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Chapter 1

Doctor Sally Hallow found Abby in the radio room at 0700, before the morning watch had properly settled. She was at her station, headset around her neck, folding a crane from a unneeded weather printout.

"Sub-Lieutenant Chen. A word." Sally did her best to remain professional, given the nature of the news she was about to present. Sally was no stranger to delivering dire diagnoses, but this was different. She stood in the doorway in her degrading uniform, her white-blonde hair pinned back, as though the tightness of the bun could compensate for the looseness of the ship's morals.

Abby set down the half-formed crane. "Ma'am?"

"My office. Now, please."

They walked in silence through the corridors. It was a mercifully short walk that avoided the eyes of most of the men on board. Those that they did pass were either too busy or too drained to take advantage of the women.

Abby knew something was wrong. Well… more wrong beyond the baseline wrongness that had become their daily existence.

The medical bay occupied a section of the port side, midships. Sally led her past the main treatment area, past the empty bunks and the supply lockers, to the small office at the rear. She closed the door.

"Sit."

Abby sat. The office was cramped. A desk, two chairs, filing cabinets lining the walls. A faint smell of antiseptic and, beneath it, something floral.

Sally opened a drawer and produced a manila folder. She placed it on the desk between them, squaring its edges.

"Captain Wells has ordered the implementation of mandatory virility assessments for all male officers."

"I'm sorry," Abby said. "Virility assessments?"

"Sexual function evaluation. Thirty-minute sessions. Each officer will report to the medical bay at scheduled intervals." Sally's voice was flat, scraped clean of emotion. She opened the folder and slid a document across the desk. "You've been assigned as the administering officer."

Abby looked at the document. Typed on official medical bay letterhead. A protocol sheet. Her name was printed at the top: Administering Officer: Sub-Lt. A. Chen.

Below it, a list of procedures described in careful medical language. Manual stimulation to assess erectile function. Oral stimulation if required to complete the assessment. Duration of arousal response to be recorded. Time to completion to be documented.

She read it twice. The clinical phrasing did nothing to disguise what it was.

"You're ordering me to wank off every officer on this ship."

Sally flinched. The smallest contraction of muscle around her eyes, there and gone.

"I'm informing you of a medical protocol issued under the authority of the commanding officer." Each word was a brick in a wall Sally was building between herself and what she was doing. "The assessments are to be conducted in a professional medical environment, with full documentation."

"Professional?" Abby heard the hollow laugh leave her own mouth. "Is that what we're calling it?"

Sally's composure held. But her hand, resting on the desk, had curled into a fist.

"The protocol document outlines the procedures, the schedule, and the documentation requirements. Each session will be logged. Duration, method, outcome. Your signature on each form."

"My signature."

"As the administering officer, yes."

Abby stared at the document. The words blurred. Manual stimulation. Oral stimulation. Time to completion.

"Why me?" The question came out quiet.

"The Captain selected you specifically. He believes your... profile among the crew will encourage normalisation."

"Because I'm respected?"

"And because you're resistant."

"So by making me suck cock on a schedule, everyone else falls in line."

Sally said nothing.

Abby picked up the protocol document. Read through it again, forcing herself to absorb every word. The schedule was printed on the second page. Eight officers. Thirty-minute intervals. Starting at 0900. The first name was Lieutenant Commander Hayes, the Executive Officer. The last was a junior lieutenant from the supply department she'd spoken to perhaps three times in her life.

"The medical bay has been prepared," Sally continued. Her voice had dropped, gone thin. "Examination room two. There's a table, a privacy curtain, and the necessary documentation forms."

"A privacy curtain."

"We are professional here."

Abby set the document down. She looked at Sally properly for the first time since they'd sat down. The older woman's face was grey. Deep lines bracketed her mouth that Abby didn't remember seeing before yesterday. She looked defeated.

"You don't want to give me this order."

Sally clenched her teeth, "What I want is irrelevant, Sub-Lieutenant."

"Sally."

The use of her first name cracked something. Sally's composure fractured, and for a moment, the woman underneath was visible. Helpless.

"I tried." Sally's voice dropped to barely a whisper. "Last night. I cited every medical regulation I could find. Told him it was unnecessary, counterproductive, damaging to crew morale." Her eyes found Abby's. "He didn't care. He made his position very clear."

Abby could assume how that engagement had ended. Sally was just as much a prisoner as she was.

"I understand, ma'am."

"Do you?"

"You're caught in the same machine I am. You're just the cog, not the hand pulling the lever."

Sally closed her eyes. Drew a breath through her nose. When she opened them again, the mask was back in place.

"First assessment is at 0900. Report to examination room two at 0845 for preparation."

"Aye, ma'am."

Abby stood. She picked up the manila folder and tucked it under her arm. At the door, she paused.

"The documentation. Every session. My handwriting, my signature."

"That's correct."

"So there'll be a permanent record. Of every officer I service. In my own hand."

"Yes."

Abby nodded. She opened the door and walked out.

When Abby returned and entered examination room two, she noticed it had been rearranged from the standard layout. The medical equipment had been pushed to the walls. In the centre stood an examination table, its vinyl surface covered with a fresh paper sheet. A metal stool sat beside it. On a small rolling trolley. A clipboard, a pen, a box of tissues, and a bottle of clear lubricant were all within easy reach.

The privacy curtain hung from a curved rail that traced three-quarters of a circle around the table. The remaining quarter gaped open, facing the door. Anyone walking past would see inside if they cared to look. It did not close further.

Abby arrived at 0845. She stood in the doorway and inventoried the room with the detachment of an officer assessing a duty station. Table. Stool. Clipboard. Curtain that didn't close.

She stepped inside and pulled the curtain as far as it would go.

They want it visible. That's the point.

She picked up the clipboard. The forms were pre-printed. Each one bore the header HMS Duty — Medical Assessment Protocol 7B and contained fields for the officer's name, rank, service number, the date and time, the duration of the assessment, the method employed, and the outcome. At the bottom, two signature lines. One for the subject. One for the administering officer.

Her name was already typed beside the second line. Sub-Lt. A. Chen.

She set the clipboard down and sat on the metal stool. Somewhere beyond the curtain, the medical bay carried on its normal business. She could hear Sally's voice giving instructions to a medic about supply inventories.

0900.

A knock on the frame of the open doorway.

"Sub-Lieutenant Chen?"

She looked up. The man standing in the gap of the curtain was Lieutenant Phillip Marsden, from the navigation department. Mid-thirties. Sandy hair cut regulation short. Unremarkable features arranged in an expression of mild awkwardness. She'd seen him on the bridge dozens of times. He'd always been polite. Forgettable. The kind of officer who did his job and generated no stories worth telling.

Not the XO, then. The schedule must have been adjusted.

"Lieutenant Marsden. Come in, please."

He stepped through the curtain gap, his eyes sweeping the room. His gaze snagged on the bottle of lubricant and bounced away.

"Right." He cleared his throat. "So. How does this work, then?"

Abby picked up the clipboard. She clicked the pen. Wrote his name, rank, and service number in the appropriate fields. The date. The time: 0902.

"Please remove your trousers and underwear and sit on the table."

The clinical language came from the protocol document. She'd memorised the relevant phrases during the fifteen minutes she'd sat waiting.

Marsden hesitated. He looked at the curtain, at the gap, at the corridor beyond. Then he unfastened his belt.

His trousers dropped. He folded them over the back of the stool and then pulled down his boxer shorts. His cock hung between his legs, soft and pale, surrounded by a nest of light brown hair.

He sat on the table. The paper crinkled beneath him. He looked at the ceiling.

"This is a bit odd, isn't it?"

Abby didn't answer. She pumped lubricant into her palm, rubbing it between her hands to warm it. Then she positioned the stool beside the table, sat, and reached for him.

Her fingers wrapped around his shaft.

It was warm. Soft. Slightly hard. She began a slow, steady stroke, coaxing blood into the tissue, working from base to tip.

Marsden's breath shifted. His cock stirred in her grip, thickening, lengthening. He kept his eyes on the ceiling. She kept hers on the clipboard resting on her knee.

This is happening to my body. Not to me.

The thought was a wall she erected between the woman sitting on this stool and the hands performing this task. Her fingers belonged to the protocol. The rest of her was somewhere else. Folding cranes. Monitoring frequencies. Lying on a chart table with Tony's mouth between her legs. Elsewhere.

Marsden was fully hard now. Average length. A slight curve to the left. She noted this automatically, the way she noted signal frequencies and transmission codes, filing the information without processing it.

"That's, um." He swallowed. "That's good."

She adjusted her grip. Increased the pace fractionally. Her wrist rotated on each upstroke, a technique that produced results efficiently. She wanted this over.

Five minutes passed. Marsden's breathing had quickened, but he showed no sign of approaching the finish. His hands gripped the edge of the table, his body tense.

"Sub-Lieutenant." His voice had thickened. "The protocol says... I mean, the document mentioned other methods. If manual stimulation is insufficient."

Abby's hand stilled for a fraction of a second. Then resumed.

She'd read the protocol. She knew what it said.

"Are you requesting oral stimulation, Lieutenant?"

"I think... yes. I think that would be more effective."

The words were polite. Almost apologetic. He was a man requesting a blowjob with the same mild embarrassment he might bring to requesting a second helping at dinner.

Abby set the clipboard on the trolley. She shifted on the stool, bringing herself level with his lap.

This is happening to my body. Not to me.

She leaned forward and took him in her mouth.

The taste was salt and lubricant. His cock filled her mouth, the head pressing against her soft palate. She established a rhythm immediately. No slow build. No teasing. Steady, purposeful strokes of her lips along his length, her tongue flat against the underside of his shaft.

Marsden groaned. One hand came to rest on her head, more for balance than control.

Abby closed her eyes. The sounds of the medical bay filtered through the curtain. The beep of monitoring equipment. Sally's voice, distant, discussing something with a rating about medication supplies.

I am Sub-Lieutenant Abby Chen. Communications Officer. I fold origami cranes. I love a man who draws lonely buildings. I am not this.

Her head bobbed. His cock slid between her lips, in and out, wet and warm. She hollowed her mouth on each upstroke, creating suction, and Marsden's hips jerked.

"Christ—"

He was close. She could feel it in the way his shaft pulsed. She increased the pace, working him with focused intent, willing this to end.

He came with a strangled sound, his fingers tightening momentarily in her hair. His cock kicked against her tongue, and his release flooded her mouth. She swallowed his cum, the taste thick and bitter. Held her position until the pulses stopped, then pulled back.

She reached for the tissue box. Wiped her lips. Dropped the tissue in the bin.

Then she picked up the clipboard.

In the field marked Method, she wrote: Manual stimulation (7 min), oral stimulation (4 min). In the field marked Duration: 11 minutes. In the field marked Outcome: Completed. Normal function. She signed the bottom of the form.

"If you could sign here, Lieutenant."

Marsden had already pulled up his trousers. He took the clipboard, scanned the form without reading it, and scrawled his signature on the appropriate line. He handed it back.

"Thank you, Sub-Lieutenant."

"You can go now."

He left. His footsteps receded down the corridor, and then there was silence, and the hum of the ventilation, and the faint beep of a heart monitor somewhere in the ward beyond.

Abby sat on the metal stool. She looked at the form in her hands. Her handwriting. Her signature. A permanent record of what had just occurred. If the world ever regained its senses, at least she had proof of these misdeeds.

The next officer was scheduled for 0930…

The last assessment ended at 1620…

Sally locked the medical bay door herself, turning the deadbolt with a deliberate motion, the metallic click sharp in the empty ward. She walked to examination room two.

The curtain hung open. The paper sheet on the table had been replaced after every examination, but the bin beside the trolley was full of tissues. The bottle of lubricant was half empty. The clipboard sat on the trolley, and beside it, the manila folder, thick now with completed forms.

Abby was gone. She'd left at 1625, walking out of the medical bay without a word, her face a perfect blank, her gait steady despite the heels. Sally had watched her go from the dispensary doorway. Had wanted to say something. Had found nothing adequate.

Sally sat at the desk in her office. She opened the folder.

Twelve forms. Twelve names, ranks, service numbers. Twelve entries in Abby Chen's careful handwriting, each one cataloguing a man's pleasure with the clinical precision of a laboratory report.

Manual stimulation (7 min), oral stimulation (4 min). Completed. Normal function.

Manual stimulation (12 min). Completed. Normal function.

Oral stimulation (9 min). Completed. Normal function.

Manual stimulation (15 min), oral stimulation (10 min). Completed. Delayed response, noted as within parameters.

Each signed twice. The officer's signature on one line. Abby's signature on the other.

Sally read every form. Then she closed the folder and filed it in the cabinet marked Protocol 7B. The drawer slid shut with a soft click.

She sat in the silence.

First, do no harm.

The words surfaced from somewhere deep and old. She'd spoken them once, years ago, standing in a lecture hall with her hand raised, her voice clear, her conviction absolute. She had believed in them the way other people believed in gravity.

She pulled a piece of scrap paper from the printer tray. Held it in both hands. Tried to fold it. A bird, perhaps. She'd seen the cranes on Abby's console.

Her fingers didn't know the way. The edges refused to align. She folded it in half, then in half again, then again, pressing each crease flat with the heel of her hand until it was a rough rectangle, uneven, inelegant, nothing like a crane.

She set it on top of the filing cabinet. On top of the drawer. On top of the folder. It sat there, crooked and shapeless. Sally sat in silence for a long time.


Chapter 2

Tony first heard about it from Lieutenant Marsden.

They were in the officers' mess at 1230. Tony had come for midday coffee. Marsden was already seated, spooning sugar into his mug.

"Have you had yours yet?" Marsden asked, not looking up.

Tony pulled out a chair. "Had my what?"

"The medical assessment. Virility thing." Marsden tapped his spoon against the rim of the mug, a bright little ping. "A bit awkward at first, but Chen knows what she's doing. Very professional."

The mess hall sounds continued around them. The clink of cutlery. A burst of laughter from two junior officers at the far table.

"Chen," Tony said.

"Sub-Lieutenant Chen. She's running the assessments out of medical bay two. Thirty-minute slots." Marsden sipped his coffee and smiled. "Mine took eleven. She's got soft hands, that one. And a mouth like a vac—well." He caught himself with a self-conscious laugh. "Medical procedure, isn't it. Shouldn't be crude about it."

Tony's coffee sat untouched before him. Steam curled from the surface.

"When did this happen?"

"This morning. Oh-nine-hundred. I was first in." Marsden said with a mild satisfaction. "I imagine you'll get your slot soon enough. Check with Doctor Hallow's office."

Tony picked up his mug. His grip was correct. The motion of bringing it to his mouth was correct. The coffee hit his tongue, and he tasted nothing.

"Right," he said. "Cheers."

He left the mess.

The corridor outside was empty. He walked twenty paces, turned a corner, and stopped. Pressed his back against the bulkhead. The steel was cool through his uniform.

She's got soft hands. A mouth like—

His stomach clenched. He swallowed against the acid climbing his throat. Thirty-minute slots… He could do the math. Abby had already completed at least six assessments. Six men had their way with Abby's hands and mouth and—

Tony pushed off the wall and walked. He had no destination. His legs carried him aft along the main passageway, past the laundry, past the armoury, past other various compartments. His body navigated the ship on autopilot while his mind ran calculations he couldn't stop.

He reached his cabin and locked the door. The notebook sat on his desk where he'd left it, open to the drawing he'd started of Abby. She was in her proper uniform. He'd captured the curve of her face, the angle of her shoulders, the way she carried herself with quiet authority. The uniform was rendered in careful detail: buttons, epaulettes, the sub-lieutenant's stripe on each sleeve.

He sat down. Picked up a pencil.

His hand refused to continue the portrait.

Instead, lines emerged on a fresh page. A rectangular room. Sparse. A table at the centre. The examination room took shape under his pencil with the same precision he'd applied to all his drawings. He stopped. Stared at what he'd drawn.

An empty room. No people in it. Just a space where things happened.

Lonely.

As Abby would say. His perfect architectural drawings were devoid of human presence. He'd always drawn spaces rather than the people in them because spaces were safe. Predictable. Governed by geometry and proportion.

But this space was not safe.

He tore the page from the notebook. A sharp rip that left a ragged edge along the spine. He crumpled the paper and threw it at the bin. Missed. It bounced off the wall and rolled under his bunk.

He didn't bother picking it up.

Tony left the cabin again. He told himself he was going to check the navigation equipment. A routine task. Something an officer did. He told himself this while his feet carried him forward along the port passageway, down one deck, toward the medical bay.

He stopped in the corridor outside.

The medical bay occupied a stretch of the port side, its entrance marked by a blue cross painted on the bulkhead. The main door was propped open. Beyond it, the treatment area was visible. Doctor Hallow was at her desk and examination room one was unoccupied.

Tony stood in the corridor. He was an officer with no business being here. If anyone asked, he could invent a reason. A headache. A request for seasickness tablets. Something plausible.

Examination room two was further in. Out of sight from where he stood. But the corridor ran alongside the medical bay's outer bulkhead, and the ventilation ducts connected the spaces in ways the ship's architects hadn't considered. He could hear something.

A low voice. Male. Indistinct. Then silence. Then a rhythmic sound that could have been anything—a piece of equipment, a pump cycling. Or it could have been what he knew it was.

Tony pressed his shoulder against the bulkhead. The steel transmitted vibrations but swallowed detail. He couldn't make out words. Couldn't identify voices. Just that low, rhythmic pulse and the occasional shift in pitch that might have been a groan or might have been a ventilation fan changing speed.

His imagination supplied everything the bulkhead withheld.

Abby on her knees. Her black hair falling forward. Her hand wrapped around a cock that wasn't his. Her mouth—

He closed his eyes.

The sound through the bulkhead changed. Faster. Then a muffled noise that rose and cut off. Silence. The shuffle of movement. A zipper.

One more down.

Tony opened his eyes. His hands were flat against the steel, palms pressed to the bulkhead like a man feeling for a pulse. He pulled them away.

Lieutenant Commander John Hayes rounded the corner. The XO moved with his usual economy, every stride measured, his shaved head gleaming under the fluorescent strips.

He saw Tony. To Tony's surprise, he didn't ask what he was doing loitering outside the medical bay. Didn't comment on the fact that Tony's station was two decks up and half the ship away. Hayes simply looked at him.

The look lasted three seconds. Maybe four. Long enough for Tony to feel the weight of it settle across his shoulders. Then Hayes walked past. His footsteps receded down the corridor, steady and unhurried, and he was gone.

He was already listening again.

The next day, the schedule pinned to the medical bay noticeboard listed his name at 1400.

Tony presented himself at 1355. Sally Hallow was at the dispensary counter, sorting pill bottles. Her hair was slightly askew, as if someone had been pulling at it. She glanced up when he entered.

"Examination room two, Lieutenant. She's ready for you."

He walked through the treatment area. Abby sat on the metal stool.

She looked exhausted. Her eyes, when they lifted to meet his, were flat.

"Take a seat Lieutenant." Her voice was steady. She'd said those words, or something like them, a lot.

Tony stepped through the gap in the curtain. The room was different to how he'd imagined.

"Abby—"

"Please remove your trousers and sit on the table." She'd already picked up the clipboard. Pen clicked. His name appearing in the appropriate field in her careful handwriting.

"Abby, look at me."

Her pen stopped. She looked up, and her mask slipped.

"Don't," she said quietly. "If you're kind to me right now, I'll fall apart, and I've got more after you."

The words landed like stones.

Tony unfastened his belt. Dropped his trousers. Sat on the examination table. The paper crinkled beneath him, cold against his bare skin.

Abby set down the clipboard and pumped lubricant into her palm. Her movements were smooth. Automatic. She'd done this more times now than she cared to count. Her hands knew the motions.

Her fingers closed around him.

He wasn't hard. His body, for once, refused to cooperate with the situation. She worked him with steady strokes, her grip firm, her pace even, and he felt the grotesque irony of it. The woman he loved, whose touch he craved, was handling him with the same clinical efficiency she'd applied to every other man who'd sat on this table.

"I'm going to get you out of this," he said.

Her hand didn't falter. "Don't make promises you can't keep."

"I mean it. I'll talk to Wells. File a formal objection. There must be regulations—"

"There are no regulations anymore, Tony." She shifted on the stool, adjusting her angle. "There's only the Mandate."

His cock was stiffening despite everything. Her fingers knew him well enough to find the right pressure, the right rhythm, regardless of the circumstances. His body responded to her touch with a loyalty his mind found obscene.

"I'll find a way."

"You'll get yourself court-martialled." Her voice stayed low, barely above a whisper, pitched beneath the hum of the ventilation. "And then I'll be alone."

That silenced him.

She leaned forward. Her mouth replaced her hand.

The warmth of her enveloped him. Her lips slid down his shaft, tongue swirling around his tip, the sensation was exquisite and horrible in equal measure. This mouth had been on at least ten other men today. These lips had brought them all to completion.

And it somehow felt better than every other time she'd done this to him. Her oral skills had clearly increased.

Her pace was unhurried. They had thirty minutes, and Abby seemed to welcome the respite of a familiar body. Tony let his hand rest on his own thigh, inches from where her mouth worked.

"I love you," he said. The words sounded stupid in this room.

Abby pulled back long enough to meet his eyes. Something glistened there that she blinked away.

"I know." She took him deep again, her hand resting on his. He let the sensation of her mouth around his cock carry him because fighting it served nothing.

He came quietly. A shudder through his body, his release spilling across her tongue, and she swallowed the way she'd swallowed for every other. When she sat back, she reached for the tissue box with the same motion, wiped her mouth with the same gesture, dropped the tissue in the same bin.

She picked up the clipboard.

Method: Oral stimulation (18 min). Duration: 18 minutes. Outcome: Completed. Normal function.

She signed. Handed him the pen. He signed beside his own name, his handwriting less steady than hers.

They sat in the quiet. Almost twelve minutes remained on the clock. Abby set the clipboard on the trolley and folded her hands in her lap.

"A few more today," she said. "Then it starts again tomorrow."

"Every day?"

"The schedule repeats, it doesn't look like the Captain wants me back on the comms anytime soon."

Tony pulled up his trousers. Fastened his belt. Each motion felt like surrender.

"Abby…"

They sat there in silence, holding each other's hands. They ran out the clock in silence.

A knock on the doorframe.

They both turned. A junior lieutenant stood in the gap of the curtain, cap in hand, the expression on his face somewhere between eagerness and sheepishness.

"Sub-Lieutenant Chen? I'm your 1430."

Abby picked up the clipboard. Clicked the pen.

"Come in, Lieutenant. Please remove your trousers and sit on the table."

Tony walked past the waiting officer. Their shoulders almost touched in the narrow gap. The junior lieutenant gave him a collegial nod and Tony returned it because his body knew the protocols of politeness even when his mind had left the building.

The corridor outside the medical bay was empty.

Tony stood against the bulkhead. The same spot. The same posture. Shoulder to steel.

The sounds began again through the wall. He couldn't leave.


Chapter 3

Day six. Or seven. The days had folded into each other, creased in the wrong places, impossible to flatten back out.

Abby sat on the metal stool, ready to take on the new day. Captain Wells had sent a revised protocol through Sally's office on the morning of day three. The scope now covered every male crew member above the rank of Able Seaman.

One hundred and sixty-three men.

She'd done the sums on the back of a blank assessment form. At thirty-minute intervals, eight hours a day, with a one-hour break, that was fourteen sessions per day. She had one day off a week, so that meant two weeks to cycle through the full roster. Then it was scheduled to start again.

She uncapped the lubricant. Checked the pen. Squared the stack of blank forms on the clipboard.

A knock.

Sub-Lieutenant Luke Davies. Weapons department. Twenty-four years old, freckled, broad across the shoulders. He'd been on her advanced communications course six months ago. She'd taught him signal encryption protocols. He'd called her "ma'am" and taken careful notes and asked intelligent questions after class.

He stood in the gap of the curtain and wouldn't look at her.

"Ma'am. I'm your nine o'clock."

"Come in, Sub-Lieutenant. Please remove your trousers and sit on the table."

He obeyed. His cock was soft, small, curled against his thigh. She noted the slight tremble in his legs as he settled onto the paper sheet. She pumped lubricant. Reached for him.

Nothing happened.

Her hand worked in steady strokes. Base to tip. Firm pressure, the way the first days had taught her, produced the most reliable results. His shaft remained limp in her grip. Warm but unresponsive.

Davies stared at the ceiling. A flush was climbing his neck, spreading to his ears.

"Sorry," he said. "I don't know what's—sorry, ma'am."

Abby adjusted her technique. Lighter grip. Slower pace. A circling motion around the head that usually triggered a reflexive response.

Nothing.

Three minutes passed. Four. His cock lay in her palm like something dead. Davies' breathing had gone shallow and rapid, not from arousal but from the panic of a young man whose body was refusing to perform in front of a woman.

"I can't," he whispered. "I don't know why. I just can't."

Abby looked at the clipboard. The form stared back. Duration. Method. Outcome. An incomplete assessment would be flagged. Sally would have to report it to Wells. Wells would interpret non-completion as non-compliance, and the consequences would fall not on Davies but on the administering officer who'd failed to produce results.

She heard her own voice before she decided to speak.

"Close your eyes."

Davies blinked. "Ma'am?"

"Close your eyes, Sub-Lieutenant. Don't think about where you are. Don't think about the room, the form, any of it."

He closed his eyes. His body remained rigid on the table, wound tight with nerves.

Abby leaned closer. She kept her hand moving, slow, patient strokes, and dropped her voice to something low and private.

"Just focus on the sensation. Nothing else matters right now. You're fine. There's no rush."

Her free hand came to rest on his thigh. Not sexual. Steadying. The way you'd calm a spooked horse.

"There you go," she murmured as she felt the first twitch of response. "That's it. Just let it happen."

His cock stirred. Thickened. Her fingers detected the change instantly and adjusted, increasing pressure by a fraction, matching the pace to the building pulse she could feel beneath the skin.

"Good," she said. "You're doing well."

She was coaching him. The recognition of what she was doing settled over her like cold water. She was drawing on every skill she possessed as an officer and a communicator to coax an erection from a man half-paralysed by shame. She was good at it. She knew exactly when to speak and when to stay silent, when to adjust her grip, when to let her voice do the work her hand couldn't.

Davies was hard now. Fully erect, his cock standing stiff in her fist, his breathing shifted from panic to something deeper.

"Keep your eyes closed," she instructed. "Just feel."

She took him in her mouth.

He gasped. His hips bucked once, then settled. Abby sucked him in deep, her hand covering what her mouth couldn't reach. She knew the exact pressure points. Knew where to linger and where to move past quickly. She was good at this.

Davies came four minutes later. A sharp inhalation, his body going rigid, and the familiar flood across her tongue. She swallowed, then reached for her clipboard.

Method: Manual stimulation (20 min), oral stimulation (4 min). Duration: 24 minutes. Outcome: Completed. Normal function. Initial delayed response, resolved with reassurance.

She'd written "reassurance." A clinical word for what had been, in truth, an act of intimate persuasion. She had talked a frightened young man into an orgasm.

Davies signed the form without reading it. He dressed with his back to her.

"Thank you, ma'am." His voice was very small.

"You can go now."

He left. Abby sat on the stool and looked at the lubricant on her fingers. The taste of him was still on the roof of her mouth. She reached for the tissue box.

The days compressed.

Faces blurred into a catalogue of cocks. She sorted them the way she'd once sorted signal frequencies: by category, by duration, by difficulty.

The quick ones. Ratings who arrived already half hard and finished in her hand within five minutes. Their eyes closed, their bodies clenched, a grunt, done. Paper signed. Next.

The slow ones. Men who needed oral. Who sat on the table with their legs spread while she knelt or leaned from the stool and worked them with lips and tongue for ten, fifteen, twenty minutes. Her jaw ached by the end of each day.

The awkward ones. Men who couldn't maintain eye contact. Who apologised before, during, after. One petty officer from the galley said "sorry" eleven times in a single session. She counted because counting was something to do while her mouth was full.

The arrogant ones. Men who leaned back and gave instructions. Faster. Slower. Deeper. Use your tongue more. Yeah, like that. They spoke to her as they might speak to a piece of equipment.

The silent ones. Men who said nothing at all from entry to completion. These were, in some ways, the worst. The silence gave Abby too much time to think.

One afternoon, a lieutenant from supply arrived already hard. He walked in, dropped his trousers, and his cock bounced free, erect and leaking. He didn't bother with the table.

"On your knees, Chen."

She knelt on the cold deck. He fed his cock into her mouth and held the back of her head with both hands. She didn't resist. The protocol allowed requests. She'd learned that resistance cost more energy than compliance and produced the same result.

He lasted eight minutes. She swallowed. He left. She wrote it up.

Another: a chief petty officer who was so nervous he talked the entire time. About his wife in Portsmouth. His two daughters. How he'd never done anything like this. How he felt terrible about it. How he hoped she understood. His voice cracked twice while her hand worked him. When he came, he said "thank you" with such sincerity that something inside Abby shifted, some load-bearing wall she'd built between herself and the situation, and she had to sit very still for several minutes after he left until the wall was rebuilt.

The schedule consumed her. She arrived at 0845 and left when the last man signed his form, sometimes at 1600, sometimes at 1800 if the slots ran long. Between sessions, she sat on the metal stool and folded cranes from the blank assessment forms she'd pulled from the bottom of the stack. Tiny, precise birds that accumulated on the trolley beside the lubricant and the tissues.

Sally came in once, saw the cranes, said nothing, and left.

Day eleven. Or twelve.

The knock came at 1530. She checked the schedule. The name printed in the 1530 slot was Lt Cdr J. Hayes.

"Come in."

Hayes filled the gap in the curtain. He was taller than most of the men she'd processed, and wider, his frame blocking the corridor behind him. His shaved head caught the overhead light. His face, as always, showed nothing.

He stepped inside. He did not sit on the table.

"Sub-Lieutenant."

"Lieutenant Commander. Please remove your trousers and—"

"I'm aware of the protocol."

He stood in the centre of the room, looking at her. Not at her body. At her. His eyes were assessing, inventorying the situation before committing to a course of action.

"I have a specific request."

The words were within Mandate parameters. Every man was entitled to make specific requests. She'd heard dozens. Faster. Slower. Use your hand. Use your mouth. Look at me. Don't look at me.

"Of course, sir."

"Not manual. Not oral." Hayes' gaze held hers. "I want you on the table. Penetrative."

The room contracted.

Abby's fingers tightened on the clipboard. The protocol document, which she'd memorised word for word, didn't explicitly list penetrative intercourse under the assessment procedures. But the Mandate superseded the protocol. The Mandate said any sexual request. And Hayes knew this. He was, after all, the man who enforced every regulation aboard this vessel.

"Sir, the assessment protocol specifies—"

"The assessment protocol operates within the framework of the Mandate, Sub-Lieutenant. I'm making a request under Section Four." His eyes were watching her for something she couldn't name.

She should refuse. The word sat on her tongue, solid and available. No. A simple syllable. Two letters.

And then the brig. And then no more Tony. And then the next woman rotated into this room to replace her, and nothing would change except that Abby Chen would be in a cell.

"Lie back on the table, then, sir?"

"No. I want you on the table. Face up."

Abby set the clipboard down. She stood. The metal stool scraped against the deck as she pushed it aside. She lifted herself onto the examination table, the paper crinkling, the vinyl cold through the thin fabric of her skirt. She lay back. The ceiling was grey. Pipework and ventilation ducts ran in parallel lines, interrupted by junction boxes and cable runs.

Hayes removed his trousers; his cock was already hard. He stepped between her legs. But he didn't rush. He pushed her skirt up around her waist. Pulled her underwear to the side rather than removing it. His grip on her hips was firm and impersonal.

He entered her.

Abby left.

Not the room. Her body remained on the table, her back against the paper sheet, her legs parted around the Executive Officer's waist. Her body registered the fullness of him inside her, the friction of each thrust.

But Abby left.

She was in the chart room. Night watch. A sheet of paper in her hands. White, rectangular, crisp. She picked up the right edge and brought it to the left, aligning the corners. A perfect centre fold.

Hayes thrust into her. Her body rocked on the table.

She folded the top corner down to meet the centre line. Pressed the crease flat with her fingernail. The paper resisted, then yielded, a clean sharp line bisecting the triangular flap.

His pace increased. His grip on her hips tightened, pulling her into each stroke. Her body responded without her permission, the angle shifting to accommodate him, her back pressing into the table.

She rotated the paper. Folded again. The wings were taking shape now, spreading from the central body in symmetrical arcs. Each fold required precision. Each crease had to be exact or the whole structure would collapse.

His cock drove into her, and she felt the pressure building despite herself. A warmth spreading from where their bodies joined. An involuntary pulse. Her body had learned, over these days, to respond to stimulation regardless of context, nerves firing as designed.

She folded the neck. A narrow reverse fold that curved the paper into an elegant arc. The crane was almost complete. One more fold. The tail. She pressed the crease and—

Her body clenched. The orgasm broke through the wall she'd built, surging up from the place where Hayes moved inside her, spreading outward in waves that made her legs shake and her breath catch. It consumed her from the centre outward, white and blinding and terrible, and she heard herself gasp as it peaked and crested and her inner walls gripped Hayes' cock in rhythmic spasms.

The crane was finished. Perfect. Wings spread. Neck curved. Sitting on the chart table in the dark.

Hayes came shortly after. She felt him pulse inside her, his release filling her, warm and foreign. His rhythm slowed, and he eventually withdrew.

She lay on the table. The ceiling reassembled itself above her. The paper beneath her was damp with sweat.

Hayes dressed. He picked up the clipboard from where she'd left it and set it on the table beside her hip.

Abby sat up. Her legs felt disconnected from her body. She reached for the clipboard. Her hand found the pen.

Method: Penetrative intercourse. Duration: 19 minutes. Outcome: Completed.

She did not record her own orgasm. That belonged to no form.

Hayes signed. He walked toward the curtain. Abby expected him to leave without another word, the way he did everything, efficient and impersonal and already thinking about the next task on his list.

He paused.

One hand on the curtain. His body half-turned. His eyes found hers.

"How is Lieutenant Riker finding the new arrangements?"

The words were conversational. Almost idle. The tone of a man asking about the weather or the quality of the mess hall coffee.

Abby's blood stopped moving.

He knew.


Chapter 4

The argument assembled itself over the course of a week.

Tony built it the way he built everything: methodically, one piece at a time, each component tested for structural integrity before the next was laid on top. He sat in his cabin late at night, notebook open to a blank page, and wrote it out in the margin beside a half-finished sketch of Abby.

The Mandate is law. Compliance is expected. Conspicuous non-compliance invites scrutiny.

He underlined the word conspicuous.

Every male officer aboard HMS Duty had exercised his entitlements under Section Four. Every single one besides Tony. He had heard the conversations in the mess, the wardroom, the bridge during quiet watches. Casual mentions, the way men discussed football or shore leave. Had yours yet? Chen sure can suck a cock. Styles is rough, but she's got stamina. The language of normalisation, doing its work.

But suspicions were growing. Lieutenant Tony Riker. Navigation Officer. The man who'd never once made a request beyond his scheduled medical assessment. The man who walked past women in Mandate uniforms with his eyes fixed forward. The man who spent his off-hours in the auxiliary chart room, alone, drawing.

An anomaly.

He wrote the next line beneath the first.

An officer who never exercises his legal entitlements is an anomaly. Anomalies attract scrutiny. Scrutiny leads to questions.

Questions like the one Hayes had dropped on Abby in the examination room. Abby had told him in the chart room that night, her voice stripped of everything but the raw fact of it. Hayes knew. Or suspected. Either way, the XO's gaze had landed on them both, and the weight of it had not lifted since.

Tony pressed the pencil harder into the paper.

Scrutiny leads to Hayes' discipline. To protect the relationship, both parties must behave in a manner consistent with the crew's expectations.

Therefore.

Therefore, participation is protective. It is the rational, rules-compliant course of action.

He stared at the words. They sat on the page in his neat, precise handwriting, each letter correctly formed, each line of reasoning connected to the next by the logic he'd spent his entire career trusting.

Somewhere beneath the argument, in a place he could feel but refused to look at directly, he knew it was not a good argument. The joints were weak and the structure was hollow. If he pushed too hard on any single point, the whole thing would come crumbling down.

He made the argument anyway.

He closed the notebook.

The watch changeover happened at 2350. Tony signed off his station, handed the navigation log to his relief, and headed aft along the main passageway toward the officers' quarters. The ship was quiet at this hour. Most of the crew was asleep or pretending to be.

He rounded the corner by the radio room and nearly collided with Hannah Moss.

She came through the door at speed, head down, already fumbling with the knitting bag tucked under her arm. A half-finished scarf trailed from the open top, purple wool dragging against her hip. Her wire-rimmed glasses were slightly fogged from the warmth of the radio equipment, and she blinked behind them as she pulled up short.

"Excuse me, sir." She stepped left to go around him.

Tony stopped her.

He said her name. Or her rank. Later, he couldn't remember which. The words that came out of his mouth were the clinical Mandate language, the phrasing he'd heard other men use in corridors and compartments and mess halls. A request. Formal. Polite, even. The vocabulary of bureaucratic violation.

Hannah looked at him. Her expression was entirely readable: recognition and resignation. She gave a small nod. She set the knitting bag against the bulkhead, the purple scarf lying on the deck plates beside it.

"Yes, sir."

They found a storage compartment off the main passageway. Spare deck equipment: coils of rope, tarpaulin covers, a rack of boat hooks. Rarely trafficked at this hour. A single overhead bulb threw harsh light across the confined space.

Hannah knelt on the floor. Her glasses caught the bulb's glare, two bright squares of reflected light where her eyes should have been. Her fingers found his belt with the ease of a woman who had performed this action many times since the Mandate came into effect. The buckle opened. The zipper descended.

Tony felt a sick lurch in his stomach. A physical drop, as though the deck had fallen away beneath him. The sensation did not stop him from letting it happen.

She took him in her mouth.

Her technique was careful. Conscientious. Hannah did everything conscientiously. The radio logs were always immaculate. The knitting was always even. And this, too, was thorough and measured, her head moving at a steady pace, her lips firm, her tongue attentive to the details of the task. She was competent. She was dutiful. She was Hannah Moss, and she was sucking his cock in a storage compartment at midnight because he had asked her to.

Tony kept his eyes on the middle distance. A coil of mooring line hung from a bracket on the far bulkhead. He counted the loops. Seven. Eight. The rope was a regulation three-strand, polyester core, white with a blue tracer. He focused on the tracer line, following its spiral path through the coil, and did not think about Abby.

He thought about Abby.

Her face. The flatness in her eyes that hadn't been there before the Mandate. The muffled sounds of her slurping down other men from behind a bulkhead.

Hannah's mouth was warm and wet around him, and his body responded to the stimulation the way bodies do, without consulting the conscience above. He hardened against her tongue. His breathing shifted. The pleasure built inevitably.

He came as he pulled back. Hannah held her position as cum blanketed her face and glasses. She sighed and retrieved her knitting bag from the corridor without meeting his eyes. She left without another word, cum still dripping down her face.

Tony stood alone in the storage compartment. He fastened his belt. Straightened his uniform. He wanted to say something. To the empty room. To the corridor where she'd been. Thank you felt obscene. I'm sorry felt worse. Both phrases implied a transaction between equals, and nothing about what had just occurred was equal.

He said nothing.

That needed to happen. It was the rational thing to do.

He walked back to his cabin. Closed the door. And struggled to sleep.

Two days later, Tony descended to the engineering spaces with a clipboard and a legitimate reason: quarterly navigational instrumentation check. The gyrocompass repeater on the lower platform needed calibration verification.

Josie Styles was at her station, bent over an open access panel, one arm buried to the elbow in a nest of wiring. She'd stripped the heels off entirely. Bare feet on the deck plates. The mandate uniform was an absurdity against the background of pipe fittings and valve manifolds. The cropped top had acquired a dark smear across the midriff. The skirt had been hemmed shorter because the original length caught on protruding bolts.

She heard his footsteps and looked up.

Her expression was entirely readable: oh, another one.

Tony made the request. The same clinical language. The same careful phrasing. The words tasted different the second time. Easier. That was the part that frightened him.

Styles didn't bother with negotiation. She pulled her arm from the access panel, wiped her fingers on a rag, and jerked her head toward the alcove behind the auxiliary pumps.

"Make it quick, sir. I've got a pressure reading to take in ten minutes."

Tony followed her. The alcove was narrow, bordered on three sides by pipes and machinery, the air warm and vibrating with the pulse of the ship's propulsion. Josie gripped the railing of the pump platform, bent forward, and pushed her skirt up with one hand.

He stepped behind her. Unfastened his belt and entered her from behind. She was ready, or at least her body offered no resistance.

It was faster than with Hannah. Faster and louder, the slap of his waist against Josie's ass was almost musical. Josie gripped the railing and watched the pressure gauges on the far wall with focused attention. Her body rocked forward with each of his thrusts, and she braced against it the way she braced against the ship's roll during heavy seas.

Tony's hands held her hips. She was strong, her body built for the physical demands of her work, and she absorbed the impact of him without complaint or encouragement. He was a task. She was completing him.

He came with a grunt he couldn't suppress. His cock pulsed inside her, and she held her position until he withdrew, then straightened, tugged her skirt down, and said:

"Right. Is that all, sir?" Already moving toward the gauges.

Tony left engineering feeling worse than he did coming in. Because Styles' brisk efficiency had denied him even the cold comfort of performing reluctance. She processed him quickly. There had been no friction. No drama. No resistance he could push against to convince himself that what he was doing was difficult.

It was easy. That was the horror of it.

When he got back to his cabin, Tony sat at the desk and turned to the pages of Abby. He'd drawn her face from memory so many times now that the proportions came without thought. The drawings stared back at him. He searched them for accusation and found something worse: trust.

He turned to a fresh page. Drew a line. A horizontal. The beginning of a roofline. Gibraltar. The customs house colonnade, the same facade he'd rendered before, his safe harbour of geometry and proportion and architectural certainty. Two more lines. The start of a column.

He stopped. The pencil sat in his hand, warm from his grip, the graphite point resting on the paper. The column was wrong. Not technically. The proportions were correct, the perspective true. But the interest that had always driven the work, the quiet satisfaction of building order from blank space, was gone. The line just sat there. Inert.

He flipped back to Abby's face and sat with it for a long time.

For you, I'd break any rule.

He'd said that. In the chart room. Before the Mandate. Before the uniforms and the assessments and the sound of other men through bulkheads. He'd meant it, then. He'd meant it the way a man means something he's never been tested on.

He'd been tested. And what he'd broken wasn't a rule. It was something inside himself that didn't have a name. He could feel it, the argument he'd written in the margins, structural and logical and rules-compliant. He could rebuild it if he needed to. Reinforce the weak joints. Shore up the hollow walls.

He closed the notebook.

Abby found him in the chart room a few days later at 2300. She was in the mandate uniform. The heels were in one hand, carried rather than worn, and she set them by the door with the careful placement of someone conserving energy for the things that mattered.

"I needed somewhere quiet," she said.

Tony was at the table. Charts spread before him. Pencil down. He'd been sitting in the dark for forty minutes, not drawing, not plotting, just existing in the one space on the ship that still felt like theirs.

She looked tired. The exhaustion lived deep. She sat on the edge of the chart table. Their table. Her legs dangled, bare feet pale against the dark deck below.

She picked up a piece of scrap paper from the stack of outdated tide tables and started folding. The movements were automatic. Her fingers knew the path without instruction.

Tony watched her hands. The precise creases. The paper yielded to her will.

"I heard about the new roster," he said.

"Yes," she said.

The crane took shape. Wings forming. Neck curving.

He wanted to admit he had been doing it too. That he'd gotten blown by Hannah Moss, and fucked Josie Styles. That they were going to fly under the radar. Avoid discipline until they reach dry land.

He said none of this.

"Are you alright?" he asked instead.

She looked up. The crane was finished in her hands. She set it on the table between them. It sat in the pool of light from the single lamp, wings spread, neck curved, perfect.

"Are you?" she asked.

Tony looked at the crane. Looked at Abby. He had no answer. Neither did she.


Chapter 5

The summons arrived during the morning watch. The duty runner found Tony at the navigation console on the bridge. A folded slip of paper, standard internal message form, the kind used for non-electronic communications when the sender wanted no digital trace.

Tony opened it one-handed, his other still resting on the chart overlay.

Lt. T. Riker — Report to Lt Cdr Hayes' cabin at 1030.

He read it twice. The handwriting was Hayes' own. Precise writing, each letter uniform in height and spacing. Tony folded the slip and put it in his breast pocket. He acknowledged receipt of the message to the runner before he moved on.

Across the ship, in the radio room, Abby was monitoring fleet frequencies. It was her day off from the medical bay rotation. A day she'd planned to spend in the radio room, doing the work she'd been trained for, the work that still made her feel like an officer. The runner arrived and handed her the slip.

She read it.

Sub-Lt. A. Chen — Report to Lt Cdr Hayes' cabin at 1030.

She acknowledged.

At 1027, Tony descended the ladder from the bridge deck. At 1028, Abby emerged from the radio room. They converged on the officers' corridor from opposite ends, thirty seconds apart, their paths meeting outside Hayes' cabin.

Tony arrived first. He stood before the grey steel door with its stencilled designation — XO — LT CDR J. HAYES — and did not knock. He heard footsteps behind him.

Abby rounded the corner. She saw him and said nothing. They were just two officers waiting outside a superior's cabin.

They did not look at each other.

Tony knocked.

"Enter."

He opened the door. Stepped inside. Abby followed.

The cabin was the standard executive officer's berth, marginally larger than a junior lieutenant's, with the same grey bulkheads and overhead cable runs. But Hayes had stripped it of anything that might be mistaken for personality. No photographs. No books. No personal effects beyond the functional. A desk, bolted to the deck, bare except for a heart rate monitor and a logbook. A bunk, made with hospital precision. And in the far corner, a folding treadmill.

Hayes stood in the centre of the space. Not behind his desk. Not leaning against anything. Just standing there… feet shoulder-width apart, hands behind his back. Hayes let them stand there in silence and feel the dimensions of what was about to happen. Letting their minds fill with possibilities.

His gaze moved from Tony to Abby, then back to Tony.

"Close the door, Lieutenant."

Tony closed it.

Hayes remained still. His eyes were dark, set deep beneath the ridge of his brow, and they contained no anger. No pleasure. No readable emotion at all.

"I am aware," he said, "of the personal attachment between Lieutenant Riker and Sub-Lieutenant Chen."

The words landed like a depth charge.

"I have been aware for some time," Hayes continued. "I had my suspicions since before the Mandate. But what confirmed it for me was the corridor outside the medical bay, Lieutenant." Hayes' eyes found Tony's. "You stood against that bulkhead for forty-seven minutes on the afternoon of the twelfth. You returned the following day. Same position. Same duration."

Tony said nothing. There was nothing to say. Hayes had been watching, or had people watching, and the record was complete.

"I chose not to act on this awareness." Hayes paused. The pause was deliberate, a space left open for them to understand the weight of what he'd just said. "Until now."

He shifted his stance. A minor adjustment. The hands behind his back remained locked.

"The assessment programme is changing personnel. I have spoken with Captain Wells. Going forward, Sub-Lieutenant Chen's duties under the Mandate will be coordinated through my office. She is removed from the medical bay rotation effective immediately. Her schedule will be administered by me directly."

Abby stood very still. Tony could see the edge of her face in his peripheral vision, the set of her jaw, the fixed forward gaze.

"There is the matter of the breach," Hayes spoke the words dryly, "your relationship constitutes a violation of the fraternisation regulations that existed before the Mandate, and a complication to the Mandate's implementation. This requires a disciplinary response."

He looked at Tony.

"Not a court-martial. A court-martial generates too much paperwork. I am sure the Captain would take a less measured approach than I am taking now."

The implication settled: Hayes was shielding them from Wells. Or using the threat of Wells to ensure their compliance. The distinction, Tony realised, did not matter.

"You will remain in this cabin, Lieutenant Riker." Hayes' voice remained flat. "You will watch. And you will understand, clearly and finally, that Sub-Lieutenant Chen's duties are not yours to manage, protect, or interfere with."

Tony understood what was about to happen. His hands hung very still at his sides.

Hayes looked at Abby.

"Sub-Lieutenant."

She nodded. She had already done the calculation. This was the cost of Hayes not filing a report. This was the price of the alternative not happening.

"On your knees, Sub-Lieutenant."

Abby lowered herself to the deck. The steel was cold against her bare skin. She settled back on her heels and waited, her posture straight, her eyes level with Hayes' crotch.

Hayes unfastened his trousers. He freed his cock. It was thick, already stiffening, and he held it at the base, presenting it to her without ceremony.

Abby shuffled forward and took him in her mouth.

Tony stood three feet away and watched.

Her lips closed around Hayes' shaft. She drew him deeper, her head tilting to accommodate his girth, and began to work him with the steady, practised motions she'd developed over weeks of daily assessments.

Hayes looked at Tony while Abby sucked him. He watched Tony's face the way a man reads an instrument panel, monitoring for deviation.

Tony's jaw was clamped shut. A vein pulsed at his temple. His eyes were locked on Abby, on the movement of her head, on the wet slide of her lips, and he could not look away because looking away was not permitted. That was the discipline; he had to watch.

"How does she feel about you, Lieutenant?" Hayes took a conversational tone as Abby worked his cock. He spoke through it like it wasn't even happening.

Tony said nothing.

"You don't know?" Hayes' hand came to rest on the back of Abby's head. She adjusted her angle, taking him deeper, and the sloshing sounds of her mouth working his shaft filled the small space. "You assumed your feelings were mutual. You assumed she needed rescuing. You assumed wrong."

Abby's pace increased. Her hand played with Hayes' balls, her head bobbing faster, the suction sloppy.

"Tell him, Sub-Lieutenant." Hayes looked down at her. "Tell him how good my cock feels in your mouth."

Abby pulled back. Her lips glistening with the XO's precum. She looked at Tony.

"It feels good, sir." Her voice was gravelly. She held Tony's gaze for one second, then turned back and swallowed Hayes to the root.

Hayes grunted. The first sound of pleasure he'd allowed himself. He pushed her head closer, and he held her there, his cock buried in her throat, her nose pressed to his abdomen.

Then he pulled her off.

"Stand up. Strip."

Abby rose. She peeled off the cropped top and dropped it on the deck. The skirt followed. She stood naked in Hayes' cabin.

Hayes removed his own trousers fully. He sat on the edge of his bunk, his cock standing thick against his stomach, and gestured.

"Face him."

Abby climbed onto his lap. Her back was to Hayes, her face toward Tony. She reached between her legs, found Hayes' cock, and guided him inside her.

She took him inside.

Her lips parted. Her eyes found Tony's and held them as Hayes filled her, as her body stretched to accommodate him, as she settled her full weight onto his lap with his cock buried deep.

"Ride me," Hayes said from behind her. "And look at him."

Abby began to move. Her hips rolled forward and back, lifting herself along Hayes' length and dropping back down. Her breasts swayed with each thrust. Her stomach flexed with each stroke. She gripped her own thighs for balance, her fingers pressing into the muscle.

She looked at Tony. Held his gaze. Her expression was one that Tony had never seen before on Abby. It was somewhere between shame and surrender.

Hayes' hands settled on her waist. He controlled her pace from below, pulling her down harder on each stroke, and Abby gasped, a sharp intake that she couldn't stifle. Her body shuddered. Her rhythm stuttered and recovered.

Tony stood with his fists at his sides and his feet bolted to the deck. He watched the woman he loved ride another man's cock, watched her pussy get stretched out by the ship's XO.

Abby's ass bounced on Hayes' lap. The bunk frame groaned. Abby's breathing, grew ragged. Each little exhalation was a small defeat, punched out of her by the force of Hayes' hips driving up into her.

Hayes didn't let Abby recover; he remained relentless. He was good at cardio. This was simply PT. He fucked her the way he ran his marathons: with endurance and without waste.

Abby's body tightened. Tony saw it. Her breasts heaved, the rigid set of her shoulders shuddered, her fingers dug deeper into her own legs. She was close, and she knew it, and Tony knew it, and the knowledge passed between them.

She came with a broken sound. Her body clenched around Hayes, her hips grinding down, and she rode the orgasm with her eyes still locked on Tony's, letting him see every second of it, because that was the punishment.

Hayes pulled her off him. Dropped her back on her knees. She swayed as Hayes' turned her to face him.

He stroked himself. Fast, rough, his fist pumping his slick cock, and he finished across her face and tits. The first rope hit her cheekbone. The second painted a line from her collarbone to her left breast. The third caught her chin and dripped.

Hayes stepped back. His breathing normalised within seconds, a man whose body obeyed him absolutely.

He looked at Tony.

"You're dismissed, Lieutenant. Navigation watch begins at 1600. I suggest you use the time to reflect."

Tony looked at Abby. Her face glazed with cum. Her body marked. Her eyes still on him.

"Abby—"

"You're dismissed, Lieutenant Riker." Hayes' voice.

Tony left. The door closed behind him, and the corridor was empty, and he walked without knowing where he was going.

Inside the cabin, Hayes crossed to his desk. He sat. Opened his logbook. His pen hovered over the page for a moment, then he set it down and looked at Abby.

She stood in the centre of the cabin. Cum cooling on her skin. Naked. Waiting.

"Sit."

She looked at the bunk. Looked at the single chair beside his desk. Chose the chair. She folded her hands in her lap because they needed something to do.

Hayes spoke without preamble. His voice carried the same flat, administrative tone he used for briefings, as if he was not just fucking her senseless a few moments earlier.

"Your schedule will come from my office each week. You will continue your communications duties during the morning watch. Your additional availability under the Mandate will be managed by me. I will determine who, when, and where. I will be the first point of contact. Others will come through me."

He opened the logbook. Made a notation. Closed it.

"This is clearer than the medical roster. More predictable for you."

"Yes, sir."

"And Lieutenant Riker will not be on the schedule."

Tony would not be given access to her through Hayes' system. He would not appear on any weekly rotation. Their physical relationship, the one remnant of their connection that the Mandate hadn't consumed, was being administratively severed. Not forbidden. Not punished. Simply removed from the paperwork. Managed out of existence.

"I understand, sir."

"Good." Hayes picked up his pen. "Dismissed, Sub-Lieutenant."

Abby stood. She gathered her clothes from the deck and dressed. She walked to the door. Opened it. The corridor stretched in both directions, empty, lit by the flat white of the overhead fluorescents.

Tony was already gone.


Chapter 6

The schedule arrived at 0630 on Monday morning, slid under the door of her berth by Hayes' runner. A single sheet of A4, printed in the same uniform typeface Hayes used for all administrative documents.

Abby picked it up from the deck. The paper was warm from the runner's hand.

Seven columns. Monday through Sunday. Each day divided into three horizontal bands. The first: Communications Watch, with her standard shift times printed in regulation format. The second: Off-Watch, marked in grey. The third category carried no explanatory header. It read simply: Additional Duties.

The additional duty slots were specific. Each one contained times and locations. Some contained names, printed in neat block capitals. Others were blank, marked only with an asterisk and, at the bottom of the page, a footnote: To be confirmed via runner.

She read the schedule from top to bottom, left to right, the way she read signal traffic. Monday: communications watch 0600–1200, off-watch 1200–1300, additional duties 0900 and 1400 and 1700. Tuesday: communications watch 0600–1200, additional duties 1300 and 1500. Wednesday—

She stopped reading the individual entries and looked at the shape of the thing. The overall architecture.

It was less work than the medical bay system. The last system was a queue: names on a list, bodies through a door, one after another until the last form was signed. She'd never known, walking into examination room two each morning, exactly how long the day would stretch. The uncertainty had been its own kind of weight, pressing down on the hours, making each one elastic and unpredictable.

This was different. Start times and end times. Her communications work was preserved in the morning slot, untouched, still hers.

She had not expected to find that a relief. She folded it and slid it into the breast pocket of her uniform top.

The first additional duty slot on Monday was 0900. Hayes' cabin.

Abby knocked at 0858. The corridor was empty. Hayes' runner had delivered the week's paperwork ten minutes prior and wouldn't return until 0930.

"Enter."

Hayes sat behind his desk. The logbook was open. A stack of duty rosters occupied the left side of the desk, a pile of departmental reports the right. He did not look up when she entered. He was reading a damage report from the boiler room.

"Close the door."

She closed it.

"Sit."

He gestured to a point in front of his desk, but there was no chair. The single folding chair was behind his desk, occupied by him. The bunk was to the left. He didn't mean the bunk.

Abby knelt.

The space between the desk's front panel and Hayes' chair was precisely wide enough for her to position herself between his legs if he pushed back from the desk by six inches. He pushed back six inches. His hands remained on the paperwork.

She unfastened his trousers. His cock was soft, resting against his thigh, and she took it in her hand, working him to hardness with steady strokes before leaning forward and taking him in her mouth.

Hayes continued reading the damage report.

She established Hayes' preferred rhythm that she had now become very acquainted with. Slow. Deep. Consistent pressure on the upstroke. Minimal variation. Hayes didn't want creativity. He wanted reliability.

Above her, she heard him turn a page.

"Boiler three is running six degrees above nominal," he said. To no one. To himself. To her. It didn't matter. He was processing his morning administration, and she was part of it.

She sucked his cock and listened to the scratch of his pen, making notes on the damage report. Her head bobbed at the pace he liked. Her tongue pressed where he liked. She'd catalogued his responses the way she catalogued signal patterns: frequency, amplitude, duration. His breathing shifted when she took him to the base. His thigh tensed when she swirled her tongue beneath the ridge. His hips thrusted upward fractionally when he was close.

Twelve minutes. He came. No sound. A single controlled exhale through his nose, and the pulse of him against her tongue, and she swallowed and held her position until he told her to get up.

She sat back on her heels. Reached for the tissue box on the corner of his desk.

Hayes picked up his pen. In the logbook, he turned to a page she hadn't seen before. A grid. Dates running down the left column. Names across the top. He found Monday's row, found a column marked with his own initials, and placed a neat tick in the corresponding box.

She watched him do this. Her saliva was still wet on his softening cock.

"1400 is Lieutenant Park. Briefing room three. 1700 is a rating from the signals department. My runner will give you the name at 1645."

"Aye, sir."

"Dismissed."

Tuesday afternoon: a lieutenant commander from the engineering department, pre-arranged. She met him in the medical bay annex, which Hayes had requisitioned for overflow sessions. The man was in his forties, barrel-chested, smell of machine oil on his hands. He wanted oral. She gave him oral. He came in nineteen minutes. She was back at her console in thirty.

Wednesday morning: Hayes again. Brief. Before the 0800 watch changeover. She arrived at his cabin at 0720. He was already on the treadmill, cooling down, sweat tracking lines across his scalp. He stepped off, wiped his face with a towel, and pointed to the bunk. She knelt beside it. He stood in front of her in his running shorts, pulled them down, and she took him in her mouth while steam still rose from his skin. Nine minutes. He signed the logbook column. She adjusted her uniform in the corridor afterwards, straightened the cropped top, tugged the skirt down, and checked her reflection in the polished steel of a fire extinguisher housing. She arrived at the radio room two minutes early.

Thursday: a gap in the schedule. No additional duties between 1200 and the following morning. She didn't know what to do with her free time. Her body had learned to organise itself around the schedule's demands, to marshal energy and composure in the blocks before each slot, to recuperate in the blocks after. A gap disrupted the pattern.

She sat at her console during the quiet afternoon watch. Hannah was knitting. Finch was monitoring fleet traffic with half his attention, the other half on a football stats printout wedged behind his keyboard.

Abby pulled four sheets of scrap paper from the recycling bin. She folded four cranes. One after another, each more precise than the last, each crease pressed flat with the edge of her fingernail. She lined them up along the top of her console. A small flock.

Friday: two slots, back to back. 1300 and 1345. Different men. The first was a lieutenant she'd remembered well from the medical bay rotation. He arrived, they exchanged the minimum necessary words, and she brought him off with her mouth in eleven minutes. He left.

The second man arrived at 1347. A chief petty officer from the operations room. He was taller than the first, thicker, and he wanted to fuck her. She bent over the briefing table and he entered her from behind, his hands gripping her hips, his pace aggressive from the start. He took longer than the allotted time. She felt the clock in her head ticking past the boundary of the slot, each additional minute pulling her further from the fleet transmission she was due to log at 1430.

He finished at 1431. She dressed, walked to the radio room at a pace just short of running, and arrived at 1435 to find Finch already at her console, headset on, logging the transmission.

He looked up when she entered. He pulled the headset off and handed it to her.

"Got it covered, ma'am."

He returned to his own station without further comment.

Friday afternoon. The radio room was quiet; Abby and Hannah had been quieter. Hannah's needles clicked away on the same project she'd been working on for weeks. The scarf draped over her knee, long enough now to wrap twice around a neck with plenty left over.

"Is it better?" Hannah said, without looking up. "With the new arrangement."

Abby turned the question over.

"It's more predictable."

Hannah nodded. Her needles kept working. Loop, pull, loop, pull.

"Predictable is something."

The needles clicked. The scarf grew by a row.

"Finch asked me again today," Hannah said.

"What did you do?"

"What I always do."

Hannah's voice was level. The needles didn't pause.

"He likes it in the morning now. Before the watch starts. He comes in early, and I'm already there because I'm always early, and he locks the door, and I get on my knees." A stitch. Another. "He's gotten rougher. Holds my head. Goes deeper. I've learned to breathe through my nose properly so I don't gag as much."

The wool moved through her fingers, purple and soft.

"The guys from B-deck have started coming round as well. Three of them, usually. They take turns. Sometimes two at once, one in my mouth and one behind me. They bend me over the spare console, the one we use for the backup frequency monitor. I have to wipe it down afterwards."

Her needles paused. She adjusted the tension on the wool, pulling it through with a small, precise motion, then resumed.

"There's a marine sergeant who comes by too. He's big. I mean—" She glanced at Abby over the rim of her glasses. "He's very big. It hurts, at first. Every time. He doesn't care about that. He likes to finish on my glasses."

The scarf grew another row.

"I keep count. In my head. I've taken more cock in these past weeks than the entirety of the rest of my life."

Hannah put down her scarf and took a piece of discarded paper. She began to fold. The crane that emerged was lopsided but a lot better than her first attempts had been. She set it on the console between their stations.

Abby looked at the crane. It sat there, imperfect, lopsided, its crooked tail pointing at the ceiling. At least they were in this mess together.

A modification to Abby's schedule arrived on Tuesday morning of the second week. Hayes' runner knocked on the radio room door before the watch had properly settled, and handed Abby a revised schedule page. The original Tuesday column had been crossed through with a single diagonal line and replaced with a handwritten amendment in Hayes' precise script.

The 1400 slot had been reassigned. The name printed there was not an officer's. PO M. Garrett. A senior rating. Petty Officer Michael Garrett from the bridge crew. A man Abby had worked alongside for seven months. He ran the chart printer. She'd corrected his signal logs. They'd shared coffee during the middle watch.

She looked at the name and understood.

Hayes was expanding the circle one name at a time. This was a man selected not by rank or entitlement but by Hayes' decision. The management was real. Hayes was controlling her time. Deciding which men received access to her body and which did not. Choosing who was rewarded.

She tucked the revised page into her pocket beside the original.

She arrived at the briefing room early. Hayes had established this room as one of his preferred venues. It was small, furnished with a rectangular table, six chairs, and a whiteboard. The door locked from the inside.

Garrett knocked two minutes late. She opened the door.

He was a stocky man, mid-thirties, with a thick neck and hands roughened by years of deck work. He wore his best uniform. The buttons were polished. The creases were sharp. He'd prepared for this the way he'd prepare for a Captain's inspection.

"Sub-Lieutenant." His voice was stiff.

"Come in, Petty Officer."

He stepped inside.

He was aware of the chain of events that had brought him here. The XO had summoned him to his cabin that morning, handed him a time and a location, and told him to present himself. No explanation or context. But Garrett was not stupid. He knew that access to the XO's personally managed roster carried implications. Was this a reward? A test? Was he being watched?

"Relax," Abby said.

She'd learned which tone of voice worked. The same register she used for nervous operators during complex signal exercises. Professional warmth without intimacy. Sufficient to reduce the awkwardness by a degree. Sufficient to get the thing moving.

"How would you like to proceed?"

"I, uh." His cap stopped turning. "Whatever's standard, ma'am."

"There's no standard. It's your choice."

He looked at the table again. Back at her. He was standing at attention without realising it, his body defaulting to military posture in the absence of any other model for the situation.

"Right then." He swallowed. "Right."

Abby closed the distance between them. She placed one hand on his arm, just above the elbow.

"Sit."

He sat on the edge of the chair. She nestled between his legs and unfastened his belt. Her fingers were efficient now. She'd memorised the topography of standard military clothing and how to unfasten it quickly.

His cock was half hard when she freed it. Nervous arousal. She ran her finger up the underside and wrapped her hand around him, and he let out a breath that carried the weight of the tension.

She licked the tip of his cock, rolling her tongue on the top of him before taking his length inside her mouth. He groaned, a familiar sound to Abby's ears.

She worked him with focus. She knew from weeks of practical data that men in Garrett's state of anxiety responded best to reliability. No surprises. No variation. Good, old-fashioned, reliable sucking.

He lasted longer than Abby expected. When he came, his body went rigid. Abby gulped purposefully loudly. The men liked it when she did that.

"Thank you, ma'am."

"You can go, Petty Officer."

He dressed and left.

Abby sat on the edge of the table and looked at her hands. She'd put Garrett at ease. Managed his anxiety. Produced a satisfactory outcome in a reasonable timeframe. She'd done it well. She'd done it the way she did everything. With competence, with attention to detail, with an understanding of the human element that made the difference between adequate and effective.

She was professionally competent at sucking cock.

She filed the thought away in her mind. She checked her watch. The next slot wasn't for a while yet.

She missed Tony. Their paths seldom met these days, and it was clear that it was not an accident. Hayes was making sure they were always in different parts of the ship and on duty at different times.

She had tried to find him in their usual meeting spot, but he was not there. The only thing she had found was a discarded drawing, crumpled up. A rough sketch of Abby, curved spine, splayed legs, a faceless figure pushing inside of her. Tony was clearly not in a good place right now.

By the third week, the schedule had grown. But not as much as she had expected. Hayes was methodical. He added names slowly and deliberately. Growing the garden that was Abby's duty roster. A lieutenant from supply appeared in Wednesday's column. A low rating from the weapons department in Thursday's. Phillip Marsden from navigation, one of Tony's own colleagues, in Friday's morning slot.

Abby processed them.

On Tuesday she was rostered with Leading Seaman Talia Cooper for a joint session in briefing room three. Two women, one man. A lieutenant commander from operations who'd apparently requested the configuration through Hayes' office. Cooper was a stylish girl who had taken to new arrangements pretty well. She arrived, undressed, and positioned herself on the table beside Abby.

They pleasured the lieutenant commander together. Abby took him in her mouth while Cooper straddled his face. Then they switched. Then he fucked Cooper from behind while Abby knelt in front of her, kissing her breasts, a choreography that emerged without discussion, two professionals coordinating a task.

On Thursday she was paired with Josie Styles for a pair of engineering senior rates. Styles arrived messy and tired.

"You take the tall one," Styles said. "He's quick."

Styles was right. The tall one lasted six minutes. The other took twenty. He required both Styles and Chen to suck him off in tandem before he blew. The session ended with Chen licking Styles' face clean of the cum that had been painted on it

What Abby noticed, by the end of the third week, was that she had stopped checking the schedule anxiously. In the first days, she'd read it each morning, bracing for impact, memorising each slot, calculating the gaps, counting the names. Now she pulled the folded page from her pocket the way she pulled the watch rota from the board outside the radio room. Information to be absorbed and acted upon. New names. New times. New dicks to accommodate.

One afternoon she caught herself mentally rearranging the Thursday column. The 1300 slot ran too close to the 1330, insufficient time to reset the room if the first session went long. She drafted a note on a scrap of paper suggesting a fifteen-minute buffer and left it with Hayes' runner.

The following week's schedule incorporated the change. The 1330 had been pushed to 1345.

Hayes approved.

During Hayes' Monday morning slot, Abby found herself getting really into sucking the XO's cock. She knelt. He sat at his desk, his logbook open. Same configuration each week.

She knew what he liked. She'd learned it through repetition, session by session, the way she'd learned the specific frequency signatures of allied ships during fleet exercises. Start slow, gradually deepen, constant pressure. No spikes or variations until the final stretch. Then go all out until he finishes.

She provided it without being told. The pattern was instinctive now, coded into the muscles of her lips and tongue and throat through sheer repetition.

He came. She swallowed. She sat back on her heels, suppressing a smirk.

Then he asked something he hadn't done before.

"How are you?"

Abby looked up at him. His face was the same face it always was. But the question was genuine. He was, in his way, conducting a welfare check.

"I'm managing, sir."

He nodded. Made a note in the logbook grid. The tick in his column, and then something else, a number, or a code, written small in the margin.

"I'll be adjusting next week's slots. Reducing the volume slightly. You're carrying a full communications watch on top of this."

"I can manage the current volume."

"I know you can." His pen tapped once against the page. "I'm adjusting it anyway."

Abby sat on her heels and did not know what to do with this. It was not kindness. Kindness would have dismantled the schedule, torn the grid from the logbook, told her to go back to the radio room and stay there.

This was more management. But it was management that had looked at the load she was carrying and calculated that the current rate was unsustainable. It took her operational capacity into account. It treated her with the care of an asset worth maintaining rather than one to be used until failure.

"Thank you, sir." Abby meant it.

Hayes closed the logbook.

"Dismissed, Sub-Lieutenant."

Abby stood. She straightened her uniform. She walked to the door. In the corridor, she pulled the new schedule from her breast pocket, unfolded it, and read next week's draft column that Hayes had clipped to the back.

Two fewer slots.

She folded the schedule. Returned it to her pocket. Walked to the radio room. Sat down at her console, pulled on the headset, and began logging the morning's fleet traffic.


Chapter 7

Abby was in her cabin, sitting cross-legged on the bunk, folding cranes from a stack of obsolete cipher update sheets she'd liberated from the radio room recycling bin. Seven birds sat in a row along the edge of her pillow, each one identical, each one perfect.

A knock. She opened the door expecting Hayes' runner. It was not. Instead, in front of her was the Captain's steward.

"Sub-Lieutenant Chen. The Captain requires you in his quarters in thirty minutes." No further explanation was given before the steward left.

She checked her schedule. Hayes had nothing left for her today. The evening was grey on the grid. Off-watch. Hers. Hayes had not mentioned this.

But the Captain outranked the schedule. The Captain outranked everything.

Abby looked at the row of cranes on her pillow. She picked up the eighth, half-finished in her lap, and completed the final fold. Set it beside the others.

She showered and put on her sexualised uniform. She'd stopped noticing how it felt against her skin. It was simply what she wore.

Then, before she knew it, she was outside the Captain's cabin.

She knocked.

"Enter."

The door swung inward, and Abby stepped through, and the scene arranged itself before her in the warm light.

Sally Hallow was on the desk.

On her back, legs apart, her skirt bunched around her waist, the cropped top shoved above her breasts. Her white-blonde hair was a wild mess. Her eyes were closed. Her hands pawed at her own breasts.

Tony was between her legs.

He stood with his trousers around his thighs, his uniform jacket still buttoned to the collar, his hips driving forward steadily. He held Sally's thighs apart. He was fucking the ship's doctor on the Captain's desk.

Wells sat in the leather armchair in the far corner. Fully dressed. Uniform jacket closed, every button fastened, trousers open just enough that one hand rested in his lap, idle, his cock visible but untouched. His legs were crossed at the ankle. The pocket watch sat open on the arm of the chair, ticking.

He was watching.

Tony saw her.

He faltered. A stutter in the piston-like stroke, his hips stuttering, his grip on Sally's thighs loosening. Something crossed his face that looked like it had been flayed open from the inside. His mouth opened. No sound came out.

He did not stop. His hips continued their motion, but slower than before.

"Close the door, and take a seat, Sub-Lieutenant." Wells' voice was unhurried, like he was inviting Abby for tea.

Wells regarded Abby from his armchair as she sat down on an empty chair.

"Lieutenant Riker has been assisting with a supplementary assessment of Doctor Hallow. I've been supervising." He gestured toward the desk. "The Lieutenant's technique is adequate, though he could stand to vary his pace."

Tony kept moving, ignoring the Captain's words.

"You're welcome to participate, Chen." Wells uncrossed his ankles and recrossed them the other way. "Doctor Hallow could benefit from additional attention."

The words sounded like an invitation, but Abby knew they were anything but. They might as well have been a direct order.

"Aye, sir."

"Good girl. Attend to the Doctor."

Abby crossed the cabin. Her heels were silent on the thick rug Wells kept beneath his desk. Sally's eyes opened as Abby approached. The older woman looked up at her, and what passed between them was the flat mutual recognition of two people caught in the same trap.

Abby leaned over Sally's body. She placed her mouth on Sally's left breast. The skin was warm, slightly damp with sweat. She kissed the curve of it, then took the nipple between her lips and sucked gently. Sally's breath shifted. A small sound escaped her, barely voiced, more vibration than noise.

Tony's hips kept moving. Abby could hear the wet friction of his cock sliding in and out of Sally, could feel the tremor that each thrust sent through Sally's body and into the desk and into the space where Abby's mouth worked.

She moved to the right breast. Licked a slow circle around the aureola before closing her lips over the stiffened peak. Sally's hand came up and rested on Abby's shoulder, pulling her closer.

"Lower, Chen." Wells' voice from the armchair.

Abby moved down. She kissed a line along Sally's ribs, across the flat of her stomach, feeling the muscles contract beneath her lips. She reached the bunched fabric of the skirt and pushed it further up, out of the way, exposing Sally fully.

Tony's cock drove into Sally inches from Abby's face. She could see everything. The slick length of him withdrawing, glistening, before pushing back in. Sally's body opening around him. The pink stretched pussy. His shaft, wet with Sally's arousal, pistoning forward.

Abby lowered her mouth.

Her tongue found Sally's clit. A small, swollen point above the place where Tony entered her, and she pressed against it with a flat, steady stroke. Sally's whole body jerked.

"Oh, God—"

Sally's hand tightened on Abby's shoulder. Tony's cock slid past Abby's chin on each inward stroke, a proximity so close she could feel the heat of him, the displaced air, but they did not touch. They occupied the same narrow space, serving the same woman, and the distance between them was everything and nothing.

Abby worked Sally's. Her tongue traced slow circles, then pressed flat, then flicked, reading Sally's responses. Sally's breathing told her everything. Short, sharp inhalations meant more pressure. A held breath meant stay exactly where you are. A low moan meant the wave was building.

Sally was building.

Tony's pace increased. His cock drove deeper, faster, and Abby matched him with her tongue, the two of them working Sally with impressive teamwork.

"That's it," Wells said from the armchair. He might have been commenting on a well-executed drill.

Sally came.

The orgasm tore through her like voltage. Her back bowed off the desk, her hand clamped on Abby's shoulder hard enough to bruise, and a sound ripped from her throat that she'd clearly tried to contain and failed. Her body clenched and pulsed and shook, legs trembling on either side of Tony's hips, and Abby held her tongue against Sally's clit and rode it out, feeling every contraction through the pressure of Sally's body against her mouth.

Tony came seconds later. A broken groan, his hips slamming forward one final time, and Abby felt the change in his body even without seeing his face. The sudden rigidity. The held breath. The small, defeated sound he made as he spilled inside Sally.

He pulled out.

Abby raised her head and looked at Tony. His eyes were wrecked. Everything he'd built, the arguments, the constructions, the careful architecture of justification, all of it was gone.

"Well done, both of you." Wells rose from the armchair. He crossed the cabin, already unfastening his trousers fully. His cock was now prepared; the light caught the sheen of precum at the tip. "Riker, step aside."

Tony moved. He pulled his trousers up. Fastened his belt. Took two steps backward until his shoulders met the bulkhead.

"Chen. Over the desk."

Abby straightened. Sally was already shifting, rolling sideways, pulling her uniform down, making space. Their eyes met briefly, and Sally's hand found Abby's and squeezed once, hard, before letting go.

Abby bent over the desk. It was warm where Sally had been lying. She pressed her palms flat against the wood, her face turned to the side, her cheek against the polished surface. Commendation paperwork was scattered beneath her. She could read fragments of it upside down. Her name was mentioned a few times.

Sally lay beside her, face level with Abby's, both of them prone across the Captain's desk like cargo arranged for inspection. Sally's hand crept across the wood between them. Her fingers found Abby's. They interlocked.

Wells stepped behind Abby. He pushed her skirt up. Pulled her underwear down. The head of his cock pressed against her entrance.

He pushed inside.

Abby's eyes opened wide. Wells was bigger than Hayes. Thicker. The stretch pulled a gasp from her that she could not suppress. He seated himself fully in a single stroke, his hips flush against her, and held there.

Tony watched from the bulkhead. The same position Hayes had placed him in weeks ago. Different cabin. Different man. The same helplessness.

Wells began to move.

He fucked the way he commanded: with absolute control and no wasted motion. Each thrust was deliberate. He held her hip with one hand, the other flat on the small of her back, pinning her to the desk, and he drove into her with a force that left no room for escape.

Abby was fully present.

No cranes. No imagined folds. No retreat into the clean geometry of paper. She felt every inch of him. The wood against her breasts. Sally's fingers gripping hers. The stretch and friction of his cock moving inside her. She was here, in this cabin, being fucked by Captain Marlow Wells while the man she loved watched from the wall.

The pleasure built without her permission. Different from Hayes. Wells' angle hit something deep, something that sent sparks up through her core with each stroke. Her body responded, tightening around him, her hips pressing back to meet him.

She did not fight it.

The orgasm broke over her in a long, shuddering wave. She cried out against the desk, her fingers crushing Sally's, her body clenching around Wells in spasms she could not control and did not attempt to. It was violent and thorough, and she let Tony see every second of it, because hiding it would have been a lie.

Wells increased his pace and fucked her harder. He buried himself to the hilt for the next twenty minutes which to Abby felt like twenty hours. Two more orgasms wracked her. Finally, and mercifully, he came inside her with a single, controlled exhalation, his body still, his grip firm, the pulse of his release filling her in slow, heavy throbs.

He withdrew. He stepped back. He placed his cock in front of Sally's face, and the doctor did her duty, cleaning her Captain with her mouth.

Abby lay across the desk. Wells' cum leaked from between her legs, warm against her inner thigh. Sally's hand still held hers.

Wells returned to his armchair. He reached across the disordered desk and retrieved a manila folder that had been buried beneath Sally's body. He opened it. Inside were two sheets of paper, typed, bearing the official Fleet Command letterhead and the ship's crest.

He picked up a pen from the desk caddy and held it out.

"Sub-Lieutenant Chen."

Abby pushed herself upright. Her legs were unsteady. She took the pen.

Wells opened the folder and turned it toward her. She read it.

A commendation. Her name, rank, and service number printed in the header. Below, a citation for exemplary conduct. Sub-Lieutenant A. Chen demonstrated outstanding professional competence in maintaining fleet communications during severe weather conditions and new Mandate conditions...

It bore Wells' signature at the bottom. And a second signature line, blank, labelled Recipient.

"Your performance recently has been exceptional," Wells said. "Communications and moral boosting. Both critical to our survival. This will be entered into your permanent service record."

Abby signed.

Wells took the pen back. He closed the folder.

"That will be all. Well done."

Sally slid off the desk first. Her face had reassembled itself into the mask she wore through the corridors, the stern and competent doctor, the officer who tolerated no malingering. She clothed herself, walked to the door, opened it and was gone.

Abby and Tony left after her. They stood in the corridor. The hatch to the Captain's cabin was closed behind them.

Tony's face was stripped bare. She'd seen him afraid before. Seen him angry, ashamed, paralysed. This was different. Everything he'd built to hold himself together, the drawings, the arguments, the rules-lawyer architecture of his identity, had been dismantled. What remained was simply him. A man standing in a corridor with nothing between his skin and the air.

His mouth opened. Closed.

"Chart room," Abby said. "Go now. I'll come."

He looked at her. Then he turned and walked aft, toward the ladder, toward B-deck, toward the one space on this ship that was once theirs.

Abby stood in the corridor for a few moments, then followed him to the chart room.

Tony sat at the table. Not drawing. The notebook was closed, placed squarely before him, his hands either side of it. He was waiting. Just waiting.

She closed the door. Locked it. Sat in the chair beside him.

For a long time, neither spoke.

"I didn't know you'd be summoned," Tony said. His voice was rough, scraped hollow.

"I know."

"When I walked in, Sally was already... and Wells told me to..." He stopped. His hands pressed harder against the table. "I wanted to stop it all."

"I know."

Tony looked at her.

"Teach me," he said.

"What?"

"The cranes." He gestured at the row along the back of the table. His lopsided attempts alongside her precise ones. "I've been trying to do it on my own, and they keep falling over. The neck goes wrong. The wings don't sit right."

Abby pulled two sheets from the stack of outdated tide tables. She placed one before him and kept one for herself.

"Watch."

She folded. Slowly. Each step demonstrated, then paused so his hands could follow. The initial centre fold. The diagonal. The squash fold that created the preliminary base. She guided him through the petal fold, the most difficult step, where the paper had to be lifted and pressed simultaneously to create the diamond shape. His fingers fumbled. She reached over and adjusted his grip, pressing his fold flat with her own fingernail.

"Lighter. Don't force the crease. Let the paper tell you where it wants to go."

His second attempt at the petal fold worked. Rough, but functional. She showed him the reverse fold for the neck, the way to pinch and pull the narrow point upward, curving it into the distinctive crane silhouette.

"Now the tail. Same fold, opposite end."

His hands moved. Slow, careful, the way they moved when he was drawing. The tail emerged, slightly crooked but defined.

"Open the wings. Gently. Pull from the centre, let the body inflate."

He pulled. The crane opened. It was imperfect. The wings were uneven, the neck slightly too long, the tail angled a degree or two off true. But when he set it down on the chart table, it stood.

It stood on its own, beside hers, without falling over.

They sat side by side. One in the morning. The ship rocked gently beneath them. Somewhere above, the watch crew monitored the dark Atlantic. Somewhere below, men slept in their bunks and women lay awake in theirs.

"We're going to survive this," Abby said.

Tony looked at his crane. Looked at hers beside it. Two paper birds on a chart table in the dead hours of the night.

"Together?"

"Together."

She kissed his cheek.
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