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CHAPTER 1

 

Leon still had a hangover from the night before. It was hard for him to shake it off, and made even harder by the rough waves and bouncing of the speed boat. He sat in the back of it, watching the driver shoot the craft forward across the open ocean as though he was in some type of movie chase scene.

“Yeah, we got lucky with the weather today,” said the man sitting next to him. He had been Leon’s escort ever since they had debarked from the small, remote Polynesian island which he had been flown out to the day before.

Leon didn’t say anything. The man was loud, brutish, and had a case of body odor that seemed to make his headache flare up every time he caught a whiff of it.

“The captain wouldn’t tell me why we were bringing you out, least you could do is speak up, boy,” said the man. “It’s pretty rude to take a free ride without respecting your elders.”

Leon sighed, and rolled his eyes. He had no intention of opening up to the man about anything. His dad was dead, and he was on his way to comfort his step mom, and to help her through it. And none of it was anyone’s business but his.

“Why don’t you focus on doing your job?” asked Leon. He shot the man a look that he had given many times before throughout his life.

“Hey, fuck you kid!” yelled the man. “You better hold your tongue if you-“

“Charles, relax,” said the boat’s captain from the helm. “Just let him be.”

Leon barely even registered any of the exchange. At that moment, it was hard for him to think about anything, be it the weather, or his eventual destination, or all of the liquor he had drank the night before in a desperate attempt to calm his mind and forget everything that had happened.

His father was, or had been, Max Anderson, and he was now dead. Leon had heard the news about a week ago, in a brief and concise email from his step mom, Julia. Dead of a heart attack at the age of 45, it had been almost unbelievable when he’d first read it. But Julia didn’t lie about anything, and he could tell from the brevity of the message just how badly she was hurting.

A phone call would be nice, but as far as he knew, they didn’t have any down below, just a basic internet connection which they all shared, and which left much to be desired in bandwidth capacity. It probably meant that their beverage selection would also be limited, Leon realized. He immediately felt bad for having such a base and simple concern take the forefront of his mind.

The relationship between Leon and his father had never been perfect. The elder Anderson had remarried almost immediately after the death of Leon’s mother when he was 12, and it had been hard for him to adjust to having Julia as a parent, though she had always tried her best.

Three years ago, Leon had been eager to get out of the house and off to college. It had been less to do with his academic pursuits and more to do with his frustration towards his family. Julia wanted to be his mom, but she had entered Leon’s life at a time where he was just beginning to become a man. His relationship with her had never been straightforward, and the complexities concerning the way he saw her, and the way he felt towards her, were a major motivating factor in his departure.

The speed boat seemed to hit bumpier water, and Leon had to grip the edge of the hull in order to keep himself steady. He looked over at the captain and saw the man sporting a wild grin, the type that only the saltiest of seadogs can pull off effectively.

“We’re almost there,” he said to Leon. “You’re arriving pretty late on the scene, aren’t you? The rest of them have already been down there for a month, and the last shipment for the year is the one you’re headed down on.”

“It’s a complicated situation,” said Leon. This much was true. Julia had told him about how difficult it was to convince the Blue Vision Company upper management to allow him to come down, even given the extenuating circumstances. As the submersible he’d be getting transport from became visible on the horizon, he began to better understand exactly why that was.

It looked like something out of a futuristic sci-fi movie. The only thing he could compare it to in his mind was a giant military submarine, but that wasn’t quite right. The shape of the thing was similar to one of the old airships that predated planes, except it had several large spheres attached to the side of it, and one huge one that seemed to trail a short distance behind.   

“I hope you have a really good reason for heading down to that dome, kid,” said the captain. “They say on the news that a couple of the scientists are already starting to lose it.”

Leon nodded to the man slowly. He had heard the same reports, and had gotten emails from his mom and his dad, while he was still alive, fleshing out the details behind them. While the situation was not quite as sensational as the media liked to portray it, not everything was going to plan in the undersea outpost.

Project Cobalt, as it was called, was an experimental sustainable living and science station in the form of a gigantic dome, pressurized to regular atmospheric conditions a kilometer below the surface of the ocean. About 100 people, mostly women aside from a few male scientists and undersea excavators, were living within it, and would continue to do so for a 10 month period.

The captain steered the speedboat over to a small loading platform on the side of the submersible. There was a crewman standing on the edge of it, and the captain threw him a line as they approached. The boat was tethered close to the platform, and Leon climbed up to it, feeling his feet adjust to the much more stable movement of the large submersible.

“You are Leon Anderson, right?” asked the crewman. Leon nodded. “Finally, you’re over an hour late. We can’t exactly wait all day for you, kid.”

”Well, I guess you’re lucky that you don’t have to, then,” he replied. The captain turned the speedboat away from the larger craft after saying his goodbyes, and Leon watched him zip off into the distance.

There was only blue on the horizon, along with a sun that was slowly beginning to set in the sky. Leon took a moment to take in the view, knowing that it would have to last him a while. It felt like he was getting ready to head off to another world, and in a practical sense, he almost was.

“Come on, buddy,” said the crewman. “The pilot is waiting inside. We have to get moving.”

Leon nodded, and then stepped through the hatch that the man was gesturing towards. The submersible was surprisingly cramped and claustrophobic for a vehicle that looked so large from the outside.

“It’s mostly just a cargo transport vessel, sorry about that,” said the crewman, as if reading his mind.

“It’s fine,” said Leon. “About how long will it take to drop down to Project Cobalt?”

“A couple of hours,” said the crewman. “We have to go slow, this thing usually doesn’t carry this many tons of supplies.”

Leon closed the door behind him, and twisted the handle until a resounding click let him know that it had locked into place. The crewman walked forward, and he followed him into the main section of the transport.

He was expecting it to look more like a submarine on the inside. It did have a good amount in common with one, but overall, the interior decorators seemed to have had employed a much more ergonomic design philosophy. There was a long, bus like corridor with lots of cozy looking seats. He settled into the one closest through the door that opened into the cockpit, feeling very odd about being the only passenger on the ship.

“We’ll be getting underway in just a moment,” said the crewman. “Feel free to come up to the front if you want to watch through the feed of the cameras.

Leon nodded. After a couple of minutes, the ship began to shake and creak. A loud claxon was sounding from somewhere above him, and in his mind it was almost interpreted as though it was a bell in a clock tower, announcing the beginning of a new day.








  
 





CHAPTER 2

 

Leon headed to the front of the ship, and found the crewman staring at what looked like a screen displaying the ocean outside the ship. There was also a pilot, or a captain, Leon couldn’t tell which, sitting in a chair staring at a complicated array of monitors and controls.

It seemed like an extravagant amount of effort to put into getting him and a couple of tons of supplies down to the ocean floor. Leon had been familiar with the assets of his parent’s company for all of his childhood and adult life, but he had never seen them in action so directly.

“This ship is still a prototype,” said the crewman. “A working one, but a prototype, none the less.”

“How exactly is this thing going to dock with the dome?” asked Leon. He’d been thinking about it since he’d first laid eyes on the behemoth submersible.

“Did you ever watch any science fictions movies when you were a kid? It’s a lot like that, except in high pressure instead of low pressure.”

Leon turned his attention towards one of the screens. It almost seemed more like a window than a piece of technology. Fish could be seen racing by the camera in massive schools, and the water had a bluish green hue to it that was slowly fading into darkness as the descended. 

Leon looked over his shoulder, and realized that there was another screen in back of him that was focused on the surface. It took him a second to recognize a small splotch of circular color in the image as the sun, reduced to nothing more than a spot in the sky.

“It’s a different world down here, buddy,” said the crewman. “If you look into that one, you can see the dome coming into view.”

He pointed towards another monitor. Leon could see what looked like a ring of lights in it, with half of a sphere pushing out from the center.

“It looks so…unnatural,” he said. “I don’t know, I guess I expected it to be a little more…mundane.”

“Yeah, it’s tough. Let me tell you, I’m glad I don’t live down there. I hope you know what you’re getting in for, kid.”

Leon didn’t say anything. He had never been the type of guy to bemoan his own circumstances, and he wasn’t about to start right then. What he really found himself being suddenly concerned with was Julia, and her emotional state. He realized that he hadn’t even considered what had happened to his father’s body. The ship seemed to be descending gradually and deliberately, as if to give him plenty of time to get himself in the right mindset for what was to come.

Slowly but surely the domed city began to come into view. The light from the surface was dim, and almost nonexistent. The ring of lights that he had seen before appeared to be the main illumination for the translucent structure, which was composed of pieces that interlocked into a geodesic dome shape. Several support structures at the very bottom seemed to serve as both a base and as entrances and exits.

The captain piloted the submersible into a close docking position with the dome, and let it settle down to the ocean floor. Leon watched on one of the screens as tube extended from the side of the ship and locked into a hatch on one of the entrances.

It took several minutes, and it was a surprisingly loud process, but a light flashing on one of the main monitors and a chiming noise similar to an elevator door signal let him know that the connection was complete. The pilot in the front stood up from his chair, and Leon walked out of the front cabin with the two men.

“Alright, we’ve reached our destination,” said the crewman.

“Great, thank you,” replied Leon. He felt strangely ambivalent as he walked towards the main exit hatch.

“We’ll spend the rest of today unloading the supplies, and then we’re heading back up,” said the pilot. “You’ll be here for the next 9 months, kid. I hope you’re a fan of the scenery.”

Leon wasn’t really listening. He waited for the crewmen to unlock the hatch and open it, and then he stepped through it into the connecting tube, ahead of the men. 

The surface of the hatch on the other side had a couple of small, flat sea barnacles attached to it. It began to click as Leon stood in front of it, and after a moment it slowly began to turn, rolling to the side and revealing a tiny, antiseptic white behind it. He walked into it, and immediately heard a voice speaking from a soundbox on the wall.

“Welcome to Project Cobalt, please take a seat in one of the chairs provided while the entry guidelines and criteria are explained.”

The voice was female, and clearly artificial. Leon followed its directions as it began listing off the rules of the dome, most of which he had already expected. The voice mentioned that the dome was a no smoking, and he found himself wondering if he’d be able to find a decent beer with in the circular confines of the underwater station.

“Please enjoy your stay aboard Project Cobalt. Any further questions may be directed to the station manager on site.” 

The door in back of them closed, and then the one leading to the interior of the dome slowly began to open. Leon could see people standing directly on the other side of it, ready to greet him and the crew of the ship. His heart jumped a beat when he realized that Julia was among them.

She smiled at him, and a wave of unwanted emotion washed over Leon. The last time he had seen her had been right before he’d moved away from home 4 years ago, shortly after his 18th birthday. He had not been kind to either of his parents in the way he had left, and to see Julia’s soft, beautiful face and accepting, motherly eyes, made all of the memories come back in a flood.

“Leon…” she said to him as he walked forward. “It’s been…so long.”

“Mom, I’m sorry,” he replied. “I…I’m so sorry.”

There were a couple of other people waiting outside the entrance, and most of them moved by him to begin unloading the ship. Leon’s mom was wearing what appeared to be standard issue for the science team women, a tight blue t-shirt that clung nicely to her large breasts, thin leggings, and a medium length white overcoat.

He stepped forward, and Julia reached out with her arms to wrap him into a hug. Leon had been torn on accepting her affection back when they had lived under the same roof, but he forced himself to reciprocate the gesture, and pulled her against him. She was warm, and her petite body felt strangely vulnerable pushed up on his chest.

“Thank you for coming, sweetie,” she whispered. “Your father…it’s been so tough, without him around.”

“I’m so sorry, mom,” he said. “I just can’t believe it. It doesn’t make any sense.”

“Not now. We’ll talk about that later.” Julia pulled a couple inches back and stared into his eyes. Leon could see her pain and her strength, but something else was layered on top of it, something that looked like love. Julia leaned in and surprised him with a kiss, not on the cheek as she had so many times before during his upbringing, but on his lips.

Hot fire seemed to spread through his body as their mouths met. Julia ran her hands up his side, and Leon felt his body responding in a way that he was ashamed of. He ran his hand through her hair, and after a moment, managed to summon up the will he needed to break from the embrace.

“I’m sorry, honey,” said Julia. “I’m just so glad to see you.”

“It’s fine, mom, I understand,” he replied. He looked up and took around the dome, letting his eyes feast on the sight of it for the first time as a way from distracting himself from the guilty arousal his body had been stricken with.

What he saw seemed foreign to his eyes, as though he had touched down on a new, alien landscape. The ground was a mixture of sand and clay, pale white, almost as if the color had been bleached away. It felt strangely stiff against his feet, absent of the gentle give and sink of the regular earthen surfaces he was used to.

The dome wrapped around the science station like a physical horizon. The ring of lights he had seen on the way down were suspended in the water outside and above, and had the effect of shining light through the translucent composite shell material with a teal tint, with flowing shadows and patterns from the movement of the water and sea life being cast across the ground.

All of this made it seem as though the tiny enclosed area was all that existed, a little island of life and civilization within a broad expanse of dark nothingness. If he had awoken there without any prior knowledge, Leon was sure that he would have thought that his body had passed into another realm, where things worked very differently and the rules of existence were fundamentally altered. He realized that for the most part, those assertions were not all that far from the truth.

“Welcome to Project Cobalt,” said Julia.








  
 





CHAPTER 3

 

Leon followed Julia as they made their way into the area. There was a gentle hum coming from a machine installed above the entranceway he had come out through, and he assumed that it was either an air recycler or dehumidifier.

“Let me take you on a tour,” said Julia. “It won’t take long. This dome is more of a pilot project than the finished product.”

Leon had never seen anything quite like it. The shell of the dome stretched out high overhead, and he could see that the sides of it created a smooth seal with the base of the ground.

“What happens in the event of an earthquake?” he asked.

“The dome is actually a complete sphere,” replied Julia. “It was set into a hole dug out by automated submersibles. There’s only a thin layer of ocean sand and clay on the ground, underneath that we have storage space and thermal generators.”

She led him towards a large, industrial looking building in the center of the area. Overall, the dome was no more than maybe a kilometer across, maybe even less. Leon found himself thinking intently about the logistics of such a living situation. Julia seemed to pick up on his concern just from the expression on his face.

“It’s not bad here,” she said. “Your father…your father and I really enjoyed it.”

“I’m sorry Julia,” he said. “I don’t mean to stir up any bad emotions, but I have to know…dad’s body, is it…?”

It was hard for him to even get the words out. Julia stopped and turned back towards him. He could see pain on her face, but along with it, there was something else.

“I…I had him cremated. I was hoping you could scatter his ashes, if you wanted.” Julia pushed a strand of hair out of her face and looked deep into Leon’s eyes. “We weren’t that close, in the last few months. In the last few years, even. Leon, your father’s death hurt me, it hurt a lot…but so did what came before it.”

He didn’t know what to say in reply to that. Instead, he just looked up at the lights above, outside of the dome. The lack of wind on the inside reminded him of the artificial nature of the set up.

“It’s okay, mom,” he said, not knowing what else to say. Julia smiled, as though that was all she had needed, and rubbed his shoulder.

“Come on, I want you to see the science station,” she said.

The main building looked a little like a mixture between an observation outpost and a factory. Julia led him in through the main door, which was made of polished aluminum. Inside, about a dozen scientists wearing similar outfits to her own were hard at work.

“This is where most of our research happens,” said Julia. “We’re investigating everything from ocean acidity, salinity levels, to methods for extracting resources from the sea bed, and even ways to improve the sustainability of the entire operation.”

“Well I never doubted for a second that you were a hard worker,” said Leon.

“We’re actually short on manpower, always,” said Julia. “If you don’t mind, it would be nice to have some help with some of the more hands on, brute force tasks we have on our plate.”

“Of course,” he replied.

Julia led him back outside, and they headed over to a grouping of buildings on the far edge of the inside of the dome. There were two larger ones, and at least a couple dozen smaller domiciles in rows behind them.

“This is the main meeting hall and cafeteria,” said Julia, pointing. “And that’s our recreation and simulation center. It’s the only place in Project Cobalt that serves a non-scientific purpose.”

“Sounds like where I’ll be spending most of my time,” Leon joked.

Julia stepped up to the entrance of the meeting hall and pulled the door open. It was surprisingly spacious inside, with rows of cafeteria style tables and at least twenty or thirty residents eating dinner. She walked over to a kitchen counter with treys and some cafeteria workers behind it, and Leon followed her.

“Hey Jamie,” she said to a woman working in the kitchen. “Meet my son, Leon.”

“Oh wow, I didn’t realize he’d be arriving today,” said the woman. “Nice to meet you, Leon. I’m so sorry about your father. He was…a good man.”

“Thanks,” he said. “And it’s nice to meet you too.”

His mom encouraged him to load up a plate with food, and he did, feeling his hangover in remission and his hunger back in full force. The two of them headed over to a table and sat down. Leon noticed that he appeared to be the center of attention, and tried to ignore it as he began to dig into his dinner.

“Don’t take it the wrong way, sweetie,” said Julia. “Visitors down here are essentially nonexistent. Give it a day or two and the novelty will wear off.”

“To be honest, I’m not complaining,” he replied.

A tall woman with piercing green eyes and short blond hair smiled at Julia and walked over to their table. She sat down in one of the nearby chairs with a confidence that told Leon what he needed to know before she had even said anything.

“You must be Leon, our new arrival,” said the woman. “My name is Elizabeth. I’m the Project Cobalt Operations Manager here inside the dome. I’ve gotten to know your mom, and your dad, rest his soul, quite well over the course of the last month.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” he replied. “I’m grateful to be allowed down here, this is a rough time for my family. I’ll help in any way I can with the project.”

“I appreciate that, Leon,” she said. “There’s more than enough work to go around. Come find me tomorrow morning and we’ll add you into the fold.”

He nodded, and the tall woman walked over to his mom. The two of them whispered to each other for a moment, and then she walked back towards the table she had been sitting at before.

“What was that?” asked Leon.

“Oh, nothing honey,” said Julia. “Come on, if you’re done with your food, we should head back to my domicile for the night.”

The two of them walked outside of the meeting hall and over towards the rows of small habitats that Leon had noticed before. Julia stopped in front of one near the back, close to the edge of the dome, and unlocked the door.

“Here we are. I shared this one with your father, but he was barely ever in it. Most of the time he would just sleep at his work desk in the science station.”

She stepped inside, and Leon followed behind her. He was surprised by the efficiency of the setup, which had a small kitchen, living room, a bed, and a bathroom, almost in the style of a one bedroom apartment, except much nicer.

“This place looks great, mom,” he said. “I can see how the Blue Vision Corporation managed to get so many people to sign on for this mission.”

“It’s a small perk, but a perk, nonetheless.” Julia yawned, and sat down on the bed. She patted the spot next to her. “Come over here, sweetie. We haven’t really had a chance to be alone yet today.”

Leon walked over and joined her. His mom was silent for a moment, and she looked at him with eyes that made Leon feel confused, and hot. Julia leaned in towards her son, letting her large breasts rub against the side of his body.

“We’ll have to share the bed, honey,” she said. “I hope you’re not too put off by the idea of climbing under the covers with your stuffy old mother.”

“Mom…” said Leon. “I should probably…just sleep on the couch.”

She set her hand down on his thigh, and Leon felt his cock begin to stiffen and ache for attention. Julia rubbed her hand back and forth, letting her fingers draw closer to his package, and Leon couldn’t help but let out a soft, guilty moan.

“Baby I just want to take care of you,” she whispered. “You came all the way down here for me, let mommy do something for you.”

Her palm came to a rest right on top of Leon’s hard rod, and he almost gasped with pleasure. Julia quickly began unzipping his pants, and reaching her fingers down into his boxers. Her touch was warm, and caused a shiver of pleasure to run up Leon’s spine.

“Mom, you can’t,” he whispered. “I mean…this, this isn’t right.”

Julia ignored his appeal to logic and reason, and started to work his cock out through the flap of his underwear. Leon wanted nothing more than to let him stroke him, and bring him right to the brink and past it, but he couldn’t. There was too much guilt and shame involved in the act, and no matter how much he tried, he couldn’t rationalize it away.

He stood up and fixed his pants, his face blushing hot red as he looked at his mom.

“I’m sorry, mom,” he said. “This…it’s not okay. What would...dad think?”

“Honey, you don’t understand,” said Julia. “It was never like that between your father and I.”

She stood up, and stepped close to him. Leon flinched back, thinking for a second that she was going to try to make another move on him, and not knowing whether or not he’d have the willpower to be able to stop him. Instead, she brought her face close to his ear and spoke quiet words into it.

“I didn’t want you down here to just help out with the project, Leon,” she whispered. “I need emotional support. I need you to help me get through this, to comfort me, and help keep me safe.”

“Mom, I-“

“It’s okay sweetie, you’re my son, and I’m your mom, no matter what.” Julia kissed him on the lips, and the action seemed to make the words she had just spoken seem dirty and illicit. Leon wanted her, as ashamed as he was to admit it, but his confusion was almost paralyzing in its power.

She didn’t say anything else, and climbed into her bed. Leon thought about joining her for a moment, but instead, he made his way over to the couch in the living area and collapsed down on top of it. Sleep did not come quickly, that night.








  
 





CHAPTER 4

 

Leon only managed to doze off for a few hours before his mind forced him back into a wakeful state. He could hear Julia’s gentle breathing coming from the bed. The room was dimly lit, with the shadows cast across the floor reminding Leon a little of his apartment back on the surface.

He quietly got out of bed and made his way outside. He was surprised to see that the upper ring of lights had been dimmed, making the dome close to as dark as it might be on a typical night back up top. Leon walked across the area that his mom had shown him before, all the way over to the far side of the dome.

Leon stood in front of the shell and ran his hand across the material. It felt almost like glass, but sturdier, and colder. He could see dark shapes moving in the water on the other side, some of them small, and some of them larger. There was an entire world out there, and he could only see the vaguest hint of it.

“It’s made out of a carbon fiber reinforced plastic matrix.” Leon turned, and saw that there was a woman walking towards him from the recreation center.

As she got closer, Leon noticed her more. She was younger than most of the other scientists he had seen, about the same age as him. She was short, and had a modest figure, smallish breasts and toned hips.

“My name is Kimberly,” she said. “You can call me Kim.”

“Nice to meet you. I’m Leon, I came down on the transport earlier today.”

“Yeah, I figured as much. We don’t get new faces around here very often.” She walked over to him and leaned against the dome next to him. The two of them were silent for a moment, and then he turned towards her.

“Can I ask you something, Kim?” He looked at her, and she smiled and nodded back at him. “This entire operation, it just seems so…grand, almost ludicrous in its scope. What’s the endgame here?”

“Wow, Leon, you jump straight to the point, don’t you?” Kim seemed interested in him in a curious sort of way. “A lot of the funding for Project Cobalt came from small island nations, places that consider themselves to be at high risk when it comes to the rising sea levels. If their land gets swallowed up by the ocean, there will be nowhere for them to move to, at least nowhere unclaimed by other countries.”

“So this is a sneak preview of the world of the future, then?” he asked her. “It kind of reminds me of a space station, a proof of concept along with lofty promises.”

“The difference here is that it’s actually happening. The Japanese government is building another dome a little bigger than this one a couple of kilometers away from here. Within traveling distance by submersible, or even on foot if you’re wearing a WAVE suit.”

“A WAVE suit?” Leon asked. Kim just looked at him and smiled, clearly amused by his ignorance.

“You’ll be introduced to one of those soon enough,” she said. “I think that will probably be part of the work you’ll be doing. I’m the station communicator for expeditions, so we’ll be working together if you do end up putting one on.”

A large, dark shape moved quickly in front of where they were looking outside of the dome, and Kim let out a frightened squeal. She jumped back a little, and it was Leon’s turn to be amused.

“Scared?” he asked. The scientist rolled her eyes and then shot him an exaggerated glare.

“It seems a little strange to me that they’d send somebody down here that was afraid of sea monsters…” he said. Kim blushed a little, and gave him a playful swat on the shoulder.

“You are a pain! Julia’s going to have her hands full.” The two of them shared a laugh, and then it was silent again. Kim looked over at him as though she had something that she wanted to say, and after meeting her gaze and nodding, she stepped closer to him and crossed her arms.

“Your dad…I just think you should know, he was an amazing guy. One of the few people I really liked, and could talk to down here in the dome.” she said. “He was really focused on his research. To tell you the truth, I think the stress is what took him out. I never saw that guy take a break, he focused on his research in a way that bordered on obsession.”

Leon nodded, and was surprised to find a strange surge of sadness and nostalgia flood over him. Her description of his father perfectly matched the one he had in his mind, and he remembered feeling the same way about him throughout his childhood.

“What was he researching, anyway?” asked Leon. “He never talked about it with me, not that we spoke all that often…”

“It was all very secretive,” said Kim. “He was one of the independent scientists here on the station. He mostly did his own thing, and seemed to have independent funding.”

Leon stepped away from the dome, and tried to shift his thoughts elsewhere. He had never really known his father, he realized, and apparently neither had anyone else.

“Anyway, I have to head back to my domicile,” said Kim. “It’s the one in the row closest to the meeting hub, all the way over on the side closest to the dome. You should drop by sometime, I like talking with you.”

Leon nodded, and the female scientist watched off, her hips swaying from side to side girlishly with every step that she took. He looked back out into the darkness outside the dome for a moment, marveling at what lay out beyond the composite shell. All he could see were vague, unidentifiable shapes, and it felt a little like trying to see the stars or moon on an overcast night.

He made his way back towards Julia’s house, thinking intently as he went. He was curious about what Kim had said about his father’s research, and wanted more than anything to know more, and to gain some insight into what had preoccupied him during his last days. 

Leon stepped quietly into the domicile, and made his way over to a small desk in the corner of the living area. He moved slowly to avoid waking Julia, and began to open up the drawers of the workstation, looking for anything that would shine light onto the situation and satisfy his interest.

It was mostly full of books, and none of them seemed to be topical. There was a piece of paper, really just a small scrap, but it had a couple of words written on it that caught his eye.

“Ancient…civilization,” he muttered. Julia stirred in her sleep and let out a tired moan.

“Is everything okay, honey?” she said, half asleep.

“Yeah mom, I’ll turn in soon,” he said.

Leon found himself having trouble believing that those words could have anything to do with his father’s obsession. This was the same man that had always advocated looking at the facts and trusting in science over belief. He wondered if his dad had changed in the years he’d been away, and stumbled into ideas that had fueled his emotions into chasing after them.

He sat back down on the couch, and thought about it for a while. Then, without realizing it, he drifted off to sleep.








  
 





CHAPTER 5

 

Julia was already up when Leon awoke the next morning. He was a little taken aback by how bright it was in the domicile, with light streaming in from the windows. The angle he was at allowed him to look up at the ring of lights illuminating the dome, and they were turned up high enough to make them look almost like a halo of tiny suns, looped around the space above the dome like a hanging chandelier.

“Good morning, sweetie,” said Julia. “I’m making breakfast, bacon and eggs, just like you used to ask for back when you were a kid.”

“Uh, thanks mom,” he said. Leon slowly pulled himself out of bed, allowing his body to adjust to moving.

“I wanted to apologize for last night,” said Julia. “I don’t know what came over me. I think I’m just emotional, what with everything that has happened.”

“It’s okay, I understand,” he replied.

Leon headed first to the shower. The setup of the bathroom was different than anything he had seen before. The toilet, the walls, and the roof, were all mounted together, as though the entire thing had been molded in one piece. With the door closed behind him, the room was the shower, and a roll of toilet paper and a dry towel were stored in a small compartment in the wall. The entire far side of the room was a mirror, and he watched himself in it as he began to undress.

He slipped his clothes into the dry compartment, and then turned on the shower. After a little bit of adjusting, he found a temperature that worked for him, and enjoyed a refreshing watch. When he made his way out into the living area, Julia was getting ready to leave.

“I have to get to the science station….honey.” Her words trailed off as she turned and looked at him, and her face flushed red slightly. Leon only had the towel wrapped around him, and wondered at just what she was thinking.

“They told me not to bring any clothes with me,” said Leon. “Said that there would be plenty down here for me to wear during the duration of my stay.”

“Oh yes, of course,” said Julia. She walked over to a storage compartment behind Leon, passing close by him as she did. He found himself getting strangely excited as her body came within inches of his, and tried to keep his tool relaxed underneath the thin, insubstantial fabric of the towel.

“There are a couple of different styles for you to wear,” she said, pulling a small door open. “Pick out whatever you need…and then, uh, change into it.”

“Okay,” said Leon. There was a tense, loaded silence for a moment, and then Julia coughed.

“I should get going,” she said. “I’ll see you in the meeting hall after. Elizabeth should be there, and she’ll  give you something to do.”

“Okay mom, bye,” he said. Julia stepped towards him and wrapped her arms around him. It was a motherly gesture, but somehow Leon couldn’t help but find it to have a deeply erotic undertone. Her breasts felt soft against him, and he could feel her hot breath against his neck. It was a struggle to keep his dick under control, and guilty thoughts began to rush into his mind.

“Bye sweetie,” said Julia. She kissed him, on the cheek this time, but Leon could sense that it was a challenge for her to keep from doing more.

Finally, she broke away, and headed straight out the door. Leon let out a sigh, and then pulled some clothes out and got dressed. Most of it was rather plain, blue t-shirts and grey slacks, along with a white overcoat which he forewent.

He walked outside, and was surprised by just how different the Dome felt in the morning than it had in the evening and night. The lights above were incredibly bright, and Leon found himself wondering about what kind of power source would even be able to generate so much illumination.

It had the effect of making the water directly around the dome much lighter and more visible than it would have been otherwise. At the depth of the sea floor and Project Cobalt, almost none of the sun’s natural light made it all the way down. The lights, operating at the capacity and intensity of daylight, made it seem like there were only a couple dozen feet under the surface.

He walked over to the meeting hall, noticing several other scientists also on their way. Leon smiled at them when they looked his way, and noticed that they all seemed to view him as almost a curiosity. It was a sealed off community, and he was the new guy. In his mind, it made perfect sense.

The inside of the hall was buzzing with activity. Elizabeth was at the center of it, and Leon started over towards her only to realize that she was preoccupied with several other people. Instead, he veered off to an almost empty table that his mom was sitting at, and joined her.

“I hope you’re adjusting alright, sweetie,” she said to him.

“Well enough. It’s definitely different from living in a regular city.” Leon noticed that his mom seemed to be looking across the hall at an attractive older woman, who was sitting at another table with one of the few other men that he’d seen in the dome. “Who’s that, mom?”

“That is Kendra,” said his mom. “Stay away from her, if you can. She’s a liar, and I wouldn’t put it past her to take advantage of whatever she can. Your father…she worked her snake tongue on him more than once.”

Leon didn’t say anything, and wasn’t sure if he understood his mom’s meaning. Luckily, he didn’t have to. Elizabeth had finished delegating out tasks to the people she had been talking to and was on her way over.

“Leon, there is a site that we need an extra hand to investigate outside of the dome,” she said to him. “I know you’re still new here, but it would be a big help for us if you could learn the ins and outs of suiting up and going on an expedition.”

Leon nodded.

“Sure, I don’t mind at all. It actually sounds like it could be interesting.”

“Great. Meet up with Miles at Gate 3 in fifteen minutes. Kim is going to serve as your operational manager for the duration.”

She walked back over to the people she had been working with before, and Leon turned to his mom. She had an apprehensive look on her face.

“Honey, be really careful,” she said. “It’s dangerous heading outside the dome. There is a lot you have to be mindful of, and if you drop your guard for a second…”

“Of course mom, I will.” Leon was actually a little excited to be getting a chance to explore the sea floor. It seemed like he’d been given a chance to explore a new frontier, and the risk was not a factor he took into major consideration when he had heard Elizabeth’s request.

“I’m serious Leon. There have been disappearances before, not here at Project Cobalt, but during the testing of the WAVE suits. Divers and explorers that just vanished, and their bodies were never found.”

“Quit worrying, I’ll be fine,” he replied.

Leon rubbed her encouragingly on the shoulder, and then after one last guarantee that he’d come back alive, he headed outside of the meeting hall and began to make his way towards Gate 3. It took him a moment to get his bearings, but he managed to find it without much trouble.

Gate 3 was a different entrance than the one the submersible had docked at the previous evening. There were two large storage and equipment stations on either side of it, and a man was standing outside of one that Leon had seen before. He had been sitting next to the woman his mom had been so suspicious of in the meeting hall.

“You must be Leon,” said the man. “I’m Miles. I’ve been given the task of making sure that you don’t die or do anything stupid today.”

Leon smiled at him.

“Well, hopefully you don’t stress out too much on my behalf,” he said. “What’s the first order of business?”

“That would involve getting you fitted for a suit!” Kim had walked up behind him and covered his eyes playfully. “Guess who?”

“Ha ha, very funny,” he replied. “Come on, we shouldn’t waste time.”

Kim led him into one of the stations, and Leon was a little taken aback by what he saw inside. Running up against one of the walls was a row of strange looking suits. They were lined with artificial scales, with what looked like a small backpack attached to the shoulders.

“These are the prototype WAVE suits,” said Kim. “They’re designed to handle the intense pressure of the ocean, and contain oxygen filters in the back that recycle breathable air and also distill small amounts of it from the water. There’s also a small computer screen on the wrist that keeps track of your vitals and handles a couple of other things.”

“Nifty,” said Leon. 

“They’re powered by hydrogen fuel cells, and though they look tough, you’re going to want to be very careful about bumping around with them. The pressure down here will kill you in an instant if it finds a way in.”

She walked over to Leon and began taking his measurements with a small, flexible ruler. He was slightly bemused by the process, along with Kim’s seemingly complete lack of respect for his personal space and boundaries. She had no qualms about fondling his crotch in the name of science, and it made him smile and get a little excited.

“Alright, I think you’re a high medium, maybe a small large,” she said. “The suit should tighten around your body until it perfectly fits your form. There is a breathing tube that’s going to fit into your mouth, so you won’t be able to speak regularly when you have it on.”

Leon looked over at Miles, who appeared to be rolling his eyes impatiently.

“So how do I communicate?” he asked. “I’m assuming that’s going to be at least somewhat necessary on a mission like this.”

“Subvocalization.” Kim picked up on the confused look her gave her and shook her head. “Basically, just move your lips and mouth as much as you can to form the words without focusing on actually making noise. It won’t be very much, the tube and suit fit very close into your mouth and on your face, but the computer will pick up on your movements and speak them out through a machine voice box.”

“Sounds good,” said Leon. Kim handed him a suit, and he started to put it on over his clothes.

“Uhm…” The female scientist was blushing a little bit as she looked at him. “You’re going to want to strip out of your clothes first. And also, take this…”

She handed him what looked like a small, padded pair of underwear.

“Wait, what is this?” he asked. Kim hurried out of the room, and when Leon turned towards Miles, he saw nothing but contempt on the man’s face.

“You’ll figure it out when you hear the call of nature,” Miles said with a smirk.








  
 





CHAPTER 6

 

The suit fit Leon much more tightly than he had expected, even after Kim’s explanations. It also turned out to be a lot more rigid than it had looked hanging from a hook. He had trouble even just walking in it at first, which was only made more infuriating by the ease with which Miles seemed to move around wearing the WAVE suit.

“Maybe you should hang back for this one and let a properly trained explorer take care of this.” The voice that Leon heard in his ear piece, which was also contoured and pushed into his ear canal, sounded robotic, but with a strangely natural tonality that was more advanced than most artificial speech generators that he had heard before.

He tried to subvocalize a response, and failed in his first attempt miserably. The breathing tube pushed into his mouth, almost up to the back of his throat. It made him gag a little at first, but the feeling abated after a couple of minutes.

“Leon? Can you hear me?” asked Kim. Her voice sounded almost musical in his ear, which was a refreshing change from the annoying jabs of Miles.

“I…I can hear you,” he finally managed. It felt weird hearing the machine voice in place of his own, almost as though he was listening to a recording of himself speaking.

“I’m going to have the two of you head into the pressurized chamber,” said Kim. “It will slowly fill with water over the course of a minute or two, and then you’ll be outside. I’ll run you through the basics before we get underway with the mission.”

Leon followed Miles into Gate 3 and stood in the pressure chamber. The hatch closed behind them, and a flexible polymer shield rolled into place over it and seemed to meld into the contours of the door. This was followed by a couple of loud popping noises, and then water began to flood into the room, not from the outside where Leon was expecting, but from a small tube in the framework of the dome structure.

“We pressurize the chamber with stored water, first,” said Kim. “It allows us to have a lot more control, and reduces damage to the gates. Otherwise, there’s a chance that they could react to the outside pressure in a rather…unsavory manor.”

The water slowly filled the room, and Leon was surprised that he could feel the temperature of it through his suit. He waited as it rose up past his ankles, and then his waist, and then over his head as the room became completely submerged.

“Don’t try anything stupid when we get outside,” said Miles. “The last thing I need is the trouble of saving your ass from some dumb shit newbie mistake.”

“Nice attitude, man,” replied Leon.

The outer door finally opened, and Leon stepped through it ahead of Miles. He felt strangely agoraphobic as he stepped out onto the true ocean floor. The bottoms of his suited feet had weights attached to them, which were just heavy enough to keep him from floating up and make walking possible.

“Alright Leon, try moving around a little but,” said Kim in his ear. “You should be able to make a decent pace. I forgot to mention, your backpack also doubles as a water turbine, you can use it to accelerate or launch yourself up higher, if you need to.”

Miles was tuned in to the same frequency, and turned his on to demonstrate. He shot forward, moving almost like a fish, and then twisted and launched up higher into the water until Leon almost couldn’t see him. He came down near the entrance to the gate, and crossed his arms as though becoming impatient.

“Hurry up and figure this shit out, we haven’t got all day,” he said.

After a little bit of experimentation, Leon got to the point of being comfortable with all of the new technology. The water turbine was fun, and also essential to moving at higher speeds. Using it allowed him to move through the water at speeds that were at first hard for him to control. He also found a small headlamp attached to the forehead of the suit, which he realized would be critical after they moved outside of the small illuminated area close to the dome.

There was sea life all around them, but most of it seemed to keep a small distance away. Leon was a bit more wary of the shadows and movement than he had been watching it on the other side of the dome. He had intentionally avoided asking Kim or Miles about just what else was out in the ocean depths, fearing that the knowledge of it might do him more harm than good.

“Alright, I’m all set,” he subvocalized once he had gotten down the basics. “Where are we headed, Kim?”

“Right now the two of you are on the southern side of the dome,” she said. “We haven’t explored much out here yet, but one of our ocean cartographers picked up some signs of something unusual about two klicks out. Just keep headed straight south and you should get a visual on it before too long.”

It would take them a little over a half hour to make the trip. Leon was still adjusting to the fit of his suit, but on top of that, he found himself having to focus on moving forward and not being distracted by all of the sights the ocean had to offer.

There were fish of every shape, size, and color. Once they had moved a couple hundred feet beyond the dome, it was too dark for him to see anything in the water other than what his head lamp illuminated, but everywhere he pointed it, there seemed to be some sort of life.

“Quit wasting time,” said Miles. “We’re here to do a job, not scuba dive.”

Leon ignored him, but continued forward. They reached the sight after another minute or two, and what he saw when they arrived seemed like something out of his dreams.

The remnants of a large, wooden ship lie in front of them. It was encrusted with life, and a huge gaping hole in its hull seemed to serve as a passageway for fish and sea creatures in the area. Leon slowly moved over to it, taking large, floating steps as he approached.

“Kim, can you see any of this?” he asked.

“I’m watching the live feed from your headcam,” she replied. “It’s about what I was expecting. Most likely the two of you are the first humans to ever lay eyes on this thing.”

“Let’s take a look at the inside,” said Miles. The two of them ducked in through the hole and began shining their headlamps into the ship.

“Hmm, this is strange,” said Leon. “There are some old chests here, but they look like they’ve already been raided.” He looked inside one of them and reached around within. There were a couple of old coins, with strange, arcane writing on them, but Leon got the feeling that there had once been many more.

“Bring one of them back if you can, some of the archaeologists here would kill to get their hands on them,” said Kim.

“This place is a bust, I don’t see anything of interest,” said Miles. “Let’s turn-“

His subvocalization cut off in mid-sentence, and the entire hull of the ship suddenly shook and flipped slightly to the side. Leon moved fast and pushed Miles out of the way, saving him from being struck by a large wooden spur as the structure began to collapse on top of them.

“What the hell was that?” Leon swam up through the hole in the hull, which had shifted with the ship so much that it was now above them. His headlamp caught sight of something swimming up as he exited, but it was too far out for him to gleam any details from it other than the fact that it was big, and fast.

“It was probably just us moving around inside,” said Miles. “This is an old shipwreck.”

“No, it was definitely some type of creature,” he said. “Kim, did you see any of that?”

“I couldn’t make much out on my feed, but I can review the recording later, if you want,” she said.

“I’d appreciate that,” said Leon. “Come on, let’s get headed back.”

They made much better time on their return trip to Project Cobalt, in part for Leon’s experimentation with the water turbine’s thrust capacity. Miles seemed to be silently stewing about something, and Leon wasn’t interested in delving into what. The unlocked the outer hatch of Gate 3 and stepped back into the facility without saying much to each other.

The pressurized hatch slowly drained, in much the same way as it had filled earlier. The inner door opened, and Miles stepped through it first, stripping out of his suit with practiced ease. Leon, on the other hand, found himself struggling to even get the seals on the airtight layer loosened.

“Here, “ said Kim. “Let me, uh, give you some help with that.”

She pulled him off and into the small storage room that they had taken the equipment out of originally. Miles had changed and move on at this point, leaving just the two of them in a relatively private, enclosed space together. It was hard for Leon’s mind not to wander and think about just how pretty Kim was, and the fact that she was helping him get undressed only seemed to intensify his feelings.

“These suits can be pretty tricky to get off at first,” she said. “The stick to your body like a second skin.”

She ran her fingers along the various seals, coming into direct contact with Leon’s naked flesh. He felt a little embarrassed, especially at the fact that his cock at the strange situation.

“Thanks,” he said. “I can take it from here.”

“Oh no you don’t,” said Kim. “I’m the expedition manager. I have to take care of all of the needs of my explorers.”

She pulled the suit down, exposing the lower half of Leon’s body and his hard member, which bounced up as if it had been drafted for duty. There was a strange smile on Kim’s face, and she looked at his nakedness with an expression that seemed downright provocative.

Her face was level with his crotch, and he could feel her hot breath on him. Kim locked eyes with him as she moved her lips closer and closer to his cock, and time seemed to slow to a crawl, and the temperature in the room went up through the roof.

Suddenly, reality seemed to snap back with a vengeance. The young expedition manager was on her feet, and seemed to be deeply ashamed at her own behavior.. She turned away from him, and Leon felt himself aching under the pressure of his hard cock, and wishing that she had gone through with what she’d obviously been considering.

“I’m sorry, you should get dressed,” she whispered to him. Leon smiled at her.

“Okay, it’s fine,” he said. “Can we talk later?”

Kim nodded, and then hurried out of the storage room. Leon pulled his clothes out of the tiny locker against the wall, and slowly began to pull them on. He was tired, and filled with a strange burning sensation that felt like it needed to be taken care of.








  
 





CHAPTER 7

 

The underwater expedition had taken a good deal longer than Leon had realized. It was already late in the afternoon, or as much of an afternoon as the ring of lights above would allow for. His mind wandered as he walked, and he found himself thinking about his father’s desk from the night before, and the research he had been working on right up until the end.

He headed for the library, figuring that at the very least, he could get started on some background reading related to whatever his father had been after. Leon felt almost like he was trying to play detective and solve a mystery, except he wasn’t sure if there would even be a solution in the end.

Next to the recreational hub stood the building that he was looking for. It was large, at least by the standards of Project Cobalt, and Leon headed in through the front door. There was no attendant behind the front desk, and he gave himself permission to head into the shelves of books and begin digging around.

He felt as though calling the center a library was a little bit of a misnomer. Most of the space was devoted to archaeological finds, and most of what was on the shelves was research papers and dense original sources.

After a couple of minutes of looking, he managed to find a very general volume about island civilizations in the region of Polynesia around the dome, and sat down at a table to begin reading it. He’d only just taken a seat when he noticed that there was somebody watching him from across the room.

It was the woman that his mom had pointed out to him earlier that morning, Kendra. She was wearing one of the standard issue white overcoats, but seemed to wear it in a way that was more open, hanging from the edges of her shoulders and giving him a great view of her large breasts on her petite frame.

She smiled at him when their eyes met, and then stood up and started walking over to him. For some reason, Leon felt his heart begin to speed up. Kendra leaned over his table, setting her hands down on it and letting her tits dangle down in front of his face.

“You’re Leon, right?” she asked. “Max’s son…you look just like him, so handsome.”

“Uh, thank you,” he said.

“I’m Kendra,” said the woman. “I’m so happy that you were able to come down here, your step mom must be thrilled to have you around in her time of need.”

As she spoke, the older woman began to rub her hand gently on Leon’s shoulder. He was still excited from what had happened with Kim before, and had to will his lower half from getting too worked up.

“Yeah, well, I’m glad too,” he replied. “It’s also been nice just to be a part of the project, and see the dome from the inside.”

“Oh, I’m sure,” she said, taking the book from the table. “I see you’re also interested in your late father’s research.”

Leon didn’t say anything. A strange suspicion began to take hold in his mind, but it immediately seemed to run into conflict with his arousal. Kendra smiled at him coyly, as though that had been her attention from the start, and then surprised him but gently sitting down on his lap.

“If you have anything you want to ask me about what he was up to…” Kendra pushed her soft butt against Leon’s cock, causing it to pulse with pleasure. “Or if you just want to bounce ideas off me, or anything you want, just let me-“

“Kendra!” Leon turned, and saw Miles standing at the entrance of the library, visibly angry. He started over towards the two of them, and Kendra leaned her face in close to his ear.

“Let’s talk some more later, in private,” she whispered.

Miles seemed to stomp rather than walk, and glared at Leon as he stopped in front of the two of them.

“I, Elizabeth told me to come find you,” he said. “And I need to talk to you about some of the coins we found in the new wreck.”

“Of course Miles, let’s go take care of it,” she replied. The two of them left the library, leaving Leon alone with the book and an erection that felt like it was on the verge of boiling over.

He spent the next few hours poring over the text, and finding nothing that seemed unusual. Whatever it was that his father had found, it wasn’t something related to anything that had been previously published. None of the names matched up, and Leon ended up caving due to the dimming lights and his own hunger and heading back to Julia’s domicile.

It was dark out as Leon made his way across the dome. He had trouble estimating the time as easily as he could on the surface, but he was sure that it was past dinner. He entered his mom’s dwelling quietly, and found her sitting on the couch, watching a recording of something on the screen on the wall. The only thing she had on was a thin nightgown, and she patted the seat next to her and smiled at him as he made his way over.

“Have a seat, sweetie,” she said softly. “How was your day?”

“It was fine,” he said. “Mom…can you tell me a little more about what Dad was studying right before his death?”

All of the color seemed to drain out of Julia’s face. She stood up and walked over to Leon, and then dragged him over to the couch and sat him down on it. She was shaking her head from side to side, and Leon could tell that she was deeply upset.

“Stay away from all of it, Leon!” she said. “Don’t you dare go down the same path that he did!”

“Mom, I just want to know-“

“No! It’s not okay!” She grabbed one of his hands in hers and began aggressively rubbing his thigh. After all of the teasing that had happened to Leon that day, he was totally unable to keep his body from responding in the same way any man’s would. 

“I didn’t find anything out,” said Leon. “But why is it such a big deal?”

Julia leaned forward, bringing her chest closer to him. The night gown she was wearing was shear, and Leon realized that he could see her breasts and nipples right through it.

“Honey, why don’t you just listen to me,” whispered his mom. “You aren’t here to dig up the past, you’re here for your mom. And she’ll take care of you, if you let her.”

She brought her hand down, slowly. Leon knew where it was headed before it even began to get close to arriving. His cock begin to stiffen in anticipation, and when Julia finally began rubbing his hard package he felt his body shiver from how good it felt.

“Oh god, mom,” he moaned.

“Shhh, honey,” she said. “You came all the way down here for me, why don’t I make it worth it for you?”

She shifted, and for a moment Julia sat down on her son’s lap. She pulled Leon’s hands up to her breasts, and he began to massage them without even thinking. It felt so good, and his body seemed to know exactly what to do, even if it was his mom.

“We can’t…” he forced himself to say.

“There are plenty of things that we can do together that are just fine, sweetie,” said Julia.  She began rubbing her butt against his cock, shifting until it slipped into a comfortable spot. Leon couldn’t stop himself from thrusting back, and could feel his mom’s warmth pouring out.

The two of them increased their pace. It felt like they were fucking with clothes on, and Leon was both aroused and incredibly mortified at the situation. He knew he had to put a stop to it, but something in his mind kept telling him to keep going, for just a second longer, and then a minute.

“Oh, you like that, don’t you honey?” whispered Julia.

“Mom, this isn’t right.” By this point, Leon felt as though he was speaking lines from a script that he didn’t like. His cock wanted his mom, it wanted to be inside her, and pound into her senselessly until he could blow his load deep inside, and get the relief he so desperately needed.

“It’s just fine, sweetie,” said Julia. “There is a lot going on her under the dome, and I want you to have a clear head.”

She turned towards him and slid her body down his, slowly and deliberately. Leon felt his cock rub in between her thighs, against her warm folds, and then against her stomach, and finally, Julia took both of her large breasts and pulled them across.

She pulled Leon’s pants down, and then his boxers. A small dot of pre cum was already eagerly awaiting her, and she rubbed it into the head of his cock with her thumb.

“I know you like this, Leon,” she said. “Just let it feel good, baby, I just want you to feel good.”

Julia took her soft fingers and slowly wrapped them around her son’s cock. Leon moaned before she had even started pumping. His cock was pulsing with excitement underneath her touch, and as she slowly began to stroke him off, he wanted more than anything to urge her on.

“Oh, mom,” he said. That was about all he found himself able to say. The situation almost seemed like an intense dream, or some type of hallucinogenic experience, it was so powerful. Julia had a look on her face that was both motherly and indecent at the same time, and that and the unbelievable pleasure racing through his body was all Leon could think about.

“That’s it, honey,” whispered Julia. “Go ahead, Leon, it’s okay. I’m doing this all for you.”

He began thrusting his hips forward to meet her hand each time it came back and forth. Julia’s face was so close to his cock, and he could feel her humid breath tickling it on every exhale. He could feel himself slowly building to the brink, and so could his mom. She brought her hand up and slid it under his shirt, and Leon felt himself being pulled over the edge.

“Oh god, mom!” he cried. His cock began to spasm, spraying out powerful jets of white hot cum onto his mom’s night gown. Julia just smiled and continued jerking him off with a strange mixture of motherly love and sexual intensity.

“There, doesn’t that feel better Leon?” she asked him. His cock slowly began to settle down, along with his breathing. Leon lied down on the couch, mentally and physically exhausted, and after a minute he felt his mother place a blanket over him.

“Just rest for tonight sweetie,” she whispered. “You have a big day ahead of you tomorrow.”

That much he knew was true, and this time, sleep came easily for Leon.








  
 





CHAPTER 8

 

Leon woke up slowly, feeling the light from the rings above the dome streaming through the windows and onto his face. He was on the couch, and it took him a moment to get completely recalibrated to his surroundings.

His step mom had already left for the day, it appeared. He still felt guilty for what had happened the night before, and the emotion was only compounded by the fact that just thinking about the memory caused him to become strangely excited.

There was a note from Julia on the counter. He picked it up and smiled as he read what it said.

“Had to go in early. Meet up with Elizabeth to get your assignment. Don’t get into any trouble sweetie xoxoxo.”

Leon headed into the bathroom, and took a quick shower before heading out. He could still feel evidence of what he and his mom had done on his body, and the part of him that was still ashamed seemed eager to wash it away.

He dried off afterwards, and then changed into another generic set of Project Cobalt clothing. The garments were soft, and he found himself growing to quite like them. Leon grabbed a granola bar from the cupboard and then headed out, eating it as he went.

It was obvious from the lack of people outside that he had woken up late. He hurried along, trying to make up for lost time as he made his way to the meeting hall. It was emptier than he had seen it before, but Elizabeth was still there in the center, looking authoritative.

“Hey,” he said as he walked up. “What’s on the schedule for me today?”

“You’re late,” said Elizabeth. Her voice sounded sterner and more controlling than Leon would have thought possible. “Kim needs to see you, immediately. Don’t waste anymore of her time.”

“Yeah, okay, sorry,” said Leon. He walked away, feeling a little deflated, and headed for the science hub.

The water outside of the dome was the same teal color as normal, but Leon could tell even at a distance that it was much more active than usual. It was wavering as though a current was flowing through it, and shadows of fish and sea life were more common than he’d ever seen before.

Kim was at her workstation when he arrived. She was flipping through the pages of a book with one hand, and held a tiny model of a dome with the other. When Leon reached her desk, she quickly lifted her head up, first smiling, and then blushing slightly.

“Oh, hey…Leon,” she said. “I uh, need you for something.”

It was hard for him to not think about the encounter they had shared the day before, with Kim assisting with taking his suit off, and just how close they had been to having something happen. It seemed as though the same was true for her, and Leon could tell that she was having trouble finding the words needed to explain things to him.

“What’s up, Kim?” asked Leon. “I am at your command.”

She closed the book she was reading, and then seemed to focus on the situation as she stood up from her desk.

“I need you to go check out one of the domes under construction a couple of kilometers east of here,” she said. “The underwater construction crews are reporting some anomalies with their unmanned digging rigs.”

“Alright, no prob,” he said. “Is it just me, or…”

“It’s just you, for now,” said Kim. “Also, did something happen between you and Miles? He threw a fit this morning, and refused to go on any expeditions today. He uh, called you a couple of different things, things which I don’t feel the need to repeat.”

Leon sighed. It seemed like it was impossible for him to do anything without offending someone or somehow stepping into volatile territory.

“Whatever, he’ll cool down eventually,” said Leon. “It was no big deal. I think he just got the wrong idea.”

“You want to tell me about it?” asked Kim. “Maybe later, we could talk in private, in my domicile?”

She smiled, and brought her hand up to Leon’s chest. The science hub was mostly empty, but he felt the eyes of someone lock onto him, and when he turned, he saw that it was his mom, and she looked strangely angry with him.

“Sure, it’s a date,” said Leon. He felt himself feeling rebellious, and wanting to strike out on his own.

“Cool, thanks!” said Kim. “Uh, anyway, we should get you set up for the expedition. You’ll be heading out of Gate 2 today. I already brought one of the suits over. I can give you some help with it…if you need it?”

“I think I can manage for today,” said Leon. He headed out of the science hub, and walked over to Gate 2. The feeling of the water being strangely active was still with him, and it made him feel a little anxious about stepping outside of the dome. He pushed it out of his mind, and headed into the storage room near the gate.

The suit was hanging from a hook on the wall, and Leon noticed that it was the same one that he had worn yesterday. The design made its texture seem scaly, and it was clearly built for moving through water. It took him longer than expected to get it on, the tight inner confines pushing against his legs and waist as he tried to fit them in.

He could hear a voice over the earpiece even before he had gotten himself completely outfitted. Leon pulled the head section up and over his hair, fit the oxygen tube into his mouth, and then began the process of sealing the suit up. It seemed to tighten as he went about it, shrinking as though it were a piece of cotton fabric exposed to hot water.

“Everything okay in there?” asked Kim over the communicator.

“Fine just fine,” subvocalized Leon. He felt like he was getting the hang of it.

He walked into the pressure chamber and waited as Kim initialized that water pressurization sequence. As the room slowly filled and the water crept up his body, Leon felt a small sliver of panic push its way into his mind, as though he had forgotten something. It proved to be unsubstantiated, however, as the suit held up fine and everything seemed to work just as it should.

The outer door clicked open, and Leon stepped beyond the sanctity of the dome. Just as he had seen from inside, the water was unusually turbulent. Schools of fish and sea creatures swam by quickly, taking advantage of the current at the expense of Leon’s mental well-being. He felt exposed, as though something could hit him or grab him at any time.

“You all set, Leon?” asked Kim. “There is a small tropical storm traveling by on the surface, it's stirring things up a little outside.”

“It’s fine, I’m good to go,” he replied. Leon took a deep breath, feeling his oxygen recycler working just as it should, and managed to calm himself down.

He took a few steps forward on the ocean floor. It was a little hard at first for him to navigate, and he felt a little apprehensive being on an expedition alone, though he knew that the only alternative was to have Miles verbally sparring with him for the duration.

“If you use your water turbine it should only take you about an hour to get there,” said Kim.

“How long can this suit keep extracting oxygen from the water for?” asked Leon. It was a question he had wondered about in his previous trip into the ocean, but had been too preoccupied to ask.

“As long as the batteries in the backpack have a charge,” said Kim. “Which could theoretically be a very long time indeed. Days, even. The boots that weigh you down and actually have kinetic energy generators in them that charge the batteries with every step, and so does the water turbine in back when it’s not in use.”

Her answer put Leon slightly more at ease. Still, he traveled slowly at first. Every few dozen feet he traveled, he’d glance back at the dome behind him. It felt as though he was trekking into uncharted territory, which he knew was unsettlingly close to the truth.

The terrain was relatively uniform. All of the area around the dome was flat, and was mostly still within the area of the lights suspended above. Leon figured that it was and possibly even leveled before the original construction of the dome began.

As he got further out, he had to rely on his head lamp in order to illuminate anything, making the task at hand seem even more like traveling into the unknown. He could see formations that almost looked like sand dunes, except teaming with life. There was a chasm off to his left hand side deeper than his light could reach down, with fish and crabs swimming and climbing within its depths.

“You’re getting close, Leon,” said Kim. “Try to…the dome…”

“Kim, your transmission is cutting out,” Leon said. “Kim?”

The only response was static. Leon thought about turning back for a moment, but decided against it. The water was a dense medium to transmit anything through, and he figured the tropical storm might also be contributing to the interference.  If he was close, there was no harming in quickly checking in on the new dome site and seeing if he could complete the mission on his own.

Leon’s suit had a small LED based computer screen built into its wrist, which had a compass, temperature, battery level and suit functioning information on it. He made sure that he was still headed east, and then turned on his water turbine, pushing forward at a medium pace.

The construction site of the new dome was unmistakable, and he approached it cautiously. It was still in its early stages, just a large hole in the ground with another flattened area surrounding it. Just from shining his light across the edge of it, Leon was able to tell that it was big, at least two or three times the size of Project Cobalt, easily.

“Kim, are you there?” There was still only static over the line, but he figured that it was best to keep transmitting just in case her reception was better than his. “I’m not seeing anything out of the ordinary, it all looks pretty-“

Before he could finish his sentence, something moved in front of him. It was big, and swam by him close enough to give him paused. Leon turned behind him, shining his head lamp around frantically, and then felt something strike into him, hard.








  
 





 

CHAPTER 9

 

The water was too buoyant for Leon to be knocked far, but the panic that overtook him was debilitating on its own. He tried to turn on his water turbine, but something wrapped around his arm, and then both of his arms. It was impossible to struggle, but he managed to shift his head enough to get a look at what was happening.

The thing that had grabbed Leon was clearly some type of giant squid or octopus, a mass of tentacles at least fifteen feet in length.  What made him uneasy was that there were other, different creatures around it that took a strange and confusing form. They looked vaguely human, much more human than anything as deep under the surface of the ocean as he was should look.

He trained his light on one of them for long enough to make out more detail. They were tan skinned, not dissimilar in color to any people that would be normally found on the surface, at least in their top half. In the place of legs, they had teal colored, fish scale tails, extending down a little further than the lower half of a typical person.

Leon noticed that they were all naked. The one that he was looking at was a female, with long black hair, strikingly beautiful breasts that floated freely in the water, and a face that looked soft, even kind. She was examining him closely, and was communicating with the two male creatures to either side of her through some type of clicking language.

“Mer people…” said Leon. “Oh my god…”

There was more communication between all the mers, and from what little Leon could read of their body language, and it looked to him as though they were having an argument about something. It was hard for Leon to not be mesmerized by the movements of the female, who had a body that was phenomenal, even by human standards.

After a couple of minutes, the mers seemed to come to a consensus. They started swimming off in a northern direction, and the squid carrying Leon followed, dragging him along with them.

“Kim! Kim!” Leon began to frantically subvocalize as he was brought further and further away from the dome. There was no response back. This was it, he found himself thinking. This was how he was going to die, deep within the ocean, held captive by an unknown species.

The only thing he had to see by was his head lamp. The mers had no need for such things, and were able to navigate well enough in the dark easily. Leon tried to keep the beam of it focused back behind him, towards the construction site, but the sea creatures moved quickly and the ocean surface seemed to twist and shift in a way that made it near impossible to keep his orientation.

After a while, he couldn’t be sure how long, the pace of the group slowed. He turned his head forward, and felt his breath catch in his throat at what he saw.

Ahead of him was a large underwater chasm, a couple of hundred feet deep and several kilometers wide. It contained hundreds of giant formations of something that looking almost like coral, but exponentially more complicated and evolved.

The formations were different colors, bright red and almost neon yellow, twisting around into structures that looked like habitats. That’s exactly what at least some of them were, Leon realized as they came closer and he could make the shapes of more mer people swimming around.

There were holes that seemed to lead into reinforced underground areas,  and giant crabs scurried around on the ocean bottom. Leon could see large cages weaved of seaweed that looked like organic fish farms, tended to by more mer people who were busy harvesting them with little spears.

It was overwhelming, but in a strangely satisfying way. His dad had known about this, Leon realized. Whether he had ever seen it up close or only suspected, he had no idea, but Leon was sure of it.

The mers holding him captive began to descend, bringing him with them. A couple of armed and armored mers swam up from the edge of the city and seemed to communicate with the ones escorting him. Again, the attractive female mer seemed to plead her case, and after a moment, they were allowed to continue.

Leon instantly began to feel like a spectacle. Some of the creatures swam up as the saw him, dropping whatever they had been doing to watch the group swim through the city. He would have waved to him if his arms had not been bound. Instead, he just found himself feeling like a prisoner being led to jail, or worse, execution.

The female mer moved closer to him, and brought her face close to his. Leon felt his heart skip a beat as he stared into her eyes, which were purple, unlike anything he had seen before in a human. She smiled, and ran her hand across his face, and Leon understood. She was on his side.

The group swam forward through the city. They were headed down a road, or some type of channel, which was lit on each side with photo luminescent plants. Leon felt as though he was on another planet, and the mers were playing their role by treating him like the alien he was to them.

In the very center was a larger coral formation, with shells and large pearls worked into the structure. Leon felt a small wave of panic flood over him as they passed through the open gateway into it. The female mer seemed to sense it in him, and smiled at him encouragingly.

The closest thing his mind could reference against what he saw was the court of a medieval king or lord, except everything was designed for and taken from the ocean. Leon was surprised that the one floating where he would have expected the throne to be was female, and youthful looking. Two large, powerful looking squid, flanked her on either side, along with a small cadre of well equipped mermen.

The purple eyed female mer swam forward, and began speaking in the language of clicks. Leon desperately wished that he could hear what was being said. He felt restricted by his suit, as though he couldn’t even properly convey expression through his face and body language.

The queen mer’s expression was similarly neutral and unreadable. She spoke in slow clicks, and Leon could tell that she was very deliberate in her communication. After several back and forth clicks, the purple eyed one acted enthusiastic about something, and the queen relented and waved her hand to one of her advisors.

He swam up to her, and then swam through a small opening in the back of the room. A minute later, he came back, holding a piece of chalk in one hand and a small stone slate in the other. The squid holding Leon released him, and he had to contain his excitement as he slowly drifted down to the floor, pulled by the weight of his boots.

The mer began to write on the slab, moving his hand slowly and making crude symbols. The creature seemed unsure of itself, but Leon immediately began to recognize what it was writing.

“WE ARE SEA FOLK”

Leon nodded, and began to look around the room. It looked different now to him, as though he his perspective shifted into a new paradigm. He wasn’t their prisoner, and he wasn’t going to be executed. Rather, they had him there as a diplomat, a person from a faraway land, and they were doing their best to receive him graciously.

After a moment, he held his hand up, and reached for the slab and chalk, making it clear that he intended no ill will. The translator mer handed it to him, and after wiping away the original message, he began writing on it, making his letters clear and in all caps similar to the message he had just read.

“I AM LEON. I COME FROM THE DOME CITY. I MEAN YOU NO HARM. WE MEAN YOU NO HARM.”

The translator mer studied Leon’s message for a long while. After what must have been a full minute, he began clicking out a translation in his own language, turning from person to person and speaking to the entire room. The queen mer clicked back to him after a minute, and then the translator began writing again.

“STAY TILL DARK? WE WOULD LIKE TO BE FRIENDS.”

Leon grabbed the slate from him and began writing as soon as he could.

“YES,” was his reply.

This seemed to delight the mers. The translator mer clicked and seemed to almost beam through his body language, and then surprised Leon by making a sound that he recognized.

“Leon!” said the mer. He pointed to him, and repeat it, and soon enough, all the mers in the room were speaking his name. He couldn’t help but smile. It was hard for him to have any other response to the strange reception that he had received.

The mers led Leon out of the throne room after another minute. It was a very different process leaving it than it had been entering it. The group that had guarded him before seemed to scatter, no longer considering him a threat. The only escort he had was the purple eyed mer, who led him out by the hand and across the city.

The stares and attention the Leon received was about the same as before, but it also seemed somehow kinder, as if the mer had developed a better idea of who he was and what he represented. The mer clicked away at him, but outside of the occasional time that she would say his name in English, he understood none of it.

Leon found himself being surprised by just how detailed and how urban the underwater landscape of the mer felt to him. It had many similarities to the city of the surface, and he could even identify which structures were shops, and which were houses. He saw one and from the stoic nature of the mer around, was able to recognize it as a place of worship.

The female mer led him into a smaller habitat, off to the side of the city. She let go of his hand after they entered, and dropped down a thin weighted curtain of seaweed, which slowly sank to the ground and blocked the view of anyone looking in from the outside. Leon could immediately tell that it was her home, just from the way she seemed to naturally begin manipulating the objects inside and being at ease.

Leon felt like he could relax, and in the process he found himself admiring his female host. She was beautiful, unlike anyone Leon had seen on the surface or even within what little he had seen of the mer city. She seemed to move effortlessly through the water, which made her slim figure and attractive bust seem even more heavenly and erotic.

The purple eye mer moved up to him slowly. Leon found himself wishing that there was someway for him to take off his suit, and from the actions of his host, he could easily see that she was having similar thoughts. She smiled at him, and then seemed to move her hands on to his chest slowly and cautiously. Leon nodded to her, and brought his hand up to her face, caressing her cheek.

He could feel the woman's touch through his suit surprisingly well. The warmth and softness of her fingers passed right through the thin membrane. The mer was curious about him, and about his anatomy, and before he knew it, she had brought one of her hands down do his crotch and was cupping his balls and cock with her palm.

“Hey, what are you…” Leon’s words were drowned out as the woman began to intensify her come on. She pushed her breasts, naked and supple, up against them, and Leon found his objections being pushed to the wayside in place of the pleasure that he was experiencing.

His suit was tight around his body, but that didn’t stop his member from hardening, and becoming even more sensitive to her touch. The anatomy of the mers was still somewhat of a mystery to Leon, but the inverse was clearly not true for his purple eyed host.

She said something to him in mer language, and then began kissing his neck and pushing up even more tightly against him as she stroked him off. Leon’s hands went to her breasts almost instinctively. It didn’t matter to him if she was technically human or not, all that mattered was that she had gotten him aroused, intensely and insatiably so.

The two of them began to dry hump against each other. Leon wished that he could take his suit off, so badly, but he made do as well as he could. Somehow, the impediment only seemed to make the encounter hotter, as though the two of them were subverting a barrier that kept them from the urges and desires harbored within.

Leon reached his hand down to her lower half, feeling the tail that made it up. There was a tiny opening that he hadn’t noticed in about the same spot as a woman’s vagina would be on a human, and he pushed one of his gloved fingers into it. He half expected her to stop him, but she seemed to let out a strange, small moan, and spurred him on by rubbing his cock more quickly.

It was hard for him to really know what was going on. The same foggy veil of sexual lust that he had experienced during sex with human women descended over him, his emotions having no prejudice towards his new and unusual partner. The water made it feel as though his body was being caressed and massaged from even more places than he really was, and though foreign, the sensation was amazing.

The purple eyed mer was biting her lip, and Leon could tell that she was headed towards the same outcome as him. He wanted to do more, to kiss her, and feel her flesh against his, but in that moment, it was enough that the two of them were on the same page.

His host began to tense up and he pushed his finger deeper inside of her. Just a second later, Leon felt his cock begin to pulse with pleasure, and he began to fire his seed into his suit, somewhat guiltily. It felt almost as though he had done something wrong, as though he was a youth that was just experimenting with his own body and accidentally ejaculated into his boxers. But it also felt good, as though he had managed to truly connect with another intelligent creature.

The two of them just stared at each other for a moment. Leon picked the slate and chalk up from where his host had set them, deciding to write on them and see if she could understand him.

“THAT WAS NICE.”

The purple eyed mer smiled at him, and then took the slate out of his hands. She erased what he had written, and then in very basic, forced looking letters, wrote something of her own.

“DIMITRA”, read the chalk slate. She pointed to it, and then to herself, and then back to it, several times. Leon nodded, and then subvocalized the name inside of his suit, knowing that there was no way that she could hear him, and no way truly that he could hear her, either.


 








  
 





CHAPTER 10

 

Leon spent about half an hour writing various words on the chalk slate, and trying to communicate with Dimitra. All he managed to discover was that her vocabulary was very limited, in fact all she seemed to know was her name, though she was an eager learner.

Another mer appeared at the door, and after a short clicking conversation that still sounded completely foreign to Leon, a group of mer escorted him out of the coral habitat and through the city again. It seemed like the buzz around him had died down a little, though his presence still did seem to generate some attention.

He reentered the chamber of the queen mer, who appeared to have arrived at a decision. The translator took the chalk slab from Leon and wrote something on it. He took it back and slowly looked at the words, and the entire room seemed to wait for his reaction.

“GO BACK TO DOME. BRING MAX TO CASIA.”

Leon blinked several times, and made sure that what he thought he was reading was really there. It all made sense, and fit with what he knew about his dad, but it also raised a thousand more unanswered questions in his mind. He felt a strangely powerful emotion well within his chest as he began to write his response, and it seemed to match that dark blue of the water.

“MAX IS DEAD. I’M HIS SON. I CAN HELP.”

The translator didn’t know what to do with the words when he saw them. He tapped several times at the word “son”, and Leon found himself at a loss for how exactly to explain it to them. He took the stone slab back after a minute and reworded his message to something that he hoped would have an understandable, and hopefully vaguely interpreted meaning.

“MAX IS DEAD. I AM MAX. I CAN HELP.”

He smiled, out of reflex, feeling himself mourning for his father almost as much as he had after originally hearing about his death. He handed the slab back, there was more clicking, and all the mer in the room seemed to understand that at least some of what he was trying to get across.

“WE BRING BACK TO DOME. WE WANT PEACE. DO NOT WANT WAR.”

Leon nodded. It was still hard for him to believe what he was seeing, and part of him wanted to stay, and see more of it. He looked at the LED monitor of his suit and realized that he’d completely forgotten about the charge of the battery. They were half empty, and he remembered Kim and his mom, and knew that at this point they probably thought he was dead. He scribbled one last message on the chalk.

“I WANT PEACE. I WILL HELP.”

He wrote the words and showed them to the mer, but found himself wondering just what he could do, or what anyone could do, to make the relationship between humans and these new underwater people a peaceful, and non-exploitative one. Humanity had a bad track record, and Leon didn’t trust his government, or the world at large to behave in a way that would allow for peaceful relations.

A small group of mer, including Dimitra and one of the others that had originally brought him in, escorted him out of the throne room. They began to float up, and Leon used his water turbine to follow them out of the city, which seemed to delight and amaze them.

They led him back to the construction site at a fast pace, and Leon had to use his jet at its max speed just to keep up. There were so many thoughts running through his mind, the first of which being exactly what he would say about his discovery to Kim and the rest of the inhabitants of Project Cobalt.

They landed down on the ocean bottom within sight of the new dome’s foundation. Dimitra swam over to him, and looped around in a quick circle before wrapping her arms around him. Leon smiled at her, and tried to assure the girl with his eyes that he would be back, and then the group of mer swam away.

He walked back over to the construction site slowly, working out the details of the story he was going to have to tell in his mind. His dad hadn’t told anybody about the mer. It seemed like the only logical thing for him to do was to toe the same line, at least until he better understood the situation.

Leon saw another suited figure on the far side of the empty dome foundation. It was just out of visual range of where he and the mer had been, and caught him off guard. It would be a problem for the new dome to be so close to their city, he realized. He knew that there was a very limited amount of time available for him to work out the conditions for equilibrium between the humans and the mer before it went into operation.

“So you’re alive.” Miles voice was shrill in his intercom, like the sound of a mosquito buzzing. “I was hoping that we wouldn’t find anything.”

“Nice to see you too, Miles,” said Leon. “I can tell that you’ve missed me.”

“Fuck you,” he replied. The man’s body language was angry, and dangerous. “You know Kim’s not listening in right now? It would be easy for me to say that I found you with your suit ripped open, already dead from the pressure…”

“Why don’t you try it, and see what happens.” Leon was hesitant, but ready. The strange reaction of Miles had stirred up something angry and primal deep within him. It seemed bizarre to him that he could encounter an entirely new species and have the interaction feel so calm and natural, and come back to his own kind only to immediately butt heads with someone who he had so much more in common with.

The two of them stared each other down for a moment. Miles walked up and into Leon’s face, slowly and deliberately. He stood just inches away, and Leon could see the rage through the sealed eye holes of his suit. Suddenly, he moved as though to strike Leon. It was a fake out, and Leon didn’t flinch.

“Are you done?” asked Leon.

Miles didn’t say anything, and instead turned and shot off back towards the dome using his water turbine. Leon waited for a moment, and then headed off in the same direction.

“Leon! Leon is that you!” Kim’s voice was suddenly in his ear as he drew close to the dome. “Oh my god, somebody tell Julia, he’s alive! You’re alive!”

“Of course,” he replied. “It takes more than the crushing pressure of the ocean to take me out.”

Leon and Miles reached the water pressurization chamber at the same time, and shared a tense silence as the room slowly drained out. Leon walked through the front hatch and back into Project Cobalt. He quickly changed back into his dry clothes, feeling a little strange being out of the water and totally weighed down by gravity again after so long moving through the sea.

He had barely taken a single step outside of the gate before Kim had pulled him into a tight hug, with his mom sprinting over from the direction of the science hub and wrapping him in her own frantic embrace.

“Sweetie, oh my god, I can’t believe it!” said Julia, with unrestrained tears streaming down her face.

“Leon, you ass,” cried Kim. “I thought that I’d…it was my fault, I sent you out there.”

“It was nobody’s fault, and I’m fine,” he said. “I ran into some trouble in the construction site, and passed out. I don’t know if it was my suit malfunctioning, or my nerves, but I guess I was unconscious for a little while.”

Leon was a little apprehensive about having to lie, and tried to make his story as innocuous and believable as possible. He couldn’t tell them, but he had to say something, and he didn’t really have a wide range of imagined cover stories to pick from.

“I’ll take a look at it later,” said Kim. “Let’s get you into the medicine hub and make sure nothing major is wrong with you.”

“Leon, I love you so much,” said Julia. “Don’t ever do that again. Don’t ever go outside, never again!”

“Relax mom, I’m fine,” he said.

She didn’t let up as they made their way into the facility of Project Cobalt’s assigned physician, and continued worrying and doting on Leon in a way that only a mother can. The doctor took his blood pressure, checked his breathing, and asked him some questions before clearing him and sending him on his way.

“Take the rest of the day off, Leon,” said Kim. “I’ll explain everything to Elizabeth. I’m sure she’ll be in to see you sometime today.”

“Thanks, I will,” he replied. “But really, I’m fine. Don’t let people worry themselves anymore on my behalf.”

“I’ll always worry, Leon,” said Julia. “That’s what I’m here for. That’s part of being a mom.”

“I know, I know,” he said. Kim was walking back towards the science hub, and though they were outside and in public, Leon felt like he had to take a moment to really touch base with his mom. He looked deep into her eyes, which were still full of emotion, and at her attractive, proportioned body.

Julia let her face slowly draw in closer to his, and the two of them shared a hungry kiss, their tongues flicking into each other’s mouths. Leon felt as though the incident had triggered a mammalian survival switch in his brain, and more than anything he wanted to do what mammals do best.

He forced himself to pull back, feeling his cock springing up in his pants. Julia looked at him, and Leon smiled.

“Mom, I should head back to the domicile and rest for a little bit,” he said.

“I’ll go with you, honey.”

“No, it’s fine. Let’s meet up later tonight, you can cook me dinner and we can have a nice, undramatic night.”

Julia nodded, and kissed him softly on the forehead.

“I love you honey,” she whispered.

“I love you too, mom,” he replied.

Leon walked back towards Julia’s domicile, but stopped as soon as he saw his mom enter the meeting hall. He turned around and walked to the science hub. He wasn’t shaken by his experience on the dome, on the contrary, he knew that there was a lot to do and he had to move fast.

He walked into the building and moved slowly through the hallway. There had been no compelling reason for him to visit his father’s old office before, but now he knew it was exactly where he needed to be.

The door to it was wooden, with a small glass window on the top of it that bore his father’s initials. He opened it, and slipped into the room. The inside of it, as he immediately saw, was a complete mess, with trash and clothes skewed about in a manner that made it very clear that someone had been essentially living inside of it.

Leon slowly made his way over to his father’s desk and sat down in the leather chair behind it. Part of him just wanted to things as they were, and to leave the mystery of the mer and his father’s memory untouched. But he had to know, and he had to understand the truth.

He opened the first drawer of the desk and began flicking through various papers. Most of them were standard procedural stuff, and academic reports on some of the more mundane research Project Cobalt had been conducting. Leon kept looking, setting aside everything that looked unrelated to the mer, and digging deeper, until at the very bottom of the stack of files, he found exactly what he was looking for.








  
 






 CHAPTER 11

 

It was a small journal, written in his father’s unmistakable handwriting and similar to the note he had found back in Julia’s domicile. Leon opened it, and began reading from a page about a third of the way in that had been ear marked.

“I still haven’t told anyone about it, but I’m sure of what I saw. There is something outside of the dome that’s much more intelligent, and much more humanlike than any of us suspect. It seems as though the more I look for signs of it, the more of them I see. Perhaps I’m just tricking myself? It doesn’t seem that way, not from my perspective, at least.”

Leon flipped to the next page, scanning over several passages that seemed to just be regular accounts of life in the dome and his normal research. There was another section that jumped out at him, which his dad had scrawled quickly and with excitement, several of the words being underlined.

“I got Kim to let me test one of the suits. Originally I thought it would be much more trouble to convince her, but it was easy to get outside the dome. For the first time, I’ve seen them up close, and with my own eyes. This entire time, I’ve been right. I can’t tell anyone yet, not until I’ve found more of them and know just what they are.”

There was a noise at the door, and Leon quickly moved to put the journal back in his father’s desk. The door opened before he had time to react, and someone walked someone unexpected walked into the office.

“Hey there, sailor,” said Kendra, walking towards him and offering a very suggestive smile. “I heard you had a close call outside the dome.”

“Uh, yeah,” said Leon. “My suit, I guess it malfunctioned a bit. But I’m okay.”

Kendra nodded, but was clearly amused, and even skeptical of his answer.

“I would have thought that a suit malfunction would have been fatal, under most circumstances,” she said.

“Yeah, well I guess I got lucky,” replied Leon.

Kendra walked around to the side of the desk he was sitting at. Leon swiveled his chair so he was facing her, and felt his cock becoming acutely aware of the fact that such a bombshell of a woman was standing over him, in a private room.

“So what are you doing in your father’s office, if you don’t mind me asking?” Kendra was intelligent, and Leon felt his mind racing as he thought about just how to play the situation.

“I was waiting for you, of course,” he said, winking at her. She laughed, and again seemed amused at his response.

“Is that so?” asked Kendra. “Maybe I can get you to tell me through…other means. Would you like that, Leon?”

The beautiful woman leaned over and set one of her hands on Leon’s chest. She unbuttoned her blouse, giving Leon a perfect and incredibly arousing view of her cleavage.

“You’re welcome to try, Kendra,” he said, feeling himself rising to the occasion in more ways than one. “I think you might be biting off more than you can chew, however.”

“We’ll see about that, young man,” she whispered. “I can be very persuasive when I choose to be.”

She let her hand slide lower, and lower, until it was resting right on Leon’s erect cock. He locked eyes with her, and watched as she slowly undid his fly and began to stroke his member slowly and sensually.

Kendra unbuttoned her shirt further, and then let it slide down and off her shoulders, leaving her in just a bra. Leon felt his own horniness beginning to overtake him, and stood up and pushed into the arrogant woman.

“Oh wow, you certainly are forward for your age, aren’t you,” she said.

“Shut up, Kendra,” said Leon.

He kissed her, and felt himself becoming a little angry at the woman’s nosy nature. Kendra was ready for him, and repositioned herself against the desk. Leon clicked her bra off and stared at her big, gorgeous breasts, and then pushed her down on top of his father’s workstation.

“Oh, you think you can handle me, huh?” Kendra asked. “I’m impressed, Leon.”

“That’s nice to know,” he replied.

His fingers quickly went to work pulling down her pants, and then her panties. His own cock came out next, and then he quickly mounted Kendra and pushed the head of his member against her warm and wet entrance.

He hated to admit it, but it felt really good, and as much as he wanted to maintain control and dominate the woman, part of him felt as though he would cum the second he entered her. He let his cock slide into her cunt slowly, and her a small gasp escape her lips as he went deeper.

“Oh god, Leon,” she moaned.

“That’s right,” he said. “It’s funny just how quickly two people's roles can be reversed.”

He started fucking her, slowly at first. Each stroke was incredibly pleasurable, and he allowed himself to pull almost all the way out, before pushing all the way in again. His rhythm was even and deliberate, and Kendra’s breathing quickly outpaced it.

Any thought of why Kendra had come into his father’s office to begin with was lost in his mind as he began to speed up. He loathed her and the way she seemed to be plotting and planning out of view, but it felt amazing to have his dick inside of her.

“Oh yeah, Leon,” she said. “That’s right, I want you to enjoy this.”

He hated himself a little for it, but he was enjoying it. He was enjoying it quite a bit. Leon began to push into the woman faster, letting his hips move on autopilot as his hard rod became coated in her juices.  Kendra’s tits bounced each time he moved, and his hands were drawn to them automatically, groping at her flesh and twisting her nipples.

“Fuck you, Kendra,” he said.

“Don’t use curse words, young man,” she said, through ragged breaths. “Unless you want me to tell your mom.”

Bringing up his mother only made the encounter more hot and illicit. Leon moaned and began pumping his cock into her as hard as he could. The office was alive with the sound of their bodies writhing against each other, and soon enough, he couldn’t hold out any longer.

“That’s it, go ahead,” said Kendra.

Leon began to cum, and felt incredibly defeated and a little disappointed at how Kendra seemed to have regained control. His emotions were counterbalanced by the massive, throbbing pleasure he began to feel rushing through his body. He collapsed on top of the older woman and took a moment to catch his breath while his cock ejected its load inside of her.

Once his orgasm had subsided, Leon quickly pulled himself up and began getting dressed. He didn’t say anything to Kendra, who also started to put her clothes on. There was a key hanging from a hook on the side of his father’s desk, and he grabbed it and decided to shut the situation down.

“Alright, I have to get back to work,” he said. “It’s been fun Kendra. I’d prefer if you didn’t talk about this with anyone.”

“Of course, Leon, I’m a very modest woman,” she replied. He was relieved at the fact that the topic of his presence in his father’s office seemed to have been forgotten, and as they exited the room, he locked the door behind him. Kendra turned to him one last time, with that same smug, self satisfied smile on her face that Leon had first noticed.

“Have a nice day, Leon,” she said. “We’ll talk again soon.”

 


CHAPTER 12

 

Leon headed out of the science hub, and for the one place he felt like he knew he could get some real feedback on his ideas. There weren’t many people in Project Cobalt that he felt like he trusted, but Kim was definitely one of them, even though he had only known her a short amount of time.

She was still in Gate 2, taking a look at the suit that Leon had worn on the last expedition. He felt a little bad, realizing that his lie had dropped some extra work on her plate. He walked up to her slowly, and sat down on a small bench built into the wall.

“Hey Kim,” he said.

She jumped slightly, and brought her hand to her chest.

“Jesus Leon, I didn’t realize anyone was there,” she said, exhaling sharply.

“Sorry,” he said. “I just wanted to talk to you a little about…what happened beyond the dome.”

Kim set the tool she had in her hand down and walked over. She sat down on the bench next to him, closer than what would have been appropriate for just a coworker or friend.

“Leon, I’m really worried about you,” she said. “And the more I look at this suit, the more worried I get. I’ve been blaming myself, you know? Suit maintenance is part of my job responsibility, and supposedly I sent you out there in a faulty one.”

“I just need to know if I can trust you,” said Leon. “I want to, and I think I can, but what I’m about to tell you…you can’t run to Elizabeth, or anyone else on the station with it.”

Instead of answering with words, Kim leaned in and kissed him, slowly and sensually. Leon felt a warm rush spread into his chest, and pushed some of her hair out of her face.

“There is only one person I really trusted on Project Cobalt, and it was your dad,” she said. “I’ll take any secret you tell me to the grave.”

Leon nodded, and then let out a sigh. It was hard for him to know even where to begin.

“Listen…there is something outside the dome,” he said. “Something much more intelligent that any sea creature we’ve discovered before.”

Kim looked at him, confused.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“Look, I can’t say all that much just yet, but do you know anything related to the research my dad was doing? Where he would have hidden secret files, or put his sensitive work?”

“He used to spend a lot of time down below, with the thermal generators and extra storage,” said Kim. “But I really doubt that he would have been working or keeping anything down there.”

Leon knew his father, and had a feeling that was exactly where he would keep something that he wanted to hide.

“Thanks Kim, that’s perfect,” he said.

“Wait, come on, tell me more!” she cried as he rushed out of the room.

“I will, later, trust me!”

It was hard for Leon to move across the dome slowly, and without attracting attention. The hatch leading down to the sublevel was behind the science hub, and he looked around to make sure nobody was watching before heading to it.

He found that the hatch was unlocked, and easy enough to get open. The dome lights were beginning to dim for the night, and it gave him another cover to avoid being seen at a distance. He slipped down and let it close behind him.

It was dark, and surprisingly cool inside. Leon fiddled around on the wall until he found a light switch, which he flicked on. With the stairs illuminated, he was able to see that the stairs led down at least twenty or thirty feet.

At the bottom, the gentle hum of thermal generators working their magic was soft in his ears. There was another hallway headed around back, in the direction of where the hatch had been, and he walked down that one.

A half dozen doors lined either side of the corridor he found himself in. He had no idea which one to head in through, or if any of them really contained anything. Leon ended up opening the first one to his right and heading inside. It was full of what looked like scientific equipment.

He headed to the next one, and then the next one after that, finding that each of them were used for seemingly strict industrial purposes. When he reached the last one on the rights side, he opened it, and found that it was full of rows of filled bookshelves, instead.

Most of them were covered in dust, and if not for what Kim had told him earlier, he would have paid the room no mind. But one volume near the back of the room had a clean spine, as though it had been pulled out recently. Leon made his way over to it and slipped it out of its place.

“Underwater Cartography: Maps Of The Pacific Ocean,” he whispered out loud as he read the title.

He opened it, and instantly understood why this was the one piece of research that his father needed to keep absolutely hidden until the right time.

Each of the pages were marked with small little dots. The large map in the beginning, in particular, had a small arrow pointing to one spot of it that Leon recognized as the position of Project Cobalt. There were other dots on the map, and on smaller scale and more focused ones. Some were scattered far off, but he was easily able to pick out the one that represented the mer city that he had been to.

“He’s finding all of them,” whispered Leon.

There were at least a dozen different locations marked. Leon found himself wondering just how the mer had gone unnoticed for so long. It made sense, it a way, at the depth they were at, but it also seemed to underscore just how vulnerable they would be to unconstrained human contact.

Leon turned the page in the book, and a small folded piece of paper fell out of it. He picked it up and spread it out, finding that it contained a number of diagrams on it. One was of an underwater trench, sealed off on top and with mer swimming around it. His dad had drawn a protected mer fortress, he realized.

Others were of equipment, underwater buildings, and mining operations. On the back of it was a layout for a gigantic underwater dome, with deep lake at the center that had tunnels running into and out of it. It was a blueprint for a joint human-mer habitat, and his father had wanted to make it a reality.

This was his father’s dream. Leon found himself hearing Max’s voice in his head, and all the lessons he'd been taught as a kid about getting along with others seemed to resound with a touch of nostalgia in his head.

He had to make it real. It was up to him now to bring about the ideas that his father had created. How exactly he was to go about doing it, Leon was still at a loss for. But he knew that he had to.

He took the book and the paper and hid them behind some other volumes, making sure it was harder to spot than it had even been before. Leon looked over the room one last time, and then headed out through the hallway and back up the stairs.

It was dark, with the upper ring of dome lights been having turned down to low illumination levels. Still, Leon was able to make out the figure of someone moving towards him as he rounded his way to the front of the science hub.

“You bastard!” shouted Miles. He was running towards Leon at a full sprint.

“Miles, what the he-“ The fist of the other man slammed into his stomach before he ha time to react. Leon doubled over, winded, but still managed to roll out of the way of the follow-up kick Miles targeted him with.

“You think you can just come down here and start fucking with people’s lives?” Miles screamed at him, his voice so full of rage that his words bordered on the verge of being unintelligible.

“What the fuck are you talking about?” gasped Leon. He pulled himself to his feet and brought his fists up into a defense position, feeling as though his lack of fighting experience put him at a serious disadvantage.

“Kendra is mine,” he replied. “Stay away from her, or I will kill you.”

Leon couldn’t resist a small smile from creeping onto his face. He didn’t want to incite Miles to any further violence, but he felt as though it was his turn to strike in a way that hurt.

“Oh yeah, is that so?” Leon looked the other man directly in the eyes. “I get the feeling I might bump into her again rather soon, if you catch my drift.”

Miles growled, and then rushed forward, swinging at Leon again in a rage. This time, he was ready, and managed to dodge the first strike and retaliate with a blow of his own, landing his fist solidly against the red haired man’s chin. He grunted, and staggered back.

“I think your girlfriend is trying to play everyone for a fool,” said Leon.

“Fuck you!”

“If I were you, I would talk to her, and try to get a sense of what’s going on in her head and just what she’s trying to accomplish.” Leon waited for a moment, hoping his words would sink into Miles awareness. The fight seemed to be over, and he slowly backed away, and then started off to the domiciles.








  
 





 

CHAPTER 13

 

Leon moved slowly as he made his way back over to the residential area of Project Cobalt. His ribs and stomach ached from the blow Miles had landed, and each breath he took felt as though it was straining against his chest.

His mind was full of ideas, all of them concerning the mer people, and the world that was outside the dome, outside of most of humanity’s perception. He had an almost uncountable number of questions, about everything from their history, to their lifestyle, and beyond.

The translucent shell was next to the path he was taking, and he stopped for a moment to stare out into the ocean. Leon could see a couple of vague shapes moving by. Without the upper ring of lights illuminating at full strength, it was just about impossible to make out any of the fish or sea creatures regardless of how close they came.

He thought about his dad, and thought about just how much his obsession had consumed him. The torch had been passed from father and son, and now it seemed as though it was his turn. Leon knew that he would have to work at it harder than his dad ever had if he wanted to achieve any tangible results.

Finally, he made his way back to his mom’s domicile. Julia was in the kitchen when he walked in, putting the finishing touches on what looked to be an amazing meal.

“Finally,” said Julia. “I’ve been waiting all day for you to get back. Honey, all you do is make you worry, I hope you know that.”

“I’m sorry mom.” Leon walked over to where she was behind the counter and gave her a hug. His mom had changed into some comfortable clothes, sweat pants and a tight t-shirt, and the feeling of having her so close to him made his cock become strangely excited. The image of him and Kendra bumping and grinding together before popped into his mind, and he found himself guiltily wondering about what his own mom would look like naked.

“Have a seat, I cooked plenty,” she said. “I figured you’d be pretty hungry after what happened.”

“I’m absolutely ravenous, thanks.”

Julia set a plate down on the table, and Leon began eating. She had really gone all out, cooking fresh meat and vegetables, which about as rare and prized in Project Cobalt as any food item could be.

“I hope you like it, sweetie,” she said. “But even if you don’t, I’m just so glad you’re back.”

“So am I mom, so am I,” he replied.

They had a nice discussion. Leon was happy that his mom didn’t find it necessary to pry any extra details out of him about the incident. It was hard for him to lie to her, and the fact that she just seemed content with having him alive made him incredibly grateful.

After the finished, Leon sat down on the couch while his mom moved the dishes into the sink. She came out and joined him once she finished, and he could tell from the look on her face that she did have something on her mind.

“Honey,” said Julia. “I talked to Kendra today…”

His blood began to heat up a little bit. This was not a line of questioning that he really wanted her to pursue, either.

“Oh yeah? What about?” he replied.

“Don’t play dumb, honey, I could tell from the way she talked about you that…something happened.” Julia had a nervous, uncomfortable look on her face that made Leon feel like squirming to have to see.

“It was no big deal mom, we just had…well, we uh…” It was hard for him to find the words to phrase it.

“Just tell me sweetie, it’s okay,” said his mom.

“Well we had an encounter,” he finally managed to get out.

There was a loaded silence in the room. The look on Julia’s face was a mixture of anger, embarrassment, and frustration.

“Sweetie, that’s not okay!” she shouted. “You need to stay away from that woman!”

“Mom, I’m sorry, it just kind of happened,” said Leon.

“If you need something, come to me baby,” she whispered. “I can take care of whatever you need. Just come to me, it’s okay.”

Julia slid closer to him on the couch, and slid her hands down his chest. She let one of them come to a rest on his crotch, and then immediately began rubbing his cock with her fingers, intent on working it up into an active state to really make her point.

“Mom, this isn’t right,” said Leon. “I…I don’t think you should-“

“Shhh, sweetie, just let mommy take care of you,” said Julia. “She’s so glad to have you back.”

She began rubbing her son’s cock more openly, in a way that couldn’t be interpreted as anything other than a sexual, erotic gesture. Leon felt his heart beginning to beat faster. Logic was telling him that he should push her away, and put a stop to it, but his hormones, however…

“I’m going to make it feel even better than I did last night,” said Julia. “If…you promise that you won’t go near Kendra.”

“Mom, I-“

“Promise me!” The look in her eyes was intense, and different from anything Leon had ever seen before. His cock was sensitive and throbbing against her hand, but he tried to convince himself that he was saying the words for the sake of her not for the sake of getting off.

“I promise, mom,” he replied.

“Good sweetie,” she said. “Now just lie back and enjoy…”

Leon had another opportunity to stop his mom, but shamefully, he found himself not being able to summon the willpower to do it. Julia slowly pulled his pants down and freed his cock from the confines of his boxer briefs, and then brought her mouth in close to it and kissed the tip.

“Oh god mom,” he said. “This…oh god.”

She continued kissing it, rubbing her lips against ever inch of his member from the base of the shaft to the head. Leon felt the pre cum beginning to form and drip out, and shivered with pleasure as his mom brought her tongue to it and licked it off.

“Did you like that, sweetie?” asked Julia. “Tell your mommy how her lips and tongue feel…”

“Mom, they feel amazing,” he said, feeling guilty as the words entered the air. “Mom, please…”

She smiled at him, and then slowly began to take his cock into her mouth. Leon’s member pulsed with pleasurable intensity as Julia began to work her magic. It felt so warm, and so wet, and Leon was at a loss for anything he could compare it to the even came close to being as pleasurable.

“Mom…oh fuck,” he moaned. “How…how can you be doing this?”

Julia answered him by massaging the bottom of his shaft with her tongue, and then pushing down deep and letting it slip slightly into the back of her throat. The act was so wrong, so taboo, yet at the same time he could feel his mother’s love, almost to the extent that it made him nostalgic of his childhood.

“Don’t stop mom,” he said. “Keep going, please…”

She began to speed up, bringing her lips up and down his full length with every bob of her head. Leon reached out to put his hand on the back of her head, but Julia seemed to be in her own world, so focused on doing a good job sucking her son’s cock that any outside guidance would be entirely wasted on her.

The sounds coming from the action were hot and almost sickeningly arousing. They made Leon realize the reality of the situation. His mom was sucking his cock, and if things kept going at that pace, and that intensity…

He felt himself reach his limit and go past it quite suddenly. Leon bucked his hips forward as he began to shoot his load, blasting cum deep into his mother’s throat. Julia kept sucking even as his cock began to tense up, making sure she cleaned up every last drop.

His cock was beginning to go flaccid when she finally stopped, and pulled her head back up to face him. Julia ran one of her hands across his cheek, and then stood up and walked back to the kitchen.

“I hope they don’t send you back outside again tomorrow,” said Julia. “I don’t know what I’d do if you had another close call like that.”

“Yeah mom, I don’t know,” he said. “I think I’ll be okay.”

It was as though she was pretending that it had never even happened. As far as Leon was concerned, that was the best outcome he could have hoped for. His mind was already dealing with enough without adding the dynamics of an incestuous relationship with his own mom into the mix.

Leon stretched out on the couch, grabbing the blanket his mom had given him the night before and pulling it over him. It didn’t take long for sleep to arrive, and he was grateful for it.








  
 





CHAPTER 14

 

There was a knock at the door, loud and urgent enough to pull Leon out of sleep. He sat up on the couch and looked over at his mom’s bed. She was stirred slightly and sat up in the dark, a thin nightgown being the only piece of clothing preserving her modesty.

“Mmmm…What’s that, sweetie?” she asked, half asleep.

“Don’t worry mom, I’ll get it.”

Leon had a feeling that whatever it was, it had to do with him, anyway. He pulled himself off the couch and slipped on a pair of pants, and then quickly made his way over to the door. He opened it a crack, and then after recognizing that it was Kim on the other side, he slipped out through the opening and closed it behind him.

“Kim, it’s the middle of the night, what’s going on?”

The look on her face was serious, and Leon felt himself becoming more awake as she shook her head, and slowly began to explain.

“Leon, one of the suits is missing,” she said. “I was cleaning the components of all of them, making sure that they were in working order, and one of them isn’t in the storage unit.”

He thought about what she was saying for a minute. His mind was still groggy, and didn’t seem to want to make any connections.

“So, was it misplaced, or…?”

“Somebody opened and went out through Gate 2,” said Kim. “And Leon…Miles isn’t in his domicile.”

Leon blinked, and then felt a strange mixture of panic and anger begin to race through his body. The situation was out of his control, all of the sudden. The mer were at risk of discovery, or worse, and there was no predicting what could happen with somebody like Miles headed their way.

“Fuck, alright, I’ll figure something out,” he said. Kim was still looking at him expectantly, and after thinking about it for a moment, Leon put his hand on her shoulder and looked directly into her eyes. “Get another one of the suits ready.”

“What? Leon, that’s crazy, we need to tell Elizabeth immediately!”

“We can’t, Kim.” He paused for a moment, hoping that she understood the gravity of what was going on. ”I have to go out there, and find him. It’s the only way.”

“It’s the middle of the night, Leon, it’s too risky.”

“Just get the suit ready,” he said. Leon turned away from her and sprinted off, towards one of the domiciles across the residential area.

“Where are you going?” asked Kim.

“To figure out exactly how this happened.”

Kendra’s abode was only a couple of hundred feet away, and when Leon reached it he pounded his fist on the door without hesitation. He was shirtless, barefoot, and wearing only the pair of pants he had grabbed before heading out and talking with Kim.

The door opened, and Kendra stood behind it, her smile tinged with a smug coyness that made Leon feel even angrier. She only had on a nightgown, identical to the one he had seen his step mom wearing on his way out.

“Leon,” said Kendra. “What brings you to my home at this late hour?”

“Where the fuck is he?” Leon pushed his way into Kendra’s apartment. He knew that Miles wouldn’t be there, but he wanted to find something, anything, to serve as a clue and give him a better handle on the situation.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Leon.” Kendra was still smiling, and seemed to be more entertained than anything by his intrusion and outburst.

“You know exactly what I’m talking about!” Leon walked over to the desk in the living area and began flipping through the papers on it. Kendra slowly walked across the room and sat down on the bed, leaning back on her hands and shooting Leon a look that he had seen before.

“Maybe if you come over here, and talk to me like a real man, I’ll be able to remember…”

Her words only made Leon angrier. He stomped over to where she was sitting and pushed her back on the bed, watching as her breasts bounced and her legs spread for him.

“IS that what you want, Kendra?” he said. “Maybe that’s exactly what you need…”

She was still smiling at him, and it only fueled Leon’s rage even further. He pushed himself forward, intending to intimidate her into telling him what he wanted to know. His action seemed to have the opposite effect, however.

“Show me what I need, Leon,” she whispered. “I want you to show me, young man.”

Leon leaned forward and groped at the older woman’s breasts. She reminded him of his mom, but her personality was the polar opposite. Somehow, his emotions seemed to swing and bring him deep into a state of primal readiness. The tiny cloth gown that Kendra had own only served to tease him, and make his cock tense up at the thought of seeing more.

“Are you man enough, Leon?” 

He knew that by responding in the manner he was, he had allowed himself to become a player in her game. But Leon didn’t care. He wanted the encounter to go where Kendra seemingly wanted to take it. He wanted it just as badly as she did, but for different reasons.

Leon slipped his pants down and off his body, and then pushed forward, kissing Kendra and feeling her kiss him back hungrily. His mother had warned him to stay away from her, and he felt a little guilty for giving in and letting things get so out of hand. More than that, however, he just wanted to get off.

“Oh yeah, Leon,” said Kendra. “Your cock is so nice.”

He slowly pulled down his boxer briefs, and then roughly grabbed at her nightgown, tearing the fabric as he ripped it off her. Kendra just smiled at him.

“You’re nothing like Miles,” she said. “That’s why he hates you so much.”

“Shut the fuck up,” said Leon. He pinned her down on the bed by the shoulders and quickly moved his cock into position.

A voice of reason began to chide at him from the back of his head. Just what was he doing, and what right did he have to do it?

“Your father was never enough of a man to take me,” said Kendra.

The words caused Leon to see red. He growled like an animal, slammed Kendra down on the bed, and pushed his member inside of her. She was already wet, and seemed to be as ready for sex as a woman could be.

“Oh god, yes!” she cried. Leon was pumping his cock into her with speed, fueled by a strange erotic energy that seemed to have been created by her words.

Kendra wrapped her legs around him, urging him to push even deeper with every stroke. The two of them were rolling around on the bed as if caught in a life or death power struggle, kissing and biting at each other’s lips and grabbing roughly with their hands.

“You’re a slut, Kendra,” whispered Leon. “You’re a slut, and you know it.”

His hips were on autopilot, smashing into the woman and causing waves of exited pleasure to shoot up his tool, almost consistently.

“Oh, Leon,” moaned Kendra. “I’m your slut, I’m your slut!”

Kendra could have easily been a trophy wife on the surface, or even more, with her intelligence. It wasn’t farfetched for Leon to imagine a woman with her intelligence and guile becoming a politician or a businesswoman.

Leon reached his hand out and wrapped it around her hair, pulling it as he drove his cock deeper inside her. Her cunt felt surprisingly good, and he seemed to be driving her wild as he moved inside of her, churning the insides of her pussy up and claiming her for his own. Leon managed to escape from the fog of sex for long enough to remember his goal, and immediately began pressing her on it again.

“Where is he, Kendra?” he shouted, bucking into her like an angry wolf. “What the fuck did Miles find out?”

“I, I can’t tell you,” moaned Kendra. “Oh god, oh god, I’m going to…”

Right as it seemed like the woman was about to be pushed over the line and into the realm of orgasm, Leon forced himself back under control, and pulled out. Kendra looked surprised.

“What…no, please!” She lied back on the bed and spread her legs again. It was erotic, but Leon could also see it for the desperate gesture it was.

“Tell me what I want to know, like a good slut.” He pushed in close to her, letting his hard cock rub back up against her cunt and speaking quietly into her ear.

“F-fine,” she replied. “I’ll tell you if you fuck me.”

“You tell me, and then I’ll fuck you,” said Leon.

Kendra moaned and leaned further back on the bed, rubbing her crotch like a bitch in heat. She looked at Leon and blushed a little, and he could see the shame in her eyes as she slowly began to break.

“He followed you into the underground storage area,” said Kendra. “We know about the creatures outside. Now…please?”

Leon glared at her. He slammed her down on the bed, and pushed his cock back inside of her with a lot more malice than he had felt before. In his mind, he knew that he should be heading to meet up with Kim, and getting back outside the dome as quickly as he could. But for Kendra, nothing less than being fully used and abused seemed like it would do.

He had her back on the verge of cumming again after a minute, and he stopped again. As Kendra opened her mouth to protest, he grabbed her by the hair and pushed his cock into her mouth. She had big lips, and they felt amazing sliding across his shaft.

“Oh yeah, that’s it,” he moaned. “Suck it, you slut.”

She didn’t really have any choice, Leon held her head firmly on top of his shaft, and was even rocking his hips back and forth to get her pleasuring him in the manner he wanted. He slid his cock as far in as it would go, forcing the older woman to deep throat him, which he could tell was hard for her from her eyes.

“That’s right Kendra,” he said. “This is your proper punishment.”

He grabbed the woman by the face and forcefully pumped his cock into her a few last times. As he began to explode, he pulled the head of his dick out of her mouth, and let the hot white cum spray all over her face, defiling her in a manner that made Leon feel oddly satisfied.

“You…you’re cold,” she whispered. “You’re a cold man, Leon.”

He was already pulling his clothes back on. Leon took one more look at Kendra on the way out of her domicile, and couldn’t help but see a different woman from the arrogant, posturing one that had been sitting on the bed earlier.

“Be careful what you wish for, Kendra,” he said.








  
 





CHAPTER 15

 

Leon hurried across the dark landscape of the dome, headed for Gate 2. There was a light on inside, and he found Kim busily setting up one of the suits on the other side of the door.

“It’s ready, Leon,” she said. “Though I feel like it’s my duty to talk you out of this.”

“Not now, Kim,” he replied.

“You’re going to get yourself killed! If he is out there, there’s no telling how he’s going to react when he finds you coming after him. And on top of that, it’s going to be more dangerous for you outside than usual, just given that we don’t have anyone else that can go out if something does happen!”

Leon looked at Kim and smiled. He was still shirtless, and slowly began to pull down his pants as he stood in front of the WAVE suit. Kim looked away for a moment, as her modesty required, but then turned back towards Leon. The concern on her face was clear and easy to read.

“Kim, I have to do this,” he said. “This is bigger than me, and it’s bigger than Miles, or anyone else on this dome. Things will end very badly if someone like him encounters the mer.”

Kim was frozen in place for a moment, but finally blinked out of it, and nodded to him. She walked over to the suit and started to help him into it, but Leon shook his head.

“Just get on the communicator and be ready to delete everything if necessary.”

“I can’t, Leon.” She looked at him as though she was at her hard limit. “It’s not just that it would get me fired, I literally can’t. Everything on the computers is backed up on another server.”

“I guess that means I’ll have to move fast.” Leon fit the oxygen tube into his mouth, feeling as though he was finally adjusting to its fit. He made sure all of the seals on the rest of the suit were secured, and then walked into the pressure chamber.

The door closed behind him, and he stood facing the outside as water began to fill it up. The same emotions that he had experienced in his previous expeditions beyond the dome began to flood into his body, except intensified. This time, there were even more unknowns waiting for him on the outside, and he had no control over how or when the situation would play itself out.

“Alright, you’re good Leon.” The water was up over his head, and he could hear Kim’s voice in his ear. “I’m opening the outer door. Promise me…promise me that you won’t get yourself killed?”

“I promise,” Leon subvocalized.

“And promise me that you’ll get Miles back here without fighting, if you can?”

“That’s not something I can promise you in good faith,” said Leon. “But I’ll do my best.”

With the upper ring of lights dimmed to night time illumination levels, Leon was forced to rely on his headlamp from the very start. The ocean had a somewhat ghostly feel to it, with every fish and sea creature that swam by surprising him, and typically being only visible as a dark shadow. 

Leon moved forward, headed in the direction of the construction site. His instincts told him that he should slow down and take his time, however, a sense of urgency seemed to override them. Using his water turbine he pushed himself forward into the dark unknown, using the tiny amount of light cast off from his headlamp to make sure his immediate path was clear.

The area began to seem a little more familiar to him. He remembered some of the underwater landscape from the first time he had traveled out. Leon slowed down and began to move close to the ocean bottom. 

Off to the side of him was a small crest that overlooked the construction site, and instead of moving directly forward, Leon decided to veer off to the better vantage point. He kept his headlamp angled low, and immediately felt vindicated for it as he eyed the circular foundation of the future dome.

There was a light flashing around in the center of it, just like his. Leon couldn’t make out Miles’ actual body, but he could see what the man was looking at, and it made him feel as though he had arrived a minute too late.

There was a single mer in the foundation of the dome. It seemed to be watching Miles with curiosity as the man moved closer to it. Leon switched off his own headlamp and began to head towards the two of them, when the situation suddenly began to go incredibly wrong.

The mer came within an arm’s length of Miles, and the man violently reached out and grabbed it. He seemed to be trying to wrestle it to the ground, and Leon could see the panic in the creature’s movements as it struggled to escape.

“Miles, stop!” subvocalized Leon. “Kim, are you getting this?”

There was no response on the intercom. Leon cursed his luck, and then pushed forward with his water turbine. He was a couple of hundred feet away, and everything seemed to move in slow motion as he watched what happened next.

The mer had been carrying a small spear, and Miles had taken it away. He held it in one of his hands pensively for a moment before slamming it into the body of the creature, which he held in an effective headlock.

“Miles!” screamed Leon. He flicked on his headlamp just in time to see the man turn towards him, holding the lifeless, fishtailed body of a mer up with one arm.

“You betrayed us by hiding this, Leon,” he said. “I don’t see any reason for you to make it back to the dome, either.”

The man dropped the mer, and for a second, everything was still. Then his water turbine was on, and he was jetting towards Leon, the spear held in front of him as if he was a charging medieval cavalier.

Leon used his own water turbine to push himself up, and then forward. Miles followed, navigating the water more skill in the WAVE suit than Leon had. The first spear strike came close to hitting his head, only missing by a couple of inches. Leon managed to strike the man with his feet and launch his water turbine in a way to push him back, but it did not buy him more than a moment’s respite.

Even just a glancing strike to the suit would likely be fatal, Leon realized. The decompression system was so ludicrously complex and reliant on a tight seal, he wouldn’t stand a chance so far down underwater. Miles seemed to realize the same thing, and moved towards him with a cocky sort of patience that made Leon wish he had some sort of means for a counterattack. 

“Aren’t you going to beg for your life?” asked Miles.

“I don’t really see any reason to,” replied Leon. “If you think you can kill me, come with it.”

The speaker in his ear let out a strangely robotic sounding laugh. Miles shrugged, an action which seemed incredibly pointless underwater.

“Suit yourself,” said Miles. “Your body will never be found.”

He turned on his water turbine, and this time Leon felt as though even his quickest reaction would be too slow. Miles was in front of him, and the spear point was moving forward to take his life as though it were the sickle of death itself.

And then everything changed. Mer were all around them, more than Leon had ever seen before outside of the city. Miles turned in surprise, and one of them swam behind him much faster than the man could have expected. A spear lunged forward, and suddenly the fate that Leon was expecting for himself had been carried out on his adversary.

Miles was gone in an instant, and all that was left behind was a tiny, football sized clump. A small underwater cloud of blood pooled in the area where he had been standing, hiding the exact details of the carnage.

One of the mer moved towards him, another spear in hand full of killer intent. Leon put his hands up and spun around in a quick circle, knowing that the gesture wouldn’t be enough to save him, but doing it anyway.

The mer approached slowly, and then another one of the creatures was next to him, one with purple eyes and a face that Leon recognized.

“Dimitra,” he whispered, knowing that she couldn’t hear him. She was smiling and wrapped him into a strange, spiraling circular hug.

The other mer held off, but it was clear from the way his savior immediately moved and began speaking in clicks to them that his life was not entirely back in his hands. One of the mer picked up what was left of Miles’ body and looked at it curiously. The lump that used to be him was still releasing blood into the water, which trailed behind it like a path, giving the ocean a reddish hue.

After a minute or more of Dimitra’s clicking, another mer arrived that seemed to merit attention. He carried a stone slate, and Leon recognized him as the translator for the leader in the city. After what seemed like an eternal minute of watching the mer scratch out clumsy words on the tablet, it was handed to Leon, and he looked at the message carefully.

“HELP US STOP LAND MER. MOVE THEM BACK TO SURFACE.”

Leon smiled. “Land Mer” had an interesting ring to it, one that he quite liked. But the message was serious, and he slowly formed his response, knowing in his heart exactly what it would be before he’d even touched the chalk down.

“I WILL HELP. I WILL DO ALL THAT I CAN.”

The translator seemed elated by that. He clicked loudly to the other mer, and then they too also seemed to be elated. Dimitra wrapped her arms around Leon, and gave him what would have been a kiss if it wasn’t for the suit in between.








  
 





CHAPTER 16

 

Leon explained many things to the mer before heading back to Project Cobalt. There was only so much room on the slab, and their vocabulary was very limited, but he managed to get them up to speed on what he considered to be the most important aspects of humanity’s intentions and their future survival.

He told them, first and most importantly, that Project Cobalt was the only dome currently in operation. He told them to watch out for more, and to foil their development however they could, before humans move into inhabitance. He told them to spread the message to all of the other mer, far and wide, and make sure that they were on the same page as a species.

It was at least an hour, maybe even more, before he finally started back to the dome. Dimitra had seemed a little sad at his departure, and had given him another hug. Leon felt a little sad too, but more so at the strange barrier and distance between the two of them then having to go. He wondered about just what type of person she would have been as a human.

The lights above the underwater dome had risen in illumination level, marking the morning. Leon caught sight of them about the same time his communicator snapped back into range.

“Kim, can you hear me now?” he asked.

“Leon! Oh my god, I thought, I thought…Don’t you ever do that again!” He smiled, glad to finally hear something other than static in response.

“I’m on my way back,” he said. “I didn’t find Miles. I think he might have-“

“Leon, listen to me!” Kim sounded panicked, even more than she had been earlier that morning. “Kendra has told Elizabeth and everyone else in the dome everything. There was a meeting, and they contacted the surface, and…”

“It’s okay, we’ll figure it out,” said Leon. “Just let me get inside and everything will be fine.”

“Alright…” said Kim. “I’m really glad that you’re okay.”

“Believe me, so am I,” said Leon.

The dark blue hue of the water around the dome was a refreshing change of pace from the blackness he had been traversing through. Leon entered the pressure chamber and impatiently waited for the chamber to drain. He opened the door, and was surprised to find Elizabeth, Kendra, and Julia waiting for him.

“Uh, hey,” said Leon. “What’s going on?”

“That’s what we want to know,” said Elizabeth. “You’re going to tell us everything that happened to you while you were outside the dome. Leon, we know about the creatures out there. We found your father’s research.”

Leon still felt as though the best thing to do, at least until he had a better handle on the situation, was to play dumb.

“What are you talking about? He was researching ancient Polynesian civilizations, wasn’t he?”

Elizabeth shook her head and sighed.

“If you’re going to try to lie to me, I will have you brought up on charges, Leon.”

“Elizabeth, he hasn’t done anything!” said Julia. “Why don’t you try to track down Miles, he’s the one that’s most likely going to have answers?”

“Quit protecting him, Julia,” said Kendra. “Your son is not the angel you think he is.”

Leon smiled at that. The only thing he had managed to determine with any level of confidence about Kendra was that she was totally out of her mind.

“I feel like I’m the one who needs to be caught up to speed,” said Leon. “I went out to try to find Miles because I was worried about him. I don’t know anything.”

The look that Elizabeth gave him in return told him everything he needed to know. There was no way for him to fool her, not at that point.

“Leon, I’m putting you in the custody of your mother for the time being,” said Elizabeth. “A submersible is coming down from the surface to bring a team to investigate and temporarily evacuate the dome. You’ll be held in confinement once you’re back on land, I’m afraid.”

He nodded, feeling as though the outcome was a mixture of good and bad. The best possible thing he could do was get people out of the dome, and away from the mer. But having any sort of investigation into Miles disappearance would only add to the scrutiny the creatures faced, and to the danger they would be in if directly discovered.

“None of you have any idea what you’re dealing with,” Leon said quietly. “The ocean doesn’t belong to us, and that’s not a fact that can be altered just by building a couple of domes.”

“Julia, you need to bring your son back to your domicile,” said Elizabeth.

Julia looked at the woman pleadingly.

“Wait, hold on, I-“ 

“Just do it. If you want to appeal to my emotions, save it for when we actually have a handle on this situation.” Elizabeth gestured to Kendra, and the two of them started off for the science center.

Julia seemed defeated, and subdued. She took Leon by the hand and gently began escorting him back to her domicile. He didn’t resist, and didn’t say anything at first. They walked through the residential area and headed into her residence through the front door, and then finally Julia turned to him.

“You can tell me what really happened, sweetie,” said his mom. “I’m not going to make any judgments about it, one way or another.”

“Mom, I’ll explain everything soon enough. But for now, I need you to do me a favor.”

Julia was silent, but made it clear with her eyes that she was listening.

“I need you to go and find Kim as soon as you can,” he said. “Bring her to me, and make sure that she gets here without being seen.”

Julia smiled solemnly at her son. She would do anything for him, he realized. His mom stepped closer and pulled him into a motherly embrace. Leon hugged her back, the scent of her perfume catching on his nose almost intoxicatingly.

“I love you sweetie,” said Julia. “When this is all done, I just want to be with you.”

“I love you too, mom.” It was hard for Leon to not hear a second meaning in her words, intentional on her part or not.

Julia cupped his cheek and moved his face so their eyes were meeting, and then leaned in and kissed him deeply. She tasted sweet, and seemed to move her lips against his in a way that managed to be both erotic and incredibly tender.

After a quiet moment, they broke away from each other. Julia coughed, as if intentionally trying to break the strange tension on the air, and then headed out of the small house. About ten minutes later, the door opened again, and Kim slipped in through it.

“Leon…” she whispered, quickly moving over to him. “I was so worried!” 

She threw her arms around him, and Leon found himself in the role of calming her down and soothing her. Their relationship was so different from the one he shared with his mom, but it seemed to share the same oddly unintentional sexual spark.

“Hey, hey, it’s okay,” said Leon. “I’m fine. The ocean is essentially my backyard at this point.”

“You jerk!” Kim pushed away from him and hit her hand against his chest a couple of times. It didn’t hurt physically, but as a gesture it cut into Leon surprisingly deeply. “I let you go out there, and then you just disappeared on the communicator? I thought…all I could think was that…”

“Hey, relax,” he said gently. “Look, Kim, everything I was talking about has come to a head. Miles…he found the mer, and it didn’t end well.”

“Did they attack him?” asked Kim. Leon shook his head.

“It was, uh, the other way around,” he said. “And he was trying to attack me, too.”

Kim didn’t say anything, and just looked at him, as though she was trying to process what he was saying.

“Look, Kim, I have to do something,” he said. “Project Cobalt and other domes like it, they threaten the entire existence of the mer. But I think we can stop it.”

“How would it even be possible?” asked Kim. “They are already putting the plans for more of them into action.”

Leon led Kim over to the couch, and the two of them sat down. He took her hand into his, knowing that what he was about to ask would put all of the trust he had in her to the test.

“Do you know of any way to overload the thermal generators in the basement?” asked Leon.

Kim blinked a couple of times, as if she thought she didn’t hear him correctly.

“What?”

“Would it theoretically be possible?” he asked, gripping her hand more tightly.

“I mean, yeah, it would. But Leon-“

“Here.” He handed her a pen and a small notepad from the table across from the couch. “Just write down how to do it on this.”

Kim looked as though she was about to cry. Leon smiled, and tried to make the situation seem a little less dire than it really was.

“Look, I’m not going to do anything until the dome has been evacuated,” he said. “And I’ll have the suit on. And things will work out, I promise.”

Kim wrote down what he asked of her dutifully, adding a couple of loose tear drops to the page that she seemed to be unable to suppress.

“You are a liar,” she whispered. “Don’t lie to me, Leon.”

He reached his hand over, and gently stroked her hair. Kim was a beautiful girl, and he felt terrible for making him an accomplice for what he had to do. She looked at him with eyes that seem to be pleading for an alternative, and then surprised Leon by moving in closer, and putting her hands on his chest.

“I want you to find me once you get back to the surface safely,” she said.

Leon nodded, and then watched as Kim slowly slid down and off the couch and began unzipping his pants. He didn’t say anything, but his cock began to react in the way that any man’s would, hardening and popping up as Kim pulled it out of his boxer shorts.

She licked the head of it, and Leon felt a jolt of pleasure shoot through him. This felt like a proper send off, for what he was about to do, but part of him felt guilty for letting her do it. He hadn’t done anything yet, and it seemed like he was being rewarded.

Kim was a little inexperienced when it came to giving head. She rubbed the tip of his cock against her lips, and then slowly began to suck at it, almost like a little girl having her first taste of a popsicle. After a moment, she began to lower her mouth down and over his member, and Leon let out a very pleased sigh.

The door behind her opened a little, and Leon almost panicked. His mom poked her head through and looked in on the scene. Kim didn’t realize that Julia was there and just kept sucking, using her lips and tongue as best as she could to pleasure Leon and show him just how much she cared.

Julia’s face was conflicted, and she seemed to be a little embarrassed, but totally unable to look away. Likewise, Leon met his mom’s gaze and felt as though it was almost as arousing as what was happening to his lower half. Julia licked her lips, and grabbed her chest with one hand, and Leon couldn’t help but picture his own mom as a sexual creature, waiting in the background for her turn.

Kim was bobbing her head up and down on his cock faster. She was able to suck surprisingly effectively, and all of the warm and wet saliva from her mouth had coated Leon’s dick to a nice sheen. It felt incredible, and as he watched his mom watching him, he felt himself lose control.

He blasted his seed deep into Kim’s mouth, and she did her best to drink it down, a small amount of it escaping out of the corner of her lips and streaming down her chin. She pulled her mouth off his cock, gave it one final lick, and then began to cry.

“Hey, hey, it’s okay,” said Leon. “Come here…”

He pulled Kim up onto the couch and gave her a reassuring hug. The two of them stayed like that for a while, at least several minutes. Finally, Kim got up, kissed Leon once on the cheek, and then headed for the door.

“I’m serious Leon,” she said. “Come back alive.”

He nodded, and then watched as the girl left Julia’s domicile, leaving him alone in the room and even more alone in his head.








  
 





CHAPTER 17

 

Things began to happen quickly after Kim left. Leon left the domicile and almost ran into his mom, who was on the way in. The two of them shared an awkward moment where neither of them said anything, both thinking of what had just happened and what it meant. Finally, Julia spoke up.

“They’re gathering everyone together in front of Gate 1,” she said. “The submersible for the evacuation just docked, and it’s only making one trip.”

“Okay,” said Leon. “Mom…you have to trust me on what I’m about to say.”

Julia crossed her arms and looked at him sternly in a way the Leon hadn’t seen since back on the surface, when he was in high school. She nodded for him to continue.

“I…” He paused, deciding that it might be for the best for him to keep his intentions to himself. “I’m sorry for making you worry, mom. I never meant to make you worry.”

“Sweetie, it’s fine,” she said. “Things will be normal again once we’re on land, you’ll see.”

The two of them walked across the dome towards Gate 1. People were streaming out of the domiciles and all of the buildings, headed in the same direction. It seemed as though the evacuation had already started, with people pushing through the opening and packing into the underwater vehicle.

Leon slowed his pace, and Julia looked over at him concerned. He turned and looked back at the landscape of the dome, and felt a strange sense of déjà vu as the same wonderment he had experienced on his original arrival took hold of him again.

“Come on, sweetie,” said Julia. “Almost everyone is on.”

Leon walked up to the gate. He could see Kendra and Kim already sitting in seats inside of the submersible. It had a good deal more space on the inside than the one Leon had been taken down on. Elizabeth stepped out from the inside of it, and behind her followed a team of five large, intimidating looking soldiers that were carrying large bags of equipment. Leon leaned in close to try to overhear what Elizabeth was whispering to them about.

“It might just be nothing, but it could be a lot more serious,” she said quietly. “Either way, we’ve lost one of our people. At the very least, try to find his body…”

“Ma’am, we have reason to believe that this threat needs to be taken care of immediately and with overwhelming force,” replied one of the men. “Your boy is none of our concern. We have our own orders.”

Elizabeth looked taken aback, as if it was the first time in a long time that somebody had gone against her will. The men seemed not to notice, and began taking out equipment and getting themselves ready. After the stunned expression on her face faded, she caught sight of Leon and Julia, and waved them over.

“Come on, get in you two,” she said. “You’re the last ones to board.”

“Sorry,” replied Julia. “I was just giving Leon some time…”

“We don’t have time to waste. The sooner we get to the surface, the sooner everyone will be safe.”

Elizabeth began calling off names and taking attendance, making sure that all of the people of Project Cobalt were secure within the submersible. When she called Leon’s, he answered her, all the while slowly positioning himself so that he was the closest one to the door. She finished, and then walked up to the captain’s chamber to let him know that they were ready to depart.

“Well, that’s it then,” said Julia. “This feels so anticlimactic.”

“I know exactly how you feel mom,” he replied.

Leon could feel adrenaline beginning to race through his veins. He only had one chance, and he knew that he would need to time it just right. The squad of men inside the dome was a couple hundred feet away from the entrance of the gate, but they seemed busy enough setting themselves up.

A loud noise sounded that it was time for the submersible to depart. The door separating it from the gate and from the dome slowly began to close, and as it did, Leon took a deep breath. With only about two feet left between it in the ground, he dropped down and rolled outside, and then immediately pulled himself to his feet.

“Leo-“ His mom’s cry was cut off as the door sealed within the craft. Leon wouldn’t have heard her, anyway. He was sprinting at full speed towards Gate 2, not bothering to look and see if the soldiers inside the dome had noticed him or yet.

He was almost completely out of breath by the time he got there, but still felt an absurd amount of nervous energy pulsing through him. He shut the first hatch, wishing that there was a lock for it, and rushed to quickly disrobe and pull on a WAVE suit.

One of the men busted in behind him, wearing a suit of his own, one that looked almost like a tactical, military grade version of what Leon had just finished slipping into. He managed to make it back into the pressure chamber before the man could get a hand on him, and he started the water filling process right away, knowing that there was no way in from the dome once it had begun.

It was impossible to see the soldier’s face, but Leon could sense the rage and frustration of the man just from looking at his body language. He heard a crackle in his ear, and realized that his communication system had been tapped into.

“Boy, you just signed your death warrant,” said the man, through sub vocalization. “You will be deemed an enemy of the US government, and treated as such from this point on.”

“Hmm, interesting,” replied Leon. “Well I’ll be right outside the dome. If you want me, you know where to find me.”

He was glad that his own sub vocalization didn’t take his emotional state into account. Leon felt panicked, and nervous, but with it came an odd sense of resigned strength. Whatever happened beyond that point would be up to him and his abilities. Knowing that made chance and luck into his swords to attack with.

The water finished filling, and the door to the ocean opened. Leon exited out through it, and then immediately turned on his water turbine, jetting up and landing on the very top of the dome. It felt strange to have the clear structure down below him, and gave him an oddly mismatched sense of vertigo.

He could see the submersible slowly rising towards the surface a couple thousand feet away, and was glad for it. One of his main concerns had been that they might delay the evacuation to look for him, but that didn’t seem to be the case.

It made him feel very tiny, and very alone to watch the craft rise up and away from him. He only had himself to rely on, and Leon knew what he had to do. He watched as the team of soldiers exited through the same gate he had just gone out through, and then slowly slid down the curvature of the dome to land down on the other side.

Leon moved as quickly as he could, throwing open Gate 4 and standing in the room while the water drained out. He had no way of knowing just how much time he’d have before the men realized what he was up to, but it didn’t matter. As soon as the inner hatch opened, Leon sprinted back into the dome, which felt completely abandoned, and almost like some type of amusement park exhibit.

He didn’t even bother to take his suit off, running as fast as he could with it on the stairs behind the science hub. All of the doors leading down to the thermal generator room were unlocked, and he headed along a similar path to the one he had taken the day before.

Kim had written him detailed instructions on exactly what he needed to do in order to take down Project Cobalt. The atmospheric pressurizer was in the underground station, and by turning that up to its highest setting, along with maxing out the thermal generators, he was able to sow the seeds of the base’s destruction. Kim had said in her note that it wouldn’t take long, and almost immediately after Leon had finished and started up the stairs, he could feel a strange treble in the air.

This time, he wasn’t just running to outrace his adversaries, but for his very life. Leon bolted for Gate 2, pumping his legs as fast as they would go as he felt the atmosphere of the dome beginning to over pressurize and the translucent structure above strain against the force.

He made it into the chamber, and filled the room with water just in time. As he spilled out into the ocean, the dome shattered and a shockwave pushed through the water, knocking him away and further out. Leon was disoriented, and felt panic race through him as he did a quick check of his suit’s integrity. He was okay, and took a minute to breathe a sigh of relief.

Leon pulled himself to his feet and checked his surroundings. He was initially concerned that the commotion would have attracted the soldiers over and straight to him, but he didn’t see them anywhere around. Instead of waiting for them to arrive, if they were coming, he decided to head off in the direction of the second dome construction and see if their mission involved what he assumed.

It seemed to take him longer to get there than it ever had before. He opted out of using his water turbine, feeling as though it would give away his position too easily. The giant ring of lights above the dome had slowly collapsed down to the ocean bottom, and the water was left too dark for him to see anything beyond what his head lamp had to show.

The reality of the situation he had gotten himself into also began to affect Leon. The only way he could potentially get back to the surface, to continue living after he had properly warned the mer, was to use the turbine on his back to push himself all of the way up. It seemed, however, like his mind didn’t trust this possibility, and he began to experience the symptoms of a mild panic attack.

Something flicked across his view ahead in the water, both catching his attention and causing him to worry even more. He saw what it was as he slowly stalked forward to the edge of the new dome construction site.

The soldiers from the surface were equipped and outfitted with weapons. Each of them had on heavily armored black pressure suits, and carried long, powerful looking spear guns, which they were using to great effect to slaughter all of the mer around.

Leon stayed low at first as he watched. There several dozen mer fighting the men, with more arriving by the minute. It looked almost like a historical scene, the first encounter of the conquistadors with the Native Americans, totally one sided due to the massive technological gap in between them.

“We’ll head in the direction that they’re coming from when we’re done,” said one of the men. “If there is a city, we can mark down its location and come back with a larger team.”

Leon felt frustrated, and useless. Another mer surged forward, catching in the water in just a way as it went by as to let him make out the details of her face. It was Dimitra, with her attractive slim body and beautiful purple eyes.

Instead of staying where he was and just watching what was about to happen play out, as if in slow motion, Leon threw himself forward. One of the discarded mer spears was in his path, and he grabbed it and jetted at the soldier team using his water turbine.

He reached them before the female mer did, and managed to do something that he would have thought all but impossible. Leon assaulted from their back, at a speed and angle unusual compared to the patterns of the mer. Because of that, the man that he had targeted didn’t have any time to react as he turned. Leon thrust the spear in his hand forward, and it seemed to catch on a crack between the armor plates of the man’s suit, ripping it open and killing him in an instant.

Leon may have started the insanely quick process, but it was really the pressure that killed the soldier. The scene was almost unrealistic, and happened so fast that Leon found himself doubting his eyes. The man’s suit inverted itself, and the man’s body went along with it, transforming into nothing more than darkened underwater cloud and what looked like a shredded black bag in no more than a tenth of a second.

“You bastard!” screamed one of the others. The remaining four men turned on Leon, and in his mind, it only seemed fair. He whirled to face them and kept his spear up, but he knew before they had even begun to move towards him just how hopeless the situation was.

Which is why he was even more surprised by what happened next. Dimitra was above the men, saved from their flying spears for the moment. She looked over her shoulder into the ocean behind her and let out what sounded like an incredibly loud, screeching whistle.

A second went by, and then another. The spear guns of the men were trained on Leon now, and he watched as one of them slowly wrapped his finger around the trigger and then…

The man disappeared, pulled back by something unseen. The other three soldiers turned and looked around, stunned. Something approached from above, and in an instant, Leon understood what had turned the odds.

Several giant squid were descending towards the men, moving quickly and with terrifying menace. Leon watched as one of them dodged a spear aimed at its body mass, and then twisted and scooped up a man into its arms. He heard a ragged, subvocalized scream over his com channel, and then the creature tore the man into several pieces.

The last two took off using their own water turbines, but the squid seemed to pursue with unrelenting speed of their own. Leon didn’t watch to see what happened to them.








  
 





CHAPTER 18

 

The battery light on the computer screen of Leon’s suit was flashing red. He hadn’t bothered to check and see if it was fully charged before putting it on. Things had been so chaotic right before he’d left, there was likely no way that Kim had taken the time, or had the inclination to run maintenance on it.

Dimitra swam over and dropped down next to him. She wrapped Leon into a hug in her usual style, and he wished that there was some way for him to smile at her through the skin of the suit. Instead, he just pulled back after a minute, and then looked up into the dark water, at the surface.

There was no way for him to make it back up now. Even if his turbine could theoretically do it, that was assuming he had a full charge of his battery. With it as low as it was, there was no chance that he could do it, and still have the oxygen tanks running for the duration.

It was surprisingly easy for him to resign himself to his fate. There were bodies of mer, along with the torn and ripped suits of the soldiers, all around him. This was what would have happened on a much larger scale, and his actions had pushed against it, at least for a while.

Leon slowly sat down on the ocean bottom, looking into the empty foundation of the new dome. He thought about his mom, and their convoluted relationship. He thought about his dad, and about everyone else who he had left behind on the surface.

Something nudged his shoulder. Leon turned and saw Dimitra settling down into the spot next to him. Her face was just as expressive as any human’s, and he could see the deep seated concern she felt all over it.

She looked at him expectantly, as if waiting for him to start off back towards the now destroyed Project Cobalt. Leon shook his head and held up his hands, trying to let her know that it wasn’t an option. Leon had no plans of going anywhere, and his mind was slowly beginning to come to terms with his fate.

Dimitra grabbed his arm, and then let out a series of clicks. Leon was surprised by the approach of two more female mer, who dropped in around him and grabbed onto his other arms. They conversed in clicks for a moment more, and then he felt himself slowly being lifted up, and carried towards the surface.

It was a very surreal experience, especially given how used to the deep depths of the ocean Leon had grown over the past few days. He could see sea creatures through the beam of his headlamp at first, but as they slowly arose higher and higher, the light from the surface slowly made the water blue, and visible.

There was life all around him, more than he ever could have imagined. The water itself began to feel warmer, and he could hear the mechanisms of his suit straining to adjust to the new, lessened pressure. 

The sun could be seen far up above as just a tiny, dim circle of light. The mers brought him further up, and further up, and then it grew even brighter, and then quite suddenly, he crashed through the surface of the water.

It felt weird to be wearing the suit on the surface, restrictive and almost claustrophobic. Leon could see through the lens goggles that there was a small island nearby, and the mer began swimming him over and towards it. He felt tired more than he felt relieved, but once he got within swimming distance of the shore, he pulled his arms from his saviors and swam the last 20 or so feet on his own.

Leon stopped when he reached the shallows, and began to pull the WAVE suit off, starting with his face, and continuing to unseal it down until it was hanging from his waist. Dimitra was watching him, only far enough out in the water to be able to swim.

“Thank you,” Leon said, the first words that he’d ever said to her out loud. He looked over his shoulder at the island behind him, which was only a couple hundred feet across, more of a large sandbar than anything.

Dimitra clicked out a response back at him, which sounded much more musical on the surface than it had been under the waves. She was beautiful, even more so in the sunlight than she ever had under the beam of Leon’s lamp.

Water was glistening on her naked upper body, and her large breasts, dotted with perfect pink nipples, had a healthy and youthful glow to them. Leon finished pulling off the rest of his suit, and felt the cold water of the ocean against his loins.

He walked out further into the sea, until he was up to about chest level, which was enough water for Dimitra to be able to swim near him. Her fish scaled mer tail was fascinating to Leon, and strangely erotic. She was different from any woman he had ever seen before, and his cock seemed to be fascinated, and excited by her.

She surfaced right in front of him, and Leon looked into her pretty purple eyes, seeing her for what she was. He reached his arms out, and Dimitra moved forward into them, running her hands across his chest and feeling his unsuited skin for the first time.

Leon felt his cock quickly hardening, and becoming erect. It was confusing for him, but he knew that he wanted Dimitra, and from the look in her eyes, he could tell that she felt the same way. He leaned forward, and let his lips find hers, and the two of them began to kiss.

She tasted salty, with a sweet undertone. Leon was happy and relieved just to be alive, and his arousal seemed to stem from that and merge with the uniqueness of the woman in front of him. He reached his hands up and groped at her soft, firm breasts, which felt amazing underneath his hands.

Dimitra moaned, and then began kissing his neck. Leon pushed forward against her, unsure of just how to escalate things from there. The mer seemed to pick up on it, and took his cock in her hand and led it forward, against a warm and somewhat slimy slit in her tail around where a human woman’s crotch would be.

His apprehensiveness was outweighed by just how intense his sexual urges were, and how powerful the compulsion to bond with Dimitra, as different as she might have been, was. Leon pushed forward, and the head of his cock moved into the woman’s tight opening.

It felt incredible, and Dimitra let out a small cooing noise as Leon began to thrust. The angle was different from a human woman’s vagina, and let him pump forwards into her and continue to kiss her lips at the same time. The mer seemed to be shivering at the pleasure his cock was giving to her, and Leon felt his lust setting his body ablaze.

The waves lapped against the two of them as they writhed against each other. It felt almost perverse for Leon, in more ways the one. He was out in the open, even if it was on the shore of a tiny, deserted island. The sun was out, and his partner was of another species. All of this only seemed to make his cock pulse with sexual energy, and he began to pinch at the mer’s nipples and pump his cock into her with renewed vigor.

Dimitra wrapped her arms around him, and let her tail slide in between his feet as he continued to slam his hips against her opening. She was purring, almost like a cat, and would let out an erotic sounding squeal every few seconds. Leon felt like he had been ensnared by the song of a siren, and the only way for him to cure himself of it was to cum.

After another minute, Dimitra began to get louder. She tightened her hands against Leon’s back, and then began to shudder and cry out in an almost singsong voice. She let go of Leon, and slipped off of his cock, into the water.

Before he could feel disappointed, the mer did a quick lap around his legs and then wrapped her mouth around his cock. The strength at which she sucked with was mind blowing, and somehow, her tongue felt different to Leon than a human’s. 

He kept expecting her to come up for air, forgetting her underwater adapted nature. Leon was amazed by the speed at which Dimitra was able to work him into a state of erotic ecstasy. He focused on his breathing, and before he knew it, was up to his pleasure limit.

“Oh god, Dimitra,” he moaned, as he began to blast his seed deep into the mer woman’s mouth. She waited until he had completely spent his load, and then slowly rose to the surface and gave Leon a tight, symbolic hug.

He looked into her eyes, and though neither of them could speak the other’s language, they both understood what the other was thinking. This was goodbye, at least for the moment. Leon took his time looking at Dimitra’s face, and finally, after a minute, she turned from him and dove into the ocean, disappearing underneath the waves without so much as a splash.








  
 





CHAPTER 19

 

The rest of that day felt unreal to Leon. He spent the first hour after Dimitra had left exploring the island, and confirming that it was every bit as small as it had seemed from the water. The only supplies it offered him were a couple of amply stocked coconut trees and numerous scattered shells along the shore.

He collected some of the dry branches and spent most of the afternoon trying to start a basic fire. The only protection he had from the elements was his WAVE suit, which he had forgone for the moment. It felt good to be naked, unrestricted and real.

Leon finally did manage to bring sparks to his kindling close to sunset, by means of a flat stone, a stray chunk of flint and one of the steel weights from the boot of his suit. There was only so much fallen wood on the island, however, and he knew that the setup would only last him through a couple of nights.

He munched on the inner flesh of one of the dry coconuts, and stared off into the ocean. It was peculiar feeling to have a sense of just how much was going on under the surface of it, how much life and intelligence there was that went completely unnoticed by the large majority of humanity. He found himself hoping that it would stay that way, and that the mer could continue to prosper in obscurity.

The stars came out, and Leon fell asleep close to the fire, using his WAVE suit as a pillow. He wasn’t sure how long it had been when a noise woke him up, but he was certain that it hadn’t been more than a couple of hours.

“Leon!” Kim’s voice was easily recognizable, though it took him a minute to realize that he wasn’t dreaming. “Oh my god, Leon…how is this possible? Somebody radio this back to Julia, we found Leon!”

There was a small, inflatable dinghy about thirty or so feet away from him in the water. Beyond that, he could see a larger craft that looked almost like a small cruise ship or transport vessel. Leon stood up, and then realizing that he was still naked, grabbed his suit and began pulling it on.

“Well, this is a pretty welcome surprise,” he said. “It’s just one thing after another today, isn’t it?”

Half an hour later, he was on the larger boat, rescued from the ocean and his predicament. Kendra had argued with Elizabeth over his confinement, but in the end, everyone was so relieved to find him alive that he was allowed his freedom.

Julia was doting on him, just as a mother should, for the entire experience. He was given food to eat, though Leon was not very hungry. Then, after reassuring all of the people from Project Cobalt, Kim especially, that he was okay, he went back to the room his mom had been given for the trip to rest.

“Sweetie, I thought that I had lost you…” said Julia. “You don’t understand just how awful of a feeling it was, to know that you were gone, just like your dad.”

“I’m sorry mom, I didn’t mean for that to happen.”

“You should be sorry, you jerk,” she said, stepping closer to him. The room was the only the size of a very small motel unit, and with the door closed behind them, they were in their own tiny little world.

“Mom, I didn’t have a choice,” he said. “The dome…it’s not our place to move down into the ocean.”

“I understand why you did it, even if the way you went about it was wrong. Nobody has any proof, you won’t be held responsible for it, and that’s all I care about in the end,” said Julia. “But enough of that for now. All I need right now, Leon, is a hug from my son.”

She was wearing loose sweatpants, and a tight halter top, but Leon tried not to notice as he stepped over to her and wrapped his arms around her. She was his mom, and after all that he had been through, he wanted nothing more than to be close to her, and let her love make it all okay.

“You’re so brave, honey,” she said. “My big, brave, boy…”

As she spoke the word big, Julia brought her hand down to Leon’s crotch. He was surprised for a second, part of him thinking that all of the strange, sexual encounters he and his mom had shared down in the dome were merely a product of the environment. But his cock responded to her touch, lengthening and thickening into an eager, hard rod.

“Mom,” he whispered. “I love you…”

“I love you too, Leon,” she replied. “I want to love you in the way that only a mommy can love her son.”

She leaned in and kissed him several times on the lips. They started out as quick, motherly pecks, and slowly began to shift into much more sensual territory. By the last one, they were making out with each other like horny teenagers, pushing their tongues into each other’s mouths and groping eagerly at each other’s bodies.

The bed took up most of the tiny room, and Leon pushed his mom onto it. He didn’t know what he was doing, but he knew that he couldn’t stop. Feelings of guilt and shame began to wave across his mind as he pulled his mom’s tiny top up and over her head, revealing her naked boobs, large and well formed. The sight of them was illicit, and combined with the emotional conflict he was experiencing, it was almost enough to make him cum in his pants.

Julia leaned back on the bed, crossing her legs suggestively and smiling at her son. She brushed a couple of strands out of her face slowly, and then licked her lips.

“Come on, honey,” she said, her voice laden with seduction. “Show mommy just how much you’ve missed her.”

Leon’s cock throbbed as if in direct response to her words, and he began tearing off his own clothes like a man with only minutes left to live. With only his boxers left on, he moved across the bed towards her, climbing on top of his mom and feeling his cock pulse as their semi-clothed bodies made contact.

Julia wrapped her legs around her son and pushed her chin out at him, as if daring him to go further. Leon wanted her so badly, and every move she made only seemed to pour gasoline on the fire of his desire. He kissed her neck, and let his hands knead her naked breasts as though he was readying dough to be made into bread.

She pushed her hips up, and began to grind her crotch against her son’s cock. Leon reached down and set his fingers into the waistband of her sweatpants, pulling them down and helping her wiggle out of them. Julia did the same for him, pulling down his boxers and letting his stiff erection vibrate out and into action.

There was a momentary pause in the action. Leon looked at his mom, and a voice of reason in the back of his head implored him to think about what he was doing. He was thinking about it, thinking about how much he wanted it, and how incredibly good it would feel despite his shame, guilt, and reservations. Julia reached down and let her finger glide across the folds of her cunt, and that was all it took for Leon’s resistance to crumble.

He leaned forward and kissed her, and his cockhead pushed about an inch into her warm, wet pussy. It felt fantastic, and took Leon’s breath away at both the intensity of the pleasure it sent through him. Along with the pleasure came a strangely nostalgic, almost childish feeling of comfort in his body.

“Keep going, sweetie,” moaned Julia. “Please, mommy wants you to fuck her. Be a good boy…”

At that point, hearing her ask only pushed Leon to want it even more. He took his mom by the hips and slowly began thrusting into her, feeling her tight, wet opening stretch to accept him into her warm confines.

He was only able to keep up his calm, controlled pace for a few seconds. Every push inside his mom seemed to be more pleasurable than the last. Soon enough, he was pumping his cock into her at an increasingly fast rhythm, letting her pussy stroke his rod as though he was engaged in a race to cum within a time limit.

“Oh god, mom,” he cried. “Mom…I can’t believe this is happening!”

“Just do it, sweetie,” she whispered. “Do it like the good boy you are.”

He let his hands clamp onto her buttocks, and began to slam himself into her with enough force to bounce both of them up and down on the bed. Julia let out a cry, and ran her hands through her son’s hair.

A primal, animalistic drive had overtaken Leon. He was a beast, and fucked his mom as though he needed to prove to her that she was his for the taking. His mind was filled only with thoughts of her naked body, and spraying his cum deep inside her, and all over her.

“Don’t stop!” cried Julia. “Oh god, don’t stop, don’t stoooop!”

Leon’s mom seized up, and her body shivered a couple of times before she collapsed back onto the bed. He was right there with her, and though the voice of reason in his head was rearing up, trying to convince him to stop there and keep from finishing a terrible, sinful act, he only wanted to keep going.

He put all of his energy into the last few pumps, pushing the full length of his cock into his mother and being overtaken with pleasure by every illicit second of it. He let out a wild moan as his cock began to explode, spraying his white hot cum deep inside the woman that had raised him.

“I love you mom,” he whispered, once he had caught his breath. He lay beside her on the bed, and had pulled the sheets up and around the both of them.

“I love you too, honey,” she replied. “Let’s go home.”

 

END
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FREE EXCERPT FROM ILLICIT INHERITANCE

 

It’s okay, honey. This will be our little secret.

 

CHAPTER 1

 

The sun was setting over the horizon, and John Ludling was about as tired as a person could be. He was jogging down the sidewalk at a medium pace, headed home from the gym after an intense spring afternoon of training, his gym shorts and tank top slightly damp from the exertion. 

It still wasn’t enough, he thought to himself. John was only a couple of months away from his high school graduation. His goal, if possible, was to completely reinvent himself by the end of the upcoming summer. That meant eating healthy, pushing himself to get out into new situations, and of course, adding some muscle onto his currently rather scrawny frame.

“Well, there’s always next year,” John muttered. He turned onto the street that led down to his family’s suburban home, and slowed to a walk. He wasn’t entirely dissatisfied with his progress, but the complete overhaul that he’d been aiming for was still outside of his grasp. John had discovered that change, like many people had told him over the course of his life, was very hard to bring about through one’s own force of will.

He cut across his family’s lawn on the way in. His mom’s car was the only one parked in the driveway, which was not at all unusual. The Ludling family was only a family of two, though the amount of love within it could have supported many more.

John had been adopted at an early age, shortly after both of his birth parents were killed in a car accident. His mother, Natalie, had only barely been an adult herself when she’d taken him in. Ever since then it had just been the two of them, though they shared a close enough bond to make it feel like a natural arrangement. Natalie was John’s mom, the only one he’d ever known or needed, and he cared for her more deeply than anyone else.

“Mom, I’m home,” called John as he walked inside. “And I’m sweaty.”

“I can smell that much from over here!” Natalie was standing in front of the kitchen counter, dicing up carrots on a cutting board. “How was your workout?”

John eyed his mom as he shut the door behind him and walked into the living room. She was wearing a thin, long sleeve white blouse and a pair of tight clinging jeans, with a pink apron pulled over. Natalie was an attractive woman, though John did his best not to notice. At times it could be difficult, especially given to how prone his friends were to pointing it out and making inappropriate comments, which always managed to get under John’s skin.

Natalie was short, but she had always carried herself with enough proud, motherly authority to make up for it. She had large, nicely formed breasts, a fantastic butt that her tight clothes frequently exaggerated, and a fit figure that was almost magical in the way it still managed to have curves in all the right places. Her hair was long, and at the moment she had it woven into an elegant looking braid.

“It was good, I guess.” John walked over and leaned against the back rest of the couch, facing his mom and watching as she slowly made dinner. “I just wish I was seeing more results. I feel like I’m running out of time for the fall.”

“Oh, sweetie…” Natalie set the knife down and wiped her hands on her apron. “It takes time, remember? And you still have a couple of months left.”

She came over and slid up against the couch next to him. The angle that his mom was leaned at made her cleavage look like it was about to explode out of the low cut top of her blouse, and it was a struggle for John not to glance down at it. 

“Uh, yeah mom,” he said, feeling her presence next to him. “I guess you’re right.”

Natalie was his mom, and John loved her, but for the past couple of years, their relationship had been growing more complicated with every passing day. Ever since he’d reached maturity, John had been acutely aware of just how sexy and attractive his mother was, to his own shame and embarrassment. 

She was in her mid-thirties, but looked as though she was in her mid-twenties, and caught the eyes and attention of men of all ages. Just because John was her son didn’t mean that he didn’t notice her in the same way as other men, even though it made him feel guilty and wrong.

“You know, if I had to guess, I’d say that all of this was for a girl.” Natalie smiled at her son and leaned her face in close to his. “Come on John, tell me about her! I’m your mom, you can’t keep any secrets from me.”

John sighed and rolled his eyes. His mom was so close to him, and she looked poised for mischief, as though she was planning on trying to pinch his cheek or tickle him, as she had done all throughout his childhood. Sure enough, her hand started to move towards him. John playfully swatted it away, and then felt his body heat up a little as she laughed and slid even closer to him.

“Shut up, mom,” he said. “I’m doing this for myself. If there was a girl, and that’s a pretty big if, I would tell you about her. Right now, my love life is about as dead as yours is.”

Natalie had a smile on her face. She set one of her hands on John’s shoulder and brought her face up close to the side of his head, speaking in a voice that was sensual, honest, and almost whispered.

“My love life is dead and buried by choice, young man.” She cupped John’s cheek in her hand, and turned his head so that his eye’s met hers, their faces only inches apart. “I don’t need to be anything to anyone right now, other than your loving mother.”

Natalie had never dated anyone for as long as John had been in her life. She had been focused entirely on raising him, and willingly sacrificed going out and being social in the name of giving John all the attention that she could. John had never wondered about it much, and enjoyed it just being the two of them, but now that he was getting ready to pack up and leave, he thought about his mom and the soon to be empty home more and more frequently.

“I’ll be headed off to college in the fall, mom,” said John.

“But you’ll still be home on vacations!” Natalie ran her hand through his hair, her eyes shining with motherly love and protectiveness. “And you might come back on weekends. It’s not like we’ll never see each other, and besides, I’m busy enough with my craft projects and reading circle, there’s no time in my life right now for dating.”

“Alright mom,” said John. He smiled at her, and felt a strange tension form in the air. He loved his mom so much, and knew that she loved him back even more. The thought of leaving her to go to college was just as intimidating to him as it was to her, and they both would have to come to terms with it on their own.

“I… I should finish dinner.” Natalie stood up from the couch, and John relaxed a little. She smoothed out her apron and walked back into the kitchen.

“Alright mom, I’m just going to watch TV for a bit.” John took one last look at her as she walked into the kitchen, feeling a little more excited than he should have, and then picked up the remote and flicked on the flat screen.

Before John had time to pick out a channel, there was a knock at the door. He looked over at his mom and could tell just from the quizzical look on her face that she hadn’t been expecting company.

“I’ll get it,” said John. He walked over and opened the door, and found himself staring into the face of a well-dressed man that he had never seen before.

“Are you John van Ludling?” The man was wearing a pair of dark sunglasses and a black suit that was reminiscent of the uniform of a body guard, or secret service agent.

“Uh, excuse me?” John was a little taken aback by the man’s bluntness, and could hear the quick footsteps of his mother approaching from behind him. “My name is John Ludling.”

The man pulled a photo out of his pocket, stared at it for a moment, and then looked at John over the top of his sun glasses.

“Are you the grandson of Marcus van Ludling?” asked the man. John opened his mouth to answer, but felt his mom’s arm wrap around him and pull him away from the door before he could.

“You have the wrong person!” shouted Natalie. She slammed the door closed and then leaned against it. John felt confusion begin to fog over his mind as he stared at her and tried to piece together what was going on.

“Mom, I think he’s looking for me, or at least someone with a similar name,” said John. “We should at least-“

“No!” Natalie spoke loudly, in her most protective, motherly voice. “He must be looking for someone else.”

“Natalie van Ludling?” The man outside knocked at the door again, and John saw a look of fear and frustration on his mom’s face that made him feel even more confused. “We’re here in regards to your father and the future of his estate.”

Natalie’s expression softened, and after a moment, she stepped away from the door. John reached his arms out and pulled her into a hug, and the man outside took the opportunity to reopen the door, politely sticking his head in through the crack.

“Sir and madam, if I can just have a minute of both of your time?”

John felt his mom tighten her arms around him, hugging him even more closely. He was a little embarrassed by how vividly he could feel his mom’s breasts pressed against his chest, and tried not to think too much about it.

“You have one minute to explain yourself,” said Natalie. “And then I expect you to leave here and never come back. Understood?”

The man was clearly well trained and used to following instructions to the very word. He nodded, and then immediately launched into delivering the message that he had been entrusted with.

“As I’m sure you know, your father, Marcus van Ludling, has passed away.” The man paused, and John watched as his mom blinked several times in quick, bewildering succession. It was clear from the man’s face that he wasn’t expecting her reaction, and his throat was stricken with a dumb silence that made it readily apparent that comforting emotionally affected women was not part of his job description.

“Mom, are you okay?” John held onto her shoulder, and tried to read his mom’s eyes. There was a trace of sorrow deep within the depths of her pupils, but it was intentionally obscured, and she was hard at work blinking back unwelcome tears.

“I’m fine, sweetie.” Natalie forced a smile, and rubbed her hand along her son’s back. “There’s a reason why you’ve never met your grandfather, and it’s because he was never supposed to be a part of our lives.”

The man waiting on the doorstep coughed, and John glanced back over at him. His mannerisms were those of a polite, unobtrusive servant, but it was clear that he didn’t intend to leave until he’d delivered the message entrusted to him.

“Count van Ludling left a will. It names his grandson, John van Ludling, as his successor and the new heir to the Ludling estate on Blackthorn Isle.”

Natalie began shaking her head back and forth with deliberate force. She dug her fingers into John’s shoulder and pulled him closer to her.

“No, no no!” Her voice was loud, and full of emotion. “That’s not possible! I haven’t had any contact with my father for 18 years. He had no idea that John even existed.”

The man in the suit pulled a letter from his inside jacket pocket and held it out, as if handing over a royal decree to an esteemed noble. John looked at his mom, and then slowly took it from the man’s hand after seeing that she wasn’t going to.

“Mom…” John glanced at her after skimming through the message. “It’s all here. I think we should at least consider-“

“No!” Natalie’s grip on John’s shoulder grew painfully tight, and only lessened after he winced visibly. “John, I left Blackthorn Island for a reason. Living under my father, my pretentious, snooty father, it was like living in a prison!”

“Mom, he’s dead…” John looked at her, and appealed to the faint glimmer of sorrow in her eyes that she was refusing to acknowledge. “We should at least head out for his funeral, shouldn’t we?”

The man in the suit let out an awkward cough.

“The funeral was a couple of months ago,” he said. “We’ve been looking for you for a while. Other than his accidental discovery of John’s existence, the Count was remarkably tolerant and understanding of your desire to live a life separate from Blackthorn Isle, Natalie.”

John’s mom didn’t say anything for a moment. Finally, she crossed her arms and looked at the man on their doorstep sternly.

“If he was so tolerant and understanding of my mindset, then there is no need for us to be having this discussion, is there?” She set her hand on the door, and made as though to start closing it. “My son and I will be getting on with our lives as though this never happened, if you’ll excuse us.”

The man in the suit stepped forward and put his foot into the door frame. John could see the unbridled, protective ferocity in his mother’s expression, and began to fear that she might hit him if he kept at it.

“I’m not here to deliver the message to you, Natalie.” Even though the words were a rebuke in their content, the man delivered him in a voice that was gentle and submissive. “John is 18, and Count van Ludling named him as his successor. The former Count van Ludling, I mean.”

It took John a second to understand and fully process what the man was saying. He looked at his mom, and saw that she was staring at him, waiting for his reaction.

“Hold on, I’m… his successor?” John looked at the man, who nodded and then glanced at his feet.

A moment went by without anyone saying anything. John’s mind raced ahead, deep into unknown territory. He didn’t know anything about his grandfather, or Blackthorn Isle, or even about why his mom had kept it secret from him. But he wanted to, and he realized that the only way to go about doing that was standing right in front of him.

“Mom, we don’t really have a choice.” John looked at her with the pleading eyes of a son begging his mother for a favor. “We need to at least hear him out.”

“John, he’s going to try to take us back to the island!” His mom sounded worried, more worried than John had ever heard her before. “There’s always another layer when it comes to my father! You don’t understand just how complicated all of this is… John, he was a man of means.”

John glanced over at the man in the suit, who smiled at him and nodded his head.

“We should probably speak about the finances of the former count in a more appropriate setting, but suffice to say, he left you enough money to ensure that you and anyone you care about will never have to work again.”

John wrinkled his forehead, and offered his mom one last, apologetic look.

“Let’s just make the trip out to the estate and figure out what to do with it,” he said. “That doesn’t mean we’re giving up our old lives, or that anything has to change, mom.”

John wasn’t sure if the words were true or not even as he spoke them, and from the look on his mother’s face, it was clear that the feeling was mutual.








  
 



CHAPTER 2

 

They left within minutes of coming to a decision. The man, whose name John learned was Mr. Miles, led him and his mom out into a long black limousine shortly after. Natalie only reluctantly followed her son, clearly torn between her own wishes and a deep motherly instinct.

John didn’t even have a chance to change out of his gym clothes. Mr. Miles assured him that they would have everything that he needed at the estate, and his mom insisted that it didn’t matter because they wouldn’t be staying for more than one day. John nodded, unsure of which one of them he was agreeing with.

The two of them climbed into the back of the extravagant limousine, and felt it hum to life as Mr. Miles started it up. The passenger area was spacious, with a flat screen TV, a mini fridge, and dark black tinted windows.

“Can’t you just try to enjoy this, mom?” asked John. He slid over to where she was sitting and let his body move in close to hers. She looked serious, and John wanted to change that. The night had taken such a fantastical turn that he wanted her to be the fun loving mother that he had known in the past, rather than the serious, authoritative, worrying one.

“I’m just worried about you, honey!” Natalie brought her hand down on John’s thigh, her fingers rubbing dangerously close to sensitive territory. He swallowed hard and looked towards the black tinted front divider, wondering if there was any way that Mr. Miles might see them and get the wrong idea.

“Here, let’s see what’s in the fridge,” said John. He opened the tiny box up, and found that it was packed to the brim with liquor and bottles of champagne. 

“Absolutely not!” Natalie crossed her arms and gave him a disapproving look as he pulled out one of the bottles and looked at her imploringly.

“Come on mom!” John pleaded. “It’s just champagne, there’s barely any alcohol in it. I know you’re not happy with all of this, but for me it’s kind of fun. I feel like celebrating, and I want you to celebrate with me.”

Natalie scowled and rolled her eyes, but didn’t object any further as John took two glasses out of a compartment near the fridge, and then popped the cork off the bottle. He poured a glass for each of them, and then handed one to his mom. She had an icy attractiveness to her as she took it, like a woman at an opulent social event that is sick of being hit on by all of the men.

“Cheers!” John dinged his glass against his mom’s and then took a sip. The flavor was a mixture of sweet, bitter, and bubbles, and he couldn’t help but laugh as he watched his mom’s facial expression.

“Quiet! I don’t drink very often, young man!” Natalie couldn’t stop a smile from spreading across her face as she let out a cute little cough. A bit of the champagne spilled down onto her blouse, and John’s eyes were immediately drawn to the wet spot, along with her big, gorgeous breasts around it.

John took a deep swig of champagne, and leaned back on the soft leather seat. His mom leaned against him and set one of her hands back down on his thigh, and suddenly, the whole situation began to feel very weird to him. His lower half was painfully aware of her touch, and he could feel his cock slowly hardening in his shorts. Several minutes went by silently, with Natalie not saying anything, and John feeling a strange intensity building on the air.

“Mom, are you okay?” John whispered the question, and ran one of his hands through his mom’s hair. “I know you said that you didn’t want to go to the estate, but it’s your dad who died, isn’t it? My grandfather?”

Natalie didn’t say anything. John listened carefully to her breathing and realized that she’d fallen asleep, empty champagne glass in hand, with the other draped over his thigh in a motherly, protective way. He smiled, and shifted her body into a more comfortable position, trying his best not to look too closely at her breasts or enjoy the soft feeling of his hands on her skin too much.

The limousine ride went on for several more hours. John drifted off to sleep shortly after his mom did. He dreamed of taking the bus to school, and accidently forgetting his clothes. He was sitting in a seat with his attractive female English teacher, and she was sitting so close to him. The bus ride went on for so long, and slowly she began to touch him, and then took it even further…

There was a loud noise from the front of the limousine, and John woke up. He had fallen to the side on the seat in his sleep, his head coming to a rest on top of his mother’s soft bosom, and his crotch pushed against the side of one of her soft, perfect thighs. His cock was rock hard, and he felt incredibly ashamed of himself and pulled away from her quickly.

One of the passenger side doors opened, and Mr. Miles stood on the other side of it, smiling. John shook his mother awake and moved to put the bottle of champagne away, but their chauffeur shook his head and gestured that he’d take care of it.

“This is as far as I go,” he said. “The helicopter pilot will take you the last stretch out to the island.”

“That’s it?” asked John.

“Yes, sir,” said Mr. Miles. “I’m at your service the next time you are in need of a driver on the mainland.”

He helped Natalie out of the car, and then John, clapping him on the back and shaking his hand as he led the two of them over to the helicopter, its blades already whirling.

“The former Count would be proud of you, I think,” said Mr. Miles. “You’re handling this transition remarkably well. He made a good choice, deeming you as his successor.”

“Thank you, Mr. Miles,” said John. He looked over at his mom, and saw her glaring at the man and moving into a position between him and John.

“My son still hasn’t made up his mind about what he’s going to do yet,” she said. “Don’t assume anything about what he intends, or what he’s going to be.”

“Of course. My apologies, madam.” Mr. Miles nodded cordially, and then pulled open the helicopter door. John could barely hear anything over the whir of the blades, and waited for his mom to climb in before following after her.

The pilot in front looked back after a minute without saying anything. He waited until both of them had on their seatbelts, and then yelled something that John couldn’t make out over the noise. The helicopter blades accelerated, and the machine slowly lifted into the air.

John suddenly felt a strange feeling in the pit of his stomach. He wasn’t afraid of heights, as far as he knew, but the sensation of lifting straight up off the ground made his heart race, and his palms feel sweaty. He wondered if it was from the helicopter, or from what the voyage represented in his mind.

“Hey, it’s okay sweetie,” whispered his mom. She rubbed his knee and leaned over to give him a kiss on the cheek. Her blouse billowed open slightly, and John smiled and fought the urge to glance down at her cleavage.

They headed across the small stretch of ocean that separated Blackthorn Isle from the eastern coast of Canada. The actual flight was not as long as John expected, only taking about a half hour. He was surprisingly well rested after sleeping in the limo, and as the island came into view on the horizon, so did the morning sun, lighting up the small land oasis in brilliant color.

“That’s it,” said Natalie. “God, I thought I’d never have to come back here.”

John had to lean in close to hear her. He stared at his mom’s face, trying to read her expression and failing.

“Why do you hate the place so much?” he asked her. “Was my grandfather a cruel man?”

Natalie shook her head, and then rubbed his knee again.

“He owned more than half of the entire island,” she said. “Almost five thousand people live on it, and they all treated me like I was royalty. It’s not what I wanted for my life, and it’s not what I want for you, either.”

John stared at the window, admiring the landscape of Blackthorn Isle and wondering just where the helicopter was going to land. There were a couple of large estates that he could see near the coast, but there was also a decently sized, rustic looking village in the center.

The island was a mix of hills and fields. About a third of it was urban area, leaving acres of open plains, forests, and farm land scattered about. There was a dock in the village, and a couple of roads running through the rows of buildings, circling around the circumference of the island.

The helicopter drew closer, and the pilot began to navigate towards one particularly large looking building that was just on the edge of the village, right next to a large, overhanging cliff that sloped down into a coastal beach. As they slowly began to drop down from the sky, John could see that the building was a mansion, complete with a helipad on the roof, a perfectly landscaped lawn, a gigantic garage, and a couple of luxury cars scattered about the enormous parking area.

“This is it?” asked John. His mom nodded her head solemnly to him, and he stared down more closely at the Ludling Estate. 

There was a small stairway entrance to the side of the roof, and standing in front of it was a short young woman dressed in the easily identifiable black and white outfit of a French maid. The dress that she had on was low cut in the bust, and high hanging on her thighs, showing off the woman’s nice breasts and curvy hips magnificently.

Natalie noticed her son staring at the woman and let out a disapproving cough. John looked at his mom and felt his cheeks heat up a little.

“My father usually only had one or two maids on staff in the mansion, at least back when I lived there,” she said. “I don’t think we’ll have much need for them in our stay, so try not to pay them too much mind.”

John nodded, but knew that it would be impossible. He could see the woman clearly now as the helicopter settled down on the pad, and next to his mom, she was one of the most beautiful women he’d ever had the pleasure of laying eyes on. She looked to be a little older than him, maybe in her mid-twenties, and had a welcoming smile on her face.

“Well, here you go,” said the pilot. “I live in the town, but Olivia has my number on file, for when the two of you decide that you’re ready to return to the mainland.”

“Thank you,” said John. He reached to unbuckle his seat belt, and found that his mom was already reaching over to do it for him. It almost felt as though her reaction to the whole situation was to just treat him like he was a child again.

The pilot climbed out of the helicopter and quickly headed over and down the stairs. The maid waiting for them slowly made her way over, arms folded across her lap, and stood to greet them on the helipad.

“Hello!” Her voice was clear and musical, like a bell. “My name is Olivia, sir. I’m here to help you in any way that I can.”

The girl had a youthful face with strikingly attractive features. John found himself thinking that her looks were wasted on the job of a maid, when they could easily buy her a comfortable life as a supermodel or actress.

“That won’t be necessary,” said Natalie, stepping in front of her son as though to shield him from the maid. “As soon as the affairs of Ludling Estate are put into order, we will be leaving, and most likely the property will be sold. You might want to consider looking for alternative employment, young lady.”

“Mom!” John gave her an exasperated look, and then turned to Olivia. “I’m sorry, she has… bad memories of this place. We haven’t decided what we’re going to do with the estate yet.”

Olivia bowed slightly and smiled.

“Of course, sir,” she said. “You are Marcus van Ludling’s named heir, and that makes you the current Count Ludling. The decision is entirely in your hands.”

Natalie looked as though she wanted to chew Olivia out, but John smiled at both of them, and began walking toward the stairs before the tension could mount.

“Please, allow me to give you a tour, Count Ludling,” said Olivia.

“That… sounds weird.” John scratched his head and turned abruptly as he was walking through the entrance of the stairs. Olivia had been following close and quickly behind him, and she didn’t stop in time. She let out a little squeal as she tripped forward, falling right into John’s arms.

“Just call me John.” He held her for a second and stared at her pretty face, feeling her big boobs pushing against his chest. Natalie stomped over and cleared her throat, her arms crossed and a very disapproving look in her eyes.

“Can we get on with this?” she asked. “I would like my son to see this place for what it is.”

“Yes, of course, my lady,” said Olivia. She turned back to John and flashed him a smile that was secretive and suggestive in a way that only a flirty woman in her prime could effectively pull off.  “John, let me show you your new estate.”

“Lead the way,” he replied.

Olivia walked with cute, concise steps, her butt wiggling from side to side in the maid outfit with every movement. She led John down a flight of stairs, which spilled out into an open third floor balcony area. 

The carpets were a shade of opulent maroon, and all of the surfaces were polished wood, with gold trim. There was a chandelier hanging from the roof, and down below John could see the second floor balcony, with the entrance hall on the first floor being at the very bottom. Two huge wooden doors were at the front of the house, which he presumed would lead to the front yard.

“The third floor is the primary residential area,” said Olivia. “Both the Lord’s and Lady’s rooms are on this floor, along with two guest bedrooms, each with a bathroom of their own.”

She stopped in front of a door at the top of the stairs and opened it. The room on the other side was huge and spotless, with a gigantic bed at the center that had a large screen hanging from the roof concealing it. There was also a masterfully built desk, a bookshelf, and a large full length mirror.

“Is this… my room?” asked John. Natalie scowled.

“It’s the Count’s room, whatever that means for us now,” she said. “Come on, let’s get this tour over with so we can talk about what needs to be done.”

Olivia led them around the edge of the balcony, pointing out the guest bedrooms, and then stopping outside a room similar to John’s own. She looked at Natalie expectantly, but said nothing.

“This is… my mom’s old room,” she said in a quiet voice. “I… I’d like to stay the night in this one, if that’s alright with you, John.”

“Of course, mom,” he said. “Anything you want.”

Olivia brought them down a gigantic staircase to the second floor, and led them through that as well. There was a large library, bigger than the public one in John’s hometown, stocked with more books than he could imagine reading in a lifetime. Next to it was a private movie theater with a digital projector loaded with classic movies, and next to that was a large study with several very modern looking computers. Olivia explained to him that it was where the old Count had done most of his work.

“Work?” asked John. “Why would someone this rich ever need to work?”

Olivia smiled at him gently.

“The old Count was a very kind and determined man,” she said. “He did a lot for the local community, investing in many businesses, and helping out with charitable donations. I’ve never known anyone quite like him before.”

The way she looked at John, as though she was sizing him up in character, made him feel almost naked in her eyes. She continued leading him across the second floor, showing him a game room with a pool table, darts, and a number of board games, and then bringing them down to the first floor.

“And the ground floor, as you might expect, has all of the major necessities for a household of this size,” said Olivia. “There is a kitchen, a dining room, a sauna and hot bath, a small gym, the wine cellar down below, and of course, the servant’s quarters.”

“How many servants, I mean, staff, does the mansion employ?” asked John.

“It’s just me,” said Olivia. There was something very lonely about the statement, but the maid’s cheery and confident disposition made it sound like something she was proud of.

“That will be all, Olivia, you are dismissed.” Natalie spoke in a tone of authority, one that hinted at the years she had spent living in the estate and learning how to be a proper lady. Olivia bowed to the two of them, and then turned to leave.

“John, if there is anything that you need, don’t hesitate to ask.” Olivia stared directly into his eyes and enunciated each word with a very open, feminine tone. She had a smile on her face that made John feel excited, and a little embarrassed. “Anything at all. I am here to serve.”

“That will be all!” Natalie cut her off and waved to the servant’s quarters, and Olivia left without looking back.

Neither of them spoke for a moment. Natalie slowly walked up behind her son and wrapped him into a tight, tender, reverse hug.

“I know this is a lot to take in, sweetie,” she whispered. “It’s up to you what happens now. Personally, I think we should sell the place and return to our old lives, but I’m going to be here for you, as your mother, regardless of what you decide.”

Her breath was hot against his neck, and he could feel her big, soft boobs pressed against him. John sighed, and then turned around in her arms. For a moment, the two of them were in a lover’s embrace, and it took them a second to realize how inappropriate it was and back away from each other.

“I just need to think for a little bit, mom,” said John. “You’re right… this is a lot to take in.”
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