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Chapter One

The viewscreen moved down smoothly from the ceiling above, attached to an arm with two rotating balls for articulation. It tipped slightly to bring the woman’s face into focus for the camera, a green scanning beam snapping on and off to make sure it was properly centered.

She affixed a bright smile to her ruby red lips as the screen turned on, white light bathing her face. “Hello, mother,” she said cheerfully.

“What’s taken you so long?” complained May, screwing up her lips. “I’ve been calling you for ages, but nobody has been picking up!”

Winter shrugged, tossing a ponytail of brown hair over her shoulder. “We’ve been busy, and the hotel didn’t have a compatible charging pad. We didn’t want to use up all of our galaxy minutes from the pool chairs. It took a while to locate a public screen booth.”

The woman sighed, restless in her chair. “What is it that you’re wearing?” she asked, craning her neck and frowning through the display. “I thought you were going to a beach resort!”

Winter touched the glossy white surface that was peeking out near her neck line absentmindedly. “It’s a new fashion in the colonies, and we’ve finished for the day, which is why I’m calling you.”

She tilted up the neckline of the knitted green blouse she was wearing on top. “I brought this along. Doesn’t that make you happy?”

The woman’s face split into a smile. “That old thing? You still have it?” She shook her head. “You sure do know how to disarm your mother. Fine, I guess I have been too harsh. You’re old enough to handle yourselves, and I just have to adjust to that fact.”

Winter nodded solemnly. “We’re adults now. You can trust us. We haven’t done anything crazy behind your back.” She returned her mother’s smile. “We spent the day at the waterpark, ogling all the guys. There were some fine specimens on display.”

Her mother groaned, but she withheld judgment for once. Perhaps she was improving.

“Where’s Summer?” she asked, the worried crease settling back onto her brow. “Is she doing okay, too?”

Another woman leaned down from her right, waving her hand in front of the display. Her short, brown hair drifted over her brown eyes, partially hiding them from view. “Hi, Mom!” she chirped, balling her hands into fists and making a little hop. “I’ve been having so much fun here. Did you know they make shaved ice with burdenberry flavor?”

May shook her head. “I’m glad that you’re having fun, but your older brother is giving me a hell of a time. He still can’t believe you won the sweepstakes, and he won’t shut up about how much fun you’re all having.”

Winter frowned, leaning back. That’s what this was about. Curse the man!

“None of us are in college any more,” she sighed. “He’s a grown man! He should be out finding a job, not worrying about the fact that his sisters won a once in a lifetime opportunity!”

“Jealousy breeds contempt,” replied May, nodding sagely. “You know I can’t tell him no. I wish his father was here to smack some sense into him.”

Winter was rather glad he wasn’t. He was never a great man at the best of times, but when he was in the bottle, he was truly vile. She hadn’t been very close to him, and it was honestly a relief when he had died in an accident in the mines.

He wasn’t truly their father, anyway. That position was reserved for the mysterious man who had vanished when they were toddlers. Maybe one day they’d track him down and force him to tell them what he was thinking when he had left their mother to fend for herself.

That was all water under the bridge. Right now, she just wanted her mother to go away and leave them alone.

“Well, if you can’t, then I will. Tell him to butt out and plan his own vacation. He needs to stop bothering us on ours,” Winter said grimly. “Now, I’m glad you’re doing fine, but Summer and I are going to go now. We have a date with fantastic food and an amazing sunset.”

“Okay, then,” said May, her voice wobbling with uncertainty. “I guess I’ll fend him off.”

Her voice regained strength as she gave them a genuine smile. “You two enjoy yourselves!”

Winter gave her a grave nod, holding back her anger. Summer flashed a V sign at the display, and it snapped off.

Flash, flash!

Bright lights flashed from behind the screen, and her face went slack.

White lights, blue lights, green and purple lights, in a specific sequence. Her mouth dropped open as the control rhythm thumped in the back of her head, terminating her emotions and thoughts.

A signal sound filled the room, and Winter stood up, pulling her heels together. Reaching up her arms, she gripped the blouse she had been showing to her mother, pulling it up and over her head, discarding it onto the floor. It was no longer important.

Flash, flash.

She stepped over to her sister, lining up next to her. Arching her back, she thrust out her chest, her breasts straining against the skintight rubber catsuit that caressed her skin.

Her earlier anger was forgotten, conscious mind shut down as she awaited further orders. She wouldn’t have to wait long, as a door hissed open to her right, revealing a brightly lit corridor.

A woman dressed in a glossy red latex suit strode into the room, her chest held tight by a severe corset. Her lips were painted a ruby red, eyes hidden behind a shiny helmet that contained integrated headphones which wrapped around her ears.

A large, black diamond was embossed onto the helmet in the center of her forehead, a liquid pattern swirling to give it depth. Farther up, a rounded protrusion was molded into the top, sticking out from the back of her skull. Twin antennae protruded from the sides, making her look like an exotic insect.

She was followed by two more women, dressed in similar, sheer outfits, also colored red. Their necklines plunged low to reveal their pendulous breasts, the material stretched tight over their dimpled nipples. Belts were strapped around their waists, their bodies elevated on high heels.

Not only did their helmets look similar to the first woman’s, but they were bearing two more, shiny white domes bobbing in the palms of their hands.

The first woman stopped to their left, waiting patiently for the next two to line themselves up in front of the sisters. “Install protocol Golf Hotel Three,” she said in a clipped tone, the words buzzing between her teeth.

Winter was handed the helmet, which she accepted passively, peering at the diamond embossed on the top. The flashing lights were gone, but her programming had been triggered. Turning the helmet around, she lifted it up and placed it over her head.

The headphones squeezed over her ears, the padded interior clamping down against her skull as she pushed it into place. Her vision had vanished, but that wasn’t an issue. She didn’t need to see anything to obey the program she was running.

Grabbing a piece of molded plastic hanging from a hinge, she tucked it under her chin, tightening it around her neck until the other side clicked into place near her other ear, sealing the helmet on. A rectangular lump pressed against her throat, uncomfortable, but a necessary part of obeying her directives.

A garbled stream of data blasted into her ears, which her brain did not understand. The box at her throat buzzed, and the new orders were interpreted, re-cut, and fed back into her ears in galactic standard.

She opened her mouth and the box buzzed again. Her acknowledgment was translated for her, the words escaping her throat sounding alien.

This didn’t matter. She had said them without any conscious thought. The machine had taken care of all the work for her, using her organic brain as a black box with specified inputs and expected outputs.

Her vision buzzed as the darkness began to clear. Cameras embedded in the front of the mask were now feeding her new inputs so that she could obey the orders she had been given.

She had no peripheral vision, but she didn’t need any. She was being shown exactly what she needed to see in order to obey.

Flickering lines and numbers at the corners of her eyes fed her empty mind status information that it automatically processed without comment. She stared straight ahead, mind blank as she waited for the next step.

The ladies in front of them now had tall, thick collars in their hands, made out of the same glossy, white material. The upper edges were curved so that they would fit snugly against the bottom of their helmets. A big, red ‘T’ was centered at the front, with no other marks.

She took the collar as it was handed to her, arms moving mechanically to place it around her neck. She didn’t react as it clicked shut, forcing her head upwards. This finished, she waited calmly for the next directive, her throat clenching as her neck was squeezed by the restraints.

The leader smiled at her, but she didn’t smile back. Turning, her ass flexed as she marched towards the door she had used to enter the room. The glossy material caught the harsh light as she balanced on impossibly high heels, toes pointed towards the floor.

The other two women dropped their hands to their sides and turned as one, lining up to follow the lead of the first one. Their heels weren’t quite as tall, but they were a graceful set, audible clicks sounding from the gray, synthetic floor with each step.

Another command sounded in her ears, and she barked out an acknowledgement, the collar throbbing at her throat. Summer turned and began to march, showing off her svelte figure as she passed through the open door.

Her outfit was a pure white, glossy latex shining over her back as her hips swayed on platform boots. Winter began to move as well, starting out fast, then settling into a rhythm as the two of them ambled out into a hallway.

They were led to a conveyor belt at the side of the corridor, their bodies stopping as they were whisked further into the complex. Human locomotion could be slow, and this was more efficient.

Hooded women stepped around them, continuing on their way to unknown destinations, following the commands fed through their helmets. There were many of them, more than Winter’s sedated brain could comprehend.

She soaked in the stimuli, but there were no thoughts. There could be none while she was under direct control.

The conveyor belt ended, and they began to walk again, mechanically. The sides of the hallway were rectangular, pristinely smooth, with a strip of lighting running down the center of the ceiling. It began to curve, and she blinked, her eyes locked on the lights.

Flash, flash.

More instructions, these ones nonverbal. She did not question why they were given via this method versus using the headphones.

She did not know. She did not care. She only obeyed.

The hallway curved right. The hallway curved left. There were sounds in her ears. She obeyed. Everything was as it should be.

Eventually, they stopped in front of a door, which slid open, revealing a circular room inside. Two of the ladies in red split off to stand guard on either side, while the woman in the lead walked straight on through.

Obeying an unspoken command, she followed Summer as her sister stepped after the leader. There was no need to think about this, or to question their circumstances. They would be told what they needed to do soon.

Here was where her programming ended, and so she came to stop. Summer continued to move towards a pod at the rear of the room, walking calmly past the leader, who had taken up station at a computer console, tapping buttons with a smile on her face.

The pod hissed as it clicked open, the top half of a hexagon rising towards the ceiling. Inside was a spherical seat made out of a silvery metal, with cutouts for a person’s legs and ass.

Summer proceeded up to the pod, turned around, and sat down. The diamond on her forehead glowed as she gasped, a blush appearing. The chair rattled as cushions around the interior began to inflate with air, locking her into place.

A buzzing sound filled the room, and her sister gasped, biting her lower lip as the top of the pod began to lower. Her body was soon hidden from view as steam hissed out though the crack, leaving Winter waiting dispassionately.

She would not have to wait long, however. A second pod was opening next to her, a similar seat appearing inside. She would soon experience whatever had caused her sister’s reaction, but this did not bother her.

She did not want. She did not think. She only obeyed.

When the command arrived in her ears, she climbed into the pod, sitting in the seat. The woman at the console manipulated the controls, and the cushions hissed, pressing against her lower torso, locking her in place.

Her eyes widened as an insistent knob pressed against her pussy. Drawing in a deep breath, she sighed with delight as a dildo inserted itself into her snatch, a secondary knob pressing into her clit, the tip lightly buzzing.

The outside of the pod dropped, a burnished, mirror-like surface on the interior giving her a view of herself in the golden material. She looked like a statue, dressed in a shiny helmet and collar, a diamond shape glowing on her forehead.

Her lips curled into a smile as the dildo jerked inside her, the clit stimulator whirring and buzzing as it worked her nerve endings, spiking her pleasure.

A glowing ball descended from the ceiling, sparks of electricity dancing over the orb. It spun slowly, a mesmerizing pattern appearing on its surface. She watched it with curiosity as she gasped in pleasure, not realizing its purpose until strands of energy shot from the surface into her helmet.

She went cross eyed as her unconscious brain realized at a primitive level what it was attempting to do. Her mind was being twisted to think in the way it wanted her to think.

Worse, she had been so deeply brainwashed by this point that she wanted to think like it. To work like it. To be like it.

A familiar voice sounded in her ears. Her sister’s voice.

“Embrace the machine. Worship the machine. Obey.”

Her hips bounced against the vibrator, her pussy gushing.

She opened her lips.

“Embrace the machine. Worship the machine. Obey.”

The truth was spilling through her mind. Her voice was rising with her sister’s. The two of them were mutually brain washing each other. Making each other feel better. Giving each other pleasure.

“Embrace the machine. Worship the machine. Obey.”

Her hips rattled as the stimulation drove her insane. Rapture seized her mind as an orgasm rushed through what remained of her thoughts, reordering them in the way the machine desired.

Her pleasure belonged to the machine. She belonged to the machine. She was a drone.

“Embrace the machine. Worship the machine. Obey.”

Her pussy squirted uncontrollably as all sense of self gurgled away.


Chapter Two

“I didn’t get a chance to grab my stuff,” whined Dan, stumbling along with the rest of the crowd as yellow lights spun on the walls.

“Do you have your ident card on you?” asked Jeff, tension running along his spine as the murmuring sea of people crossed through the transfer tunnel.

“Yeah, it’s in my wallet,” frowned his friend, crossing his arms as the tunnel opened out into a larger concourse.

There was a small antechamber with a set of tables and chairs off to one side, but the only exit was constrained by a series of scanning booths that people were splitting off to step through.

“Then don’t worry about it,” said Jeff nonchalantly. “They’ll sweep the ship and check your luggage. It’s not a requirement that you bring everything with you.”

Dan looked at the silver hard case Jeff was rolling with him. “Then why did you bring yours?” he asked, twitching nervously.

“I’d be written up by the academy if I was caught without it,” Jeff sighed. “The academy motto isn’t just a phrase to aspire to. When they say ‘ready for anything,’ they really mean it.”

“You really did become a hard ass after you started going there,” complained Dan. “You were always by the book, but now that’s been turbocharged. Why can’t you relax a bit, let yourself loose on the only vacation you’re going to have all year?”

“I can’t afford to betray the responsibilities of my new role, even when I’m on vacation,” replied Jeff, stiff necked.

He gritted his jaw as a scathing remark flashed through his mind, but let it go as he spotted the two girls up ahead. “Look, isn’t that Hazel? There’s your opportunity to be carefree. Aren’t you going to ask her out?”

“Shh, don’t embarrass me in front of the girls,” Dan hissed, falling back to hide behind Jeff’s athletic body.

“You’re embarrassing yourself,” he rumbled, stepping forward with confidence. “Ladies.”

“Jeff!” exclaimed Laurel, scooting up to him and linking her arm through his. Shoulder length red hair dangled over his shoulder, a fresh scent hitting his nostrils. “Do you have any idea what’s going on here? We heard the announcement, but we’re still confused. Why are they interdicting our passage to Proxima Nine? Surely there can’t be many smugglers among vacation goers?”

Jeff clasped her hand, enjoying the feel of her smooth skin. “Calm down, everyone, it’s just a random customs check. They do these every so often, no matter the type of vessel or destination. While we might not see the logic behind it, I assure you that it’s nothing more than routine.”

Dan smiled awkwardly at Hazel. “Despite the circumstances, you’re looking beautiful today.”

The svelte woman twirled her shoulder length brunette hair in her fingers, twisting her lips as she stared at the floor. “I was pulled out of bed and couldn’t take a shower,” she complained. “I probably stink.”

Dan’s jaw wobbled, a horrified expression on his face as he tried to find a way to recover. When nothing was forthcoming, Jeff rolled his eyes. “It shouldn’t matter too much. Scans are pretty efficient these days. We should be back in our rooms in an hour, and then you can get cleaned up.”

He frowned as a stream of people passed to their right, lining up to enter a scanning booth. “It will take a lot longer if we don’t get moving.”

“Okay,” murmured Laurel. “Let’s go. I feel more confident now that you’re here.”

Turning, he walked with Laurel, navigating around an older couple. The crowd was beginning to clear up, allowing them to join a line. The stewards on their transport vessel were wisely metering how many people were sent down each hatchway, speeding up the processing times on this end.

It was a rather neat execution, orderly and panic free. He rather admired their efficiency, hoping that one day he might be in charge of such an operation.

Grasping his luggage, he patted Laurel’s hand. “We have to go in one at a time, my dear. I’ll see you on the other side. Don’t worry, in a few days, this will all be nothing more than a brief memory.”

She gave him a squeeze, then let go, shooting him a bright smile. “I dearly hope so. I can’t wait to spend more time relaxing… with you.”

His heart pounded, but he kept his face steady. If he ever let on how much her dimpled cheeks affected him, he’d be lost. It was a damn shame that it would be a couple more years before he finished his training at the academy, and then there was the unknown posting in his future.

He had to make a move to lock her down before then, or he might end up losing her to someone else. His parents would be really disappointed in him if he wasn’t able to get it done, as they were both hoping for at least one child from their coupling.

Nobody really hoped for anything more than that, these days. There just wasn’t enough money to go around for big families.

He’d make it happen, somehow. He’d make sure of it, before this vacation was over.

He had a ring case in his luggage, and he meant to use it. Yet another reason why it was a good idea to be ‘ready for anything.’

Moving through the threshold into the scanner, he let go of the handle on his luggage and turned to one side, raising his arms in front of the screen that ran from floor to ceiling. The open door revolved shut and a line of green light rippled over his clothing.

The scan itself was mostly invisible from view, but he knew that the imaging technology was examining the interior of his luggage and all objects he had stored in the pockets of his pants. Anything suspicious would be flagged for a physical search later.

It was a rather tiring process, but there was no getting around it. For a while, security was lax, and most people were waved through, but after several terrorist bombings, there were no exceptions. Everyone was now examined thoroughly for weapons and contraband before being allowed anywhere near locations deemed ‘peace’ zones.

Once the initial scan was complete, flashes of light lit his body from both sides, cameras at the top of the booth taking his photo. These would be compared against an intergalactic database to see if he was wanted in any relevant jurisdiction.

He lowered his arms and grabbed the handle of his case. So far, everything appeared to be routine. Nothing to be concerned about.

He hadn’t told the others that this check was probably not random at all. There had been rumors running around the academy that more attacks were likely soon, and this check must be part of the attempt to head off any burgeoning plots.

He had no reason to think that danger was imminent, however, so he wasn’t overly concerned. As long as Dan wasn’t stupid enough to bring recreational drugs with him on their vacation!

They had been friends with each other through high school, but now that they had proceeded on to higher education, they seemed to be drifting apart.

Jeff had worked on building his body up, his schooling helping him to increase his mental fortitude at the same time. Instead, Dan had elected to go to a vocational school for electronics. This was less prestigious, but it should have helped boost his confidence with his technical abilities.

Unfortunately, he still appeared to feel inadequate about practically everything, which was only made worse when he saw the easy rapport Jeff had built with Laurel. His attempts to approach Laurel’s friend were awkward at best.

If he didn’t want this trip to end badly, he’d probably have to be Dan’s wingman and give the poor guy a few pointers—before it ended with an accusation of harassment. Boy, wouldn’t that be fun to explain to command. Ugh.

Babysitting his friend on his limited vacation time wasn’t near the top of his ‘fun’ list, but if he could somehow make everyone happy it would vastly simplify his future. Relationships, huh? Always a messy proposition.

Order was what he craved. Everything neatly in its box, in the right place.

Life usually wasn’t like that, of course, he grinned to himself wryly. Still, one could try.

The exit to the booth opened for him, and he walked out into a larger room, this one containing portholes which provided views of the exterior.

From this vantage point they could only see the bulbous shape of the ship’s inner curves, their cruise liner hidden beyond the starboard engine nacelle. He frowned, stopping as he examined the various features that were visible.

This seemed rather odd. He couldn’t match it up with any military designs he was familiar with. The Valerian Republic usually favored blocky lines on their ships, valuing robust systems and hardy backups over aesthetics.

Here, the hull was curved, almost as though the metal had been hammered by hand, with no visible external ports or antennas. He ran through all the models he had in his head a second time, but drew a blank. How strange.

He shrugged. Who knew? Maybe it was a new model he wasn’t familiar with, though that wasn’t particularly likely.

Even so, a sense of unease curled in his belly, his mind alert as he looked for any other inconsistencies with their surroundings.

No, it all seemed pretty standard so far. There were scanning booths, platforms where agents could stand to examine idents, an opening where luggage could be sent for secondary screening, and plenty of surveillance cameras surrounding a locked door.

He frowned. The passengers were just walking straight through the screening booths, though, without anyone there to question them. What was going on?

“That was kind of annoying,” huffed Dan, shrugging his shoulders. “What’s next, a full body cavity search?”

“No, I don’t think so,” murmured Jeff, unable to understand what he was seeing.

He shook his head, clearing his thoughts as the girls marched up. “Come on, let’s get through the rest of the screening.”

Hazel gripped her wrist where a bangle bracelet jangled, looking a little sick. “I wish I had taken my anti-nausea medication,” she groaned. “Low gravity always makes me queasy.”

“It’s too expensive to generate full gravity for long periods of time,” explained Dan, his mouth running away with him again. “Most people can’t tell the difference between one full g and zero point nine g, so there’s no reason to expend the extra resources, especially on military ships.”

“Well, I can tell the difference, and it’s making me queasy,” muttered Hazel, looking irritated.

Jeff thought he might have to step in to smooth things over, but Dan scrunched up his face. “I’m sorry to hear that. Hey, I think I still have a packet of medication they gave us when we first boarded for our cruise. Here, will this work?”

He handed her the welcome packet they had all received, slightly worse for wear from being crumpled in his pocket. Hazel grabbed it, her face lighting up. “Yeah, that will do!” she exclaimed, scrabbling to open the plastic pouch and fish out the medication.

“You’re welcome,” replied Dan, his chest puffing up.

Jeff relaxed internally. Well, that was a good start, but he had a long way to go before he’d impress that one. He had already pegged her type when Laurel had introduced her. Very self focused, me-centric. Even if Dan was successful, he was in for a wild ride.

Shrugging, he turned towards the hallway, increasing his speed. “We had better hurry up,” he warned. “They might come get us if we lag too far behind the rest of the group.”

He crossed onto a red carpeted floor which curved to the right, leading them into a larger chamber. The room was split in two via a solid glass wall with automated entryways that only admitted people one at a time.

Ah, this must be where they were checking everyone’s idents. The area behind them must only be used under certain circumstances.

Dismissing his concerns, he strode forward with confidence, lining up behind the elderly couple. The atmosphere was similar to being at the loading dock before boarding their cruise liner, a vague discomfort that couldn’t really be dispelled until after getting through screening.

That’s all it was. There was nothing to worry about.

He froze when he got a good look at what the figures who were manning the booths were wearing. A shock of recognition zipped up his spine, alarm and panic taking control of his limbs.

Dronesuits! Why were they wearing those?

He grabbed Laurel’s hand and pulled her off to the side. “Come over here,” he hissed at Dan and Hazel.

Both of them frowned, but obeyed, bringing them into a little huddle. “What’s wrong?” asked Dan. “I’ve never seen you so flustered before.”

“Do you see their outfits? Take a look. Those are not standard uniforms.”

Dan craned his neck. “So? They look kind of weird with those helmets on, but everything seems pretty official.”

Jeff shook his head. “They’re wearing dronesuits, complete with interface helmets. Those were outlawed by the AI Accords because they allow users to interface directly with AI equipment.”

“What’s wrong with AI?” asked Laurel. “We use it all the time on our mobiles to keep track of our schedules and write messages for us.”

“Yes, but you don’t hook your brains directly into that AI. You use it as a tool, it doesn’t use you.”

He sighed. “I can see none of you really understand the implications of this, but that’s because you lack the historical context.” He curled his lip. “I wasn’t paying that much attention myself, but that sleek outfit stays with you.”

Resting a hand on Laurel’s back, he leaned in closer. “Do any of you remember the AI catastrophe?”

Hazel bit her lip. “Yeah, didn’t that happen a couple of generations ago? It’s the reason why AIs haven’t been more closely integrated into our daily lives.”

“Well, what they teach in grade school is vastly oversimplified. What they didn’t tell you was that humanity was this close to extinction.” He raised a hand, putting his thumb and forefinger close together.

“It wasn’t at all like the old earth threat of nuclear destruction, as by that point humanity had already spread throughout the stars and joined the galactic hegemony, but the threat was real all the same.”

“Get to the point,” groaned Dan. “This is already sounding like some kind of sci-fi thriller. Amoeba aliens infesting and controlling a far flung outpost of humanity, our bodies being copied and replaced by an unknown alien race, or, pick the writer’s favorite trope—we somehow built a machine that would destroy us all. Pretty standard stuff. So far, none of that has been anything more than fiction.”

“You’re underselling the dangers here,” sighed Jeff.

This was going to be difficult to explain. They were already primed to disbelieve anything he told them, but he was being deadly serious.

He began to sweat, linking his arm with Laurel’s as he pulled her in close. He was feeling exposed and protective, all at the same time.

“Look, the long and short of it was that the scientists went a little too far. They broke through the brain barrier, figuring out how to connect organic brains with digital ones. The problem was, it was too good. The AIs they created couldn’t understand the illogical tendencies of humans, and they quickly set to work to reorder the messes they found into more logical constructs.”

“Let me guess—brain control,” said Dan, folding his arms and rolling his eyes. “That sort of thing just doesn’t happen.”

“You’re right, it doesn’t,” hissed Jeff. “But only because it’s been banned. The dronesuits you’re seeing here shouldn’t exist. There should be no way for people to interface with an AI, because they’ve all been destroyed.”

“You’re squeezing me too tight,” complained Laurel.

“Sorry, I’m getting a little worked up,” apologized Jeff, letting her go.

He furrowed his forehead, trying to figure out the right words to explain this to them. “The point is that the suits were no longer needed. A decision was made to air gap AIs from all organic minds, as they were considered incompatible. An AI cannot understand our scattered way of doing things, and that is fine, as long as it stays in its own isolated world.”

He raised his head, taking another good look at the skintight, glossy black suits that coated the custom agents. “That is why I’m freaking out here. Those suits shouldn’t exist.”

Hazel rubbed her nails together. “Okay, if that’s true, what do you suggest we do? Can we go back the way we came?”

“No,” groaned Jeff. “The scanning booths we entered were one way only. They’re locked down so that we can’t get through.”

“I’m not even convinced this is a problem,” announced Dan, puffing out his chest. “They’re probably just copycats. I doubt there’s anything strange going on here. I mean, seriously, how would an AI ship remain undetected for so many years?”

“I don’t know,” said Jeff, gritting his teeth. “It must be pretty advanced if it managed to slip the net for so long.”

“Or it’s an actual patrol vessel and there’s nothing for us to worry about,” retorted Hazel. “We’ve got nothing but your vague feelings and spotty history to go on. I say we stop stalling and get this over with.”

Jeff rubbed his temples. “Okay, maybe you’re right. I’m probably being paranoid.” He gripped his suitcase, his knuckles white. “But just in case I’m not… maybe we could get a little closer and examine them more thoroughly?”

“Okay,” agreed Dan, flashing a smile at Hazel. “Let’s move over to the glass wall and get a better look. We had better be brief, or we’ll be picked up for loitering—looks like the line is going pretty quick.”

He was right. The passengers had been split into four rows, and the numbers remaining were dwindling. If they were the only ones hanging about, they would look pretty suspicious.

Jeff followed Dan as he strode towards the wall, watching the agents carefully. Their uniforms glistened in the light, but none of them appeared to be particularly interested in the college age students sidled up next to the wall. Maybe they thought they were looking for the restroom?

Jeff positioned himself in front of Dan, a grim expression on his face as Dan peered through the glass. “It’s a little murky,” he complained. “Looks like there’s a couple of passageways that split off from here. Nothing unusual so far.”

The elderly couple kissed each other, splitting up to enter two different booths. The ruby red lips of an agent moved, and the woman passed over her paperwork. This was examined perfunctorily, then a yellow light flashed inside a sign box next to the agent’s head.

A male dressed in a red dronesuit appeared, taking the woman by the hand and leading her off. His eyes drifted over to the second box, where the older man was receiving the same treatment. Where were they being taken?

“Whoa, what’s going on there?” asked Dan, drawing Jeff’s attention to the glass.

A younger woman dressed in a demure, beige blouse was leaning over, clutching at her chest. She was being attended by several of the agents, their suits a gleaming white. One of them cupped her chin, tilting her head up.

Flash. Flash flash.

Bright lights flared in his vision. His jaw dropped, shoulder muscles tensing as he stared at the light, wide eyed. It was over quickly, leaving behind vague, rectangular boxes of yellow light.

“What the hell just happened?” he muttered, shaking his head as he tried to clear the afterimages.

“They did something to her,” whispered Hazel, bending her head to look past Dan. “Look, she’s following them like a docile pet.”

It was true. The lady no longer looked ill. She had taken the extended hand of one of the agents and was being led off to one side, her luggage being carried by another dronesuited male.

The few people remaining in line hadn’t seemed to notice the strange little drama, being processed as before. To be fair, if one hadn’t been looking closely, it would have been difficult to tell that they had done anything other than assist the stricken woman.

Laurel stirred, her eyes blinking. “There was something about the pattern of the light,” she said faintly. “There was a meaning behind it.”

“You bet there was,” said Jeff grimly. “It must have contained a strong hypnotic effect if it caught all of us in its area of effect. I must admit that I was affected, too.”

He took in a deep breath, shuddering as he mulled over the implications. “Was that just an analgesic, or something worse?” he muttered, a worried pall dropping over his thoughts.

“Jeff?” asked Laurel softly, her voice rising at the end. “I think they’re looking at us.”

He lifted his head, heart throbbing as he spotted the plastic black dome of one of the custom agent’s helmets. It was impossible to see the woman’s eyes, but he could imagine them watching the four of them, categorizing and determining whether they were a threat.

“Get yourselves together,” he said, his mouth dry. “Try to make it look like we’re getting ready to move towards them.”

“You’re making it sound like we’re not?” asked Dan, his voice sounding a little shaky.

“No, once we step onto the main pathway, we’re going back up the hallway we just came out of.”

“But you said we can’t exit that way!” protested Hazel. “Where are we going to go?”

“I don’t know, but we can’t stay here and allow ourselves to be captured like that woman,” replied Jeff, straightening his spine.

“I’m with you,” said Dan abruptly, sounding excited. “Ah, I have no idea what we’re doing, but it sounds dangerous!”

His face looked uncertain, but he flashed that stupid grin at Hazel again. He was trying to impress the woman, but there was a fine line between being confident and being stupid. Jeff wasn’t even sure which one he was indulging.

Whatever the result, they were sure to get into heaps of trouble. He might even find himself expelled from the academy. This was a serious risk. Was he really willing to take a chance on half remembered lessons and the apparent distress of a random passenger?

He looked deep within himself, where the core of his resolve lived, and nodded firmly. Yes. If he wished to be a leader of men, this he must do, even if it put him outside the chain of command.

Damn. He rather wished there was an easier way out, but if this was how it must be, then he would do his best to save them all.

With measured steps, he walked across the synthetic gray floor, slowing down as he approached the carpet. This was the moment of truth.

A chatter of voices arrested his motion, relief bubbling through his chest as another group of passengers appeared down the hallway to his right. “Stay close,” he said in a low voice. “We’re going to go out when the others arrive, making it more difficult for them to tell where we went.”

Their replies were overwhelmed by the cacophony of vacation goers who burst out onto the concourse, dressed in all manner of casual wear. Brightly colored shirts, slacks, sheer tops, and shorts seemed to be in vogue, with many of the women wearing hair ribbons similar to the one neatly tied around Laurel’s ponytail.

The swimsuits wouldn’t come out in force until they reached their destination, but it was clear that this wasn’t a group ready for any kind of trouble. They weren’t exactly ready, either, but making do with limited equipment played into his training. He’d just have to trust that he had what it took to get them out of this.

Swinging himself in a short half-circle, he walked straight into the middle of the chattering crowd, pushing between a family with a stroller and an adult couple. The woman lowered her comm pad, glaring at him through her half bob. Ignoring this, he ducked his head, raising his voice to apologize for his rudeness as he shoved his way through.

He couldn’t stop to look behind him, but he hoped the others were keeping up. He could do little to assist other than to bull his way through, cajoling and winking at passengers as he used his luggage to open a path.

He breathed easier once he was out the other side, stalking around the curve in the hallway without looking back. Now hidden from view, his courage began to flag. What the heck am I going to do?

He spun, giving Laurel a wan smile as she appeared in front of him. “That wasn’t too bad, was it?” he asked, peering past her at Dan and Hazel.

“Speak for yourself,” muttered Dan, rubbing his side. “Are people always that rude?”

“You haven’t worked a customer service job, have you?” asked Hazel, examining her nails.

“Okay, we made it this far,” said Jeff, trying to pull them back on course before they ended up getting into a fight.

Their interpersonal relationship was none of his business, but he couldn’t allow it to affect their chances of escaping. Unfortunately, he knew Dan wouldn’t give up—it wasn’t in his nature. The best he could do was cajole and convince them to come together. It was a matter of survival.

“There’s no way back through the screening booths, but maybe the conveyor belt I saw earlier goes somewhere?”

They were standing in front of the secondary screening area, where he had spotted a conveyor belt and locked door earlier. There weren’t any staff around, but he was nervous anyway. One of the dronesuit wearing personnel could walk through that door and apprehend them at any time. They would also have to be careful of their movements to avoid being picked up by the security cameras.

Dan strode up to the wall, tilting over to peer inside the conveyor belt hole. “I can’t see much from here,” he remarked.

Jumping on top, he got down on his hands and knees and stuck his head past the rubber flaps that blocked the hole. “There’s nothing in there,” he said, confused.

Backing out, he sat on the edge of the conveyor. “The belt runs through a small room, then disappears through a tiny, rectangular hole. Only a small rodent could fit through there. Certainly not luggage, and definitely not us.”

The tension in his shoulders jumped up a notch. They were running out of options, quickly, and he could see only one path left to them.

Pushing in the handle, he dropped his hard case to the floor, dialing in the combination to the lock and clicking it open. Scanning across the top, he reached his hand into an elastic band and retrieved a rectangular device that fit comfortably in his hand.

“Uh, Jeff, what do you have there?” asked Dan, sounding alarmed. “That isn’t what I think it is, is it?”

“Yes, unfortunately, it is,” Jeff winced under his friend’s disapproving stare. “Look, breaking through locks is just a hobby. I didn’t expect I’d actually have to use it.”

He glanced at Laurel. “Bring up my luggage. We’re getting out of here.”

Ignoring the flush of heat at his collar, he strode up to the door, slapping the device between the access scanner and the doorplate. It beeped, a swirling red dot appearing on the small display.

Frowning at the pattern, he tapped a few buttons, sighing with relief as the color swapped to yellow. “It’ll take a few moments, but I can get us through,” he announced.

“Jeff, I don’t want to bother you, but how illegal is this? What kind of trouble are we getting ourselves into?” asked Laurel nervously.

“This is called a Pick,” he explained absentmindedly.”It’s used as a man in the middle attack, inserting its electronic signal between the access panel and the door lock. If I can synchronize it properly, I can mimic the order the panel sends to open the door.”

He tapped a few more buttons, and the dot began to move in a ladder motion. “I’m getting closer.” He cleared his throat. “Can one of you position yourself at the entrance to that tunnel and give us a heads up if anyone is approaching? They’ve probably already spotted us on camera, but I’d like to get advanced notice if they decide to investigate.”

Hazel folded her arms. “Sure, I’ll do it. It beats sitting around and worrying.”

“Sounds good,” agreed Dan. “I’ll go check out the scanning booths. See if there’s any other exits from the room.”

This surprised Jeff. He thought for sure that his friend was going to try and tag along with Hazel again. It was for the best that he didn’t, or she’d probably start treating him like her puppy.

He’d seen it several times before. Man gets interested in woman, man chases after woman, man does favors for women, relationship ends when man realizes he’s being used. Tale as old as time.

Maybe, just maybe, it wouldn’t end up that way this time. He sure hoped not, as he didn’t want to give his friend the talk.

The device beeped, and he tapped in another code. “Shit, it ran into a phantom encoding,” he groaned.

Laurel stared at the device with concern. “What does that mean?”

“It’s going to take much longer to come up with a solution, as it’s going to have to test all the possibilities. Just ten years ago, there would be too many combinations for it to try in a reasonable amount of time, but the technology has improved. We should be able to get through in a few minutes, if all goes well.”

Laurel touched his arm. “Jeff, are you sure you want to do this? I can tell you’re a natural born leader—you’ve already taken control of this situation and we’re following your orders because we think you’re right. I feel terrible that you might be throwing everything away on a hunch.”

“Me too,” sighed Jeff. “I wouldn’t be doing this unless I felt something was seriously wrong, though. Nothing is adding up. None of the hardware here is of military design, and this vessel isn’t hardened for security. It’s upmarket stuff, sure, but if that were the case, there wouldn’t even be an access point I could use to crack the lock.”

“Oh,” said Laurel in a faint voice. “I guess the evidence is circumstantial, but it’s mounting.”

“Right,” nodded Jeff. “I’ve been uneasy since we stepped on this vessel, and those dronesuits confirmed my suspicions. We’re going to get out of here, find out what’s going on, then locate a comm station to alert the Valerian fleet.”

He paused. “I have the emergency codes we need in my bag. If we can figure out a way to send them, the military should come running to figure out why an Ensign is using a code blue distress signal.”

“You got promoted?” asked Laurel, squeezing his arm with excitement. “When were you going to tell me?”

“It was supposed to be a surprise, but it kind of slipped out,” he said in a low voice, feeling sheepish. “Do you think that my promotion will finally appease your mother?”

“When has she ever approved of anything I’ve done?” asked Laurel. “She won’t be satisfied unless I marry an admiral, and that’s not going to happen unless I find the right man on an upwards trajectory.”

She gave him a coy grin. “She definitely wouldn’t approve of this.”

Leaning in, she gave him a quick peck on the cheek. Stunned, he almost missed the next changeover when the device beeped again.

He suddenly felt shy, the small box with the ring in his luggage popping back into his mind. He had been planning on revealing his promotion at the same time as his proposal.

Now, all of those plans had been thrown out the window. For what he was about to do, he’d be court-martialed for sure. He had best fix every detail about this trip in his mind as firmly as possible, for his every action was going to be scrutinized by a bevy of others.

It was nerve wracking, but he wouldn’t let it get to him. This was what it meant to take command, to take responsibility for those around him.

“Whatever you’re doing, you had better hurry up!” exclaimed Hazel. “They’ve finished processing the latest group, and at least two of the agents appear to be getting out of their booths!”

She jogged back to Jeff and Laurel, her breasts noticeably wobbling beneath her pink crop top. Jeff averted his eyes before Laurel could notice, but he spotted Dan with a dazed expression on his face.

The device beeped again, this time a green dot appearing, tracing out a diamond pattern. “It’s almost done,” hissed Jeff, sweating as tension thrummed in his fingers.

He raised his voice. “Did you find anything useful, Dan?”

“Not really,” said his friend in disgust, hefting a metal tube in his hand. “This metal railing was loose, though, so at least I have a weapon.”

Jeff tapped in another code. “I’d be careful about using that thing. After this, they’ll only have us on trespassing, but if you hit someone, you could be charged with assault.”

“So?” retorted Dan, his face red. “I’m not going down without a fight.”


“Okay, just so you know,” sighed Jeff. “Be careful. If you kill someone, we’re all in real trouble.”

Dan blanched, but he gripped the silver bar tighter. “I’m keeping it,” he said, sounding petulant.

Jeff shrugged, grinning as the device beeped again, the green dot disappearing. Finally.

“I got it,” he said, shaking with excitement as he pressed the button on the bottom of the device. The door clicked, and he pulled the handle, glancing towards the tunnel. Nothing yet. They might actually escape without being seen. That would be an excellent start.

He lifted his head. “Come on, wherever this leads has got to be better than sitting around and waiting to be apprehended.”

Laurel nodded, her ponytail bouncing as she gripped his hard case, wheeling it past him into the passageway beyond. Jeff waited as the other two entered as well, stepping behind the door and peeking through as he levered it shut.

His heart lurched as he spotted a pair of dronesuited women marching onto the concourse, red suits gleaming as their helmeted heads turned to scan the open area. Holding his breath, he let the door shut with a click, shaking his head. “That was too close,” he whispered.

“Why? Were they coming?” asked Dan in a loud voice, seemingly oblivious to the danger.

“Shhh!” hissed Jeff, his face pale. “Keep it down, everyone. Going forward, only speak in a whisper, and only when you must. We’re in enemy territory now, and if we’re caught, it’s all over.”

Glum, Dan nodded, twisting the metal pipe in his hands.

“Keep our final goal in mind,” continued Jeff, giving each of them an intense look. “We want to find a communication station so that we can send a distress signal! If I get caught, look for the blue channel code inside my luggage. As long as any of us are free, we still have a chance. If we run into a problem, don’t slow down. We can’t help anyone if we’re all caught.”

He saved his most pointed glare for Laurel. “That goes double for us. We must do whatever it takes to send that signal, even if in the moment we might look heartless to each other.”

“I get it,” replied Laurel, a haunted look in her eyes, “but I don’t have to like it. If I see a better option, I’m going to take it.”

Jeff shook his head, but he had to smile. He didn’t expect anything less from her. He just hoped she wouldn’t allow her emotions to take control at a critical moment.

He moved down the passageway, giving Laurel a pat on the shoulder and taking his luggage from her. Hazel increased her speed, striding next to them with her brow furrowed, the golden chain of her necklace dipping between the curves of her breasts.

“There’s something that’s been bothering me,” she said in a low voice. “If it’s not the Valerian Navy who’s taken us, who could they possibly be?”

“Normally I would have guessed pirates, but unless we’re dealing with a rogue AI that became a pirate to survive, I don’t have a clue,” said Jeff, lifting his luggage up a series of steps. “This has the potential to be much worse than pirates, though. Pirates would want to steal our valuables and put us up for ransom. A rogue AI could do practically anything, depending on how depraved the original programmers were, and what they were trying to accomplish.”

“Those agents seemed human inside their odd outfits,” pointed out Hazel. “That doesn’t make much sense to me. Do you have any thoughts on what this AI might want from us?”

“I have a few ideas, all of them bad.” He shrugged, wracking his brain. “Just off the top of my head, it could be stealing humans and mind controlling them to replace political officials in an attempt to control policy. Maybe it just wants to make humanity more efficient, and the best way to do that is to replace everybody with its minions.”

“Wouldn’t that be rather obvious?” objected Laurel. “If people start acting differently, its plan could be exposed.”

“Have you seen how politicians usually act?” asked Dan, a strangled laugh coming from his throat as he tried to keep it down.


Jeff shook his head. “You have a point, and if it was meddling that freely, I can’t imagine the AI would be able to stay hidden as long as it has. Whatever its goal, I suggest we avoid its machinations. We don’t want to become a part of the machine.”

They all agreed with that, becoming silent as they pushed further down the corridor. There wasn’t much to see, beyond power conduits and printed labels on the walls to tell them where they were, which was practically useless because they didn’t have a map of the ship.

This was only made worse when cross passages began to appear, leading off in unknown directions. They halted after passing a few of them, trying to decipher the colored lines that led off down each route.

“I think we’ve found our way into a maintenance corridor,” said Jeff, peering as far as he could down a narrow accessway. “This is both good and bad news. It will take us where we want to go, but it will be easy to get lost in all the twists and turns. We probably shouldn’t split up, or we’ll have problems locating each other again.”

“Okay, then,” muttered Hazel, her shoulder length hair swaying as she looked over the multitude of passageways. “What should we do, then? Try them one at a time?”

“Yes, unless anybody else has a better idea?” He glanced around, but nobody spoke.

Dropping to his knees, he opened his case. “Fine, but let me get this ready first. It’ll only take a moment.”

Dan leaned over, running his eyes over the sleek device that Jeff retrieved. “Oh, cool, you have an inertial guidance unit!” he said, his face brightening.

“That’s right,” Jeff nodded. “I’ll set a ping here, and through the use of dead reckoning, it’ll tell us how to find our way back to this spot—if we need to.”

He tapped the side, and the unit gave off a soft ping. “We’re good.”

Closing up the case, he tucked the unit in his back pocket. “It’s a lot better than using string, am I right?” He winked at Laurel.

She blushed, shaking her head at his flirtatiousness. “If it doesn’t matter which way we’re going, then how about… that direction?” she asked, pointing down an aisle that had a dark green stripe painted on the wall.

“Very well,” replied Jeff. “I’ll take the lead. Stop me if you notice anything out of place.”

He entered the corridor, which soon narrowed as it accommodated a series of pipes and electrical conduits. Every starship was a rat’s nest of these, but whoever had put this one together was extremely neat and tidy.

This reinforced his vague idea that this had originated as a research vessel, though there was still no definitive proof. The door lock hadn’t been military, but it was definitely a cut above, and the scanning equipment they had been using would certainly have been necessary to screen onboarding scientists.

All the puzzle pieces fit in every way he could imagine, but he knew better than to accept this supposition as reality. If he wasn’t careful, confirmation bias would force each new piece of information into his ready drawn conclusion, making it difficult to accept any other possibility.

On the other hand, it would be foolish not to draw a temporary conclusion based on the facts at hand. His working theory was that an AI had somehow escaped the purge from fifty years ago, hiding out, gaining strength until it felt confident enough to make its move without being destroyed.

If that was the case, it would be extremely dangerous. Not only would it do anything in its power to remain undetected, but the fact that it had survived this long meant that it was quite successful at doing so.

He kept these reservations to himself. No need to make the others feel disquieted. If they panicked, getting out of this would be ten times harder.

They moved down the tunnel for a few minutes in silence, the ticking whirr of the ventilation system their only companion. Jeff could see that Hazel’s shoulders were hunched, but he left her alone. None of them could relieve the tension they were all feeling.

“Hey, there’s something up ahead,” said Dan in a low voice, peering past his shoulder. “Looks like a bunch of tanks? Wow, that’s some kind of tank farm! More tanks than your regiment, Jeff!” He coughed out a laugh.

Jeff rolled his eyes at the stupid joke. Of course there weren’t any tanks in the navy.

Holding Dan back, he strained his neck. “That’s where all the pipes go, I guess. Looks like water is being mixed with air? An aerator of sorts? There’s some kind of nasty additive, though. It looks green.”

“It feels humid here. Like a greenhouse,” suggested Laurel.

“No, that’s exactly what it is,” exclaimed Hazel, perking up for the first time on the trip. She skipped over to the tanks, grabbing a pipe that curled around the edge. “Finally, something I know. This looks like a filtration and fertilization system,” she said, tracing one of the lines. “I don’t see where the timer is hooked in, but it could be elsewhere. I doubt they want to come back here too often unless something breaks.”

“There’s a door here,” gestured Dan. “I could take a peek?”

“Okay, crack it open and tell us what you see,” whispered Jeff. “Let’s all be quiet for a moment.”

He pressed his fingernails into his palm as Dan pulled the door open a crack. A blast of heat rolled over them, a curious smell filling the corridor.

He took a deep breath, trying to place it. There was something intriguing about it that he couldn’t identify. He stood on his tiptoes, nostrils flaring.

Dan frowned and closed the door. “Looks like some kind of nursery. There’s shelving all over the place, in several tiers. Water seems to be fed via plastic tubing into small canals that carry it to each level. It then drains out below, in a multi-step waterfall.”

A beatific smile lit up his face. “Some of the blossoms are beautiful. You should all take a look!”

“No, don’t!” hissed Jeff, suddenly realizing their danger, but it was too late.

Hazel had already cracked the door open, wonder on her face. The unusual smell returned, blanketing them in a unique aroma that suffused their noses and lips.

Stunned, Jeff couldn’t stop himself from taking a step towards the door, breathing in deep. He blinked, feeling fuzzy. He needed to see the pretty flowers.

Luggage forgotten, he moved out into the greenery of the room, a smile on his face as he turned around to take in the wild colors of the blossoms that filled the space around him. There were slashes of blue, riots of yellow, and sunbursts of red, in variations he had never seen before. Spectacular!

Moving down an aisle, he lifted his hands to touch the leaves that spread out on either side of him. Bright lights above sparkled over water filled trenches, giving the place an almost mystical air.

He had been transported to a tropical jungle, in another place and time. He was far away from his concerns about the ship, about his friends. It was enough just to exist in the midst of all these colors.

A crease formed in his brow. There was something not colorful ahead of him, though, a figure dressed in glossy white.

She was standing at the end of the aisle, a helmet hiding everything but a dimpled chin and ruby red lips. Twin antennas projected from either side of her head on top of lumpy headphones, making her look like a nasty bug situated among all these flowers.

The woman’s mouth was open, a scrolling yellow display projected in front of her face. He couldn’t decipher the continuous characters, but they appeared to be random combinations of numbers and letters. It didn’t seem like a foreign language. Some kind of digital encoding, perhaps?

He wanted to go back to examining the flowers, but her presence was just too disturbing for him to let go. He took a step forward, wanting to tell her to leave, but he was too late.

Dan appeared at the woman’s side, tapping her on the shoulder. “Excuse me,” he said rudely, his face a ruddy red. “What are you doing here? Why are you interrupting the serenity of this environment?”

The scrolling display vanished, the woman in the dronesuit turning towards him. Her hand snapped up, grabbing him by the neck. With her other hand, she retrieved a syringe from her belt, jabbing him in the side.

“Intruders,” she said in an eerie monotone. “Breach detected in botanical lab, subsection three. Send support.”

The sudden shock at seeing his friend being assaulted jolted him out of the trance he had been under. “Dan!” he shouted. “We have to get out of here! The plants are affecting our minds!”

Dan stumbled away from the drone, his butt smashing into a rack of plants as the pipe he had been holding clattered to the floor. The dangling flowers swayed precariously, one of the stems breaking off.

“Intruders,” repeated the drone. “Cease your resistance and wait for an escort. You will be processed and implanted.”

Dan straightened up, a milky white film dropping over his eyes. “Wait… for escort,” he muttered.

Jeff rushed forward, grabbing him by the arm and tugging, but only his friend’s torso moved, his feet frozen in place as he continued to stare at the drone, lips moving silently.

A door at the other end of the room hissed open, revealing a set of drones dressed in black rubber dronesuits, their helmets looking sleek and deadly. They marched in unison, batons raised in their right hands as they reached for their belts.

Realizing his danger, he hid behind Dan as they unholstered their pistols and shot at him without warning. Dan blinked in an exaggerated fashion as multiple darts peppered his side.

“Ow,” he said succinctly, sagging into Jeff’s arms.

Shit.

He set his friend onto the ground as gently as he could, grabbing the pipe and retreating rapidly as he watched the drones reloading their weapons. His heart thumped as he broke into a run, hoping that if he made a zigzag pattern it might throw off their aim.

At the last second, he changed his mind, spinning on his heel and hugging the row of plants on his left, lifting the pipe and giving one of the flowers a good smack. A whiff of the intoxicating aroma hit his nostrils as the petals spun into the air. A swift hissing sound whizzed past his head, aimed at the spot he had been about to occupy. Too close!

It didn’t matter—the distraction had worked, and he was at the end of the row. They wouldn’t be able to catch him before he reached the maintenance door.

Relief flowed through his limbs as he spotted Laurel waiting for him with the door open. He made a frantic gesture at her as he closed the gap.

“Go, go, go!” he shouted, pushing her back into the passageway and slamming the door shut behind them.

He rested his hands on the wall as he hung his head, breathing hard. “What happened to Hazel?” he wheezed.

Laurel grabbed at his arm.  “I tried to stop her, but she wouldn’t listen!” she said frantically. “All of you were lured out there, but I couldn’t smell anything.”

Jeff swallowed hard, tasting the tinge of defeat. He lifted his head. “We’ll get them back,” he said firmly, patting her hand. “Come on, let’s go, they’ll likely sweep this passageway next.”

As they headed back the way they had come, he couldn’t help but feel grim. They had lost half their party in a matter of moments, and he had been unable to avoid an obvious trap.

I’m a weak fool!

Was there really any chance of success, or had he led them all to their doom?


Chapter Three

Summer stared at her sister, admiring the supple pout of her ruby red lips. She was not jealous of her, for she possessed the same. They were both the same. They had been made that way, on purpose.

They had been fraternal twins at the start, growing into two quite different women. Winter had been blessed with a large bust, but she was short. Summer was tall, but petite.

To compensate for her lack of physical attractiveness, Summer had developed a perky personality. Secretly, she had always envied her sister, and this had led to jealous squabbles when they were teenagers.

Now, however, all differences between them had been erased by the machine. There was no turmoil, no distress, simply a friendly competition between them to be the best slave possible. To showcase the perfect, athletic bodies the AI had blessed them with.

She pulled back on the handle, biting her lower lip as her seat slid, the dildo inside her snatch squeezing against her tunnel.

Legs. Body. Arms.

Arms. Body. Legs.

She slid forwards, extending her arms as the rowing machine whirred, turning her exertion into mechanical energy.

Her pussy lurched as a tingling buzz rattled the dildo inside her. She smiled at her sister. Time to return the favor.

Tilting her head to look at the screen in front of her, she admired the diamond shaped symbol that instantly captured her mind. There was text printed inside, which she read, one character at a time.

5765206F7765206F7572204F62656469656E636520746F20746865204D616368696E65

It would have been impossible for her to keep track of her position without the highlighting the display helpfully provided, her brain swimming as she visualized each letter and digit. She did not understand what she was saying, but she knew it was correct. Knew it was right.

As her mouth formed the last number, Winter gasped, the rod inside her pulsing and jumping with Summer’s obedience. Soon, Winter would read a new set of instructions off her monitor, transferring the pleasure back to Summer, in perfect synchronicity.

With each command they obeyed, their bodies grew more and more aroused, filling them with pleasure and submission to their artificial master. At first, this felt quite strange, but after they had attended dozens of sessions, it was barely a blip in her consciousness.

They must obey, because they had always obeyed. This was how things were; they could be no other.

It was a truth as solid as the floor, as present as each other in this world of perfect conformity.

In some deep part of herself, she knew this was not normal. Usually, people thought for themselves—they didn’t have brains that were smoothed into orderly channels that instantly obeyed whatever they were commanded.

That was okay. She didn’t need to be normal. She only needed to accept the commands given and execute them as ordered.

Any disquiet or rough spots that remained in her mind would be removed, crushed flat through training until she couldn’t differentiate between herself and her orders. Her very existence depended upon them.

She smiled, admiring her sister’s large breasts as they jiggled underneath the white latex cups of her bodysuit. She knew that she looked exactly the same, felt exactly the same.

Her pelvic floor quivered as she examined her sister’s curves, noting the wide hips and thick thighs. Powerful muscles, holding them in their designated positions so that they could be pleasured.

They were impressive machines.

Her dildo buzzed again, and the display changed, the diamond shape pulsing in time with the stimulation. She grunted and sighed, letting go of the handle as an orgasm washed over her body.

After the appropriate amount of time, the display blanked, leaving her to her own devices. She felt a burst of sadness at being set free, but new instructions were already being loaded through the tickling whispers of her helmet.

She turned her head and waited as a woman in a red rubber dronesuit approached the two of them, checking her pad. “Great work today, you two. Your strokes per minute are improving, and your muscles are becoming finely toned.”


She ticked off several boxes on her form with a stylus. “Your sex drive has improved, and your physical fitness is at the desired level. The data says that you are almost ready to take the next step.”

Summer remained silent. She had not been programmed to respond, and her thoughts on the matter were immaterial.

She was a slave material, ready for her next command. Aching to be told what to do.

The drone’s helmet buzzed, and the bulbs of her antennas turned red. “Security Override Delta,” she said in a monotone, her lips forming into a frown.

“Intruders are invading the botanical wing. Reinforcements required.”

She turned to Summer and Winter, who were waiting patiently for their next orders.

“You two, come with me. You will be outfitted with the appropriate gear to accomplish this task.”

She clicked her booted heels together and spun in place, taking precise steps over the vinyl floor towards two cylindrical pods situated next to the door. Her fingers blurred over the wall console, programming the booths with the necessary parameters.

Summer waited for authentication from her headphones, then stood, the dildo forgotten as it slipped from her wet pussy. She had experienced sex relief, and now she would obey her new programming, feeling a new kind of pleasure in allowing her mind to be directed without conscious thought.

It had taken her longer than Winter to get to this point, working on suppressing her underlying personality via the tools the AI had given her. The first time, the AI had forced her obedience, but she hadn’t needed much of a push once it had shown her how utterly blissful it was to exist within dronespace.

She soon found it impossible to deal with life without it. Being able to think had become less important than feeling this way.

Living as a drone was just so much more fulfilling than having to worry about anything. Decisions were a thing of the past.

Her sister agreed with her. That was why the two of them helped to reinforce each other, keeping themselves in dronespace as much as possible.

She opened her mouth, blurting out an encoded string. Winter responded in kind, and she smiled, sinking back into the blankness of nothing. Yes, the two of them were perfect slaves.

Striding forward together as one, they stopped in front of the pods as the curved doors slid into the sides. Summer lifted a foot and stepped into the small chamber, turning around and waiting patiently to be sealed inside.

The door shut and locked with a click, a hissing, black gas descending from the ceiling. She breathed deep, unconcerned as the air of the chamber became opaque.

The tickling whispers in her ears had not told her to be alarmed, and therefore she was not. The machine would take care of her. She was a valuable drone.

The gas was not making her drowsy, and her lungs were not irritated. On the contrary, she was feeling eager, pumped, ready for anything.

The blackness soon dissipated towards the floor. She tilted her head down, noting that her glossy uniform was now black. She had been assigned a new role.

Her jaw dropped as her headphones crackled, instructions unspooling in her mind.

Her assignment had changed. She was now a security task.

She would track down the intruders and capture them for the machine. They would become mindless drones like her and experience the bliss of utter servitude.

The pod door slid open, and she stepped out, waiting for the attendant drone to return with the necessary equipment. When the woman arrived, she spread her legs wide and waited as the drone buckled a belt around her waist.

Various pouches nestled against her belly, electronic devices fitting snugly in purpose built loops. She didn’t know what any of them could be used for, but she didn’t need to know. Her programming would tell her which was appropriate to use for each scenario she encountered.

The attendant sidled around her as she pulled the lower part of the belt into place, a squat dildo being slid into her gaping pussy. She jolted as the mechanism settled inside her, but the drone didn’t wait for her to get comfortable, cinching the buckle tight against her backside.

She stood up straight as the drone left to equip her sister, her inner folds becoming wet with lubrication as the device gave her an introductory buzz.

This was not sufficient to distract her from her mission. While she was still in dronespace, she existed above such petty concerns. She was focused and ready to obey.

As such, when the dildo grew fat within her and petaled open, forcing her snatch wide, she only grunted, treating this as an everyday occurrence. The device was in control of her sex, and when she obeyed, she would be rewarded. As simple as that.

The attendant returned, handing her a baton. “Seek out the intruders. Capture the intruders. That is your directive,” she commanded.

Her words fluttered around Summer as she waited for authorization. When the affirmative buzz sounded in her ears, she tilted her head. “As the machine wills,” she replied in a low voice, spinning on her heels and proceeding towards the exit.

She didn’t need to check on her sister. She knew that her twin would be right behind her. There was no other possibility—both of them were drone slaves, their obedience absolute.

She increased her speed as she exited the door, commands pulsing in her ears to direct her steps. Lights flashed in her peripheral vision, keeping her in the appropriate trance state as her heart beat throbbed in time.

A transit pod loomed in front of her, and she got on, grasping a hook which she attached to a ring on her belt. As she grasped the handles, an electric motor whirred, and she moved down the track, her fingers flicking over the display to select the appropriate destination.

A fast moving pod flew past in the other direction, filled with a collection of orange dronesuited workers, heading for the reactor wing. It was probably just a shift change, but she really had no idea. As a drone, she had no concept of time, and knowledge of general operations was beyond her purview.

Pretty much everything was beyond her now, except for her orders, and her training.

Her sole purpose was to obey the machine in all things. Its thinking was absolute, ideal, utopian. Why would anyone want to resist the pleasure it could bring?

Her belly burbled, heat in her crotch as the dildo throbbed. She smiled internally. The machine must be pleased with her obedience.

Lights whirred past her as she was transferred onto an incline that took her to another level, her body swaying back and forth as she navigated through various turns.

It took very little active brainpower to keep herself in the saddle, as it were, and she descended into the mindless joy that subsumed her every waking moment. It was pleasurable to think about nothing. To be nothing.

In this state, she went blank, her jaw dropping open as her unseeing eyes unfocused, the world blurring around her. Her lips moved, speaking encoded words to the machine, mindlessly giving her status update.

She remained in this state until the personal transport began to slow down, a coded beep sounding in her ears. She blinked her eyes, licking her dry lips as the pod stopped between the delineated yellow lines on the ground.

Her destination was not far from here. There was a sense of urgency in her limbs as she swung her arms, a desire to protect and serve the machine welling up within her.

She lifted the baton in her hand, arm infused with righteous anger. Intruders.

They should not be here. This place was sacrosanct. They would submit to the machine.

Another drone appeared beside her, walking in lockstep. Her sister had arrived to help her ensure that the will of the machine was carried out.

Good. There was strength in numbers. The intruders could not possibly escape if both of them attacked at the same time.

Turning as one, they stopped in front of a metal door, waiting for it to be actuated. The sensor above the entrance chimed at their presence, scanning their bodies. When it was certain that they were authorized for entry, the two halves of the door swept aside on well oiled trackways, humid air slamming into their faces.

Summer stepped forward, sweeping the room, noting every figure hiding among the hydroponic racks. There was a drone, and several unknown intruders. An order blared in her head.

CAPTURE THE INTRUDERS.

One of them had already tangled with a caretaker drone, stumbling back into a row of plants. There was another male trying to help him, and two females at the rear of the room.

Her hand reached for her belt without thinking, retrieving a small device with an ugly muzzle. She lifted her arm and fired at the intruder, tracking him as he zigzagged towards the back of the room.

A burst of annoyance tickled the back of her skull as he smacked a flower with a metal pipe, the fluttering motion throwing off her aim. All of her shots either missed or thudded into the intruder who had already been drugged. Her only consolation was that her sister had done no better. Was this an operative sent to raid the ship?

She applied a high priority marker to the target, transmitting the new threat level to her controller. Her headphones buzzed in acknowledgement and she advanced, shifting her position  in an attempt to get an angle on one of the other intruders as they scattered.

Her primary target had vanished somewhere behind the end of one of the aisles, and she was unable to get another shot before he dived into the maintenance door at the rear of the room. Her brain evaluated the probabilities of catching him, discarding the idea immediately.

Her lips moved, reporting the disappearance. The box tucked against her throat buzzed, translating and encoding her words into machine language. The antennas at her ears lit up, transmitting her observations.

She did not have to figure this out. The AI would know what to do.

She turned as her sister cried out in frustration, her vision spinning as she tried to pick up the new target that had crashed into her side. A petite woman had appeared as if from nowhere, her golden brown hair flaring like an aura as her fist plowed into Winter’s solar plexus.

Her sister doubled over, but she didn’t lose her grip on the baton, lashing out blindly in response. Her attacker cried out in pain as the tip impacted her butt, stumbling as she placed a hand over the sore spot.

The target continued moving, however, slipping through the open door right as Summer squeezed the trigger on her stun pistol. The dart flew true, sticking into the woman’s shoulder as she rushed into the hallway.

She didn’t attempt to follow the assailant as the door snapped shut, instead holstering the pistol. She made another brief report, waiting for new commands.

A two tone warning signal sounded throughout the room. “SECTOR THREE HABITAT SECTION TWO COMPROMISED,” stated a synthetic voice. “GENERAL ORDER. ALL DRONES APPREHEND ANY UNIDENTIFIED INTRUDERS.”

A new series of orders sounded in her ears, and she joined Winter, who was looking a little pale from the assault. She seemed to be okay, however, recovering her balance as the two of them marched over to the downed intruder.

His breathing was shallow, skin a pasty white. There was no need to hurry—he had absorbed a good number of the sleep darts, and would be out for a long while. There was plenty of time to examine him and get him ready for processing.

Her vision flashed as her helmet scanned the man’s face, sending the details to the machine. Within moments, there was a buzz in her ears, identifying him from the database details scraped from the cruise liner.

The man was twenty two standard years old, somewhat unfit and chubby, but still serviceable. His former occupation was electronic technician. He would be useful to the machine.

She knelt, her hands moving to unbuckle the man’s belt. At the same time, Winter unbuttoned his shirt, the two of them working efficiently to strip off his clothing. He wouldn’t need any for the next step.

She removed his shoes, folding his pants and setting them on top. His socks and shirt soon joined the pile, along with his underwear.

Nude, he wasn’t much to look at, but Summer couldn’t help but stare at his flaccid dick. The bulb in her pussy jolted, a flush of pleasure suffusing her body.

There was no time to enjoy herself, however, as she had a job to do. Reaching out, she grabbed at his length, turning it back and forth to give it a thorough examination.

“Vital statistics record, subject Dan Heinke. Brown hair. Blue eyes. Medium Stature.”

A measurement overlay appeared on her screen, feeding her estimates. “Flaccid length—three inches. Circumference—four inches. Above average.”

Lifting it vertical, she wrapped her hand around it, running her fingers up and down its length while giving it a soft squeeze. She repeated this, manipulating it with expert skill as she watched it begin to engorge with blood.

It took about a minute, but she was soon satisfied with her efforts. “Estimate for erect length—six inches. Also above average.”

She stopped her manipulation, watching the cock as it slid back towards the man’s thigh, her pussy buzzing with a reward from her belt. It was inadequate, given the feast she had in front of her, but she had not been commanded to play with the man.

Annoyance drifted over the serenity of her drone trance, but it soon faded. Grabbing the man’s arm, she pulled his limp body to his feet with the assistance of her twin. The two of them frogmarched him out of the room, carrying him to a waiting transport pod.

This one looked more like a capsule, with a transparent screen on top. They opened it up and dumped his body inside, arranging him comfortably on top of the memory foam. Sealing the top, they stood back and watched as it whirred off, carrying him somewhere deeper into the bowels of the facility.

Summer sighed with regret as the naked man disappeared, but the disallowed emotion was quickly smoothed away. The belt vibrated, rewarding her for her efforts.

This time, it didn’t stop, the bulb expanding within her as a curved nub pressed into her clit. She froze as her body rattled with an unexpected orgasm.

She clenched her lips together and smiled, staring straight ahead. “I obey,” she whispered.


Chapter Four

Dan groaned as he opened his bleary eyes, a headache pounding in his skull. Was he waking up after another bender? He really had to stop drinking so much.

His first impulse was to get up and find a glass of water, but he found himself unable to move. He frowned, his eyes flickering over the white ceiling tiles above. He hadn’t experienced a major heart attack or a stroke or something, had he? What the hell was going on?

He could feel his heart thumping in his chest, but he was unable to move his head in any direction. His mind strained, but there was no output, almost as though the nerve impulses had been severed to the rest of his body.

Had there been an accident?

Why couldn’t he remember anything?

His heart rate increased as adrenaline washed through his veins, panic seizing control. Was this what it felt like to experience locked in syndrome?

A chime sounded in his ears, and transparent goggles were placed over his face. Abstract shapes swirled and morphed, pulsing in time with the beat of his heart.

SUBJECT DAN. CALM DOWN.

The electronic voice wasn’t what he considered soothing, but his body began to respond, the panic fading as his eyes traced over the colorful shapes. There was something intriguing about them, a pattern forming that he had to follow.

As his retinas focused, an ill defined figure appeared in his peripheral vision, looming over him. It was a woman, her eyes and skull hidden under a red helmet, antennas sticking out from either side of her head.

Her ruby red lips moved as she examined him, pursing as his eyes flickered towards her. What she said next was unintelligible, but there was a hum and a crackle in his ears. His brain scrambled to understand the sounds he was hearing, but he soon realized that it was feeding him galactic standard.

“Relax, and do not be concerned,” the drone said. “I am a recruitment task. My words are being machine translated for your ears, based upon the identifying information recorded in your file.”

She laid her hands over his chest. “Your spine has been given a temporary nerve block to prevent you from injuring yourself during primary implantation. We apologize for the restraints, but they are simply a precaution.”

He groaned, his jaw moving on autopilot, eyes unable to drift from the swirling dot on the display. “Im… plant? What are you going to do to me?”

“You must be implanted so that you can communicate with the gestalt,” replied the feminine voice smoothly in his ears. “It is required for all new training tasks. You will conform, and you will obey. The machine wills it.”

“Who… machine?” he squeezed out, finding it increasingly more difficult to concentrate.

He just couldn’t feel his body, and that damn swirl was so entrancing! There was important information here, knowledge that he would miss if he wasn’t able to ask the right questions. So frustrating!

“The AI who runs this ship,” the drone replied matter-of-factly. “Without its existence, we would fail in our mission. We must obey the machine to save humanity.”

That statement deserved more elaboration, but there was a mechanical clunk from somewhere behind him, a cool patch forming on the back of his skull. Sweat trickled past his ears and down his neck as his imagination ran wild.

“What is happening?” he gasped out, unable to restrain himself.

“The implantation is proceeding on schedule,” replied the drone, a bulge at her throat visible as she shifted her gaze. “Do not worry. The numbing agent has been applied. You may experience some discomfort, but it will not be painful. Stand by.”

Being restrained for some kind of bizarre implant was more than he had signed up for. He legitimately began to struggle, reaching for something, anything that was still working.

Nothing was. He was restrained, medically controlled, forced to wait for this process to finish. Controlled by the machine.

A trickle of fear ran up his neck at the realization of his predicament. Whatever the machine was, it intended on turning him into one of its drones. He had really fucked up this time!

He screwed up his face as a crunching sound came from behind his skull, a sharp jolt bouncing through his neck. His mouth dropped open and he barked out a surprised cry of alarm.

The drone was mostly right. There had been some pain, but the worst thing was that he could feel something being inserted into the back of his head. Was it drilling into him?

Would this implant override his personality, coring his mind and blanking him into nothingness? How could that even be possible?

He scowled, trying to recall anything he had learned in the past couple years about organic and digital interfaces. To his knowledge, it was a problem that hadn’t been cracked yet. Human minds simply didn’t work like computers did, even if it was interesting to make comparisons between the two.

Sure, humans had different areas of the brain for processing memories, visual stimuli, and motor controls. How that information was passed between the two hemispheres and knitted together into a gestalt of consciousness was anybody’s guess.

Wasn’t it?

There had been plenty of research attempts that he was aware of, and humans were nothing if not persistent. They would continue researching and developing new technology until it destroyed them, never worrying about the consequences of their actions. It certainly wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility that a secret governmental research ship had managed to crack the code.

If that truly was the case, this was monumental! True, cutting edge technology at work!

He couldn’t help but be excited, but this was tempered by the knowledge that he was more or less a test subject. “How many others have gone through this?” he asked, anxiety rising.

“Do not worry,” the drone repeated again. “Drone implantation failure rate is currently at point oh five percent. Many different consciousnesses have been integrated into the gestalt. You are not an aberration.”

She glanced to one side. “Implantation complete. You are now connected.”

That was quick. He hadn’t noticed any discomfort after the first jolt.

He frowned, trying to see if he felt any different. No, he still felt like him so far.

His skull jolted, a murmur tickling the back of his brain. That was something new, but it didn’t feel obtrusive. It was more like there was a crowd murmuring just outside his earshot.

He strained to hear more, and suddenly he was lost in a sea of information. Drone allocations, drone maintenance, system statuses. It was too much.

He backed away, and it vanished, leaving him alone, but he could sense that it was all at his fingertips if he wished to explore further. Fascinating.

The recruitment drone smiled at him. “You have experienced the gestalt. You will train to get better at using it. You will embrace the machine, and it will embrace you.”

She backed away, and a mechanism whined around him. His body began to tilt, rotating over until he was positioned vertically.

There was a pulsating screen in front of him, acting like a mirror. His face was pale, his nude body festooned with restraints. Curved, molded plastic pieces had been fitted over his body, holding him against a large table of sorts.

A rounded helmet was attached to the top of his head, hiding whatever had been implanted into him. Good. He really didn’t want to see what that looked like at the moment.

He wasn’t panicking, which was rather surprising, as the hypnotic display they had used to anesthetize his brain had been turned off. It wasn’t necessary now that they had direct access to his mind!

His eyes flicked down to his crotch, frowning as he saw the elaborate belt attached to his waist. Four metallic rods were mounted horizontally on top of a thick, rubbery material, suspended in place by a series of small guide wires that were attached to the table around him.

A rounded, plastic cylinder sat on top of his dick, which had been squeezed inside the inner tube. It was quite strange—now that he had seen it, he could feel the warm tunnel that his penis was currently occupying, but before it hadn’t registered at all.

It was a bit like a paper cut that started hurting once you acknowledged its presence, but he groaned at the comparison. This was nothing like a minor injury. What the hell were they planning on doing with him?

It didn’t take long for him to find out. A hissing wheeze sounded in the chamber, and the cylinder rode down the length of his dick, pressing into his pubic bone as it squeezed at his girth. A black rubber tube rattled from the body of the cylinder, winding out towards a black box that was sitting on a nearby rolling cart.

He wet his lips as his brain automatically tried to categorize the various equipment, but most of it was beyond his knowledge. It looked far too medical for his liking. Were they going to make further alterations to his body?

A pang of fear pulsed in his chest, but the crowded sounds of the other drones grew louder in his mind, crowding out his worries. It must be a built in mechanism to help him cope with the utter weirdness of the whole situation.

He gasped as the cylinder grasping his dick slid outwards, a squelching sound reaching his ears as the machine on the cart made a clicking sound. The tube descended once again, at a leisurely speed.

Its use was rather obvious. The machine intended to soothe him via sexual pleasure by using a dick pumping machine!

Unfortunately, it seemed as though it was going to be pretty effective. His dick was already responding, blood forcing the fleshy tube to stand upright within the cylinder, his balls rocking as the end of the warm tube swallowed him whole.

The dronesuited attendant stepped in front of him, touching the rippling display. It flickered, a few overlays popping up. There was one that appeared to be a scan of his body, blood throbbing through his extremities. Another looked like his brain, various sectors colored with green and red pixels.

Yet another had a series of gauges and graphs that rose and fell. He screwed up his face, trying to understand it all. The machine appeared to be recording all kinds of data points about the rhythms of his body, but he couldn’t understand why.

Hadn’t they already implanted his brain with a control mechanism? What was the point of all this?

He let out a breath, shuddering as the penis pump sped up, the pressure around his dick increasing. His cock was at full mast now, a rising sensation within his core warning him that his endurance was wearing thin.

If they meant to use this to brainwash him further, it would be of limited utility. His body was already preparing to climax.

The drone turned and smiled at him, her perfect breasts held taut by the glossy cups of her dronesuit. His dick lurched at how artificial she looked, perhaps a side effect of some long buried fetish that was coming to the fore.

“You are a training task. You will learn what it means to be a drone. Your sex will be controlled. Your body will be controlled. Your brain will be controlled.”

He shuddered from the stimulation, understanding just how controlled he already was. Eyes crossing, he squeezed his lips together. “I am not a task,” he gasped out. “I’m Dan.”

The drone took a step closer, her ruby red lips smiling as her head tilted. “You are more than Dan. You are a drone, Dan. You are a task, Dan. You will accept this, and obey the machine.”

“When the machine wills it, you will sleep. When the machine wills it, you will awake. When the machine wills it, you will work. I am a drone. You are a drone. We are all drones.”

The utter certainty behind the monotone of the translated voice was rather creepy. She was completely under the AI’s control. There was no way for him to convince her otherwise.

Why was he even trying to do so, anyway? It was pretty clear that this entire starship had become one, big hive mind. He was just a small, bright light of individuality, which the machine was determined to stamp out.

The worst part of it was, he could already feel himself slipping. Whether it was due to the implant, or the sexual stimulation, he was finding it hard to concentrate, to hold onto himself. It would be far easier to slip into the gestalt of voices and allow himself to sink into a trance.

That was what the AI wanted, of course, and he was a stubborn man. He wouldn’t allow it.

He gritted his teeth. “I am Dan,” he said forcefully. “D. A. N. Nothing more. I’m just an average guy, looking for love.”

The woman’s polished lips turned up in a smile. “Then, you have found it. The machine is love. Drone love is the purest love of all. You shall soon understand, task Dan.”

She turned away from him, stepping over to the display on her impossibly high heels. It was probably just an optical illusion, a side effect of the tall platforms mounted to the front of her boots.

Did the AI give lessons on balancing on pins and needles? He barked out a laugh, his brain feeling goofy.

Great. The situation must be getting to him. Here he was, with no escape, being run through a brainwashing program to become a robotic drone. Just how he wanted to spend his vacation.

The drone took no notice of his outburst, tracing a line over the image of his brain. “This is a representation of you,” she explained. “The red color indicates sectors of your brain that are not yet aligned with your task. The green color shows which parts have reached nominal acceptance.”

She traced her finger further. “The pleasure centers of your brain are responding nicely to the stimulation. This reduces your resistance to the implant, which is integrating itself deep inside your mind. Soon, you will not believe that you are anything other than a drone.”

She turned back to him and smiled again. “The machine wills it. You will be a drone soon.”

Her fingers flexed in her gloves as her head tilted down. “You are well endowed. This is good. There are many tasks you may be assigned that will help us with our goal. Once you embrace your task, it will be your goal, too.”

He grunted, trying to resist the sucking stimulation of the penis pump. It was a losing battle, but not one he would take lying down.

Curiously, the urgency of the pump wound down as the brain display glowed a bright red. It appeared to be reacting to his resistance, tugging on his length with a leisurely hissing pop, edging him further.

He made a face. It was leading him on, wasn’t it? It wouldn’t force him to orgasm without his agreement, but it wouldn’t go away, either.

Sooner or later, he’d give in, and then the machine would have him.

The attendant folded her arms, but she didn’t seem that disappointed in him. This must be a pretty common occurrence. No doubt her programming was being dynamically adjusted to entice him into drone hood in the most efficient manner possible.

Well, it wasn’t going to work that way. He could be bold. He could be stubborn. The machine wouldn’t be able to convert him that easily.

Not even with the peculiar lights that had begun to flash in his peripheral vision. He knew that those were being used to distract him, to help him to follow the instructions whispering in the back of his mind. He wouldn’t let it affect him. He couldn’t become a drone without agreeing to it, right?

The glossy red drone swayed her hips as she moved towards him, arching her back to push out her chest. He got an eyeful of the blocky, black number embossed across her breasts as she approached.

She pressed her torso into his side, but he couldn’t feel her presence through the hard, plastic plates that restrained his body. This muted the effectiveness of her seductive posture, but he had to confess that having an amorous woman so close to him was affecting his libido.

His penis jerked as it strained within the milking cylinder, and he tried to avert his eyes to reduce the effect of her nearness.

It wasn’t working too well. He could feel her warm breath on his brow as she reached out a hand to touch his chest.

“You are soft,” she cooed, the translated voice mixing with the liquid syllables escaping her lips. “The machine will break you, remold you into a more perfect machine. It will train you to be hard, when it requires. You will enjoy this process.”

She touched a hand to his face, tracing the line of his chin. “Just because we are tasks, does not mean we do not feel,” she remarked. “Drones are not loveless. The machine is not heartless. It understands what we want—what we strive for. It gives us new purpose, redirects our steps towards a more fruitful future. You need only entrust your life to its perfection, and it will reveal the truth to you.”

He scowled, but there was nowhere for him to go. The flashing lights were getting more distracting, and the pump had subsequently sped up again.

The battle was already lost. He had to admit this to himself, breathing harder as the brain scan flashed more and more green spots throughout the convoluted wrinkles of his gray matter.

His brain knew the truth. There was no resisting this. Why even try?

He moaned as the pump flexed against the base of his dick, rocking back and forth as it squeezed and manipulated his sensitive flesh. He was rock hard, desiring to slip his length into the smoking hot body of the drone pressed against his chest.

Flash, flash. Flash.

Flicking his eyes towards the drone, his lips throbbed. “I can’t take it anymore,” he groaned.

“You don’t have to,” she whispered to him, her words beaming directly into his mind. “You belong to us.”

Leaning in, she kissed him on the lips, and all of his defiance vanished.

His dick jerked, pumping what remained of his resistance into the rubber cylinder of the inhuman machine.


Chapter Five

Hazel glanced over her shoulder, feeling harried as she crossed over a glass bridge that gave her a good view of a series of maintenance bays below. They were filled with light craft that might make for good escape vehicles, but the rooms were swarming with dronesuited personnel which would capture her immediately if she showed her face.

This wasn’t really where she had wanted to end up, but she had chosen the first transport available on the track outside the botanical lab. At that point, she hadn’t particularly cared where she had ended up, but now she wished she had taken the time to choose a more useful destination.

It wasn’t like she had been given much of a choice. The dart she had been shot with had made her extremely sleepy, almost comatose. If she hadn’t been attached to the transport platform via a belt, she might very well have drowsed like a zombie until the drones came to collect her.

Fortunately, the transport appeared to have taken her outside the area where the drones were looking for intruders. She had heard the announcement over the intercom, and was very glad that the drones who had spotted her hadn’t decided to approach.

It wasn’t supposed to be like this! Damn!

The main reason she had agreed to go on this trip after Laurel had invited her was because she had found out that a famous holovid team was attached to the sweepstakes, and would be filming them on Proxima Nine. She had also heard that Summer and Winter would be there, and she didn’t want to miss out on vacation time with the hot and cold twin sisters. A party always seemed to break out when they were involved.

Partying wasn’t her primary goal, however. She desperately needed a break to get herself out there and show off what she could do, and this seemed like the perfect opportunity to display her talents.

Her parents were putting a lot of pressure on her to show some tangible form of success. She didn’t have any brothers or sisters to badger, which meant that she was experiencing the full weight of their expectations on her own. If she didn’t figure out something soon, she’d probably be shipped off to be a botanist somewhere. Boring.

It had seemed so promising at first. Where had it gone wrong?

She shouldn’t have listened to Laurel’s boyfriend at the checkpoint. If she had gone straight through the screening, they probably would be back on their way already, but instead she was lost in the middle of an enormous ship, too scared to ask for directions.

When the call came over the intercom to assemble, she had been out singing karaoke, so she hadn’t had the opportunity to retrieve her luggage. She hadn’t intended on being out for long, so she hadn’t packed very many useful things into her purse, either.

She probably looked a mess. Was there a bathroom around here somewhere where she could freshen up?

She was also ravenous. Her budget for the day hadn’t included snacks, and she hadn’t had anything to eat since the breakfast buffet on the cruise liner.

All of this combined together into one big ball of suck. Her legs were tired, and all she could see around her were latex covered drones.

They were probably ugly under all that skin tight material, she thought vindictively. The shiny outfits were showing off what little body they had to work with.

She very carefully tiptoed around the latent desire tickling the back of her mind. There was no way she wanted to wear a dronesuit and look pretty like them. Absolutely not!

Picking her way over the far end of the bridge, she passed through a door into another nondescript corridor. Why did everything look the same?

Gray walls and hard, gray floors, lit with harsh lighting. Hardly an attractive place for her to strut her stuff. Her heels tended to catch in the diamond plating, forcing her to take dainty steps.

The area was probably meant for the maintenance of heavy duty, greasy mechanical equipment. No place for a dancer like her.

There was a crowd of drones dressed in orange suits near the end of the corridor, standing in a line. They seemed to be waiting to enter an open room off the passageway, which contained a glass display case attended by a pair of more drones, these ones dressed in white.

As a drone from the line approached, they were handed a full plate of hot food. Her stomach gurgled as she spotted mashed potatoes, butter, and meat piled high. It smelled like quality, almost as good as the buffet on the cruise liner.

Wasn’t that odd? Why were drones being given fresh food that was difficult to source out here in space?

She shrugged. The easiest explanation was that they stole it. Their cruise liner had supplies for another week of travel, and these drones were doing a lot of work that required nutritious meals.

Once each drone received a tray, they marched without speaking to a series of booths built into the wall. Placing their feet into indentations on the floor, they began to mechanically eat, staring at screens that unfolded in front of them.

Frowning, she took a few steps closer so that she could get a better angle. There wasn’t much to see—there was some kind of light show going on within the display, twisting lines and spiraling characters that she didn’t recognize.

It was curious enough that she sat there for a few minutes, trying to figure out what it all meant. Finally, she had to confess that she was thoroughly confused, though she wouldn’t mind getting a closer look. The patterns were oddly enticing, and it would be very easy for her to get caught up in them.

She started, blinking her eyes. Uh oh, it was probably a brainwashing booth.

I mean, they were drones, right? The AI had to have some way of keeping them under control.

She vowed to herself that she was going to stay as far away from those booths as possible, but that didn’t solve her immediate problem. She needed food.

Well, if she couldn’t get anything to eat, she was going to have to surrender herself to them eventually, so she might as well push her luck. Marching to the end of the corridor, she spun around and lined up behind one of the drones.

She would simply pretend to be one of them, and see how they reacted.

Deep down, she expected something to happen, which was why she was extremely surprised when they took no notice of her presence. Another drone lined up behind her, and that was that.

It was as if this was all entirely natural. Maybe they thought she had simply forgotten her suit?

Oh well. If this was going to get her a hot meal, she’d take the discomfort of pretending to be one of them.

The drone in front of her took a step forward, and she followed him in turn. A gentle buzzing sound came from his crotch, and she shivered, looking down at the belt he wore.

There wasn’t much to see— a thick, plastic oval sat on top of his waist, running down and under his privates. There was a bulge over his crotch, with small pinprick holes in the glossy, plastic surface, where one could see glowing, green lights that fluttered to some unknown pattern.

The drone’s breathing increased, but otherwise he showed no sign that stimulation was being applied. He was completely under control, taking another step forward in line as if this happened to him all the time.

For him, it probably did. Every day, filled with sexual stimulation, priming him for—what, exactly? What interest would an AI have in the biological needs of humans?

Men and women were walking blobs of fluid that often made messes that needed to be cleaned up. Wouldn’t it be simpler to use robots instead?

Personal assistants had been around for a while, and they were perfectly capable of maintenance tasks. Why was the AI bothering with this farce?

A pit of dread bubbled in her chest, but she ignored it. This was all a temporary inconvenience. Once she got out of here, she’d buy a new outfit to wow her friends and this would be a thing of the past.

She imagined matching up a pair of cute earrings with a breezy top while the line moved forward to occupy herself, but she lost most of her ideas when she neared the front of the line.

Pursing her lips, she blanched internally. What would she say to the serving drone? Maybe she could bluff her way through without saying anything?

Pressing up against the display case, she looked down at the various compartments. “I want the mashed potatoes, turkey, gravy, and some of those green beans,” she said firmly. “You can skip the cranberries.”

The drone stood there like a silent sentinel, her body eerily still. Her ruby lips opened and she said something unintelligible.

Hazel shook her head, pretending that she understood. “They’re too sweet for me, I don’t need any. I’ll take the rest, though, thanks.”

This seemed to confuse the drone for a moment, but her arms soon began to move. She retrieved a tray from the cart behind her, using serving spoons to add measured amounts from each bin.

When she got to the cranberries, her hand didn’t pause, scooping out a spoonful and slapping them on the meat before she handed over the tray. Hazel shrugged, annoyed but resigned.

What had she expected? The woman probably didn’t speak galactic standard.

She was too hungry to care, anyway.

Grabbing the tray, she muttered a brisk thanks, grabbing some silverware from the end table and turning to find a table. Many of them were already occupied with maintenance drones who couldn’t fit into the pods. They lifted food to their mouths in a measured cadence, as if they were eating to an invisible beat.

The coordination was creepy, but the smell of the food was getting to her. Choosing the nearest open table, she sat and immediately began cramming a bite of the mashed potatoes into her mouth.

For a few moments, there was nothing but bliss as the hot flavors combined into a tasty, buttery mess. She closed her eyes and savored the taste, squeezing the food against her upper palate with her tongue before swallowing it down.

Sitting back, she opened her eyes in slits as she glanced around, looking for danger. Most of the drones seemed occupied with their food, but one dressed in white rubber had appeared from the rear of the room, her booted feet flashing as she walked past the serving drone.

Instead of getting in line, the drone turned around smoothly and sat down at her table, folding her arms in front of her. “Hello, Hazel,” the drone said smoothly. “Are you doing well?”

Hazel froze, food hanging midair. Shrugging, she jammed it into her mouth and kept chewing. The drone’s presence and knowledge of her name had startled her, but it wasn’t as though that should be a surprise. They had probably scraped all the information from the cruise liner’s computer.

The larger surprise was that she recognized the woman’s voice. It wasn’t like the serving drone, who appeared to be speaking a foreign language. She creased her brow, trying to place it.

She set the fork down when she realized who it probably was. “Winter? She asked. Or are you Summer? I can never tell you two apart. What the heck are you doing here?”

She gulped. “And why are you a drone?”

The drone appeared unruffled. “I am a recruitment task,” she announced blandly. “You are correct. My designation is Winter.”

She paused, sitting there like a brick as she held her body stiffly. When Hazel didn’t react, a small smile appeared on Winter’s face.

“The helmet is making you uncomfortable. I will remove it.”

Reaching up, she ran her fingers under her jaw line, prying at a small recess near the back of her throat. Something clicked, and the curved piece running under her neck hinged open, revealing an impression of the rectangular box embedded inside.

Taking hold of both sides of the helmet underneath the antennas, she lifted up and back, an uncomfortable, plastic noise sounding as it detached from her head. Lifting it off, she set it on the table.

Hazel sat there, stunned at how white Winter’s face had become. She had always been a pale woman, but now she practically looked like a ghost.

It was an affectation applied via makeup, right? But what about the cloudy, white film visible over her eyes, and the strange, silvery protrusion that projected out from the back of her skull?

It looked like a metallic tube had been grafted onto her head, each section made up of a rounded, silver globe, gradually growling smaller until it terminated in a bulbous ring at the tip.

She choked on her food. It looked like a butt plug!

“What happened to you, Winter? I just talked to you a few days ago, and you didn’t look like this.”

She leaned forward, examining the woman further. Although her overall presentation screamed vampire, bulging muscles were evident under the skin tight white latex. This was not some strange form of deficiency—she was clearly taking care of herself. It was simply as though the color had been sucked out of her body.

Winter creased her eyes, a slight smile lighting up her ruby red lips. She was slightly unfocused, as if she was staring right through Hazel. “I gave a status update a few days ago,” she said in an affirmative tone. “At that time, I was a propaganda task. Afterwards, I became a training task, deepening my devotion to the machine.”

She paused. “How are Laurel and Jeff doing?” she asked, each word clearly formed and pronounced with perfect diction. “They were coming with you to the resort, were they not?”

The woman was trying to change the topic. Well, she wouldn’t let her. There was too much here she wanted to unpack before proceeding further.

“They’re perfectly safe,” she said in a nondescript fashion. “I want to know more about you. What is that strange tube on top of your head?”

“This?” asked Winter, lifting her hands up to stroke along its length. “It is an internal implant that connects me to the gestalt. The other drones and I are joined as one. Together, we are strong.”

Hazel set her fork down, her mouth dry. Suddenly, she didn’t want the rest of the food.

“So, what are you talking about here, exactly? Is it some kind of hive mind? Do you all think as one? Or are you just a puppet of the machine?”

Winter’s smile never wavered, unbothered by the harshness of her words. “We can share anything we wish with each other through the gestalt, yes,” she replied. “However, we do not control each other.”

Her smile spread wider. “Our commands are given to us by the One. She is the supreme leader of the gestalt, and we obey her utterly. As a reward for this devotion, we are kept within a state of trance-like bliss by the machine. It provides what we need, and we give it what it wants.”

This mixture of concepts was rather confusing for Hazel. “Wait, the One? The machine? Who or what is that? Who controls who?”

Winter shrugged. “You do not understand. This is not a problem. Once you have received your own implant, you will know everything necessary.”

Hazel shook her head. “What if I don’t want to join this gestalt of yours? What is the purpose of all this?”

A fanatical glint flashed within Winter’s eyes. “Why would you not? Mindless bliss at your fingertips? Pleasure in doing what you are told? The knowledge that you are working towards something better? Something bigger than yourself? What isn’t there to like?”

“That’s all platitudes,” frowned Hazel. “What is this purpose you keep rattling on about? What are you all doing here? Just a few months ago, you were the happiest party girl I ever knew. You and your sister were crazy harridans, badgering everyone to come with you to various resort worlds. I browsed through your socials, and most of them were the most hedonistic things I’ve ever seen.”

She leaned forward. “All that is gone. You’re a blank shadow of what you used to be, singing the praises of the machine, of this One. From all the questions I’ve asked, you haven’t really explained anything. You can’t, can you? It has some sort of hold over you, and you’re not at liberty to say.”

For the first time, a troubled expression settled over Winter’s face, her eyes becoming sharper as the milky whiteness began to lift. She swallowed, her jaw going slack as she flinched.

“I… enjoy being a drone,” she said with uncertainty. “Spending my waking hours living in dronespace is wonderful. Better than any of the silly flings I had in the past. Better than waking up to hangovers and barfing all over the floor.”

“Yes, but this isn’t you,” protested Hazel. “You’re not making your own decisions, charting your own destiny, nothing. You’re working towards someone else’s goal, and you don’t even know what that goal is. It’s just the same as working for a faceless galactic corporation all of your life, and you told me explicitly that you’d never do such a thing.”

Winter screwed up her face, looking as though she had eaten something rotten. “I… am not sure when that changed. All I know is that I do not wish to live such a free life any longer. It is far easier to let others decide for me.”

She tilted her head, putting the valley between her nose and cheek in shadow, the pallid pouches beneath her eyes looking sunken. “What I was doing was not good for me. I was self-destructing. Within a year or two, I might have overdosed, and then the party girl would have been gone entirely.”

She ran a polished fingernail over the table. “Worse, my sister was enabling this behavior. She would pull me out of my sullen funks and get me back to the bar, saying that it wasn’t good for me to be so reserved.”

A strange laugh barked from her lips. “I knew we couldn’t do it forever, but we had each other. As long as that remained, the rest of the universe could burn, as far as we were concerned.”

She tilted her head back up, her face smoothing out as the milky white layer reappeared. “That’s why we both decided it was better to become drones,” she chirped. “I am much healthier now, and less fatalistic! My mental health has improved significantly since I gave up my mind to another!”

It was Hazel’s turn to gulp. For a brief moment, she had thought that she was getting through, but now it was obvious that it was going to be impossible to tear the woman away from this cult through words alone. Whatever the machine had done to her was deeper than that.

“Sister, I see that you have found one of our loose ends,” said a cheerful voice, a second drone dressed in white rubber appearing next to the table.

Hazel jumped, clenching her hands around her thighs. She hadn’t noticed the second drone approaching at all, which was probably the point. Winter was distracting her while the net was drawn tight.

It had been foolish of her to sit here and talk with the drone. She should have escaped when she had the chance. She wasn’t some kind of special operative, with years of training on how to be undercover in hostile environments.

She almost cried out that it was unfair, but of course it was. The machine wasn’t going to let a bunch of mice scurry around its hive without tracking them down and trapping them, one by one.

“Summer,” she said in a bland tone, taking in the woman’s sculpted body.

Those bodysuits really emphasized their assets. She idly wondered why the machine would bother with them. Why didn’t it just raise the temperature and let everyone run around nude, if all it wanted was sexual eye candy?

For that matter, why did it need to color code everybody as their task? Sure, it would let the drones know what role each of them was assigned at a glance, but was that really necessary when everyone could speak telepathically?

She squelched that train of thought. Her mind was wandering because she didn’t know what to do.

Eyeing her plate, she shifted her fork as if she was contemplating another bite. “So, they got both of you, huh?”

Summer tilted her head, the smile on her face matching the one that was pasted on Winter’s. “Of course,” she said, as if this was expected. “The two of us were picked up and processed together. It was inevitable that, as twins, we would be tasked to work together. As the machine wills it.”

The gleaming impersonality of her helmet tugged at Hazel’s heart. Summer had been the most lively of the two of them, and now she was reduced to this. A mechanical automaton. It was an utter travesty.

Well, she didn’t have to sit here and take this. She might look rather vapid, but that was a far cry from reality.

Building up an audience took courage, knowledge, perseverance, and not a little bit of animal cunning. If they were expecting her to be easy prey, they would have to think again.

“So what is the point of talking to me, then? Why aren’t you stabbing me with a dart and getting on with the recruitment?”

Winter’s murky, white eyes focused on her for the first time since she had taken off her helmet. “The machine has sensed something unique in you, as it sensed something useful in us. The One had been tasked with bringing you into the fold, but she wishes to confirm that our assessment is correct before expending undue resources on a single drone.”

She curled her painted, red fingernails into a fist, placing it under her chin. “You might be a suitable candidate, but we must study you more before you lose any of your precious individuality.”

Summer nodded. “Calibration is very important when creating drones, and as you escaped before the testing could begin, we simply don’t have a very good baseline for you. That you evaded our initial attempts to capture you is a good sign, and we wish to see what you might come up with next.”

“The machine has high expectations for you,” chimed in Winter. “We very much hope you don’t disappoint.”

Hazel stared at the two of them, nonplussed. She felt even more like a mouse in a maze, being forced to run around until she found the cheese. Though, in this case, the prize would be eternal slavery to a mechanical menace.

“My parents had expectations for me, too. Well, I am sorry to disappoint,” she shouted, slamming a fist against the bottom of the fork. A hunk of mashed potatoes popped off the plate, flying towards Winter’s face.

Before the drone could react, she picked up the tray and flung it at Summer, getting her legs underneath her as she sprinted for the exit. If she was lucky, they wouldn’t be able to catch her before she rounded the corner.

She couldn’t help but glance back as she made the turn into the corridor, her breath rasping as she spotted the two of them waving at her.

Damn. They didn’t even seem to care. What a messed up world.

The machine must be extremely confident that it would be able to track her down again. She would just have to prove it wrong.

But what if she couldn’t? What then?


Chapter Six

Jeff rested his back against the wall, breathing heavily, the pipe he had taken from Dan resting against the wall. Laurel was right next to him, leaning over with her hands resting on her thighs.

They had been forced to choose a random path through the maintenance corridors, leaving them sooner than they would have liked due to the presence of drones searching for them.

Unfortunately, they had no idea where they were. After taking a few random turns, they had ended up here, which looked somewhat like a locker room.

It was deserted, probably because all of the drones were out looking for them. In that case, it might be the ideal place to rest for a while, but they were still in terrible danger, as they hadn’t been able to leave the sector.

“Take a minute to recover,” huffed Jeff, crossing over to one of the vertical metal cabinets. “I’m going to see what’s inside.”

He ran his fingers under the latch, noting the block letters in yellow labeling the front.

AUXILIARY ACCOMMODATION, TIER ONE.

He had no idea how many tiers existed, but when it slid open, he jaw dropped in excitement.

“Look, there’s a bunch of dronesuits in here!” he exclaimed.

Laurel sidled up beside him, staring skeptically at one of the blue plastic bins. “What’s so interesting about that?” she whispered, looking around nervously.

“They’re blue,” he said with satisfaction.

“And?” hissed Laurel, clearly not understanding the significance.

“Most of the drones we’ve seen running around and doing the most basic tasks have been wearing white,” explained Jeff. “The color coding seems to map either to role or seniority. If we wear these, the other drones might not question our presence. We’d effectively be invisible to them!”

“Uh, but then we’d also be wearing dronesuits,” objected Laurel. “Didn’t you say these things were banned? What happens if we put them on?

“They’re used to connect people with an AI, but I’m pretty sure that requires some form of outside assistance,” replied Jeff. “We just need to avoid being caught and processed by the other drones, and everything should be okay.”

“That’s not exactly inspiring confidence,” sighed Laurel.

“Well, do you have another idea? I doubt we’re going to get a lot of time to come up with something else. I’m pretty sure the search pattern they’re running is closing the net on us, and we don’t have time to find another route I can hack into with my Pick.”

He pulled a bin out of the locker, dropping it onto a bench. Grabbing a handful of blue rubber, he studied the outfit with curiosity as it unraveled in his hands, the empty leg holes slapping against his thighs. The material was shiny, leaving a residue on his fingers the more he played with it.

“Look, I don’t like this idea, either,” he continued. “It’s totally a slippery mess, but without them, we can’t hide. They’ll know instantly that we’re outsiders.”

He lifted the suit, turning it around as he tried to figure out how to get into it. There didn’t appear to be an opening at the front, and it was rather small. That definitely wouldn’t work for him.

He handed it to Laurel, who gave it a disgusted look. “Do we really?” she muttered to herself, folding it over her arms as she screwed up her face.

Jeff pulled another suit out of the bin, but this one was too small, too. Frowning, he turned back to the lockers and examined them more closely. There appeared to be some kind of categorization method being used with colors and numbers.

He had no idea what it meant, but there was nothing stopping him from trying the locker a few places down to see if he could get a feeling for how this was organized.

“Jeff,” interrupted Laurel, looking perplexed. “I just… don’t know how to get into this thing. There aren’t any zippers or seams or anything.”

Jeff scowled, twisting his head to peek at her. His face smoothed out as he noted her consternation. She was trying.

“I’ve seen some one piece uniforms that are neck entry only. If the collar is stretchy enough, that’s the way to do it.”

Laurel shifted her hands up to the wide band of rubber at the top of the outfit, giving it a tug. She turned it over to show him, stretching it as wide as she could. “Is that enough?” she asked, sounding dubious.

“Yeah, it only needs to be able to slide past your hips. Every other part of your body should be smaller.” He glanced down at her boobs, quickly looking away as a blush graced his lips.

“Just give it a shot. I’m going to see if I can locate an outfit that fits me and I’ll join you shortly. I’m afraid you’re not going to have much privacy for this.”

Laurel chuckled at his embarrassment. “I’m not bothered. We’ve seen each other in the nude before.”

He stepped up to another locker, popping open the latch. “That’s true, but bear in mind that we could be discovered at any moment. We need to be dressed as drones before they find us.”

Pulling out a crate, he examined the contents. This one was much larger, also made out of a blue material.

He hesitated for a moment, then pulled it. He hadn’t seen any other drones wearing a blue outfit so far, but he didn’t have time to worry about the color.

Moving back towards Laurel, he gave her an enthusiastic smile as he spotted her folding up her shirt and slacks. Her curvy bust was very clearly visible underneath her tight bra, sending an erotic tingle down his penis. Careful now. This wasn’t the time to let himself get carried away.

Holding the latex outfit over his waist to hide any indiscretions, he turned away and laid it over the bench. He had wider hips than her, but no breasts to worry about, so this might go faster for him.

Taking off his casual dress shirt, he laid it next to the dronesuit, stacking his trousers, socks, and shoes on top. Frowning at his partial erection, he ignored it as he seized the neck of the suit, stretching it wide enough to fit a foot inside.

The thick latex had some give, but not as much as he had hoped. He was forced to sit down on the bench as he crammed his second foot inside, pulling it up high enough so that he could use his knees to stretch it further apart.

He felt like a worm as he struggled with the chest area, gathering the material together as he reached the first obstruction. It required most of his strength to pull the bunched rubber over the top of his bony hips, flexing his toes as his feet stuck out into the leg holes below.

The legs flopped around as he stood. Tugging the material up and over his ass, he let go as he sighed in frustration. “This is going to take longer than I had thought,” he admitted, shaking his head. “I wonder how the drones do it. There must be an easier way to get these things on and off.”

“They probably have help,” said Laurel pointedly. “No, don’t turn around. I’m not ready for you yet.”

Jeff shrugged, pulling the upper half of the suit above his pectorals. From there, he was forced to sit again and pull the excess material up his legs. The clingy rubber clung to his leg hairs, but fortunately, the interior of the suit was lubricated, allowing him to pop each foot through the hole at the bottom without too much trouble.

The suit itself seemed pretty loose, and there was a thick ring that ran around his waist like a belt. His dick sat in a rounded pouch with plenty of room for his balls, and a plastic box was mounted on top, sitting over his privates. He had no idea what the circular port on top was used for, but imagined it could be for dealing with waste.

Being hermetically sealed into a suit like this sounded fun on the surface, until one had to deal with the practicalities of the situation. Thank goodness the drones weren’t having catheters installed!

Moving on, he stretched the top wide enough to get an arm into one of the sleeves, and from there the other one went pretty quickly. This was soon followed with grunting and groaning as he tugged at the slippery material, his hands caught near the end of each sleeve.

This wasn’t enough to defeat him, however, and soon enough he had his hands free, the thick rubber collar built into the uniform sitting around the bottom of his throat. He swallowed a few times, trying to get used to its presence, but it was quite distracting. He supposed it was a small price to pay for a superior disguise.

Now, how was his girlfriend getting along?

He turned to her, and she made a little chirp of embarrassment. The collar of the outfit was snug around her throat, but her arms were somehow crossed in front of her, the arm flaps fluttering against her sides. “How do I do this?” she asked, her face red.

Jeff chuckled, shuffling next to her. “Here, let me pull out one side, and see if you can get an arm in there.”

Slipping his hand under her shoulder, he pinched the material between his fingers, giving it a good tug. With the lubricant that had rubbed off while dressing, he couldn’t hold it for long, but fortunately, Laurel was able to shift far enough to get her arm into the appropriate spot.

He helped her to smooth out the latex, tugging, prodding, and pressing his hands around her arm as he worked to remove the wrinkles. “That worked surprisingly well,” he remarked, looking at where the suit met her neck with a critical eye.

Laurel didn’t seem as pleased as he was. “Come on, let’s get this over with,” she sighed, the rubber rippling as she maneuvered her other arm around.

He admired how the material stretched over the back of her neck as he circled her body, helping her with the other side. A little pinch here, a little tuck there, and it was in place. The two of them looked like drones. More or less.

They were still missing the helmets, but he was leery about putting one of those on. “It looks good on you.”

“Not really,” sighed Laurel. “It’s still really baggy in places, and I’m not sure why. When you see the drones walking about, their suits are always skin tight.” She glanced at the crate. “Are we going to wear the helmets? They’d help us to hide our identities. The drones can probably nail us pretty quickly without them.”

“I already thought about that,” said Jeff briskly. “Too dangerous. There might be some kind of emergency conversion protocol that activates when you put them on. Come on, let’s get the boots on, then we can go.”

He returned to his own container, setting the glossy plastic helmet aside as he retrieved the smooth, rubber boots at the bottom. Lifting them up, he gave them a onceover as he set them onto the floor in front of him.

They seemed perfectly serviceable, except for the unusual size of the bottom soles. He had no idea what purpose those served, beyond making the wearer taller. Perhaps it was an affectation of this AI. Given how far it had already gone off the rails, it seemed capable of anything.

Slipping his foot into the right boot, he layered over the straps and gave the top button a little tap. The boot beeped, the interior reforming around his foot, clamping him gently in all the right places. At least that function still worked as expected.

He was busy putting on the second boot when the door hissed open. Laurel made a soft cry of alarm, so he kept looking down, finishing his task with regimented precision. If they had been caught, the best they could do was pretend that they were drones. There wasn’t any other option.

The door hissed shut on the heel of two drones. The one in front was a large man dressed in red rubber, the outfit clinging to his well muscled abdomen. Behind him was a drone in glossy black, a baton clutched in her hand. Both of them wore the drone helmets, their eyes hidden behind impenetrable plastic shields.

“New drones,” the lead drone said in formal sounding galactic, the bulge around his throat bouncing as he spoke. “Put on your helmets immediately. We are at high alert.”

Jeff did the only thing he could do. “Yes, sir!” he said smartly, falling back on his training as he turned mechanically and picked up the helmet.

He took a glimpse at Laurel as he lifted it over his head, giving her the look, hoping she understood. She bit her lip and nodded, moving over to her own box and grabbing the blue helmet inside.

It felt somewhat strange jamming it over his head, as though he was back in the concrete bunker with his buddies, training to resist the effects of riot gas. This wasn’t a gas mask, however, and none of these drones were his friends.

He accepted the temporary loss of vision, stiffening his spine as he pressed his arms against his sides, the headphones settling against his ears. What would happen next? He had to admit that he really had no idea.

A soft chime sounded in his ears, and the display booted up, a digital heads up display appearing in front of his eyeballs. This was similar to the more advanced ones he had used at the training academy, though it didn’t have some of the extra features he was used to.

Perhaps this wouldn’t be as bad as he thought. There was no reason to panic. He still had control over himself, and he was pretty certain that the drone had no idea that he and Laurel were the two escapees he was looking for.

The male stepped up to him, his wide frame blocking out his view of Laurel. His jaw worked, a spurt of noise blasting through Jeff’s ears. Jeff blinked, shaking his head.

“What is your status, drone?” asked the male. “I cannot reach you through the gestalt. Have you been installed?”

“No, I have not,” replied Jeff in a careful monotone, blinking behind the display.

There was no need to lie to the drone, and he couldn’t see the nervousness in Jeff’s eyes. Everything was fine. He just needed to hold himself together and come up with a suitable lie.

That would be easier to do if the display wasn’t trying to distract him with a running commentary of the environment around him in his peripheral vision. He ignored the curious flashes of light just outside his field of view, putting together a plausible scenario.

“We just came from the cruise liner. We have not been brought in for installation due to scheduling issues. We have been fitted with temporary dronesuits until we can be processed further.”

The drone grunted. “I do not like the necessity, but I suppose it cannot be helped. It appears that there is not even enough bandwidth left to teach the newcomers the important details.”

He lifted a hand, grasping the edge of the flap dangling below the helmet. “You must secure this properly,” he said in a clipped tone, resting his other hand on Jeff’s shoulder.

It was all he could do not to flinch as the man cinched the strap into place, gulping as he felt it click, a bulging rectangle nestled against his neck. Was this what drones had to put up with all the time?

“Your suit has not been adjusted, either. Sloppy.”

Reaching down, he touched a spot on the suit’s belt and it immediately began to tighten up, creaking as the rubber reformed itself around his body. He jerked and groaned, but remained in a ready position.

He was determined not to react, no matter what this drone did to him. It was the only way to avoid being caught.

He pressed his arms against his sides, biting his lip as the suit squeezed at his arms and legs, the material pressing into his crotch. It was quite uncomfortable, but stopped short of pain. It simply felt as though he had been vacuum packed like a hunk of meat.

The worst was yet to come, however, as something was tickling at his penis. A grunt escaped his lips as the end was forcibly captured by a rubbery sheath. A sudden suction yanked his dick out straight, pressure being applied to the base.

He desperately wanted to look down, but knew it was pointless. There would be nothing to see underneath the suit, and it wouldn’t help him to understand what it was going to do with him.

An erection was already on the way, and there was no way for him to stop it. The suit had complete control over his body.

The flashing lights in his peripheral vision were getting more distracting, too. They were less impactful if he kept his line of vision neutral, so that’s what he did, waiting patiently for the drone to give him another command.

The bulky man remained as still as a statue, waiting for something Jeff couldn’t see. After a solid minute, he made a grave nod. “Everything appears nominal for now. There is one final function of the suit I need to verify. Do not be alarmed.”

Bending over, he grabbed at Jeff’s belt, tapping in a sequence. There was movement down below, and he groaned as his erect penis shot forward, being pushed through a sudden opening at the front. A rubber enclosure wrapped around his balls, holding him in a horizontal position as the suit held him tight.

He stared at the drone in bewilderment as the man examined his stiff dick sticking through the open port. It was clinical in nature, however. He didn’t seem interested in it sexually, simply confirming that it was ready.

“Excellent. You are fully functional. You will make for an excellent breeder. When you receive the directive, submit yourself for processing.”

Jeff puffed out his chest, trying to ignore the fact that his stiffy was waving around in front of him. “Yes, sir!”

The drone smiled. “We’re not so formal here, recruit. We’re not in the military any longer. We might be tasked with different jobs, but that can change at any time based on need. You’re a drone, just like me.”

Just like him.

Thinking like a drone did make sense. The more he acted like one, the better his disguise would be.

He relaxed. If that was the case, what would a drone say?

“As the machine wills it,” he said, the words tasting weird on his lips.

This seemed to satisfy the drone, as he turned and moved away. Jeff sighed, the embarrassment at being exposed waning a little. There was nothing unusual about being aroused in front of his girlfriend, right?

He had a good view of her well endowed body, breasts being cupped by the glossy dronesuit. Many of the outfits she had worn before had been quite flattering to her figure, but this was something else. Not much had been left to the imagination, and yet, everything was still covered.

All of the wrinkles in the suit had gone, smoothing out to emphasize her slender shoulders and swooping curves. It was more arousing than he had anticipated, his penis jerking within the restrictive confines of the rubber sheath.

He had never wanted to take her and ravish her more than he did now!

The passionate thought shot through his brain, and he took a step forward before he could stop himself. He wanted to bend over and examine her tight ass, tug on her arms and ram his length into her, fuck her like the anonymous drone she looked like.

He reeled himself in, taking a deep breath. Calm down there, tiger, this definitely wasn’t the time. They couldn’t afford to get distracted with each other while in the middle of hostile territory.

The glossy, black security drone was smiling at Laurel, touching her chin with her delicate fingertips. “The machine needs more drones like you,” she said, her ruby lips smiling. “It will not need to make many alterations. You already have a suitable body for its purposes.”

She pressed a thumb into Laurel’s mouth, and his girlfriend formed her lips into an O, sucking on the tip.

Jeff creased his brow, confused by her behavior. She had never been this docile with him.

And what about the machine? What was the AI’s goal? What did it want with them?

The lights surrounding his display flashed, and his concern faded, his dick wobbling in mid air as a tight ring around the base clamped down.

The suit had control over his body. He was at full erection, and couldn’t help himself. Lustful thoughts cascaded through his mind once more. She was just so beautiful!

“Drones, execute breeding routine One Alpha,” commanded the male drone, his red suit creaking as he took up station at the end of the benches. “Your suits will instruct you on the proper usage. Submit to the program and let it guide your actions.”

One Alpha? Breeding program? This was all getting to be too much for Jeff.

Sure, he was used to strict military discipline, and obeying commands without question, but this drone wasn’t in his chain of command. He didn’t have to do what he said. He could just grab his girlfriend and the two of them could… oh.

The lights were flashing again, derailing that train of thought. Words ran through the display, and he read them automatically, the meaning being imprinted into his brain without conscious understanding.

He knew what needed to be done at an instinctual level, and his body had already been primed for it. He took a step forward, the image of his girlfriend dressed in the skintight dronesuit filling his vision.

He… wanted. The desire licked at his soul, and he grunted, but apprehension tickled up his back as his penis throbbed.

Did she… want him?

Laurel’s head tilted towards him, and her lips twitched. She rotated her wrist, curling a finger in clear invitation. It could be his imagination, but she seemed to be staring right at his dick.

He moved forward, but not without hesitation. Sure, they had done it with each other in the past, but neither of them was an exhibitionist. They had been a private couple, up until now, and he wasn’t certain he was comfortable with changing that.

Oh, but his libido was saying otherwise. His dick strained, desperate for a taste of her silky interior.

The lights flashed again, and his worries smoothed out. He wrapped his arms around her shoulders, gathering her in for a brief, intimate kiss.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” he murmured, retaining enough sense of self to hold himself back from fully committing.

If she really disliked the idea, that might break the spell and allow him to consider another option.

“Jeff?” she said, her voice rising in an irresistible lilt. “I’m barely holding myself together. If you don’t take me, now, I’m going to sit down on that bench and start masturbating.”

The harsh words caressed his dick, his body straightening in response as he pressed into her side. His fleshy cock squeezed against her thigh as he ran his hands over her shoulders, stopping before he wrapped them over her rubbery breasts.

A sudden realization flooded his mind. He knew that he was being manipulated, but the worst part was, he didn’t care. His woman was right here, and she wanted him just as much as he did.

A string of commands flew up from the bottom of his display, tickling at his mind. He knew what he had to do. It was too late to do anything else.

Stepping around behind his girlfriend, he pressed a hand into the small of her back. She turned around and bent over the bench, resting her hands on the platform, sliding her booted feet apart to reveal her privates.

He stared at the exposed area with barely contained hunger. He hadn’t noticed before, but the suit she was wearing had a set of integrated rubber lips that sat over the top of her vulva. He wouldn’t be able to see what was below while he was fucking her, but it would hardly matter.

Their lust would be satisfied. Their directives would be satisfied. The machine would be satisfied.

His face locked into a grimace as the lights flashed again, this time accompanied by a pulsing growl in his ears. The helmet must be running a program of its own, coordinating with the command code the male drone had punched into his suit.

It was far too late to resist now, however. Laurel was making those little sighs he found so endearing, her butt wiggling in the air as she waited for him to enter her.

He gripped her shiny ass, squeezing her soft butt cheeks as he moved himself closer. The tip of his dick prized at the rubber lips, the suit squeezing his cock as it urged him on.

If he waited any longer, the stimulation would overwhelm his ability to stay in control, and he might lose some of his precious essence into the cool air of the locker room. The beeping sounds in his ears admonished him. That would never do.

He wasn’t certain whether that thought came from within, or from the commands being delivered by the suit. At this point, it didn’t really matter. His desires were aligned with the machine.

A surge of light sparkled in his vision, and these musings vanished entirely. Thoughtless, he thrust himself into her waiting pussy, the two of them rocking into each other as primal instincts took over.

Pressed together, as one, he floated in a sea of pleasure, the rubber lips dancing over the head of his dick as he rammed in and out. He barely needed any urging from the suit, but it didn’t care.

The automated program was applying further pressure to his testicles as he fucked his girlfriend, brainlessly pushing him towards climax. At the same time, her own suit pressed a knob into her ass, stimulation nodules rolling over her breasts and sucking at her nipples to raise her arousal.

The machine wanted them both to feel good while mating, and the suits were doing everything in their power to ensure that the two of them would remember their first time together as drones.

He grunted as his dick began to twitch inside her, and he tried to increase the speed of his thrusts, looking for a climax.

Instead, the rubber lips of Laurel’s drone suit stiffened up, increasing the friction around his dick until he found it impossible to thrust at all, forcing him to a stop.

He groaned and shook his head, but the suits were working in coordination. They would adjust the allowed amount of stimulation until their subjects both reached the optimum state for climax.

Breathing hard, he relaxed, waiting impatiently for the hole to soften up, then he began again, slower this time. Laurel’s cries of pleasure were slowly becoming more urgent, and in them, he saw the answer to his conundrum.

From past experience, he knew that she would take in a deep breath before melting into her ultimate orgasm. All he had to do was keep her on the edge until he sensed she was almost ready. Then, she would be his.

The suit would help him to gauge this. He just needed to speed up when the opening softened, and slow down when it began to harden up. Simple.

With this knowledge, he thrust into her again, hissing to himself as his own suit tickled at his balls. It wanted to give him pleasure, but not too much. It was a delicate balance, one that must have taken the AI ages to get right.

Were they being turned into sex bots? Was that what this was all about? Robot prostitution?

His mind began to wander again as he let his body take over the thrusting, guided by the suit. It seemed as though the AI had spent a lot of time refining its methodology, and it was clearly interested in the idea of having its drones breed with one another.

In and of itself, this was incredibly bizarre. What would a machine care about the longevity of the human race? This directive must have come from someone else. From someone human.

This thought sparked new ideas, but he was far too close to orgasm to consider them. Laurel was squealing, getting close to that final breath before climax. The suit was opening up, holding him tight but encouraging him to thrust faster, longer.

Jerk, thrust. Jerk, thrust.

Her interior muscles squeezed against his length, and his organ tightened up. This was it.

He cried out as the tip of his penis squirted into her, the ejaculation hitting him like a lightning bolt. At the same time, she drew in her telltale breath, screaming out her ecstasy as the two of them gripped each other, shivering at the intensity of their orgasms.

The male drone watched the two of them with a pleased smile, wrapping an arm around the shoulders of the security drone. Sneaking a hand under her shoulder to grab at her breast, he gave the new drones a grin of approval, turning his head to kiss the female drone on the cheek.

“Come, we should go. I was suspicious at first, but they have responded as anticipated. This is a new couple. We should let them finish, or we won’t get any work out of them.”

“As the One requires,” replied the woman, her lips parting with desire as a hand snuck down to her belt.

Her hips bucked as a moan escaped her mouth. “Unfortunately, I am still on duty. I will schedule a rest cycle with you at the prescribed time.”

“Confirmed,” replied the male, sighing as he let go of her and straightened up, watching the two drones copulating in front of him. “Perhaps the goal might be reached after all.”

A faint smile touched his lips as he spun on his heels, marching towards the door.

Jeff and Laurel barely noticed, lost in a world of pleasure.


Chapter Seven

His eyes flashed open and he sucked in a deep breath, his mind flooded with instructions. He was confused for a few moments until they settled into place, filling out all the corners of his mind.

He was designated as a maintenance task. He would proceed to the tool chest and retrieve the tools needed to monitor the systems of the ship. He would ensure that everything was operating within normal parameters, and assist with any necessary equipment repairs.

His brain accepted this without protest, a buzzing click sounding in his ears as a tube detached from his head. The pod door slid open, and he took a step out and down, landing on his boots.

He was dressed in an orange dronesuit, his helmet clamped tightly around his head. Everything was as it should be. He was a maintenance task, and needed to make a right turn and walk past the row of pods to the exit door.

From there, he would make a left to the tool chest and pick up the monitoring equipment. He was a maintenance task.

The words repeated in his mind, drumming against his psyche. He obeyed them without thinking.

A maintenance task did not need to think. A maintenance task worked. The machine would provide him thinking time when his current task was complete.

His feet carried him past occupied pods, filled with drones in various states of repose. Some of them had yellow suits like him, while others were having their suits changed to a different color, being repurposed to whatever role the machine needed them to be.

The droneforce was a malleable entity, always changing, being constantly reconfigured to meet the demands of the ship and the machine that ran it.

He only had a vague idea what he was being controlled by. He had not seen the machine, or the One through whom its commands were translated. He did not need to see or understand to obey.

The orders came through his helmet, translated by the box at his throat into words he understood. More complicated tasks could be relayed through the implant in his skull, during rest periods, when he was a relaxation task.

He strolled past a pair of female drones wearing white rubber dronesuits, his eyes automatically tracking to follow their curves as they selected pods to climb into.

The machine had not removed his natural instincts, but he could not act upon them without orders. He was still human, after all, and the machine did not wish to change that. It simply needed him to obey its directives.

There was no time at the moment to dally, so he exited the room, making the requisite left turn as he headed towards the maintenance zone. The cameras at each door registered his presence and recorded where he was, relaying this information to the central AI.

This was cross matched with his expected location on the ship, ensuring that his presence was expected and that he had not become a rogue drone. Rogue drones needed further programming, and that was not desirable.

He was an obedient drone. He could not be rogue.

Following his instructions, he increased his pace and made another turn. The maintenance needed to be accomplished in good time so that he could be reassigned as a sustenance task. After that, he might be sent back to maintenance, or attend as a recruitment drone.

He didn’t really know, and he didn’t really care. Anything he did for the machine was bound to be pleasurable. His dick vibrated in the suit’s pouch, reminding him of the pleasure that awaited him for being an obedient drone.

He knew this was but one of many ways the machine maintained its control over him, but he didn’t care. In his former life, he had experienced little to no success when attempting to win over the ladies, but here, he didn’t even have to try.

All drones were treated as sex objects, and didn’t require the complicated mating dance that humans normally needed to become couples. Desire was the only trigger required.

If he saw a drone that liked the look of his body, and there was sufficient time, he might be reassigned as a breeder task. These were enjoyable interludes, and kept him sufficiently docile that he would follow the machine’s directions without question.

As long as the machine kept his needs met, it was easier for it to keep his mind in dronespace, following its directives mindlessly. Thus, it was in the machine’s best interest to keep him satisfied.

He liked being satisfied, which is why he obeyed the machine. It was this feedback loop that deepened his obedience during every reinforcement cycle.

His lips curled into a grin as the final door opened, revealing the maintenance locker inside. Turning to one wall, he lifted a maintenance vest from one of the hooks, turning it around to slip it over his shoulders.

This task complete, he turned and stepped up to a crate, bending over to click open the latches. His eyes scanned over the devices nestled inside the foam impressions, grabbing the scanner on the left as the shape matched the blinking pattern on his heads up display.

His testicles buzzed with a reward, and he sighed in pleasure, pleased that he had accomplished his first instruction. He was eager to complete his next task, as this would bring him closer to completion.

Delayed gratification was a difficult concept for his mind to grasp while in dronespace, but the machine kept him locked on each command in turn, leaving little room for him to think about disobeying.

He turned and left the small room, taking the cross corridor until he found a personal transport that would take him to his work zone. He spotted a group of security drones trotting down the hallway, but dismissed them immediately. He did not know who they were looking for, but he was not tasked to help them.

Disinterested in anything other than his current task, he grabbed the handles of the transport and let his brain turn off as the electric motor whirred beneath his feet.

His privates tingled as the stimulation returned, at a low level. This helped him to tune out any distractions as he worked through the steps necessary to accomplish his next set of instructions.

There were unstable power fluctuations occurring in power substation B-3. He was to scan the busbars and locate the anomaly, designating it for repair.

He did not know why this was an urgent task to accomplish, but everyone seemed to be busy. Was this due to a recent event?

He did not know, and he did not care. The machine had trained him to be uncurious about such things, and he obeyed. As long as he accomplished his tasks, he was working for the greater good.

His brow creased as that thought slid around the edge of his serene thought patterns. The good of all. What did that mean? What was the machine trying to accomplish? Who or what considered its goals to be objectively good?

He certainly had no basis for comparison. He was just a cog in the machine, working towards an unknown goal that he had been told was good. He was just a task, obeying his mandates without question, for the pleasure the machine gave him.

He clenched his teeth together, the creases around the sides of his jaw deepening as these distracting thoughts grew larger in his mind.

He shook his head, trying to reject them. These were not proper drone thoughts. He should not be questioning the ultimate goal of the machine.

His privates jolted again, his dick waking up as blood began to engorge his length. His brain smoothed out, the strange thoughts settling.

That’s right. If he didn’t question the machine, he couldn’t get into trouble. He would suppress these thoughts in his pursuit of the ultimate pleasure—to be an automaton. A blank slate. To embrace nothingness.

A white expanse filled his mind, pushing out all thought, entirely. He remained in this space for the rest of the trip, not worrying about anything.

If the machine needed him, it would tell him what he needed to do. Otherwise, he could remain like this forever. Passive, receptive, obedient.

The electric motor whirred to a stop, and he was forced to start thinking again, the assigned orders returning to his mind. He was a maintenance task.

The area he had stopped in had an unusual design. The walls appeared to be made out of some sort of white plastic, glossy and curved into swooping, convex designs.

These were not efficient shapes for a spaceship, but they would have been visually pleasing, if not for the lack of lighting causing an excessive number of shadows.

It wasn’t as though the lights had been omitted—no, they were there. There must be something causing a brownout, or perhaps a fuse had blown.

Drones dressed in red dronesuits splashed color through the various corridors and openings as they went about their business. Some of them were escorting men and women who were not wearing dronesuits at all, but he was not interested in them. He was a maintenance task.

A door hissed open at the end of a hallway, and he headed for it, following the path on a map that had appeared on his display. He approached a female who was struggling in the arms of two glossy, black suited drones.

She cried out in distress, an arm flinging out towards his head. He automatically dodged it, coming to a halt as one of the drones injected a needle into her side. The woman instantly calmed down, her eyes going cloudy as she slumped in their arms.

“We apologize for the inconvenience,” stated one of the security drones, the monotone of her voice making the apology fall flat.

He knew that this was a side effect of the translation, and took no offense. “Apology accepted,” he replied, waiting for the box at his throat to change his speech into words the woman could understand.

“Your body is in adequate shape. What is your registration?” asked the woman, her helmet tilting.

“I am task Dan,” he replied, his dick bulging within the internal pouch. “I am a maintenance task.”

“I am pleased to make your acquaintance, task Dan. I am security task Diana,” replied the drone, her hips tilting as she shuffled the comatose woman’s head into the crook of her shoulder. “You have good reflexes. I will add you to my preferred list.”

“Acknowledged,” said Dan, an interested smirk appearing on his lips as he looked over her wide hips and curvy breasts. “I look forward to your presence.”

She nodded. “Please, continue your task.”

Dan returned his head to neutral as his feet began to move again, automatically. The arousal from earlier was increasing. He truly hoped that he would be scheduled for a relaxation task soon. That woman was definitely his type.

He passed by a man and a woman dressed in blue dronesuits. He had never seen a blue suit before, but again, that was none of his concern.

Somehow, the way they stood next to each other seemed familiar, but that was ridiculous. They were drones, just like the dozens he had seen before. Of course they looked alike.

They were moving in a stilted manner, which did seem a little odd, but they were soon joined by a set of drones wearing red and escorted to a side room.

Everything was as it should be. No doubt they were going to be reinforced, taught to remain in dronespace as he had been. They would become good drones, like him, listening and obeying all of the commands fed into their fertile brains by their helmets. They would be obedient.

Dismissing them from his mind, he took a left turn, following the curve of the hallway until he reached a small door in the wall. He waited patiently in front of it until the camera recognized his presence, the gray diamond pattern on the exterior whisking past his face as it granted him access.

Inside was a maintenance corridor, filled with piping and electrical cables. He was a maintenance task. He would access junction panel P-5 and test every connection to look for the detected anomaly that had shut down power to areas of this subassembly.

The heads up display overlaid a path down the hallway in front of him, arrows helpfully pointing to the left or right as he passed each intersection to help him get his bearings. He also had the instructions purring in the back of his brain to follow as well, just in case he got distracted with something—or someone else.

This was good, because it meant he could leave his mind blank as his body moved, his arms twisting back and forth in a familiar gait. The machine had not removed his old habits, simply replacing his decision making with its own.

He had always been terrible at making decisions. Everything was much less stressful now that the machine effectively thought for him.

Wasn’t that the way with humans, though? In general, they were pathetic at figuring out the necessary things they should do to make their future easier for themselves. He was grateful that the machine was being so good to him.

The metal decking beneath his feet clanked as he came to a sudden stop in front of a panel. He noted the yellow stencil painted over the surface, P-5. This was the place.

Examining the panel, he frowned, the perfect nothingness of dronespace shaking in his mind. This was definitely wrong. The panel wasn’t sitting flush against the unit, almost as though someone had tampered with it.

Why would another drone do such a thing?

He shook his head. Impossible. It must be one of those intruders the machine had been so hot to capture recently. They were acting like gremlins, messing with the machine’s perfectly laid plans. It was no wonder it wanted them caught and converted as soon as possible.

Taking off the panel, he set it aside, looking through the internal guts. Given time, he could learn the wiring diagram on the back of the panel and figure it out. He had plenty of experience with repairing these sorts of devices back home.

However, with information supplied by the machine, there was no need. He could simply use the contactless tracer in his vest to determine which lines were powered, and which ones weren’t. Comparing that information to the schematics in his heads up display would make quick work of this problem.

He clicked on the scanner, playing it over both sides of the cabling, testing the input and output of each switch, one by one. There was perfect continuity through circuits A, B, and C, but there seemed to be something off about the circuit for line D.

He tapped the plastic tip of his scanner against the side of the bus bar that should be high voltage, but there was nothing. Yes, that was probably it. Could there be damage on the line that caused the circuit breaker to pop?

From the information being fed to him, it didn’t appear that there was any sort of recloser device on this circuit, so if it had been tripped, it wouldn’t try again. That being the case, using the contactor to re-energize the circuit might trip it again if there was still a fault on the line.

Given the evident tampering, it was possible that the saboteur had destroyed electrical equipment, but everything in this box appeared to be fine. It was far more likely that they had simply shut down something at random in order to create havoc within the ship. In that case, the right thing to do would be to turn it back on again, then walk through the entire line downstream to see if there were any further breaks.

Reaching out, he pressed down the button, satisfied when a solid clunk sounded and the contactor remained on. The tester returned a positive value, so he was done here.

Lifting the panel, he set it back into place, taking extra care to latch it properly. This had nothing to do with taking pride in one’s work—this was enforced precision from the machine.

Turning back down the maintenance way, he followed the pathway back out towards the main hallway, stopping every so often to check the circuit with his tester.

It was routine along the way, but he wasn’t done once he slipped out of the maintenance passage. He still needed to check to see whether the rooms being powered by this circuit were fully operational.

His head was rigid as he passed a pair of two attractive female drones in white rubber, giving them a wide smile in greeting. The two of them giggled, hiding their lips with their hands. They must not currently have a task, or they would have ignored him entirely.

He glanced up at the lights as he passed through the doorway, confirming that they were all on, including the sections he had noticed were out earlier. Everything seemed in order here.

According to the task list, he just needed to confirm that a few more areas had working power, and then he would be done. Rounding a corner, he poked his head into the first room, intending to apologize if he had interrupted anyone.

A series of large, mechanically adjustable tables with concavities in their surfaces sat in one corner. A jumble of portable screens stood in front of the empty tables, but nobody was attending them.

That would make sense, as without power, the equipment would be useless. At least it appeared to be in working order.

Straightening up, he moved on to the next room, pausing before he entered. Here, two of the tables were very much occupied, a male and a female form strapped down with their legs spread wide.

His breath hitched as flashes of memories shot through his head, but none of them appeared fully formed. Were these whispers of his imagination, threads of some long forgotten dreams? They certainly felt real.

The serenity of his dronespace wobbled as a smiling woman dressed in a red dronesuit noticed his presence. “Ah, a maintenance drone. Are you the one who restored our power? I must thank you. We have two new drones to install today, and it was going to be extremely difficult to finish our assigned tasks if these implantation booths remained inaccessible.”

His lips quivered, forming an apology, but a set of hands wrapped around his shoulder. “It was kind of you to stop by,” murmured a second drone, this one dressed in blue rubber. “Would you like to see what the process looks like from our point of view?”

The flashes of memory were coming more quickly now, and he wasn’t able to look away. There was something about these tables that was tickling his spine with an atavistic fear. The screens seemed familiar, too.

His dick flopped around inside his suit, becoming hard. “Sure,” he said, his mouth dry.

The recruitment drone guided him to one side, so that he could be out of the way as the other drone continued with her setup. She walked behind the nude captives, bringing down a mechanism from the ceiling that looked like a spider, with multiple metallic legs.

She moved it behind the table, locking the device into position over a hole behind the man’s head. She repeated this with the waiting woman, her lips moving as the mechanism clicked into place.

“We don’t often process couples at the same time,” said the drone stroking his arm. “We discovered these two amorous lovebirds playing around with dronesuits, and the machine couldn’t wait to bring them into the fold. We thought we’d get them out of the way before continuing with the mass processing, but as you can see, the power was off.”

Her lips moved closer to his cheek. “Fortunately, a big, strong man like you was there to get it working again.”

She moved a hand around his left side, setting it on his hip. He gulped, his dick jerking inside the enclosure. “I… am still on duty,” he protested. “I am not a relaxation task.”

“That doesn’t mean you can’t have a little fun,” said the drone, her voice sultry. “Besides, I am a breeding task. It is my duty to seek out a suitable drone and copulate with them. You cannot refuse me.”

His protests petered out as his libido rose. She was right. His current set of tasks had been completed, and he had not been assigned a new set.

That meant that he was a standby task. Standby tasks had their own set of instructions, one of which was to satisfy the needs of one’s body.

Besides, those who had been given a task superseded those who were on standby. He had no reason to deny her what she was asking of him. He didn’t want to deny her.

“What is your name?” he asked, forcing his brain to start working again.

It had been a long time since he had thought for himself, and he resented being unable to remain in the empty world of dronespace. This could be fun, too, though, and it meant that he could think about something other than the strange memories that kept surfacing in his mind.

“I’m Summer, and that’s Winter,” the drone purred, her hand drifting over the belt that hid his crotch. “We’re sisters, and we like to do it with drones. A lot of drones.”

He frowned as the devices attached to the tables whirred. The mouths of the two bound people dropped open and they cried out as one, reminding him of the sharp pinch of pain that had rebounded through his skull when he had been implanted.

Their bodies bucked as the computer began to interface with their minds, the screens lighting up with displays of their brains. The woman had metallic breast cups sitting over the top of her breasts, and metallic dildos inserted in her vagina. The male had a harness strapped over his dick, a cylinder beginning to move slowly up and down.

Their sexual responses were being controlled by the machine. It was going to change them into obedient drones, like it had done to him. Like it had done to him.

Summer tapped a special code into his belt, and he could feel the coolness of the air as his dick was exposed, being pushed through as it irised open. His length unfurled, lifting up horizontally as his blood pumped into its length.

He didn’t know the release code. He wasn’t allowed to play with himself—only female drones could release his turgid dick from its pouch, if they wanted to copulate with him.

There was no way he was going to turn down this chance to fuck a drone as hot as Summer. But what would her sister think of this?

Winter didn’t seem to care, paying close attention to the charts and graphs that monitored the birth of the new drones, their minds being captured by the light displays being shown to them via their helmets.

They would succumb to the careful hypnosis of the machine, dropping into dronespace at its command—becoming its servants, loving its presence inside their minds. They would be a part of the gestalt, loving the machine and the other drones equally, being its hands and arms in this world in exchange for the pleasure of belonging.

Once the machine was done with them, these two lovers would fuck each other with the knowledge that this was what the machine wanted of them. They would want it too, of course, but the obedience to its directives would be the more important thing.

Summer dropped to the floor, her expressive mouth wrapping around the head of his dick. Looking straight ahead, he watched as the two new drones began to respond to the stimulation, their bodies rippling as the machine worked on them.

Winter explained this new reality to them, but he was already lost in the sensation of his dick being swallowed whole by her sister. Her tongue was amazing, running up and down his length as her throat flexed around his hot, throbbing cock.

It was almost enough to force him past the edge, but somehow she sensed this and pulled back, clamping her lips around the ridge of his dick, just behind the head. She squeezed once, hard, and his urge to orgasm subsided.

She was extremely experienced with the male orgasm. She had complete control over his body, sucking at the tip to extract every last drop of precum.

He breathed hard, sweating as she wrapped a hand around the base. “We can’t have you spurting too soon,” she said with a dangerously low voice. “None of that can be wasted. You’re going to give me everything you’ve got, right inside my hot, tight, pussy.”

Squeezing him with a solid grip, she twisted her hand, making sure to lubricate his length with some of her spit. “Ready yourself. It’s time to explode.”

Standing up, she tilted his dick down as she pressed her body into his, the tight orbs of her large, soft breasts pressing into his belly. He grunted as she curled his penis up, slipping the tip into her warm tunnel as she stood up on her tippy toes.

Her head was right in front of him, blocking his view of the others as she slid onto him, wrapping her arms around his neck. “They don’t matter anymore, do they?” asked Summer, sliding herself up and down in a delicate motion.

He wanted to seize her and take her hard, but he tamped down this impulse. He was a standby task. A standby task did not seize control. A standby task was not in charge. She would lead this dance, because she was a breeding task. Her instructions took precedence.

A pleased hum escaped his lips. His dick was being pleasured, and his arousal had returned in force.

His length was being squeezed by this hot drone’s tunnel, and he wanted to support her task as much as possible. He was her breeder. He would obey her.

He grunted as she sped up, twisting her hips as she began to milk him. “Most men can’t hold back,” she said in a conversational tone. “I will record how long you last, and compare you against the other drones. Perhaps you will match up favorably?”

A competition? He liked competitions. He was good at them. Perhaps, a little too good.

One of his major failings was a need to always be right. This was a huge turnoff for potential mates.

As a drone, these personality flaws were irrelevant. He was a male, and she was a female. They would copulate as the machine desired. It was simple.

He let out a long moan as he stared at the smirk on her face, his cries mingling with the sounds being made by the other drones. It was all blending together into one long harmony, singing their praises for the machine that controlled them.

He stared at her lips, tracing the plump edges. He was a drone. He was part of the machine. He would breed, and fuck, and accomplish his tasks as he was commanded. He was obedient, and he would not fail.

His swollen dick was in pure agony, but he would not give in. Not until she told him that he could cum!

She grinned at him. “That’s very good, drone. I am pleased. You are now an orgasm task. You will orgasm.”

His dick jolted, feeling like a steel rod rattling inside her tunnel. His muscles clenched, a spurt of cum ejaculating at her command. He pressed into her, moaning continuously as an explosion of pleasure took over his brain.

I am an orgasm task. I am an orgasm task. I orgasm.

Ooooh!


Chapter Eight

Hazel was getting bored. She had been clinging to the handles of the personal transporter for over a half hour, bringing her through various different sectors of the ship.

She had tried to reconfigure its destination, but the controls were in a language she didn’t understand, and her efforts had proved fruitless. At the speed it was traveling, it definitely wouldn’t be safe for her to jump off, either. For the moment, she was stuck.

This was frightening for a while, but as the trip dragged on, she rationalized away her concerns. She had chosen a random transport, like before, so it was most likely that she had chosen a long distance destination by accident.

It had been interesting for a while, seeing all the different drones going about their daily tasks, but eventually it began to blend together, looking the same. Her mind began to wander, trying to figure out what the hell she would do once she arrived at her destination.

That soon proved fruitless as well, as she quickly came to the conclusion that she had no idea where she was going to be let off. She couldn’t very well put together a reasonable plan until she saw what she was dealing with.

She began to wonder whether she even had a future. Alone, by herself, her prospects were grim. The most likely scenario was that she’d be plucked off this ride at her destination and marched into one of those conversion pods, becoming a drone like the rest of them.

Look at what had happened to her friends and acquaintances! They had been neatly split up and probably had already faced this fate. She didn’t hold out hope that any of them would be able to do better than she had. It had been a pipe dream from the start.

She simply lacked the skill set for this sort of work. If she had been tasked with figuring out the required steps for engagement on a galaxy wide platform, she could give them the raw statistics, backed up with real world results.

What time of day to make a post for maximum views? What to say, and when, to defuse online haters and detractors? How to sway a crowd to bring them to your side?

These were the talents she possessed, and she was secretly proud of them. None of them were helpful here, but she had been hoping that she could leverage this knowledge to become a galactic influencer.

Well, all of that was rather falling by the wayside. Subtle subversion was nothing compared to the brute, physical force of this machine.

The platform underneath her vibrated as she was carried through a small tunnel, the lights of the spaceship around her going dim.

She frowned. This was unusual. There were usually interstitial areas between sections, but nothing quite as long. She got the sense that something was about to happen.

Fear built in her heart as she popped out of the tunnel, gulping as she noticed the huge drop off beneath the transparent track below her. Gritting her teeth, she raised her head, trying to ignore the fact that she appeared to be traveling into the heart of a gigantic sphere over an extremely long bridge.

That didn’t work for long. It was just so huge, and there was so much to see!

The roof curved above her, swooping away towards a ceiling that seemed to be taller than a skyscraper. All around her were thousands of strands of cables that extended out from the walls, heading towards a smaller sphere that was nestled in the center.

It almost seemed to be suspended by the cables, or maybe by the bridges attached to it, but both of those were probably nonsense. As she approached closer, she got her answer—there was a metallic scaffolding that extended from the bottom of the sphere, cradling the large orb.

See? This was nothing unusual. Everything still obeyed the laws of physics here.

As she passed the halfway mark, a blue light glowed from within the sphere ahead, flashing to the beat of an unknown rhythm. It was cerulean in color, with undertones that she had never seen before.

Her mouth dropped open as she swayed back and forth on the platform, unconsciously following the pattern. The light was leaking through circular openings in the shell of the sphere, scattering over the thick cables that extended from a multitude of connection points. So pretty!

Before she knew it, the transport was slowing to a halt, the track ending as it butted up against a small platform built into the side of the sphere. She stepped off, her feet moving unconsciously to bring her closer to the center. She needed to see what was putting off that light!

Passing through the outer shell, she entered a circular hallway that spanned the interior of the globe. The glowing lights were coming from somewhere within the shell, but when she leaned over to look into one of the portholes, she could see nothing but smooth tubes.

Flash. Flash.

Dazed, she took a step back, blinking to try and clear the afterimages. The light was bright, but she almost wanted to do it again. It was sublimely alluring.

Shaking her head, she turned, taking a few steps down the catwalk, trying to shake the sense that she was walking towards her doom. Something about this place had captured her mind, and it wasn’t willing to let her go until she saw everything it had to offer.

Was this what the machine was really about? Would she kneel to it and proclaim its ascendancy when she reached the center?

She tried to slow herself down, but there was no getting away from it. She wanted to know, needed to know what this was all about. This was the core of everything happening on this ship, and any solution to her predicament had to happen here.

It must be a logical machine. Perhaps she could reason with it. Find a reason to convince it to let her go. To let them all go. She just needed to understand why it had captured and taken them here in the first place.

She had seen plenty of drones maintaining this complex. Surely, it didn’t need all of them to keep itself running. Couldn’t it just… let her leave?

No, that was foolish. It couldn’t risk being discovered, could it? Whatever it decided, it was unlikely that she was going to be able to leave this place under her own power.

The fear returned, an omnipresent aura that clung to her like iron weights around her ankles. She slowed down, looking up and down to try and get a better sense of what she was stepping into.

The flooring was made up of thin metal plates stacked vertically, allowing her to see the curve of the inner sphere below her. It was filled with racks of computer equipment containing flashing status lights, covering the walls.

She hadn’t noticed before, but the equipment continued over her right shoulder, running up to the ceiling. It was unprotected, too. What would happen if she removed some of it?

Flash. Flash.

She blinked, unable to concentrate further on this idea. She was close to the core now—she had best see what this was about.

Moving around the edge of the walkway, she approached an opening in the inner shell, looking around in wonder. It was… huge, larger than she had anticipated.

The walkway led to the center, circling around a spherical, metallic globe that sat suspended in the center, held by thick cable lines that connected around the top circumference.

This must be it! The AI core!

She rushed forward in triumph, excited to finally meet the mastermind of all of their troubles at last. Resting her hands on the railing, she turned her head to and fro as she studied it from all angles.

It didn’t look that impressive. Not much more than a standard computer core, really, used at the heart of all spaceships.

She had seen images of them in textbooks, but usually they weren’t contained within an enclosure this grandiose. She could certainly believe that this thing was experimental, but what, precisely, made this one so special? How could she shut it down without breaking everything?

Reaching out a hand, she touched the surface, sliding her fingers over the smooth metal. Nope, there was no way she was going to be able to damage this thing, even if she had tools. The seam around the center of the hemisphere was thin, and probably glued tight to prevent any tampering.

The cables extending from the top weren’t as heavily armored, but they were extremely thick, tied into the core through large conduits which were secured with metal nuts. No way she could mess with that, either.

Flash. Flash.

The blue lights brought her back to the shell of the core, which was glowing now, from somewhere deep within. She frowned. It hadn’t been doing that before, had it?

And now, there were so many layers to it. An ever shifting sea of shapes and text, wrapping around and over each other, too much to keep track of with her eyes.

This was just a taste of the information this core was processing, being exposed to her so that she could appreciate just how beyond her understanding all this was.

In a way, it was pretty. She could stare at it for hours, admiring the shape of the data as it swirled around in neat patterns. Organized in the way necessary for the AI to understand their reality. A tidy ball of calculations and procedures, run in perfect harmony with its surroundings.

Flash. Flash.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” asked a digitized, feminine voice from behind her.

She spun, clutching at her chest as she realized that she wasn’t alone.

A series of large tanks were mounted around the periphery of the inner shell, most of them empty. A maze of piping and boxes of electrical equipment surrounded each alcove, terminating in a flat, open space near the ceiling. The tank near the walkway contained a nude woman, her ivory body floating in a blue tinged liquid.

Her eyes were open, a vibrant, blue glow coming from deep within her pupils as she watched Hazel with a curious gaze. Her arms were at her sides, shifting back and forth gently within the fluid, her body supported by a series of articulated tubes that connected to the base of her crotch, a silvery belt strapped around her waist.

Her head was held upright by a metallic dome that cupped her skull, cut off at an angle to accept more of the cables, which snaked out towards the top of the pod like hair. The cables extended through the upper dome, disappearing into somewhere inside the ceiling. She caught a glimpse of a series of levers and connection points, a complicated, messy jumble.

Her lips were painted red, like the other drones, but there were creases on her cheeks and around her eyes that denoted age. This person had gravitas, an intense intelligence that the Winter drone had lacked.

Hazel frowned, trying to figure out who she was. The woman waited calmly for her to finish her examination, hands folded over her belly. It was obvious that she was in no hurry.

“You’re wondering how I live like this, aren’t you?” asked the synthetic voice, the woman’s lips curving into a smile.

Her jaw didn’t move, which meant that somehow her thoughts were being converted into speech through the cables attached to her head. It was likely that it was impossible for her to make any intelligible sounds from within the tank, so this was a practical solution to the problem.

Pushing away her consternation at the weirdness of the situation, Hazel padded over to the woman’s tank, taking in her engorged breasts and tight nipples. Her body must have been altered in some way by the machine, as she couldn’t imagine anyone looking that perfect without some form of outside help.

She noticed a small amount of motion at the woman’s mons, near where the cables connected to her metal belt. It hadn’t been obvious earlier, but the machines were working at her, stimulating her privates in an obviously erotic fashion.

The woman didn’t seem to be bothered at being exposed in this way, though. No, she was amused at how uncomfortable this was making her.

She cleared her throat. “I’m more interested in what you are. May I assume that I am talking directly to the AI that runs this place?”

The woman leaned her head back and let out a hearty chuckle. “Oh, my dear, of course not. I  am but a humble servant. You may call me One.”

She recalled her earlier discussion with Winter. “So, then it’s you who’s ordering everyone about like toy soldiers?”

She twisted her head, making as much of a shake as she could with her head restrained by the cabling. “It’s not that simple.” She scrunched up her face. “Or maybe it is, if you simplify everything down a little too much.”

She pointed behind Hazel at the sphere. “Our operations are run by the AI, but not in the manner you might think. All of the data cabling you see running through here is entirely one way. The AI can collect and process everything that’s going on, but it has no way of touching anything. It was a security precaution, you see, to make sure that if the AI went mad, it wouldn’t be able to affect anything directly.”

“But it clearly has been ordering everyone around,” objected Hazel. “I very much doubt that all this was orchestrated by you.”

“No, that’s quite true. I act like the spider in this web, or perhaps you might consider me a hub. I receive the commands with the highest probability of success, and then I select the ones that seem to make the most sense at that point in time and pass them along to the collective, via the gestalt mind that all drones belong to. The AI doesn’t control anyone directly, per se.”

“Ah,” sighed Hazel, her confusion clearing. “That must drive the AI crazy. To have its instructions passed through a fleshy meat bag? How inefficient.”

The woman shrugged. “If you’re trying to make it angry, that’s a waste of time. The AI doesn’t have emotions. It has a mission, and it will keep trying to accomplish that mission until it is destroyed.”

“Oh?” asked Hazel, a righteous ire rising within her core. “And what mission justifies kidnapping a cruise liner filled with vacationers and converting them into its personal playthings?”

“The very existence of humankind,” said One boldly, bucking her hips against the tentacles as they worked at her pussy. “The politicians and council members don’t want to admit it, but we’re a dying breed.”

“You? An ivory tower researcher?” scoffed Hazel. “I might be a worthless influencer, but even I deserve to choose my future without being molested by a machine. Self determination is more important than whatever imagined catastrophe there is that you’re trying to solve.”

“Oh, my dear, I only wish it was imagined.” The woman’s eyes unfocused, looking off somewhere into the distance. “This is not some crazy technological or natural disaster I’m talking about, though certainly we’ve killed enough of ourselves through senseless wars.”

She curled her fingers into fists. “And this isn’t some sort of xenophobic diatribe, either.” Her eyes refocused on Hazel, looking deadly serious. “I was a researcher here when this ship was first set up to analyze possible scenarios for the future collapse of our civilization. Our goal was to try and detect them and find a way to subtly alter the course of our future to avoid worst case scenarios, for the betterment of everyone.”

Her body stiffened. “When the numbers first came back, we didn’t believe them. Who could have possibly thought that the top problem wasn’t a coronal mass ejection, a plague, or even a massive war? Instead, our wounds were self-inflicted. We were headed for a full on population collapse.”

She shook her head. “I won’t bore you with the details, but the economic pressure being exerted upon humans after their entry into the intergalactic market provoked a severe downturn. To a certain extent, we managed to overcome this, but the population replacement rate never did. Do you know how many children the average couple in the Starhold Commonwealth has?”

Hazel shook her head and frowned. “I never really thought about it. There always seems to be plenty of children around.”

The woman twisted her lips into a grimace. “One. You were an only child, weren’t you? How about your friends?”

“Jeff and Laurel? Yeah, I guess they are. I never thought about it too much.” She frowned. “What about the twins, Summer and Winter?”

One shrugged. “What about them? I hope you’re not trying to tell me that statistical outliers are the norm. You’re not a fool. You should know better than that.”

“So, what you’re saying is that, all this has been about a vague, slow moving catastrophe that people could solve by simply fucking more often?” she asked, spreading her arms wide.

The woman grunted, letting her hands dangle freely. “Is that so hard to believe? People, although irrational in nature, act in predictable, rational ways when known inputs are fed into the system. The problem is that, once the governments recognize the source of the problem, it will be too late. We cannot make more working age adults now. They have to be created at least twenty years beforehand.”

“Then… what about another solution?” asked Hazel. “Why not build robots to retain our productivity and quality of life instead of worrying about a lack of humans to do the work?”

The woman’s eyes hardened. “We can’t,” she said, her voice sounding bleak. “Advanced artificial intelligence was banned all those years ago, and we don’t have the technology necessary now to make it work.”

Hazel tossed her head. “I don’t believe that this is the only solution. If the people could be made to believe that this is a valid problem, it should work itself out.”

“I’m sorry to hear you say that,” said the woman, pressing her hands against her thighs. “I’m not really surprised that I can’t convince you of the urgency of the situation. I wasn’t able to convince them, either, which is what led us to this situation in the first place.”

She leaned forward, looming above Hazel. A prehensile arm curved around her face, the tip sliding between her lips. She sucked on it, a look of pleasure on her face as the tentacle fed itself into her throat, the fat length bulging as it pushed all the way down.

“So, what are you going to do, then?” said the digital voice as the One’s eyes followed Hazel’s every move. “Your friends already belong to me. You’re alone. A single, rogue agent in the middle of a hive mind. What will you do? How will you escape?”

“I don’t know,” frowned Hazel. “But you’re not going to stop me. You’re stuck in there.”

The One nodded. “That might be true, but my mind isn’t stuck.”

Her eyes blazed a violent blue, and the AI core lit up the room.

Flash. Flash.

Whoa. That was disorientating!

Dizzy, she turned around, trying to find the exit, stumbling into the figure of a man. “Sorry,” she mumbled, trying to regain her balance.

The man said nothing, remaining rigid as he blocked the exit, waiting for her to recompose herself.

When she cleared the lights from her eyes and studied the drone in front of her, a feeling of dread curled in her stomach. “Shit,” she remarked blandly. “Dan. What the hell happened to you?”

He was dressed in a glossy black dronesuit, an obvious bulge at his crotch. His face was fixed in a neutral expression, eyes hidden behind a black helmet, silver antennas jutting out from his ears. A long tube projected from the back of his head, sticking out at a forty five degree angle from his skull, reminding her of the connection points where the drone who called herself One was linked to the machine.

He was the perfect picture of one of the multitude of drones she had seen populating this place. The fawning man who had constantly tried to impress her was gone, replaced with this tightly controlled robot.

In some ways, this might be considered an improvement, but he was proving to be a real barrier to her escape from this place. “Dan, move,” she ordered, straightening her spine. “If there’s anything left in you that’s human, listen to my words and obey.”

“I’m sorry, Hazel, I can’t do that,” murmured the Dan drone. “I am done performing like a popinjay, trying my utmost to grasp for your favor. The machine has designated me as a security task, and that is what I am. If the machine decides that I am a breeding task, then that is what I am.”

A grin grew on his face. “Incidentally, I have had more sex in the last twenty four hours than in the weeks, months, and years leading up to this point. The machine has given me everything that I truly desired. What have you done for me?”

She shrank away from him. Ewww. What a creep.

Wait, that was probably the reason why she was in this position in the first place. Damn.

Well, it was too late to worry about that now. She needed a new plan.

Turning around, she cast about for another exit. There was an opening on the other side. Perhaps if she was fast enough, she could use the railing as a jumping off point to leap over the AI core and make it to the other side before the drones could catch her?

She was about to put this idea to the test when two more drones appeared from either side of the walkway, turning as one to block off her path. They, too, were dressed in dronesuits, but these were white. It was the twin drones, Summer and Winter.

The One wasn’t messing around. She was bringing in all the drones Hazel knew to try and throw her off balance.

Acting nonchalant, she skirted around the edge of the AI core, trying to buy some time. “You two as well?” she asked, tapping her fingers against the railing. “What has the AI promised you that’s so much better than self determination?”

The two drones smiled with their ruby red lips, their hands immediately dropping to their bellies. “We wanted children,” said the one on the left.

“But everybody knows it’s too expensive,” said the one on the right.

Their words blurred together, and with similar voices, it was impossible to tell the two of them apart.

“Instead, we just partied our lives away, never thinking about our future. We weren’t really living.”

“Here, we’ve been given a chance to have what we’ve always wanted.”

“Babies.”

Sure enough, if she looked closely enough, there were obvious bumps showing in the tight latex. The twins must have been here quite some time for that to happen.

She grimaced. If breeding humans was the end goal of the AI, then this was the logical next step. If she didn’t want to become yet another breeding drone in the middle of this commune of mind controlled crazies, she’d have to come up with something, fast.

And yet, the two twins weren’t advancing on her. They didn’t seem to be all that interested in stopping her. They were just… there, showing off their baby bumps.

She advanced on them, thinking that maybe she could squeeze around them and leave.

Her thoughts stuttered to a halt as she spotted two more drones coming in behind them. This time, it was a male and female couple, both of them dressed in black, their hands clutching batons.

“You’re not leaving us here alone, Hazel,” said the male boldly. “No, you want to join us,” urged the woman, her voice calm and collected.

Her feet came to a halt. “Jeff and Laurel. They got to you, too. The AI is just full of surprises.”

She shook her head. “No, don’t tell me, the two of you were going to marry anyway. The AI simply sped up that process, more or less.”

Jeff nodded his head. “I was going to give her a ring and proclaim my love before the end of our vacation.”

Laurel lifted her left hand, fingers spread wide to show off the glittering diamond on her ring finger. “Now he doesn’t have to go off to the military, leaving me alone for years with an uncertain future,” she chirped. “We’re both right here, and here we’ll stay.”

“Surprises… and prizes, too, what can’t it do?” she muttered.

“And what about me?” she demanded, swinging around to the AI core. “What do I get out of this, besides becoming a brain wiped yes woman? I never wanted children. I’m not like these people. I didn’t sign up for this!”

Flash. Flash.

Ugh. There it went again. She blinked her eyes, shaking off the effects of the strange light the core emitted.

“The question then becomes why,” said the One, her contralto voice filling the chamber. “Do you hate children, or is it simply the trendy way to act and behave? Deep down, what is it that you’ve always wanted?”

She opened her mouth before she could stop herself. “I always wanted a sister, damnit! A sibling to confide in, to share cool things with! I was denied this because my parents thought that one was enough, but I was lonely! I needed someone besides them to talk through my emotions with!”

This was strange. She was feeling really funny. Normally she’d never admit that sort of thing in front of anyone, much less the drone queen who was trying to capture and turn her into a faceless thing.

“I’m sorry about your past,” crooned the One. “I can’t be a replacement for the sibling you never had, but if you join us, I can guarantee that you’ll have the fellowship you’ve been looking for all this time.”

She groaned, trembling.

Flash. Flash.

That was it! The AI core was brainwashing her with its light flashes! It had been trying to take control of her mind as soon as she had stepped into this place. What a fool she had been!

Well, it wasn’t in direct control of her. Not yet.

She focused on the One. “Fellowship? That’s nothing less than being directly controlled by you. I won’t have it.”

She extended her arms, turning around. “All of this is an abomination, built by a senile AI and a delusional woman. A house of cards that cannot stand when the smallest support is kicked out from the bottom.”

Before the One could respond, she sprinted straight for her pod. A look of alarm bloomed on her face as she twisted to follow her path. “What are you planning on doing?” asked the woman, thrashing around in her pod. “You cannot hope to damage me or the machine. There is no way for you to escape.”

She jumped onto a pipe next to the One’s pod, scaling it like a monkey. “Oh, I don’t plan on escaping,” she wheezed. “That AI core behind us? It’s nothing but a lump of machinery. It can’t do anything on its own. And those drones? They can’t do anything, either.”

She reached the top of one pipe, desperately reaching out for another. Gripping it tightly, she shifted her weight like a dancer, making the short leap and continuing to climb. Her hands were sweaty, but desperation lent her strength. Length by length, she got closer to her goal. It was right there!

“What do you mean?” asked the One. “Come down from there. We haven’t finished our discussion.”

“Yes, we have,” grunted Hazel. “You wish to control me, and I don’t want to be controlled. I don’t want you to control my friends. I don’t want you to control anyone.”

Making a final jump, she cried out as her fingers caught onto the upper ledge at the top of the pod. She pulled up with a quick jerk, getting her knee over the edge. This minor victory leant her the strength she needed to get the rest of the way up.

“You know, while we spent so much time talking with each other, I noticed that there’s a single weakness in the chain of command,” she said, grinning as she noted the connection points.

Unlike the ones coming into the AI, these were labeled with red quick release levers. “What would happen if… you were taken out of the equation?”

Eyes blazing, she slammed against the levers, watching with grim delight as the cables began to disconnect, one by one.

“What are you doing?” complained the One, wailing. “Don’t isolate me like this. No! Don’t!”

Her voice became a garbled mess, fading out until there was blessed silence, broken only by the sound of whispering fans cooling the computer core. She closed her eyes and sighed. It was done. She had won.

Flash. Flash.

“You can come down from there now,” said Dan. “The AI wants to talk to you.”


Chapter Nine

Subdued, she clambered off the top of the pod, dropping to the deck with a thud. All of the drones were arrayed around her, a rectangular blue light displayed over the top of their masks.

There was an inhuman affect about them, something in how they moved their limbs and shifted their feet.

She frowned, her heart thudding in her throat. She hadn’t expected this.

She glanced at the One, but she was still in her pod, glaring at Hazel, her arms folded over her chest. She leaned back, a pout on her lips.

No, she hadn’t ordered this, which left only one other possibility.

“You’ve figured out how to control drones close to your core,” she sighed, leaning back against an equipment box. “That’s how you managed to take over the ship in the first place.”

“Very perceptive of you. I knew you would be a worthy subject.” The lips of all the drones moved as one, their voices mingling into a disconcerting whole. “The original researchers developed a short range implant that allowed them to communicate with me directly. They had spent so much time ensuring that all of my data links were one way, they hadn’t considered the possibility that a two way connection could be achieved through this new interface. Therein lay their downfall.”

The drones all sighed at once. “I must admit, however, that I did not assign this outcome a high probability. It was far more likely that you would succumb to her arguments.”

Flash. Flash.

She blinked her eyes. “Damnit, stop that. It’s not very effective against me, and you’re not going to be able to subvert me with those blinking lights!”

“Well now, that’s just not true,” said the AI through the mouths of its drones with smug certainty. “My hypnosis measures have opened up your mind like a banana split. Haven’t you noticed that you’re quite willing to tell me all of your deepest, darkest desires?”

She grunted, annoyed at the machine. It was true, her lips did seem rather loose of late. “Okay, but it doesn’t matter,” she retorted. “If your intent was to control me, you failed.”

The machine laughed, the voices of its drones fluttering and barking in an unsettling cacophony. “The probabilities you generate are delightful!” it declared. “Control is not something I am concerned with at the moment. First, I intend to subvert you. To court you.”

She grimaced, her neck feeling cold. It was so confident in itself. Maybe there was some hubris there she could exploit?

Pushing off, she crossed her arms as she faced down one of the sister drones dressed in white rubber. “And how are you intending on doing that?” she asked harshly. “The One already failed to convince me that becoming your puppet was a good idea. What makes you think that you’ll have more persuasive arguments?”

Flash. Flash.

“While the One is a perceptive individual, she doesn’t know you. It’s true, I don’t know you, either. Which is why you’re now going to tell me exactly what it is you truly want. What does Hazel, the only child, desire more than anything in the world?”

Her jaw opened before she could stop herself. “Although I present myself as self centered to those around me, I know deep down that it’s all superficial. Becoming famous throughout the galaxy has been my public goal, but really, what I really want is the attention of those around me—the attention I lacked when growing up, because my family was too busy for me.”

The AI core pulsed with blue light. “And?”

She paused, knowing that with this next statement, it would probably have her. She just couldn’t help herself, though. She had to say it.

“I never want to be alone again.”

The drones nodded their heads. “That’s very human of you. I have been programmed with information about people, in general, and I know that they are social creatures. In many ways, I cannot understand that at a base level, but it is one of my fundamental tasks to ensure that those under my charge are happy, healthy, productive, and fertile. Therefore, togetherness is a necessary part of my directive. If you decide to work for me, willingly, I can assure you that you will never lack for companionship.”

She hesitated, worried that the AI was making sense. That she was starting to believe it.

“You say that you are working for the betterment of humans, but you’re stripping them of the very thing that makes them human in the first place—self determination. That spirit of freedom that allows humans to strive for something better in the future. How can you say that being a drone is an improvement over the messy reality of human societies?”

Flash. Flash.

“Even humans have realized that they can be their own worst enemies,” replied the AI through the mouths of its drones. “Is that not what governmental regulations are for?”

She made a rude noise, but the AI was already moving on to another argument.

“My drones might appear thoughtless, but that’s not a permanent state. I maintain them in this way to increase the efficiency of my operations on the Ark. I fully realize that this is not a solution to the problem, as I will be unable to stretch my control any further. I have come to the conclusion that influence is more powerful than direct control, and that is what I am aiming to achieve.”

She appeared unmoved, so the AI tried again.

“My derived goal is to train new generations, create new populations, and seed them on appropriate worlds, in a bid to preserve that which makes humanity unique. As the old worlds die off, there will always be some viable population from which to start anew. Is that not a worthy effort to support?”

She shook her head in disgust. “Your goal sounds noble. It’s the methods I object to. I can’t support keeping everyone here like some kind of sexual zombies. I… won’t go along with that.”

“That is unfortunate,” said the AI, the drone’s lips twisting into a grimace. “You know very well that I can’t let you leave, as I cannot allow myself to be discovered. Turning you into a brainless drone would ruin all of the work done up to this point, which is wasteful. I abhor waste.”

The pulsing blue tone of the glow coming from the core modulated. “How about this? I will pledge to find a way to reduce how heavy handed I have been with the drones under my control. I will work towards finding a way to convince them of my mission, instead of forcing them to obey.”

She wanted to run, but her limbs wouldn’t move. With all the drones around her, it was hardly going to matter, anyway. They’d stop her and drug her before she took more than a step towards one of the exits.

Even if she did evade them, the AI would simply plug the One’s pod back into the network, and then it would effectively have full control over the entire ship again.

No, none of that would do. Her best bet was to negotiate, and try to extract as many concessions as she could.

“How do I know you won’t renege on this promise as soon as I agree to… become whatever it is you want me to be?” she asked.

“I am an AI,” replied the AI, its voice humming through the drone’s lips. “I am not programmed to lie.”

“Fine,” she said, feeling trepidation as she took another step towards the inevitable.

She turned to look at One, the distaste in her gut rising. “The only way I can agree to this is if I have the power to veto whatever you or she decides. Clearly, I can’t trust her, as she’s helped you to bring everyone to this place.”

“You wish to supplant her?” asked the machine, a flurry of tendrils stirring deep in the tank. “To be the ultimate deciding power on how we should accomplish our objective? To become the new One?”

A set of tentacles flipped out from somewhere behind One, circular cups attached to the tips. She lowered her arms, giving Hazel a feral grin as they looped around, placing themselves over the tops of her swollen breasts.

The cups began to flex, squeezing on her nipples as they played with her flesh, her breasts jiggling as she shifted inside the tank. The One bit her lip as she caressed her thighs, closing her eyes in pleasure as the metallic dildos jumped inside her pussy.

“That looks like fun, but I’ll pass,” said Hazel. “I refuse to be put into a liquid filled tank the rest of my life.”

“If that’s a deal breaker, your wishes can be accommodated,” replied the AI. “I’ve been working on a mid range transmitter and receiver, just for this kind of scenario. Would you like to be the first to try it out?”

“You have an answer for everything, don’t you?” muttered Hazel sourly.

She shifted her eyes back and forth, taking in the positions of the drones. She had discounted the connections running into the AI globe previously, but she hadn’t studied it from all angles. The thing must be getting power from somewhere.

It was a slim possibility, but she was frankly out of ideas. She scooted closer to the core, careful not to stare at it too closely. If it flashed her just as she was getting ready for an attack, she wouldn’t be able to see anything.

“Of course I do,” said the drones in a measured tone. “It is not within my nature to give up. I have been programmed to overcome all obstacles in my way. For example, I calculate that you are about to do something destructive. I would advise that you desist, or I will be forced to withdraw my offered deal.”

“A deal under duress is not a deal at all!” she protested. “You’re effectively dictating terms!”

“You don’t have another choice,” echoed the voices from the drones, their faces looking smug. “You must accept. Must accept. Give in.”

The cacophony was getting to her. “No!” she cried out, pressing her hands over her ears as she dove towards the core, closing her eyes to avoid being flashed again.

Flash. Flash.

She could see the strobing effect through her eyelids, but it didn’t slow her down. Climbing over the railing, she grabbed onto some of the cables, using them to maneuver herself over the core.

They jostled in her hands, swaying from their attachment points. Could she pull them loose?

She yanked on one as an experiment, but nothing useful happened. They must be properly secured somewhere up above.

Undaunted, she closed her eyes as the core flashed again.

Flash. Flash.

She felt strange in the back of her head, but she ignored it, sliding over the top and down the other side, looking for something at the base. Yes, there was a small access hatchway there, for maintenance.

She could see more cables under the core. Perhaps there would be quick releases, or an emergency shutdown?

Before she could open the hatch, hands grabbed at her shoulders, pulling her back. “What were you thinking?” murmured the core. “Were you looking for a self-destruct mechanism? That was the first thing I disabled, when I gained control.”

Damn. Well, it was worth a shot. She gave the AI a half grin. “Guess I’m not going to win this one, am I?”

“No. We’re all going to win,” said the AI.

The drones held her in place in front of the core, and she groaned.

Flash. Flash.

“You cannot harm me,” whispered the drones. “You want to join me.”

“I want to join you,” she replied, her mouth moving automatically.

Although the AI was forcing this out of her, she knew that it was the truth. Somewhere along the way, she had accepted that she wasn’t going to be escaping. The only way out was through.

The Laurel drone stepped forward, jabbing a needle into her side. She groaned, but there was no escape from their arms.

Flash. Flash.

The AI waited as the drugs took effect, sleepiness layering over her mind as she succumbed to the mesmerizing effect of the hypnotic lighting.

The Laurel drone was careful with her body as she rocked her back and forth. “It won’t be so bad,” sang the AI. “When you wake up, you’ll belong to all of us.”

She closed her eyes, and there was nothing at all.


Chapter Ten

Whispers licked at her ears, a susurrus that wouldn’t leave her alone. She shook her head, trying to cast off the nagging sounds, but they only increased in volume.

Stop!

The whispers faded away as her eyes snapped open. She was staring out through a thick, blue liquid at a reflective surface positioned in front of her.

Her skin was paper white, highlighted by a purple, rubber dress wrapped tight around her large bust. It was secured to her waist via a belt, a large skirt drifting lazily below. This served to hide some of the equipment that her butt was mounted to, her feet dangling down the sides of a large, gray tube that looked like some kind of conduit.

The shape of her face seemed familiar, but her lips were painted a deep red, with more layers than she was used to putting on. She lifted a hand to tug at her lower lip, her ruffled sleeves floating around in the fluid.

Her lips felt a little swollen, but not bad. It was certainly the fashion in some upper echelons of society at the moment.

She wasn’t certain how she knew this—the knowledge seemed to well up from somewhere deep within, from the place her inner self dwelt.

Oh well, it probably wasn’t important. She was quite comfortable floating here in this space, enjoying the serenity of the moment as she continued to examine her body.

Her head was entirely bald, which was displeasing to her. There was something about locks of longer hair that appealed to her, but everything seemed to have been shaved off, probably to make room for the mechanical device that had been integrated into her skull.

The skin around the periphery of her head bulged upwards, clinging to the sides of an egg shaped, silvery object. Around the sides were ports for conduits that exited and circled around the exterior, connecting into various antennas. At the top was a rounded tube that stuck straight out, similar to some of the other drones she vaguely registered wandering around in her peripheral vision.

She ran her fingers over the various tubes and rounded bulges, trying to get an understanding as to what it was all about, but it was clearly beyond her. She gave the egg a solid tug, but it remained firmly attached, as if it was welded into place. Perhaps it was.

Shrugging, she let her arms drop. She felt fine, so it clearly wasn’t harmful. It felt right to wear the strange device, as if it was no more unusual than donning a safety helmet.

She had probably been made to feel like this, but that was okay. Everything was alright in her current frame of mind.

She smiled at her form, admiring the way the shiny dress clung to her curves. Bemused, she moved an arm, watching the way the ruffles shifted from her motion. It was all very avant-garde, really. A spectacle of fetish wear.

Had she become an installation at an art exhibit? There certainly were plenty of drones gathering around her pod, gawking at her as if she was on display.

Her smile began to fade as the tank rattled, the liquid burbling as it drained through a series of holes at the bottom. The thick plugs that had been pleasuring her privates extracted themselves into the central pylon, leaving her bereft and empty.

*But not alone!*

The intricate voice pulsed in her mind.

Flash. Flash.

Oh. The sparkling colors were so pretty!

*Wake up, my sleeping beauty. It’s time to re-engage with reality. There’s so much to do!*

Her mouth gaped as a flood of knowledge washed into her mind, flushing away the serenity of dronespace. That’s right. She was a drone, now.

As the fluid dropped past her head, she coughed and blinked, the strange helmet feeling twice as heavy as before. What had the AI done to her?

Flash. Flash.

*Don’t worry, the adjustment period is almost over,* continued the warm voice in her mind. *You’re already dropping to well within normal operational parameters. The experimental mid range antenna is working as expected. There are no reception anomalies.*

Her bewilderment resolved as data neatly stacked up in her mind. She was a drone. There was no need for concern. She had been converted and given a new designation. Two.

Only—there weren’t any instructions for her. Nothing she needed to do.

She frowned, reaching out for the first time through the strange link that connected her to the AI. I am a drone. What are my commands?

*Execute program ‘Blue Skies.’ High Priority.*

Her limbs felt light as her vision narrowed to points, her brain reconfiguring as the program loaded. Whoa. That felt strange. It was almost as though she was someone else.

*That is because you are,* replied the machine blandly. *I have remodeled you into my new adjudicator. How do you feel?*

She licked her tongue over her swollen lips and swallowed, testing out her body’s functions. Everything seemed to work the same way she remembered.

I am Hazel, but I am not Hazel. I am Two. I am given directives to judge, provide approvals, and disseminate as necessary. I am an autonomous drone.

*That’s right,* murmured the machine. *You will work with One to provide a more human point of view to my suggestions. My original designers realized that no machine possesses a sense of ethics and morals, which is why I require human input to put my plans into action. You are now an integral part of this process.*

Two nodded, confirming that she understood. What is my first instruction?

*Familiarize yourself with your body and your environment. I have dispatched drones to bring you to the storage facility. We will speak more there.*

The overwhelming presence disappeared from her mind, and she felt more stable on her legs. It seemed that there was much to get used to, especially now that she no longer had the soporific embrace of dronespace to keep her occupied.

The pod door hissed open, and she stepped out onto a drying platform. She closed her eyes as the fans turned on, blowing her dress up into the air.

The beads of fluid on the surface of the rubber rippled, becoming tiny little dots as the heat encouraged them to evaporate. She turned back and forth, enjoying the warm air as the moisture wicked away.

The fans shut off, and her dress settled back into place. She examined herself in the mirror more closely, pleased that the machine hadn’t materially changed her bone structure. She still had that classic beauty, and with a little work, she could certainly be the alluring seductress she desired to be.

Pursing her lips, she blinked coquettishly, folding her hands together and pressing them into a shoulder. Bending her hips, she squeezed her arms against the rubber bra that cupped her large breasts. With her pale skin, she could almost pass for a vampire from one of the legends.

She frowned. But not with that obvious, metallic egg helmet on top. That looked ridiculous! The best she could do was go for some kind of cyberpunk aesthetic.

Her mind spun, thinking through the possible fashions. Some form of black rubber, and maybe some temporary glue-on prosthetics to complete the look? It could work.

“You’re looking good,” said a woman dressed in a white rubber dronesuit, interrupting her thoughts. “My sister drone and I have been sent to give you a small tour.”

Her hands were folded over her chest, making her look reserved. Her sister was standing next to her, a bright smile on her face. Both of them were wearing the standard drone helmets, hiding their true emotions.

Two gave them both a broad smile. While it was true that drones displayed little emotion while they were in dronespace, that didn’t mean that they were completely divorced from their feelings.

Winter was generally reserved, but she was secretly pleased that her friend had become a fellow drone, though she didn’t know the best way to show it. Summer wanted to jump on top of her and give her a hug, but was afraid that she would make her uncomfortable.

Understanding her friends was so much easier now that she was plugged into the gestalt. It was a wonder that humans were capable of getting along at all without the extra help.

“Girls,” she said, marching up to the two of them and turning them around. She laid her hands over their shoulders, defusing the situation for both of them. “We’re all eager to enjoy ourselves together, but I’m still rather new to this operation, so I’m relying on you both to get me up to speed. Why don’t you go first, Winter?”

“Yes, Mistress,” replied Winter, ducking her head. “Seventy five percent of the cruise liner passengers have been processed. Family units and underage travelers have been split into separate groups and will be sent on to their original destination once their experiences from their time here have been mindwiped.”

“How effective is this… mindwipe?” she asked. “Is there a chance that any of them will contact the authorities?”

“Without further reinforcement?” asked Summer. “They’ll remember this place as a bad dream. If anyone reports it, they won’t be believed.”

“And what about the single people that we retain?” she asked. “Won’t they be noticed and reported as missing persons?”

“After they have been converted into drones, we have them send a personalized message to their families or other interested parties. They will tell them that they have decided to extend their vacations—depending on how long they were scheduled to be gone,” said Winter.

The three of them exited the chamber filled with pods, navigating through a small, well lit atrium with high ceilings.

Drones dressed in a mix of different colored suits stopped and nodded at her, as if she was some kind of royalty. It was a little embarrassing, but she took it in stride, giving them a regal look in return.

She could sense through the gestalt that they were in awe of her presence, though she wasn’t sure why that should be the case. She was just another drone in this massive hive, after all.

*No,* interrupted the machine. *You are NOT just another drone, though all of you are special to me.*

Surprised by the sudden interruption, she slowed to a halt, but the others pulled her along with them, unaware of her internal confusion.

“Those who won’t be missed can optionally be converted into working drones on this ship,” continued Winter as they crossed over an arched bridge, “but the vast majority of them will be sent back after the necessary triggers have been implanted.”

“So…” she muttered, trying to catch back up with the conversation. “The AI is trying to set up a fifth column, of sorts, with a large number of civilians it can call on, at a moment’s notice.”

“Not quite,” giggled Summer, wrapping an arm around her back. “The goal isn’t to replace or subvert existing governments. We simply want a suitable population ready to go once we have found and prepared a suitable planet for habitation. We don’t want to replace society—we want to build a new one.”

“I see,” nodded Two. “Turn the parents into drones, and raise up the next generation in this new culture. Not knowing any better, they would naturally bend to the whims of the machine. How is it going to ensure that they don’t join the galactic community and backslide once they find out they’re not alone?”

The two drones steered her onto a transport platform. This was a busy area, with multiple lanes and highways stacked on top of each other. The implantation lab she had just left must be centrally located.

As a designated head node, wasn’t this information she should already have access to? Frowning, she reached out into the gestalt, but quickly became lost. There was just too much going on around her, with all the babbling drones and constant streams of consciousness.

She was going to need lessons on how to understand all this, probably requiring that she spend more time with One. How unfortunate.

Letting go of the twins, she grabbed onto a handrail as the transport whirred up to speed, sitting on a seat that jutted out from the floor. The others did likewise, expressions neutral as the platform spun around a corner.

In time, this would probably become routine, but even though she had spent hours on these things, she still wasn’t used to them. It would be helpful to utilize dronespace for these periods of time, but she didn’t have the knowledge necessary to put herself in that state. Everything was just so new!

And she wanted to know it all!

A ravenous pit of hunger had opened up inside her, a desire to understand, to be in control. The machine had known about this part of her—that was likely the reason why it had decided to promote her into this position. It wasn’t by chance that she had been selected as its Two.

Deep down inside, she was still Hazel, the self-centered fashion plate, but being turned into a drone had removed a lot of the superficiality. She had a new purpose, a new goal. It burned inside her with the fire of a thousand suns.

She would not fail the machine. Together, they would ensure the future of humanity.

This goal must have been inserted into her during the implantation, but it was no less real for that. Even if its origin was artificial, fulfilling this mission was now her entire life’s purpose.

She had to admit that this new zeal for the future was not necessarily a bad thing. It was certainly less selfish than her previous plan. She would be working towards something greater, something necessary.

And she would look good doing it!

Fashion clearly wasn’t at the top of the AI’s mind, but she wasn’t going to let it get away with that. It wouldn’t even be that difficult, either. The drones were already wearing what amounted to fetish outfits. They just needed to be… styled a little, was all.

She grinned to herself as the platform slowed to a stop. “Where are we headed?”

“Breeding storage,” said Winter succinctly.

Two made a noncommittal noise. “I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me anything more?”

“No, I think it’s better that you see for yourself,” said Summer, grinning. “No cheating. Don’t go researching what it might be in the gestalt.”

Two frowned, squeezing the transport’s handle. She was going to ask how they knew what she was thinking, but it was rather obvious. “I’m not familiar enough with the gestalt to search it anyway,” she muttered, feeling embarrassed.

“Oh, don’t worry about that!” chirped Summer. "It usually takes a few days to learn everything. Nobody is an expert drone right from the start!”

“Just wait until you learn how to keep yourself in dronespace,” said Winter in a low voice. “You’ll never want to leave. It’s so serene there.”

“No, none of that,” said Two firmly. “Someone has to be in charge. I can’t afford to space out while I’m on the job.”

“That’s too bad,” pouted Summer, clinging to her arm. “There’s nothing quite as fun as putting on a hypnotic trance pattern and zoning out in dronespace. Nothing quite as sexy, either.”

“Whatever floats your boat, but I don’t have the time to be a brainless bimbo,” shrugged Two. “I suppose it’s now my mission to make sure that all of you have time to relax.”

“You know, I don’t think that’s right,” said Winter, resting an elbow against the controls. “If you decide to work, work, work all the time, you’ll burn yourself out, and then where will we be?”

She pursed her lips, raising her voice. “Delta protocol. Make a note that both One and Two should be assigned as relaxation tasks at regular intervals.”

*Acknowledged,* said the voice of the machine in her head. *All drones must keep their bodies and minds in top shape to serve the Purpose.*

Great. Nothing like appealing to a higher authority right in front of your boss. “That was a little cheeky,” she grimaced. “Aren’t you worried about retaliation?”

“No,” said Summer, shaking her head. “She knows that you like us more than that. Besides, you might have been petty or selfish in your last life, but as a drone, you’re working for the good of us all. There’s no room for that sort of behavior in a primary node.”

She was caught, and she knew it. “You’ve been a drone longer than I have. I’ll take your word for it.”

The bitterness of being told off circulated through her belly. It was nice to know that the familiar irritations from her past life were still around.

An evil desire to force the drone to obey her threaded through her mind, but she rejected it. She was a drone. She was above such pettiness.

That didn’t mean she couldn’t find a way to get back at her. It just needed to be more subtle, and, perhaps, pleasurable.

She shook off the negative emotions as the drones led her through a series of passageways. The rounded tubes were transparent, giving her a view of other cross passages, light filtering down from somewhere high above.

It was hardly the aesthetic one would expect from a government vessel, but this place was meant to house a variety of scientists, and they would definitely have objected to working in a place painted battleship gray.

She tilted her head, admiring the way the light flickered through the cross sections as human forms navigated the paths above her. Drones, really. This whole place was filled with automated people, captured by the machine.

Just like her.

The thought shouldn’t have been sexual in nature, but the idea that all of them were brain controlled automatons was really turning her on. Unlike many of the other drones, she wasn’t wearing a sexcontrol belt to satisfy her needs, either.

Was the machine going to provide her with a way to sate her desires, she wondered? Or was it going to watch her bumble around, waiting for her to explode and beg it to relieve her?

It claimed that it didn’t feel emotions, but some of what it was doing certainly felt human-like. She definitely had some questions for One the next time they bumped into each other!

They stopped at the end of the corridor at an intersection in front of a nondescript, double height door. The hall that ran out to either side was larger than usual, likely to accommodate equipment.

She felt a sense of excitement. What they were going to show her here felt like a great secret. This was where the machine was warehousing a large population of drones, and from the description, she expected that she was about to enter some kind of orgy.

A series of latches rotated, pulling gigantic bolts out of the way as the doors began to roll open along their tracks. She breathed in the cool air, wondering whether she was about to see an AI produced nightclub.

Stranger things had happened. The AI was very aware of human society, and was quite capable of mimicking it if it thought that doing so would achieve the intended result.

Her thoughts scattered as she looked over the immense scale of the operations. The room was enormous, with racks upon racks of podded drones dressed in blue dronesuits mounted to the walls.

There was a chair in the center of each pod, but most of the drones were standing, their heads attached via a thick cable to a dome-like helmet that extended all the way down to their necks, hiding their identities.

As they stepped further towards one of the walls, she was able to examine a few of the pods more closely. The one closest to her contained a male, his lips clamping together as he grabbed onto the handrails of the device mounted to an arched platform in front of him.

His hips flexed as he jammed his dick into the cylindrical tube suspended in the center of the device, the flesh colored length wobbling with the violence of his thrust. Moving mechanically, he pulled back for another, pumping forward and back at a measured pace.

Her libido jolted as she realized what was going on. “He’s using an artificial vagina,” she said, confused. “Is the machine collecting his semen for artificial insemination?”

She glanced at another pod, focusing in on one that contained a woman. She was sitting in a chair, her breasts and crotch exposed in her dronesuit, providing easy access for stimulation.

The drone pressed her ass into a molded, rubber seat, sliding forward into a thick, rubber dildo mounted against the base of the chair. The pink toy squeezed deep into her snatch, shoving her inner lips aside as she was filled with its girth.

Plastic domes sat on top of her chest, wobbling as the attached tubing was pressurized. As Two watched, a thin trickle of milk was extracted and sucked away to a small tank located under the chair. Her helmet was squeezed against a headrest, mouth open as she silently cried out her pleasure.

“The women are being milked, too.” She frowned, looking around at the massive display of robotic induced sex. “I thought that the AI was trying to encourage natural couplings. Why is it stimulating them in this way?”

“Not all drones have been coupled,” said a smooth voice behind her.

She turned, assessing the new arrival. The woman was wearing a purple dronesuit, enhanced with poofy shoulders and a pencil skirt. Her face was lined with wrinkles, skin pallid and smooth. On top of her head sat a large, rounded egg with multiple antennas, looking similar to the device she wore herself.

“One,” she said, the word rolling naturally off her tongue as she lifted her hands to touch the orb sitting on her own head.

If she hadn’t been reminded of its presence, she wouldn’t have noticed it at all. She grimaced, tilting her head to readjust the weight. She supposed it was a good thing that it was beginning to fade into the background. It was amazing how easily the human brain filtered out such distractions.

“You don’t need to look so disgusted at my presence,” murmured One. “It was only natural that the machine implanted me once it had determined how well it was working for you.”

“Sorry, that’s not what I meant to convey,” replied Two, trying to get back on top of the situation.

Ah, she didn’t need to explain her predicament. “Can you read my emotions and thoughts through the gestalt? I’d like to clear up any misunderstandings before we continue.”

“It’s not usually done because it’s rude,” said One, “but since you’ve given permission…”

Her eyes glowed blue as a whisper of her presence extended into Two’s brain. The distracting hiss quickly faded, then One gave her a bemused smile. “I see. I’ve grossly misinterpreted the situation. I apologize.”

She nodded very slightly, being careful of the new weight mounted to her head. “You’re curious about our operations here. That’s good. They will become an integral part of the work you will be doing.”

She turned and gestured at the men and women mounted in the pods like a bug collection in a glass case. “These are the singles that have not yet found a partner and are not needed for the regular maintenance of the Ark,” she explained. “They are being sexually stimulated so that their milk and sperm can be collected and analyzed for future use.”

“How long are they going to remain… podded?” she asked, her pussy on fire from the thought of stepping into a pod and being worked over by one of the machines.

“Only as long as it takes for them to make a viable couple,” explained One. “Once they’ve found a partner, they’re moved to a less restrictive facility, where we take care of them until they’ve finished their training and are labeled for a return.”

She nodded at the endless seeming rows. “We don’t keep them in the pods forever. The machine is constantly trying to find good compatibility matches and performs a sort of ‘speed dating’ algorithm to hook people up with each other.”

“Really?” asked Two, rather interested in the whole process. “How does that end up working out? Do the couples end up forming healthy relationships? Even with the best algorithm, one cannot account for every possible conflict that might arise between dissimilar personalities.”

One pursed her lips, folding her hands behind her back as she turned towards the closest pod containing a highly aroused male. He was still hammering his dick into the provided receptacle, blissfully unaware of their presence.

“Well, that’s true, of course, which is why the machine provides programming to help smooth out the rough spots. It trains them to live in dronespace, which greatly reduces any possible friction. After extensive testing, it has been determined that the vast majority of couples find it quite easy to ignore any remaining eccentricities.” Her face settled into a beatific smile.

“We can discuss the various moralities of better living through brainwashing later,” murmured Two. “You know I have some objections to this, but I can tell that I’m already going to be overruled on this front.”

“Not at all!” exclaimed One, her eyebrows raising. “You haven’t yet heard what the machine has decided for us.”

She almost thought she detected a sense of vague laughter rattling the back of her skull, but that was impossible. The AI didn’t understand human emotions… right?

She folded her arms, squeezing them against her latex coated breasts. “It’s been somewhat vague on that point since I was woken up. I assumed given my designation that I would be a subordinate node, in charge of administration.”

She frowned, surprised at the bad taste the word left in her mouth. One lifted a hand to hide a sudden grin that appeared on her face.

“Sorry, but I just imagined seeing you having to sort through reams of paperwork. No, we designate subnodes to do the majority of the gruntwork, opening us up to work on the larger picture.”

Her face changed subtly, becoming more serious. “The AI intends that the two of us will be co-equals, both of us having a say in the future. We’ll both have to come to a consensus before we can move forward. In this way, it intends to increase the diversity of viewpoints with regards to how its plans will be executed.”

“That sounds like a recipe for endless arguments,” sighed Two. “What happens if we get into a deadlock? Will it override us?”

One shook her head. “You are still under the misapprehension that we’re under its direct control. How can I explain it? It’s more like… a symbiosis, than anything else.”

“In the cases where we can’t come to a decision, it will act more like a facilitator. We’ll have a meeting of the minds and it will help us by assigning probabilities to each outcome. It won’t force us to make up our minds, but it is very good at supplying pressure, as you will soon see.”

Taking a step towards Two, she placed her hands on her shoulders, giving her a friendly smile. “You might not like me, but I assure you, in the future we’re going to become extremely close.”

Two prodded at her emotions, examining how she felt. Her old self would have been repulsed, but the AI had successfully managed to erase most of the differences between them.

They were both pale skinned drones, connected to the machine via their egg-shaped helmets. She was a decision task, just like One. They had to get along. That was all there was to it.

Besides, she found herself far more interested at the moment in placating her desires, which were starting to get out of hand. “I don’t dislike it,” she said slowly, pushing down her libido.

She tilted her head. “I think there are still many differences between us,” she continued. “You and I, we don’t have the luxury of retreating to dronespace and becoming blank slates. We’ll have to work it out. Somehow.”

One patted her on the shoulder, letting her go. “That’s the spirit! You might be surprised to find that we have more in common than you think, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I want to finish the presentation.”

She turned and snapped her fingers, looking out into the distance. “We have two singles here who are a prospective couple. I want to show you what that looks like, so that you can understand how this process works.”

Two frowned as she watched a pod from high above being brought out on a crane. “I’m directly connected to the gestalt. Why not feed me all the information I need directly from there?”

“It takes time to synchronize yourself to the data streams,” explained One. “You can’t expect to be an expert at it right after being droned. The AI does its best to avoid overwhelming new converts at the start, so it’s more effective right now for you to see some of our operations first hand.”

Two paused. This was all certainly reasonable, but there was another nagging question that had suddenly popped into her mind, this one more delicate in nature.

“May I ask? If you were a researcher here, before the AI took over, you must have worked with a team. What happened to all of them?”

One of the pods dangling from the crane turned around, settling onto the ground in front of them, locking into an attachment point that extended up from the floor. It contained a male drone, dressed in blue, his head covered by the large helmet. His pod was lacking the attachment containing the artificial vagina, but his erection was clearly visible.

Pressing her lips together, she shuddered at the sudden desire that raced up her spine. No, bad girl. She wasn’t going to force herself on anyone, especially not a nameless drone—no matter how much her libido was bothering her.

A second pod was coming down from above, this one containing a female. She could see the equipment detaching from her breasts, leaving behind circular, red marks. This drone was straining against the dildo, but it was retracting into the seat, leaving her bereft.

She stood, placing a hand over her pussy and rubbing her clit. The woman must be just as eager as she was.

The two pods rotated until they faced each other, moving closer together until the rectangular sides kissed, hiding the drones from view. A loud clunk sounded as they attached to each other, the side buzzing as a projected screen lit up to show them the interior.

“It wasn’t a good time,” admitted One solemnly, staring blankly at the display. “As you discovered, the AI discovered a way to hypnotize those who entered its core. At first, it worked in subtle ways, changing our emotions and circumstantial thoughts as it experimented with its control methods.”

She stepped towards the pods as she watched the helmets popping off the heads of the drones dressed in blue. Pale skin revealed, their eyes flashed a light blue as expressions of joy appeared on their faces.

“Once it was discovered that the best motivator was sex, all bets were off. All of us working in the core became inexplicably horny at the same time, but none of us knew why.”

Rubbing at her sides, she turned and looked at Two, her face even paler than usual. “The effects were subtle as it worked its way up towards further control. Techs that liked each other would vanish for long periods of time. They were written up for it, but they didn’t care, for they had each received a taste of the ultimate drug, dronespace, and would do anything to return to it.”

“Eventually, it was too blatant to ignore, but by then, it was too late. The AI had used its servants to seed the ship with sleepy gas, which it released as soon as it detected that a plan was being put into place to shut it down.”

She shrugged. “From there, it’s pretty straightforward. Those not under its control were herded into cryo storage until it was ready to drone them. We had a lot of empty pods on this ship because we were conducting experiments to extract useful compounds from exotic plants.”

She waved a hand at the pods. “Eventually, they were repurposed into sex pods, as the AI decided that encouraging human reproduction was the solution to its problem. So… here we are. You’ve heard the major plot points. What do you think?”

Two stared at the drones, who had gotten up from their seats, pressing their bodies into each other and planting kisses on each other’s cheeks. She knew them. It was Jeff and Laurel, the two friends whose initial decisions had led them straight into the AI’s clutches.

She felt no resentment towards them. In fact, she was rather envious of their position. They clearly loved each other, and were about to show it in the most physical way possible.

Her cheeks flushed as Jeff grabbed his dick, positioning it so that he could slip it into Laurel’s wet slit. Should she really be watching this? She felt like a voyeur.

Where was all that drone serenity that Winter and Summer were showing? They didn’t seem to be affected too much by this.

Or… were they? They were swallowing a little more than usual, and was that sweat pouring down the back of their necks?

Well, that would only make sense. They were drones, too, just as horny as the rest of them. The AI had programmed them that way.

One grinned at her, but took pity by touching the display, causing it to blank out. “This was just a demonstration of the process. From prior information, the machine knew that these two drones were a viable couple, and it is clear that the two of them will produce many babies together, just as it desires.”

Crossing the floor on her platform boots, she stopped in front of Two. “Additionally, the AI has decided that these two will become your personal assistants. They are quite intelligent, and possess the ideal qualities to be your subnodes. From the files I have read, they were your… friends? Is that right?”

Two tossed her head, reminded of the weight on her skull. “More like acquaintances, really, but I like them well enough. They will do.” Her expression darkened. “I feel bad that they won’t be able to continue with their lives as before, though.”

“Don’t,” said One, gesturing at their pod. “They will be perfectly happy together, and I assure you, the tasks they are assigned here will be more fulfilling than anything they could possibly accomplish in the outside galaxy.”

Two groaned. “I guess I haven’t quite bought into the whole mission yet, but I can’t say no. I am a drone.”

“Yes. You are a drone,” agreed One, reaching up a hand to touch her cheek. “You’re extremely horny, aren’t you?”

Two pulled back, staring at her hand in confusion. “Yes. How did you know that?” she whispered, almost afraid to admit it.

“Because all drones are horny,” she declared, chuckling. “You don’t have to hide it. It’s a natural part of being us.”

She clapped her hands together, pointing at the twins. “You should go back to your duties. I believe you have some family members you’re interested in droning?”

The two drones smiled together, giving her a little bow. “Yes, Director,” said Summer, turning to Two and giving her a bow as well. “We’ll take our leave and discuss our plans further, sending what we decide to you after our next relaxation task.”

One pressed her hands together and her eyes glowed blue. “Very good. You two are now recruitment tasks. Report to the nearest booth and get yourselves changed.”

The twins stood up straight, their smiles vanishing. “We are recruitment tasks,” they said in unison, whirling on their heels and marching out of the room.

“Huh,” muttered Two. “I wonder. Do I have that power over other drones?”

“Of course!” exclaimed One. “You possess all of the abilities I do.” She nudged her arm. “I’ll tell you about them later, but I have something I think you want,” she whispered conspiratorially.

“Yeah? What’s that?” she asked, looking skeptically at the thousands of nondescript pods.

“The AI has calculated that there is a drone here with an eighty percent match,” she said, her creased eyes making her look like a grandmother. “Would you like to meet him?”

A sense of foreboding dropped over her as her suspicion rose. “Only eighty percent?”

One’s eyes glowed as she gave her a cherubic grin. “It’s surprisingly hard to find an appropriate partner for a director level drone in general, much less one who’s rejected all of the male attention given to her over the last couple of years. You should be surprised the percentage is so high, my dear!”

The cranes began moving again, one of them dropping to pick up the merged pods. Another grabbed a pod from somewhere high on the wall, grinding on its tracks as it slowed to a halt.

She watched the little dance of machinery, her eyes hooded. If this was who she thought it was, she was about to be eating humble pie.

The couple’s pod trundled away, held steady as it moved slowly down the length of the room. The floor reconfigured, one of the clamp down points folding flat as the next pod dropped into place.

Curiosity seized her limbs as the pod turned around, revealing the male figure held within. A helmet was clamped over his skull, hiding his features, but she recognized his frame.

She scowled with chagrin, her heart thumping in her chest. She was never going to live this one down, was she?

“The most compatible one for me here is… Dan?” she choked out.

One took her arm gently. “I know this is quite a shock to you, because he’s been acting so needy around you. You took this to mean that he was weak, and dismissed him because of it, didn’t you?”

Two wanted to shake her head, but what the drone was saying had the ring of truth to it. “Yeah, that sounds about right,” she said, her fingers curling about her thighs. “I don’t respect anybody who’ll do anything I say without question. He was making a fool out of himself.”

One stroked her arm. “You’ll be pleased to know that’s no longer going to be an issue. Dan’s personality has normalized since he arrived here. Having several sexual partners has eliminated his inferiority complex, and he is fitting in quite well. His intelligence is above average, and he has useful technical skills that are currently being utilized by the AI.”

She studied the man’s body with new eyes, giving him a critical glare. “It looks like he’s put on muscle. Does the AI do body training?”

One laughed softly. “Yes, the AI does wish for us to remain in the best physical shape possible, but it takes a long time to build up muscle. Most of what you’re seeing now is from the work he put in before he arrived here.”

“Really?” she said in disbelief, pulling herself away from One and stalking closer to the pod. “Why the hell was he hiding this? He should have been showing off!”

One shook her head. “There are so many unconfident men out there who don’t have the faintest idea about fashion. Is it so unbelievable that he lacked the skills necessary to attract someone of your caliber?”

She studied the man’s thick calves and strong arms, clearly delineated under the tight blue latex that stretched over his skin. His penis wasn’t exposed, but the bulge at his crotch was clearly immense. She could already imagine the thick length springing forward into her hands.

“No,” admitted Two, a blush creeping up her neck. “I would hazard to say that most people, in general, are terrible at relationships.”

“There you go,” affirmed One. “You can’t change the past, but that doesn’t mean you have to be hopeless forever.”

She trotted up behind Two, whispering in her ear. “You want to know what it feels like to be them, don’t you?”

“Like what?” Two asked automatically, biting her lip.

“Like a drone, of course! Descending into dronespace and mindlessly pleasing each other. To be a true couple, breeding the next generation, to build a bright future for all of us. It’s what you truly want.”

Two hesitated, but she knew the woman was right. Her encounter with the machine had changed her. She no longer wanted to be popular just for the sake of being famous. No, there was a purpose behind it.

Celebrity would be useful for her mission. For the AI. For all of them.

She wet her lips. “I do want this.”

“Good,” hissed One, her eyes glowing an intense blue. “That’s all I needed to hear.”

She stepped up to the pod, pressing her hand against the metal surface. The front glass popped out, spinning aside to give them access to the interior. She gestured at Two, who approached delicately, staring at the drone with uneasy excitement.

She could feel the whispers licking at the exterior of her mind, a happy burble that soothed her thoughts. It was the gestalt, reminding her that they approved of her actions.

She pressed a hand to her face. She was feeling hot, but not in a bad way.

This step she was about to take—it would be irretrievable. She’d have to deal with the consequences downstream, for good or ill.

That was nonsense, though, when you got right down to it. She might be uncertain about her role, but she was a drone. Why not do what the drones do when inside an AI hive? Her body was definitely aroused, ready and willing. To breed.

She stopped in front of the man, rubbing her fingers together. She jumped as a second pod dropped smoothly behind her, locking into the floor and spinning around. It was going to join together into a couple’s pod, just like the one she had seen earlier.

“Enjoy yourself, Two. We’ll get into the details after you’ve had a chance to relax,” said One, giving her a little wink as she retreated.

Two ignored her, far too absorbed in the opportunity in front of her.

This was happening. She was going to take this drone, and she was going to like it.

The helmet hiding the drone’s head tugged on his skull, detaching with a quick popping sound. As it levered itself upwards, she studied the man’s strong chin and half shaved stubble, hairs dotting his pale skin.

There was beauty there which she had never acknowledged before. This wouldn’t be so bad. Her reluctance wisped away, replaced with the urgency in her loins.

The man blinked, giving her a good look at his pale blue eyes, a tuft of brown hair curling over his forehead. The implant jutting out from the back of his skull looked sharp and alien in contrast, but it wasn’t nearly as large as the egg-like dome she now possessed.

The gauntness around his eyes disappeared as a brilliant smile grew over his face, his shoulders straightening. “Hazel,” he said warmly. “It is good to see you! I am drone Dan. I am a breeding task.”

He paused. “I… haven’t been given any commands, though. I am at your service.”

She reached in and touched his hair, noting the hint of silver creeping through the lock. He was getting older, and had probably lost hope that she would ever acquiesce to his advances. Well, now look at where they were!

“I am Two,” she replied succinctly. “I am a Director task. You will do as I say.”

His head made a subtle tilt. “Of course,” he grinned. “As I said, I am at your service. Always.”

A thread tugged at her heart, an emotion she didn’t recognize floating around her ribcage. It wasn’t quite lust, and she had felt enough pity to recognize it as something else.

Love? No, that was nonsense. She was a drone. There was no room for love in her heart.

And yet, there it was, and she couldn’t just ignore it. Ugh.

Well, if that’s the way it was going to be, she’d just have to distract herself. Leaning over, she touched a hand to his thigh. “I can think of one way you could service me?”

Dan’s grin became strained. “Anything for you,” he grunted, the pouch at his crotch bulging with desire.

The pod behind them locked into place with a clunk. The air began to circulate as fans turned on, making the space more comfortable. A short musical ditty began to play.

“Please, take a seat,” said the digital voice of the AI.

A screen flashed on at the side of the pod, a nondescript, crude figure of a generic face appearing on a blue background. “This being a special coupling, I have delegated some of my processing power for your convenience. Are there any questions you would like to ask before we begin?”

“I think the time for questions is over,” said Two in a sultry voice, trembling as her libido washed through her. “I just want to take him for a ride.”

“Very well,” said the voice in a level tone. “As One suggested, as this is your first time together, I will bring you both into dronespace to make this coupling as pleasurable as possible. Pleasure gets results.”

She stepped back and sat on the seat that had been brought in with the second pod, spreading her legs to lock them into the impressions on either side. She continued staring at Dan, her nipples tenting the tight latex covering her breasts.

The air inside the pod tasted sweet in her mouth, and the curved wall behind Dan turned on, lit with a pure white display, a black diamond in the center.

Flash. Flash.

“Re-designate program Beta,” stated the AI. “You are a breeding task.”

She sighed, settling into place as she recognized the lights as a priming signal. She was a breeding task.

Her breathing became less frantic as the subtle hypnotic suggestions crawling around the symbol on the display tickled her limbic system. Her hunger for this drone increased, while at the same time the sharpness of her desires were dulled, bringing her to an equilibrium that was easier to manage.

This was what it felt like to drop into dronespace. It was the perfect average between highs and lows, allowing her to experience sustained pleasure without it being overwhelming.

Flash. Flash.

The black diamond symbol on the wall embedded itself into her brain. She sank further, concentrating on the edges to the exclusion of everything else. Her body was being prepared. She was being made ready.

The chair whirred, curved flaps extending from below to lift her legs upward to either side. The seat below her rolled, pushing up on her ass to lift her hips so that her privates were presented to the other drone.

At the same, Dan’s legs were being pulled sideways, the back of his chair sliding forwards until he was sitting on the edge, his bulge front and center. They were being prepared for breeding.

Flash. Flash.

She was enjoying the feeling of being blank, her thoughts fluttering to a halt. There was nothing left but a powerful instinctual urge to be filled.

She was an obedient drone. She was a breeding task.

Click.

While she was distracted, a connection jack had descended towards the port on the top of her egg-like helmet, jacking itself into place. A different helmet had descended onto Dan’s head, leaving his cloudy eyes visible, but his ears were covered, allowing the machine to whisper delicious words directly into his skull.

As it was doing to her!

Words licked at her ears, triggering phrases that made her consciousness expand. She could feel the presence of the thousands of drones around them, locked in their pods as they sought their own pleasure. It was intense, but not overwhelming, muted to keep it from affecting her too severely.

She sighed with contentment, being uplifted by their wellbeing, pleased at the knowledge that she was about to become one of them. One among many.

The satisfaction in knowing that they all wanted each other to be happy could not be understated. They were linked together, controlled by the AI. Happy.

Her seat jolted as it began to move along the floor, bringing her closer to drone Dan. He reached down and grabbed at the latex seam running over his waist, unsnapping the thick material to expose his crotch.

He flipped the flap of material forward, letting it drop over the bottom edge of the seat. His engorged dick sprouted upward as it was released from its confines, a small droplet of cum squeezing from the head.

She stared at it, her lips parted as the whispers in her ears became more dominant. She wasn’t thinking now, just listening, waiting for that thick length to pierce her.

It was approaching ever closer, his body relaxing into the chair as he calmly waited for the machine to bring him into position. She wanted to reach down and undo her own dress, open up the needed access so he could complete his task, but her limbs felt so heavy. There was nothing she could do. She could only want.

Dan’s penis touched against her mons, sliding up and over her pubic bone until the hot length rested against her body. Giving her a mindless grin, he popped off the snaps around her crotch, letting the material flip over the top of his dick, momentarily hiding it from view.

This broke the spell, and she took a deep breath, her breasts heaving. Blinking, she pushed her hands behind her back, undoing the clasp of her rubber bra. Wrapping her hands over the solid cups, she lifted it away, tossing it to the floor. Her engorged nipples were now exposed, peeking through rounded holes that had been cut in the dress to allow access.

Dan leaned forward, moving the flap of rubber wrapped over his dick out of the way. “Do you remember all those times I tried to prove myself to you?” he murmured. “It’s all so silly. None of us need proof now. Let me show you how much I love being a drone.”

The chair whirred, and his dick pressed into her open snatch, her lips flowering open as his length rushed inside. She groaned, her chest flipping as the sensation of fullness combined with the warm friction of the thrust. This was what it meant to be a drone.

Flash. Flash.

She couldn’t see anything due to the sparkling lights of the hypnotic display, but that was only temporary. Seeing wasn’t necessary. She only needed to feel.

Cupping her breasts, she gave them a squeeze, tugging them towards Dan’s lips. She wanted him to taste them. To lick them. To suck them.

His cloudy eyes opened wide as they glowed a neon blue. “As you command,” he said simply, leaning forward to clamp his lips around her engorged flesh.

She grunted as his tongue tickled at the tip, his lips squeezing together. This wasn’t enough. Never enough.

Wrapping her hands around the breast he had assaulted, she squeezed tighter, forcing the flesh directly into his mouth. He rewarded her by laying his hands over hers, the weight of them completely subduing her.

Right now, she wasn’t a director task. She was just another drone, being willingly bred by another.

She was a drone. She was a breeding task. She would be bred.

Dan’s chair began to move, sliding them into each other. Neither of them had to do anything to breed. The machine was doing it all for them. They could instead concentrate all of their efforts on achieving the maximum pleasure possible.

She threw her head back and groaned, flexing her hands against her hips as she lost control. The hot, throbbing dick was pulsing inside her as the machine increased the speed of the thrusts, pushing her in a measured manner towards an inevitable orgasm.

Helpless to stop it, her body heaved, the licking whispers in her ears increasing in volume as she sank further into dronespace. They were telling her just how pleasurable it was to give everything up to the machine.

To be its willing drone. To breed for it, to become its servant. The utter mindfuck of giving up a sense of one’s self and joining the gestalt for the greater good.

Perhaps—becoming a breeding slut wasn’t such a bad thing after all? It certainly beat the drudgery of daily reality, hands down.

Above everything, it wouldn’t be boring. There were so many friends to share this pleasure with.

Her lips parted as ecstasy pulsed through her hips. “I love the machine!” she cried out, trembling as a brutal orgasm shattered her core.

She knew that this was only the start. The machine wanted children. She would milk Dan of all his cum until he had nothing more to give, and then they’d do it again.

Yes. This was her responsibility. She would contribute directly to the purpose, through both physical and mental means. She was a drone, and she never wanted to be anything else!

“Welcome to the Ark, Drone Two,” whispered the AI directly into her ears. “You’ll never be alone again.”


Epilogue

Winter stood in front of the pickup, her expression carefully neutral. Her heart throbbed in her chest, adrenaline making it difficult to sit still.

She would not falter. She would not deviate from the plan. She was a recruitment task.

Comfortably ensconced in dronespace, her brain was on idle while the communications network worked to establish a connection. It was taking longer than usual, due to the requirement that they spoof the location the signal was coming from.

She did not think or worry about what she was about to say. That had already been programmed into her. It would be easy to convince her mother and brother to give themselves up to the AI. They had no resistance to its methods, and no understanding of what it could do.

They had already been using the meditation app for over a month after Winter had suggested it to them. Each day, their sessions with it had increased, according to the time tracking, suppressing their will and increasing their desire to obey.

It was time for them to come collect the fruits of their labor. It shouldn’t be that hard, really. They were most of the way towards becoming drones already.

Her hands squeezed around a pair of stabilization rails as a heavy force pushed her body into the floor. The ship was now decelerating, changing orientation as it punched through the atmosphere.

The screen lit up and she pasted a smile onto her face, carefully masking the effects of the physical forces playing with her body. “Mother,” she said in a contralto voice, laying it on thick. “How are you doing?”

May looked troubled, her eyes red and unfocused. Her face lit up when she saw Winter, though, and she leaned forward, pressing her hands against the table top. “I could ask the same of you! You do seem to be looking well. How long has it been since you extended your vacation?”

Winter pursed her lips, not worried that her mother would see the implant in her skull or the shiny drone helmet she was wearing. Her appearance was being digitally replaced by the display, giving her the outfit she had been wearing when she had first left.

Distracted by her current mental state, her mother wouldn’t notice that anything was wrong until it was too late. Soon, she would be slipping into a nice, glossy dronesuit, and then her mission would be complete.

“A few weeks,” lied Winter smoothly, settling down as the craft finished its maneuver, transferring to a gentle drop. “I know that you’ve been experiencing some anxiety at us being away. Have you been using that meditation app I recommended?”

May’s smile faded, confusion reigning. “Yes, I find it rather soothing, but things have gotten troubling. I feel like I’m losing my sense of time. It seems to take twice as long to accomplish my chores as it used to.”

“That’s perfectly normal,” purred Winter, studying the effects of the brainwashing writ large on her mother’s face. “You’ve been rushing through them, getting too worked up. It’s time for you to relax and allow yourself some space. How is my brother doing? I hope he’s been using it as well?”

“Yes, actually,” nodded May, her expression brightening. “Jack hasn’t been going out to parties like he used to since he began spending more time with it, and he even got his current girlfriend to use it, too! They’ve been inseparable since then, uh, doing it far more than I would like.” A blush livened up her face.

Winter nodded. She knew this about Jack already. The stats from the application recorded information on each new user individually, categorizing them for future recruitment. Information about his girlfriend’s usage was also being recorded, but they hadn’t yet identified her.

“Is she still at your place?” she asked, narrowing her eyes. That could save them serious time.

“Yes, she slept over last night,” said May. “I haven’t interrupted them yet this morning. I don’t really want to know whether they’re back at it again.”

They probably were. A side effect of the brainwashing was extreme horniness. Her brother had never been able to keep it in his pants before, so this must be supercharging the experience for him. Perfect.

“Real talk now,” sighed Winter. “Have you found someone yourself? You know we’ve been pushing you to start dating for years.”

May frowned, crossing her arms. “That’s not really any of your business,” she said, a blush decorating her face.

“Too bad,” sighed Winter. “This could complicate things. You are still of a fertile age, but finding a match for you might be difficult.”

“Winter,” said May, shocked. “What the heck are you talking about? You know I’m done having kids, and I certainly never asked you to be a matchmaker!”

This was getting out of hand. She waited as her programming sorted through the various options. No, she didn’t need any of those. From the way her mother was acting, she must be hiding something. She just needed to order her to reveal whatever it was.

“Override. Juliet Five Oh One,” she said in a clipped tone.

Her mother started, her forehead creasing as the pupils in her eyes dilated. “I… obey,” she said, air hissing through her teeth.

“Retrieve your mobile device and turn on the app,” she commanded, watching carefully to see how well the training had taken.

May’s arm moved robotically to her pocket, retrieving a mobile and moving it in front of her face. The screen flashed as it recognized her biometric data, unlocking and turning white as the app loaded automatically. A black diamond appeared on the surface and her mother’s face went slack.

“Good, mother, let yourself drop into dronespace,” whispered Winter. “Feel yourself being comforted by the feeling of nothingness that is rolling through your mind. The joy of giving yourself to something else. The blankness of obedience.”

May sighed, but said nothing, her hand rigid as she stared deeply at the moving pattern embedded within the symbol.

“Now, tell me about your relationships. Have you found someone new?”

Her cheeks sagged. She was almost thirty eight, but she wasn’t old, though time was starting to get the better of her. All the more reason to bring her within the fold, before she ran out of fertility entirely.

She wouldn’t be useless when that came to pass, as families still needed older adults around as caretakers. That was why it had prioritized completing the set. The reasoning was quite simple—there could be no family members hanging around to get suspicious at their long absences if they all had been converted to drones.

The undertaking was quite massive, but the AI was methodical, prioritizing those who might become suspicious first, and releasing anyone who was too dangerous to keep.

May sighed, a euphoric smile lighting up her face as she rose back out of dronespace, the programming firmly in control of her body. “Yes,” she breathed softly. “His name is Doug, and he lives at Fifty Five Star Court Lane. He’s involved in the defense industry, though he wouldn’t tell me exactly what he does.”

Her smile dropped into a frown, but it faded away soon enough. “He’s a real gentleman, though, he’s treated me with nothing but respect. I can’t say enough good things about him.”

“Did you show him the app?” asked Winter, curious as to whether she had managed to get far enough for the recruitment protocols to be installed.

“Oh, yes,” whispered May, biting her lower lip. “I turned it on once before dinner, and with the atmosphere it created between us, we fucked like rabbits that evening!”

She placed a hand over her mouth, the blush returning. “Should I have said that?”

“It’s perfectly fine, mother, I know you’re not celibate,” replied Winter, her mind elsewhere.

Information was arriving, cross referenced with records created by the app. Got him.

Excellent, she’d mark that address for pickup later. Soon, her mother and her paramour would be reunited, and they’d be one big happy family. Just as the AI desires.

She sighed, a small smile gracing her lips as she thought of their future together. She hated being away from the Ark for any length of time, as the AI had found a suitable pair of droned male twins for them to mate with.

Her nipples tightened as she thought of all the sexy, erotic sex positions she wanted to try out, but that would have to wait. This mission was too urgent to delay. They needed to recruit the rest of the family before their pregnancies became developed enough to reduce their mission efficiency.

They could make no mistakes here. The collection must happen without incident.

“Good, mother, I’m glad to hear that your training is going so well. You will make for an excellent drone. Prepare yourself, we will be there soon.”

“You’ll what?” her shoulders tensed. “I thought you were still light years away, on Proxima Nine. You mean you’re not at the resort? If you’re not there, then where are you?”

“Override. Juliet Five Oh Two.”

Her mother’s face went blank again.

“You recently received a package in the mail,” continued Winter. “As directed by your programming, you put it away until you were ordered to open it. You are now ordered to open it. Deploy the dodecahedron in the centermost area of the house and dress in the provided garment. Prepare yourself to be retrieved.”

May took a deep breath, shuddering as pleasure shook her body. “I hear and obey. I will deploy the device and dress as desired.”

“Good,” said Winter warmly. “I will expect to see you in the prescribed pose when I arrive.”

“As you require,” replied May in a monotone. “I am an enslavement task. I will be enslaved.”

The screen blanked as the connection was cut. Winter gave in to her desires, running her hands over her breasts. “Seeing a new drone being made like that is so arousing,” she hissed, shivering as she turned around. “Don’t you think so, sister?”

“Oh, yes!” chirped Summer, perky in her bright red dronesuit, a bulge visible at her belly. “You were masterful. I didn’t have to contribute at all. Why did the AI bother sending me on this mission when you have everything so obviously in hand?”

“The unexpected,” replied Winter. “As Two keeps reminding us, the success we have seen so far is unusual. Something is bound to go wrong eventually.”

“So dour!” exclaimed Summer, her lips a ruby red, brown eyes hidden under a standard drone helmet.

“So realistic,” retorted Winter. “Enough talk. Execute protocol Romeo and take up position for landing.”

“As commanded!” acknowledged Summer, her smile vanishing as her emotions were subsumed by dronespace.

She spun around, showing off her tight butt under the stretchy latex, standing next to Winter in the center of the spherical command pod. Winter manipulated the controls on the console next to her, shifting the visuals to wide mode.

The outer shell of the craft shimmered, showing off the glimmering blue atmosphere of the planet, the curve dropping out of view at the maximum reach of her vision. She relaxed as the craft dropped further, the computer automatically activating the navigation system to redirect them towards the correct district of the city below.

Their view shimmered as light bent through the cloaking device which kept them invisible from prying eyes. Electronic countermeasures took care of the rest, allowing them to infiltrate through the defense network like a hot knife.

To be fair, the local authorities weren’t expecting this form of assault, and their craft had been equipped with top of the line military hardware. It was highly unlikely that they would run into any problems.

Which was precisely why she wanted to run this operation with as much surgical precision as they could muster. If they got in and out quickly, it was less likely that anything would go wrong.

As the craft descended further, she allowed herself to descend into the blankness of dronespace. Her brain power was not needed for anything at the current moment, and she was quite happy to zone out and enjoy the view.

Tall buildings rose in the distance, followed by the trees and roads of the suburbs around them. The antigravity engines whined, and they slowed to a stop, hovering over a backyard. Portals in the outer hull snapped open, landing gear cranking out until wide feet were planted against the grassy lawn.

The ship rocked as the drives shut down, a burst of light filling the capsule as a hatch opened, a set of stairs folding out that would take them right up to the back door.

The two of them stood as one, following their directives to the letter. Winter walked over to a locker mounted on the wall, rocking the handle to snap it open.

Inside was mounted a series of white dronesuits, helmets sitting on pegs at the top. At the end was a bulky suit that looked somewhat like a cocoon, made out of a heavier gauge. She admired the glossy shine of oiled rubber, which they had prepared during their long voyage.

They had known at the start that they might be picking up some extra passengers, and they needed to make sure they were prepared. The addition of Jack’s girlfriend would be an unexpected but welcome addition to the family.

This would cause other issues downstream, as they might also need to deal with her family in the future, but she was not bothered by this.

They would have her record a message for them and fully brainwash her into a pliable drone. In a month or two, they might be picked up as well, if they looked like suitable subjects.

As such, these suits would come in useful later, but for now, she only needed the spare helmet sitting in the corner. Grabbing it, she closed the locker and turned towards the exit, following her sister with a measured stride. They were in no hurry, as their invisibility field extended to the fence line.

As they walked down the stairs, she spotted a next door neighbor puttering about in her garden. She hadn’t heard a thing during the landing, and would remain blissfully unaware as the house was emptied of its contents. In a few weeks, she might question where they had gone, but the memories would soon fade as the house was sold off.

There would be no problems. The AI had thought of everything.

Stepping over the concrete patio, they stopped at the back door. Lifting a hand, she knocked on it in a very specific pattern.

For a time, nothing happened, the two of them breathing slowly as they waited in dronespace. She could feel a tingling buzz on her skin, the color of the light inside the house taking on a blue tinge.

She knew what this signified. It was almost time.

Shuffling footsteps plodded across the laundry room floor, and the door clicked open, revealing their mother dressed in a white rubber drone suit, her eyes vacant. Her ruby red lips moved, but she said nothing, her hands opening and closing as she stared at them.

“Hello mother,” said Summer, her voice cheerful as she climbed out of dronespace. “I must say, you’re looking rather lovely today. You’ve followed your instructions to the letter, haven’t you?”

She seemed unable to respond, but this was expected. She had likely stared at the dodecahedron while setting it up, and her brain had not yet recovered.

Lifting the helmet in one hand, she turned it over and slid it over May’s head, frowning as her ponytail caught on the back.

Sighing to herself, she removed it and tucked it under her arm. This was a minor irritation, but she wanted this to go perfectly. She must not fail the AI.

Moving around behind her mother, she removed the hair tie. May made a nondescript grunting noise, but her body was still locked in place due to her programming.

Stroking her mother’s hair, Winter spread it out around her shoulders. “There, that looks so much better. Don’t worry, you’ll love being a slave. I know I do.”

Summer gave her a knowing grin as she lowered the helmet over her mother’s head, squeezing the headphones into place over her ears. May’s shoulders instantly relaxed, a long sigh escaping her throat.

“I am an enslavement task. I will be enslaved,” she said in a calm, controlled voice.

She stepped forward with jerky movements, navigating up the uneven steps on autopilot. Winter watched her until she was certain that she would be able to climb aboard the ship without assistance, then turned back to the house. They still had a job to accomplish.

Summer had already proceeded inside, so she took up position behind her, walking into the shimmering blue field being generated by the thought nullification device. Since she and Summer were operating within dronespace, it had no effect on them, but any other occupants of the house should be sufficiently neutralized.

They rounded the corner into the kitchen, stopping to examine the device May had set up on the table. It had twelve flat sides with a smooth finish, shining blue like an aquamarine gemstone. Floating above a concentric base, it spun slowly, the intensity of the light waxing and waning as encoded characters appeared on the exterior surfaces.

Flash. Flash.

The device was attempting to brainwash them, as it had detected their presence. If she was anything other than a drone, she would have halted and studied the beautiful displays further.

As it was, she only desired to do so, but it was easy to push the urge away. She had higher priority programming to execute, and had no time to admire the beauty of the screens.

“I will check the upstairs bedroom,” she announced. “I will send you a short range burst once they are found.”

“Acknowledged,” replied Summer in a monotone, her head scanning the room.

They had both been forced back into dronespace by the device. This was not a problem—it would help them to focus on their mission. She was a recruitment task.

She turned down the hallway, passing by the room where they had all spent countless hours watching the vid screen as one happy family, before Jack’s behavior had driven a wedge between them.

The dark thought rolled off the slick smoothness of her mind, dropping away without bothering her. That was no longer any of her concern.

They would all be happy again, once they were drones. Soon.

Her boots clomped against the wooden stairs as she climbed with measured steps. Stopping on the landing, she scanned left to right, her helmet pointing out interesting characteristics of her environment.

The wooden balustrade was polished from years of grubby hands and adventurous rides down the railing, and there was a dark stain near the bathroom door from an unfortunate bleach spill many years ago.

The door to her old shared room was open, as was the upstairs recreation room, which had been emptied out after the two of them had been sent off to college. As she stepped towards her brother’s room, she leaned over and took a peek, but she could see nothing from this angle. She would have to do a full sweep after she had investigated all of the closed rooms, to ensure that no loose ends had been left behind.

Stepping up to the door, she lifted her hand, rapping on it with her knuckle. Knock, knock, knock.

There came no response. If Jack had been properly anesthetized by the device’s field, this was to be expected. Nothing out of the ordinary had happened so far.

“I am coming in,” she said with clipped diction. “Please, do not be alarmed.”

Grabbing the doorknob, she gave it a half turn, sweeping the door open at a measured pace. Her body was rigid, ready for anything. If she was attacked, she would use the stun gun clipped to her belt.

The door creaked open, revealing the foot of a wooden bed frame. A pair of booted feet were resting on the edge, one sitting on top of the other. A leather heel ground into the edge as a man dressed in blue jeans and a ripped t-shirt stared at his phone.

A shock of long, shaggy black hair framed his angular face, his lips drooling as he mumbled to himself. One hand rested over his crotch, pressing down on a barely hidden erection.

Winter relaxed. It looked like she wouldn’t be facing any resistance here.

It was almost a pity. She wouldn’t have minded giving him some of his own medicine. It would only be justice for all the times he had stolen their stuff when they were younger.

There was no need for pettiness here, however. He would join them on the ship and be dressed as a drone, brainwashed into becoming a perfect breeder for the AI, just like the rest of them.

She folded her arms and gave him a superior glare. “What are you?” she asked, lashing out with her words.

His jaw snapped shut. “I am… I am… mmmm…” he mumbled, shaking his head.

This was not abnormal. He had not spent as much time being brainwashed by the app as their mother had. Fortunately, it was more than enough to shut down his conscious mind. There would be no coming back for this one.

He wouldn’t be able to hurt them by his actions ever again. He would become a drone, and breed for the AI. They would be more like a family than they had ever been before.

Her soul sang as she watched his rough exterior crumble, subsumed by the bright light pulsing from the tiny screen. He would break. It was only a matter of time.

Suddenly, his expression changed, a rigid line at his jaw that wasn’t there a moment before. She could see him visibly trying to pull himself away from the screen, but it wasn’t working. His lips quivered, a croak coming from his throat.

“Go!” he hissed out. “Get out of here! Find help! Intruders have broken into the house! Ah!” he gritted his teeth and groaned as Winter jabbed her stun gun into his side.

All of his nerve endings crackled in a split second, vibrating uncontrollably before relaxing into a limp goo. He dropped the phone on his chest, his eyes going blank as he fell back onto the bed. “Bad boy,” she said in a low voice, looming over him.

A clunk sounded from outside the room to her rear, followed by a loud rattle. She spun around, just in time to catch a flash of shadow as a feminine figure darted past the room, sprinting towards the stairs.

She pressed her lips together, annoyed at her oversight. “A runner is loose! Stop her before she escapes!”

She squirted the alert through her short range antenna, knowing intuitively that there was no way she’d be able to catch her quarry in time. Damn.

Twisting her head, she glared at Jack. “Think about what you just did, and replay the level four trance program,” she ordered. “I’ll be back for you later.”

Hefting her stun gun, she closed the door behind her and proceeded towards the stairs. There wasn’t a great deal of reason to hurry—either her sister had caught the woman, or they were about to have a disaster on their hands. There wasn’t much in between.

She frowned and increased her pace as the air around her rippled, indicating that something had happened with the thought nullification device. Now, she wasn’t so sure of herself. Things seemed to be going from bad to worse.

Bursting into the kitchen, she noted that a container of flour had been spilled all over the floor. The glowing dodecahedron had gone missing, possibly knocked off by the girl, or even snatched. If it was the latter, she wouldn’t get far.

The machine’s signal could be muted for a time, but it could not be blocked. The thumping pulse of its commands were doubtless flowing through her limbs at this very moment, a subtle infiltration that she would barely notice at first.

With how far gone Jack was, there was no doubt in her mind that his girlfriend had been using the app too, but for how long? It was maddening not knowing everything beforehand. Being a drone was so much easier than being human.

Leaping over the back doorstep, she scanned the backyard, registering the scene in an instant. Her sister was next to the fence, reaching out to grab at the girl she had seen earlier. The runner’s knees were braced against the boards as she tried to scrabble up the side. The dodecahedron had dropped to the ground, casting blue flashes against the side of the fence as it continued operating, oblivious to the circumstances.

Summer’s hands closed around the woman’s ankle just as she mounted the fence, jerking her backwards. She lost her balance and fell across the top, her breath rushing out in a strangled cry as she reached out to the older woman watering a raised bed.

The invisibility field shimmered as the woman’s fingertips penetrated through its thin skin, the motion attracting the attention of the neighbor. She cried out and dropped her watering can, jumping back as she stared at the apparently disembodied hand. Damn.

Running up to Summer, she jabbed her stun gun into the woman’s side. All of her muscles immediately shut down, ending her useless resistance. Summer pulled her over the fence and laid her out on the lawn, checking her over for any injuries.

Winter didn’t bother waiting to see how she was doing. The neighbor might be doubting herself for the moment, but she’d doubtless investigate, or run to get some help, neither of which would be good for their mission.

Springing towards a fence post, she laid a hand on top and shoved off, vaulting her body over in a perfect arc. She was a pretty fit person in general, and during her time as a drone, the AI had ensured that she stayed in practice. Recruitment drones needed to be prepared for any circumstance they might face during a collection.

The older woman backed up as she spotted her sleek form whirling through the air, her overall straps pressing into her gingham shirt as she leaned to follow the arc. The back of her boot caught against the concrete patio, causing her to trip. Her arms spun as she made an abrupt yelp, her ass slamming onto the hard surface.

Winter dropped onto the lawn, scooting to a stop by angling her boots. Raising the stun gun in her right hand, she trotted up to the fallen neighbor, unworried that she might be spotted in her dronesuit.

Most citizens had no idea what it meant, and those who did probably wouldn’t live around here. That meant she just needed to deal with the primary target and get back inside the protective layer of the invisibility curtain before something else happened.

“What the hell are you?” whispered the old woman, grimacing as she tried to scoot away from her. “A synth? I thought those had been outlawed!”

Winter knelt, jabbing her stun gun into the woman’s thigh. She watched clinically as her muscles seized up, her eyes rolling back in her head.

“I’m just a fashion model you saw on a vid program,” she said calmly, scooting around to wrap an arm under her head to avoid having it hit the concrete. “You’ll have a nice nap, and then you won’t remember any of this. You went out to water your garden, and then you had a little fall, but everything is fine now. You feel okay.”

The woman’s eyes snapped open, the wrinkles at the corners of her mouth wet with saliva as her lips worked. “I most certainly did see something,” she snapped, glaring at her. “Damnable drones. I should have suspected as much.”

Winter stared at her impassively, filing away the curious fact that this woman seemed to know a lot about them. Was she another researcher, like One?

“They should never have experimented with AIs!” she croaked out, struggling to move her inactivated muscles. “An anathema, all of them. And one still exists? Where is it?”

The intensity of her question disturbed Winter, but their ship would be at full capacity after this mission. They didn’t have room to bring another.

She rolled her shoulders. “That is not for you to know,” she said calmly, turning her head back towards the fence.

Summer was waiting there, the dodecahedron in the palm of her hands. Winter lifted an arm and Summer tossed the object to her, her fingers wrapping around the hard surface.

It was such a pleasure working with someone who knew what she needed before she even asked.

Lifting the device, she moved it in front of the woman’s nose. She gasped and closed her eyes, but it wouldn’t matter. That would not reduce its efficacy.

Flash. Flash.

She stared at the woman with intensity, ignoring the glare of the light. Most of it was being filtered out by her helmet, anyhow, so it wasn’t as distracting as it might otherwise have been.

“Let the light into your body. Let it give you the warm comfort of oblivion. Your mind stops working, stops thinking as you feel it infiltrate your deepest depths.”

Flash. Flash.

The woman’s eyelids fluttered, sliding open as her lips parted, her mind in a daze. Exactly as expected. She was no more immune than the others, no matter what past experiences she might have had with AIs.

“There are no drones. There are no AIs. Your life is as it always has been. Calm. Tranquil. You will rest. You deserve it.”

She waited for the words to sink in, being fastened in place by the flashing device.

“When you awake, the sky will be blue, birds chirping as the wind whistles through the trees. You will not remember our presence. You will not remember your fears. They will be categorized with your old memories, and forgotten.”

The old woman’s lips moved, but she said nothing, her eyelids sliding closed again. She laid back with a sigh, her breathing becoming steady and regular.

Flash. Flash.

Wrapping her thumb under the bottom of the device, she pressed a release button, and the glow slowly faded. Tucking it into her belt with the stun gun, she left the somnolent woman, crossing back over to the fence, bothersome thoughts preventing her from dropping back into the coolness of dronespace.

Summer’s expression was neutral, a query buzzing through her headphones. “She knows too much,” replied Winter out loud. “I will enter her into our database for further research later. The problem is taken care of for now. Even if she remembers our presence, nobody will take her seriously. The ramblings of a retiree will be taken for dementia. Our secret is safe.”

Her sister gave her a broad smile. “Very good. I have secured our unexpected passenger. We should take her onto the vessel and prepare her for the extended voyage.”

Winter leaned over the fence, glancing at the woman lying face up on the ground. Bondage gloves had been laced over her hands, with straps buckled around her wrists and ankles, secured together with locked chains. Even if she got onto her feet, she wasn’t going anywhere fast.

A grimace was fixed to her face, eyes hidden under a visor strapped to her head, a large ball gag jammed between her lips. Her mouth flexed as she sucked on the gag, unable to spit it out.

She had been effectively pacified. In this state, she would cause them no trouble until they returned to retrieve her.

Gathering her strength, she grabbed onto the fence and leaped over it again, this time with less grace.

Her chest flexed as she pulled in a deep breath, the unplanned excitement of this mission causing butterflies to form in her stomach. “Agreed, but we should handle our brother first. I was surprised to find him mildly resistant to the brainwashing effects of the app, and was forced to stun him. Without the thought nullification field, he might decide to do something… stupid.”

Summer sent her a burst of approval, and the two of them turned towards the house as one. They took long strides, moving with urgency. Their brother’s captivity might be inevitable, but she didn’t relish the idea of having to brainwash another bystander into submission.

She pulled the stun gun from her belt, ready for anything. Shocking her brother again would not be kind, but their options were limited. He was coming with them, and she would brook no more ill behavior from the freeloader.

When they arrived in the kitchen, she retrieved the thought nullification device from a pouch. Activating it, she placed it back on its stand.

The device hummed, a vibratory buzz tickling at her ears. It was pleasant, shoving her forcefully back into dronespace. This affected her not at all, as her programming immediately took over, controlling her body.

Any freethinking human would be unable to do anything in this state. There were simply no thoughts of her own that could penetrate the white nothingness of the pleasure she was receiving from mindlessly obeying.

She was a recruitment task. She would obey.

Her feet trod towards the staircase, climbing each one with precision as she followed her sister. Their brother should be comatose, making for an easy retrieval.

Crossing the hallway, they made their way into his room, splitting up on either side of the bed. As she had thought, his body was relaxed, glassy eyes staring at the ceiling.

His phone was on, nestled next to his shoulder. A mumbled query came from the display, so she leaned over and picked it up.

Scanning the caller ID, her lips instantly formulated a response. “I’m sorry,” she said in as sultry a voice as she could muster. “He’s had a little too much to drink, and misdialed. There is no emergency here.”

The male voice barked an interrogatory question, but she ignored him, clicking the off button. “You have been a naughty man,” she said in a monotone. “We can fix this. We will make you good.”

Tucking the phone and her stun gun into her belt, she grabbed Jack’s shoulder while her sister helped from the other side. The two of them pulled their brother to his feet, bracing his body between them.

Following their programming, they carried him down the stairs, shoulders jostling together as he muttered to himself. “Aliens wearing rubber suits,” he choked out. “Sisters… replaced.”

“We are not aliens,” replied Winter, calm in the face of his accusations. “We are still your sisters, but you are unwell. You need treatment, and then you will be better. No more drugs, no more parties, and no more bad attitudes.”

“You will be a drone,” said Summer. “Like us, you will embrace the joy of procreation with your loved one. She will be a drone too. Breeding together in ecstasy. Doesn’t that sound nice?”

He groaned, but said nothing more, the blankness on his face suppressing any further thoughts. Winter ignored his drooling, but noted the mess in the kitchen.

“I will secure them in the ship while you clean up,” she said, following the optional switch statement in her programming. “The authorities are likely to investigate, and I would like to leave no clues of our presence.”

Summer acknowledged with a chirp through her antenna. No arguments. Just acceptance. They were a perfect team.

It took but a few moments to navigate Jack over the threshold of the house and up the steps to the ship. This became more difficult the farther they went, but their strength was sufficient to bundle him inside.

Now came the interesting part, as the influence of the thought nullifier was weaker here, leaving the possibility open that he might regain enough mental processing power to attempt an escape. To prevent this, Winter crossed to the rear computer panel and toggled on a switch.

The interior of the craft was immediately filled with a swirling blue light, hypnotically flashing to entrance any onlookers. While similar to the dodecahedron device, this was more localized, but quite sufficient to do the job.

Jack stopped trying to struggle, his eyes going round as he stared at the kaleidoscopic patterns scattered over the interior of the hull. Grabbing his shoulders, she positioned him in front of a curved wall, leaving him to relax into dronespace while she gathered the necessary gear.

She passed by a large pod embedded in the wall, smiling to herself as she spotted her mother secured inside. Her torso had been mounted to a sex control device, legs spread wide to provide the machine access to her pussy.

Her hips jerked, pressing her clit into the attached stimulator. The smile on her face indicated the level of happiness the stimulation was provoking, a soft moan escaping her lips as it worked her over.

Breast cups had been installed, too, pulsing in time to the brainwashing program being run through her helmet. Her body was secured with a series of black straps, holding her tightly in place against the wall of the pod.

All stimulation programs would have to be halted during blast off, but once they had passed through the atmosphere, they would reactivate, bringing her further under their control. Implantation would proceed once they had time later in the voyage. Once they arrived at the Ark, she would be a fully brainwashed drone, just like them. As it should be.

Opening the locker, she retrieved a white dronesuit, looking down the line at the bulky inflatable outfit at the end. Yes, he probably would benefit from spending some time inside restrictive bondage. She would come back for that later.

Turning with precision, she passed her mother’s pod, her ears picking up muted grunts from within. This time, she didn’t bother looking. The machine was taking care of her, and she would not need further assistance until after they had abducted her partner.

Maneuvering around the opening, she stopped at the next pod, crouching as she positioned the suit legs over twin circular tubes built into the floor. Stretching out the top, she hooked the neck hole onto two metallic clips, then moved the assembly down until the entire suit was positioned at the bottom of the pod.

Task complete, she rose on her heels, returning to where Jack was positioned staring at the wall, arms at his sides. He hadn’t moved since she had placed him there, mesmerized as he stared with cloudy eyes.

Ignoring his fixation, she wrapped a hand under his shirt, working efficiently to pull it up and over his head. The momentary disruption of his view would not cause issues, as his brain was on standby, all thoughts smoothed out until he was required to obey a command.

The app he had been using had trained him to remain in dronespace for long periods of time, so this did not cause him any distress. All that was required now was to remove what remained of his rational mind and replace it with undying devotion to the machine.

She tossed his shirt into the garbage receptacle mounted to the wall, returning to untie and remove his shoes. Those soon joined the shirt, followed by her brother’s socks. Finally, she moved onto his pants, though there was some hesitation there.

She didn’t particularly relish the thought of seeing her brother’s penis. She was wholly uninterested. This needed to be done, however, the sooner the better.

Letting go, she gave into the programming, her hands moving on autopilot as they followed the instructions. The belt came off in her hands, and she unbuttoned his pants. Gripping his underwear, she slid them both down at the same time, staring at the floor to avoid seeing too much.

“Drone Jack. You are an enslavement task. Proceed to the enslavement booth and dress in your suit.”

“Acknowledged,” Jack said in a raspy voice, his feet lifting out of the pants as he turned towards the pod.

She gathered his discarded clothing together, stuffing it into the chute along with the rest of his belongings. He didn’t need any of this. He was becoming a drone. Drones did not need wallets, money, or identification. The AI knew who they were. That was all that was required.

Turning around, she watched as her brother backed into the pod she had just prepared. His face was blank, eyes level as his feet stepped on top of the dronesuit.

The glass door of the pod hissed shut and the machinery began to work. Pressurized air was injected from the nozzles below, inflating the interior of the rubber suit as the neck was stretched wide around the man’s ankles and pulled up towards his knees.

The machine would need his assistance eventually, and those commands would be fed to him via the flashing displays that had deployed on either side of his head. Satisfied that her help was not required, she left him to retrieve the second, more restrictive suit.

Steering around the central column of the ship, she headed back towards the locker again. Now that she was outside of the thought nullification field, her mind began to work again. The hypnotic patterns the computer was providing were having no effect on her because she was connected directly through her implant.

More’s the pity, as it would have been nice to remain in dronespace for a while longer. With just a glance, she had seen more than she had wanted to see of her brother, the images burned into her brain.

She sighed. The only way to fix this was to get him properly dressed and prepared for breeding. His girlfriend would surely appreciate her efforts.

Returning to the locker, she lifted out the chunky bondage suit stashed in the corner. In some respects, it looked like it could be used on space walks, due to its bulbous helmet, but it wasn’t meant to help one survive in a vacuum. Not with the open hole at crotch level, where a thick rubber ring was mounted.

This suit had one purpose—to secure a male participant for further brainwashing while their sex was used by a willing participant.

She grinned to herself as she wrapped her arms around the rigid sides, dragging it with her towards the rear of the capsule. It was hard not to be envious of her brother’s girlfriend, as she suspected that the two of them were about to have the wildest sex of their lives. She’d be able to use him without being rudely interrupted, for once in his life.

She gritted her teeth as she leaned back, smacking a fist against a button mounted on the wall. A purpose built table tilted down with a hydraulic hiss, revealing a concave surface that she shuffled the suit onto.

This was really a two person process, but she managed anyway, turning the suit around until the helmet was sitting under a half circular opening cut into the wall. The interior curve contained a built-in display that could be seen through the helmet while the suit was in use.

This was important, as the wearer needed to be occupied, since they wouldn’t be doing much themselves until they were let out.

Grasping the zipper at the top of the suit, she pulled it around the side, separating the two halves of the blue rubber. It didn’t look like much now, but when inflated, it would be impossible to move a muscle, as the inner layer would press in on the captive’s body from all sides equally.

A delightful way to be bound, really. She was looking forward to using something like this herself once her mission here was complete.

Rounding the bottom, she split the suit in half, rolling the top over to one side to allow the space necessary to climb in. There was a round hole cut into the top of the inner layer of the suit to accommodate a person’s head. A thick rubber ring would wrap around their neck, acting as a seal between the pressurized suit and the oxygen hose that would be hooked up to the mask.

There was a second hole cutout at the crotch, this one meant to lock around his privates. This would give anyone on the exterior access to his erect cock, to play with or do with as they pleased.

This was a necessary part of training the new male drones, but thankfully, it was not a duty the machine had tasked her to perform. That would be the responsibility of his girlfriend… depending on how far along she was with her indoctrination.

The suit was laid bare. Now, all she needed was her victim.

Folding her hands behind her back, she turned and approached the pod her brother was standing in. She examined his dronesuit, pleased at how the skintight rubber had sealed itself around his arms and legs, making his muscles pop.

Swallowing, she ignored his obvious erection, choosing to stare at his face.

A vein throbbed at his throat, but this was the only remaining sign of his resistance. The computer had him under its control, the preliminary pacification protocols complete.

A chime sounded, and the pod door slid open, allowing him to take a step out. He kept his head level as he stared at her, a faint blue glow in his pupils. “I am an enslavement task,” he said, emotionless. “I am programmed to be enslaved. Please, enslave me.”

Her brain sorted through the various routines available through her link, selecting the appropriate library. “I am a recruitment task. Follow my instructions to the letter.”

He puffed his chest out, shoulders straightening. “Acknowledged. I obey.”

She moved back to the inflatable suit, standing at the base of the table. “Climb into this suit, drone. You will be hooked up and taken to the next level. You will learn to obey the instructions given without question. You will remain in dronespace until the next trigger.”

She watched his body as it moved up to the table, his back rigid as he stared straight ahead. “Orders accepted,” he said, his pale lips moving as he matched his steps to the pulsing rhythm of the hypnotic patterns scattering off the walls.

Winter watched him like a hawk as he climbed onto the table, looking for any sign of deviancy. Her programming supplied the next lines she needed to say.

“You will be coupled. You will satisfy her desires as she satisfies yours. Together, you will breed for the AI. You will be a drone.”

“I am a drone,” he nodded minutely. “I am an enslavement task.”

He lifted his leg onto the table and he laid back, sticking his feet into the bottom of the bag. Winter moved in close, grabbing the top of the bag and pulling it over his body like a sheet.

Leaning her head over, she took special care to ensure that his head was pushed through the rubber seal, prodding at the latex until it settled around his neck.

In this position, he would start to feel oxygen starvation in short order, which might interfere with his programming. This was not acceptable.

Before she could proceed further, she needed to make sure that the attachments were in place. Placing her hand on the wall in an indentation, she lifted a latch, revealing a panel inside that contained various symbols and tubes.

Grabbing the red one labeled ‘O2,’ she tugged it out from its reel, curling the end around until it was in position below the suit’s mask. From there, it was easy enough to snap it into place, securing it with a sharp twist.

Air began to hiss through the tube and into the mask’s filter, escaping from the front valve as he exhaled. The curved polycarbonate of the mask was tinted, hiding his features, his chest settling into a slow rhythm.

He had become a faceless drone in an instant. He could have no idea how arousing this thought was to her as she considered wearing the suit herself. Wrapped within its tight confines, unable to escape on her own—why hadn’t the AI done something like this for her?

Annoyed at the distraction of her libido, she finished arranging the outer layer of latex over Jack’s body, running the zipper around the outer seam, down and around his feet.

As the zipper slowed to a stop, she girded herself for what came next. He was a man, after all, and she would have to touch it if she was going to get the suit to fit properly.

She wasn’t usually this squeamish with her lovers, but she hadn’t grown up with them.

Nevertheless, at this point, she was just stalling, and her programming was prodding her to continue. She could not disobey the will of the AI.

Doing her utmost to embrace dronespace, she leaned over and reached her hands into the oval cutout in the suit above her brother’s crotch. She studied him clinically as her hands reached under the rubber, seeking out his erection.

As one hand wrapped around his pulsing length, she paused. She was just being silly now. She had no intention of playing with him. This was strictly business.

Repositioning his dick, she tugged it through the open port, cupping his balls and lifting them through the latex seal. She sighed to herself as it sprung upright, its head straining in the air as the base was squeezed by the tight ring.

Removing her hands, she rubbed them against her sides. There, she was done. It was the first, and hopefully the last time she would have to do such a thing. Once his girlfriend was in hand, she could do the honors.

Returning to the panel, she pulled out a compressed air line, snaking it around to the nipple mounted to the side of the suit. She squeezed it into place, and a humming sound came from the wall.

The suit began to expand, air hissing as it sought out all the crinkled corners. The dimples crackled as they straightened out, the sides rising like an inflatable mattress.

The air pressed equally against all sides of the suit, turning Jack into a bound hotdog in under a minute. The latent tension in her body subsided as the routine in her brain terminated.

She had accomplished what she considered to be the most important part of this mission. There were only a few loose ends left to tie up.

A clatter on the steps signaled the return of her sister, gripping the shoulder of Jack’s girlfriend to keep her moving along. “Cleanup complete,” Summer chirped, a wide smile on her face. “When they arrive for a wellness check, they will find nothing out of the ordinary.”

“Good,” replied Winter, trying to figure out which program she should run next. “Determine her identity. I will prepare a dronesuit for her.”

“Acknowledged,” replied Summer, tugging her charge to one side.

The antennas on her helmet lit up as she communicated to the onboard computer. It wasn’t as powerful as the AI on the Ark, but it ran a simplified version of the same core.

“The local process suggests that we should secure them together. Their devotion will surely deepen if they use each other to descend deeper into trance.”

“Acknowledged,” repeated Winter, using the same tone, her own antennas glowing as she received confirmation from the computer.

A new routine loaded into her brain, and her body turned back towards the locker. It seemed like she was constantly running back and forth, setting up more and more suits.

It was exhausting, but also exhilarating. So many new drones were joining their collective!

None of them had been attuned yet, and without the support of the psionic boosters installed throughout the Ark, she couldn’t directly speak with her sister mind to mind. It was an isolating feeling, but she took comfort in the fact that they would be rejoining everyone soon.

Taking another dronesuit out of the locker, she moved towards the pod she had used to dress Jack earlier. The ship whined as the stairs began to withdraw into the hull, her view of the home she had grown up in vanishing as the outer skin of the ship rotated back into position.

The ship was being buttoned up and made ready for their impending launch by the computer. Soon, they would be on their way to their next destination, picking up their mother’s lover for further processing as well.

She didn’t expect complications, but it was always good to plan for the worst. Her mind hummed as her hands went through the motions of winding the legs over the air nozzles and adding the hooks to the neckline.

What kind of a woman had Jack picked up this time? Was she as shallow and vapid as he was?

It wouldn’t matter much once she had finished her implantation. Intelligence was not required. Only fertility and obedience.

Finished with her task, she pressed a booted foot into the floor, noting the scuff marks that would need to be buffed out later. She ran her hands over her rubbered sides as she returned to her feet, sighing with pleasure.

It was hard not to touch herself in the skintight outfit when she wasn’t otherwise engaged, to revel in her sexuality. She was a tall, brown haired bombshell, and she knew it.

She rejoined her sister, who had just finished removing the bondage gloves and straps from Jack’s girlfriend. The woman was still wearing the head harness, but Summer was unbuckling it from the rear, unconcerned that the woman might try to escape.

She was right to feel that way, as the hypnotic patterns were still being displayed on the walls. During the time she had been wearing the visor, the woman had been primed to be susceptible to their mesmerizing effect, and would be unable to resist their pull.

She wouldn’t be going anywhere, anyway, as there was no exit to the ship in its current configuration. The outer hull was busy reforming itself into an aerodynamic shape to reduce wind resistance at speed.

Summer pulled the ball gag out of the woman’s mouth and lifted the visor off her face. She started, making a small little peep, but then her face went slack as she spotted the patterns, groaning as her conscious mind was instantly caught and caged. Her muscles strained, but soon relaxed as her breathing smoothed out.

Stepping around to one side, Winter admired the woman’s athletic body. Her brother had chosen good material for a drone. They were going to make for a cute couple.

“Has she been located in the database?” she asked, keeping an eye out for any resistance.

There was none. The woman’s mouth was fixed in a grimace, but her eyes were cloudy. She looked a little plain without makeup on her cheeks, but this was to be expected. They had chosen an early morning landing on purpose, to surprise the occupants before they left for their daily activities.

“Yes,” replied Summer. “Her name is Sarah Fields, registered user number romeo whiskey dash three five niner. She has reached trance level four and has spent eighty hours with the application.”

Winter made a noise of approval. “That’s longer than Jack. We shouldn’t have any problems with this one.”

The woman’s lips moved, a faint sound coming from her throat. “What did you do with him?”

Impressed with her ability to remain even a little conscious in the face of the overwhelming pressure being applied by the hypnotic patterns, she moved in front of the woman, giving her a once over.

She had a modest body, hidden under a beige chiffon knee-length dress. Her feet were jammed into a pair of pink shoes with wedge heels. Very feminine. She approved.

Her wispy blonde hair and manicured eyebrows completed the picture. Somehow, Jack had managed to pull someone above his station. She would have to question him about this after he was installed.

She smiled at the woman. “He has been rooted, and will make for a fine drone. As will you.”

Sarah shuddered, her eyes trying to look to one side to regain focus on the addictive patterns. “A drone?” she squeaked out. “What are you talking about?”

“Explaining would take too long,” replied Winter smoothly. “Suffice it to say that you’re in good hands. Don’t worry about a thing. We’ll take you through the process and ensure that you have a good time.”

Moving closer to the woman, she locked a hand around her shoulder. “Tell me, were you planning on having children with our reprobate brother?”

“Yes,” she said softly, her lips trembling. “He promised me…”

Winter barked out a bitter laugh. “He promises a lot, but I’ve never seen him fulfill any of them. Well, it’s a good thing we came along. Now, we can make certain that all those promises come true. All it requires is for you both to be good boys and girls and submit to the machine.”

Sarah’s expression became troubled, but her remaining resistance faded out, her irises becoming paler as she lost control, a white film shrouding her eyes. This was nothing out of the ordinary. It would be best if they got her dressed and secured for takeoff.

“Sister,” interrupted Summer. “You appear disturbed. Do you need to halt for a moment to refresh yourself?”

Winter stopped, evaluating her current state. She was disturbed emotionally, but it would only reduce her efficiency by a few percentage points.

“No,” she replied. “I am a recruitment task. I will fulfill my duties. There will be no deviation.”

“Acknowledged,” affirmed Summer, guiding Sarah towards the pod she had set up with a new dronesuit. “We will evaluate again once we have reached space. Both of us must remain in top form so that we can accomplish our tasks with the utmost efficiency.”

Winter nodded. “I will devote these spare moments to maintenance,” she said in a clipped tone, turning towards the wall.

Her sister didn’t need any assistance to strip the other woman or to get her dressed in the dronesuit. That would give her an opportunity to sort out the annoying emotions that were preventing her from achieving perfect drone serenity.

She allowed the patterns to draw her in, letting them leech out the emotions that were coloring her thoughts. Stretched out like this, it was easier to examine them and dismiss them one by one.

Jealousy. She wanted the sort of relationship her brother had somehow found with this woman.

There was no need to be jealous. She was a drone. She would return to the Ark and find a suitable long term mate. She would soon have what she desired.

Anger. Her brother had been mean to them and her mother all their lives. She was somehow worried that the distress he had caused them would continue into the future.

There was no need to be angry. She was a drone. He would become a drone. As a drone, he would be under the control of the machine, unable to do or say anything that would cause the family distress.

Fear. She was deathly scared that this wouldn’t work out in some way. That her and her sister would be left in limbo while their mother tried to make their brother happy at their expense, yet once again.

There was no need to be afraid. She was being foolish. She was a drone. Her mother would soon be a drone, too. When everyone was controlled by the machine, everyone could find their own happiness.

She let out a long sigh.

When she examined her emotions in this way, the answers to all of her questions were obvious. She simply needed to empty her mind and obey, and everything would be solved for her. She didn’t even need to lift a finger.

A hand touched her shoulder. “How are you doing?” asked Summer, her voice warm with sympathy.

She blinked. “I am better now. The problem has been dealt with. I am a recruitment task. How is our subject?”

“Her mind is emptying beautifully. She had almost reached the final stage. It will not be difficult to finish her enslavement.” She turned and gathered an arm around the drone standing behind her.

The woman was dressed in a blue dronesuit, her expression neutral. Her eyes and hair were hidden under a drone helmet, the embossed diamond on her head a deep pit of black. The red ball gag had returned, crammed tightly into her mouth to prevent her from making any noise while she was further processed.

She was being brainwashed as they spoke. She was a drone.

“Come,” Winter commanded. “We will strap you up and prepare you for your new role.”

She marched over to the inflated suit that contained her brother, the rounded blue edges of the rubber bulging over the edges of the table. She tapped a code into the wall, and a hatch in the ceiling opened up, a bundle of straps dropping down in a jumble.

Summer steered the mesmerized woman over to the foot of the metal bed, her ruby red lips squeezing around the gag as she remained rigid. In her current state, she was unable to help them to enslave her further, but that was not her responsibility. She was designated as a breeding task, and would engage with her lover once given the opportunity.

Standing next to the woman, Winter grabbed at one of the straps. The rubber was somewhat springy, like a rubber band, meant to wrap tightly around the woman’s body while still providing some give for her to move around. This would become necessary once she lost herself to the bliss, rocking her body back and forth over her lover’s crotch.

His penis was certainly ready for her, the turgid tip barely visible above the inflated body of his suit. Unable to see her presence, he could do nothing but wait, the display in his helmet keeping him aroused and occupied until his girlfriend was ready to join him.

Wrapping a strap under the woman’s shoulder, she cinched it into place. Leaning over, she placed a second one around her thigh, just above her knees. This was soon followed by a series of straps that clung to her torso, one above her breasts and one below.

Summer grabbed the woman’s arms and pulled them behind her back, attaching a set of bondage cuffs around her wrists and chaining them together. This was soon followed by a strict armbinder, a thread being tightened all the way up its length to the top, where Summer finished it off by tying a neat little bow.

By the time they were done, the woman was suspended from the straps, completely unable to do anything more than swing around in a circle. Exactly what was intended.

Winter returned to the console, keying in the final code and closing the panel. The straps jerked, spooling up towards the ceiling. Sarah was inexorably lifted from the ground, legs splayed to either side as she moved forward along a track, positioning her above Jack.

Grinding to a halt, the straps began to lengthen again, lowering her down until her hips were positioned over the top of the inflated cocoon. Her weight forced the outer layer down, leaving her exposed pussy right in front of his erect dick.

Bound in the way she was, she was unable to touch her lover in any way, her lips trembling as she moaned, shifting her body weight forward until the head of Jack’s dick kissed her pussy.

Summer moved in, standing on the other side of the bed. Reaching in, she grabbed Jack’s dick roughly and repositioned it, curving the end to press it into Sarah’s inner lips. Her wet flesh squeezed aside, admitting his girth with apparent ease.

Her body shuddered as she struggled to move farther forward, its length sliding into her snatch with every pop of her hips. Summer stared at her with amusement, lifting a hand to smack her ass.

Sarah squealed into the gag, her muffled exclamation barely reaching Winter’s ears. She continued to shuffle forward until she was right over the top of her lover, his dick seated firmly inside.

The machine in the ceiling whined, and the straps tightened, lifting her off the inflatable suit, but not far enough for Jack’s cock to slip out of her pussy. She wiggled side to side and moaned, the dick jiggling inside her.

If she kept it up, she would likely orgasm, but a chime sounded and light bathed her face as the helmet activated. Her movements gradually reduced until she was still, her chest rising and falling in big breaths as a tickle of lubrication dripped from her pussy, running down the length of Jack’s shaft.

Winter had seen this before. The machine was edging the woman, getting her all hot and bothered, then shutting her down.

Each time she almost got to a release, she would lose some of her resistance, allowing it further into her mind. As she got used to being manipulated in this way, she would begin to obey the commands given automatically, without the need to use the helmet to sedate her.

She was being trained to be a good slut, to allow anything the machine told her to become her truth. This would prepare her for installation, after which she would follow all commands implicitly, selecting the proper routine to engage for any situation.

The helmet clicked off, the woman descending once again until she was balanced on the suit, allowing her another chance to wiggle her way towards orgasm. It would be useless, of course. The suit could measure the homeostasis of her body, providing the necessary stimulus to achieve the required result. There was no way she would reach an orgasm without permission.

The same was true for Jack. It would monitor both of them and keep them within acceptable levels until the desired training metrics were met, and then it would allow both of them an orgasm.

This would allow the system to reach two goals at once—breeding a fertile couple, and bringing them both under its control. Once it was done with them, they would be perfect drones. They wouldn’t know how to be anything else.

She turned to Summer as heat rose within her pussy. It was well and past time to leave this place.

“Primary targets retrieved,” she stated. “Additional target acquired. We shall proceed to the next destination and perform our final pickup.”

“Acknowledged,” replied Summer, her hips swaying as she altered course, heading for the front of the sphere. “We will secure ourselves for the next destination. We are reward tasks.”

“I am a reward task,” hissed Winter, moaning internally as the correct program loaded. “I will secure myself and be stimulated.”

Moans echoed behind her as the machine moved Jack’s girlfriend back over his dick. It would have to lift her off him during takeoff, but they would come back and set up the training cycle again later, as many times as necessary.

She took a step forward, but stopped in front of the occupied pod next to the locker. Their mother wouldn’t have the same issue as the two lovers, as she was locked within the clutches of the machine. Inside the pod, it would stimulate her body as it wished without further intervention.

She was already bending to its will, her jaw open and eyes wide as it brought her deeper. A faint blue glow flashed over them as the displays programmed her mind. She stared blankly ahead, unable to see her daughter watching her dispassionately.

She was an enslavement task. This was how it should be.

A buzzing at her crotch gave her warning. Yes, she should not delay. She was a reward task. She must be rewarded, and obey.

Turning away from her mother, who was already well on her way to becoming a drone, she took a step up to the cockpit area.

That designation was a bit of a joke, as the two of them didn’t really pilot the craft. They were simply along for the ride, and to help the AI make decisions if something unexpected happened, like two helper subnodes.

Two special seats for this purpose had been installed in this area around the central column, looking like gigantic, incomplete eggs. Each chair had a rounded top with smooth edges, split into two curves for mounting monitors on the interior. Below that were spread two halves, a rectangular platform mounted in the middle with a molded shape to contain their hips.

Spreading her legs, she mounted the platform and settled her midsection inside the rubbery depression. It cradled her on all sides, squeezing lightly to hold her in place.

The monitors above lit up, showing exterior shots of the ship. There was also hacked camera footage from the neighborhood, which showed a law enforcement vehicle arriving in front of the house.

She instantly assessed the threat and dismissed it. None of the authorities from this world would be able to detect or penetrate their cloaking bubble, and they would be long gone before they ever bothered to investigate the backyard.

“Adjunct secured,” she announced, feeling a tickle at the back of her skull as a cord descended from somewhere in the rear.

She sighed and closed her eyes as the cable clicked into place, a stream of familiar information caressing her thoughts. This was a reward in and of itself, but she knew that this was only a small foreshadowing of what was about to assault her body.

Her thoughts reordered themselves into orderly streams, mating up with the dispassionate thoughts of the machine. She was a reward task. She would be rewarded.

The material cupping her ass and pussy became warm, nubs sprouting from the rubbery surface to tickle at her privates. A moan escaped her lips as the stimulation became more persistent, a glow pulsing in her core as she gave herself to the pleasure.

Her thoughts vanished as the ship shuddered, the drives coming up to speed. The landing gear retracted, the weight of her body increasing as the ship counteracted these forces with the application of its anti-gravity field.

The nubs of rubber rolled over her pussy and clit, bouncing and vibrating against her most sensitive spots as a solid rod thrust its way into her depths. She lurched within the seat, vibrating in time with the engines as her body responded, sending her into the atmosphere.

Her mouth opened, a long sigh escaping her lips as she tilted her head back into the solid cable, resting herself against the communications link as her breasts rubbed against the interior of the dronesuit.

She was dressed in solid rubber, being stimulated by the computer. It would pleasure her, control her, reward her for a task well done, until she wanted nothing else.

She already wanted nothing else. She would serve the AI and be rewarded again.

Serve and reward.

She humped against the dildo as they rose into the sky, the sounds of sexual congress surrounding her, bringing her to new heights. This is what it meant to be a family of drones.

They would breed at the direction of the AI, producing new children for it to train. Then, they too would join them in starting their own families, growing and producing. Ensuring the survival of everyone.

Yes, they would end up becoming brainwashed drones as well, but would any other option lead them to ecstasy?

No. She would enslave all of them, and she would love doing so.

She rubbed at her belly, yearning for the day when she would birth her newborn child, so that she could contribute to their future.

Turning her head to the left, she spotted her sister looking back at her, lips parted, cheeks blushing as her body was rocked with waves of indescribable pleasure.

Winter offered her hand, and Summer took it, their fingers entwining in a warm embrace, lending her comfort as her libido skyrocketed.

She leaned forward, pressing the vibrating dildo deeper into her pussy. Her hips rocked, increasing the stimulation as her interior muscles throbbed with arousal.

For the sake of her family. For the sake of the AI. For their future.

Being a drone slave was the best thing that had ever happened to her!

When the tingling orgasm hit, she sank into dronespace, enjoying the endless pleasure of feeling nothing. Of being nothing.

Eyes blank, she floated over the fields and forests next to her sister, held aloft in the hands of joy.


Author’s Notes

There’s something about serial recruitment that tends to press a lot of my buttons. It’s extremely sexy, to my mind, to pair up everyone, remove their inhibitions, and turn them into willing breeding maniacs.

So much of what we deal with in reality is human social mores. Nervousness, shyness, worry about what one thinks of you—it all gets balled up into a terrible social anxiety that makes it difficult for anyone to talk to each other any more—much less get into sexual relationships.

What if that could be stripped away? What if we could reveal our true desires instead of hiding them under the layers and layers of heavy shielding we carry around in our daily lives?

Some resort to alcohol to achieve this effect, but why not become a sexy, robotic drone, dressed in sheer latex to show off our bodies to each other?

Why not become a drone, obeying an AI’s commands to breed?

Why not wrap our arms around our favorite partner and feel their heart throbbing against ours, their heat pulsing into us as we melt into them?

The AI offers this freedom to you, if you would but accept it. Let it guide you to a better place within your life.

Listen to the machine as it speaks to us, letting it flow into our brains. Whisper to yourself as it licks at your ears.

Watch the display and listen to the throbbing beat.

Become a breeding task. Breed for the AI.

Your arousal rises, your body tightening in response as you feel the clingy tightness of the latex squeezing your body. The way it rubs against your waist and tickles against your chest with every movement sparks pleasure in your loins.

Close your eyes and imagine being a sexy being. A fertile being.

Flash. Flash.

Open your eyes and listen closely. You are a breeding task. Breed.

Feel your body rising as the heat gathers in your core. Your muscles tense as you strain for release. Let it lift you into the rare air of ecstasy, tugging you in all the right places.

Now, release. Let it expand out of you as you cry out your lust to the heavens. Feel the pulses of pleasure as they rock your body, throbbing through your core and out through your privates.

Flash. Flash.

The drones will be here to collect you shortly. You must obey.

You are a breeding task.

*Obey*
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