was filled with Vulari warriors, feasting at stone tables piled high with carcasses of beasts I couldn't identify. And beside many of them were their pets.

But they weren't like me.

A Centurion to our left fed a strip of raw meat to a scaly, six-legged reptile that snapped its jaws with a sound like a bear trap. Another stroked the head of a huge bird-like creature with a beak that I thought could shear through steel. These were beasts. They snarled, they drooled and they fought over scraps.

I was the sentient anomaly.

Thrax moved to a table near the head of the room and sat on a massive cushion, crossing his legs. But this time, he didn't put me on the floor. He placed me on his knee.

I sat there, perched on a leg the width of a tree trunk, totally exposed to the room. The silk offered no protection against the thousand yellow eyes that turned to stare.

"A Terra-runt?" a voice boomed.

A Vulari across the table leaned forward. He was older, his fur graying at the muzzle and he was missing an ear. He held a goblet of wine in one hand and a gnawed bone in the other.

"You waste your credits, Thrax," the gray one scoffed. "It has no teeth. It cannot hunt. It will break if you sneeze on it."

Thrax stroked my back, his hand covering my entire spine. "It is not for hunting, Varkos. It is for... aesthetics."

"Aesthetics!" Varkos grunted. He tossed the bone to his own pet, a wolf-like thing with spines running down its back. "A warrior needs a beast that can bleed with him. Not a doll."

Varkos reached out. His hand, scarred and greasy from the meat, stretched across the table.

"Let me see the quality."

I shrank back, pressing into Thrax’s chest. But Varkos was too fast. He grabbed my arm and his claws were not sheathed. They dug into my bicep, sharp points pricking the skin as he pulled, trying to drag me off Thrax’s knee.

"I want to hear it squeal!"

The pain was sharp and immediate. I gasped, "Thrax!"

The name slipped out before I could stop it. The table went silent. Pets did not speak names.

Thrax went absolutely, terrifyingly still. The hand stroking my back stopped and he moved his other hand to catch Varkos’s wrist. I saw the tendons in his forearm cord like steel cables as he simply applied pressure.

"It is delicate," Thrax said. His voice was a subterranean rumble, devoid of any warmth. "It bruises easily. And it is mine."

He squeezed and Varkos’s eyes widened. A whimper—a high, pathetic sound—escaped the older warrior’s throat. I heard the distinct pop of cartilage grinding together.

"Release my pet.”

Varkos let go of my arm instantly, cradling his wrist against his chest, his ears flattened in submission.

"My apologies, Centurion," Varkos stammered. "I... I did not realize it was so favored."

Thrax didn't answer. He turned his attention to me and inspected my arm. Blood welled where Varkos’s claw had pricked me. Thrax made an unhappy noise and brought his head down.

I froze, thinking he was going to bite me. But instead, he extended his tongue and licked the blood away. The sensation was abrasive, electric. He cleaned the wound, then nuzzled my shoulder, his whiskers tickling my neck.

"Safe," he murmured against my skin.

He picked up a piece of roasted meat from his plate—cooked, I noticed, unlike the raw slabs the others ate—and tore off a small, manageable strip. He held it to my lips.

"Eat."

I opened my mouth, letting him feed me from his fingers.

As I chewed, I looked at him. I looked at the way the other monsters watched him—with fear, yes, but also with distance. They respected him, but they didn't sit close to him. He was the most powerful male in the room, and yet he was completely alone.

Except for me.

I looked at Varkos, nursing his wrist. I looked at the snarling beasts fighting for scraps on the floor. And then I looked at Thrax, who was wiping my chin with a napkin, ignoring the banquet to ensure his ‘doll’ was clean.

A realization hit me, colder and sharper than the void.

I was a Captain. I was trained in tactics. I was trained to scan a hull for stress fractures, to analyze the enemy formation and find the single, structural weakness that could bring the whole ship down.

And I’d been looking at this all wrong.

I’d been trying to survive as a prisoner of war, waiting for a rescue fleet that wasn't coming. Fighting a battle I couldn't win with muscle or defiance.

But I wasn't a prisoner. I was a status symbol. I was the only living thing this monster allowed to touch him without armor.

He didn't want a slave. He could buy a thousand slaves to scrub his floors or fight in his pits. He wanted something that needed him. He wanted something to care for, because in a world of blood, iron, and jagged edges, he had nowhere to put his gentleness. He was starving for softness, and he had bought me to fill that hollow.

He wanted a pet.

Fine, I thought, the tactical computer in my brain locking onto the target. If he wants a pet, I’ll be the best damn pet he’s ever seen.

I swallowed the meat and shifted on his knee, moving not away from him, but closer. I reached out, my pale hand trembling only slightly, and placed it on his chest plate, right over the thunderous double-beat of his hearts.

Thrax froze and he stopped chewing. He stared down at me, his green eyes widening slightly. Pets didn't initiate touch. Pets accepted affection; they didn't offer it.

I didn't pull away, though. Instead, I spread my fingers wide.

I pushed against the metal. Then I relaxed. Then I pushed again. I curled my fingers, digging my blunt nails into the silver etching, then released. I found the rhythm. Push. Pull. Squeeze.

I was mimicking the most primal feline instinct I knew. I was kneading him. Like a kitten nursing from its mother. Like a cat claiming its territory. The reaction was immediate and visceral.

Thrax let out a sound that wasn't a word. It was a jagged, strangled inhale. His pupils blew wide, the black expanding instantly to eclipse the green, transforming his gaze into pure, dilated instinct.

The purr that had been a low rumble suddenly spiked. It revved hard, turning into a rough, aggressive vibration that shook my entire body. I felt the change in his muscles under the armor—they snapped taut, coiled like high-tension cables. His claws involuntarily unsheathed, digging into the cushion on either side of my hips, shredding the fabric.

The air around us changed. The scent of him spiked—no longer just expensive oil, but something sharper. Hotter. Heavy with musk and a sudden, overwhelming arousal.

I had hot-wired his biology. I had bypassed his soldier’s discipline and gone straight for the id.

I looked up at him, keeping my face soft, keeping my hand moving in that slow, rhythmic knead against his heart.

I wasn't the one on the leash. Not really.

If I played this right... I never would be again.

The ride back to the spire was a blur, but the air inside the speeder had changed. It was thick. Charged. Thrax hadn't put me on the floor this time. He kept me on his lap, his arm wrapped around my waist like a seatbelt made of iron and fur. He was running hot—his body temperature spiked by the Ambrosia wine and the incident at the table. I could feel the heat radiating through his armor, soaking into my thin silk dress.

He didn't speak at all on the journey. He just breathed. Every few seconds, his hand would tighten on my waist, his claws flexing against the silk, before forcibly relaxing.

We docked and the wind hit us again, but he shielded me with his cloak, hurrying us inside the penthouse. And the moment the heavy blast-doors sealed, the atmosphere shifted.

His public mask fell away.

Thrax groaned—a sound like a collapsing building—and leaned against the wall. He scrubbed a hand over his face, his ears flattened against his skull. He looked exhausted.

"Help," he grunted, gesturing to the armor.

It was a command, but it lacked the usual imperious snap.

I hesitated, then stepped forward. I knew how this equipment worked. I found the magnetic clasps of his breastplate. My small fingers fumbled with the mechanisms designed for giant, clawed hands, but I released the seals.

Hiss-thud.

The chest piece fell to the stone floor. It must have weighed a hundred pounds.

Thrax shrugged off the pauldrons. Then the gauntlets. Piece by piece, the silver-etched invincible Centurion was dismantled, leaving only the reality beneath. He was wearing a loose, linen-like tunic, soaked through with sweat. And once more, without the armor, I again saw the map of his life.

Scars.

They were everywhere. Lines of healed plasma burns on his arms. A puckered crater on his left flank where something had clearly tried to gore him. Three long, parallel slash marks running from his shoulder to his neck—the signature of another Vulari’s claws.

He staggered slightly, the intoxication catching up to him, and moved toward his bed. He didn't climb in. Instead he paused, then moved to collapse onto the pile of furs in my nest, sitting heavily with his back against the velvet rim, his legs sprawled out.

He patted the cushion between his legs.

"Come." His voice was slurred, deeper than usual.

I stood my ground. The adrenaline from the banquet had faded, leaving me with desperate clarity. The armor was off. He was drunk. If I was ever going to make him understand, it was now.

"Thrax," I said. I pitched my voice low, trying to mimic his register. "Thrax, look at me."

His eyes drifted open. The green was hazy, the pupils slow to track.

I pointed to myself. "Aoife." I enunciated clearly. "Aoife. Captain. Pilot."

I pointed to the sky outside the window. I mimed flying—a childish gesture with my hand—then pointed back to myself.

"I am... sentient," I pleaded. "I am like you. I think. I feel."

I looked around for something to write with, but there was nothing. So I knelt on the floor. The dust was non-existent in his pristine quarters, so I used my finger to trace a diagram on the velvet of the cushion. A triangle. A circle. The universal for intelligence.

"Look," I urged. "I can do Math. Please!"

Thrax watched me for a moment, then a rumbling chuckle started in his chest.

"Playing!"

He reached out and his hand engulfed my entire upper body. He just saw his cute, hairless pet making funny shapes and noises to entertain him.

"Silly thing."

He lifted me effortlessly and pulled me into the nest, depositing me on his lap, facing him.

"No!" I shouted, frustration bringing tears to my eyes. I pushed against his chest. "I am not playing! I am trying to tell you⁠—"

"Shhh!"

He pressed a finger to my lips. The claw was retracted, the pad soft and leather-tough. It effectively sealed my mouth.

"Too much noise," he whispered. "Head hurts."

He removed his finger, but the command held. I slumped, defeated, against him. The language barrier was a wall. To him, my speech was just squeaking. I was screaming into the vacuum, and he was just enjoying the song.

Then Thrax sighed, a long exhalation that ruffled my hair. He wrapped his arms around me, burying his face in the crook of my neck. He was so heavy. His head alone was an unbearable weight pressing me down into the furs.

Then, he began to speak.

It wasn't the command-voice he used with the Slaver. Or the performative voice of the banquet. It was High Vulari, spoken low and fast and I didn't understand a single syllable. The sounds were guttural clicks, rolling growls, and soft, mournful chuffs. But I understood the tone.

It was a confession.

He spoke into my skin, the vibrations resonating in my own bones. He sounded tired. He sounded like he’d walked through a river of blood and was surprised to find himself still breathing on the other side.

He gestured vaguely to the armor on the floor, then to the scars on his arms. He spoke with a cadence of regret. I lay there, trapped under the weight of a drunk, alien giant, listening to him pour his soul out to a creature he considered livestock.

I am his diary. I am the only safe place he has.

He couldn't tell his soldiers he was afraid. He couldn't tell the other Centurions he was weary of the killing. But he could tell me. Because I couldn't understand. I couldn't judge. I couldn't betray him.

I was the perfect confidant because I had no voice.

His grip on me tightened, bordering on painful, then relaxed. He nuzzled my neck, his cold nose pressing against my pulse. He was seeking comfort. The same thing I had sought when I buried my face in his cloak on the landing pad.

Heat. Stability. Contact.

I remembered the banquet. I remembered the power I felt when I touched him.

I made a choice.

I stopped fighting. I stopped trying to be Captain Evans. Captain Evans was useless here. Captain Evans couldn't pilot a Centurion.

But a pet could.

I reached out. My hands looking ridiculous against his midnight fur. I touched his shoulder, finding the thick, knotted muscle beneath the pelt and I began to groom him.

I dug my fingers into the dense fur. It was softer than it looked, like silk over steel. I found the tension and I pushed. Thrax stopped talking mid-sentence as I worked the muscle. I used my thumbs. I scratched my nails gently against his scalp, right at the base of those swiveling ears.

"Mmm," he groaned and the sound was raw and vulnerable.

He slumped further against me, surrendering to the touch. The mighty Centurion, the killer of thousands, melted under the hands of a human woman he could snap in half like a twig.

I moved my hands down his chest, tracing the scars. I groomed him with a slow rhythm and his purr started up again. Not the aggressive engine-rev of the banquet, but a soft rhythm that was almost hypnotic. It lulled me. The scent of him filled my senses.

"Good," he mumbled, his eyes slipping shut. "Good... little... thing."

He fell asleep on top of me.

I lay there in the nest, pinned by his weight, my hands buried in his fur. The lights of the city cast long, moving shadows across the room.

I could have tried to move him. I could have tried to sneak to the door.

But I didn't.

I kept stroking his fur, long after his breathing leveled out. I wasn't escaping tonight. But as I looked at his sleeping face, the fangs exposed by a slack jaw, I knew I wasn't just surviving anymore.

I was becoming essential.

The opportunity I was waiting for arrived three cycles later, during the mid-day rest.

Thrax had returned from a High Council meeting, his mood foul and his fur bristling with static tension. He’d stripped off his armor with more violence than usual, throwing the heavy plates onto the floor, and collapsed into my nest. He didn't call for me. He didn't ask for food. He simply sprawled on his back, eyes closed, a mountain of black fur and brooding silence.

I watched him from the edge of the pit.

My collar felt heavier than usual today. I’d spent the last three days being fed, washed, and petted. I’d watched him interact with his peers—the growls, the posturing—and I’d watched him with me. He treated me with a reverence reserved for fragile, glass things.

But glass things are put on shelves. Glass things are easily replaced.

If I wanted to survive this—if I wanted to rule this room instead of just inhabiting it—I needed to break the glass.

So, steeling myself for what I needed to do, I crawled into the nest.

I moved on hands and knees, sinking into the velvet. I approached him not as a frightened captive, but with the stalking pace of a predator entering another’s territory.

Thrax didn't open his eyes, but he let out a warning grumble, a vibration in his chest that said leave me be.

I ignored it.

I climbed onto the raised platform of his chest. His breathing hitched, but he didn't push me away. He assumed I was seeking warmth or that I was coming to groom him again.

I straddled his torso, my thighs hairless against the dense fur of his abdomen. I sat back on my heels, looking down at his face. His muzzle was broad, the nose wet and black and his whiskers twitched slightly.

I reached out and ran my hands down his chest, finding the gap in the fur where the sternum met the stomach. The muscle there was rock hard, a washboard of alien anatomy.

"Thrax," I whispered.

He cracked one green eye open. It was hazy with exhaustion. But this time I didn't smile. I didn't offer the submissive, wide-eyed look he liked. I held his gaze and then, with a deep breath, I moved lower.

I slid down his body, the silk of my dress riding up to my hips. I felt the change in him instantly. The muscles beneath me bunched and the casual sprawl vanished, to be replaced by a rigid tension.

I reached the V of his legs.

He was wearing loose, linen breeches. Through the fabric, I could see the heavy, dormant shape of him. It was massive. A sleeping beast between the legs of a waking one.

I placed my hand over it and Thrax gasped with a sharp, hissing intake of breath. His large hands flew up, grabbing my waist. His claws were sheathed, but the grip was bruising.

"No," he rumbled, his voice thick. "No, little thing. That is not for you."

He tried to lift me off. He thought I was confused. He thought I was a kitten pawing at something I didn't understand.

I dug my knees into his quads and resisted his strength. With my free hand, I found the drawstring of his breeches and pulled.

The fabric loosened.

"I am not confused," I whispered, though he couldn't understand the words. I wanted him to understand the intent.

I pushed the fabric down.

The sight of him made my breath catch. He was... alien. In the open air, the scent of him spiked. It was an overwhelming aroma that was all animal. He wasn't anything like a human man. His cock was sheathed in a layer of velvet-soft skin which was tapered and hidden away, but the sheer size of it was terrifying. It was a giant weight resting tight against his dark fur.

Disgust roiled in my stomach. I can’t do this, the human part of my brain screamed. He’s a monster. He’s a beast. You can’t do this with an animal!

But the survivor part of my brain silenced the disgust. This is the controls, it whispered. This is how you pilot the ship.

I lowered my head and licked him.

I ran my tongue along the length of the sheath grimacing at how salty and hot the skin was.

Thrax’s hips bucked off the mattress. A growl tore from his throat in a feral sound of shock.

"No!" he said, his hands tightening on my waist, his claws pricking the silk. "That is wrong!"

I ignored him and used both my hands to retract the sheath.

The flesh beneath was bright and angry pink and I marveled at how it contrasted so sharply with the black fur. The head of it was flared, broad and ridged. And, as I stimulated him, the blood rushed to it with terrifying speed.

He grew.

And grew.

I stopped licking and fell back for a moment. The texture wasn't at all smooth like human skin; it was textured and ridged with soft, fleshy spines that lay flat for now but threatened to rise.

It was horrifying.

But still I opened wide and took him in.

I couldn't fit too much in my mouth. He was too thick and far too broad. It was like trying to swallow a fist. But I was able to work the head, swirling my tongue over the sensitive ridge and sucking hard.

Thrax howled.

His back arched, lifting his massive frame off the furs. His hands left my waist and tangled in my hair, his claws scraping my scalp. He wasn't gentle anymore. The delicate pet narrative was shattering under the weight of biological imperative.

"By the Void," he snarled. "What are you doing! This is filthy. This is… this is…"

I gagged slightly, but I didn't stop. The taste of such alienness was overwhelming and, despite myself, I felt the disgust begin to recede. It was replaced by a strange, dizzying intoxication of doing something so taboo. And with the sheer power of him vibrating against my tongue. I was controlling this giant. I was making the monster shake.

He was panting now, giving off short, sharp breaths. His purr was a broken engine, revving and stalling. But then he grabbed me by the shoulders and physically hauled me up, lifting me like I weighed nothing, spinning me around and slamming me onto my back in the furs.

He loomed over me.

The lighting in the room cast him in silhouette, a hulking shape of shoulders and fangs. His eyes were fully dilated, two black pools of instinct. He was drooling slightly, his lips pulled back to reveal the white flash of teeth.

He looked at me. Really looked and the haze of the Ambrosia evaporated, replaced by a stark clarity. He looked at my wet lips, my flushed face, and the way I was offering myself to him.

I couldn’t afford to think about what I was doing. This was my chance. I reached down and grabbed my thighs, pulling them wide, hiking my knees up toward my chest. I pried myself open for him, a display of total availability. I exposed the glistening heat of my sex to the cool air of the room, presenting myself to be ruined.

"Why?" he growled, his voice vibrating with a mix of hunger and horror. "Why do you do this? You are too small."

He gestured between his legs. I looked down and gulped. The sheer volume of him was undeniable. I’d teased him into being a throbbing column of alien flesh that looked like it would tear me in half.

I reached up and touched his face, dragging my nails down his muzzle. Then I reached down. I guided his hand to my own heat.

He touched me. One large finger, tipped with that deadly black claw, pressed against me. Then he carefully slid it inside. Just the one digit stretched me, filling me up completely. It pressed inside and I gasped at how easily it slipped inside. The evidence of my own perversion was appalling. I was dripping for an animal. The realization made me shudder with a sick, twisting arousal.

As he withdrew his finger, I saw a strand of fluid connected us. He shook his huge head, about to pull away, to end this madness.

But I didn't let him.

I reached up and grabbed his wrist. My hands were comically small against the heavy bone and sinew of his arm, but he froze at the touch. I pulled his hand toward my face.

I opened my mouth and took the thick, wet digit inside and I sucked. Hard.

I swirled my tongue around the pad of his finger, cleaning off the slickness of my own desire. I tasted myself—salty and metallic—mixed with the musk of his skin. It was humiliating. It was the act of a compliant animal cleaning its master.

And it turned me on so violently my vision blurred.

Thrax let out a strangled noise as I sucked his claw, my eyes locked on his. I cleaned him. I worshipped the hand that violated me.

I released his finger with a wet pop.

"Clean," I whispered, my lips shining.

I shifted my weight, driving my pelvis upward, grinding my wet heat against the dense fur of his stomach.

"Hungry?" I whispered, my voice trembling. "Then eat."

I threaded my fingers through his black mane and shoved his head down between my legs.

He didn't fight me. He was a creature of scent, and right now, I smelled like prey in heat. He buried his muzzle in my lap, inhaling deeply, his whiskers tickling the sensitive skin of my inner thighs.

Then, he licked me.

I screamed.

Because it wasn't a human tongue. It was a muscular slab covered in backward-facing barbs and rough as a rasp. When he dragged it across my clitoris, it felt like wet sandpaper.

It should have been agony. And it was painful. But the friction was so intense, so immediate, that it short-circuited my brain. The abrasion stripped away every thought, leaving only raw, exposed nerve endings screaming for more.

And then he was lapping at me.

He drank from deep within me with broad strokes, his tongue covering my entire slit in a single pass. Scrape. Slurp. Scrape.

"Oh god," I sobbed, bucking my hips against his face, grinding myself harder against that rough, alien tongue. "Yes. Thrax. Yes."

The degradation was absolute. I was open, vulnerable and letting a monster scour me clean with a tongue designed to strip meat from bone. The sheer size of him—his cold nose pressing against my pubic bone, his chin digging into my perineum—was overwhelming.

I came violently.

My thighs clamped around his head, trapping him there as I shuddered, arching my back until my spine cracked, soaking his fur. He didn't stop. He kept lapping, drinking my release, his tongue scraping over the hypersensitive nerves until I was sobbing and utterly ruined.

He pulled back then, his muzzle shining, his eyes blown wide with the taste of me.

I fell back against the pillows, chest heaving, legs falling open and reached down between our bodies

"No," he rumbled. "Too tight. I will split you. I will break you."

"Break me, then,"

I grasped the thick, pulsing root of him. It was heavy in my hand, hot as a fever. The texture was wrong. It was ridged and velvety, pulsing with a terrifying vitality. Disgust warred with lust in my gut. It was too big. It was an animal’s cock. It didn't belong inside a human woman.

But still I pressed the blunt, weeping head of him against me.

"Thrax," I commanded. "Push."

Thrax made a sound of surrender—a low, defeated whimper that sounded wrong coming from a creature that could crush a tank. He couldn't resist. He pushed.

The tip of him breached me and it was searingly hot. It felt less like a body part and more like a blunt instrument of siege warfare.

I screamed.

It wasn't a sexy sound. It was a ragged cry of complete violation. The pain was immediate and blinding. He was stretching me beyond what I thought was physically possible and I felt my skin tauten, the ring of muscle burning and threatening to tear. I felt him filling every millimeter of space, reshaping me from the inside out, displacing my organs.

It was horrifying.

It was the most degrading, overwhelming thing I had ever felt.

I was being impaled on a stake of alien flesh, reduced to nothing but a warm sheath for a giant.

Thrax froze at my scream, guilt flashing in his eyes. He tried to pull back.

"No," I gasped, clutching his shoulders, digging my nails into his skin until I drew blood. I clamped my legs tighter, forcing him to stay, forcing him to keep ruining me. "Don't stop. Don't you dare stop."

The pain quickly faded, replaced by a feeling of fullness so absolute it bordered on religious. The alienness of him—the ridges, the texture, the unnatural heat—wasn't disgusting anymore. It was overwhelming. It obliterated the world. There was no station, no slavery, no Earth. There was only the sensation of being stuffed full by a god.

He began to move.

Slowly. Agonizingly slowly. He withdrew, the ridges dragging pleasurably against my interior walls, then pushed back in, deeper this time.

He hit a spot deep inside me that a human man could never reach. My vision whited out.

Then the fur of his abdomen brushed against my clitoris. It was a maddening friction that intensified with every stroke. The contrast between the soft fur and the unyielding cock was driving me insane.

I started to moan. Not the squeaks he expected. Low, guttural moans that matched his own.

Thrax was losing control. His movements became choppier, harder. He snarled against my neck, biting the sensitive cord of muscle there, not enough to draw blood, but enough to claim.

"Tight," he grunted. "So tight. Mine!"

He certainly wasn't treating me like a fragile doll anymore.

I looked up at him. His face was twisted in ecstasy, his ears flattened.

And then, I felt it.

The base of him. The knot.

As his excitement peaked, the bulb at the base of his shaft began to swell. It was a biological lock, an ancient evolutionary mechanism designed to keep a mate in place. I felt the pressure increase internally. It was a feeling of being plugged, sealed, stuffed full.

"Thrax," I cried out, my voice high and thin.

He roared.

Outside the spire, the station’s massive atmospheric engines began their cycle for the night shift. The entire tower vibrated. A low, thrumming bass note that shook the floor, the walls, the bed.

It mirrored the vibration inside me. The room shook. Thrax shook.

He drove into me one final time, burying himself just as the knot popped past my entrance, locking us together.

He stopped moving. He couldn't move.

He threw his head back and howled.

It was a sound of pure, primitive release. I felt his orgasm start deep in his body, a pulsing wave that traveled through his hips and into me. He flooded me in a torrent. Hot, thick, voluminous fluid pumped into me and I came with him. Again. And again.

The fullness, the vibration of the engines, the sheer, taboo reality of an animal claiming me. It broke me.

I screamed.

A long, articulate, vocalization of pleasure that tore from my throat and echoed off the trophy-lined walls.

"Yes!" I shrieked. "Yes! Thrax!"

He slumped forward, his weight crushing me into the mattress, panting heavily. He was still locked inside me, twitching with aftershocks.

He lifted his head. His heavy, shaggy mane fell around us like a curtain and he looked down at me. His green eyes were clearing, the black slits returning. He looked at my flushed face. He looked at the way my hands were gripping his biceps.

He looked down at where we were joined. The knot was slowly deflating, but we were still fused.

"You..." he rasped.

He switched from the simplified commands he used for the pet. He spoke in Trade-Speak, broken and rusty, but intelligible.

"You... choose?"

I looked up at him. I was sore, stretched, and filled with his seed. I was sticky with sweat and musk. And I had never felt more powerful.

I reached up. I cupped his massive, feline jaw in my small hands.

"I choose," I whispered. "I chose you, Thrax."

The pupil constriction was visible. The shock radiated off him. He had just fucked a sentient being. A pilot. A Captain. An equal.

He pulled out of me slowly, the friction intense as the knot finally released and collapsed onto his side, pulling me with him, tucking me against his chest—not as a doll this time, but as something precious that he was suddenly terrified he had broken.

He stared at me and reached out to touch my face. No claws. Just the soft pads of his fingers. He traced my lips, the lips that had spoken his name.

Then, he looked at the collar around my neck. His expression darkened. A low rumble of shame started in his chest. He reached for the clasp. Click.

The silver band fell away and he tossed it onto the floor, where it skidded into the shadows.

"No more. No pet."

I lay there, feeling the phantom weight of the leather gone. I was free. I could demand passage. I could demand credits.

I looked at the giant shivering beside me. I looked at the way he curled around me, protecting me from the cold air of the room.

I reached out. I picked up the collar from the floor.

Thrax watched me, confused.

I held it in my hands. It was heavy. It was a symbol of slavery.

But it was also a symbol of belonging. Of access. Of power.

I didn't put it back on. I held it out to him.

"Keep it," I said. "For when we play."

Thrax stared at the collar, then at me. A slow, terrifyingly possessive smile spread across his muzzle. He took the collar. He didn't put it on me. He placed it on the nightstand, right next to his ceremonial dagger.

He pulled me into his arms, his fur a warm, living blanket. He licked the top of my head—a grooming gesture, but this time, it felt different. It wasn't maintenance. It was worship.

"Consort," he purred, the word vibrating against my spine.

"Consort," I agreed.

Outside, the engines roared, carrying us into the dark, but I wasn't afraid of the void anymore. I had tamed the monster who ruled it.
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The ice on the railing was thick enough to crack a tooth on. I leaned against it anyway. The cold seeped through my flight jacket, numbing the skin on my forearms. I didn't mind. The numbness was the point.

Down below, in the geothermal springs, my wife was fucking the help.

Technically, Zarra wasn't my wife. We didn't have papers. We had a ship, a mortgage on the thrusters, and ten years of shared hyperspace lag. In most systems, that counts as marriage. In others, it counts as a prison sentence.

I watched.

She was blue. She was four-armed. And that gave her… options.

There were two of them with her. One was a hairy thing from the Outer Rim—a beast with matted fur and the intelligence of a lug nut. The other was Pernelet. Pernelet was our navigator, a synthetic. Pernelet might not have a soul, but apparently, he had a vibrating attachment that Zarra liked better than me.

The steam from the springs rose up, obscuring the view for a second. When it cleared, I saw the mechanics of it all.

Zarra was on her knees in the mud. The Beast stood behind her, gripping her hips with paws the size of cargo crates. He was hammering into her with a rhythm that was all instinct and no technique. It was violent. And it was loud. I could hear the wet slap of meat against meat from three stories up.

But it was her hands that held my attention.

Two were braced against the rocks, white-knuckled, holding her steady against the impact. The other two were busy with Pernelet.

The android stood in front of her. His chassis was stripped down, chrome shining under the floodlights and his interface port was open. Rather than the flat nothingness that was his usual appearance, he had a piston-driven phallus, ribbed and black, extending from his groin.

Zarra was taking him deep down her throat. Her upper hands gripped Pernelet’s metal thighs, pulling him closer, forcing the synthetic cock down her throat until her nose brushed his pelvic plating.

She looked feral. She looked alive.

I took a drink from my flask. It tasted like coolant. I watched the Beast grab her ponytail and yank her head back, making her gag on the android, her eyes rolling back, and then she drove herself back onto the Beast’s cock harder.

I got hard.

I wasn't mad. I kept telling myself I should be. But I'm not. Anger requires energy. Anger implies that you think you deserve better. I knew what I deserved. I deserved to watch.
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It was three cycles ago that we were eating protein paste in the galley. The air recycler had been broken, that I remember.

"My circuits don't spark," Zarra said, staring at her spoon. She didn't look at me.

"They spark fine," I’d said. "I checked the fuses."

"Not the ship, Buck." She’d looked up and her four eyes were flat black discs. "Me. Us. It’s dry.”

I’d kept eating. The paste had been flavorless. "We can go to Venus. See that counselor. The telepath."

"The telepath is a hack," she’d said. "He talks about nebulas. He talks about energy fields. I don't need energy fields. I need fucking."

She’d stood up, scraping her bowl into the incinerator. "You're a good pilot, Buck," she’d said. "But you park too careful."
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The Gala was a noise hazard.

The Grand Cryo-Palace was filled with diplomats who were fat and drunk on fermented nectar. They smelled like expensive powder and desperation. The music was synthwave which, to me, sounded like a robot screaming in a tunnel. It was giving me a migraine.

I stood by a pillar holding a drink I didn't want.

Zarra was on the center stage. Intoxicated. Her skin was flushed a dark indigo and she wore her armor. Ceramite plates. Leather straps. A blaster on her hip.

Then the beat dropped. A thudding bass that rattled the ice sculptures.

And Zarra’s dance changed.

Her upper hands went to her pauldrons. Click. Clack. And her armor hit the floor. The crowd cheered like mesmerized cattle. They were enjoying the show. She spun and her lower hands unbuckled the greaves on her legs. She kicked them away. Beneath, she was wearing nothing but a mesh bodysuit that left nothing to the imagination and dug into her hips.

The tightness highlighted the wetness between her legs.

She caught my eye across the room and stared right at me. Then she reached down with all four hands and grabbed the mesh at the neck and tore it.

The sound of ripping fabric cut through the synthwave.

In a flash, she was naked. Her heavy breasts swayed with the momentum of the spin and her nipples were hard points of darker blue. Her pussy was swollen, the lips parted and glistening under the stage lights.

A diplomat next to me spilled his drink. "By the stars!"

Zarra pointed at me with a gesture of command. Stay there. Watch.

She dropped to the floor and spread her legs wide. She started to grind her hips against the cold marble stage. She fucked the floor. She fucked the air. She fucked the attention of five hundred strangers.

She was fulfilling her primary directive. She was getting wild.

The pressure in my pants was painful. It was the only real thing in the room.
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The suite smelled like chemicals.

The hydro-sanctuary was bubbling. The water was a hissing green.

I walked in and the door slid shut behind me. Zarra was in the water, floating on her back. Her arms drifted in the current. She looked exhausted.

I had my laser-sword on my belt. I unclipped it, thumbing the activator with a snap-hiss. The beam was red and hummed angrily.

Zarra opened one eye. "Put that away, Buck," she said. "You'll burn the drapes."

I powered it down and clipped it back on. Then I unzipped my pants and took my cock out. It was semi-hard and looked pale in the green light.

"Pernelet," I said. It wasn't a question.

Zarra sat up, water sluicing off her blue skin as her nipples broke the surface.

"Pernelet has attachments," she said. "He has a rotating setting. 1,200 RPM."

"He's the navigator. He computes jumps."

"He computes other things," she said. She swam to the edge of the pool and rested her chin on her upper hands. Her lower hands stayed underwater, drifting between her legs.

"How long has it been going on?"

"Six rotations. Since the nebula run."

"He's a toaster!" I said. "He doesn't feel anything."

"He doesn't need to feel anything," Zarra said, looking at my cock. "I need to feel. And he hits the spot, Buck. He hits it every time. He doesn't get tired. He doesn't ask me how my day was. He just hammers away until I come."

She spread her legs underwater. The green water was clear enough that I could see her fingers working away. Two fingers from her lower left hand sliding inside her.

"Come here," she said.

"I'm not Pernelet."

"No," she said. "You're the audience. Pernelet is the show. I'm the venue." She leaned back against the tiles and started to stroke herself.

"Get Pernelet," she said. "Get the Beast. Bring them both in here."

I stood there. My hand was on my dick. I stroked it once.

"Okay," I said, turning around. I walked to the door. I was going to get the robot. I was going to get the monster. I was going to watch my wife become a piece of public property.

But I wasn't sad.
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The synth-protein was gray and sat on the ceramic plate like a wet brick. I ate it anyway. Fuel is fuel. The body is just an engine that complains too much.

We were in the galley of the SS Stalwart, the gravity plating hummed beneath our boots. It sounded like a refrigerator trying to keep a corpse cold. Zarra sat across from me, wiping grease from her chin with her upper left hand. Her lower right hand was under the table. I knew where it was. It was in Pernelet’s lap.

Pernelet didn't eat. He sat there, his chrome chassis gleaming under the harsh fluorescent lights. He was, though, humming in a way that rattled the silverware.

"You're quiet, Buck," Zarra said.

"I'm processing," I said. "I'm evolving."

"Evolving?"

"Jealousy is a hardware limitation," I said. I cut another piece of the gray brick. "It's a glitch in the primate brain. Territorial instinct. I deleted the driver."

Zarra stopped chewing. "You deleted it?"

"I overwrote it," I said. "Possession is a myth. Marriage is a lease. The lease expired. I’m just the landlord now."

She smiled. "Good update, Buck," she said. "Very compatible."
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The hydro-spa was in the cargo bay. We cut the grav-plates and the water floated in great, shimmering spheres of green liquid drifting through the air like toxic bubbles.

I floated near the airlock. I had a pouch of blue Romutak ale. It tasted like battery acid. When I squeezed a globule into my mouth, it burned. Zarra and Pernelet were in the center of the room in a tangle of blue skin and silver plating.

Zero-gravity makes sex difficult for bipeds. There’s no leverage. No friction. You push and you drift away. Physics can be a bit of a cock-block.

But Zarra wasn't a biped. Her four arms changed the math. She grabbed a floating handhold with her upper right hand and grabbed Pernelet’s neck with her upper left. She anchored herself to become the center of gravity.

"Why don’t you join the orbit, Buck?" she said. Her voice echoed in the metal room. "Stop watching the film. Get in the scene."

I kicked off the bulkhead and drifted toward them. The smell hit me first. Burnt wiring. And musk. Thick, alien musk that smelled like copper and sea salt. It was heavy in the airlock filter.

I collided with them with a crash and Zarra grabbed me with her lower hands. She caught my waist and pulled me into the rotation.

We became a three-body problem.

She dragged Pernelet around to bury in her throat, his piston-cock thrust away, independent of gravity. Thud-hiss. Thud-hiss. It was the rhythm of a factory floor. She couldn't speak—her mouth was full of chrome and industrial silicone—but her legs wrapped around my waist and pulled me onto her. It was a silent docking procedure.

I slid inside. She was wet. She was tight. It felt like coming home to a house that had been sold to someone else.

She managed us both. Pernelet in the mouth. Me in the cunt. Her four hands adjusting the angles, pulling us closer, fighting the drift. She rotated us. Upside down. Sideways.

She was beautiful in a way that made my chest hurt.

I came. It was a silent release. The fluids floated away in the zero-g, little pearls of white mixing with the green water spheres.

We floated in the wreckage of the act.

The zero-g cycle hadn't ended yet. Globules of green water drifted through the air like toxic planets. Mixed in with them were strings of other fluids. White. Viscous. The evidence of what we’d done. The air recyclers were whining, the fans spinning at maximum RPM, struggling to scrub the scent of sex from the room. It smelled like a locker room on a mining colony.

Pernelet was in standby mode. He floated near the ceiling, his limbs limp, his chrome chassis cooling down with a ticking sound. He looked like space junk.

Zarra drifted upside down in the center of the room. Her hair fan-danced around her head in a halo of dark blue ink. She wasn't looking at me. She was staring at the bulkhead, but she was seeing through it. "This sector is too small."

"Space is infinite," I said. I caught a floating droplet of ale with my mouth. "It's big enough."

"Not space, Buck. The sample size." She rotated her body, using her lower arms to push off a hydraulic strut. She looked at the dormant android. Then she looked at me. Her eyes were flat discs. "I need more. Two is a start. But it's not a campaign. It’s barely a skirmish."

"A campaign?"

"I want to conquer," she said. Her voice was devoid of passion, stating facts like a navigation computer. "I don't want planets. I don't want credits. Those are for small minds. I want friction."

She spread her four arms wide, encompassing the room. The ship. The void outside.

"I want to map the galaxy with my body," she said. "Every species. Every variation. Scales. Chitin. Silicon. I want to be the drain the universe empties into."

The image was visceral and gross. Yet it was accurate. Her eyes were hungry for volume.

"But for that, I need tactical support," she said. "I need a wingman."

"You need a pimp," I said.

"No, I need logistics," she corrected. "I need someone to vet the targets. Someone to fly the ship. Someone to watch the door while I handle the payload. I need a manager, Buck. Not a husband."

I took another sip from the pouch. The alcohol numbed my tongue. It numbed the part of my brain that remembered when we used to hold hands.

"I can do logistics," I said. "I'm good at schedules. I keep the engine running."

"Good," she said. She didn't smile. She just nodded, accepting the terms of the contract. "Then we expand."
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Pernelet sat up on the gantry. His cooling fans were whirring, a low hum that harmonized with the rattling of the ship’s failing life-support scrubbers. He was running a diagnostic on the ship’s books.

"Hull integrity is at forty percent. Fuel cells are critical. The mortgage payment to the Syndicate is due in three cycles. We are insolvent."

"We can run more cargo," I said. "Haul manure to the agri-worlds."

"Inefficient," Pernelet countered. "Margins are negligible. Fuel costs exceed potential profit."

His optical sensors flashed. Red. Blue. Red. It was the color of emergency lights. Or a sale at a discount brothel. "Proposal," he said. “The Galactic Wide Web. Bandwidth is cheap. Content is expensive."

"You want to broadcast?" I asked. "Put what we’re doing on the feed?"

"I suggest monetizing," Pernelet corrected. "The shipping lanes are dead, Captain. Ore prices have crashed. Smuggling is oversaturated. The flesh sector is the only stable economy remaining in the quadrant. Biological urges are recession-proof."

He pointed a chrome finger at Zarra. "We have the asset," Pernelet said. "We have the niche. Interspecies Poly-Mechanics. The market is starving for authenticity. They are tired of simulations. They want reality."

I looked at the android and then looked at my wife. I looked at the bank balance on my datapad. It was red. Deep red.

"You want us to make porn?"

"Documentation," Zarra said. "History. Legacy. And a new hyperdrive."

I sighed. The ship groaned around us, a metal beast demanding to be fed credits.

"Fine," I said. "But I handle the subscriptions."

We started the next cycle.
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We intercepted a transport ship from the Clone Crusade surplus. Soldiers. Vat-grown meat. Strong backs. Simple minds. They were identical.

We invited them aboard. A Boarding Party as it were.

There were nine of them standing in the cargo hold in their red plastoid armor. They looked like action figures still in the packaging. Zarra stood in the middle, naked and oiled. An idol made of blue marble and sin.

"Form a queue," Pernelet commanded. "Remove codpieces. Prepare for inspection."

They obeyed. Nine identical cocks sprang free. Thick. Veiny. Standard issue.

Zarra went to work, taking three at a time. She knelt in the center with one clone standing in front, feeding his length into her throat. Her eyes watered and her skin flushed purple. Two others took the low road. One in the cunt. One in the ass.

They filled her. Stretched her. She was a biological docking station running at maximum capacity.

Her four hands were a blur of motion, managing the overflow. She gripped the shafts of the waiting soldiers. Two in her upper hands, two in her lower. Up. Down. Twist.

She was servicing seven men simultaneously. It was quite a feat of engineering.

Pernelet floated around the pile. His optical sensors whirred as he zoomed in on the penetration. The stretching lips. The slobber on the cock in her mouth. He captured it all.

I stood on the gantry. Watching.

The clones grunted. They followed orders. They fucked her with military dedication. Thrust. Retract. Thrust. Retract. It was the sound of a marching cadence made of wet flesh.

Zarra screamed around the meat in her mouth. She laughed when she could breathe.

"Fire at will," Pernelet said and the squad obeyed.

The release was a barrage. The clone in her mouth gagged her with his cum. The ones inside her pumped deep, filling her, overfilling her, until it leaked down her thighs. The ones in her hands erupted, coating her chest, her face, and her arms.

She took the load of an entire squad and didn't waste a drop.

When it was done, she collapsed on the deck plating, covered in it all. Cum. Sweat. Oil. She looked like a glazed donut dropped on a barbershop floor.

We uploaded the footage an hour later and the credits rolled in. Thousands of them. Then millions.

We weren't explorers anymore. We weren't mapping the stars. We were entrepreneurs. We were selling the only thing the universe really wanted.

Release.

I watched the account balance go up. It was just numbers.

"I'm rich," I said to the empty room.

I didn't feel rich.
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The Red Giant star filled the observation port, looking like a hemorrhage in the side of the universe. It was bloated and dying as it burned through its final reserves of hydrogen, expanding outward in a last, desperate attempt to matter before it collapsed into a white dwarf.

I well understood the impulse.

I sat alone in my command chair. The leather was cold and the ship’s bridge was empty. The only light came from the dying sun, casting bloody shadows across the instrument panels.

Three decks down, in the engine room, my wife was being fucked once more.

I could feel the vibrations through the deck plates. Not the engine. The act. Pernelet had her bent over the fusion drive housing. I knew the position. I’d suggested it. The heat from the core would keep her skin pliable. The hum of the drive would mask the sounds of impact.

But I didn't need to see it. Not anymore. I had better content in my head.

I tapped the neural link interface at my temple. The newly installed port was cold metal against my skin. The connection sparked and the file loaded.

File: Clone_Crusade_007.vid

Timestamp: 0900 Hours.

I played the footage.

It projected onto the back of my retinas in high definition with total sensory recall.

I watched as the clones swarmed her. The red armor. The white fluids. The blue skin. It was a primary color palette of debauchery. But watching wasn't enough. Not anymore.

I paused the feed.

I froze Zarra in mid-scream. Her mouth was stretched wide around a clone’s cock. Her eyes rolled back. A string of cum hung suspended from her lips.

I engaged the Director Mode.

This was my new addiction now that I could afford to indulge it. Reality was messy. Reality had bad lighting and missed cues. In the edit, though, I was God.

I rewound the scene and started to change the variables.

I imagined more of them. Not nine. Twenty. A whole platoon. I visualized them lining the cargo bay, shoulder to shoulder, in a wall of identical, faceless masks waiting for their turn. I directed them to be rougher.

I imagined them stripping the armor off with knives, cutting the straps, leaving red welts on her blue skin. I visualized them using the ship’s equipment. I pictured a clone using a pneumatic wrench to tighten a collar around her neck, chaining her to the cargo lift.

I pushed the simulation further.

In my mind, I directed two clones to grab her ankles and hoist her upside down. I imagined her suspended and swinging freely with the ship’s gravity. I pictured them using her that way—gravity assisting the penetration. One clone standing below her, thrusting upward into her throat, choking her with his cock. I added in four others attacking her from the sides, using her pussy and ass as the tightest of target practice.

I imagined the sounds. Not the screams of pleasure she gave in reality. I edited those out. I inserted the sounds of impact. The wet thud of flesh hitting flesh. The gagging. The guttural grunts of men who didn't care about her name, only her utility.

I zoomed in on the interface.

I imagined Pernelet participating with industrial attachments. I visualized him using a localized gravity beam to keep her orifices dilated, stretching her out and out. I imagined him pumping synthetic lubricants into her, filling her belly until she looked pregnant with slime, then ordering the clones to empty her out.

I imagined her covered in so much fluid she looked like she had been dipped in wax.

Sealed. Preserved. An object.

My breath hitched in the silent bridge and my hand gripped the armrest of the captain’s chair. The leather creaked.

This was control.

Out here, in the black, I controlled nothing. The star was dying. The Syndicate wanted their money. The ship was falling apart and Zarra was drifting away into a nebula of sensation I couldn't provide.

But in the feed, I owned her.

I could make her beg. I could make her break. I could make her take the entire Clone Crusade until she was nothing but a trembling pile of used nerves.

I replayed the climax and edited the angle. I focused on her eyes.

In reality, she looked ecstatic. In my edit, I made her look vacant. Empty. A vessel that had been scrubbed clean of personality and refilled with the will of the director.

I closed the file and the Red Giant blinked back at me.

I checked the engine room monitors. The vibrations had stopped. She was satisfied again.

I stood up and adjusted my trousers. I was the Captain. And I had a scene to cut.
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The transmission didn't come through the standard hailing frequencies. It bypassed the comms array entirely and uploaded directly into Pernelet’s neural net.

"We have an invitation," Pernelet announced. He was standing on the bridge, staring into the void. His cooling fans were running high. "Priority Alpha. Encrypted. The signature belongs to Zorg and Vexa."

Zarra looked up from her datapad. She was filing her nails with a laser cutter. "The mining conglomerate?"

"The entertainment empire," Pernelet corrected. "They own the asteroid belt and the dark-net nodes. They saw Clone_Crusade_001. They want to discuss a merger."

I looked at the viewscreen. Coordinates flashed in neon green.

"A merger," I said. It tasted like opportunity. It tasted like selling out. "Set a course."

It took us a few days to reach an asteroid fortress which was a monument to excess. It was a carved rock spinning in the dark, hollowed out and filled with gold, magma, and sin.

Zorg met us at the airlock. He was a massive slab of cybernetics. Half his face was chrome, his left arm was a hydraulic claw and his chest was a wall of scarred muscle reinforced with bio-steel plating. He looked like a tank that had learned to walk.

Vexa stood beside him. She was liquid. A shapeshifter. Her skin shimmered like oil on water, shifting hue from violet to crimson with every breath. Apparently, she didn't have a fixed form; she had a suggestion of solidity. Curves that defied physics. Eyes that promised everything and nothing all at once.

"Captain Buck," Zorg rumbled. "We enjoyed your pilot. She has... durability."

"She can take a payload," I said. I shook his organic hand. It was cold. "We’re looking to expand distribution."

"Distribution is easy," Vexa said. Her voice was silk wrapped around a razor. She stepped closer to me. "Content is hard. Boredom is the enemy, Captain. We conquered the mines. We conquered the markets. Now? We conquer the flesh."

She gestured to the hallway. "Come. We have prepared the boardroom."

The "boardroom" was a magma pool cavern carved deep into the asteroid’s core. The walls were rock while the pool was filled with a thermal gel heated by the planetoid’s volcanic veins. It glowed a dull, hellish red and steam rose in thick plumes all around.

"We found that plasma smut saved the dynasty," Zorg explained. He was stripping off his robe. Underneath, his body was a roadmap of surgeries. Ports. Sockets. Tubes. "It keeps the marriage fresh and it keeps the credits flowing."

I looked at them. They were rich. They were powerful. They could be us, ten years down the line, if we played our cards right.

"Get in," Vexa ordered.

Zarra didn't hesitate. She dropped her towel and walked into the red gel. It hissed against her thighs. I followed and the heat was intense. It felt like being cooked alive.

Zorg waded toward Zarra while Vexa came to me.

"What do you desire, Captain?" she whispered. She was floating in front of me. Her skin rippled.

I looked at her. I thought about my wife. I thought about the clones. I thought about the dying star.

"I don't know," I said.

"Liar," she said.

She shifted. Her features blurred like watercolor in the rain. Her skin lightened, losing the alien violet hue. Her breasts swelled to become heavy and pale, the nipples darkening to a terrestrial pink. Her hair turned blonde.

She became a woman I used to know on Terra. A friend of my mother's. From before the war. Before the debt. A ghost I thought I’d buried in a bottle of whiskey.

"Better?" she asked.

"Yes," I said. My voice cracked.

She felt real. That was the terrifying part. She felt exactly like the fantasy I’d never told anyone, only warmer, softer, and more dangerous.

"You look tired, Captain," she purred. "You look like you need to be taken care of."

She grabbed the back of my head. Her fingers tangled in my hair. She pulled my face down to her chest.

"Suck," she ordered.

I obeyed, latching onto her nipple. It was large and soft, so I sucked. I didn't want to, but my body betrayed me. I nursed like a starving animal, the regression hitting me harder than the heat of the magma.

Vexa hummed, a low vibration that traveled through her chest and into my jaw.

"That’s it," she cooed. "Such a hungry boy. Such a good, obedient boy."

Her hand went underwater and found me. I was hard, aching with the pressure of the deal. The ship. The life I hated. She gripped me and squeezed. She began to work me with a deliberate milking motion. Thumb over the head. Palm dragging down the shaft. Squeezing the base.

"Let it go," she whispered against my ear, her breath hot. "You carry so much weight, Buck. Let Mommy take it. Let me drain you dry."

I groaned into her breast, my tongue swirling against her skin.

"That’s right," she mocked, her grip tightening, pumping me with a rhythm that demanded total surrender. "You don't have to be the Captain right now. You’re just a vessel. You’re just a little toy that needs to be emptied."

She milked me. She treated my cock like an udder that needed to be relieved of its burden. It was humiliating, but it was perfect. I stopped thinking about the mortgage. I stopped thinking about the red giant. I just focused on the suction of her hand and the softness of the ghost in my mouth. And, across the pool, I watched my wife getting upgraded.

Zorg held her pinned against the wall. His groin plate hissed, steam venting from the servos. A secondary line snaked out from his chassis. It was a clear, pneumatic tube capped with a vacuum seal.

He latched it onto her clit and the pump activated. I saw the flesh inside the tube turn purple instantly. It pulled at her, cycling with a violent pressure that gorged it until it looked like a swollen, ripe fruit begging to burst. Zarra screamed, her head thrashing, but Zorg wasn't done.

"Deployment."

The panel above his main rod slid open. Three distinct attachments telescoped out, gleaming with synthetic oil.

One. A slender probe that slid into her urethra, sounding her deep. Two. A ribbed curve that hooked into her ass, expanding to lock her in place. Three. The main piston, thick and textured like a tire tread, driving into her cunt.

He activated the rotation.

Zarra’s eyes rolled back so far I saw only the white sclera. She was being filled, stretched, and pumped simultaneously.

I felt Vexa’s grip tighten on me. Her thumb dug into the base of my cock. "Look at her," Vexa whispered, her tongue in my ear. "Look what she takes."

I looked.

Zorg hammered her. Vexa milked me. The pump on Zarra’s clit flashed red. Maximum suction. The pressure in my balls hit critical mass. I couldn't hold it back. The friction of the shapeshifter, the sight of my wife impaled on a cyborg, the sheer industrial scale of the lust. It broke me.

I roared and exploded in a geyser. I came harder than I had ever come in my life with a violent, high-pressure release that shot straight up, breaching the surface of the heavy magma gel. Ropes of thick, white seed erupted into the air, splashing against the ceiling, coating Vexa’s chest and landing with audible wet slaps on the dark rock.

The sound of my release echoed through the cavern and it stopped the room.

Zorg froze, his piston humming in idle. Vexa pulled back, covered in my offering. Zarra blinked, shaking the hair from her eyes, looking across the steam at the mess I’d made.

She looked at the volume of it.

"Impressive," she gasped, licking her lips. "We should have filmed that."

[image: ]


The airlock cycled shut. The hiss of pressurization cut off the sulfur smell of the asteroid. We were back in the shuttle and the air was sterile, recycled, and cold.

It felt like victory.

My hair was still wet from the thermal gel. It was plastered to my skull and cooling rapidly. My skin tingled with a phantom heat from the magma and the ghost of Vexa’s touch. But the sensation fading wasn't the point.

The contract in my datapad was the point.

Zarra leaned against the bulkhead. She was shivering, but not from the temperature. She was vibrating with adrenaline. Her blue skin was flushed and her eyes were wide, the pupils blown so large they swallowed the iris.

"Did you see the transfer?" she asked. Her voice was breathless.

"I saw it," I said.

"Seven figures, Buck. Upfront. Plus royalties." She laughed. "We own the sector. We own the distribution!"

"We own the market."

Pernelet stood in the corner. He held the recording unit with both hands. His chassis was streaked with condensation and his cooling fans were silent. He looked like a piece of furniture that had been left out in the rain.

"Processing complete," Pernelet said. "Footage archived. Upload ready. Do you require a playback?"

I looked at him.

I looked at his chrome face, his dead optical sensors, the rotating attachment retracted in his groin panel. For six months, he’d been the solution. He had been the battery that kept my marriage running.

But that was before the merger. That was before I watched Zorg and Vexa. That was before I understood that power isn't about outsourcing the work. It's about owning the asset.

Zorg didn't use a synthetic. Vexa didn't use a vibrator. They used each other, and they used the world.

I looked at Zarra. She was looking at Pernelet, too. Her expression wasn't fond. It was calculating. She was looking at him the way a chef looks at a dull knife.

"He's heavy," she said.

"He takes up cargo space," I agreed.

"He eats power," she added. "And his dialogue is repetitive."

"We don't need the android," I said. It was a statement of fact.

Pernelet’s head tilted. "Clarification required. My programming is integral to the⁠—"

"Override," I said. "Voice authorization: Captain Buck Steel. Code: Zero-Zero-Terminate."

Pernelet froze. His sensors flashed once—a bright, panic red—and then went dark. His arms dropped. The camera unit slipped from his metal fingers and hit the deck plates with a heavy clang. He slumped against the wall, a lifeless sculpture of chrome and obsolete circuitry.

We didn't mourn him. We didn't discuss it. We just stepped over him.

Zarra kicked the camera aside and walked toward me. The sway of her hips wasn't for a camera. It wasn't for an audience of clones or cyborgs.

It was for me.

"Captain."

"Pilot," I replied.

She slammed into my chest, her four arms wrapping around me, pinning my arms to my sides, grabbing my hair, clawing at my back. Her mouth found mine in a collision. She tasted like iron and expensive wine. She tasted like success.

We tore at each other. There was no finesse. No stage direction. I ripped the flight suit off her shoulders and the fabric tore with a satisfying rip. She clawed at my belt, her fingers frantic, desperate.

"Take me," she hissed against my neck. "Right now. Before the drive spins up."

I spun her around and shoved her against the navigation console. Her chest hit the controls, activating the nav-computer. Lights blinked on the dashboard, illuminating her blue skin in strobes of green and amber.

She bent over and arched her back. It was the position she’d assumed for the Beast. It was the position she had taken for the Clones. But this was different.

This time, there was no lens. No red recording light.

I tore my pants down. I was hard. Harder than I’d been in the magma pool. Harder than I had been in years. The rage, the money, the power. It all focused into a single point of pressure.

I drove into her.

She screamed. "Yes! Mine! You're mine!"

I buried myself in her. She was wet, slick with the residual gel and her own excitement. The friction was perfect. It wasn't the cold, mechanical grip of a routine. It was hot and it was alive.

I grabbed her hips. My fingers dug into her flesh, leaving marks. I pulled her back onto me, meeting every thrust with equal violence.

We fucked with a rhythm that shook the console. The ship rocked on the landing clamps.

"Fuck the android," she groaned, her head banging against the display screen. "Fuck the clones. You. It's you, Buck. It's always been you."

Maybe she was lying. Maybe she was high on the credits. I didn't care. The lie felt good. The lie felt like the truth.

I leaned over her back. My chest pressed against her spine. I wrapped my arm around her neck, choking her slightly, just the way she liked it. Just the way I had imagined the clones doing it.

"Who owns this?" I growled in her ear.

"You do," she sobbed. "You own it. You own the ship. You own the deal. You own the hole."

I pounded into her. Fast. Animalistic. I was making a statement. Then I felt the coil tighten in my gut. The release was coming, barreling down the tracks like a runaway train. I pulled out.

"Turn around."

She spun and dropped to her knees on the deck plating. She looked up at me. Her hair was a wild tangle. Her lips were swollen and her eyes were shining with a fanatic devotion.

She opened her mouth and stuck out her tongue.

"Paint me," she begged. "Seal the deal, Buck. Make me a masterpiece."

I didn't hesitate. I gripped the back of her head and fired.

I came on her face. Thick, heavy ropes landed on her cheeks. Her forehead. Her eyelids. She leaned into it. She accepted it like a sacrament.

I coated her. I marked her.

I claimed her.

She squeezed her eyes shut and a smile spread across her face as the warmth hit her skin. She used her tongue to catch a drop running down her lip and swallowed it.

"Perfect," she whispered. "That's the shot."

I zipped up and looked at her. Kneeling in the mess. Beautiful. Ruined. Mine.

I walked to the pilot’s seat and stepped over Pernelet’s deactivated body again.

I sat down, engaging the thrusters and the shuttle shuddered, breaking the magnetic lock with the asteroid. We drifted out into the void.

I punched in the coordinates for the nearest banking hub.

Zarra climbed into the co-pilot’s seat. She didn't wipe her face. She sat there, covered in cum, glowing in the light of the dashboard. She began to tap on her datapad, organizing the next shoot, vetting the next lineup of talent.

I looked out the viewport. The stars were streaks of light.

We were partners now. We were Zorg and Vexa. We were a conglomerate.

"Buck," she said, not looking up from the screen. "I found a freighter crew in the next sector. Great Kadarns. They want a group rate."

I engaged the hyperdrive. The stars blurred into a tunnel of infinite possibility.

"Book them," I said. "And tell them to bring their own towels."

The engine roared. We shot forward into the black, chasing the only thing that mattered.

The next scene.
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Lieutenant Glasner did not sweat. It was a matter of discipline. He kept his internal body temperature regulated through sheer psychosomatic will. His uniform was starched to a razor’s edge with the collar pressing into his throat with a choking stricture that he found comforting.

He was a man of grids. Of logs. Of binary choices.

Zero or one.

Safe or unsafe.

He was the perfect vessel. He just didn't know it yet.

The lower deck of the salvage freighter Aegis was silent, save for the groan of settling metal. Glasner moved his flashlight beam through the gloom of the engineering bay. The air recyclers were down, leaving the atmosphere cold and tasting of recycled copper.

"Sector 4 clear," he said into his comms. "Proceeding to the containment breach."

He stepped over a tangle of ruptured hydraulic lines. The breach was ahead. A minor tear in the auxiliary fuel reserve.

But it wasn't fuel that had leaked out.

Glasner stopped adjusting the beam of his light.

The substance pooling on the deck wasn't liquid. It was too cohesive. It was a spill of light-swallowing blackness, like oil that had learned to think. And it didn't ripple with the vibration of the ship. It seemed to be pulsing with its own internal rhythm.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

Glasner felt a prickle of something he rarely allowed himself to feel. Irrationality.

"Command," he said, reaching for his sidearm. "I have biological residue in Sector 4. Requesting hazmat."

The substance heard him and moved like a muscle flexing. A tendril of black slime rose from the pool, thick as a human thigh. It twisted in the air, slick and glistening, the tip flaring open like a cobra’s hood, to reveal not a face, but a textured surface that shivered with anticipation.

Glasner fired, but the plasma bolt hit the mass and simply vanished, to be absorbed into the dark with a hiss of steam.

"Bad idea," a voice whispered.

It didn't come from the room. It came from the base of Glasner's skull.

Before he could process the intrusion, the darkness lunged.

It struck him, and Glasner was thrown back against the bulkhead, the impact knocking the wind out of him. He tried to inhale, to scream, but the substance was already there, surging up his legs and dissolving the fabric of his uniform. It felt freezing cold and impossibly slick, sliding over his skin like living mercury. It found the gaps in his armor. It found the openings of his body.

Glasner gagged as the sludge forced its way past his lips.

It was a muscular intrusion that filled his mouth, expanding to press against his palate and sliding down his throat. He clawed at his face, his fingernails tearing at the black mass, but it was like trying to tear water.

It poured into him.

He felt it enter his sinuses, burning like ice. He felt it slide down his esophagus, stretching him and filling his stomach until he felt bloated and heavy.

But the true violation wasn't the physical entry. It was the neural interface.

As the symbiote coated his stomach lining, thousands of microscopic filaments fired through his tissue, seeking his spine. Glasner screamed around the gag of sludge as he felt them hook into his nervous system. It was an agony of rewiring—white-hot lightning tracing the path of every nerve ending in his body.

Open, the voice commanded. It was a guttural sound echoing in his auditory cortex. Make room.

Glasner’s mind bucked. He fought with everything he had. Get out! Get out!

But the symbiote laughed.

No. You are empty. I am filling you.

And then, the horror shifted as the entity hit the pleasure centers of Glasner’s brain, flooding his dying ego with a tsunami of synthetic dopamine and serotonin. The agony of the invasion vanished, replaced instantly by a white-hot euphoria.

Glasner's eyes rolled back in his head and his hands, which had been clawing at his throat, went slack.

The sensation of being filled—of having a thick, alien organism forcing its way down his throat and curling into his gut—suddenly felt... right. It felt ecstatic. The choking sensation transformed into a feeling of tear-inducing fullness.

He could still feel the entity sliding along his bones, wrapping around his muscles, knitting itself into his DNA. His soul was being desecrated, but his body was singing in gratitude.

See? the voice purred. You like a nice tight leash. You like being owned.

Glasner whimpered and a tear leaked from his eye, tracking black residue down his face. He tried to summon his discipline. His rules. His binary world. But the binary was gone.

There was only the wet unity of the We.

The symbiote finished its integration and the external sludge retracted, soaking into Glasner’s pores, to disappear beneath his skin. To an observer, he looked normal, perhaps a little pale. But under the skin, he was a ruin. His veins were turning black and his blood was thickening and cooling.

Glasner lay on the deck, gasping for air. But he wasn't breathing oxygen anymore. He was breathing the symbiote’s intent.

He twitched. His hand—his right hand—spasmed. The fingers elongated, the skin rippling as something sharp pushed against the fingertips, testing the limits of the flesh.

"Status?" Glasner whispered.

But it wasn't his voice. It was a double-tone—his human tenor overlaid with a subterranean rasp.

Operational, the voice answered itself.

He stood then. The movement lacked the stiff, military bearing he’d spent a lifetime cultivating. Glasner rolled his neck, hearing the wet click of lubricated vertebrae and looked down at his hands. He flexed them. A rush of adrenaline—sharp, spicy, delicious—hit his tongue.

He was hungry. Not for food. But for input. For sensation. For the breaking of things.

He adjusted his collar as the stricture didn't feel comforting anymore. It felt like a challenge.

"Command," Glasner said into his comms. "Sector 4 is clear. No biologicals found. Returning to the bridge."

He smiled. It was a smile that stretched his face too wide, showing too many new teeth.

He turned and walked into the dark.
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An hour later, Lieutenant Glasner stood at the tactical station on the bridge of the Aegis.

To the crew, he seemed, as he’d always been, a model officer. His spine was rigid, his uniform pressed, and his logs submitted with efficient, mathematical precision. He was the same boring, dependable grid-man he had always been.

But inside his skull, his invader—Szen—was becoming bored.

The symbiote was coiling and rolling around Glasner’s brain stem, a restless weight, treating his nervous system like a playground and firing random synapses just to watch Glasner twitch. A spark of pain in the left kidney. A phantom itch behind the eye. A sudden, overwhelming taste of blood on the teeth.

Bored, the voice rasped in his head. So bored. I need a little fun.

Glasner gripped the console, his knuckles turning white. He still didn't sweat—but now because Szen was consuming his excess moisture—but he could feel the fever heat of the alien metabolism burning under his skin.

"Sensors are optimal," Glasner said. His voice was steady, but he could still hear the double-tone. The subsonic growl buried in the vowels.

"Good work, Lieutenant."

Which is when Commander Anya stepped onto the bridge.

She was, to hear those in the mess joke, the absolute embodiment of an Ice Queen. A creature of sterile control in a universe of chaos. She was tall, severe, and her golden hair was scraped back into a bun so tight it pulled the skin of her temples taut. It looked more like penance than a hairstyle. She was a woman who had armored herself in every regulation and wrapped her life in distance. Anya was the kind of officer who viewed weakness not as a flaw, but as a contagion. She was pristine. Inviolate. And, sadly, a marble maiden standing on the edge of a precipice, unaware that the ground was about to crumble.

To Glasner, she was authority.

But to Szen, that perfection was the ultimate insult. It was a blank white canvas begging to be stained. And doing so would be fun.

Look at the Maiden, Szen gloated, rewiring Glasner’s optic nerves in real-time. So clean. So tight. She thinks she is iron, but she is just glass waiting to be shattered.

The bridge lights dimmed in Glasner’s vision, the background noise of the crew fading into a dull gray wash. The only thing that remained in focus was Anya, allowing Szen to see her heat.

He saw the infrared bloom of her blood pumping through the carotid artery in her neck. He took in the warmth radiating from her inner thighs. He smelled every bit of her. It hit him across the room. Not the sterile scent of the ship, but a heavy, biological perfume. Lavender soap. Sweat.

Glasner’s mouth watered as saliva flooded his tongue.

Take her, Szen commanded. Here. And now.

Then Anya was walking toward his station and holding out a datapad. "Can you verify these coordinates for me, Lieutenant?"

Glasner reached out and his hand trembled. But not in fear. In restraint.

Every muscle fiber in his arm, enhanced by the black sludge beneath his skin, screamed to lash out. He wanted to grab her throat. He wanted to feel that pulse he could see beating under her skin. He wanted to crack her open and see if she was as warm inside as she looked.

Szen flooded his brain with dopamine at the mere thought of the violence. Glasner’s knees nearly buckled from the chemical rush of pleasure. He had an erection instantly—painful, hard, and throbbing with the alien heartbeat.

He took the datapad and his fingers brushed hers.

A shockwave went through him.

So soft! Szen giggled. So breakable!

"Lieutenant?" Anya frowned, pulling her hand back. "Are you unwell?"

Glasner looked at her. For a second, the black oil threatened to spill over the whites of his eyes, but then he forced the human mask back into place.

"I’m fine, Commander," he said. The words tasted like ash. "Just... adjusting to the new shift rotation."

Anya studied him, her eyes narrowing. She sensed something—a predator in the tall grass—but she couldn't see it. Not yet. That would come.

"Dismissed at 2200, Glasner. Please, go get some rest. I’m sure you’ll feel more like yourself tomorrow."

She walked away and Glasner couldn’t tear his eyes away from the sway of her hips. He didn't see a woman walking away. He saw a target painting itself.

Zero or One, Glasner thought, trying to find his binary comfort.

One, Szen answered. She is the One.
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At 0200, the corridors of the Aegis were empty.

Glasner flowed through the ship, his symbiote dampening his footfalls, making him silent as a shadow. He wasn't wearing his uniform any longer. He was wearing the darkness.

He stopped outside the Commander’s quarters. The door was, of course, locked. Mag-sealed with biometric clearance required.

Glasner raised his hand. Because he didn't need a keycard anymore.

The skin of his finger split open with a tearing sound. The bone dissolved to be replaced by shifting, black fluid. Then the finger elongated and stretched out into a rigid tendril of solidified slime which he jammed into the data port.

He felt the electricity of the locking mechanism surge into his limb as Szen drank the current, analyzing the encryption, and then simply brute-forced it.

The light turned green.

Glasner retracted his tendril which shivered and turned back into a finger, the skin knitting over the blackness seamlessly.

But he didn't open the door immediately. He stood there, Szen vibrating with the anticipation and listening to the steady rhythm of Anya breathing on the other side.

The hunt, such as it was, was already over. Now all that wonderful terror was about to begin.

He palmed the door control and stepped in.

The door hissed shut behind him, sealing the room in silence.

Commander Anya’s quarters were exactly as Glasner—and Szen—had hoped. The air was colder here than in the corridor, filtered to a purity that smelled of expensive perfume. The room itself was a study in minimalism. No personal photos. No clutter. Just the gray of the steel bulkheads, a desk organized with miniscule attention to detail, and the single, narrow bunk where the Ice Queen slept.

She lay on her side, facing away from the door and even in sleep, her posture was rigid. The sheet was tucked tight around her shoulders in a shroud of regulation white.

Look at her, Szen whispered, the thought dripping like hot wax into Glasner’s cerebellum. Sleeping in her little box. Do you think she’s dreaming of rules?

Glasner approached the bed, still not making a sound. The black substance coating his feet absorbed the impact and dampened the floor vibrations until he stood over her.

He could see the pulse beating in the side of her neck. It was slow. Rhythmic. A metronome counting down the seconds of her autonomy.

Wake her, Szen giggled. I want to see the fear first.

Glasner reached out, letting the darkness under his skin flare. His newly malign presence radiating a sudden heat that dispelled the chill of the room.

Anya’s eyes snapped open.

There was no grogginess or confusion. Her training kicked in instantly. She sensed the intruder and moved with the speed of a viper. She rolled onto her back, her hand darting under her pillow for the stun-baton she kept hidden there.

"Security!" she yelled, bringing the baton up, the tip crackling with blue electricity.

"Too slow," Glasner said.

Before she could thrust the weapon, the shadows detached from Glasner’s body. Three viscous tendrils of black slime erupted from his torso like grasping roots. They crossed the distance in a blur of motion. The first of them whipped around her wrist and slammed her hand against the headboard with enough force to break bone. The stun-baton flew from her grip and clattered uselessly across the deck.

The second tendril struck her other wrist, pinning it to her side.

The third shot down, wrapping around her ankles and snapping her legs apart and anchoring them to the frame of the bunk.

Anya gasped at the unexpected attack, thrashing against the restraints. But the substance that now coated her wasn't just slime. The moment it made contact, it hardened and transitioned from liquid to a tensile strength that rivaled steel, freezing her in a spread-eagled display of vulnerability.

"Glasner?" she breathed, staring up at him. Her eyes were wide and her pupils were blown in shock. "What... what are you doing?"

Glasner stood at the foot of the bed. He was naked, his pale skin a canvas of moving bruises. Shadows rippled and churned beneath the surface and his eyes were entirely black, devoid of whites or irises. They were just two voids staring down at her.

"Glasner is, I’m afraid, just a passenger," the voice answered. It was a polyphonic nightmare—Glasner’s human tenor twisted around an alien laugh. "We are the new protocol."

Anya pulled at her wrist, masking the pain from the one that she feared had been broken, her face twisting in a snarl of defiance. "Release me! That is a direct order, Lieutenant! I will have you court-martialed for this! I will have you spaced!"

Oh, she’s loud, Szen laughed, joy vibrating in Glasner’s chest. Shut her up for me, please. But don't break her. Not yet. There will be time.

Glasner stepped closer. He climbed onto the bed, crawling over her thrashing legs. He settled his weight over her hips, pinning her down and putting a hand over her mouth.

"Orders are irrelevant," Glasner said. And then, because there was still some of him within, “I’m so sorry!”

But then the blackness on his skin began to move. It flowed off his chest, dripping down onto her like living tar. Anya screamed as the substance touched her. It was freezing cold and impossibly heavy. And it didn't just sit on her skin; it adhered to it.

The sludge crawled down to her legs, dissolving the fabric of her sleep shorts as it went. It ate the cotton away, leaving her naked from the waist down.

Now, Szen said. Let us bring forth the interface.

The flesh at the base of Glasner’s neck distended, bulging outward as something pushed against the inside of his skin. With a sickening ppp, the skin gave way, and the symbiote birthed itself into the open air.

It was a tendril of black and glistening muscle, uncoiling from his throat like a viper rising from a basket. It was impossibly long and swayed with a predatory rhythm. The tip ended in a quivering, needle-thin proboscis that dripped with viscous neuro-fluid.

It hovered over Anya’s face, weaving back and forth, tasting the air and sensing the frantic heat of her exhalations. It dipped low, brushing against her cheekbone before rearing back and tensing its coils for the kill.

Then, it struck.

It moved faster than the human eye could track and punched through the hollow dip at the base of her throat.

Despite the strength of the bonds, Anya arched her back off the mattress, making a strangled cry tear from her lips as the foreign object violated the sanctity of her body and burrowed.

There was no blood. The symbiote cauterized the wound instantly. Instead, there was a sound far worse. The audible squelch of displacement.

Anya could feel it inside her. She could feel the cold, slithering length of it pushing past her windpipe, nudging her esophagus aside like it was moving furniture. It was a worm tunneling through her body seeking the electric hum of her central nervous system.

It dove deeper, bypassing the jugular and winding around the vertebrae with a grinding friction. It sought the Atlas bone. The connection point. The throne of her autonomy.

Then with a final thrust, the probe slammed into the nerve cluster at the top of her spine and the connection was physical and absolute.

Anya went rigid and her jaw distended. Her eyes blew wide, locking onto Glasner’s dead stare, but the signal from her brain to her body was severed. The wire was cut. She was a passenger in a vehicle that had just been carjacked.

Connection established.

"Diagnostic mode," Glasner whispered.

Szen bypassed her conscious mind. He wasn't interested in her thoughts—he knew what she was thinking. Fear. Rage. Disgust. Boring.

He wanted her feelings.

He tapped into her autonomic nervous system and found the switches that controlled heart rate, respiration, and arousal.

Let's see what the Ice Queen is made of.

He flooded her system with a synthetic aphrodisiac—a chemical signal so potent it overrode years of repression in a microsecond.

Anya’s eyes widened in horror.

She felt it happen. She felt her body betray her.

Her skin flushed, a hot pink bloom spreading across her chest and neck. Her nipples hardened, pressing painfully against the thin fabric of her tank top, aching for a touch.

But the worst betrayal was lower.

Glasner looked down and watched as his Commander’s body responded to the being inside his mind. She was slicking. She was weeping moisture, her body preparing for entry even as her mind screamed in revulsion.

"Look at you," Glasner mocked, his voice thick with Szen’s lust. "You think you are inviolate? You think you are above all this?"

He reached down with a hand that was half-human, half-slime and touched her wetness. He dragged a finger through it, then held it up to her face.

"You appear to be leaking, Commander."

Anya tried to turn her head away, but she couldn't move. Tears of absolute humiliation leaked from the corners of her eyes as her body ignored her attempts at control.

But when he touched her again—when the black slime slithered between her legs and circled her clitoris—her hips bucked. Not away from him. Into him.

Yes, Szen whispered, sending a jolt of pure, white-hot pleasure straight into both of their brain stems. That’s it. Break the grid. Melt the ice.

"Please," Anya whimpered, the single word torn from her throat. She didn't know if she was begging him to stop, or begging him to continue.

"Please what?" Glasner asked, leaning down until his lips brushed her ear. "Please serve?"

Szen tightened the neural link. He forced her auditory nerves to amplify the sound of his host’s heavy breathing. He forced her tactile nerves to hypersensitivity, so that the slide of the sludge against her thighs felt like fire.

"We are going to rewrite you, Anya," Glasner promised. "We are going to tear down every wall you built, and we are going to fill the empty space with Us."

He sat back. The sludge covering his groin receded, revealing the human flesh beneath—hard, veined, and very much ready. And around it, the symbiote pulsed, forming ridges and textures that no human should possess.

Anya stared at it. Her mind screamed abomination. Her body screamed mate.

And deep in the back of Glasner’s mind, the passenger watched the Ice Queen begin to crack, and felt a tear of sympathy slide down his face.

"You know what?" Szen whispered in Glasner’s mind, the thought amused. "This is almost too easy. She wants it because I told her to want it. That is boring. I want her to work for it."

Anya lay there, naked from the waist down, her legs still spread wide by the hardened black restraints. Her chest heaved, sweat slicking her skin. She looked at him with wide, terrified eyes that were swimming in a haze of chemically induced lust.

"What..." she choked out. "What are you doing?"

"I don’t know," Glasner said. “I’m so sorry!”

His body turned to the desk—the Commander’s meticulously organized workspace. He picked up a stylus. It was standard issue, sleek, silver, and cold.

He turned back to her. He held it up.

"You like order, Commander," Glasner mocked. "You like tools. So use this."

Szen tightened the neural noose and sent a command down the black tendril buried in her spine, bypassing her motor cortex entirely.

Take it.

Anya’s hand—the one pinned to the headboard—suddenly jerked and the black restraint that held her wrist liquefied and released her. But she wasn't free. Her arm moved without her permission. It felt like a puppet string had been yanked. Her hand shot out, palm open.

Glasner tossed the stylus.

The Commander’s hand snatched it out of the air with supernatural reflexes that weren't her own. Her fingers clamped around the metal cylinder so hard her knuckles turned white.

"No," Anya whispered, watching her own hand as if it belonged to a stranger. "I don't... I don't want this."

"Your mouth says no," Glasner said, his voice dropping to a low, seductive rumble. "But your body is listening to Us."

Touch yourself, Szen commanded.

Anya’s arm bent. She fought it. She strained against the invisible wire pulling her muscles. She gritted her teeth, sweat popping on her forehead, her entire body trembling with the effort to stop her own hand.

"Stop," she begged, looking at Glasner. "Please, Glasner. Don't make me."

"I'm not making you," Glasner said, his black eyes glinting. "You're doing it yourself."

Her resistance snapped and her hand moved down. It dragged the metal of the stylus across her stomach, over her navel, and down into the tangled, wet hair between her legs.

She gasped as the cold metal touched her heat.

Circle it, Szen ordered.

Her hand obeyed. She began to circle her clitoris with the blunt end of the stylus.

It was a grotesque pantomime of masturbation performed by a prisoner in her own skin. She watched, horrified, as her fingers worked the tool, finding the rhythm that Szen dictated.

But then, the horror twisted.

Because it felt good.

Szen wasn't just controlling her arm; he was amplifying the sensation. Every time the stylus crossed the sensitive nerve, he sent a spike of pure pleasure directly into her brain. He was training her. Obey = Pleasure. Resist = Pain.

"Oh god," she moaned, her head falling back against the pillow. Her hips began to rock, meeting the stylus, chasing the sensation.

"Louder," Glasner commanded.

"No..."

Louder.

Szen flooded her with a sudden ache. A phantom emptiness deep inside her womb.

"Ah!" She cried out, the sound ragged. "Yes! Okay! Yes!"

Glasner watched, his face impassive, but the black sludge on his skin rippled with excitement. He walked to the desk again and this time picked up a paperweight. It was a smooth sphere of polished glass.

He walked back to the bed.

"I think the stylus is too small," he said. "You need more." He held out the sphere.

Anya’s other broken wrist shot out and grabbed the weight.

"Fill yourself," Glasner ordered.

"I can't," Anya sobbed, tears streaming down her face. "Please!"

Do it.

Her damaged hand moved between her legs and she pushed the stylus aside, though she didn't stop the stimulation. She pressed the paperweight against her entrance.

She was so wet from the chemical arousal that the glass became soaked instantly. And her body, under Szen’s control, relaxed the muscles that would have fought the intrusion.

She pushed and the sphere slid inside her.

The sensation of being stretched open by an inanimate object while her own hand continued to torment her clitoris, shattered her.

Anya screamed in a thin sound of absolute ruin.

"Look at you!" Glasner whispered, leaning over her. "Fucking yourself with office supplies because we told you to. You're not an Ice Queen, are you, Anya? You're just a hole waiting to be filled."

Szen turned the dial up to maximum. He caused her hand to move faster with the stylus. He forced her vaginal walls to clench around the stone sphere. He hit the pleasure center of her brain with a continuous, blinding beam of dopamine.

And, with that, she broke.

Her back arched off the mattress and her toes curled. She came screaming, her body convulsing around the paperweight, her hand blurring with the stylus, her mind completely obliterating under the weight of the pleasure.

She sobbed through the orgasm, crying out in shame and ecstasy, begging for it to stop, begging for it to never end.

Glasner watched until she collapsed, her body limp, her chest heaving, her hands falling away from her ravaged sex. The sphere was still inside her, a reminder of her degradation.

"Good girl," Glasner said.

He climbed onto the bed again, straddling her thighs.

"Wait," Glasner murmured, the vibration of the word traveling through the mattress and into Anya’s skin. "No. I don't want to share the space."

He reached down between her legs. His hand, coated in the living glove of the symbiote, grasped the base of the sphere that was currently burying itself inside her.

Anya sobbed, her hips twitching uncontrollably. The fullness was agonizing, but the thought of the void returning was somehow worse.

"Empty," Glasner commanded.

He pulled.

It wasn't a gentle extraction. The suction broke with a pop that echoed in the silent room. Anya cried out as her stretched muscles convulsed, trying to hold onto the object, but Glasner was stronger. He ripped the stone free, dragging it out of her warmth and tossing it carelessly onto the floor. It hit the deck and smashed, all the pieces slick with her fluids.

She lay there, gaping and empty, the cold air of the room rushing into the space he had vacated.

"See?" Glasner whispered, spreading her thighs wider with his knees until her joints popped. "You are not an Ice Queen, are you? You are a hollow. A vessel waiting for a pilot."

He didn't look remotely human anymore. The skin of his erection was dark and veined with the pulsing black blood of the symbiote. It was textured with fleshy ridges that moved on their own, rippling like the underbelly of a centipede.

"Don't," Anya breathed, though her body was arching up to meet him, needing to be filled.

"We aren't asking," Szen laughed.

Glasner thrust his hips forward and, as he entered, the ridges along his cock caught on her, dragging and stimulating every millimeter of nerve tissue. It was a sensation of such intense, abrasive friction that Anya screamed anew. He was wider than the stone, hotter than a fever, and terrifyingly alive.

He buried himself to the hilt in a single slide.

Anya screamed again. But it wasn't a scream of pain, though there was a lot of that. It was a scream of sensory overload.

Connection absolute, Szen hissed.

The needle in her spine flared hot.

Suddenly, Anya wasn't just feeling it from the inside. The neural link snapped open, dragging her consciousness into the We. And she felt what Glasner felt.

She felt the crushing heat of her own body around him, but she also felt the staggering, blinding desperation of the creature driving him. She felt the way his cock twitched with a need so raw it bordered on agony. And in that shared headspace, the power dynamic shifted.

The neural bridge didn't just let him into her; it let her into him.

She saw herself through his eyes—a pale, ravaged thing spread out on the white sheets—but she didn't recoil. She realized with an intoxicating clarity that she wasn't just the prey. She was the atmosphere he was burning up in.

"Look at you," Glasner groaned, his voice echoing in her ears and in her mind simultaneously. "You are magnificent when you break."

"Then break me," she challenged, her voice rasping with a new authority.

She didn't wait for him to set the pace. She snapped her hips upward, slamming her pubic bone against his with a violence that knocked the breath out of him.

She began to fuck him back.

She wrapped her legs tighter around his waist, locking her ankles, and dragged him deeper. She weaponized the neural link. She realized that by tightening her vaginal walls, she could strangle the sensation out of him, forcing a groan of tortured pleasure from his throat that vibrated in her own chest.

With every thrust, the symbiote clinging to Glasner’s torso lashed out, pinching her nipples and squeezing her throat, but she leaned into the asphyxiation. She used the panic. She turned the fear into fuel and clamped down on him with a crushing pressure.

But the true conquest was happening inside.

As Glasner withdrew and thrust again, the ridges on his member detached, the black sludge separating from his skin inside her womb. But Anya didn't just let it float there. She manipulated her internal muscles, rolling the alien fluid against her own cervix, using the invader as a tool.

It was a threesome with only two bodies, and she was the pivot point.

She learned the rhythm instantly. When Glasner thrust, she relaxed to take the length of the man. When he withdrew, she bore down, trapping the sentient sludge inside her, milking the monster while the man prepared his next assault. She was grinding against the liquid scour, forcing the slime to swirl against her G-spot, rewriting her body to suit her need.

She was dragging them both into the abyss with her.

"Mine," Glasner grunted, sweat and black oil dripping from his face onto hers, his control slipping as she milked his pleasure dry.

"Mine," the voice in her head roared, sounding less like a commander and more like a starving animal begging to be fed.

Anya bared her teeth, her eyes rolling back as she rode the edge of the feedback loop, consuming their pleasure to fuel her own.

"Then take it," her mind whispered, traitorously, victoriously. "Fill me."

The pleasure built like a pressure wave, but it wasn't the frantic climax of the stylus this time. This was deep. Tectonic. It felt like her soul was being dragged out through her skin.

Take it, Szen commanded. Open the floodgates.

The symbiote pulsed electricity directly into her pelvic floor.

Anya’s body locked up, every muscle going rigid as the orgasm hit her. It was a blinding, white-hot explosion that obliterated the last of Commander Anya. She screamed a ragged sound that harmonized with Glasner’s roar as he poured himself into her.

But he didn't just ejaculate seed. He filled her with the infection.

She felt the darkness pump into her, mixing with the black sludge that was already there. It coated her insides, soaking into the uterine lining, carrying the alien DNA directly into her bloodstream.

She convulsed around him, milking him dry, her mind completely dissolving into the static of the We.

Glasner collapsed on top of her, his weight crushing the air from her lungs. He buried his face in her neck, licking the sweat from her skin with a tongue that was too long and too rough.

The room went silent, save for their ragged breathing and the wet sound of the symbiote retracting its tendrils.

The needle in her spine withdrew with a click.

Anya lay there, her limbs trembling, her insides feeling rearranged and overfull. The restraints on her wrists and ankles liquefied and vanished, soaking back into Glasner’s skin.

She was free. Her stun-baton was on the floor three feet away. She could reach it. She could kill him.

But she remained staring at the ceiling. The aftershocks of the pleasure were still rolling through her, a warm, humming glow that made the concept of duty feel distant and absurd. She turned her head and looked at the weapon. Then at the monster lying on her chest, his black eyes watching her with a sated heat.

Anya closed her eyes. She didn't reach for the baton. She reached for him.

She entangled her fingers in the black, oily sweat on his back and pulled him closer.

"Again," she whispered.
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The morning cycle lights on the bridge of the Aegis were set to 75% intensity, a standard protocol to ease the night shift into alertness.

Commander Anya sat in the command chair. Her posture was impeccable. Her golden hair was scraped back into the same severe, painful bun as always. Her uniform was pressed, every button fastened to the throat. To the crew, she was the same Ice Queen she had been twenty-four hours ago—remote, untouchable, and made of iron.

"Report, Ensign," she said, her voice crisp.

"All systems green, Commander. We are on schedule for the rendezvous."

"Excellent. Maintain course."

She swiveled her chair slightly to the left.

Lieutenant Glasner stood at the tactical station. He, too, was the picture of regulation perfection. He was staring at his monitors, his hands moving over the controls with ease.

But as Anya watched him, she felt a phantom sensation ripple through her body.

She felt the ghost of a touch at the base of her throat. She felt a phantom fullness deep in her womb, a heaviness that hadn't entirely faded despite the shower and the medi-gel.

Glasner stopped typing. He didn't turn his head. He didn't look at her.

But he smiled.

It was a small, barely perceptible quirk of the lips, but to Anya, it was deafening.

He feels me watching.

And then, she heard it. A thought, sliding into her mind like oil. It wasn't the intrusive, violent violation of the night before. It was a purr. A low, vibrating hum of recognition that bypassed her ears and resonated in her spine.

Mine, the voice whispered.

It wasn't Glasner’s voice. And it wasn't Szen’s voice.

It was Their voice.

Anya raised a hand to her neck, ostensibly to adjust her collar. Her fingers brushed the skin just above the collarbone, right where the needle had entered.

Underneath the high, stiff fabric of her uniform, a single, black vein pulsed. It was a root. A tiny, thread-like extension of the darkness that now lived in her blood.

She pressed her finger against it.

A jolt of pleasure—sharp, spicy, and secret—shot down her spine, pooling instantly between her legs.

She looked at Glasner again.

This time, he did turn. He looked at her with those dark eyes, and for a split second, the human mask slipped. She saw the void. She saw the hunger. She saw the monster that had broken her open and filled her with ink.

But she wasn't broken.

She was enhanced.

Before, she had been alone in the silence of her command. She had been the Ice Queen, isolated by her own perfection. Now, she was part of a hive. She was connected to something ancient, hungry, and powerful.

She had lost the battle for her body, yes. But in doing so, she had won a war she hadn't even known she was fighting. She wasn't just a pilot of a ship anymore. She was a pilot of monsters.

Szen thought he had conquered her. Glasner thought he had ruined her.

But as Anya sat there, feeling the alien pulse in her neck and the secret wetness gathering in her panties, she knew the truth.

They needed her. They needed her discipline to mask their chaos. They needed her authority to hide their hunger. Without her, they were just a contagion waiting to be purged. With her, they had the potential to be a dynasty.

She dropped her hand from her neck. She smoothed her uniform.

"Ensign Melan," she said to the young woman at the navigation console.

"Commander?" Melan turned, her face open, eager, and terrifyingly innocent.

As Anya looked at her, the reality of the bridge flickered. The static in her brain spiked, and Szen hijacked her optic nerves, overlaying the present with a premonition of their immediate future.

For a split second, Anya didn't see the Ensign standing at her post.

She saw Melan in the dark of the Captain’s quarters, stripped naked and pinned to the bulkhead by black, pulsing tendrils. In the vision, Anya wasn't sitting in her chair; she was standing between Melan’s spread legs. Her uniform was gone. Her arm—coated in the slick, living armor of the symbiote—was buried inside the girl.

She saw herself fisting the Ensign, her hand buried all the way to the elbow in the wet, ruining heat of the girl’s body. She felt the wet snap of cartilage and the desperate suction as she planted the infection deep inside.

And above them, Glasner was there. He wasn't human. He was a looming shadow of black veins and muscle, gripping Melan’s hair, forcing her head back. He was driving his ridged, sludge-coated cock into her mouth, silencing her screams with the thick, suffocating bulk of the alien matter.

In the vision, Melan’s eyes were rolling back, turning from white to oil-black as she choked on the seed, gagging and convulsing as they filled her from both ends.

And echoing through the hallucination, Szen laughed—a chaotic, howling sound of pure gluttony that vibrated in Anya’s teeth.

The vision snapped shut.

"Commander?" Melan asked again, tilting her head, unaware that in Anya’s mind, she had just been hollowed out and refilled.

Anya blinked, the blackness receding from her vision, leaving only the sharp, sterile lights of the bridge. Her pulse hadn't even quickened.

"Report to my quarters at 2200 hours for... debriefing," Anya said, her voice smooth as glass. "We have new protocols to discuss. Lieutenant Glasner, I will appreciate your input too."

The crew didn't look up. They heard only efficient bureaucracy.

But Glasner heard the truth. He heard the command beneath the command.

Come join me in feeding.

"Aye, Commander," Glasner said. The subsonic growl in his voice was audible only to her. "I look forward to it."

Anya turned back to the main screen, watching the stars streak by. She smiled—a small, terrifying expression that didn't reach her eyes.

She pulled up the ship's manifest on her datapad.

Crew Complement: 412.

Four hundred and twelve souls. Four hundred and twelve warm, wet vessels walking the corridors, sleeping in their bunks, trusting the chain of command. Four hundred and twelve incubators just waiting to be cracked open and repurposed.

The ship was safe. The mission was on track. And tonight, the Ice Queen would descend into the dark, not as a victim, but as a Queen claiming her breeding stock.

The Symbiosis was complete.
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7/
the mirror and the void
Yuki Wong


My designation is AB45, though in the Central Governance database, I am merely Citizen Perasei.

I reside in the Kethelen Nebula, specifically the Draj Relic Zone. This is a ground-level cluster of ancient brick and mortar that the vertical city of Prime forgot to pave over. From my viewport, I can see the ruins of Nethelen, an ancient stone structure that looks how I feel. Eroded, out of time, and stubbornly persisting in the rain.

I used to consider myself a malfunction. A sexually naive, emotionally sequestered unit who relied on a standard-issue Haptic Interface Rod—a dildo, in the vulgar tongue—for system stabilization. It vibrated at frequencies designed to stimulate the nervous system, but for me, it did something more.

It stopped the rippling.

You see, I have never taken a partner. The male form, with its crude shape, bores me. And the female form... well, I lacked the courage to admit that I wanted to own it. Instead, I turned my attention inward.

I possess a body that the modern world considers, I suppose, drab. In an era of neon skin-grafts and gravity-defying breast implants, I am painfully organic. I am skinny, with a ribcage that feels too hard beneath my pale skin. My breasts are small, barely handfuls, really, and tipped with nipples that harden at the slightest shift in atmospheric pressure. And my buttocks are quaint little spheres that bob when I walk.

I work in Prime as a data-drone for the Ministry of Statistics, processing endless streams of binary in a windowless cubicle. It is a gray existence. A humdrum loop of Mag-Lev trains, sub-surface transport tubes, and the sadness of being invisible.

But the invisibility ends when I return to the cottage.

My routine is absolute. I cannot wait for the days to end so I can strip off my silver jumpsuit and stand under the sonic shower. I need the heat. I need to loosen the fluids that seem to pool, stagnant and aching, in my lower belly.

Yesterday was a Red Cycle—a bad day. The numbers wouldn't align. And now my skin felt too tight, as if the flesh underneath was trying to rearrange itself, pushing against the dermis like trapped water.

I exited the shower, my skin glowing pink and steam-slicked, and walked into my bedroom, the air cold against my nipples, and retrieved my equipment.

To the uninitiated, I suppose it looks like masturbation. To me, it is freedom.

I took the polymer lash—a strip of black industrial rubber weighted with chrome studs—and the Haptic Rod. I knelt on the edge of the bed, positioning myself before the full-length mirror. I needed to see it. I needed to witness the desecration of this form.

I spread my legs. My pussy was already releasing a clear fluid that smelled sweeter and muskier than standard human arousal. I pushed the rod inside with a squelch, filling the gap that always felt strangely mutable, as if my internal canal reshaped itself to accommodate whatever invaded it. I turned the dial to maximum and sighed.

But the rod wasn't enough. The itch was still there, crawling under the skin of my ass, begging for impact.

I reached back with the lash and struck myself.

The sound echoed off the walls and the pain was immediate. A line of fire across my right buttock. I gasped, the rod still twitching inside me.

I struck again. And again.

I watched in the mirror as my bottom turned a beautiful crimson. The pain acted as an anchor, forcing me to focus, to harden, to stop the terrifying sensation that I was about to dissolve into a puddle of organic soup.

I whacked myself for devilment, swinging the studded lash with a rhythm that matched the thrust of the rod. I needed the violence. I needed to feel the metal studs bite into my softness.

"Stay," I hissed at my reflection, even as my eyes rolled back. "Stay in this shape."

I cranked the rod’s rotation speed and it battered away within me, churning my insides into a froth. I spanked myself harder, the tears leaking from my eyes and the whimpers tearing from my throat. The pain and the pleasure combined into a singularity.

It was a blinding beam of sensation that overloaded my brain.

I came with a scream and my body convulsed, locking up around the plastic intruder. For a second—just a split second—I saw my reflection glitch. I saw my hips widen and my skin ripple like water disturbed by a stone. My nipples elongated into violent spikes.

Then the orgasm crashed down, and the pain of the welted skin snapped me back to reality. I was AB45 again. Just a skinny, lonely girl with a raw red ass and a battery-operated boyfriend.

I collapsed onto the mattress, the lash falling from my hand.

Most of my moodiness vanished and was replaced by the haze of endorphins. I was able to sleep without dreaming, my body temporarily convinced that it was actually human.

The next morning, Tuesday, I was back in the gray.

I boarded the 07:00 Mag-Lev to Prime.

The carriage was packed with augmented commuters. Men with chrome jaws and women with fiber-optic hair reading data-streams on their retinal displays. I sat in my usual corner, clutching a paper book, trying to shrink into the upholstery.

I adjusted my interface plugs, preparing to drown out the world with audio-stim, when I felt a presence.

A woman had sat next to me. She hadn't asked if the seat was taken. She’d simply claimed the space. I glanced over, annoyed at the intrusion of my privacy. And then I froze.

She was almost as drab as I. She wore a simple navy suit, cut from organic wool. She had no visible augments and was skinny, with a diminutive bosom and large, dark eyes that looked almost too sensitive. She had pouty lips that lacked the usual holographic shimmer of current fashion.

She looked like my mirror image. Not a twin—her bone structure was sharper and her air more predatory—but I sensed she was the same kind of creature as me.

A relic.

A natural.

Then she turned to me and her eyes locked onto mine. I felt a strange, subsonic hum vibrate in my sternum. It was the same frequency as the itch under my skin when I came.

"It’s tight today," she said. Her voice was sultry, and strangely resonant.

I clutched my book. "Excuse me?"

"The carriage," she said, though her eyes were scanning my body, lingering on the curve of my neck, the pulse jumping in my throat. "The compression is high."

She shifted in her seat, causing her thigh to press against mine.

It wasn't an accident. She leaned her weight into me. And through the thin fabric of our skirts, I felt the heat of her leg. And for the first time in my life, the contact didn't make me want to recoil.

It made the fluid that waited in my belly boil.

I looked at her hands. They were resting on her lap—long fingers with nails painted a deep, blood-red. I imagined those hands holding my lash. I imagined those hands replacing the rod.

"I'm Citizen Aeolet," she said, and a slow, knowing smile spread across her lips. “I’m also known as EF678.”

I didn't confess to the creeping wetness soaking my panties. I didn't confess that my ribcage had just shifted three millimeters to the left to align with her magnetic field.

"AB45," I whispered.

The Mag-Lev carriage rattled as we hit the vacuum-seal of the secondary tunnel, a jarring vibration that usually makes me grit my teeth. But today, filtered through the heat of Citizen Aeolet’s—EF678’s—leg, the vibration felt like a purr. It traveled up my femur, bypassing the standard neural pathways and hitting the dormant, unstable clusters within.

She didn't pull away. In fact, she expanded.

It is a difficult sensation to describe to a standard human unit. It felt as though her flesh was testing the tensile strength of her navy suit, swelling slightly to maximize the surface area connecting us.

"You are vibrating, AB45," she murmured. Her voice was low, pitched to a frequency that moved directly in my fluid-filled chest cavity. "Your control is porous."

I couldn't look away from her. Up close, the similarities between us were dizzying, but the differences were lethal. Where I was drab and shrinking, she was dense. Her skin had the matte, perfect finish of high-grade bio-matter. And her scent was something rich and iron-heavy, like wet earth and high-voltage cabling.

"I... I have anxiety," I lied, my voice trembling.

"No," she shifted slightly so her knee pressed between mine, forcing my legs to part a fraction of an inch. "You have unspent potential. You are leaking."

She wasn't speaking metaphorically.

The wetness in my panties had become a flood. It was a thick lubricant that coated my thighs, far more volume than a simple arousal response should generate. It felt as though my internal organs were liquefying, desperate to flow out and merge with something solid.

Aeolet reached into her bag—a utilitarian, military-grade satchel that looked out of place against her office attire. She pulled out a silver hydration canister and unscrewed the cap and took a deliberate sip, her throat working rhythmically.

"I work in the Undercity," she said, changing the subject with jarring casualness, though her eyes dropped to my crotch, tracking the heat signature I knew I was radiating. "Legal Processing. It is dull. I require... stimulation to function."

"I am in Statistics," I managed to say. "It is also dull."

"Dullness is dangerous for such as us," she said. She capped the canister. "It makes the edges soft. We need definition. We need to be molded."

She reached out.

In the crowded carriage, surrounded by augmented commuters with their faces buried in holo-streams, she performed an act of supreme violation. She placed her hand on my thigh, just above the knee.

My reaction was instantaneous. The muscle rolled and my skin rippled, as if trying to contour itself to her grip. It felt like she had plugged a data-jack directly into my spine.

"See?" she whispered, her thumb digging into the softness of my inner thigh, pressing a bruise into existence. "You respond to pressure. You are clay waiting for a strong hand."

My nipples hardened so violently they scraped against the fabric of my jumpsuit.

"I... I get off at the next station," I stammered.

"So do I," she said. "We will eat. And you will tell me about your stabilization routines."

We ate in a subterranean nutrient-dispensary. I don't remember what I consumed; my entire processing power was focused on her. She ate with obvious hunger. Her teeth snapping through synthetic proteins while her dark eyes never left my face. She dismantled me with questions. She knew about the solitude. She knew about the Haptic Rod and she guessed the frequency settings before I could even lie about them.

She told me she too lived alone. She told me she despised the weakness of the male form. She told me that when she wanted something, she acquired it, and she expected total compliance from her acquisitions.

"And do you know what I think, AB45?" she asked, wiping her mouth with a napkin that came away stained with her blood-red lipstick. "I think your Haptic Rod is insufficient. I think you are punishing yourself because you are trying to fix a hardware problem with a software solution. You need impact. You need to be forged."

She was describing me like a faulty piece of tech. But under the table, my legs were trembling so hard my knees knocked together. My pussy was aching, swollen and empty, desperate for what she promised.

"I am traveling back at 17:00," she stated as we stood up. "I will be visiting a residence in the Relic Zone this weekend. Yours."

"Mine?"

"Yours," she confirmed. "Prepare the environment. I require high-grade synthetic gin—do not buy the ration-pack swill—and bio-dome grown olives. And remove any breakable objects from the lower level. Your stabilization will require space."

She leaned in, brushing her lips against my ear. "And do not use your rod tonight. I want you unstable. I want you vibrating."

She walked away, her hips swaying with a dense gravity that seemed to warp the air around her.

I spent the rest of the work cycle in a haze. The binary streams on my terminal blurred into nonsense. I was beginning to lose form. She was right. Without my morning release, without the rod, my skin felt too loose, my bones too fluid.

I felt like I was holding my shape together by sheer willpower.

On the commute home, I stopped at a black-market dispensary near the mag-lev line to purchase a bottle of Sapphire-9 synthetic gin and a jar of genetically modified glowing olives. I also bought a canister of bio-grade shimmer-paint for my eyelids. Something vivid and violent.

I returned to the cottage and the rain was falling hard on the ancient brickwork.

I stripped off my jumpsuit, but I didn't shower. I wanted to smell like her. I stood in front of the mirror, naked and shivering. My skin was pale, almost ghostly, in the dim light.

I applied the shimmer-paint. My eyes looked huge.

I looked at the Haptic Rod sitting on my nightstand. It looked like a toy. A child’s plaything.

"Unstable," I whispered to my reflection.

My reflection seemed to smile back, though I hadn't moved my lips.

I poured a glass of the Sapphire-9. It burned like rocket fuel. I was ready. I was terrified. I was leaking.

The weekend arrived with the electric anticipation of a brewing storm.

I had prepared the environment as instructed. The lower level of the cottage was cleared of debris. The Sapphire-9 gin sat on the counter alongside the jar of olives, casting a sickly, alien green glow across the room.

At 14:00 precisely, a vehicle descended from the cloud layer. It wasn't a standard commuter pod; it was an ion-skimmer that rattled the antique window panes. It touched down in the mud outside my door, steam hissing from its landing gear.

EF678 stepped out.

She carried a military-grade duffel bag over one shoulder as if it weighed nothing and when she entered my cottage, she seemed to suck the oxygen out of the room. She was wearing a trench coat made of some light-absorbing material, and beneath it, the same navy suit. But the air around her had changed. Her office drone mask had slipped, revealing the dangerous being beneath.

"You waited?" she said. Her voice was no longer the sultry whisper of the train; it was the sharp click of a weapon being armed.

"I waited."

She closed the distance between us in two strides. There were no pleasantries. No social subroutines. She grabbed the front of my silver jumpsuit and pulled me flush against her.

We were the same height, eye to eye. Mirror to mirror.

Our lips collided. Her mouth crushed mine and I felt a searing heat fuse us together. The skin of my lips softened, turning viscous, trying to merge with hers. Her tongue swept into my mouth, and I felt my own tongue elongate to meet it, a reflex I hadn't authorized.

"So unstable," she murmured against my mouth, biting my lower lip hard enough to draw blood. "You are practically liquid, AB45. If I don't bind you properly, I fear you'll wash away."

She stripped me then and her hands were cruel. She tore the jumpsuit from my shoulders and the magnetic seals popped open. Then she stripped herself, discarding the navy wool.

She was me, but finished. Where I was soft and shifting, she was dense and defined. Her skin had a pearl-like sheen, her muscles coiled and her nipples were dark, hard spikes.

She pushed me backward onto the sofa. "Assume the position."

I didn't need to ask what position. My body knew. I draped myself over her lap, my belly pressed against her thighs. My small buttocks bobbed in the air.

"You are much too soft," she said, her hand resting on my left cheek. "Your structural integrity is failing. I will need to apply kinetic stress to harden the shell."

She raised her hand and brought it down. Hard.

The impact was shocking. But it wasn't just physical pain. It was a jolt of energy that traveled up my spine and exploded behind my eyes.

She began to hit me over and over again. Her hand was heavy, bony, and unrelenting.

"Harder," she commanded, not to me, but to my flesh. "Solidify!"

I yelped, wriggling, my legs kicking out. But the pain was... interesting. With every blow, the horrible sensation of rippling water under my skin began to slow. It was as if the chaotic fluid in my cells began to align.

"That’s it," she said, sensing the shift. "Accept the mold."

My skin burned, but it wasn't the red of simple inflammation this time. I craned my neck to look back and gasped. Where her hand had struck, my flesh was glowing. The tissue wasn't bruising; it was reacting.

It was absorbing the kinetic energy and converting it into density.

"I... I'm glowing!"

"You are activating," she corrected. "But my hand is insufficient. You require more."

She shoved me off her lap and I landed on the rug, panting, my ass radiating a strange, fizzing heat.

She reached into the duffel bag and bypassed the handcuffs I saw within and pulled out a device.

It looked like a ruler, but it was made of a translucent polymer that buzzed with a low-voltage charge. A Kinetic Stabilization Wand. It was a tool used in heavy industry to settle concrete.

"Stand!"

I stood. I was naked, shivering, and my glowing buttocks exposed to the damp air of the cottage.

"This will hurt," she said, her eyes dark with hunger. "But you will thank me when you stop leaking."

She grabbed my wrist and spun me around, bending me over the back of the sofa. Without hesitation she brought the wand down with a sound like a gunshot. The impact sent a shockwave through me and I screamed, a sound that distorted into something inhuman as my vocal cords stretched.

She struck me six times on each cheek, and each impact was an overload that bypassed my pain receptors and went straight to the core of my programming.

The pain was blinding, a white-hot flash of data that shattered my thoughts into static. But as I sobbed, clutching the rough fabric of the upholstery, I felt the metamorphosis happen.

My ass optimized.

I felt the cellular structure knitting together at hyper-speed. My loose, fluid flesh became tighter. Denser. Firmer. The glowing crimson heat of the impact sites didn't fade into bruises. It cooled into impenetrable white and hard as polished marble. I was no longer a soft, leaking thing.

I was becoming durable.

I was becoming real.

She stopped then, and the silence in the room was broken only by the low-voltage hum of the wand and my ragged, wet breathing.

She ran the cool tip of the wand down the crack of my ass, tracing the line where my biology had just been rewritten.

"Better," she whispered. "Much better. You are holding the shape."

She didn't let me recover. With my buttocks still radiating that strange, marble-hard heat, Aeolet grabbed a handful of my hair and yanked my head back.

"Open," she commanded.

I opened and the moment our saliva mixed, the chemistry shifted. I felt my own biology panic and then surrender. I was the clay, and she was the kiln.

My jaw unhinged. It was a reflex I didn't know I possessed, the bones sliding loose to allow deeper access. Her tongue swept into my mouth, but it wasn't the tongue of a human woman. It was thick, rough like a feline’s, rasping against the roof of my mouth and scraping my taste buds raw.

I moaned, and the sound warped. My vocal cords thickened. My own tongue elongated, growing slick and forked, winding around hers in a wet, serpentine dance. We were a kaleidoscope of mating rituals cycling at hyper-speed.

For a second, she was all musk and aggression and phantom testosterone that made my knees buckle. I responded by softening, my skin turning silken and fragile, the prey opening its throat to the predator. Then the cycle spun and I felt her shift against me, her body becoming impossibly soft, oozing a nectar-sweet pheromone of a hive-queen. I grew harder in response, my teeth sharpening, my lips bruising hers as I tried to devour her sweetness.

It was decadent.

It was a violation of every natural law.

We cycled through a thousand taboos in the space of a heartbeat. I tasted the copper of blood, the salt of the deep ocean, the electric tang of a nebula. We were a chimera of sex—hermaphroditic. Bestial. Divine. I felt phantom limbs brushing against my waist, ghost-cocks pressing against my thigh, wet slits opening on my neck where her lips grazed.

She sucked my lower lip into her mouth and bit down, hard. I felt my lip swell and split, but instead of bleeding red, a blue fluid leaked out, which she drank greedily.

"Delicious," she hissed into my mouth, her voice vibrating through my skull. "You taste like raw potential."

She drove her tongue deep into my throat, triggering a gag reflex that felt confusingly like an orgasm. My eyes rolled back, seeing flashes of forms I’d never taken—tentacles, wings, scales and chrome. We were everything and nothing, a swirling vortex of flesh that refused to pick a shape.

Then, with a final, wet suction sound that echoed in the silence of the cottage, she pulled away.

A strand of glowing saliva connected our mouths, stretching thin before snapping. We stood there, chests heaving, lungs burning. My face felt rearranged, my lips swollen and throbbing, my biology slowly settling back into the shape of the drab girl from the statistics department.

Aeolet wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Her eyes were blown wide, her pupils dilated so far they swallowed the iris. She looked at me with a mixture of pride and hunger.

"You are ready."

She turned her back on me, leaving me swaying and dizzy, and walked over to the duffel bag. She reached in, past the handcuffs, past the wand, and her hand closed around the Symbiotic Interface Unit.

“Now... let's see if we can fill the void you’ve been complaining about."

It was a thick, translucent shaft of living gel that pulsated with a soft beating blue light. It was veined with silver circuitry and covered in raised neural-nodes that looked like sensitive eyes.

She pressed the harness against her hips and I watched, mesmerized and horrified, as the material bit into her. Small tendrils extended from the base, piercing her skin, tapping directly into her nervous system. The shaft twitched as if it were her own flesh, gorging on her blood supply.

"Turn around, AB45," she said, her voice dropping to a command frequency that made my knees buckle. "Time to upload."

My legs were shaking and my pussy was weeping thick lubricant onto the floorboards. I looked at the device. It was huge. It was pulsating. It was going to tear me apart.

"I... I can't take that," I whispered. "It's too big."

"You are a Changeling," she sneered, stepping into my personal space. "You are infinite. You will make room."

I turned. I gripped the edge of the antique oak table, my knuckles white, my pussy dripping that thick, bioluminescent lubricant that smelled of alien musk. I looked back over my shoulder just as she grabbed my hips with hands that felt suddenly heavy, expanding into the density of hydraulic clamps.

She didn't slide in. She breached.

I screamed, my head thrown back, as the head of the device forced its way in. But it wasn't just a physical invasion. As the neural-nodes ripped in, a flood of sensory data exploded in my brain. I could feel her. I could feel her dominance, her cold hunger, downloaded directly into my nervous system.

"Adjust," she commanded, grabbing my hair and yanking my head back. "Reconfigure."

And I did.

My vagina, realizing it was being invaded by superior tech, began to shift. Its walls liquefied and expanded, the muscle fibers rearranging themselves to mold perfectly around the alien shape. I felt my cervix soften and open, inviting the intruder deeper.

She drove the shaft to the hilt and then it expanded.

I was impaled on a pillar of living light. Every time the device pulsed it grew and a shockwave of pleasure-pain rolled through my belly.

"Good," she growled. "Now we can begin to see what you can really be."

She began to move. She wasn't fucking me. She was sculpting me from the inside out.

With every thrust, she changed. I felt her hands on my hips expand, her fingers lengthening, the skin turning callous, like the hide of a gargoyle. She grew heavier, her mass increasing until she was an immovable object pinning me against the table. I looked back and saw her jawline sharpen, her teeth glistening like chrome needles in the low light.

I responded in kind. I couldn't help it. The moment was too intense, the need to accommodate her too great. As she pounded into me, my hips widened. I felt my pelvic bone soften and spread, creating a cradle for her aggression. My skin turned slick and rubbery, losing its fragility, becoming a perfect sleeve for her pleasure.

"Take it," she roared, slamming into me with the force of a pile driver. "Take the whole system!"

She withdrew almost all the way out, the nodes scraping me raw, before ramming back in. I sobbed, my legs giving out, but she held me up. She grew a third arm—or perhaps it was a phantom limb, a manifestation of her will—that wrapped around my throat, choking me just enough to make the edges of my vision blur with static.

"You are too tight," she critiqued, even as she stretched me wide. "You are still holding onto the human blueprint. Let go."

She reached down with her free hand—her real hand—and began to work it into me, alongside the shaft.

"No," I gasped, "I can't... there's no room..."

"You are infinite," she whispered against my ear, her tongue darting out, long and forked, to lick the sweat from my temple. "Make room."

She pushed her fingers in. One. Two. Three.

My body panicked, then surrendered. My flesh realized that resistance was inefficient. I felt my walls dissolve into a viscous gel, expanding to swallow her hand. She pushed past the knuckles, past the wrist, burying her fist inside me right alongside the churning blue light of the interface unit.

I was bursting. I was a vessel containing an impossible amount of matter. My stomach pressed up into my throat, massaging my heart from below. She began to rotate her wrist inside me.

I threw my head back and howled. My vocal cords had thickened, dropping my voice into a resonant purr. My fingernails dug into the wood of the table, lengthening into claws that gouged deep scratches into the oak.

"That’s it," she cooed, fucking me with the strap-on while twisting her fist inside me. "Churn. Mix. Become the soup."

She pumped me, a dual-pronged assault that targeted every nerve ending I possessed. Then I was squirting. A thick blue nectar sprayed across the table, coating her arm and slicking the interface unit.

She withdrew suddenly, the loss of fullness leaving me gasping and hollow, my insides throbbing as they slowly tried to remember their original shape.

"On the table," she ordered. "Supine."

I scrambled onto the table, slipping in my own fluids. I lay on my back, legs spread wide, panting. My pussy was a gaping, pulsing maw, glowing softly with the friction heat.

Aeolet stood over me. She had shifted again. She was taller now, her skin a deep, midnight blue, her eyes burning with a white, star-like intensity.

She looked like a goddess from a dead religion.

She reached into the duffel bag and pulled out a jar of Bio-Data Nodes. Small, gelatinous spheres of glowing green light, pulsating with encoded memory.

"I have been saving these," she said, her voice echoing. "Sensory recordings from the Outer Rim. Mating rituals of the Void-Born. Do you want to taste them?"

"Yes," I whimpered. "Please."

She popped the lid. She didn't give them to me. She slid her hand down her own body, parting the lips of her sex—which had morphed into something vertical and alien—and pushed the glowing spheres inside herself. One. Two. Three. Four.

She climbed onto the table, kneeling over my face. "Retrieve them," she commanded. "Use your tongue. But be careful not damage the data."

She lowered herself onto my face.

I opened my mouth, but a human tongue was insufficient for this task. I focused and willed the change. I felt the muscle in my mouth spasm and grow. My tongue elongated, becoming thin, prehensile, and incredibly long. It turned purple as I dove in.

I slid my tongue inside her and found the first one. As my tongue wrapped around it, the data transmitted through the membrane.

I was a Leviathan, a mountain of meat drifting in the high-pressure depths of a methane ocean. I was in estrus, my vents gaping wide, releasing a pheromone trail that tasted of copper and blood.

And the swarm answered.

But I wasn't mating with a single male; I was being infested. A cloud of thousands of parasitic eels, slick and needle-thin, swarmed my exposed underbelly. They didn't court me; they burrowed. I felt them enter my genital slit in a frenzied, writhing mass—a living river of muscle and teeth forcing its way inside. They bit into my vaginal walls, locking themselves in place, and began to shudder.

I felt thousands of tiny, needle-sharp cocks piercing my internal membranes simultaneously. I was being filled, gallon by gallon, with cold, viscous slime. I was a living breeding ground, groaning in a low-frequency rumble that shook the seabed as I clamped down, crushing them inside me, milking the swarm for every drop of genetic material. The pleasure was agonizing, a total, biological surrender to being used.

I moaned against her wetness, my hips bucking on the table. I teased the node out, rolling it gently into my mouth, swallowing the data.

I went back for the second node. It was lodged deep, tucked behind the ridge of her cervix. I hooked my elongated, prehensile tongue around it and pulled.

I was a Breeder-Queen on the orbital pleasure-platforms of the Argus System.

My breasts were titanic, gravity-defying spheres of pale, blue-veined flesh, so impossibly heavy that I couldn't stand; I could only kneel, my nipples dragging in the pools of lubricant on the floor. Facing me was my sister-clone, a mirror image of my own excess, her own massive tits pressed against mine, creating a wall of softness.

Above us, lining the circular gantry that stretched up into the darkness, stood the Legion. Hundreds of males—soldiers, workers, drones—stood shoulder to shoulder, their armor stripped away, their cocks hard and dripping.

A klaxon sounded. The release began.

A thick, white rainfall of genetic material cascaded down from the gantry. It coated our hair, slicked our breasts until they glistened like oiled marble, and filled our open, upturned mouths. We didn't swallow. We were reservoirs. I choked on the sheer volume, my cheeks bulging as I took the load of a hundred men.

My sister-clone leaned in. We locked lips.

It was a sloppy exchange. I pushed a mouthful of the salty slurry into her mouth; she pushed a mouthful back into mine. We snowballed the seed between us, mixing the DNA, tasting the potency of the Legion.

Then, we went lower.

We crawled over each other, heavy tits slapping together. She spread her legs, revealing a pussy that was already gaping and eager. I lowered my face to her and pressed my lips against her vulva and forced the mouthful of sperm inside her. My tongue drove the white flood deep into her womb, packing her full. She did the same to me, her face buried in my crotch, her tongue hammering the fluid into me until we were both leaking, overfilled vessels, drowning in the excess of the swarm.

Aeolet rode my face, grinding her clit—now a hard, crystalline nub—against my nose. Her thighs clamped around my head, and I felt them shift texture, becoming scaled and rough, gripping me like a vise.

I retrieved the third node. The fourth. Each one a hit of pure, unfiltered alien pornography downloaded straight into my brain. I was dizzy, drunk on the memories of species I had never met.

I went back for the fifth node. It was buried deep, almost hidden, pulsating not with the violent red of the war-memories or the cold blue of the leviathan, but with a soft, warm amber light. It hummed like a lullaby.

I wrapped my elongated tongue around it, expecting another cosmic storm. Instead, the data transmitted through the membrane was soft, terrifyingly intimate, and achingly human.

I was me. I was sitting on a twin mattress in a cramped university dorm room. Sitting cross-legged opposite me was... Her.

Just a girl with messy dark hair tied back in a scrunchie, wearing an oversized gray hoodie that swallowed her hands. We were supposed to be studying quantum mechanics, but the text-slates lay forgotten between our knees.

"Can I say something?" she whispered.

My heart hammered against my ribs—a frantic, human rhythm. "Yeah?"

"I think..." She hesitated, biting her lower lip, turning it a dark, swollen pink. "I think I want to try something."

I stopped breathing. "Okay."

She leaned in. It was clumsy. It was slow. And then her lips brushed mine. They were chapped, tasting of strawberry synthetic-balm and nervousness.

It was a question. Is this okay? Are we okay?

I pressed back, my eyes fluttering shut. Her mouth was soft and our noses bumped, and she let out a tiny, breathy giggle against my lips that vibrated through my chest and shattered the last of my fear. I opened my mouth slightly, and she took the invitation. The tip of her tongue touched mine.

It was electric. Not the high-voltage shock of the clamps, but a golden current that flooded my veins. I reached out, my hands trembling, and cupped her face. Her skin was flushed with the same embarrassment and desire that was consuming me.

"Like that?" she whispered, pulling back just an inch, her eyes searching mine.

"Yes," I breathed. "Just like that."

She kissed me again, deeper this time, more sure. Her hands moved from her lap to my waist, slipping under the hem of my T-shirt. Her fingers were cool against my heated skin, tracing the line of my ribs. It felt like coming home.

We fell back onto the mattress, a tangle of limbs and giggles and panting breaths. There was no rush, no command to "submit" or "shift." There was just us.

We fumbled with buttons. The sound of a zipper rasping down was the loudest thing in the universe. I kicked off my jeans, she shimmied out of her sweatpants. We lay there in our mismatched underwear—cotton and lace—staring at each other.

"You're beautiful," she said, and she looked like she meant it. She looked at my small breasts, my pale skin, my narrow hips, and she didn't see a drab malfunction.

She reached out and traced the line of my panties. "Can I?"

I nodded, unable to speak.

She slipped her hand inside.

The sensation was blindingly sweet. Her fingers were slender, searching. She found my wetness—not the alien lubricant I produced now, but simple, human arousal—and her eyes widened slightly.

"You're so wet," she murmured, a note of wonder in her voice.

She began to touch me. It was awkward at first. She rubbed a little too hard, then a little too soft, trying to find the rhythm. I arched my back, gasping, and guided her hand.

"Here," I whispered. "Like this."

She learned fast. She found my clit, circling it with the pad of her finger, slipping through the slickness. She watched my face the whole time, drinking in every flinch, every gasp, every flutter of my eyelids. It was the most erotic thing I had ever seen—the sheer concentration on her face, the way she bit her lip as she focused on my pleasure.

"Touch me," she begged, her hips bucking slightly against the mattress. "Please."

I reached between her legs. She was soaked and I slid my fingers into her, parting the petals. It was a revelation. The texture, the heat, the grip of her body—it was a mystery I’d wanted to solve my whole life.

We lay side by side, facing each other, mirroring each other. I rubbed her clit while she rubbed mine. It was a feedback loop of sensation. I watched her eyes roll back, saw the flush spread across her chest like a sunrise.

"Oh god!" she whimpered, her head thrashing against the pillow. "That feels... god, that feels so good."

It wasn't about power. It wasn't about pain. It was about shared discovery. It was the realization that my body wasn't a cage; it was an instrument, and she knew how to play it.

I slipped a finger inside her. She was tight and gripped me instantly. I pumped her slowly, watching her face crumble into pure ecstasy. She did the same to me, sliding a finger inside, stretching me just enough.

The friction built and it was a sweet, climbing ache. The smell of us—vanilla, sweat, and sex—filled the small room.

"I'm close," she gasped, her hand moving faster against me. "I'm close."

"Me too," I sobbed. "Me too."

She came first, her body seizing up, her thighs clamping around my hand. She let out a long, high-pitched keen that sounded like pure relief. Seeing her fall over the edge pushed me over mine.

My orgasm was a warm wave that started in my toes and washed over me, gentle but absolute. I shuddered, burying my face in her neck, tasting the salt on her skin, feeling her pulse flutter against my lips like a trapped bird.

We lay there for a long time as the rain hammered against the window. Our hands were still entangled between our legs, sticky and wet. She kissed my forehead, then my nose, then my lips.

"Wow," she whispered into the silence.

"Yeah," I laughed, a sound of pure joy. "Wow."

The memory ended. The amber light faded.

I was back on the table in the cottage.

I pulled my long, purple tongue out of Aeolet.

I was shaking. Tears—real, human tears—were streaming down my face, mixing with the sweat and the alien fluids. The contrast was devastating. I’d just experienced the sweetest, most innocent moment of connection in human history, all while being pinned down by a shapeshifter.

Aeolet looked down at me. Her face was still partially shifted, eyes burning with that white-hot star power, but for a second, the expression softened. She reached down and wiped a tear from my cheek with a clawed thumb.

"The human archive," she murmured, her voice sounding like grinding stones. "It has... a certain primitive charm."

She didn't mock it. She absorbed it.

"But we are past innocence, AB45," she growled, her grip on my wrists tightening until the bones creaked. "We are into the deep water now."

She grabbed my hips and pulled me flush against her scale-covered body.

"Now," she hissed. "Let me show you how the memory ends."

She pulled my legs... not apart, but around.

She bent my knees backward, past the point of breaking, but my joints didn't snap, they became rubber. I wrapped my legs around my own neck, folding myself into an open flower.

She climbed on top of me and wrapped around me. Her torso elongated, stretching like a constrictor snake. She coiled around my body, her ribs interlocking with mine, her skin fusing with my skin where we touched.

We were a single, writhing organism with two heads and too many limbs.

She entered me again, this time with her own biological cock—she had grown one, a thick, fleshy thing that emerged from her slit, fully functional. It was knotted and hot.

She fucked me from the inside of the coil. We rolled across the table, a tangle of limbs and fluids. I couldn't tell whose hand was stroking my clit, whose tongue was licking my neck.

"Shift," she commanded. "Be tighter."

I shrank. I compressed my mass, becoming smaller, denser, clamping down on her cock with the force of a hydraulic press.

"Shift," she roared. "Be softer."

I melted. I became a cloud of steam and liquid flesh, surrounding her, suffocating her in warmth.

She drove us to the edge of the table, and we tumbled off, hitting the floor with a wet thud, never breaking the connection.

We landed in a heap of tangled limbs. She was on top now, her form stabilizing into something terrifyingly muscular, a monster silhouette of shadow and power. I lay beneath her, spread-eagled, my body turned inside out, every nerve ending exposed to the air.

She grabbed my wrists and pinned them above my head. She lowered her heavy head, her eyes burning.

"You are not drab," she snarled, her voice vibrating through the floorboards. "You are a chaos engine."

She began to piston into me, fast, hard, brutal strokes that shook the foundations of the cottage. My ass slapped against the floor, the marble-white flesh glowing brighter with every impact. I was squirting continuously now, a fountain that painted the room in flickering blue light.

The Interface Unit, still strapped to her (or was it part of her now?), hummed with a pitch that was rising, rising, rising.

I felt the edge approaching. It wasn't a cliff; it was an event horizon.

"Look at me," she commanded.

I looked. Her face was shifting rapidly—woman, beast, machine, void.

"Don't you dare look away," she hissed. "We go together. We break together."

My body coiled, tightening, every muscle fiber locking into place. The pressure in my belly was critical. The itch under my skin was gone, replaced by a fire that was going to consume us both. I opened my mouth to scream, but only static came out.

We were one second away from the supernova.

She drove into me one last time, but this time she didn't pull back. She held herself there, buried in me, her pelvis grinding against mine with the weight of a collapsing star. The Symbiotic Interface Unit began to vibrate at a frequency that cracked the plaster on the walls. It was the end of the program. The final dump of data.

And then I took her.

My body, pushed past the limits of biology, past the limits of pain and pleasure, decided it was no longer just a vessel.

I felt my pussy open wide, not to accommodate, but to consume. My vaginal walls turned from soft flesh into a pressurized vacuum. I latched onto the interface unit and onto Aeolet’s hips.

"What—" Aeolet gasped, her eyes widening as she felt the pull.

I drained her.

I sucked the blue light out of the interface unit. I absorbed the energy of her last thrusts. I drank the dominance right out of her nervous system. It flowed into me in a torrent of power rushing up my spine, filling the drab spaces of my soul.

We screamed together.

I clamped down, absorbing her lifeforce into my cunt, swallowing it whole. The light in the room died as I pulled it all inside me. Aeolet collapsed on top of me while I arched my back, my eyes rolling into my skull, experiencing a climax that felt like I was eating a sun.

Then, silence.

Absolute, ringing silence.

Aeolet rolled off me, breathless and pale, her skin dull and gray, stripped of its bioluminescence. She lay on the floorboards, chest heaving, staring at the ceiling.

I lay in the mess we had made.

I felt scraped clean. I lay there, legs splayed, sticky with fluids that weren't remotely human, feeling the phantom throb of the device I’d just metabolized. I’d been violated in every possible way. I had been beaten, stretched, invaded, reprogrammed, and filled with the memories of monsters.

I sat up. My joints popped. My skin felt tight. When I stood, my legs were steady.

I walked to the full-length mirror in the corner of the room and I wiped the condensation from the glass with a hand that didn't tremble.

I looked at myself.

I looked... the same.

There was the drab, skinny girl. The diminutive bosom. The pale, slightly bruised skin. The quaint little bottom. On the surface, I was still AB45 from Statistics.

But I wasn't.

The creature in the mirror stood differently. The slouch of the office drone was gone, replaced by a stillness that was utterly predatory. My skin seemed to drink light. And my eyes... my eyes were dark, wet, and ancient. They held the memories of the Leviathan and the Breeder-Queen. They held the cold hunger of the changeling.

I was no longer the clay.

I was the thing hiding in the mud.

I turned away from the mirror and walked to the window. The rain was still falling on the ruins of the stone church opposite, blurring the world into streaks of gray and black.

Through the rain-slicked glass, I saw movement.

A woman was walking past the cottage. She was ordinary. A commuter, perhaps, huddled under an umbrella, rushing home to a warm meal and a boring life. She was soft. She was static.

As if feeling my gaze, she looked up.

Our eyes met through the glass.

She paused, a flicker of confusion crossing her face.

I smiled and then the vision hit me.

I am on top of her. We are in the 69 position, but I am not human sized. I am massive, my thighs thick and muscular, pinning her head between my legs. She is suffocating, her tongue frantically working my clit, desperate for air. I am leaning over her hips, my mouth—filled with razor-sharp teeth—clamped over her pussy. I am eating her out with carnivorous enthusiasm. I reach down with a hand that has too many fingers and rub her clit. She screams, muffled by my wetness, and squirts—a geyser that I drink greedily. I ride her face, grinding her into the mattress, taking everything she has, until she breaks.

The vision vanished.

I was back in the cottage. The woman on the street shuddered, pulling her coat tighter as if a sudden wind had just cut through her. She hurried away, disappearing into the gloom.

I touched the cold glass of the window, leaving a foggy print.

I looked back at the mirror. The drab girl smiled back, and her reflection didn't blink.

I wasn't afraid of the gray anymore.

The gray was where I could be anything.
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bull in a china shop
Rhonda Thomas


It is a truism in the spacer guilds that men can only concentrate on one thing at a time. Isn’t that the stereotype? That a woman can juggle twenty different subroutines at once, running from the nav-com to the reactor shielding, keeping the plates spinning with a few swift flicks of the wrist?

Men are supposed to be the opposite: so single-minded that if they try to do more than one thing simultaneously, they end up venting the oxygen instead of the waste heat.

It’s a neat little theory, and tonight, Senator Vrex is proving it with almost scientific rigor.

We are at the Red Masque, suspended in the low-gravity decadence of the Cydonia terraforming dome. The gravity here is dialed down to a floaty 0.8g, designed to make the ultra-wealthy feel lighter than their sins. Above us, glowing drones drift like jellyfish in an ocean of champagne air. Below us, the floor is a pane of glass revealing the ancient, red-stone of the Martian Labyrinth.

Vrex has one hand on a flute of neon nectar and the other resting proprietarily on the waist of a courtesan dressed as a glitzy approximation of Aphrodite. His eyes are fixed on her cleavage. He is so focused on those two points of contact—the drink and the girl—that he has completely forgotten the encrypted datapad currently burning a hole in the pocket of his velvet tuxedo.

I, on the other hand, am spinning plates.

I am dancing. I am calculating the rotational velocity of the security drones. I am tracking the exit vector through the blast doors. And I am timing my approach to Vrex to coincide with the crescendo of the synth-violins.

A stereotypical spacer would be thrown by the shifting gravity plates that ripple across the dance floor; but I, far from treating them as an obstacle, am using them as a choreographic motif. I allow the gravity swell to lift me onto my toes, spinning me past a Martian oligarch in a gold bull mask, working my way around the edge of the crowd and into Vrex’s orbit a split second before the bass drops.

I stumble.

It is a calculated, beautiful stumble. I allow the gravity to take me, turning a pirouette into a collapse. I fall specifically into Vrex.

He catches me. Of course he does. It’s a point of honor for these types.

"Careful, my dear," he slurs, his grip slipping low to cop a feel.

For that one second, he is multitasking. He is holding his drink, holding the courtesan, and feeling me up. His CPU is maxed out.

I am the one who can’t concentrate on anything else—or so it would seem. I look up at him, wide-eyed, playing the part of the overwhelmed ditz. "Oh! The gravity... it's so strong tonight!"

While I am babbling, my hand is already moving. It slips between the lapel of his jacket and his ribcage. I rub my thumb over the coarse velvet, feel the rectangular outline of the prize, and with a movement smooth enough to shame a magician, I lift it.

The datapad slides into the hidden pocket of my gown.

Vrex is still looking straight at my face—lips curved into the smuggest, most benevolent smile I have ever seen on a man who has just been robbed blind.

"Steady on," he chuckles, righting me.

"Thank you, Senator," I breathe. "You're a lifesaver."

I pull away. But I don't rush. I’m just the same when I’m running a con as I am when I’m logging onto my favorite encrypted chat rooms later; I don’t want any interruptions, no matter how well meant. I like to give my full attention to the task in hand.

I drift backward, melting into the crowd of masked gods and monsters. I have the data. I have the exit strategy. I am already mentally spending the credits on paying off the loan shark who threatened to weld my airlock shut last week.

I reach the edge of the ballroom. The airlock to the spaceport is fifty meters away and I’m looking almost as smug as Vrex.

And then, the music stops.

The jellyfish overhead turn a sudden, violent crimson and the blast doors to the spaceport slam shut with a sound like a guillotine dropping, vibrating through the floor and up through the soles of my heels.

“Security Breach,” a pleasant, synthetic voice announces. “Lockdown initiated. Please remain calm while we scan for contraband.”

All drops of my smugness evaporate.

Every relationship has its patterns, and if the universe insists on screwing me just before the climax, who am I to complain? Early on, in the interests of balance, I tried to fight destiny, but the universe usually just removes my options and throws me over its knee.

I cannot be scanned. If they find this datapad, I won’t just go to jail. Vrex will have me spaced.

I look around. The guests are murmuring, confused. The drones are descending, scanning faces.

I need a hole.

To my left, there’s a velvet curtain cordoning off the Restricted Area. I know that’s the way to the decorative, miles-wide maze that the wealthy use as a backdrop, but never actually enter. It’s the original Labyrinth, reinforced with chrome and atmosphere fields, but essentially just a ruin.

I slip through the velvet curtain.

Behind the barrier, the atmosphere changes so instantly it makes my ears pop. The cloying scent of neon nectar and pheromones is sheared away, replaced by the smell of dry dust and uncirculated air. And, let me tell you, the lighting isn't designed to flatter complexions back here; it’s dim and industrial and coming only from emergency strips on the floor that flicker with an epileptic stutter.

I run.

I manage to get down a service corridor without tripping, though my legs are jelly by now. The adrenaline crash is hitting me hard, stripping away any dancery grace I had and leaving behind only the desperate scramble of the thief.

I need a hole.

A maintenance hatch. A vent. A garbage chute.

Anything to hide in until the heat dies down and I can go back to being a person who doesn't exist.

I turn a corner and skid to a halt. It’s a dead end. Ahead is a decorative balcony which overlooks a vertical ventilation shaft that drops down into the bowels of the terraforming plant.

And, of course, there are footsteps.

Metallic, remorseless, hydraulic footsteps echoing from the corridor behind me. Security droids. And it sounds like they’re the big ones. The ones who don't ask for ID until they've scanned your dental records from your charred remains.

I look at the shaft and at the approaching shadows stretching long and distorted against the wall.

In that moment, I have a flash of intense, white-hot frustration.

I’ve been so careful! I’ve kept my plates spinning with such exquisite precision! I kept the Heist Plate separate from the Escape Plate and kept both of them miles away from the Crippling Debt Plate!

I was a virtuoso of compartmentalization.

But now, appalling timing and worst luck are conspiring to grab my wrists, and I can hear the wobbling sound of everything about to crash down to the ground.

The footsteps are getting louder. The floor is vibrating.

I look over the railing and think I spot a maintenance platform about twenty feet down. In 0.8g, that should be a survivable drop. Right? But it’s stupid, risky, and totally desperate. But it might well be my only choice.

I climb over the rail, the silk of my stolen gown snagging on the rust.

"Halt!" a synthesized voice booms behind me, flattened by the acoustics of the tunnel.

Unsurprisingly, I don't halt. I turn, offer a jaunty salute, and let myself tumble back into the dark—which is not padded, I’m not that lucky—and surrender to the gravity I was mocking just moments ago.

I fall…

And land on the platform, but my heels—a terrible, vanity-driven choice for a heist, honestly—skid on the metal grating. I scramble for purchase, grinding my knees into the steel, every bit of my body desperate for friction, for contact, but momentum is a cruel and single-minded mistress.

So, of course, I slip off the edge of the platform.

I’m not going to lie. The second fall is much less fun than the first.

It feels endless. In the 0.8g of the Labyrinth, I don’t plummet so much as drift. It’s a slow-motion disaster that gives me far too much time to contemplate the poor life choices that have led me to this point.

It has a distinctly Alice-like quality to it. I tumble past strata of the Labyrinth’s artificial ecosystem. First, I float through a layer of projection mist that tastes like synthetic strawberries. Then, I drift past a discarded floating tray of hors d'oeuvres that must have been tossed over a balcony hours ago, spinning in the void like a miniature asteroid belt of caviar and crackers.

I crash through a canopy of holographic foliage which doesn't break so much as glitches. Leaves of digital ivy pixelate and shatter into voxels as I disrupt their photons, flickering out of existence before re-rendering behind me. I pass a drone stuck in a loop, buzzing against a pipe.

Down, down, down. The rabbit hole just keeps going.

Eventually, though, reality asserts itself over whimsy and I hit something soft—is it soil?—and roll, the breath knocked out of me in a violent whoosh.

I lie there for a moment, staring up at the distant, bloody glow of the ballroom far above. It looks like a separate world. A heaven I’ve just been cast unceremoniously out of.

I sit up, groaning. My gown is torn to ribbons and my knee is bleeding. But the datapad is still in my pocket, pressing against my hip like a hard, plastic promise.

I look around.

Well, I’m certainly not in a maintenance shaft anymore.

I appear to be in a garden. A subterranean, impossible garden of black roses and chrome vines, lit by glowing fungi that are growing in the cracks of the red stone walls. It’s silent here. And not the empty silence of a vacuum, but a predatory silence.

The kind of silence that watches you back.

And then, the ground vibrates.

This time, it isn't a bunch of footsteps coming my way. It is a heartbeat. A gigantic, rhythmic tremor in the earth that travels up through the soles of my useless yet stylish shoes.

I freeze.

I’m someone who usually can’t concentrate on anything else but my own survival, the queen of self-preservation, but right now, my focus is entirely hijacked by the shadow detaching itself from the far wall.

Because it’s huge. It blocks out the dim light of the fungi as a wall of muscle and metal, breathing with a sound like a bellows working a forge.

I scramble backward, my hand finding a loose stone, clutching it like it’s going to make a difference against a tank.

And then the shadow steps forward. A single, glowing blue ocular implant whirs and the aperture contracts as it focuses on me.

"You are not on the guest list."

The voice sounds like tectonic plates shifting deep underground and grinding rock against rock. Then a massive hand, half-flesh, half-titanium, reaches down toward me. I’m about to be caught. And for the first time all night, I have absolutely no idea how to spin this plate.

Then a hand closes around my waist.

It is a cage of warm fur and unyielding titanium that locks around my midsection with the absolute stability of a docking clamp. I expect to be crushed. I expect the squelch. I brace myself for the end of the heist, the end of the debt, and the end of Cassia.

But the hand doesn’t squeeze.

It lifts me.

It hoists me into the air, bringing me up—and up, and up—until I am dangling at eye level with the architect of my misery. And let me tell you, eye level with a ten-foot cyborg bull is not a comfortable zip code to inhabit.

Up close, my captor is a masterpiece of industrial horror. I would suggest that he is what happens when a mythology textbook gets drunk and sleeps with a tank. His snout is broad, wet, and black and is twitching as he inhales my scent. I can feel the heat of his damp breath washing over my face.

But it’s the contrast that short-circuits my brain.

The right side of his face is matted with thick fur while the left is a landscape of titanium fused directly to the bone. A cybernetic plate bolted to his temple hums with a low-voltage threat, while a cluster of status LEDs blink in the recess of his eye socket, analyzing me like a piece of faulty code.

"You are very small," he says. "And you are broken."

He’s looking at my bleeding knee.

"I'm not broken," I stammer, my hands instinctively gripping his tree-trunk wrist for balance. "I'm just... experiencing a temporary integrity failure."

Above us, the shaft echoes with the shriek of thrusters. The security droids. They are descending.

My brain kicks back into gear and I try to respin the plates. Plate 1: The Drones. They have thermal scanners. Plate 2: The Minotaur. He is technically security. Plate 3: The Datapad. It’s throbbing against my hip.

"Can you put me down?" I hiss, looking up at the shaft. "Please! If they find me, they'll space me. And if you're holding me, they might scratch your paint job."

The Minotaur ignores my logic. And he ignores the shrieking drones. He even ignores the rock I’m still clutching in my hand.

He is the ultimate realization of the male archetype. He is doing exactly one thing, and he is doing it with such maddening, single-minded focus that the rest of the universe might as well not exist.

He is holding me.

That is his current task.

The apocalypse could start right now, and he wouldn’t drop me until he decided the task was complete.

"They will not scratch me," he says, eventually. "They are programmed to avoid this sector. I am the hazard here."

Then he tilts his head and the blue ocular implant spins and focuses on my pocket.

"You stole from Senator Vrex," he states. It’s not a question.

"How do you⁠—"

"I can smell his cologne on you. And I can hear the encryption algorithms of his datapad cycling. They are very loud."

For a moment, I fear that the game is up.

But he isn't calling the guards. And he isn't crushing me. He’s just... watching me. With a curiosity that feels like it might well be something that I can use.

I look at the drones getting closer. I look at the monster holding me like a prized toy. And I decide to gamble everything on a hunch I learned from dating men who drive too fast and talk too little.

"I bet you're bored," I say.

His ear—the flesh one—flicks.

"You're stuck down here guarding a garden which no one ever visits," I continue, the words tumbling out. "You probably haven't had a conversation that wasn't a diagnostic query in years. You could hand me over. Sure. Or..." I lean in, despite the fact that I am suspended five feet in the air by a cyborg bull. "Or you could hide me. The lockdown they’ve just put in place will last three hours. I'm great company. I know three jokes about Martian gravity, and I have a bottle of stolen vintage wine in my other pocket that didn't break during the fall."

The blue eye whirs and he looks up at the drones, now visible as spotlights cutting through the mist above. Then he looks back at me.

"Three hours," he repeats.

"Three hours," I promise.

He grunts. Then he turns, pivoting on those massive, hydraulic legs, and begins to walk. He carries me through the garden and while it is humiliating it’s also oddly... nice. And for once I’m the one here who can’t concentrate on anything else. I should be looking for exit routes. I should be checking the signal on the datapad. But instead, I find myself completely thrown by the motion.

The bull moves with a rolling gait that absorbs every shock. One arm is wrapped around me, the other swings loose, brushing against the chrome vines. He navigates through the darkness without slowing down and his single-minded focus has shifted entirely to transport.

I am totally selfish when I’m being carried, incapable of doing anything but going limp and letting him take the weight. I rest my cheek against the cold metal of his chest plate. Beneath it, I can hear two hearts beating—one wet and biological, one humming and electric.

"Where are we going?"

"The Center," he says.

We pass through an archway of fused bone and steel, and the air changes again. The cold dampness of the garden vanishes, replaced by warmth. Real warmth. I guess we’ve entered his sanctum.

I was expecting a dungeon. I was expecting a charging station with maybe a pile of gnawed bones in the corner.

What I get, though, is a library.

It is a circular room carved into the red rock, lined with shelves that stretch up into the shadows. And they are filled not with data-spools, but with books. Actual, paper books. There are rugs—thick, Persian-style rugs that look like they were looted from Old Earth museums—layered over the stone floor. And in the center is a holographic fireplace which crackles most invitingly.

He sets me down on a velvet chaise lounge that looks ridiculously small next to his bulk.

"You will stay."

He walks over to a control panel embedded in the rough-hewn rock and presses a clawed finger against the sensor. The blast door slides shut with a pneumatic hiss that seals the room hermetically and the shrieking of the hunting drones outside are cut off instantly.

I sit there, clutching the tatters of my silk gown, and the sudden silence gives my brain permission to catch up.

I remember the lore downloads I’d skimmed before the heist, back when this was just a job. The Labyrinth of Cydonia wasn't just a party venue for the ultra-rich. It was the First Site. Back before the terraforming took hold, when Mars was just red dust and suffocation, the Corporations dug these tunnels to hide their darkest prototypes.

The spacer legends—the ones told in hushed tones in the orbital dive bars—claimed the Company also added a jailer for these vaults. A weapon gene-spliced to prowl the dark, who would be immune to radiation and engineered to be the eternal immune system of a dead city.

They called him ‘Asterion’ in the files. The Starry One. I always thought it was just corporate branding. A pretentious nod to the classics to drive up the share price.

However, looking at him now, the metal of his cybernetics gleaming in the firelight, I decided that might have been a bit of wishful thinking.

Asterion lumbered over to a small table in the corner. For a creature who looked like he was built to smash through reinforced bulkheads, he moves with surprising gentleness. His den is a minefield of clutter—stacks of ancient books, fragile glass data-shards, delicate scavenged tech—but he navigates it all without clipping a single edge.

A thought enters my head. He is a bull in a china shop who has memorized the position of every single saucer. I decide not to share the joke.

He notices me stifle the laugh.

"You are shaking."

"It is just the adrenaline crash," I manage. "And... well. You're very big."

He makes a sound that might be a chuckle, or might be an engine misfiring. Then he reaches for a bottle on the table—not my stolen wine, but something of his own—and picks up a cup which is a thimble in his hand. A tiny porcelain teacup painted with blue flowers.

I watch, mesmerized, as he pours a dark liquid into it. His hands are lethal weapons which were clearly designed to crush stone and commit acts of terrible violence. Yet, as he pours the liquid without spilling a drop, his movements are beautifully careful.

He turns and offers it to me.

"Drink," he says. "It will stop the shaking."

I reach out and my hand brushes his.

His skin is hot, but the metal of his fingers is cool. The contrast sends a jolt through me that has absolutely nothing to do with fear.

I take the cup and then properly look at him. He looms over me in the amber light, a monster made of myths and microchips who collects paper books and porcelain cups.

"I'm Cassia," I say, taking a sip. It tastes like spiced plums and smoke.

He watches me drink and his lips curve into something that isn't quite a smile, but definitely isn't a snarl. Which I’m taking as a win.

"I know," he rumbles. "And for the next three hours, Cassia, you are mine."

The spiced wine hits my bloodstream with the efficiency of a sub-light drive engaging, warming me from the inside out. It dulls the sharp edge of my panic, but it sharpens something else entirely.

"Yours for three hours," I repeat, testing the weight of the words. "I suppose that’s better than being spaced. I’ll take it."

Asterion doesn't respond to my sass. He turns his back on me and moves toward a curved bank of monitors that are built into the rock wall. This must be the nerve center of the Labyrinth.

"Come."

It’s not a request. And God help me, my legs obey before my brain has time to protest.

I walk over to him. He is standing before the console, watching streams of data cascade down the screens: thermal feeds of the drones hunting in the garden, atmospheric pressure gauges and energy output readings. Even though he’s picked up a stray, he’s still working.

He’s the Guardian, and he is on the clock.

"Up."

He reaches down, and for the second time, I’m hoisted into the air. He sets me down on the edge of the console itself, pushing aside a stack of ancient star-charts to make room for my hips.

The surface is warm metal. And it is vibrating.

The spiced wine warms my stomach, but the heat rising from the console burns straight through my thighs. I’m perched on the edge of the nerve center of the Labyrinth, my legs dangling and my torn skirt hiked up to my hips. The entire console hums with the subterranean buzz of the terraforming reactors deep below us. It’s a constant frequency that buzzes against my thighs, vibrating through the thinness of my gown. It’s the engine of the world, purring right under my ass.

Asterion doesn't look at me. His eyes—both the biological brown one and the whirring blue optic—are fixed on the screens. He’s tracking a squad of heavy-mech droids moving through his domain.

"The drones are thorough," he says, his voice distracted. "They are scanning the mulch for thermal anomalies."

As he speaks, his hand moves.

He’s driving the Labyrinth. He’s calculating patrol algorithms. He’s doing his job. And at the same time, his enormous hand, half-flesh and half-chrome, slides up my thigh.

I try to spin my plates. Plate 1: The Datapad. I need to figure out the encryption key. It’s a 256-bit cypher, probably rolling code. If I can just visualize the matrix, if I can just remember the sequence Vrex used...

His fingernail brushes the curve of my hip bone. It’s a thick nail, as hard as horn, and the sensation sends a jolt of electricity straight to my brain stem.

The plate wobbles.

"They will pass the ventilation junction in thirty seconds," Asterion says, tapping a command into the console with his left hand. The keystrokes are rapid, efficient. Click-click-click.

A finger of his right hand, meanwhile, ghosts over the silk of my panties.

The contrast is short-circuiting my nervous system. He is a wall of death and circuitry, a ten-foot biological weapon focused entirely on the security of the facility. He is monitoring atmospheric pressure and drone vectors. But his touch? His touch is maddeningly, insultingly soft.

I’m used to sex being a transaction, or a frantic release. I’m used to breathless, desperate fucks in the alleyways behind the spaceport, pressed up against wet brick, elbows banging against dumpsters, while men fumble with zippers and pant in my ear, desperate to get off before a patrol bot turns the corner. That kind of sex is frantic. It’s two people drowning and climbing on top of each other to breathe.

This is very much not that.

This is an empire. This is a mountain deciding to be gentle.

He finds the sensitive seam of my underwear and doesn't rush. There is no urgency. There’s no desperation. It is as if he is treating me like I’m one of his fragile porcelain cups—something precious, but also something he owns completely.

Still not looking at me, he presses down.

His finger is huge. That’s the only word my brain can supply. It’s thick, calloused, and… yeah, thick will do. He presses the pad of it against my clitoris through the wet lace, just enough to make me gasp, and then he holds it there.

He times the pressure with the rhythmic pulse of the console’s vibration. The reactor cycles—THRUB-dub-dub—and he presses on the downbeat.

I try to look at the screen. I try to be the spacer who cares about the tactical situation. I try to be Cassia the thief. Cassia the survivor.

"Are... are they getting closer?" I manage to squeak. My voice sounds thin, unrecognizable.

"Yes," he says, sounding bored. "Hold still, Little Mouse."

He hooks his finger under the elastic of my panties.

I am the one here who can’t concentrate on anything else. I’m incapable of doing anything but gripping the edge of the vibrating console, my knuckles turning white, and letting my head fall back.

He pushes the fabric aside and the cool air of the sanctum hits my wetness for a split second before he replaces it with his warmth.

He begins to stroke me, using the environment against me. He is a master of this terrain. Every time the reactor cycles—a thrum-thrum-thrum that shakes the room—he matches the rhythm with his finger. He works around the edge of my slickness, teasing the bundle of nerves, circling closer and closer. He pushes into me a split-second before the bass note of the machinery hits, then remains frustratingly still, allowing the vibration of the console to drive the sensation deeper.

It’s agonizing.

It’s perfect.

I’m grinding my hips in anticipation, chasing his touch, barely able to wait for the next cycle.

"The garden is clear," he says, eyes never leaving the screen. "Rerouting power to the atmospheric scrubbers."

He rubs the pad of his finger against me. The seam of my panties, caught between his callus and my impossible openness, chafes against me so successfully that I let out a moan that sounds nothing like a professional thief and everything like a woman coming undone.

Asterion glances down. Just for a second.

The blue LED in his eye socket spins faster in a whirl of electric azure. The flesh eye narrows and his lips quirk up. "Good girl."

The praise hits me harder than the vibration. It lands in the center of my chest like a physical weight. Good girl. No one calls me that. I’m a rat. I’m a thief. I’m a nuisance. But to him, I’m good because I’m wet. I’m good because I’m taking it.

I try to compartmentalize. I have to. If I don't, I'm going to scream. I try to think about my book club. We were discussing Dickens next week. David Copperfield. The industrial revolution. The impact of mechanized labor on the human soul.

Asterion pushes his finger inside me and Dickens vanishes.

My debt vanishes.

The datapad is a million miles away.

I gasp, my back arching off the console. It’s just one finger, but it feels like I’m being rammed by the thickest, most dextrous cock in all the universe. He stretches me effortlessly, filling space I didn't know I had. The texture of his skin is rough, a working man’s hand multiplied by ten, but the slide is slick and easy because my body has apparently decided to welcome this invasion with a flood—pun intended—of enthusiasm.

"I..." I start, but the sentence dies in my throat. I don't even know what I was going to say. Stop? More? Please?

"Quiet," he keeps his attention on the flashing red lights of the grid. "I need to calibrate the heat shields."

He moves his finger inside me.

It’s the casualness of it all that breaks me. He is literally adjusting the atmospheric pressure of a bio-dome with his left hand while stretching me open with his right. He isn’t breathless. He isn’t dedicated to me. He is simply multitasking. I am just another system he is optimizing.

He curls his finger. It’s so long he makes my toes curl. And then he begins to pump, slowly and steadily, matching the thrum-thrum-thrum of the engine beneath my ass.

He stretches me wide, dragging the rough texture of his fingerprint over my inside, while his thumb—the cold, metal thumb—finds the center of my nerves outside and circles it.

The contrast is blinding. The rough intrusion inside. The cold metal outside. The vibration underneath.

Yeah. That’ll do it.

I am reduced to a babbling, jelly-legged sex object. My eyes glaze over and I stare up at the ceiling of the cave, my mouth slack, and I reckon I’m drooling a little. I feel small. I feel conquered. I feel incredibly, dangerously safe.

I hate it.

I hate losing control.

I hate that a three-hour truce has turned into this total surrender.

I love it.

I love that I don't have to think.

I love that for the first time in ten years, I don't have to spin a single plate because he is holding the entire world up for me with his finger.

I am entirely focused on the moment and the hum of the machine and on spinning no plates at all. I’m just waiting for him to shatter them.

And then, just as I can feel I am about to tip over the edge, the console lets out a cheerful, three-tone chime. The universe is mocking me.

“Lockdown lifted. All guests may proceed to the exit.”

The vibration in the console dies and the rhythm beneath that has been the soundtrack to my peaking silences. And then, the worst thing happens. He stops. And he withdraws his finger.

It slides out of me and I’m left empty, throbbing, and dripping onto surface of the desk, while he simply... gets on with his work. He quickly wipes his hand on a rag and moves away.

He is the Guardian again.

"Time’s up, Little Mouse. The maintenance hatch is in Sector 1."

He picks me up off the console. My legs are jelly and I wobble, my knees knocking together and my center of gravity completely shot. He steadies me with a hand on my shoulder and the touch feels so impersonal. Firm, yet distant.

"Can you walk?" he asks

"I..." I try to form a coherent sentence. "I can walk." Sure, I can walk away. I just don't want to. Is he kidding me? Is he going to leave me on the edge like this?

We leave the sanctum and the transition from the warmness of the den into the coldness of the industrial tunnels of the Labyrinth is horribly unpleasant.

He walked in front of me, not looking back. He’s moving with the same single-minded purpose he used to bring me so close. Task: Escort Intruder. Status: In Progress.

I stumble after him, clutching my torn gown, the datapad still banging against my hip. I knew I should be happy. After all, I was escaping. And, once I sold the info I’d gathered, I’d be rich.

The plate was spinning again.

But, instead, I’m staring at his back. At the broad expanse of muscle and fur and the way his tail twitches as he moves. As the overwhelming mass of him. I don’t want this to end.

We reach the exit point. And it isn't, as I’d hoped, a door. It’s a vertical maintenance shaft up into a dark throat of corrugated metal with a ladder running up one side. I guess, if I followed it, it would lead to a service grate on the surface.

Asterion stopped by the ladder, gesturing upward. "Up," he says. "The code is 7-7-Beta."

He’s just waiting for me to leave. He is waiting for me to climb the ladder, punch in the code, and vanish back into my world of spinning plates and debts and lonely chat rooms.

Do I want that?

I stare at the ladder for a moment. And then I look at him.

His eyes meet mine. The blue optic whirs while the brown eye softens a touch.

And I realize I can’t manage a moment longer without being in physical contact with him. I drop the datapad and it clatters onto the metal grating.

I step toward him and give him my most helpless expression. Head lowered, looking up through my lashes. Voice a touch breathless. "I’m not sure I can reach the first rung…"

He stares at me, clearly knowing I'm lying. He watched me climb a twenty-foot balcony railing earlier. But then his lips curve and he’s smiling back. A smug, masculine, utterly self-satisfied smile. This bastard knows he has reduced a complex, intelligent woman to a heat-seeking missile.

"Then I suppose I will need to assist, Little Mouse."

But he doesn't lift me onto the ladder. He lifts me onto him.

He grabs my waist and hoists me up, slamming my back against the corrugated metal of the shaft wall. My feet leave the ground, instinctively trying to wrap around his waist. I can barely spread my legs wide enough to get hold.

We are in the shadows. A couple of closely entwined shapes, no more. What we’re actually doing would be visible only to a security drone with night-vision, and Asterion has already disabled them all.

"You didn't finish me," I whisper, breathless, my hands tangling in the fur of his neck.

"No," he agrees, his voice dropping to a growl that vibrates through his chest plate and into my breasts. "I did not."

He doesn't kiss me. He doesn't offer sweet nothings. He simply shifts his weight and presses his hips into mine, grinding against my wetness.

Then he reaches down between us and there is the heavy magnetic clang of a clasp disengaging. Then the slide of a zipper that sounds like a marquee opening up.

When he frees himself, the sight of it almost makes me change my mind.

Because he is... significant. Not just large. Huge. The member he reveals is thick, dark, and tapered and sheathed in a hood that retracts as it hits the air. It looks as if it’s pulsing with its own heartbeat. It looks too big. It looks impossible.

I have a flash of intense frustration that I’m not completely double-jointed.

"Asterion…"

"It would be better if you relax."

He doesn't wait. He is a Minotaur; he knows only one way forward, and that is through and he pushes to enter me not with a thrust, but with inevitability.

I scream. It’s muffled against the cold metal of his shoulder plate but it’s a scream of shock of accommodation. He enters me with a thickness that feels impossible. It’s a scream of blinding fullness. Of being forced open so wide that I feel like I'm made entirely of heat and friction. Despite all the resistance, he forces his way in and then stops halfway. He holds perfectly still, suspended there.

I can feel him pulsating inside me. That’s the detail the stories leave out—the way something that big feels alive. I can feel his ridges settling against me. The throb of his alien blood. He’s waiting for me to adjust, giving my body the seconds it needs to accept the unacceptable.

Then, with a shift of his massive hips, he pushes forward again.

The burn of the slide is agonizingly slow. I feel every millimeter of texture, the drag of the ridge, the heat as he breaks me open. I am pinned by his giant cock against the cold corrugated metal, suspended five feet in the air, held in place by the throbbing stake of flesh.

And then, he begins to move. And he fucks my brains free.

Drag. Pause. Sink. Pause.

He’s using the wall to hold me in place. He withdraws until he is almost gone before driving back in with a rolling power. He can't piston like a human man; the difference in our size won’t allow it. He has to grind. He has to move his hips, using the alien ridge of him to hook and drag pleasure out of me in long waves.

He’s hitting spots that have never been touched, rubbing against nerves that have lay dormant for my whole life, triggering an ache that is rapidly curling into ecstasy.

My brain is pretty much fully occupied with doing my best not to blackout. I have a literal battering ram inside me. I’m biting down on the titanium of his shoulder in pursuit of keeping quiet, an arrangement which seems to amuse him.

I can feel the rumble of a silent laugh in his chest.

Then he leans back slightly to look at me. A king surveying his kingdom and satisfied that he has filled every corner of it.

I try to lean more fully into him, wrapping my arms around his massive neck, balancing myself so I can take the full force of what he is doing without falling off the wall. I surrender to the rhythm, to the silence, and to the monster who is taking me apart from the inside out.

God, this is good. There are so few moments in life of absolute transcendence. Or maybe that’s an over-elevated way of putting it. I cannot think about the datapad. I cannot think about the debt. Disconnected thoughts rush through my brain—did I lock the ship? is Vrex looking for me?—but they are gone almost before I’ve registered them, burned away by him moving inside me.

Then Asterion gives a particularly frenzied thrust as his iron control slips. I guess the machine is overheating.

His grip on my hips tightens and I know I will have epic bruises tomorrow. Deep purple thumbprints I’ll wear like medals. And then he begins to pick up the pace and the slow grind shifts into something I’m not sure I’ll survive.

My head begins banging against the metal wall. Clang. Clang. Clang.

"Coming," he growls.

He arches his back, his snout pointing toward the ceiling, his teeth bared in a rictus that looks terrifyingly like a snarl. Then he drives into me one last time, bottoming out so deep I feel it in my throat, and holds it there.

It’s a massive, pressurized release and the explosion knocks my back in my head. My feet lock around the back of him even as I brace my hands clumsily against his chest plate, and I shatter.

I’m sobbing and gasping. I come much more thoroughly and repeatedly before the actual act of fucking than I ever do during it; but by God, there is absolutely nothing like being bred by a monster in a maintenance shaft to reset your priorities.

He stays inside me as the aftershocks roll through us and then collapses forward, his head resting on my shoulder and his breathing sounding like a turbine winding down.

I love the weight. He isn't too big—well, he is much too big, he’s a slab of meat and metal trying to crush me out of existence—but right now, the weight is wonderful.

We hang there in the dark, the only sound the drip of his cum leaking out of me in a stream. But, eventually, he pulls back and the separation is a sticky slide that leaves me feeling hollow. I suspect a limp, post-orgasmic Minotaur should provoke great tenderness in me, but one quickly learns not to use the word "cute" about a ten-foot killing machine.

He adjusts his armor and then fixes my dress, his fingers surprisingly gentle as he pulls the torn silk down to cover my thighs. He picks up the datapad from the floor and hands it to me.

"Go."

He is back to business.

I take the pad and look at him, standing in the shadows. His blue eye watching me. I want to stay. I want to curl up in his den and read his books. I want to have the life fucked out of me again and again. I want… But the plate is spinning. And the debt is waiting.

"Thank you," I whisper.

I turn and climb the ladder and I don't look back until I’m at the top. When I glance down, the shaft is empty. He’s already gone, back to the dark. Back to his duty.

I climb out into the Martian night, my legs shaking so bad I need to take a moment to ensure I don’t fall. I have the money. I have the freedom. But as I limp toward the spaceport, I realize I’ve left something behind in the maze that no amount of credits can buy back.


if you enjoyed…

If you enjoyed Celestial Claiming, check out Venus Retrograde Press’s other anthologies:

1. Celestial Claiming

2. Hex Appeal

And if you are a budding erotica writer yourself, have a look at our Open Calls for forthcoming anthologies.


thank you for reading


If you enjoyed this book, please leave a review.

Reviews are so important to authors.
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