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Over the Moon

(a look inside)

Too big. Too black. And way too tempting not to at least have a taste.

Esther sighed. She couldn’t lift him with the micro-gravity operating, but she didn’t want to go all the way back to the control center to turn it off. There was no telling what he might do if he woke up in zero-G while she was gone.

She gently slapped his cheek again. “Cole?”

Nothing. She contemplated pinching him but thought better of it. If he jerked suddenly he could snap her in two. She was going to have to wait it out. Esther didn’t mind waiting. If anything, it was what she was born to do—what her entire race was born to do. They’d been waiting over ten thousand generations for this. There was no rush.

She heaved Cole into the recovery position and fell back against him, using his torso as a chaise to rest against. Her hand lay along his triceps, and she caught herself unconsciously tracing the thick ropes of muscle with her fingertips.

How does a man get to be so big?

Earth gravity was six times that of Selene. Six. It amazed her that humans ever got themselves walking upright. She tried to imagine herself six times heavier—if it didn’t kill her, she’d spend the rest of her short life pinned helplessly to the ground, unable to even lift her head.

What about Cole? How would he fare on Selene being six times lighter? He’d be like a super-man. A god. What if he was a criminal? Some kind of crazed madman? Esther shivered. She had no weapons. There would be no stopping him. He could kill her with his bare hands. Or worse. She imagined him holding her down and tearing the clothes from her body…

The medical bay felt suddenly cold, but a bright flush warmed Esther’s cheeks. Goosebumps broke out across her chest, peaking her nipples beneath the jumpsuit. Cole was still decidedly warm from the reanimation treatment. Without thinking too much about it (because if she did, she might lose courage), she allowed herself to sink down alongside him and spooned her small body into his, making a pillow of his extended arm and pulling the other around her like a protective blanket.
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A Brother with Means

At the darkened end of a blind alley, Cole stood before a steel-lined fire door, his skin made paradoxically blacker by the feeble yellow glow from an overhead sodium lamp.

His Fitbit beeped. Activity goal. “Feel that,” he muttered, his voice coarse with suppressed emotion. “Coach’d be real proud.” His pulse hadn’t dropped below 120 in the last eight hours, just chilling behind the wheel of his Mustang. Shock will do that.

He went to knock, but then paused, checking his clothes again for bloodstains. Still clean. He’d never even stepped out of the car, but he could feel it just the same—the dried sweat masquerading as blood, sticky between his fingers and around the corners of his mouth, as if he’d gnawed on the kid’s leg or something.

Like a fuckin’ savage.

He shook it off and knocked with his knuckles—tap, tap—and again with his palm—Wham!—the same sound a nine-year-old makes caving in your passenger-side headlamp.

Silence. He gave it a minute—or at least what felt like a minute—and pounded again, harder, startling himself with the midnight echoes off the alley walls. A car cruised past out on the main street. He looked around, but he was still alone.

Oh yeah, you’re on your own now, brother, that’s for damn sure.

He raised his hand to pound again, but a shuffling sound inside stopped him. The overhead light glinted off his championship ring. He quickly twisted it off and shoved it in his pocket.

Three locks clunked behind the steel and an electronic alarm beeped off. A sweaty, pencil-necked white boy opened the door and jerked back when all he saw was Cole’s chest. He scrunched his face, lifting his glasses on the bridge of his nose to refocus a foot higher. “Fuckin’ hey.”

What’s the matter? You never seen 230 pounds of prime nigga? Cole gave the guy a nod. “You Alvin?”

The pencil-neck wiped his nose. “You Cole?”

Cole twitched his head in assent. He ducked through the doorway when the guy stepped back.

“Mikey said you got money.”

“Yeah.” Cole showed him the corner of an envelope in his jacket pocket. If the police traced his final movements, they’d probably be pretty interested in his last dozen calls, all to the same number. Mikey probably used a burner. He wasn’t the kind of brother who left a trail. Fucker doesn’t even wear aftershave.

The guy (who might or might not be called Alvin) led Cole down a hospital-like corridor and into a glass room—almost a security booth except with graphs and shit on the monitors instead of camera feeds. He slid behind a desk and spent the next eternity punching some plausible but made-up medical history into the computer.

“Whaddaya want me to give you? Cancer? Alzheimer’s?”

“Whatever, man. What’s it matter, yo?”

Alvin rocked back on his chair and gave Cole a look of disdain that only a honky could muster in the face of a brother twice his size. “It matters, yo, because of nano-engineering. They’re making new shit, ingenious shit, every fuckin’ day. Cancer’s days are numbered, man. It’s gonna be the next polio.” He waved a finger at the computer screen. “The question is, do you want to wake up in ten years or a hundred?”

Cole flashed back to the previous afternoon, signing for the Rangers, tequila shots with his agent, the awkward high-fives at the Ford dealership. He’d picked up his homeys and together they’d just cruised town with the top down. Four years of college ball hadn’t changed him; it felt like old times. In the drive-thru at Mickey D’s, he’d called the cashier—some little white girl, maybe eighteen, maybe not—he’d called her ‘baby girl’. And the way she’d smiled… It sure felt good to be a brother with means.

That had been only five minutes before the accident. Fries were still spread across the driver’s footwell. Cole wished he could say the kid had jumped out, but he had no idea; he hadn’t even been watching the road. The double impact—thump, bump—like a final heartbeat as the kid went under. The pitch of the mother’s screams, and Lamar in the shotgun seat covering his ears.

Lamar ran. The others too, a moment later. If they’d only stayed, Cole might have as well. But a brother alone with a small white corpse? Fuck that shit. Fuck the police. Fuck the Rangers.

Thump-bump.

“Earth to Big Bird,” Alvin said, snapping his fingers. “When you wanna wake up, man?”

Cole took a long breath, ashamed at the way it shuddered in his chest. “Not for a long time, man. Not for a long time.”

─────

Cole woke to the sound of screaming. His panic response flared bright, adrenaline flooding his core. When he drew a breath and the screaming stopped, he realized he’d been the one doing it, and on the tail of that self-awareness, the pain found him. His skin burned, the stabbing agony of a million needles.

“Shhh. It’s okay.” A woman’s voice. “I’m putting you back under.”

He opened his eyes—

(sterile, white)

—and through the blur of tears discerned a pale figure standing over him. “Help me,” he croaked.

“I am.” Her voice was like honey. Accented, but not one he recognized. Cajun? Not quite. “You’re going to be okay, Cole, I promise. I’ll wake you again once you’ve warmed up.”

Warmed up. Cole remembered the cryo-chamber, Alvin connecting electrodes to his shaved skull.

(Later, my man. Say hello to Buck Rogers for me.)

He remembered going under, and as the light and the pain faded into darkness, he realized they’d come for him. Alvin must’ve ratted.

─────

“Cole? Can you hear me? Open your eyes.”

Self-awareness came again with a jolt. Cole braced for the pain but it didn’t come. In its place was a light airiness, like being high, but underneath it all a low-level hangover throbbed deep in the base of his skull.

He opened his eyes and winced, squinting against the light.

“Hey there. Welcome back.”

Mmm, that voice. Sugar and spice. The woman standing over him swam into focus. “What up, baby g—?” He blinked a few times, disoriented, and took a moment to reconcile those honeyed tones with the unsettling, androgynous look of a cancer patient—gaunt and angular with grey-green eyes too large for her pale, close-cropped skull.

“My name’s Esther.” The smile lent her a new femininity, forcing him to reassess. Girl could probably rock it with a good wig and a trip to Taco Bell. Maybe a couple of trips.

Cole wet his lips. “Where am I?” He replayed that accent in his head. Canadian? Made sense. They probably put him on ice somewhere cold.

“Can you wiggle your toes for me?” she said. “I’ll get to your questions soon. I promise.”

Cole moved his toes. His muscles felt rested, strong. Even the hangover was fading. Last time he’d felt this good, he pitched a no-hitter. “What happened to Alvin?” he asked. “How long have I been down?”

Esther ignored the question and raised his hand over his chest. “Can you hold it there?”

When she released him, his arm jerked and then swayed drunkenly while he tried to hold it still. It was surreal, a kind of floating sensation, and again it felt like maybe he was high.

She watched with a smile curling the corners of her mouth. “Feel spacy?”

“Uh-huh.” He got control of his hand and moved it back and forth, flexing his fingers to prove they really were his own. “Where the hell am I?” he asked again. It occurred to him there might be a reason why he felt so disconnected from reality. “Am I dead?”

Esther laughed musically. “It’s not Heaven, but you’re headed in the right direction. We’re on L1. It’s a space station.”

“Wh—!” His breath ran out in a rush. Space? His immediate reaction was to call bullshit, but the surreal weightlessness of his arm said otherwise. He pictured movie astronauts bobbing around inside a rocket, and consciously relaxing, he watched his arm drop gently to his chest. “But we ain’t floating.”

“We’re in the torus,” she explained, holding one hand like an axle and rotating the other one slowly around it. “It’s an artificial gravity centrifuge, just enough to stop you from feeling sick.”

Fuckin’ Buck Rogers. You got that shit right, Alvin. He took in the sterile décor—white featureless walls and industrial stainless-steel fittings. “What happened?” he asked finally.

“You were in cryostasis,” Esther said, offering her arm. “Here, try sitting up.”

Cole pulled himself up, his head swimming as his inner ear adapted to the unfamiliar microgravity. “Cryo…?” He realized she was talking about being unfrozen. “No, girl. How’d I get into space? They make Mars some kinda prison colony?” He flashed to an old movie—Papillon—about some French guy eating cockroaches in a Devil’s Island prison.

Esther sighed and gave a wistful smile. “They never made it to Mars. I’m taking you to Selene.” She saw Cole’s confusion and added, “The Moon. Now come on, we need to get going. It’s a long trip down.”

“One more question.” He held onto the bed while she helped him to his feet—not that she’d be much help if he fell. Girl barely came up to his ribs. “What year is it? How long’ve I been out?”

She held his gaze for a moment. “Maybe you’d better sit back down.”

“What’re we talking about? Fifty years? Sixty?” The initial shock of finding himself in space had worn off, and the future no longer felt so fantastically distant. “More than a hundred?” He gave her a winning smile. “Have the Rangers won the Series, yet?” Everyone he cared about, everyone who knew about the accident, what if they were all dead? The idea was liberating.

“We left Earth a long time ago, Cole,” she said. “There was a… My ancestors came to Selene in 2066.”

Ancestors?

Even in microgravity, Cole felt the heavy flood of adrenaline weighing down his limbs. He tried to swallow but couldn’t. “How long?”

“You’ve been asleep”—she squeezed his hand comfortingly—“a little over three hundred and fifty—”

Say what? Three centuries?

“—thousand years.”

Cole struggled a moment against the lightheadedness, swaying drunkenly, but then his knees buckled and he folded to the floor. The last thing he saw before succumbing again to unconsciousness was the blue-green disc of his home planet as it rolled slowly across the porthole window.

───Ξ───
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I’ve Seen a Naked Man Before

Esther did her best to break Cole’s fall, but he was just too big for her to grapple. Still, the micro gravity did most of the work; even without her help, she doubted a man like him would sustain much damage.

How big was he? Bigger than she could comprehend. She understood that Earth men could grow to this size (and bigger, the inscriptions said so) but seeing one in the flesh was a totally different prospect.

In the flesh. Esther shivered. She took the opportunity in his unconscious state to touch him, brushing his cheek. He felt like any other man, coarse, bristly, like her father even. Except for his size. And his color.

She knew about black people, of course. And white, and every shade of brown—humanity had been a veritable rainbow if the inscriptions were to be believed (and why would they not?). The reality was different, though. To see skin so… black, and the hairs upon it darker still, if that was even possible. Imagination couldn’t prepare you for such a thing. Perhaps if any old pictures had survived…

“Cole?” She stroked his cheek. “Cole? Wake up. I can’t lift you back onto the bed.”

No response. He was out, and with the sedative she’d given him earlier still in his system, there was no telling how long he might stay that way. It was probably her fault; she should have made him sit down. The shock on his face—she tried to imagine what 350,000 years meant to a man with only a few thousand years of racial memory, and only a few hundred of recorded history. For her generation, it would probably be like waking up, what, a billion years into the future?

Inconceivable.

Esther sighed. She couldn’t lift him with the micro-gravity operating, but she didn’t want to go all the way back to the control center to turn it off. There was no telling what he might do if he woke up in zero-G while she was gone.

She gently slapped his cheek again. “Cole?”

Nothing. She contemplated pinching him but thought better of it. If he jerked suddenly, he could snap her in two. She was going to have to wait it out. Esther didn’t mind waiting. If anything, it was what she was born to do—what her entire race was born to do. They’d been waiting over ten thousand generations for this. There was no rush.

She heaved Cole into the recovery position and fell back against him, using his torso as a chaise to rest against. Her hand lay along his triceps, and she caught herself unconsciously tracing the thick ropes of muscle with her fingertips.

How does a man get to be so big?

Earth gravity was six times that of Selene. Six. It amazed her that humans ever got themselves walking upright. She tried to imagine herself six times heavier—if it didn’t kill her, she’d spend the rest of her short life pinned helplessly to the ground, unable to even lift her head.

What about Cole? How would he fare on Selene being six times lighter? He’d be like a super-man. A god. What if he was a criminal? Some kind of crazed madman? Esther shivered. She had no weapons. There would be no stopping him. He could kill her with his bare hands. Or worse. She imagined him holding her down and tearing the clothes from her body…

The medical bay felt suddenly cold, but a bright flush warmed Esther’s cheeks. Goosebumps broke out across her chest, peaking her nipples beneath the jumpsuit. Cole was still decidedly warm from the reanimation treatment. Without thinking too much about it (because if she did, she might lose courage), she allowed herself to sink down alongside him and spooned her small body into his, making a pillow of his extended arm and pulling the other around her like a protective blanket.

Mmm. It was a strange feeling, not like anything she was used to. Warm. Protected. Adored, even. They were false emotions, of course, lying as she was in the arms of an unconscious man, but it felt delightful anyway.

She’d always been an outsider, even growing up. This mission had been generations in the planning—she’d been selected and trained from an early age along with a couple of other possible candidates. Being special was wonderful, but at the same time, it could be isolating. People treated you differently when they knew you might go away and never come back.

Cole was different too. Isolated, like her, but also physically different. He was handsome in a way—a very manly way if the truth be told.

She closed her eyes and let her imagination wander, picturing herself leading him through the airlock into their caverns on Selene, holding his enormous hand like she was a child and introducing him to the Council. What would they think? Would they be afraid of him?

She clutched his hand between both of hers and hugged it to her breast, and in that way, suspended fifty thousand kilometers above her home, Esther drifted into sleep.

─────

Yeah, that’s it, sister, do that thing again wit’ your… Yeah-h-h-h

This girl was ripe—grinding her trunk all over his junk—he was so hard he could crack walnuts with it.

(Cole, stop it.)

Her lips say no but her booty say ‘yeah baby.’ Cole pulled her tight, her braless titties small and soft in his hand. You like that, girl? You shake ‘em for me.

(Stop it. You need to wake up.)

She ground him again, long and slow, rolling his big dick between her ass cheeks. His balls heaved. Damn if he wasn’t going to come in his pants. Why wasn’t he inside her already? Sister was up for it, Cole was up for it and then some, but…something was cock-blocking him and he couldn’t figure it out. His fingers felt clumsy, drunk, and he couldn’t even get his dick out of his jeans, let alone in her pussy.

He found her legs with one drunken hand and hauled them apart.

That’s it, baby. Show me the money.

He fumbled between them. The murky heat he found there revved his libido—hot, smooth pussy, his favorite kind. If he could only—

“Cole, STOP! You’re hurting me!”

He woke with a snap. “Wha—?” His body convulsed and his head jerked involuntarily, as though searching for the stolen image, the dream cathouse where he’d been a moment away from balling some perky, hardbody sister.

The very real girl in his arms slithered free and scurried a few feet away. She backed up, watching him with a distrustful, hunted expression.

Cole let out a long breath as reality came flooding back. “Shi-it. I’m really in space, yeah?”

The girl (she called herself Esther) nodded, her expression softening. Her eyes darted to his groin, almost too fast to see, but they returned much wider, blinking.

Cole followed her gaze. His dick was at full salute, straining the seams of his jeans. He flexed his hands, the memory of her soft flesh still tingling on his fingertips. He realized the dream-whore he’d been groping had been something more than a dream, and he cringed with a chill of shame. It galled him that people—women especially—feared him for his size and color, and it was a point of self-respect that he’d never earned that fear. Until now.

He wiped a hand over his face, wishing he could wipe that fear from hers. “Sorry ‘bout that,” he said, keeping his voice low.

Esther pulled her knees up to her chest. She peeked quickly between her legs and then snapped them closed again. She didn’t look back up, and Cole found some interesting panels on the wall to his right that warranted study more than her glowing cheeks. After a silence a little too long to be labelled simply ‘awkward’, she sighed, and like a couple of cheap compass needles, their eyes slowly drifted back to face each other.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

Am I okay? Apart from a bad case of blue balls… Cole laughed. “Yeah, I reckon I’ll be alright. This time.”

“You were dreaming.”

It didn’t seem like a question, so Cole just nodded. “Listen, I never meant to—”

Esther waved him off. “It was my fault. I shouldn’t have gotten so close.” She stood up in one lithe motion that Cole bet she could pull off even in full gravity. “Come on,” she said. “We need to go.”

Cole rose too. He was far less steady on his feet and felt disconcertingly light. He wasn’t floating like in the movies, but there was very little holding him down, like if he wasn’t careful he might leap straight through the ceiling. He followed Esther to the foot of a ladder that went up into a long pipe. For a moment it seemed like she was about to climb, but then looked sideways at Cole and stepped away.

“You go first,” she said. “You’ll lose gravity about halfway up and you can float the rest of the way. Keep a hold of something, though, okay?”

Cole had shaken off his disorientation and was feeling good again. Experiencing zero-G was every kid’s dream, and that excitement was pushing back all the other things clamoring for his attention. Like what Esther had said a moment before he fainted. 350,000 years. He grabbed a rung at eye level. Deal with that shit later.

Climbing was almost effortless—like Spiderman up a wall. He found he could pull himself up just using his arms, and after the halfway mark he didn’t even need those. “Whoa, this is some superhero shit!” He kicked off, and that one push was enough to send him the rest of the way, save for a couple of course corrections.

“Don’t forget to grab—!”

“Sh-i-i-i-t.” Cole shot out of the tube into an open space the size of a subway tunnel and starfished with a graceless thwap against the opposite wall.

Esther emerged carefully from the tube across the way. “Are you okay? I told you to grab hold of something.”

Cole peeled himself off the wall and flailed for a hand-hold when he almost drifted back out into the middle. He looked over at Esther and laughed; she was upside down. Or maybe he was. “You used to dudes doing everything you say?”

Esther returned his grin. “Not so much, no.”

“Yeah, well nothing’s changed on that front in the last million years.”

“Three hundred and—”

“Yeah, yeah. Three hundred and fifty thousand. I’ve got some questions about that.”

“Save them for the elevator. The sooner we get going, the sooner you’ll get your answers.” She propelled herself gently down the subway tube, keeping the handholds in reach. “Follow me.”

Have I got a choice? With the co-ordination of an athlete, Cole quickly became adept at pushing himself in a predictable direction at a manageable speed, tracking along the opposite side of the tunnel to Esther. She stopped at an open hatch and Cole had to push across open space to join her—a feat he executed with far more grace than he had before, though with no less excitement.

“Come on,” Esther said, sliding through headfirst. “We need to irradiate those clothes.”

“What? Damn.” Cole sniffed his pits theatrically. “I thought I smelled alright considering when I last had a shower.” He copied Esther’s dive through the hatchway and found himself in another industrial-looking space with machines whose purpose he could only guess at.

“You smell fine,” Esther said. “But Selene is disease free. Just one pathogen on those clothes could wipe us out. Now strip.”

“Say what?” She wanted him to strip? In front of her? This was some fucked up fem-dom shit. Cole looked down at the clothes he’d worn for his last day on Earth—his last day awake, that was. Jeans, jacket, Adidas. “What about you? Maybe you already got some of those pathogens off me.”

“I’ll do mine once you’re in the showers.”

“What about I do mine once you’re in the showers?”

Esther rolled her eyes. “Listen, I don’t care how shy you are—I’ve seen a naked man before and we both survived the experience. Do you understand how important this is?”

“Uh, sure. I guess.”

“And can you understand why my people might only trust me to make sure this is done right?”

Cole narrowed his eyes, warming slowly to the idea of stripping for her now that he’d had time to process. Besides, it wasn’t like he had anything to worry about in the naked-dude department. “Does this mean we’re gonna soap up and scrub each other’s back?”

“Dream on, Earth man.” Esther popped the door on a device that might have been a microwave oven—if it had been designed by a team of navy ship builders. “Start with the jacket.”

─────

Esther only had a moment to wonder what she’d do if he’d refused, and then Cole began undressing. What a relief—if anybody had thought through the consequences of a successful reanimation then she would have had a better protocol to follow. And perhaps a team along for the ride. Not that a travelling companion was ever an option—they’d never risk a second body. She’d won the role, after all, by virtue of being the smallest of her generation—and even then, she’d been made to diet and shave her hair. Conservation at the atomic level.

Cole, meanwhile, was twisting upside down (relatively speaking), tangled in his own jacket. She had to stifle a giggle. Unable to hang on to the wall, he’d immediately begun drifting, and struggling against it had only made things worse. It was a lesson she’d quickly learned in the elevator on her way up from the surface.

“Mind your head.”

Cole twisted and tried to look at her upright. “Are you laughing at me?” The shift in his center of gravity altered his axis of rotation, which in turn caused him to bump his head.

Esther fought back the giggles again. “I’m laughing with you.”

“Girl, that’d be easier to believe if I was laughing.” He managed to pull the jacket off inside-out and flung it across the room, near enough for Esther to catch.

She locked her toes into a wall-hold and worked on pulling the arms back through the right way. “Come on, shoes and pants.” She tried, with little success, not to stare at his biceps—they were thicker than her thighs. And the bulge of his chest beneath the T-shirt… good lord! She hadn’t been bluffing about having seen a man naked (well, one man… once) but the stoic disinterest had been an act. Waking up from her own romantic dream with his hands all over her body and his erection pressing into her backside had been frightening, for sure, but reflecting upon it, it had been thrilling at the same time. It wasn’t going to be easy to feign indifference to his nakedness. Already she felt her body reacting, a quickened pulse to go along with other, more overt signs of arousal.

Cole sent his shoes spiraling across with socks tucked inside. Esther separated them and tossed them into the decon unit. She fished through his jacket pockets for anything else that should be separated and found a small brown satchel covered in colored markings—sealed, or so it seemed, and filled with dozens of smooth beads or stones.

“What’s this?”

Cole had discovered the knack for undressing in zero-G and had one leg out of his jeans already. He looked at the satchel and laughed. “Probably the world’s oldest pack of M&Ms. You want some?”

“They’re food?”

“Sure they’re food. You never heard of M&Ms?”

Esther shook her head. “We only know a little about your time.” The digital age had ebbed over the eons, and the only information that survived had been the science and technology they’d inscribed onto durable composite materials.

Cole’s brows knitted. “So you don’t have chocolate?”

Chocolate? Esther shook her head.

“Oh girl, you’re in for a treat. Open ’em up.”

Esther turned the packet in her hands. “It doesn’t have an opening.”

“No, you tear it. Here, toss ’em over.”

Esther sent it across, not missing the opportunity while Cole was busy catching to observe the improbable swell in his shorts. She knew it was wrong to stare, so why did it feel so right? He caught her looking but said nothing, just smiled. He’s showing off for me.

Cole caught the packet and tore off a corner. With a start, she realized it was made of plastic—in other words, carbon, or so said the inscriptions—and she made a mental note to take it back to Selene for recycling.

He shook the pack and half a dozen colored buttons spilled forth, missing his proffered hand and almost floating away before he rounded them all up. “They’re a bit past their use-by,” he said, holding a yellow one between thumb and forefinger. “I’m gonna do some quality control in case they didn’t thaw so well.” He popped the yellow bead in his mouth and chewed. “Mmm. Yeah, baby. Melts in your mouth, not in your hand.”

“Is that what they’re supposed to do?”

Cole laughed and shook his head. “Girl, you could do a spot on Saturday Night Live.”

Esther frowned. She didn’t much like being laughed at. She especially didn’t like being somebody else’s joke. She’d tolerated the stigma of being different down on Selene (oooh, here comes The Chosen One—mind you don’t tread on her) but wasn’t about to let it continue on L1.

“I have no idea what that means,” she said frostily. “And why do you call me ‘girl’? I have a name, it’s Es—”

“Esther, I remember.” Cole’s amusement vanished in a flash. He winced and extended a conciliatory hand. “Hey, I didn’t mean anything. It’s just the way we speak.”

“We? Earth people?”

“Nah, black people. You don’t have any of them either, I bet.”

Esther shook her head. She understood race, but Selene had just the one. If there had been any diversity in the original population, it had blended out in the first few generations. “Why does your color affect your speech?”

Cole popped another colored button in his mouth and chewed thoughtfully. “You know what? I dunno. Maybe we just don’t wanna sound like white folks. Black pride and all that.”

Esther was back on uncertain ground. It would be a long time before she understood everything that came from Cole’s mouth. She nodded at the brown packet. “Are you going to offer me one of those?”

“Open your mouth,” he said, his smile returning. “I’ll shoot from here.”

His grin was infectious, those white, white teeth behind dark brown lips. Esther opened wide, not without some thought of the submissive nature of that pose.

“Here comes LeBron,” he cried, affecting a frantically exuberant voice. “He props at the three and puts up the shot.” He darted the chocolate across the room, straight at Esther’s face. “It’s going… It’s going…”

It was too high. Esther snapped at it at the last moment, but it bounced off the tip of her nose. “Ow!”

“Ohhh. De-nied!”

Esther was more startled than hurt by the impact, and in the spirit of playfulness, she kicked off the wall and swept up the floating bead in her mouth. She swirled her tongue over it; it tasted slightly sweet, not at all unpleasant. “Mmm, it’s nice.”

“Crunch it,” Cole said. “Damn, you’re missing the best bit.”

Esther bit down, shattering the shell and mashing into a softer core. Then a moment later, “Oh… Oh!”

“See. What’d I tell you?”

“Oh, it’s…” She waved her hands, searching vainly for words she didn’t have to describe the heavenly flavor exploding in her mouth—rich, sweet, creamy deliciousness.

“Yum?”

“So, so… yes, yum!” She deposited a chunk on her finger to look at it. “It’s brown.” She sucked the smear back between her lips. “It doesn’t taste brown.”

Cole laughed deep in his chest. “Hell, what color does it taste like? Don’t you dare say white.”

Esther knitted her brows. “It was green on the outside.” And that set him off with more uncontrolled laughter. She still didn’t understand his humor, but appreciated it was nothing more than the joy of her own discovery.

He popped a blue one into his mouth. “They all taste the same, anyway.”

“Can I try a blue one? I’ve never eaten anything blue.”

“Cole extracted more of the treats from the pack, taking care not to lose control of them again. “Alright gir—” He quickly bit it off.

“It’s okay,” she said. “Don’t change the way you speak for me.”

Cole acknowledged the concession with a nod. “Alright.” He gave her a crooked grin. “You’re up against the Globetrotters this time—red, white and blue. ‘Cept you gotta use your imagination ’cause they don’t have white ones.” He gathered up three treats—the ‘white’ one was actually yellow—and fired them at her, one after the other.

Esther grabbed the wall behind with both hands and braced with her feet, using the leverage to get in the perfect position. One, two, three—she caught all of them cleanly and crunched down joyfully on the delicate shells. That wonderful flavor exploded again across her tongue, three times as delicious. “Mmm.” She closed her eyes, savoring a taste she knew she’d never enjoy again. “If we had these, I wouldn’t eat anything else.”

“Yeah, you would,” Cole said, nodding sagely. “They get old real quick. Texas barbecue on the other hand…”

Esther licked her lips. “We should save them. Can I have one more? I’ll make it last.”

“Comin’ right up.” Cole poked some chocolates back into the pack, keeping an orange one. “Get ready, this one’s a curve ball.” He flicked the treat with his fingers, spinning it in place in mid-air. Then, lining up behind it, he blew hard and set it on a slow, spinning path toward her.

As pretty as it was tumbling through the air like that, it was moving too slow for Esther’s appetite, so following a playful instinct she launched like an arrow, mouth open, and snapped it cleanly out of mid-air. “Wooh! I—Oh crap!” She realized a moment too late she hadn’t calculated her landing and was hurtling straight at Cole. “Gah!”

She crashed in an awkward tangle of arms and legs, her momentum pushing him back into the wall where they fetched up, chest to chest.

Cole had his arms around her. His head, which seemed so much bigger at close quarters, hovered above hers.

“You caught me,” she whispered, looking up into his eyes.

“Yeah.” His breath was warm. Sweet from the chocolate. He leaned close, his lips almost touching hers, and he paused for a second as if waiting to see what she might do. Then he kissed her.

A million thoughts flooded Esther’s brain. Her first crush as a teenager, her first kiss, impassioned fumblings in the supply closet at school, but chief amongst them was how damned fine it felt to be held by such a big man. She felt safe like never before. Protected. Nothing mattered except the feeling of Cole’s lips on hers and his hand sliding down to cup her backside. She took a heaving breath and kissed back. Selene ceased to exist, the mission, the Council—it all melted away save for this one beautiful moment. Was this what it felt like to fall in love?

(The mission.)

Esther’s stomach clenched. Her breath caught in her throat, breaking their kiss. “Stop.” Her voice came out as a croak, ice flooding her veins. She turned away when Cole tried to kiss her again. “We can’t.”

He stopped but didn’t let her go. “Yeah, we can. I don’t see anyone stopping us.”

“I can’t.” Esther pushed back against his chest, and after a moment he released her. She crossed her arms over her breasts and floated back away from him. “Not… I can’t… not with you.”

Cole’s face took on a hurt, angry expression which she didn’t like at all. “Oh yeah,” he said, nodding in a way that was really a shake. “I see how this is. You’re some kinda space princess, can’t take a black dude home to Daddy.”

“What? I don’t underst—” And then suddenly she realized what he meant. Why would his skin even matter? “Do you think anybody cares what color you are?” She didn’t know whether to be hurt or annoyed.

“Well you care about something—you just haven’t told me yet what it is.”

Esther opened her mouth to speak (Should I?) but then closed it again. What if he says no? It was the Council’s job to convince him; she was only supposed to bring him back to the surface. She had to say something, though. “When you woke up,” she said, speaking slowly and watching his hands, which were balled into fists, “remember I told you we left Earth a long time ago?”

“Yeah, 2066. You didn’t say why. You guys were like the pilgrims or something.” He waved his fingers in a ‘what-gives’ gesture. “What, did China get a hard-on and America wouldn’t suck its dick?”

“There was a…” (war) “There was… trouble,” she said, avoiding his eyes. “But now it’s over. It’s time to go back.”

“Yeah? We’re going home?” Cole’s face lit up. “Shit, my apartment’s gonna need some airing out. I’ve got Twinkies in the pantry that’re probably still good, but I’m really hoping my landlady cleaned out the fridge.”

“We’re not going,” Esther said, emphasizing the first word. “At least, I’m not.” She explained how Selene’s gravity is one-sixth of Earth’s, which made their bones light and brittle. Anybody born on Selene who tried returning to Earth would die in the process. She watched the conflicting expressions of emotion cross Cole’s face as he processed the news that she couldn’t come with him. She wasn’t the only one to have fallen hard.

“But my bones ain’t brittle, right?” he said. “That’s why you woke me up, to send me home.”

Esther forced a smile. “Isn’t that what you want?”

“And you’re gonna stay here.”

“I don’t have a choice.”

Cole nodded again. “But I do.” For a long moment he stared out the porthole over Esther’s shoulder. “When do I gotta decide?”

Esther sighed. “Not yet.” And not before you know the rest.

───Ξ───
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I For Sure Don’t Need No Anal Probe

Fuckin’ space elevator—unbelievable.

Cole watched out the rear window of the descending gondola (or was it the ceiling? It was hard to say which way was up in zero-G), entranced by the Kevlar tether that linked the space station L1 to the Moon as it unfurled behind them. Except they call it Selene, like it’s a whole planet of its own. The car itself more closely resembled a submarine than gondola—a long, cylindrical hull divided into compartments with portholes dotting the sides, and a wide central causeway straight down the middle. Entry and egress were via airlocks front and rear that docked to L1, Selene, or indeed other gondolas. There’d been two others in the docking bay when they’d left.

Esther had explained the stunning simplicity of the system—L1 was in the middle of a gravitational tug-of-war between Earth and Selene, and since the same side of Selene always faced Earth, you could anchor a permanent tether (a ‘ribbon’, she called it) on the surface using only the suck of Earth’s gravity to keep it taut, and then run a self-powered elevator up and down.

It had taken an hour for the space station to dwindle out of sight, and now the ribbon just strung out behind them into infinity with Earth as its backdrop. It was relaxing in a way, watching his home planet from afar, and the comfortable silence had helped clear the air after their disastrous kiss. At least it had for Cole.

There’s America. He recognized the Gulf of Mexico, currently free of cloud. Earth didn’t seem to have changed much in the eons he’d slept—blue oceans, white clouds, patches of green and brown.

I’m going back.

Maybe. Or maybe I’ll stay on the Moon. There was nothing back on Earth for him, no friends, no Rangers contract, certainly nobody who’d be asking questions about that busted headlamp and caved-in fender on his Mustang. He alone had to live with that knowledge.

He glanced back down the causeway, looking for Esther. She was in the main cabin, resting in a kind of sleeping bag attached to the wall. He’d completely gotten past his first impression of her boyish looks. She was cute, and at the current rate of escalation, he’d wager she’d soon achieve an upgrade to ‘hot’, but that could be a three-hundred-thousand-years morning boner talking. For a moment back there on L1, he’d thought there might be… something. A connection. But she’d been cool toward him ever since the fubarred kiss. She’d even turned her back when he stripped and showered.

He eventually tired of gazing at his old home and floated forward through the gondola. Down at the far end, Selene was still a silver disk in the center of the big glass porthole. “It doesn’t seem any closer,” he said raising his voice above the incessant hum of the rollers hauling them along the ribbon. He had no way of tracking the time—that asshole Alvin had souvenired his Fitbit and his cell—but it seemed like at least a couple of hours since they’d pushed off from L1. “How long till we get there?”

Esther opened her eyes and rolled to face him in her sleeping bag. “A long time. More than a day.” She looked past him through the porthole. “Fifty thousand kilometers at fifteen meters per second.”

A day? Shit, the Apollo missions had only taken a few days, and they came from all the way from back on Earth. Cole lay back in weightless comfort and let his mind chew over the unfamiliar metric calculations.

“Yo, Esther?” he said after a short while, keeping his eyes closed as he refined the numbers. “Fifteen meters a second—that’s like thirty miles an hour.”

“What’s a mile?”

“It’s… yeah, forget it. It’s what we used to use instead of kilometers.”

“If you say so.”

“But fifty thousand kilometers at that speed’ll take…” He’d lost track of the conversion in his head. “I dunno, but a lot more than a day.”

“Oh!” Esther turned to him, sudden realization lighting up her wide-set eyes. “You mean Earth days.”

“Uh, yeah.” Cole felt a chill. It was the sensation of being a stranger in a strange land—like that guy on Planet of the Apes, except Esther was a lot easier on the eyes. “What’s a Moon day?”

“Sunrise to sunrise, of course.” She was smiling again, gleeful, and he sensed with some dread that it was at his expense. “Except Selene always faces the Earth, so a day for us is one full trip around Earth.”

One full… Cole blinked. “Do y’all mean a month?” It was suddenly hard to swallow. “We’re stuck in here for twenty-eight days?”

“More like…” Esther paused while she converted the foreign units. “Maybe, forty Earth days.” She waggled one hand to indicate an approximation.

Forty days and forty nights. “Fuckin’ hey,” he gasped. “Biblical.” It was a drop in the ocean compared to the thousands of years he’d spent in cryostasis, but six weeks seemed incomprehensible for what was essentially a cable-car ride. Especially in the space age.

“Why don’t we take a rocket? Or a…” He tried to think of the word from the Apollo 13 movie. “A LEM—one of those Moon Landers?”

“Yeah, why don’t we?” Esther’s voice was light but tinged with sarcasm. “We could just whoosh down, do a lap, show you the sights, then park it in the spaceport.” She stopped and looked at him, raising her eyebrows.

Cole was too taken aback to muster a reply.

“We do have one LEM,” she said. “It’s in the museum. A model, anyway—the steel is much too precious.”

Cole felt another cool blast of culture shock wash over him. He was navigating a brave new world where steel was a precious metal.

“LEMs,” she continued, her schoolmarm voice betraying a note of testiness, “and rockets, and space probes, and the orbital shuttles that brought our first settlers to L1—they all had jet propulsion engines.”

Cole nodded carefully, but he didn’t understand the significance. This was obviously a sensitive subject.

“This thing”—she jabbed her finger toward the sound of the engines—“is solar. Everything we have is solar. She took a few slow breaths, chewing thoughtfully on her lip. When she began again, her voice sounded more forgiving. “Cole, we don’t have any rocket fuel, and we never will. Except for the tiniest traces, every carbon atom on Selene came from Earth over three hundred thousand years ago. It’s our most precious commodity. My body is literally composed of the same carbon as our first settlers. If we went blasting it out the back of a spaceship, we’d be dead in a year.”

So much for Buck Rogers. Cole lapsed into silence, trying to comprehend life in a world where carbon was more valuable than gold. A brave new world, indeed.

He sighed and turned away from the porthole. He’d have six more weeks of Moon-watching—no need to overdo it on the first day—so he floated over to one of the sleeping bag contraptions and shut his eyes.

Bump. Thump.

The gondola lurched, causing something loose to thud in an adjacent compartment. It might have been Cole’s guilty conscience, but he flashed immediately back to the kid going under his car. The corners of his mouth turned down in an involuntary expression of self-disgust. He shook it off, hating the crawling sensation running up his back. “What was that?”

“Probably just a join in the tether. There’s a big one closer to the surface—the gravity down there makes it feel a lot worse, though.”

“No, the noise,” he said, peering through the hatchway where it seemed to come from and finding nothing but a sealed bulkhead. “Something bumped. Back there.”

Esther gave him a look that was hard to read. Finally, she answered, “Cargo.”

Cole waited, sensing she was torn over whether to say more. “Look, if it’s secret Moon business or some—”

“They’re caskets. Bodies.”

Cole blinked, replaying it in his head. “Say what?”

Esther sighed, and after a moment she seemed to arrive at some kind of decision. “Cole, you weren’t the only one I tried to wake.”

It hadn’t occurred to him that there might be others. “You mean there’s more of us? People from Earth? Like me?”

“Hundreds, all stored in cryo-cells,” Esther said, nodding grimly. “I opened sixty-four of them.”

“And the other sixty-three?” Cole finished the question with an anxious look at the next compartment.

“We’re taking them back to Selene.” She licked her lips, searching perhaps for a way around to a more complete version of the truth. “We didn’t know whether any of you would revive. You’ve been frozen so long…”

“Why’re y’all cartin’ so many dead people? You gotta be—” With a sudden, sick understanding, Cole got it. “Oh. People are made of carbon, right?”

Esther smiled grimly. “Eighteen percent.”

“So what, you were hoping we were all dead? Then y’all could stick us through some kinda recycler and make yourselves some live ones?”

“No, of course not,” Esther said, her eyes wide and nostrils flaring. “We were hoping you’d all live.” She slipped out of her sleeping bag and faced him down, the color rising in her face. “We’re all carbon, so dead or alive, it makes no difference to us in the long run.” She turned and stared out the forward porthole at her grey, sterile home. “Earth went from horse-drawn carts to space travel in just three hundred years. Did you know that?”

Cole shrugged. Sounded about right. He remembered learning in elementary school that steam engines were invented in the 1800’s.

“In a thousand times as long, Selene has done nothing but survive. There’s 1024 of us, that’s it—the same as when we arrived, and in all that time it hasn’t varied by more than six or seven bodies. We can’t grow, we can’t escape, and we’re one asteroid strike away from annihilation.”

Cole climbed from his sleeping bag and floated after Esther down to the forward porthole. Her reflection in the glass showed the tears on her cheeks. He put an arm around her, and when she didn’t resist, he closed the other around her as well.

“Don’t squeeze,” she said, her voice a whisper. “You’ll hurt me.”

“No ma’am,” Cole said. “I won’t ever do that.” He rested his cheek on the back of her head and held her close.

Slowly she softened against his body, closing her own arms over his. “We just need… more. More people, more competition, more ideas. We need a safety net so we can experiment and make mistakes, because with one bio-zone and only a thousand people, we can stay alive, but we just can’t live.”

Cole spoke quietly, his lips close to her ear. “Then why send me back to Earth? That’s one less body, yeah?”

She found his eyes in the reflection and held them. “You don’t understand,” she said, shaking her head. “Even if we bring all those bodies back from L1—even if all the ones like you stayed on Selene—it’s not enough. We don’t just need people; we need trees and houses and animals. We need to terraform the surface with liquid water and an atmosphere.” A tear floated clear of her eyes and wet Cole’s wrist. She placed her thumb over the top and rubbed at it until it dried. “All those things have to come from Earth, but we’re trapped on our shitty grey moon with its shitty gravity and our brittle bones, and all we can do is sit and look out at all that green and blue, knowing it could save us but that we’d die trying.

Cole smiled despite the anguish in her voice. He’d figured out their big secret; they needed a gofer and Esther didn’t know whether he was up for it. Hell, what else was he going to do? Sit back in a lawn chair, sipping Moon mojitos and watching the Earth go by? Except they probably didn’t have mojitos. Or lawn.

“What’s the job?” he asked, stroking a fresh tear from her cheek. “Chop down trees and shit? Bring ‘em back on one of those shuttles? Or are we talking a Noah’s Ark kinda deal?” He smiled at the idea of herding elephants and zebras into a big space-ark. Fuck the alligators though—they can stay on Earth.

This wouldn’t even be his worst job; pizza delivery in South Dallas was loads more dangerous. “Does anyone even know y’all are up here?” he asked, picturing himself gate-crashing the Astrodome in a spaceship. “They’d better not pull a Roswell on me, ’cos I don’t need no alien autopsy, and I for sure don’t need no anal probe.”

Esther turned and faced him. Her expression softened into a look of concern, and for a moment it seemed like she was going to kiss him. “There’s something I haven’t told you yet. I’m not supposed…” She winced, clearly conflicted over what to tell and what not to. “Cole?” She clutched her small hands around his. “There isn’t anyone left back on Earth. The planet died a long time ago.”

That disorienting, Planet-of-the-Apes feeling settled back onto Cole’s shoulders like a steel girder. “What do you mean, died?”

“This isn’t a supply run and we don’t have the fuel for a shuttle. We’ve got one bio-capsule—that’s all. It’s got all the same life-sustaining systems we use on Selene, but it’s a one-way trip.”

“Esther, what do you mean, died? What the fuck happened to the Earth?”

She shook her head, denying the question. “You’ll have everything you need to survive the first year, raise children, rebuild.” She placed her hands on his chest. “Twenty generations, thirty at most to rediscover space flight—you’ll have all the plans already, so it won’t be like last time.” She smiled brightly, having arrived at the happy ending. “Then you can come back for us.”

───Ξ───
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Forty-six Pounds of Carbon

Esther followed Cole to the rear porthole where he’d returned to watch the blue-green jewel of Earth, resplendent against its black backdrop. She’d said too much. That was obvious from his reaction. It was hard to put herself in his position and see it for what it was—the extinction of his world. It was all so normal to her—part of her racial memory.

She began recounting the history of the final days (one of the few events that had been faithfully transcribed onto durable inscriptions before the computers had failed) as she’d learned it from her parents and teachers.

“It was late in the twentieth century,” she began, “when they first knew the Earth was dying. Scientists had—”

Cole reared back and glared at her. “Say what?”

“The late twentieth century. In 1997 they—”

“Nuh-uh. You got that bit wrong. We didn’t know about any kind of Armageddon situation, not unless you count the Jesus freaks shoutin’ outside Central Station.”

Esther blinked, mentally sifting what she could translate from what probably didn’t matter. “But the Kyoto Protocol was ratified—”

“The Kyoto Protocol? Jeez girl.” He shook his head, smiling dismissively. “Nah, that was just some hippy bullshit they invented to bring down Detroit. It’s not like it was real or anything.”

“Well,” Esther said, determined not to be drawn into an argument, “the climate predictions from Kyoto were wrong—”

“Damn straight,” Cole said, interrupting for the fourth time and emphatically pointing a finger at her. “And you know which country never bought into all that horsesh—?”

“The reality was worse,” Esther shot back, lacing her voice with chips of ice. “A lot worse.” She had to forcibly remind herself that he wasn’t solely responsible for their near extinction. She could see he was about to mount another retaliation and held up a hand to stop him. “Will you let me tell it how I learned it? Then you can do rebuttal when I’m done.”

Cole rolled his eyes. “Fine.”

─────

Her recollection of civilization’s final collapse was still vivid—it had been drummed into every Selene child by teachers and parents alike, with copies of the inscriptions kept in every household.

The Kyoto Protocol, of course, was a joke. Although most of Europe had achieved modest reductions in greenhouse emissions, with even America making some inroads after a slow start, the program ignored the runaway economies of Asia. Between 1990 and 2030, a third of Earth’s population raced headlong into the middle class, triggering a massive spike in the consumption of methane-producing beef cattle and CO2-emitting motor cars. The balancing cost—for something had to pay for this meteoric success—was the systematic destruction of tropical rainforests across South America and South-East Asia for timber and farming. Earth’s most critical carbon sink evaporated and the greenhouse gas build-up blew out beyond any of Kyoto’s worst-case scenarios, and far beyond the planet’s ability to recover.

The effects at first were modest. Polar ice caps did recede a little each year, and sea levels did rise, but Venice kept its head above water, and so did other low-lying cities like Amsterdam and New Orleans. Those cities, of course, all possessed advanced flood-control systems.

The frequency of extreme weather events accelerated. Once-in-a-century storms were happening every decade, and in 2033, prodigious monsoons flooded the Ganges, submerging the entire delta and displacing ten million people in the Kolkata region, with over a million lives lost.

The world watched. America raised its renewable energy production from twelve percent in Cole’s time to sixty percent and finally dropped out of the top five fossil fuel consuming countries. Their jubilation was cut short, however, when in 2035 Hurricane Donald swept Miami into the Atlantic Ocean. The death toll was less than one percent of Kolkata, but it was America’s greatest peacetime loss of life, topping 9-11 and Hurricane Katrina combined. It was the wake-up call that America needed, shifting their focus from greenhouse mitigation to contingency planning. World governments and private enterprise followed, funneling collaborative funding into research of human survival beyond a prolonged climatic event.

Cape Canaveral had escaped Hurricane Donald, but NASA retired the launch base anyway a few years later. Too unstable. Unbeknownst to the rest of the world, its replacement had already been decided, and in 2038 USA completed negotiations with Chile for the purchase of remote Easter Island. They entered a consortium with Japan and South Korea, splitting research into two branches: Operation Survival and the Escape Initiative.

Survival concentrated on bio-domes. Acknowledging the possibility of long-term atmospheric pollution on a dying Earth, they perfected closed systems of biological self-sufficiency: an artificial carbon cycle, inorganic food production, and small-scale, non-industrial materials production.

The Escape Initiative had a tougher job. Targeting Mars, they needed all the same closed-system technology as Survival, but for humanity to flourish in the long term, Mars would need to be terraformed, requiring liquid water on the surface and an Earth-like atmosphere.

Selene had never been considered as an option—not then, at least—but its plentiful supply of iron and oxygen at the poles meant the massive infrastructure build required to colonize Mars could happen in space without having to launch all the raw materials from Earth.

Escape Initiative completed construction of L1 and the space elevator in 2045, after which lunar mining began in earnest, establishing the system of silicone-walled tunnels and underground caverns that were now Esther’s home.

Earth’s final blow came in the southern summer of 2061.

Operation Survival had completed fifteen self-sufficient bio-domes in geologically stable locations across the globe, and all of them were hosting test communities. Escape Initiative had finished construction of the Eros space station in geostationary orbit over Mars. They forecast the invention of an elevator ribbon capable of withstanding Mars gravity at just a few years away, followed by a bio-dome four years later, after which work could begin in earnest on terraforming. Success was almost tangible.

After a searing January that saw massive swathes of Eastern Australia go up in flames, a chunk of the Ross Sea ice shelf the size of Great Britain broke off Antarctica and floated into the Southern Ocean.

Early models had the Ross Iceberg drifting north, where there was a small risk it might shear NASA’s Easter Island off the face of the globe before melting in a warm, post El-Niño South Pacific. But models—as Cole had crudely pointed out—are horseshit. The reality was much, much worse. Somehow, the Rossberg—only slightly diminished from three months at sea—threaded the gap between Tierra Del Fuego and the Antarctic Peninsula, whereupon it entered the Atlantic Ocean and continued to melt as it swept northward.

The forty gigaton berg was so immense that its shifting weight introduced a tiny wobble in the Earth’s spin. It may have been that wobble or possibly the cooling of the South Atlantic, nobody ever worked it out, but it reversed the Gulf Stream, burying the whole of Europe beneath meters of snow and plunging North America into a catastrophic heatwave, transforming their fertile plains into denuded, windswept hardpan in a mere eighteen months.

The populations of both continents were literally decimated; fully ten percent of the western world succumbed to starvation or exposure, with two hundred million refugees fleeing to Asia, South America, and an already ravaged Australia.

The Eros Space Elevator would never be completed, and the Escape Initiative’s focus shifted from Mars to Selene. They launched cargo shuttles from Easter Island as quickly as Japan could build them—more than a hundred in the two years following the collapse of North America and Europe.

Warlords had already seized control of drought-stricken Africa, and the rest of the world soon followed. The massive arsenal of privately-owned weapons in America was put to swift and deadly use in the anarchy that followed the exodus. Asia and South America buckled under the weight of refugees, and they too descended into civil war.

Selene’s inscriptions say that North Korea fired the first nuke in early 2067. More followed, many, many more, but by then the Escape Initiative had already launched the shuttles taking the final seven hundred colonists to L1. Using a relay of five gondolas, it took more than three years to transport them all down to Selene where they joined the three hundred or so miners and engineers who had already earned their place in the lunar refuge.

─────

Esther did her best to answer Cole’s questions as she went. The history she’d learned was incomplete, though. So much knowledge had been lost over those early centuries as one by one the computers all failed.

“But that’s impossible!” Cole shook his head, bewildered. “How could everyone be dead? There’s gotta be some Eskimos they missed, or some of those batshit preppers with their fallout shelters.”

“Oh, plenty survived the bombs, but not the aftermath. If they had, they’d have rebuilt new cities by now—cities we could see.” She stared out at Earth again, falling into the same trap as every Selene child and searching for signs of life.

Cole asked about the bio-domes. Most had fallen to raiders, Esther explained. They were designed to keep the climate in, not to keep determined people out. Only four survived the first twenty years. For the young people who’d never known anything but dome life, the temptation to venture outside became too great. Radiation got some of them, but mostly it was greed for the resources they brought back into the dome. Cooperation vanished, civilization broke down, and the survivors fled. One by one, their radio signals went silent.

The nuclear winter had lasted a hundred years, and when the dust clouds settled, the Earth was sheathed in ice. The first generations of Selenians said it lit up the night and was too bright to look at with the naked eye. The ice-age reigned for twenty thousand years and when it finally receded, everything was dead.

“Operation Survival failed,” Esther said, turning her back on the porthole, “and then it took another three-hundred thousand years for the climate to stabilize and plant-life to recover.” She hugged her arms across her chest, feeling a chill. “Now it’s up to us, the last of the Escape Initiative, to return and rebuild.”

“You mean it’s up to me,” Cole said flatly. “Like, correct me if I’m wrong, but y’all are just gonna sit back on your dead moon and wait for the cavalry.”

“That dead moon is my home,” Esther growled, rounding on him. “And sitting back? If your people had a fraction of our self-restraint then none of us would be in this mess.” She tried to unclench her fists, but they weren’t quite ready to release. “What don’t you understand? We have nothing! No resources! No fuel! We’re stuck in a world with no animals, no plants, and no air. And we don’t even have enough atoms—enough atoms, for fuck’s sake!—to increase our population.”

That had felt good. The band around her chest loosened and she could breathe again. She gave Cole a few moments to absorb (he looked like he needed them) and then softened her tone. “We’re survivors, Cole,” she said. “We’re not space travelers or mighty pioneers—they’re all dead—but even so, we’re the best damned survivalists your world has ever imagined. If you’re willing, we can teach you. We’ll land you on Earth and give you everything you’ll need to survive—indefinitely, if you like. Just like us, except you’ll be able to go outside and sit in the sunshine. Then maybe in time…” Esther swallowed thickly and tried to recompose, turning her face back to the window where Cole wouldn’t see her tears. “In time you can rebuild on Earth, then maybe come back for us. You can bring us your technology, share your carbon. You can help us build a new civilization like yours. Can you imagine Selene terraformed? We could go outside and breathe the air. We could build grand cities—out in the open instead of underground. We could do all of that and so much more”—she stared into his eyes—“but we can’t do it on our own.”

“But…” Cole shook his head like he was denying some inner voice. “Why me? I can’t do any of that. I don’t know nothin’ about… hell, nothin’. I mean, I camp out sometimes, but unless you want someone to make s’mores and open Buds with a keychain… Shit, girl, you woke the wrong nigga.”

Esther rolled her eyes. She should’ve just kept her mouth shut. “Then tell me, Cole—explain to me where I went wrong. With no biographies, no medical records, and just a metal tag with your name on it, tell me, exactly which nigga should I have woken?”

Cole reeled back like he’d been slapped. His lips compressed into a hard line and he stared her down with intense, feral eyes for what seemed like an eternity. “You don’t have the right to use that word.”

Oh my God, what now? “Well you said it. I don’t even know what it means. I don’t know what half the things you say mean, and let’s be honest, you’re not trying very hard to work with me.”

“Just…” His eyes finally softened but his mouth was still set firm. “It’s not a good word for a white girl. It means something different when you say it.”

Esther waited to see if there was more, but it seemed he was done. “Listen, we’d love nothing more than to wake up a team of doctors, engineers, and survivalists, but here’s the thing: we just don’t know which ones they are. And even if we did, it might not make a difference.”

“How’s that?”

“None of the others survived,” she said, gesturing despairingly at the next compartment. “There are sixty-three dead women in there. I might have kept going and opened the rest without a single survivor, but then there was y—”

“Wait a minute. Back up.” Cole cocked his head. “Sixty-three women?”

Uh-oh. She’d done it again. “Be smart for a moment and think about it. How are a bunch of guys going to go about repopulating the Earth?”

“Well you’re gonna need some men.”

Esther shrugged, no longer caring to spare his feelings. “Not really. Not if you plan ahead.”

Cole’s face remained blankly passive for a few moments and then his eyes flashed with understanding. “You were gonna get them pregnant and then send them down? Jesus, what the hell’s wrong with you people?”

Esther didn’t raise her voice in return. “What’s wrong with us, is we’re trying to save the human race after your generation nearly destroyed it. We’re desperate. We’re out of good ideas and we’re using what we’ve got available.” She watched for a sign, a reaction, anything really that might indicate he had the vaguest inkling of what they were up against, but he just wore that ridiculous, stubborn, unchanging frown.

“You want to know why I picked you? Is that it?” she snapped. “You want to know what I saw when I first looked at you, Cole? After I’d stowed the sixty-third corpse in the cargo bay with room for only one more, you want to know what I saw?”

“I dunno. Some big dude, probably, who could break rocks and shit—kill his own lunch.”

“Forty-six pounds of carbon.” She kicked off from the wall and floated back through the causeway, stopping outside the bulkhead behind which all the bodies lay hidden before she turned to look back at him. “If you’d thawed out dead like the rest of them, that’d be enough to make two more people.”

───Ξ───
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You had to Fuckin’ Ask

Forty-six pounds of carbon.

It was a hell of a thing to be told you were nothing more than an organic payload. As a black kid growing up in Texas, Cole had heard some hateful, dehumanizing slurs, but he didn’t remember any of them cutting so deep as Esther’s.

Mostly because she was right.

Like it or not, he now lived in a world where human life was measured in pounds and ounces. Funny how they’d taken to kilometers and meters, but kilograms had never stuck. Cole was willing to bet they maintained an atomic inventory that dated back to day-one when some American had calculated their carbon stocks in pounds.

It was chilling to be reduced to a number but liberating as well. In a way. When he’d won the baseball scholarship at UT Austin, everybody had claimed a piece of him. To his parents, he’d been a ticket out of the lower middle class. To his coach and the rest of the ‘Horns, he was a four-seam fastball propelling them toward a possible berth in the Nationals. To his agent—the guy who’d gotten him the Rangers contract on his last waking day on Earth—Cole was ten percent of ‘the sky’s the fucking limit, baby’.

And then he’d run that kid down, and in half a second, every dial had whirred back to zero like one of those old-fashioned gas bowsers.

What if Esther discovered her would-be Columbus was a child killer? Shit, he couldn’t even get from Mickey D’s back to Arlington without killing someone. How the fuck would he get a spaceship full of pregnant bitches back to Earth?

And where were they going to scrape up a fresh batch of live women?

He opened his mouth to ask Esther but shut it again just as quickly. It had been hours since they’d spoken. She hadn’t even looked at him. He’d once mistaken a girlfriend’s silent treatment for a timely spell of peace and quiet; he’d gotten through a whole double-header uninterrupted and was deep into his second six-pack before he’d realized something was up. It wasn’t a mistake a smart man made twice.

“I reckon…” He had to cough to clear his throat. “I reckon I might owe you an apology.”

Silence.

He could see she wasn’t asleep. He was probably going to have to go ahead and apologize for real.

“Esther?” Still nothing. “Look, I’m real sorry about before.”

“Why?”

“Uh, beg yours?”

“Why are you sorry? You didn’t call anyone an overgrown gutless turd.”

“Uh, yeah, that wasn’t exactly what you… I mean, I didn’t take it—”

“Why are you sorry, Cole?” She turned and faced him. Her eyes looked red. “I’m sorry I lost my temper. I’m sorry I turned your world upside-down without giving you time to adjust. That wasn’t fair. And I’m sorry I said something awful just to hurt you. That was cruel and shameful. I was brought up better than that, and as soon as I think I deserve it, I’ll ask for your forgiveness. So why are you sorry, exactly?”

Oh shit. The silent treatment was so much better than this. He was tempted to say he was sorry for what he’d said, but what exactly had he said? He’d replayed the conversation a few times and reckoned he’d been pretty goddam civil, given the circumstances.

He played a hunch. “I’m sorry… for not listening to you.”

Silence again. Not an angry silence this time. More like an unspoken ‘and so?’

“You were trying to tell me how important this all is for… for the future. And I was only thinking how it affected me. It’s just… Shit, I dunno, one minute I’m signing with the Rangers and picking out a new car, and the next…” He shook his head, not knowing how to finish.

More silence, although this one sounded temporary.

“I suppose…” Esther muttered. “I suppose it’s understandable.”

“Yeah, well, y’know—”

“Does it really feel so recent?”

“What, 2018? Before all that ice-age shit, and the nukes, and the icebergs?”

Esther didn’t say anything, but awaiting his reply, she licked her lips and blinked her eyelashes in a way that struck Cole as unaccountably desirable—an unexpected gear shift from the daggers she’d been giving him earlier. He made a mental note to apologize more often. Or better, don’t get in arguments in the first place.

“It feels like yesterday.”

Esther looked back at the Earth with a wistful expression, and Cole took the opportunity to study her profile—small straight nose, prominent cheekbones, and arrestingly full, pink lips. She caught him looking and with a shy grin, she kicked across to his sleeping bag and held out her hand. When Cole took it, locking palms like a grossly overmatched arm-wrestler, she turned and folded her body into his, pulling his arm around her and closing their clasped fists over her chest.

“Um… alright.”

“Are you grieving? For your family and… you know, everybody?”

Cole considered the question. There’d been so many distractions, he hadn’t given much thought to the people he’d never see again. “Not so much. Or not yet, anyways. I reckon that kind of thing is harder when everything else is normal-like, when them being gone is the only thing different.”

“I miss my family.”

“Uh, what? Are they—?”

“They’re not dead.” Esther raised their clasped hands and used the back of his to stroke her cheek. “I just haven’t spoken to anyone since I left, nearly two days… I mean, like two months ago.”

Cole closed his other arm around her waist.

“Don’t—”

“I won’t squeeze.”

She released a long sigh. “Thank you.” After a few minutes, her breathing lengthened and her head began to loll.

“Hey,” Cole whispered. Esther only stirred. This was the exact position they’d been in when he’d woken on L1, and between that memory and the soft pliancy of her body, things were beginning to stir down below. At least his sleeping bag was between them this time. “Hey Esther, can I ask a question?”

“Hmmm?” She was holding the back of his hand against her breast. It was obvious she wasn’t wearing a bra. Did Selene women even have bras? Cotton, nylon, Lycra—it was all carbon, probably.

“You were trying to wake up women to send back to Earth, right? So they could have babies.”

“Uh-huh.”

“But the only one who woke up was me.”

“Lucky, I suppose.” She was almost sleep talking.

Something had been troubling Cole—why had he woken and not any of the others? It occurred to him that among all the cryogenically stored bodies of his era, how many would have been like him? Fit and healthy, that is, and not in fact dead at the time of being frozen. “You’ll try again, I guess,” he said. And then moving on before Esther could respond, “What if only guys wake up?”

“It’s not ideal.”

No shit. “Yeah, nah, I mean, we can’t have babies an’ all, so I’d probably have to stay on the Moon with you… and, you know, everyone else up here.”

“Don’t worry,” Esther said. “There’s a contingency.”

“Say what?”

“Plan B. We use the carbon we’re bringing from L1 and have the babies on Selene. They’ve got such soft bones, they’d easily survive reentry where we wouldn’t.”

Babies. Jesus fuckin’ Christ. Cole closed his eyes. You had to fuckin’ ask.

At least his dick wasn’t hard anymore.

─────

Earth days passed. For the first time in her life, Esther discovered what it was like to spend time alone with a man.

She taught Cole how to eat and wash and defecate in zero-G—skills she’d already mastered on the way up. They saved the rest of his M&Ms and she shared with him the inauspicious privilege of their inorganic, nutrient-rich paste. It was ‘like cold, cheesy potato-whip’, apparently. Whatever that meant.

She made him discard his Earth clothing in favor of an odor-free mission jumpsuit like her own. The cotton and nylon had begun to smell, but she invented a lie to spare him that snippet of uncharitable honesty. She taught him some of their customs and fashions (no, jumpsuits and buzzcuts were not de rigueur for Selenians), how the Council worked, and all about the ingenious mills created by ancient Earth that recycled their carbon and reclaimed precious elements from scrap. Nothing was rubbish; not ever.

In return, Cole told her about some of life on Earth that hadn’t made it to the inscriptions, like homeless people and gang bangers, as well as swimming, camping, and driving with the top down. He told her about his childhood beagle named Benson, who had lucid dreams about chasing rabbits. That made her laugh. She asked him to tell her more animal stories.

They mostly avoided talk of her mission, which of course would ultimately become Cole’s mission… should he choose to accept it. He’d laughed when she first said that. She’d asked what was so funny and he’d shaken his head and told her Tom Cruise mustn’t have been available.

Cole’s non-sequiturs were a frustration. They weren’t her only frustration, though.

They spent some time apart, mostly staring out opposite ends of the gondola at their respective homes, but when they were together Esther would fold herself into his arms. Having spent so long alone on the way up and on L1, she craved the human contact. She especially craved manly contact. Cole, she knew, would happily take it further—she could feel him getting hard against her backside—but he never took advantage.

She felt guilty about that. Well, not guilty per se; more like self-conscious. She knew he relieved himself when she gave him space and privacy, and as a concession she strived to minimize contact with that part of his body (a more difficult chore than it ought to have been—it was unfathomably large and could appear at his hip, halfway down his pants leg, or as high as his navel on any given occasion). Then again, sometimes she strived harder than others.

─────

Esther found Cole’s body fascinating. The one-size-fits-all jumpsuit didn’t even nearly fit him; he wore it as a pair of pants with the top half tied around his waist, leaving his chest bare. As she lay in her sleeping bag one ‘morning’ with the top pulled up to her nose, she watched out the top while he bathed with a damp cloth. He was shirtless (as usual), just floating there near his sleeping bag—his dark, taut skin gleaming. She stared with rapt attention at the impossibly long limbs and smooth muscles that seemed to bulge everywhere. Most especially she enjoyed the juxtaposition of his broad, thick chest surmounted over the narrow, studded musculature of his abdomen.

At such times (for this wasn’t the first occasion she’d watched him), she recalled when he’d held and kissed her in the decon suite on L1. He’d been less gentle then and was rougher still in her imagination with every remembering. He’d just taken control—it was electrifying—planting one hand in the small of her back and pulling her close while the other explored lower, closing over one entire butt-cheek, fingertips paralyzingly close to her center.

Esther had never been touched there, and she’d spent an unhealthy amount of her time since that moment wondering what it must feel like. A warm thrill tickled her core as she once again indulged the fantasy.

“Did I miss a spot?”

Esther had to blink a few times, then refocused higher and met his eyes. “Huh?”

“You were staring.”

“Was I?” That made him laugh. She realized how obvious she must have been; her eyes were so wide they stung. “I mean… I’m sorry.”

“No need to be.”

“Is that so?” she said dreamily, her eyes drifting back down to his heavy pectorals. This conversation was happening in some other galaxy.

“Yeah, sure. I mean, I watch you wash when you think I’m not looking.”

“Is that s—” Her eyes snapped back up to his face. “Hey!”

He laughed again. “I’m kidding.” He went on washing, unfazed.

Esther went on staring. It was hard not to and simply too tempting to resist—and besides, he didn’t seem to mind. Her nipples were so hard they ached, and since she was safely ensconced in her sleeping bag, she pinched them to gain some relief. It didn’t work.

Cole’s forearm flexed. Thick muscles rippled; tendons stretched taut. All he was doing was gripping the cloth; it seemed an overabundance of power to apply to such an ordinary task.

“It looks bigger when you do that.”

Cole stopped and looked at her a moment, his eyes widening until she could see the whites. “I… beg your pardon?”

“Your right arm,” she said. “It looks bigger than the left.”

Cole’s breath ran out in a rush. “My right arm, you say?”

“Uh-huh.”

He shook his head, smiling and silently laughing.

“What?” Esther got the feeling she’d made some kind of twenty-first century faux pas. It wouldn’t be the first time.

“Yeah, never mind. Dudes’ve got a one-track mind.” He held his arms out to the sides and balled his fists, popping the muscles in both forearms before curling them inward for a pose that flexed his enormous upper arms and chest. “The right one is a mite bigger,” he said, eyeing them both. “Pitcher’s peril.”

Esther tried not to gulp audibly. It didn’t work. “Huh?”

“I play… I mean, I played… baseball. Do you know it?”

She shook her head slowly. He’s so … God damn… She wasn’t confident of her ability to form words just for the moment.

“It’s a ball game. I’m the one who throws the ball.” He rotated his flexed right arm upward until his fist was level with his head. The bicep, impossibly, bulged even bigger.

Esther wet her lips. “Can I…?” She held out a tentative hand. It was almost steady.

Cole looked amused. “Girl, you’d get eaten up in a locker room.” He shook his head, still smiling. “Come on, get over here.”

Esther’s heart skipped. She quickly slithered free of the sleeping bag and kicked across the open space, trusting Cole to catch her, which of course he always did. He dwarfed her tiny form, but naked from the waist up and especially at such close quarters, he seemed somehow bigger still.

With his hands on her shoulders, Esther snaked her arms back along his like ivy, her fingers dancing nervously across his biceps. She trailed her fingertips across his chest, and then with burgeoning confidence, flattened her palms and traced the deeper valleys with her thumbs. It’s like… oh my word. It wasn’t like anything in her experience. Hard as stone, and yet his skin was pliant to the touch. Sensual.

“I saw some other men in the cryo-chambers,” she said, glancing up at his eyes. “They weren’t… Were there other men like you? I mean, your size?”

Cole shrugged, popping his chest muscles deliciously beneath her fingers. “Depends where you look. In gyms and playing sports—yeah, lotta guys even bigger than me. Regular folks, not so much.”

Esther took the cloth from him and began sponging his shoulders and upper arms. “Do I look strange to you? I’m smaller than all those other women.”

“Pfft. Nah.” Cole waved a hand dismissively. “People come in all sizes. You look… You look fine to me.” He touched her jaw and added in a softer voice, “Real, real fine.” He leaned back and regarded her figure, drab as it was in a grey jumpsuit with rolled-up sleeves and cuffs. “What’re you, anyway? Four-ten? Four-eleven?”

“I don’t know what that… Is that height?” She draped the cloth over her hand and used it to stroke the ridges of muscle lining his stomach. “I’m 140 centimeters.”

“That’s… what? Four foot… like, six or seven? Okay, wow.”

She fingered his navel through the washcloth, and everything down there tensed enticingly. “Am I very small? For a woman?”

“Yeah, it’s… you know, maybe a little shorter than—” He gulped audibly and closed his hands gently over hers. “Listen,” he said, his breath sounding shorter than it had a moment ago, “I don’t know what’s normal for you space-age folks—if you got different, like… personal boundaries—but when you prod around down there with an Earth dude, you’re gonna discover he’s thinking about more than just getting clean.”

Esther had noticed. It was difficult not to. His jumpsuit was doing a terrible job of concealing the prodigious tent halfway down his thigh. Her own breathing was coming much shorter now. She looked up again into his eyes; the pupils were enormous and black. “Is it uncomfortable?”

He half smiled. “That’s one word for it, yeah.”

She ached to see him naked. She wasn’t completely ignorant of a man’s body, but she knew enough to realize that Cole was every bit as different below the waist as everywhere else. Perhaps more so.

“I could”—she swallowed heavily—“you know, help.”

Cole’s lips moved, but for a moment nothing came out. “Y-yeah?”

Esther suppressed a smile. He’s as nervous as I am. “Yeah.”

Slowly, he took his hands off hers and reached behind his back to hold onto the wall.

She released the washcloth and let it float. It wouldn’t go far. His jumpsuit pants were held on his hips by virtue of the knotted arms, which released agreeably with a single tug. Her hopes that they would drop unaided were thwarted by gravity—or specifically, the lack of it. Forced as she was to take matters into her own hands, she slid her fingers down his bare hips and over his thighs, slowly drawing away his only covering and revealing inch by delicious inch the root of his powerful manhood.

There were twenty other girls on Selene about Esther’s age—most with more relationship experience than her—and they all talked. Men in her expectation should be packing about two fingers, there or thereabouts—any longer or thicker boded well, according to her cohort. Longer and thicker boded extremely well.

“I don’t care what you say,” she whispered. “This cannot have been normal size where you came from.” She dragged the waistband down past the tip to reveal his length in its full glory—semi-hard, bulging with fat veins, and bobbing in zero-G with almost sentient menace. Mercy! It was roughly the proportions of her forearm. Including the fist.

“Ah, yeah, I thought we were talking about chest ‘n’ shoulders ‘n’ stuff. Lotta dudes are big up top.”

“And…” Esther almost reached for it, but she wasn’t quite game. “Down bottom?”

“Not so many. I’m… yeah, on the biggish side, I reckon.”

Biggish? Hell’s bells. “I reckon, too.” She shuddered to think that this was what had been poking in her back when they’d cuddled in bed. That soothing safety she’d felt when he held her close was now on decidedly shaky ground, for this wasn’t safety projecting from between Cole’s legs; it was pure, unfettered danger.

Her heart pounded. She could feel the pulse thudding in her neck. Had Cole noticed how he affected her? How could he not? She proffered a hand. “Can I…?”

“Hell, yeah,” Cole murmured, his voice tense with expectation.

Esther didn’t know where to grab it. She stroked her palm experimentally along the side before settling on a light underhand grip around the base. It reared up, startling her, and she tightened her hold. Squeezing, she tried to make her fingers meet but he was too thick and already far too hard.

She dragged her eyes away and met his gaze for a moment, trying to gauge his reaction to her inexpert fumbling. His eyes were opened wider than usual, but she couldn’t read his expression. “Am I doing it right?”

“There ain’t a lotta wrong ways to do that.”

“Am I supposed to—?”

“You doing fine,” Cole said, flexing his cock and making the head bulge. “Why don’t you try stroking a bit?”

Esther loosened her grip and let it slide through her fingers, tracing the long, bulging veins with her thumb all the way from root to the distant tip.

Cole closed his hand around hers and tightened her grip again. “Like this,” he said, guiding her hand through another long stroke, this time holding the skin tightly and letting it glide over the rigid core.

Esther gulped. She’d never dreamed it could do that. Her mental image of a dick as essentially a longer, thicker finger was instantly shattered and replaced with a reality far more interesting.

And infinitely more exciting.

She switched to an overhand grip and took it in both hands, pumping slowly straight up and down, root to tip, root to tip. The erotic rhythm was mesmerizing. It flexed and bulged in her double fist, the crown reaching easily past his navel. Esther mentally mapped the length onto her own body and realized it would reach from her sex all the way up to between her breasts.

She stroked him again and released a shaky breath, indulging the fantasy of, if not fucking it, at least holding it between her breasts and relishing its rigid power against her tummy.

Cole released his hold on the wall, setting them adrift. He closed his enormous hands around her waist and explored her shape beneath the jumpsuit, sending warm tingles of pleasure through her core. One thumb crept between the buttons that ran down the front. If she were fuller figured, it would be tucked into her cleavage, but as it was, she had to shimmy her shoulders to entice him a little, helping him find the modest swell of her breast.

His rough touch lit a fire in her loins, and Esther arched cat-like into his caress. Gripping his cock around the middle, she guided the tip to where he was stroking, touching it to her nipple through the thin fabric. It was hot—hotter than it felt in her hands—and it left a wet mark that plastered the fabric to her areola. Her body rang with pent-up energy.

Cole fingered the button below her breasts, questioning. She looked into the deep black pools of his eyes, the pupils swollen with sexual excitement—much like her own, she imagined—and answered him with the barest nod.

Yes.

Unhurried, never releasing her from his gaze, Cole eased open the first button below her breasts and worked slowly down past the next two over her belly to where they ended, just above the swell of her pubis. He returned briefly to stroke her breasts through the fabric before thumbing open the last three buttons at the top, whereupon he drew the lapels apart and slid the top half of the jumpsuit over her shoulders.

“Damn, girl,” he said, eyeing the wide-set swells of her breasts. “There ain’t much of you.” His voice was soft. Not awed, but rich with a longing that brought Esther out in a rash of goosebumps, puckering her areolas and peaking her nipples. She wasn’t accustomed to attracting any attention at all for her bust, set as it was well below the eye-line of taller men and virtually invisible beneath all but the tightest clothing. To be noticed, to be desired, felt wonderful. To be desired by a man like Cole, so powerful, so exotic, was intoxicating.

She released his cock and let him draw the sleeves down her arms, exposing her completely to her hips. He slipped his hands inside the waist and cupped her bare bottom, making as if to take it the rest of the way.

Esther froze. The bulk of his massive cock and what it might do to her suddenly became a very real threat. “No,” she said, her voice catching. “Not…” What? Not yet? “Not… that.”

“Not that,” Cole said, his tone one of casual assurance, and yet insistently, he slid his hands down, tugging the jumpsuit from her grasping fingers and stripping the last shred of her protection over her thighs and finally off. He closed his hands around her ribcage, cradling her naked body like a chalice, and drew her close for a kiss.

Almost of their own volition, Esther’s legs parted and folded around his waist, her ankles locking behind him. The movement sent them into a slow backward spin inside the gondola cabin. The Earth, framed in the center of the aft porthole, circled past in her peripheral vision.

Their lips met. Cole tightened his embrace, pressing her bare breasts into the ridged muscles of his chest. It was just as it had been back on L1 when they’d first kissed—slow, sensual, the touch of his tongue wetting her lips. Esther’s thudding heart pounded in her ears. Could he hear it now?

His cock throbbed between her legs. Her pussy felt thick and engorged, sensitive to the lightest touch and yet hungry for rougher contact. She yielded to desire and ground herself against him. His tongue entered her mouth, hot and searching, and the magnificent bar of black meat she’d forged into iron split her cunt lips, peeling her open and exposing her swollen clitoris to direct contact. She shuddered. Her pussy ached; she couldn’t imagine a more intense delight—not even to have him inside her. The mental image that thought evoked was so clear it was almost real—Cole pressing his immense black knob to her entrance, stretching her, and then (impossibly!) with her legs forced wide and tendons strained like cables, he’d claim her virginity and slide her inexorably down onto his long, thick pole.

She almost succumbed to the fantasy. All it would take, she knew, was a single word, or even a gesture. Cole would know immediately, and in a second he’d have her pinned and spread with her pussy lips stretched over his cockhead. It was that immediacy which gave her pause, the certainty that with the right tilt of her head, she could have her virgin depths plundered and sewn with his ancient, alien seed.

Esther broke their kiss, her lips tingling with anticipation, certain in her mind that she would say the magic word (Yes!) but what came out was just a rush of hot breath. And then, like a burst bubble, her courage disappeared, leaving only the insatiable, lustful hunger behind.

Seeking to finish what she’d started, she sank down his body and snugged the thick root of his cock into her open slit. Her women friends would turn green with envy. She felt blessed—like some kind of princess. A queen. More cock than ever she could rightly handle, and yet handle it she did, leaning back and jacking a huge double-handful in long, indulgent strokes. This was what heaven would be like.

The grinding, writhing motion of her hips sent them on a new trajectory, drifting in slow, lazy circles that only amplified the erotic blood-rush, warming her cheeks, her ears, and even the tender points of her breasts.

Cole groaned. His lips peeled back from his teeth. “Oh, yeah, baby.”

She was about to discover what it was like to make a man ejaculate. Would he come on her body? “Yes,” she panted, giving voice to the wish. She hugged his shaft cautiously to her tummy, hoping to coat her chest but knowing she risked having it spurt in her face.

Cole cradled her again in his hands and squeezed her breasts together, forming a silky cavern for his precum-slickened knob. “Oh, yeah. Damn, that feels good.” He thrust from the hips, simultaneously grinding her clit and fucking her cleavage with two ends of the same inconceivable cock.

Esther felt his balls tense and contract, snugged as they were deep in the soft folds of her pussy. She tightened her grip and jacked him double-time, every movement echoing further down where his pliant cock skin grazed her clit.

Finally, with a prodigious throb, it bucked in her hands and hosed a steaming gout of hot cum into the channel between her breasts.

Esther was swept up in a wave of euphoria—not an orgasm of her own, more like a reflection of Cole’s. After that first spurt she’d thought it was over, but with a grunt and a volley of shuddering thrusts, Cole came over her again and again, lacing her breasts and tummy with thick ropes of creamy spunk, only the smallest gob spinning off in a zero-G trajectory that would hopefully see it spatter harmlessly against a wall.

“Oh!” She expelled a delighted gasp, gazing down at the explosion of cum that coated most of her torso. I made that happen. She released him and used her fingers to smear it over her breasts, rubbing her stony nipples in sticky circles. “I really need to clean-up,” she said, reaching out for a handhold while she scanned the cabin for Cole’s discarded cloth.

Effectively anchored now to the ceiling, she didn’t notice Cole drifting down her body until he was nuzzling past her navel and homing in on her still-throbbing sex. “Wait! What are you…?” She flailed and writhed, never imagining there was a second act to follow the monumental crescendo she’d just delivered with her own body.

Before she could even process what was happening, Cole had her legs spread wide and was kissing down over her thatch, his breath hot on her wet and open sex.

Esther clung to her handhold as though her life depended on it, staring down at Cole’s shaved head, unable to believe what was about to happen. “I haven’t ever—” Whatever she’d been about to admit became instantly redundant when Cole swept his tongue through her molten pussy, grazing her clit and setting off a paroxysm of ecstasy. “Oh God,” she panted, her hips writhing in helpless circles. “Do that again.”

Cole did it again, but differently this time, tonguing her delicate folds and circling her clit. He closed his lips over that hardened nub and kissed her loudly, evoking shuddering spasms that set her legs a-tremble. He cupped her bottom in his hands and for the next ten minutes simply ate her like some endless banquet, triggering one orgasm after the next. With long lazy mouthfuls he consumed her, exploring every inch of her lips, her clit, her virgin opening—and when finally he pressed deeper with his tongue and pierced her there, she screamed and came again, cataclysmically, with his tongue inside her. Tethered to reality only by her death-grip on the ceiling, Esther rode out the luscious climax, hips bucking, thighs clamped over his ears, and an inarticulate series of low-pitched howls coming from deep in her chest.

“Oh God…oh God!” She released her grip on the ceiling and floated back into his embrace. Her left shoulder ached; she realized she must have wrenched it in those last chaotic throes. Tucking her head into the hollow of Cole’s neck, she said, “You didn’t have to do that.”

“Didn’t have to. Wanted to.” He snagged the washcloth floating past and handed it to her after drying his mouth.

Esther tried and failed to suppress a flattered smile. “Well I hope you want to do it again, later. That was almost better than chocolate.”

“Almost?” Cole huffed in mock outrage. “I should have kept my million-year-old M&Ms for myself.”

“Perhaps you should have,” she said, stroking his chest with her fingernails. “Now I’ve got a taste for it, I’m going to want it all the time.”

Cole’s mouth curled into a half-smirk. “You sure we’re still talking about chocolate?”

─────

Afterwards, while they spooned in Cole’s sleeping bag, Esther had a chance to reflect upon the sudden shift in their relationship. They weren’t even halfway to Selene; there were many, many long hours to while away—a prospect which had suddenly become a lot more interesting.

“What are you thinking about?” Cole asked, his voice soft and low, close to her ear.

Esther blushed, paradoxically ashamed to be caught thinking about sex while she lay naked in a man’s arms. “What makes you think I’m thinking about something? I might have been asleep.”

Cole chuckled. “I can see your reflection,” he said, catching her eye in the porthole opposite. “You get this look when you’re thinking about stuff, and now your cheeks are red, so I know it was dirty stuff.”

“That’s not fair. I can’t tell when you’re blushing.”

“Yeah, that and we don’t need sunscreen,” Cole said flatly. “The injustice doesn’t ever seem to end.”

Esther didn’t really understand. She detected the sarcasm and assumed it was a racial thing. Cole hadn’t told her much about race, but she sensed it had been a source of conflict on Earth.

“I was thinking,” she said, making up a white lie, “this trip could have turned out very differently if some of those women had revived.”

Cole chuckled. “Different for you, maybe.”

Esther caught his leer in the reflection and jabbed back with her elbow, getting a satisfying “oof” when she connected, even though it hadn’t been hard enough to have earned one. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? A whole harem squabbling over who gets to service you?”

“Hey, you’re the one wants me to knock up all the women and steal the babies off to another planet.”

“You’re not knocking anyone up,” Esther said, understanding he was joking but unable to stop the serious note creeping into her voice. “You’ll need to be really careful with genetic diversity. Even with a population of a thousand or so, we still need to—” She stopped herself short, realizing the import of what he’d said. “Does that mean you’ve decided to do it?” she asked, twisting around to catch his gaze.

Cole sniffed. “Don’t see that I have much choice. If I don’t, you’re just gonna come back up and thaw out more folks till you find one who will.”

Esther felt his body stiffen as he spoke, as though he was in the grip of some great anger or jealousy. Or fear. What the hell would scare a guy like Cole? “We’ll do that whether you go or not,” she said, rolling over to face him. “The more healthy adults you can take with you, the better.” She saw his nostrils flare and his lips set in a tight, bloodless line. Something about that idea had triggered him. “Anyway,” she went on, “we need to figure out why you survived so we can revive more of the others.”

“When you figure out why I survived,” Cole said, his voice colder than the vacuum of space outside the portholes, “you might not want to revive any of the others.”

Esther shivered, suddenly very aware she was falling in love with a man she knew almost nothing about.

───Ξ───


6

───Ξ───

BTW, I’m a Child Killer

Back in 2018 America, Cole knew, people could legally undergo cryogenic preservation only after they’d died. Unless they’d changed the law, all those bodies back in storage on L1 had either died already from incurable disease, or more likely committed suicide rather than face an imminent painful death from the same.

Cole didn’t know why the Escape Initiative had shipped a thousand stiffs into space. Esther seemed to think they were part of some Earth repatriation project, but Cole was living proof that that was bullshit; Alvin had recorded him as having Alzheimer’s or fuckin’ Mad Cow Disease—not exactly ideal for repopulating Earth. He reckoned they might have planned some kind of frozen backup population, but then ran out of time when the nukes started dropping. If he had to guess, he’d bet the Escape Initiative had been using them for reanimation experiments somewhere where it wasn’t illegal.

He could also guess what would happen if Esther tried thawing out more of the men. Some of them would wake up. Men like him, escaping justice. Mikey, who’d fixed up this little getaway for him, wouldn’t have had truck with any serial killers or child rapists, but then Mikey can’t have been the only connected brother who knew about Alvin’s cryo-hideout business.

He pictured Esther trapped in the space elevator with someone like that, someone with an ear-necklace stashed beneath his t-shirt. For a moment he couldn’t breathe and had to forcibly blow the air out his mouth.

“What’s the matter?”

Cole had his eyes closed, but he could tell from the position of Esther’s body in his arms that she’d turned to look at him. He was afraid to open them, afraid she’d see the truth about who he really was. “It’s nothing,” he said. “Cramp in my leg. I’m not used to laying about all day.”

“Do you want me to rub it?”

Cole laughed in spite of himself. “Don’t you remember what happened last time you rubbed it?”

Esther stretched up and nuzzled his neck. “Nuh-uh. You’d better remind me.” Her body, small and lithe, thrummed with sexual energy.

“Maybe later,” he said, hardly able to believe he was passing up the opportunity of sex-play with quite probably the most beautiful woman in the world. He opened his eyes to acknowledge the pout and frown he knew he’d find. “I promise. I’m still trying to get my head around this Adam and Eve shit.”

“Do you want me to leave you alone?”

Cole didn’t know how to answer that without sounding callous, but after a few moments’ silence, he didn’t have to. Esther kissed him and slipped away to get dressed, then she floated down to the forward airlock (the “Selene End” if the gondola was a football stadium) which they’d both come to think of as the ladies’ room.

Cole pulled his jumpsuit on, or as “on” as it would go given its size. He needed space to think and so headed the opposite direction—to the Earth End—which by elimination was the men’s room.

Selene seemed to him like a big, naïve henhouse that had never encountered a fox. The L1 space station, Cole believed, was the foxes’ den, and Esther wanted to throw open the doors. How could he convince not just her, but all her people, of the danger?

The obvious solution was to just tell them. ‘Hey guys, the only niggas you gonna find up there is bad niggas.’

To which they’d respond, ‘Oh yeah? How do you know that, Cole?’

‘Cause I’m one of them.

That wasn’t the truth, but it’s what they’d believe—what Esther would believe. And there was the problem. He couldn’t bear the thought of Esther getting herself killed (or worse) when she woke up some gangbanger, but nor could he bear to denigrate himself in her eyes by telling the truth.

Oh yeah, BTW, I’m a child killer.

He’d seen the way she looked at him. There was a little bit of lust, for sure, but that wasn’t what made her fall for him. She saw him as a hero—a kind of Superman brought to life from the pages of a comic book. She was literally willing to bet the future of humanity on him, and she’d do it without hesitation.

He only wished he’d earned that admiration.

He wished he was worthy of it.

Northern Africa was center stage in Cole’s God’s-eye view of Earth with North America just rolling into view. He noted without much surprise a hurricane building off Puerto Rico. It was no Katrina, that was for sure. Probably just a little Category 1 or 2 that’d blow itself out before it entered the Gulf—the kind they used to see on the weather channel a few times every summer.

As a Texan, Cole’s most dangerous storm experience had been Hurricane Harvey, but it was Katrina back in ’05 that had left the bigger impression. Probably because he’d only been a kid. Tens of thousands of refugees from New Orleans had poured into Houston and Dallas, with camps in the Astrodome, national parks, and any open space where they could wait out the flooding.

Not all of them returned to Louisiana afterward. They were the smart ones in Cole’s reckoning. As if having a Gulf city below sea-level wasn’t already a fuckin’ red flag. Katrina had been bound to happen, and it’d happen again.

There was a refugee kid in Cole’s street—he and his mom had moved in with his aunty and they’d stayed on after New Orleans reopened. No insurance and nothing to go back to.

Staring meditatively at that whorl of cloud off the Atlantic coast, Cole tried to remember the kid’s name. He’d known it, once, but all he could remember now was Fat Albert. All the kids called him that. Cole had called him Alby; he’d thought that made him kinder than the others, though he realized now with a jab of shame that it was no better at all. How had he not seen that?

In ’06, Alby had been the only other black kid in Cole’s Junior League team—the first two picks, he liked to think. Alby was their catcher. He could hit okay and while he wasn’t fast, he’d slide into base like a fuckin’ jack-knifed 18-wheeler. Smart kids got out of his way; the dumb ones got creamed. That’s not what got him picked though; the kid could catch anything. High, wide, inside-out, didn’t matter to Alby—they all got swallowed up in that big fat glove. And God forbid anyone tried to steal third on a no-hit. Nobody stole third on Alby. A twelve-year-old had no business throwing a ball that low and flat. Cole was lucky the kid didn’t pitch, or he might’ve lost his spot.

One day, it must’ve been before the beginning of the ’07 season, he and Mikey were first in the dugout before training (Mikey didn’t play, he just chilled—some things never changed) when they heard the beginnings of a fight out by the gate.

“Hey, lookit y’all. Here comes Fat Albert.”

“Hey, hey, hey,” chorused a small cluster of shitheads.

Cole peered out. They were boys from the team—all friends from a school with a suspected Klansman principal and exactly zero black kids.

“You gonna run for us, Fatty? I wanna see your big black titties jiggle. Don’t he got nice titties?”

More laughter and whooping from the ensemble. Alby tried to push past them, but the ringleader, a half-wit infielder named Dale, got in his way.

“When you goin’ back to N’Orleans, Fatty? Your momma must’ve saved up enough fuck-money for a Greyhound by now.”

“Outta my way, Dale. I’m here to play ball.”

“Yeah? Well that’s where you’re wrong.” Dale put his hands on his hips and strutted like a rooster. “Y’see, we’re here to play ball. You’re here to tell Coach he needs a new catcher because practice clashes with your Twinkie-eatin’ time.”

This wasn’t going to end well. Cole made to leave the dugout and step in, but Mikey grabbed his arm.

“Whoa back there, hero,” he said in a low voice. “Five white kids against three black kids. This ain’t got no Walt Disney ending.”

What Mikey meant was either they’d get their heads kicked in, or much more likely, the physically bigger Cole and Alby would fuck up the white kids, after which the cops and the white parts of the neighborhood would fuck them up twice as bad.

Alby was starting to sweat, looking around for a grown-up. “Outta my way, Dale,” he repeated. The thickness of his voice suggested he was resigned to this ending in a fight.

“Turn your fat ass around,” Dale said, enunciating the words slowly as if to an imbecile, “and fuck…the hell…off.” He was right up in Alby’s face with the ensemble of assholes forming a tight ring around them.

The pushing started.

Alby pushed back. “Step off, Dale!”

A hand stole into Alby’s backpack, but came out empty.

“Hey! You kids!” A man’s voice, somewhere further down the street.

Dale went to ground, crying, “What the fuck, man?” his injured and betrayed voice a complete turnaround from the bullying belligerence of a moment earlier.

The man’s voice belonged to Coach. Mikey pulled Cole back into the dugout when he came into view. “It’s over, brother.”

Coach wanted to know what the blue fuck was going on. One of the assholes (funny, Cole couldn’t remember any of their names, now) told him the nigger kid was threatening to fuck Dale up with a knife and they were there to make sure it didn’t happen.

“Zat true, Albert?” Coach didn’t call him Albert, of course, but fucked if Cole could remember what he did call him.

“It’s BS, Coach. I don’t even got no knife.”

“It’s in his bag!”

In the dugout, Cole closed his eyes. All the better to see the very predictable ending play out. And in a space elevator 200,000 miles away and 350,000 years in the future, grown-up Cole did the same thing.

“You wanna show me the bag?”

Alby acquiesced and let Coach rummage through his frayed and beaten backpack.

“What the fuck, Albert?” Coach pulled out a slender switchblade and popped the button; five inches of gleaming steel leaped from the end like a murderous jack-in-the-box.

“That’s BS, Coach! That ain’t mine!”

“Albert, you know I only got three rules: no gang colors, no weapons, no second chances.”

“But Coach—!”

“You’re off the team, son. Go home.”

“Coach—!”

“Go home, Albert. You’re a good ball player, but you need to take a break and a long hard look. Get your attitude together and come see me next season.”

At this point in Cole’s replay, he imagined stepping out and telling what he’d seen. Mikey would never volunteer testimony, but he’d have Cole’s back if he needed him. Coach’s third rule, no second chances, would come into swift and decisive action and the team would be five players down. They probably weren’t going to Regionals without Alby, but they weren’t even going to Game 1 without Dale and his crew.

In his airlock on the gondola, Cole’s pinched his lips tight and ground his teeth as he rode out a savage, dumping wave of shame.

Alby had never come back to the team. Years later, Cole learned he’d been shot in some gang incident. What Alby was doing in a gang, Cole had no idea—the kid had been one diet and a good bit of luck away from maybe a scholarship. Not unlike Cole himself.

“You looking forward to going back?”

Cole jumped, startled. Esther had snuck up without him noticing—not a difficult mission when you can float through the air. She folded her arms around his neck and watched Earth from over his shoulder.

“Oo-ooo, what’s that?” she said. “Is that a cloud?”

“It’s a hurricane.” When Esther didn’t respond, he added, “A big storm.”

“Oh, like wind.”

“Yeah, strong winds. And rain,” Cole said. “Whole lotta rain.”

“Hmph.” Esther seemed to muse on that concept for a few moments. “And it just falls out of the clouds. Everything gets wet.”

“I guess. Unless you’re indoors.”

“I’d stay out,” she announced, like she’d just arrived at a momentous decision. “I think it’d be fun to dance in the rain.”

Cole chuckled quietly to himself. “You’d make a great mom,” he said. “Kids like to dance in the rain. Not in hurricanes, but regular rainstorms.”

“Adults don’t? Why not?”

He shrugged. Dancing with Esther in a Texas summer downpour, stripping off, getting soaked to the skin—it sounded like a hella good time.

“I’ve got a question,” she said, changing tack. “You know clouds?”

“Um, yeah?”

“We can’t see through them, right? Sometimes if there are enough of them, it’s hard to tell which continent you’re looking at. Or whether there’s any continent at all—maybe there’s just ocean under there.”

“What’s your question?”

“Can you see through from the other side?”

“Sometimes, if they’re really, really thin. But any cloud we can see from up here is thick. It’d cover the whole sky, probably.”

“And you can’t see anything? Not even the sun?”

“Nope.”

“Hmph.” She fell silent for a few moments, then, in a thoughtful voice, “Clouds are weird. That one”—she indicated the hurricane—“looks like a nipple.”

Cole laughed out loud.

“What? It does!”

“No, you’re right.” He quickly brought his laughter under control. “We play that game a lot. Kids—or like, lovers—layin’ in the grass and looking up at the sky, telling each other what they see in the clouds. I never heard anyone say they saw a nipple, though.”

“We’ve played that game!” Esther chirped, squeezing him around the neck. One night, I told my mom I was staying with a friend, and she said she was staying with me, and we stole the key to the observatory. It’s a big dome with windows and telescopes—”

“Yeah, we got observatories, too.”

“Anyway, we stayed up and watched the Earth turn—it was Australia, I think, which didn’t have much cloud, but there were lots above and below it. We pretended they looked like animals.”

“I thought you didn’t have animals.”

“We don’t, but we have pictures in the inscriptions. Kids are fascinated by them. Terresties always have an animal in them, usually a sidekick but sometimes a baddie.”

“Terresties?”

“Stories about Earth.”

Cole nodded thoughtfully. Made sense. No different to twenty-first century kids and dinosaurs.

“We played for hours,” Esther went on. “The Earth kept turning and new clouds kept appearing. There was this long curved one that swept along the southern edge of Australia.” She waved her hand in a shallow arc to show Cole. “Petra—that’s my friend—she said it looked like a penis.”

“Ha!” Cole felt self-conscious at the thought of teenagers talking about dicks. Still, he remembered his own group of friends bragging about their very incomplete knowledge of women’s anatomy; girls, he imagined, behaved no differently and were hilarious for much the same reason. “How did she know what a dick looks like?” he teased.

“Yeah, well that’s what I said.”

Cole noticed her voice didn’t reflect his own amusement, and he felt a sudden premonition that the story had taken a dark turn.

“She said she’d seen her father’s.”

“Ohhhh-kay…”

“A lot.”

“Aw shit.” Cole swallowed heavily, sorry for the girl, Petra, and sorry for Esther to have to share that secret.

“She made me swear not to tell anyone.”

Cole sensed this wasn’t the first time Esther had broken that promise. “What did you do?”

“I told my mom.” Esther sighed and wiped her eyes. “I don’t know who she told, but they set a trap and caught him.”

“Jesus Christ. What happened?”

“Caught like that?” Esther’s frown reflected in the porthole made Cole feel as though he’d just asked whether the Moon was really cheese. “He was recycled.”

Recycled? Cole shivered. He flashed back to awful B-grade horror movies like Soylent Green. “He was killed? Was there a trial, or—?”

“No need. And why would you, anyway? The carbon is far too precious to waste on the likes of him. They offered to let Petra’s mom have another baby, but she already had two kids, so she passed it on to her sister instead. She’d had two boys and wanted a baby girl.”

Cole’s mind reeled. Of course, deep down, he supposed he already understood this. Esther had told him the population never varied; how else would they control it except with an iron fist? But sentencing a man to death for rape? Even statutory rape? Life was supposed to be sacred to these people.

Survival was their watchword, but it was species survival they protected, not that of the individual. Individuals were expendable, it seemed, especially if they were dangerous. If a person actually killed someone on Selene, Cole imagined justice would be no less swift. It was no place for a felon. And in a community of just a thousand people, there was no place for a lawbreaker to hide—certainly no secret cryo-facility.

He broke the silence with a whisper. “Did Petra find out it was you?”

“She didn’t talk to me for a year.”

Yeah? Well, you pretty much killed her dad.

“When her baby cousin arrived, she brought him to show me.”

“They had another boy?”

Esther shrugged. “Unlucky, I guess. What can you do? We cried a lot, but when she left, she hugged me and whispered something.”

Cole waited, praying for a happy ending, but he was too beaten up by the twists so far to be overly hopeful.

“‘When I have one of my own,’ she told me, ‘I’m going to name her Esther.’”

Cole released a shaky breath. “No shit?” It had worked out better than he’d dared hope. He could almost overlook the swift, ruthless justice. “And did she?”

“She hasn’t had a baby, yet.” Esther slid around his body and straddled his waist. “She’ll have one now, though. We all will, as many as will fit in the capsule. You might have a little baby Esther to raise on Earth.” She frowned, probably feeling him hardening between her legs. “Although that could be weird. I wouldn’t worry; she’s probably forgotten about it.” She snuggled herself in close to his chest and tucked her head beneath his chin. “Tell me a story,” she said. “Tell me one about lying in the grass on Earth and looking up at the clouds. It doesn’t have to have animals in it if you don’t want.”

Cole laughed. “But you’d like if it did, right?”

“Your choice. I just want to hear what Earth is like.”

───Ξ───
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Sometimes a Squirrel is Just a Squirrel

Cole tried to remember. Something, anything interesting. He didn’t doubt he’d looked for figures in the clouds before—dozens of times, probably—but no occasion stood out. Except…

“Uhh, I don’t really remember any—”

“Yeah you do. I can tell when you’re lying, you know. You do this loud swallow beforehand.” She looked up at him and her eyes flashed excitedly. “It was a lover! You said kids and lovers looked up at—”

“Hey, no, that ain’t…” Cole rolled his eyes, caught like a deer in Esther’s headlamps. “You don’t wanna hear about another woman. I mean, we’re not… like, a couple, but—”

“Yes I do,” Esther said, her voice still laced with excitement. “When we get back to Selene, I’ll be paired off with my ‘ideal genetic match’”—she supplied the quotes with her fingers—“and he’ll get me pregnant with a baby I’ll never raise. So you’d better by God give me something romantic to think about.”

Cole hesitated, struck again by the ruthless efficiency of her people. Would they really force her to have sex with a man she didn’t love, just to get a baby with the right genes? The more he heard about Selene, the more chilling it seemed. And yet at the same time, his heart was warming to a sweet recalled memory—his own first time, lying under the stars with the incomparable Eidi James.

Esther’s eyes were huge. She was excited to hear his story. At first, he couldn’t understand why—wouldn’t she be jealous? Of what, though? Eidi James was ancient dust in the wind by now. But then, in a strange moment of revelation, he thought he understood.

She wants to fuck, but she knows it’s not gonna work.

Well, Cole reckoned she was right to be reluctant. He’d hurt women in bed. Not intentionally. It wasn’t something he was proud of, because despite his size he was a gentle lover. Before he’d learned to take things carefully, though, he’d sometimes begun too fast or plunged too deep. And that was with normal-sized girls. Esther? Shit, he’d never had sex with anyone so small. He was pretty sure they wouldn’t be able to; she probably sensed the same thing. What she wanted instead, he saw in those unblinking grey-green eyes, was a vicarious fuck-story to sate her lust by proxy.

He sighed, trying to sound defeated by her persistence when in reality he was eager to satisfy her sexual curiosity. This was no less exciting than having her stare at his body while he washed. “Look out the window,” he said. “I can’t tell it while you’re staring at me.”

Esther’s smile lit up and she pirouetted in mid-air, spooning herself back into his familiar embrace. Cole closed his arm around her like a seatbelt, his hand naturally finding a home on the curve of her waist. The other, after a moment’s hesitation, he slid up from her flat tummy until the index finger traced the delicate underside of one breast.

“All right,” he said. “This here’s a story about me and my first girlfriend, Eidi.”

“How old were you?”

“Old enough,” Cole shot back. “It ain’t that kinda story.”

“It’s just you said she was your f—”

“My first real girlfriend, if you get what I mean.”

“Ohhh,” Esther breathed, placing her hand over the top of his, beneath her breast. “It’s that kind of story.”

“Are you gonna let me tell it, or are you gonna keep interrupting?”

Esther shot a glance over her shoulder to make sure he was joking, but she kept her mouth shut.

Cole began by describing Eidi. He reveled in the joy of bringing her svelte beauty back to mind—something he hadn’t done for years. She was beyond beautiful really, closer to gorgeous in Cole’s opinion, perhaps because she’d been his first. She had dark, coffee-and-cream skin a few shades lighter than his own; deep, black eyes behind long curved lashes; and she wore her hair in cornrows that met at the back in a single long braid, which she typically wore over one shoulder to show it off.

Like Esther, she was slim, but with long, athletic limbs that accentuated her natural curves, the trajectory of which Cole longed to explore more closely.

They’d dated for months, and there’d been some touching—plenty of touching, in fact; they’d gone about as far as a couple could reasonably go in the sixth row of a movie theatre. Eidi hadn’t yet been down there, as such, but she’d collected enough ‘accidental’ glancing blows to suggest her curiosity was piqued.

It was a curiosity Cole would love to have satisfied, and although Eidi had stopped him when his middle finger found the soft opening between her legs, he felt certain their time would come soon. If only they could find the right place.

They both lived with their parents, ruling out a bedroom tryst, and Eidi had balked at the idea of going parking. She’d shown no shyness in telling Cole it would be her first time (whereas he’d been less truthful about his inexperience) and insisted it would not be in the front seat of his brother’s pickup.

The dirty, leering part of Cole’s brain had answered (silently, thank God), Yeah, well what about in the back?

…which is how the greatest ideas are born. Necessity is the mother of invention, they say, so Cole had asked her to go camping with him up on Lake Texoma—there was a quiet little spot tucked in a tributary on the Oklahoma side. He’d been there a few times with his dad and uncle and had never seen another soul. Probably no one else knew it even existed.

Eidi’s black eyes had shone, and she’d smiled so hard she got the shivers. “Yes.”

Hearing that one word and seeing how her lips glistened after she said it, Cole hoped like hell he’d be able to deliver. Eidi wanted her first time to be special, something memorable, and he was just chivalrous enough to want to be the guy who made it so.

The weekend came. Cole dumped a mattress and some camping gear in the bed of his brother’s pickup and collected Eidi around the corner from her house. (She’d claimed to be staying with a friend—some lies never lost their currency.) The drive was pure torture—Eidi’s long brown legs beside him, bare up to the tiny yellow athletic shorts she favored; there was a real risk if she touched his cock he might come in his pants.

He drove into the camp spot over a goat-path that harbored dreams of one day becoming a trail. In the bouncing, lurching truck, Eidi grabbed the dash in one hand and Cole’s leg in the other, successfully brushing his aching cock and almost setting off a cataclysm that would certainly ruin a good pair of boxers.

He stopped the truck on the edge of a clearing that showed evidence of campfires long since extinguished. Switching off the engine, he turned to Eidi. The only sounds were the ticking of the engine, the gurgle of nearby water, and Cole’s shallow breathing.

“Here we are.” He didn’t know what else to say.

“It’s… wonderful,” Eidi whispered in the silence. She leaned forward and looked up through the windscreen at the tree canopy, which almost closed over the top of the clearing. Her clinging singlet top stretched, and Cole saw a sliver of purple lace against flawless brown skin beneath her arm.

She’d worn sexy underwear for him. Not that he needed the encouragement. He reached for her, drawing her in for a kiss, and Eidi responded, her body a lissome reed swaying to some unheard music.

Cole cupped a breast—not for the first time, but never had it felt so soft and yet paradoxically so firm. It brought to mind sweet, ripened fruit.

“Not here,” she whispered, breaking their kiss. And then, drowning him in her black eyes, and smiling hopefully. “Not yet.”

“In the back,” Cole gasped. Those three words cost him a full breath. “I got a mattress.”

“Not. Yet.” Eidi took his hand and gently pried it off her breast. “We’re camping. Let’s light a fire and cook something to eat. I want to lie back and watch the stars come out.”

“When it gets dark?” That was over two hours away. Cole’s dick convulsed.

“Yes, when it gets dark.” Eidi laughed, a beautiful, musical sound that put even this tranquil paradise to shame. “Unless you’ve got a way to make the stars shine in the daytime.”

Cole thought he very well might see stars if he didn’t get some relief soon. He swallowed hard and opened the driver’s door. “Alright. We oughtta get that fire going, then.”

Eidi stepped out of the pickup on her side and they looked at each other across the relative safety of the mattress-lined truck bed. “You got matches?”

Cole fished a lighter from his pocket and tossed it over. “You ever build a campfire?”

Eidi gave him a ‘Say what?’ expression, flipping her braid so hard it landed on the opposite shoulder. The accusing arch of one cocked eyebrow told him his next words had best not impugn her outdoorsmanship.

“You get it started with twigs and leaves, then,” he said, grabbing an axe from the back of the truck. “I’ll go find a deadfall and chop us some logs.”

“I’ll get things ready for supper, too. What do we have?”

“Look in the box at the front.” He turned away to hide his smile from Eidi, who was unpinning the cover on her side to find Cole’s stash of camping food.

“Graham crackers?” Her tone changed as she dug further—a squeal of mixed outrage and delight. “Marshmallows? Cole Ashwin! You lured me here to eat s’mores for supper? You disgusting man-child!”

There were also potatoes wrapped in aluminum foil in another box, and some sticks of butter too, but Eidi didn’t need to know that. He walked away with his axe, smiling, happy, and as deeply in love as an eighteen-year-old could be.

─────

“What are s’mores?” Esther hadn’t said anything to interrupt the story thus far, and Cole had to blink a few times before the retinal image of Eidi James’s loose yellow short-shorts faded. He was delighted but unsurprised to find himself massaging Esther’s nipple between his fingers.

“They’re sweets,” Cole said, unsure how to describe the decadence of toasted marshmallows to somebody who still hadn’t finished her first pack of M&Ms. “But you need a fire to toast them.”

Esther frowned. “Did you really burn a woodfire just to make treats? How did you stop all the carbon-dioxide getting away?”

Cole tried to explain without sounding like an environmental vandal that sometimes you just burned stuff. He wasn’t sure it worked. “Do you want me to keep going?”

Esther looked up and smiled. “Uh-huh.” She rested her head back against his chest. “Will there be animals in this story?”

“Um… I saw a squirrel when I was chopping wood.”

“Was it a hero or a baddie?”

Cole laughed. “Neither. Sometimes a squirrel is just a squirrel.”

The squirrel actually had been a baddie. He didn’t tell Esther the whole story, but he’d taken a break from the axe to chop wood of a different kind, finally relieving the unbearable ache of swollen balls, when at the critical juncture a squirrel had scuttled up the trunk of the tree he was bracing against. If the damn thing had come any closer, it might’ve learned a messy and somewhat traumatic lesson about disturbing half-naked men hiding behind trees.

─────

“You want the last s’more?” Cole was done toasting the last marshmallow. He’d burned a few through inattention, unable to take his eyes off Eidi, propped on one elbow in the dancing firelight.

“Share?”

When he looked up from smearing the gooey mess onto a Hershey-lined Graham cracker, he saw Eidi had shuffled sideways on the mattress, making room for him to join her. Up until that point, he hadn’t been game—her polite-but-firm ‘not yet’ still rang in his ears.

He sat with her, perched on the edge of the mattress and holding out the s’more for her to take a bite.

She nibbled from the corner where the marshmallow had smooshed out the most. “Lie down with me, Cole.”

The fire cast alluring shadows across her breasts. Cole tried (unsuccessfully, for the most part) not to stare. “You sure?”

Eidi gave him a smile that was very hard to misinterpret. “Baby, I want to lay with you.” And then, in case he’d missed the significance, “I’m ready.”

Cole kicked off his boots and rolled onto the mattress—a move that had played out much smoother in his head. “You want more of this?” He offered the treat again, now greatly diminished after his own first bite.

“I’m done with sweets,” she purred, wriggling her body closer until they touched noses. “Now I’m hungry for something else.”

“Zat right?” Cole discarded the s’more and took her gently in his arms, unsure whether he should be taking the initiative and too afraid to ask.

Eidi kissed him, quickly opening up and offering her tongue. When they broke, she rubbed one impossibly soft cheek against his stubble and whispered in his ear. “Have you got something to fill me up?”

Cole’s fingers slid beneath the waistband of her shorts and cupped one panty-clad cheek—a perfect fit in his big hand. He wanted to prolong those teasing innuendos—I got some prime cut beef, something-something—but his brain had suspended all non-critical services to focus on his handful of Eidi’s ass. Instead, he muttered something he felt deeply but said infrequently. “I love you, Eidi.”

She fingered the button of his blue jeans. “You love me?”

“More than anything.”

“Then show me.” With that, she slithered a hand up and under his t-shirt, lifting it past his stomach and calling beyond doubt the fact that she planned to see it off.

Cole obliged, pulling it over his head himself before helping return the favor. Eidi raised her arms and with a delightful shimmy of the bounty she’d tucked into that purple push-up bra, her tight singlet peeled away.

“Oh, man,” Cole gasped, breath taken by the mystical wonders of underwire and firelight that lent her bust a perceptibly deeper cleavage than the one nature provided.

Eidi reached behind to unhook it.

“No, stop.”

She stopped, still holding the ends. The shoulder straps hung loose, but the cups still covered her now freed breasts. “You want me to leave it on?”

Cole had to think through his answer for a few moments. “Yeah,” he said. His brain wasn’t getting much of the blood flow.

Eidi gave him an enigmatic smile, but overall, she seemed pleased with his reaction. She re-clasped, and leaning close, let him peer down that shadowy canyon of flawless girl flesh. “The panties match,” she purred. “Do you want to see them?”

Cole gulped. “Uh-huh.”

She laid back and lifted her hips, inviting him to strip away her flimsy gym shorts, the loose legs of which he’d been trying to peer up all evening. He plucked the silky fabric between thumb and forefinger on each thigh and slowly drew them down, working against the pull of the elastic over her hips.

A sliver of purple appeared—exactly as advertised. Cole’s heart skipped. He tugged the yellow nylon lower, exposing the unimaginably smooth curve of her mound sheathed in sumptuous, clinging lace. Past the point of no return, he slid them down her long thighs and off.

Cole groaned. “Oh damn, girl.”

Eidi raised her arms behind her head and let him drink in her slender curves and gleaming brown skin. She eyed the now pronounced bulge in his jeans. “Now it’s your turn.”

Cole had his jeans off in roughly the time it takes a Labrador to snatch a liver treat and was back down on the mattress cradling Eidi’s near-naked body before he remembered to breathe. He touched her stomach, her rounded hip, the top of her thigh, not stopping long enough to enjoy any of them; like a gourmand at a buffet, he didn’t know where to begin.

Eidi kissed him again. “I won’t turn into a pumpkin at midnight.”

Cole took a breath. She was right, of course, and God knew she deserved the treat of slow, sumptuous lovemaking. But damn! an inner voice screamed. What if da bitch change her mind? It took a force of will to push that voice back down. He drew another slow breath, fingering the lacy bead of her bra. “You buy these special?”

“Uh-huh. You like them?”

Cole took it as a rhetorical question. His thoughts on Eidi’s underwear selection were, he thought, pretty obvious.

“What about these?” she said, tracing a teasing fingernail down his stomach to his boxers. “Are these new?” She burrowed a finger beneath the waistband and pulled; the gap was wide enough to peer down, but Eidi never broke eye contact. She slid her finger from side to side, tenting his shorts and making sure he knew she could look whenever she damn well pleased.

“They ain’t…” Cole’s dick heaved. It was at the wrong angle to pop out the top, but he was getting so hard that it might happen anyway. “They ain’t brand new.” The truth was he hadn’t even thought of dressing specially, if you didn’t count the new packet of… “Aw, shit damn!”

“What?” She used the distraction as an opportunity to delve deeper, winding her finger through his pubic hair.

“I left something in the truck—I gotta go get ‘em.”

Edie’s brow furrowed. “Now?” And then her eyes widened with realization. “Ohhh. Don’t worry. I already thought of that.”

It was Cole’s turn to furrow his brow, eyes flicking between her panties and bra. Even in her little athletic shorts it would have been a challenge to hide a few condoms, but in her current state it would be a damn miracle.

“I went to the doctor,” she said, rolling her eyes, “not the drug store. Where d’you think I hid ‘em?”

Cole’s eyes went back to her panties. He couldn’t help it. And then he got it. “Ohhh.” She’s on the pill. And then he really got it. She wants to do it without a rubber. “You…?” He swallowed heavily. “You sure you know what you’re doing?”

Eidi laughed, clearly enjoying his reaction. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure. They print the days on the pack and I took the Friday one this morning.” She delved lower in his shorts, grazing his cock with her knuckle. Leaning closer, she whispered, “Did you think I was going to make you wear a condom?”

“The truth is,” Cole said, licking his lips, “I didn’t wanna do anything that might scare you off.”

“You big idiot,” she teased, finding his cock again and stroking it with the backs of her fingers. “What have I got to be scared of?” She chose that exact moment to close her hand around his shaft, which of course heaved mightily in celebration at her touch. “Sweet Jesus!” she cried, finally breaking eye contact to see what wild animal she’d grabbed in place of Cole’s cock. She stared at the massive bar of black meat, at least six inches of it projecting out the top of her fist and her fingers a good quarter inch away from meeting around its girth. “Is it meant to be this big?”

Cole felt an impending sense of pre-coital doom. “It ain’t that big.”

Eidi looked up at him, firelight dancing in her wide, black eyes. “Sugar, I don’t think it’s gonna fit.”

Cole’s heart sank.

“But I’m gonna try,” she added hurriedly. She looked back down and watched it throb angrily as she stroked it. Under her breath, she said, “I think I’m gonna enjoy trying.”

Wanting to hurry things along, Cole helped himself out of his shorts, and with one hand he got Eidi’s panties down over her butt before she lifted and let him slide them the rest of the way. He was lying too close to see her down there, which was killing him, but Eidi stroking his cock and touching it to herself, getting the swollen purple head good and slick, was making the whole ordeal a lot more bearable.

We’re gonna do it! Jesus Christ, we’re really gonna do it! He rose on one elbow and made to roll on top of Eidi.

“Whoa, whoa! What are you doing?”

Congratulations, Cole—you fucked it up! “I thought we was—”

“No you don’t, cowboy.” She pushed him back down and swung her own leg over his hips, mounting him. “You’ll poke a lung out with that thing.”

Never once letting go of her prize, she began slowly jerking him off and skating the slick heat of her center around down near his balls. Cole’s dick heaved angrily. That’s her pussy! She’s kissing my fuckin’ balls with her pussy. He had no idea sex could be so… goddamn erotic! Faced with the choice between a swift slap followed by no sex, and letting his gorgeous, near-naked (and fuck me—horny!) girlfriend take charge at her own speed, Cole opted wisely for the slow road. And with scenery like Eidi’s hourglass silhouette against the starlit sky, and her long braid swinging free over her flawless breasts and stomach, Cole thought the slow road would be well worth the investment.

Holding his cock around the middle, she rose up on her knees and rubbed her pussy higher, wetting more of his length with her sweet musk. Her white smile shone in the darkness. “I don’t know how I’m meant to do this.”

“I’m no expert,” Cole said gravely, “but I reckon you’re supposed to use the other end.”

“Cheeky!” She gave his cock a punishing squeeze in what she probably thought was retaliation, but fell short in one important respect, being that it felt fucking fantastic. “I mean I don’t know how to get on it. My legs aren’t long enough.”

Propping his thumbs beneath her bra, Cole supported her chest and guided her. “Scoot up a bit,” he said, pulling her to up his body until she straddled his middle. Eidi still held her hand between her legs, smooshing his cockhead tantalizingly around her hot, swollen labia. Impatient for more, Cole reached behind to take control of his shaft, gliding the purple head up and down her slippery crease.

Eidi shuddered, letting him know with her fluttering eyelids that he’d found her clit. He returned there, flicking the seam of his cockhead back and forth over that little heat bead until she collapsed on top of him, begging, “Too much.”

He slid an inch further down her slit, hunting vainly for her opening. Where’d it go? He’d damn near had his finger in there watching The Hobbit a week earlier. Searching with his dick and not his hand complicated matters, because notwithstanding the exquisite sensitivity of cock flesh, it wasn’t especially tactile. He could be right on top of her entrance and not know it.

She’s a virgin, brother, what’d you expect.

Cole froze. That was it. His fucking circus-freak cock was too big. This was all for nothing—the driving, the waiting, the terrifying encounter with the squirrel—he was going home a virgin. In desperation, he mashed his dick into her; like ripping off a Band-aid, he hoped one quick thrust would seal the deal with the least amount of pain.

“Ow! Jesus, Cole. Put it in, first, will you?” Eidi reached down and gripped him again, guiding it lower, lower (Jesus, she wants me to fuck her ass!) until thoc; with an almost audible plop, his cockhead slotted into a socket so wet, so hot, so perfectly tight, it seemed quite literally to be made for him.

That ain’t her ass, brother.

“Don’t you dare push,” Eidi gasped.

Cole’s loins quivered like a bowstring. Such was the primal, animal imperative, he had to consciously restrain himself from thrusting into that silken heaven.

Still resting on his chest, Eidi raised her hips, changing the angle of incidence, searching, it seemed, for a more comfortable position from which to plunder her own virginity. Cole slid his hands down her waist and cupped her ass, following the erotic, rolling ecstasy as she stirred the cauldron and leaked trails of steaming, scented pussy juice down his long cock and over his balls.

Finally choosing a position that arched her back prettily and had Cole entering her at about 45 degrees from horizontal, Eidi began to press down. Gently at first, her breathing shallow, she rocked on his cockhead, straining her unbroken hymen and whimpering as she edged closer to its very timely passing.

Cole strained his dick, imagining his bulging knob might hasten the conquest, but at the same time, not wanting this one glorious moment to end. His heart ached bittersweet—bitter for the pain she was enduring, yet sweet for knowing the depth of her sacrifice. Whether she truly loved him or just wanted his dick inside her (why not both?) this was a gift she could bestow only once, and she was giving it to him.

Eidi pushed harder still, bearing down on Cole’s unyielding shaft for a good five-count before sobbing, “Help me.” It was all he needed. Gripping her ass cheeks, he added a few extra pounds of pressure until incredibly, with a ball-churning lurch, he felt something tear down below. Eidi cried out, and even though he’d released the pressure, her slim, glowing body sank inexorably onto his cock.

That’s it! I’m fucking her.

Cole had never felt anything so exquisite. Suspended halfway down his long shaft, Eidi squeezed him like a boa-constrictor. From her freshly vanquished entrance where she was tightest, to deeper inside where her volcanic heat threatened to spark him to flame, her clinging cunt walls—getting their first ever taste of cock meat—lapped and rippled along his length, clutching and releasing, slowly adjusting to his thick, welcome presence.

Eidi lifted her head from his shoulder and caught his eye. “Well, that was fun,” she said, smiling mischievously. “You can drive me home, now.”

Cole squeezed her ass, careful not to force himself deeper. Instead, he merely throbbed his dick inside her and made her squawk.

“It is too big, you know?” she said, giggling coquettishly and pushing her braid back over her shoulder. “I think it’s stuck.”

“I’ll push it further in,” Cole said. “That might loosen things up.”

“Don’t you dare!” She thrust a hand between their bodies and clasped it over the point of their coupling (as if that would stop him).

“I won’t,” he said softly. “Sit up. Let’s…” What? Look at my dick inside you?

That was it exactly. For their several sessions of petting, this was the first time Cole had seen her with her panties off. Any girl, for that matter—in the flesh. He’d never forget the silky clutch of her sheath or the sound of her whimpers as she stretched to accommodate him, but he knew the visual would cap off the perfect memory of their first coupling.

Eidi rose onto her elbows, bracing against his chest. “I’m not sure I can,” she whispered, stuck half-way up.

Cole helped her, cradling her shapely torso in his big hands. She rose to her knees and he felt the delicious squeeze as she tensed her core and took her own weight, and this time, with his dick buried deep inside her, she was able to straddle his hips with her knees planted on the mattress.

Firelight flickered over her body, flaring golden brown where her womanly curves caught the reflection. She was… perfection. Easily surpassing the naked women Cole had seen in pictures, Eidi was alive with erotic energy—her weightless breasts, cupped in clinging, plum-colored lace, rising and falling with her breath; her taut stomach, fluttering nervously, almost preternaturally aware that Cole’s unsheathed dick, cocked and loaded, lurked with bulging intent at the very gateway to her womb; and then lower, her swollen, distended labia, peeled back and stretched rudely around the middle of his fat cock, leaking a steady trickle of cunt juice down the several black-veined inches that wouldn’t fit inside.

She was shaved clean except for a little strip atop her mound, pointing like an arrow to the secret treasure chest normally hidden between her thighs. In the darkness, a drop of blood glistened blackly at the apex of her slit.

He touched her there. “Does it hurt?”

“Not anymore.” She shifted her hips, squirming his cock around a little inside her. “Does it feel nice inside?”

Cole gulped and nodded. “What about you?”

Tentatively, she shifted her weight again. “It’s like being punched in the stomach, but in a good way. I can’t…” She made a show of taking a breath, her breasts swelling erotically within the confines of her bra. “I can’t take a deep breath.” She touched her abdomen just above the little landing strip. “And it feels funny… in here.”

Holding her fingers flat down there, she experimented with a slow rocking of her hips. “I can feel you.” She took Cole’s hand and pressed his fingers into the same place. “See?”

When she rocked again, Cole felt his own cockhead sliding beneath his fingers. His balls swelled. Now that he was inside her, he’d lost that sense of control and calm that had stopped him earlier from coming in his pants. Being buried so deep, he realized, had one very natural purpose, and his dick was keen to fulfill that destiny.

“You sure it doesn’t hurt?”

Eidi shook her head. “It’s just…”—she puffed out her cheeks—“full. Like a soda bottle. If you shake me up, I’m gonna fizz over.”

Cole released a shaky breath. “I know the feeling.”

Bracing her hands against his chest, Eidi rose on her haunches, slowly drawing his shaft from her clinging pussy. “Don’t you dare fizz over until I do,” she whispered.

He tried to look past her at the starlit sky. Watching her breathless expression, her heaving breasts, none of that was helping quell the searing pleasure in his groin. Count backward from 100. Recite poetry. Cole had to think about something else—anything else—apart from the gloriously naked, recently ex-virgin pussy-popsicle impaled on his lap. His balls churned with boiling cum. None of those distractions were helping because (and this might have been predictable if he’d given it some thought) there were precious few things that captured a man’s attention like a beautiful girl spreading her legs and sitting on his cock.

Eidi plowed her deliriously tight cunt up and down, slowly, slowly, bouncing on the balls of her feet, oblivious to the impending cum fountain about to hose down her insides.

This is not happening. There’s nobody here. Just me and the sky.

Cole stared off over Eidi’s shoulder, ignoring her swinging braid, her bouncing breasts, the look of breathless intensity on her face. It was just him and the sky. Patchy clouds made shapes in the negative space in between, with the stars dotting out the features. It could be a deep, glimmering pond—that bright star there the eye of some granddaddy fish from the depths. The clouds moved, and he found the shape of the fish, its dorsal fin a dotted row of stars that might have been The Big Dipper. The fish compacted, twisted, and briefly morphed into the Sydney Opera House before—

“Oh God!” Eidi’s voice cracked, trembling on the edge of ecstasy.

Cole had stopped breathing. At the periphery of his awareness, he felt her pounding ecstatically on his shaft, bouncing hard and bottoming out with his cockhead squeezed somewhere deep, deep inside her. Trying not to look, he raised his arms, searching for her, finding her breasts, her bra straps, which he slipped over her shoulders.

“Ye-e-e-e-e-e-s-s-s-s!” Taking her weight on the balls her feet and her punished cunt, Eidi unsnapped her bra and flung it away.

Cole took her breasts in hand (so soft—why is every part of her so soft and warm?) and mauled the areolas, pinching, twisting, eliciting more and louder excited shrieks.

Eidi threw back her head—“Baby, yessss!”—and that’s when the clouds parted, revealing a full, fat, silver moon. “Nnnn-nnnn!” Her lips parted. White teeth shone in the moonlight.

Cole’s dick swelled. He bore down on his balls, willing them to hold out a little longer—just until she came.

Hey diddle-diddle, the cat and the fiddle, the cow jumped over the… The Man in the Moon! Where is he?

He couldn’t find it. Never had been able to. He stared unblinking into the silver brilliance. He saw a curled-up baby, a cactus monster from Mario Kart, a genie coming out of a lamp.

The little dog laughed to see such f—

“OH! GOD! YES! YES!” Eidi had quit bouncing and just impaled herself deep. She crouched and clamped her knees together over Cole’s pelvis, twisting, writhing, her wet cunt clenching and tightening around his shaft.

He looked at her face—her orgasm face—teeth biting down over her bottom lip, nostrils flared, eyelids fluttering. Oh God… His own desire, held too long at bay, mowed him down like a freight train. His hips jerked and his cock shifted inside her, going deeper still. Sweet, molten friction seared his glans and finally broke his fragile hold, releasing the strain on his balls.

Heat bloomed in the base of his sack and for a moment time simply stopped. Eidi peaked. His cock bulged; it swelled in her constricting sheath, and then he erupted, squirting endless ropes of liquid fire, emptying his balls straight into her womanly core.

Exhausted and spent, Eidi flopped down on his chest, straightening and closing her legs but keeping his cock and all his spend inside her. Her breasts squashed flat and out at the sides, studded nipples pressing into his midriff. She tucked her head beneath his chin, cornrows tickling his neck.

It was the best goddamn feeling in the world.

He looked up again at his friend the Moon and stared, tilting his head to the side. He saw the eyes, the shadow of a nose.

“Ha! There you are,” he croaked, his throat dry from the exertion. He smiled up at the Moon and closed his arms over Eidi’s glowing body. “Stop staring at my girlfriend’s ass, pervert.”

─────

Gooseflesh pricked Esther’s arms and chest. She snuggled back tighter into Cole’s embrace. Holy cow! She’d been expecting a kind of ‘fade to black’ saucy romance. She squeezed her thighs together, trying to subdue the fire down there. “That was beautiful.” When Cole didn’t respond, she asked, “Does Selene really look like a face?”

Cole sniffed, and she realized he was crying. “Yeah… nah. I dunno, maybe.”

He was probably homesick. Esther closed her eyes and tried to imagine what it would be like to go outside and breathe the air, to see clouds and trees and real live animals, to look up into the night sky and see Selene instead of Earth. She wondered whether the lights of their bio-zone would be visible.

She felt her own eyes welling with tears for a planet she’d never know. “When you get back there…” She swallowed, trying to keep her voice steady. “You and the others, don’t ever forget us. You have to keep reminding each other, one day you’re coming back for us.”

Cole blew out a long, resigned breath. He sounded like he was deflating.

“What’s wrong?”

He took a long time before he finally answered. “There won’t be any others. None of ‘em are gonna wake up—none you want to send, anyways.”

Esther twisted in his arms and looked up into his tortured eyes. Oh my God—what’s happened to him? “I don’t understand.”

Cole set his mouth in a determined line. “What year did you say that Escape Initiative started?”

“2038. But they didn’t really get going until about 2040.”

“I was frozen in 2018.”

“I don’t…” Esther remembered being surprised that Cole knew so little about the end of the world, but she hadn’t thought through what that meant. “That… doesn’t make sense. Why did you volunteer if you didn’t—?”

“They’re not volunteers,” Cole said. “They’re not even part of the Escape Initiative.”

“Of course they are!” Esther spoke more vehemently than she intended. “It was part of the repatriation plan, because they knew we could never—”

“There was no repatriation plan.”

“But—”

Cole held up a hand to stop her. “Or if there was, they never got a chance to get volunteers.”

Esther’s mind spun. “Are you saying they abducted you?”

“I’m saying they ran out of time.” He spoke with the earnest conviction of someone sharing an inconvenient truth. “All those people in cryo-storage—they weren’t waiting for Earth to regenerate; they were all sick and died waiting for a cure. That was the deal—freeze your sick ass and get thawed out as soon as scientists worked out how to cure you. I don’t know why they sent us up here. Medical experiments, probably. Or who knows, maybe we were just good old carbon stores. Or organ donors.”

“They’re dead?” Esther thought about all the bodies she’d tried to revive—the ones she’d touched, treated, cried over because she thought she’d killed them. “No.” She let go of him and pushed away, propelling herself back to the hatchway. “No way! They’re not dead!” She heard her own pitch rising but was powerless to stop it. “We just need to tweak the process. Like with you! You woke up! You’re not dead!”

“I wish I was,” Cole muttered, shaking his head. “But I wasn’t like them—I never died. I paid a guy ten grand to freeze me alive.”

Esther tried to speak but couldn’t. Her mouth just worked uselessly while her mind spun, until finally, shaking her head, she managed, “Why?”

“I had to. You gotta understand.” His face fell, his glazed eyes filled with pain. “I killed a kid, and I was gonna lose everything.”

───Ξ───
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───Ξ───

Dead man walking

When Cole emerged from the Earth End airlock an hour later, Esther wasn’t in the main compartment. He floated back through the adjoining spaces, past the storage bulkheads behind which the bodies were stacked in their cryogenic sarcophagi, to the Selene End. A red rectangle on the hatch indicated, not unlike a toilet cubicle, that the lock was engaged.

He hadn’t seen that before. He’d never locked the hatch behind him and to the best of his knowledge, neither had Esther.

Why would she do that?

(She’s scared of you, brother.)

Because he was a murderer. His own words haunted him. I killed a kid, and I was gonna lose everything. Everything, though? If he hadn’t run, if he’d waited for the police to show, would he really have lost everything? There’d been witnesses. The kid had probably jumped out—almost certainly, in fact. Lots of people would’ve seen what happened. One of them would have backed him up.

Even after he’d run, though, if he’d turned himself in, got a good lawyer (he could afford one on the new Rangers contract), he would’ve gotten the hit-and-run knocked down to a misdemeanor. Especially if the kid had jumped out.

If.

If he hadn’t told Esther he was a killer…

If he’d been watching the road…

If he was any kind of man, he’d start facing up to the consequences of his own fucking actions.

There was an emergency release on the hatch. A big red handle. He wondered if Esther knew about it. Maybe she just hoped he wouldn’t see it. If he opened the hatch, he could explain how it wasn’t really his fault.

(Great way to earn back her trust, brother.)

Whose voice was that in his head? It sounded like Mikey. Mikey’s advice had always been smart—like when he’d warned Cole not to fuck with the bullies—but he hadn’t always been right. Even so, Cole reckoned his inner-Mikey had this one straight; he’d be busting through that hatch into a veritable shit-storm of four-foot-six screaming terror.

Best to let her cool off. She’d come around.

─────

The only way Cole had to track time was watching the Earth turn. It’d been more than a day since Esther had disappeared into the forward airlock. The Atlantic hurricane had blown itself out without entering the Gulf. He felt the relief of a disaster averted, even though there was probably nothing down there to be killed by it.

It hadn’t taken him long to figure out what was going to happen. Esther was in the Selene End—the one that would dock with the terminal when they made it down to the surface. She’d come back flanked by guys with guns… well, maybe not guns in a spacecraft, but probably cattle prods and those nooses on a stick that dog-catchers use.

They’d see him for the monster he was. Twice their size, black as sin, a child killer. Esther would be hailed a hero just for surviving the journey. He didn’t shout or bang on the hatch; he doubted it would help, and very probably it’d make things worse.

Would there even be any kind of trial? He couldn’t imagine why. He wasn’t one of them, just a dangerous alien. Too dangerous by far to be kept alive. He’d be fed into the recycler like the child-raping father, and they’d all be rubbing their hands together and fighting over who’d have the next baby. Or two babies.

Forty-six pounds of carbon.

There was always the other airlock. And there were pressure suits in storage. He could just step out. But he was over 10,000 miles from L1; it wasn’t like he could get back on his own.

The controls were in the main cabin. They weren’t complex. He could turn the gondola back if he wanted and return to L1.

And then what? Put himself back into cold storage?

Fuck the space suits. Fuck L1. He could just seal himself in the airlock and open the back door. Would that be worse than being recycled? Instinct told him it probably would. He seemed to remember someone on TV shit-canning a movie where a character just held their breath in space, whereas in reality their blood would boil, or their lungs would explode, or some nasty shit. The details weren’t important. Whatever recycling entailed, it was probably a whole lot better.

He never expected imminent death to be so calming. Before the accident, of course, it probably wouldn’t have been; back then he’d had everything to lose. Now? His family was gone; friends, car, job—all gone. All he really had to lose was a friends-with-benefits arrangement with a weird, alien Moon-girl (cute as fuck, yes, but still more than a bit weird). And if he was being honest, she was already gone, as well.

Dead man walking.

Where was that from? That movie with Tom Hanks and the enormous black dude who was about to get the chair for a crime he didn’t commit. Cole could relate. In the movie (it was The Green Mile, dumbass), the big dude was a hero—he cured the warden’s wife’s cancer—and they executed him even though Tom Hanks knew he was innocent, even though he was a miracle healer like Jesus-fucking-Christ.

Cole wasn’t a miracle healer. Nor was he completely innocent. He was, however, probably the only good chance they had to land a human colony back on Earth, and still he’d end up strapped to Selene’s version of the chair. Why? Because they were risk averse. Granted, Cole would probably be risk averse too, living in a place where one bad dude could bring down your entire civilization.

What if the same bad dude could save your entire civilization? Would that be worth taking a risk?

Cole settled back. In a couple more weeks, he guessed he was going to find out.

─────

Cole listened outside Esther’s airlock. It was her second day in there. He’d heard her moving about earlier, so at least she was alright. The loneliness was unpleasant without being unbearable, and although the temptation to lure her back out was strong, he’d resisted, understanding he’d probably only make things worse.

He kicked off through to the next compartment and looked out the side of the gondola. The Moon was getting closer. He couldn’t see all of it without access to the Selene End airlock, but the grey curve of the horizon was now easily visible from this angle. Gravity was beginning to take effect, as well. He could still kick from place to place through the air, but his leaps followed a shallow arc instead of a straight line. He couldn’t float in free space, either; any time he stopped moving, he’d drift down toward the forward bulkhead. Having to mentally reassign the bulkheads as ‘floor’ instead of ‘wall’ was a feat he found strangely trippier than anything else he’d encountered thus far.

As difficult as the life-in-space adjustment had been for him, he’d come to realize that he wasn’t the only one whose world had turned upside down. Thousands of generations of Esther’s ancestors had pinned their species’ survival on the future hope of L1’s frozen saviors lying in wait for the Earth to heal. And it was all a lie.

He tried to imagine an equivalent level of mind-fuckery for a 21st century Texan. What if he’d learned in 2018 that the Book of Revelation was real? What if a spaceship materialized on the fifty-yard line during the Super Bowl? What if, instead of aliens stepping out, it was cowboys in chaps and spurs yelling, “We’re back, fuckers!”? Probably none of those things would be as big as the bombshell he’d dropped on Esther. It was the sheer, unfathomable, mind-boggling time they’d waited—350,000 years. And now she’d have to drop it on her people. Would they believe her?

He undressed and slipped into his sleeping bag, which he’d had to unclip from the wall and re-attach to an upholstered, padded area of the bulkhead which had previously had no obvious purpose (because in his mind’s eye it was a wall) but which he now realized was a bed.

He lay there imagining what Esther was thinking about him. How could he possibly understand her mind, though?

─────

Cole woke in the night, alert and instantly aware that something was wrong, but not what.

He listened carefully. Silence.

He cracked an eye. Only darkness.

But it’s never dark! Nor was it ever quiet with the hum of the motors.

They’d arrived. Why hadn’t anyone come to get him yet? Where were the uniformed guards with tasers? Why couldn’t he hear anything? Moving silently, he slid free of his sleeping bag and kicked across to the porthole. Even before he got there, he realized he was wrong about having arrived—the gravity ought to be stronger. The pull was still barely perceptible.

Outside, the Moon was dark with a white halo around the horizon. Holy shit! It’s an eclipse! He kicked through the gloomy compartments to the rear airlock. Earth was still out there, bright as day. Not an eclipse—just nighttime. The Sun had finally set on Selene’s month-long day, and the solar-powered elevator had ground to a halt.

They were stuck.

Cole shivered; his breath plumed white in the dim glow skipping off the Moon. The motors weren’t the only things to shut down for want of sunlight. Heating was out, too. What else? Were there solar-powered systems regulating the air? Was he going to suffocate?

A space elevator’s need to operate life-sustaining systems at night seemed pretty fuckin’ fundamental. Surely they’d built in a battery system, but maybe it had died over the millennia. Still, it was a big gondola. There’d be plenty of oxygen to keep a couple of people alive for days—or a week, even.

What if one of those people had locked herself in an airtight space?

The airlocks weren’t spacious. Not at all. How long would Esther’s air last? A day? Two? How long had they been stopped? He raced forward with a growing sense of dread, letting gravity do most of the work as he effectively dropped four stories headfirst through the gondola.

He listened at the hatch. Silence. That meant nothing. He’d been asleep; she might be too. It’d only been two days since they’d shared a sleep-cycle.

He eyed the red handle. She’d lose her shit if he busted in. Beat on the door first; would that make it better? Would she answer him even if she was awake?

He placed a hand against the steel hatch (damn that’s cold), hoping it’d speak to him somehow.

AIRLOCK.

Air.

Lock.

Oh Jesus. She didn’t lose her oxygen supply when the power went out; she lost it the moment she shut the hatch.

TWO DAYS AGO!

“Esther!” He smashed his palm down on the hatch. “ESTHER! Are you okay? Wake up, baby girl! Let me know you’re okay!”

He stopped pounding and listened.

Nothing. He grabbed the emergency release.

“Esther?” Louder this time. “Answer me! Tell me you’re okay.”

Still nothing. Fuck it. He yanked the release. Something clicked in the inner workings, and he tried the main locking wheel, which turned freely. A waft of stale air assaulted him when he pulled open the hatch, but he dove through anyway and found Esther sprawled across the exit hatch, motionless.

Don’t be dead. Don’t be dead. “Talk to me,” he murmured, stroking her cheek. It was icy. He felt around for a pulse before realizing he had no idea what he was doing, and instead picked her up and put his ear to her mouth and nose. Some interminable time later, which was probably a few seconds but felt like minutes, he felt a feeble puff of air against his cheek.

Thank God. “I got you. You’re gonna be okay.” He clutched her body in one arm and leaped back up toward the main cabin, yanking them both up the ladder with his free arm. “We gotta warm you up.” Knowing he’d probably regret it later, he unbuttoned her thin jumpsuit and stripped it down to her waist. He briefly considered taking it off completely but thought better of it—it just felt wrong. “Jesus, girl,” he panted, holding her to his chest and working as fast as he could to wrap a spare sleeping bag around them both. “Why wouldn’t you take something warm in there with you?”

With the two of them parceled up like a burrito, Cole slid feet-first into his own sleeping bag, mercifully still warm. He yanked it up to his waist, shimmied it over Esther’s hips where the fit became snug, and then working in circles around the lip, he got it up to their shoulders with all four arms tucked inside.

With some effort, he wriggled his hands down to her waist where there was a little more room and rubbed her cool skin, whispering words of encouragement that were probably more about allaying his own fears than waking her. “C’mon Esther. You gonna be okay, now. Don’t you go screaming in my ear when you wake up, will you?”

Cole held her to his chest to maximize the skin-to-skin contact, keeping her face close to his cheek so he could feel her shallow breathing and know he wasn’t wrapped up with a corpse. He quit rubbing her back in favor of hugging her close, squeezing as tight as he dared. She was so small, and his arms were so big, he could almost wrap her up completely.

Slowly, her breathing lengthened and her icy skin against his chest began to warm.

“Cole?” Esther’s voice. Slow and sleepy.

Thank God. “Welcome back, baby girl.”

“Why are we naked?”

“We’re warming you up. And besides, you ain’t naked. Not quite, anyways.”

“Hmph.” There was more than a whiff of dismissiveness in that one syllable.

“What?” he said, feeling defensive. “What’d I do?”

“I dreamed you broke through the airlock and… you know…” Her voice was still a little slurred.

Cole stifled a laugh. It sounded like it might be funny, but it was too early to tell. “What do I know?”

“You grabbed me… ravished me.” She sounded drunk.

“Yeah, well sorry to disappoint.”

“I’m not disappointed,” she said, wriggling and somehow making herself even smaller in his arms. “I’m freezing, though.” Her teeth started chattering. “I rem-em-ember the gondola stopping. I was so tired. Did I f-f-fall asleep?”

“You locked yourself in an airtight room,” Cole said, trying not to sound critical. “Without any air.”

“Oops.” She shivered all over. “And you broke in to get me.”

“Uh-huh.”

“But you didn’t ravish me.”

Cole laughed. “Night’s still young.”

There was a long silence when all Cole could hear was Esther’s shivery breathing in his ear. Finally, she asked, “Are you mad at me?”

Cole moved his head to look at her face but couldn’t focus at close quarters in the gloomy cabin. “What for?”

“For flipping out. I don’t know why I did that.”

“It’s okay. You were scared of me, I guess.”

Esther frowned. “Of you?” She squeezed him and took a long while before she went on. “On our first day, you promised you’d never hurt me. You remember?”

Cole closed his eyes and just concentrated on the wonderful feeling of holding her. “Yes ma’am.”

“I’ve spent my whole life training for this; studying procedures for this elevator and for all the systems on L1. And the revivification…” She drew a shaky breath. “When you told me there was no repatriation, that they were all dead…” Her voice trailed off weakly. When she continued, it was just a whisper. “All I could think of was how long we’d waited.”

Cole felt a tightness in his stomach. “For nothing?”

Esther nodded, almost imperceptivity. “I was thinking about everything we’d lost,” she said, tucking her nose in beneath his chin. “What I needed was for you to remind me what we’ve gained. I really think you can do it. You know, it might even be better this way.”

─────

Esther had discovered near-death-experiences to be a great boost to the libido. Or maybe it was just a natural consequence of sharing a sleeping bag with an enormous, naked black man. Whichever, it made her insatiable and she couldn’t keep her hands off him.

They languished in Selene’s shadow for another thirty hours—a mercifully shorter nighttime than on the surface—huddled together in Cole’s sleeping bag for warmth and breaking only for freezing trips to toilet privately. With her small body mass, she chilled much faster than Cole, and each time she slithered back into bed with him, stark naked after that first time (essential for transferring body heat, or so he claimed), she was consumed by a heat-seeking lust that drove her into a squirming frenzy. Lying spooned together, she’d writhe languidly and warm herself against his skin until she’d made him hard, whereupon she’d slip his erect cock between her closed thighs, grab hold with both hands like a joystick, and ride it mercilessly until they both came.

She’d asked about what happened to him that last day on Earth and he hadn’t held anything back. If anything, it sounded like he was trying to make the accident sound worse than it was. It was horrible, of course, and it was so avoidable, but also, it really was an accident. It seemed to Esther that he’d self-administered a punishment more fitting than any a judiciary could apply. Like the boy he’d killed, he’d lost his family, friends and livelihood. Yes, he’d live on while the boy wouldn’t, but his exile would be a constant and life-long reminder of what he’d done. It also gave him a chance to make amends.

He’d explained why he thought it would be a bad idea to try reviving any more of the cryo-preserved bodies on L1. She couldn’t help wondering what would have happened if she’d woken a real psychopath instead of Cole. Would he have killed her (or worse) already? Or would he have used her to get back to Earth and then raise Selene’s children as slaves for his own sadistic amusement?

But it wasn’t some killer she’d woken; it was Cole, so there was hope. He wouldn’t have been her first pick to found a community of children on an uninhabited planet, but he was strong, courageous, and kind—now she could hardly imagine a better choice. That, too, broke her heart.

───Ξ───
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───Ξ───

Make me your little white slut

Esther startled awake with the sudden rumble of the motors restarting. It was light again. Not bright, because the Sun was still emerging from behind Selene, but a welcome change from the cold dark night.

“Thank God,” Cole said. His big hand slipped around her waist from behind and cupped one breast, a touch that never failed to give her a tingly thrill. “Are you looking forward to getting home?”

She rolled in his arms to face him. “Like you wouldn’t believe. It’s still a long way, though—it’ll take most of the day. At least we won’t get stuck for another night.”

“What happened on the way up?” Cole asked. “Didn’t you get stopped?”

Esther shook her head. “I think I got lucky. I left at dawn and must’ve passed out of range of Selene’s shadow before nightfall.”

Cole kissed her. His breath was sour. Hers probably was, too. Neither of them had been eating or bathing properly through the night. His hand crept down to her ass. “You feeling frisky?”

She moved his hand and rolled away so his hardening cock wasn’t pressed between her legs. “Not yet.” She gave him a peck on the lips as a consolation. “Wait till the heaters start working. You need a wash, and so do I.”

“I’ve got an idea,” he said, stroking her flank playfully. “How about I wash you and you wash me?”

“Yeah, right.” Esther snorted. “I remember how that worked out last time. How about you wash you, and if you do a good job then I’ll get you all dirty again?”

“Deal.” Cole slipped out from behind her, leaving her alone and without his body heat in the sleeping bag.

“Don’t be an idiot. You’ll freeze.”

“Nah. It’s warmin’ up already. Can’t you feel it?”

He stretched his arms out, soaking up warmth that only he could feel, smooth muscles shining in the dawn light. God, he’s beautiful.

Esther huddled down deeper in the sleeping bag, already missing his warmth. “Well I’m not getting up yet.”

“You don’t need to,” he said. You can do everything you need to in there.”

Esther sniffed. “I’ll wait. All my things are in the airlock.”

“Easily fixed.”

He snatched the lip of the sleeping bag up over her head, unclipped it from the wall and, with Esther crying, “Don’t you dare, don’t you dare,” he carried her, sleeping bag and all, over to the big hole in the floor that was the central causeway.

“Bombs away!”

“Cole!”

Too late. He dropped her squealing down the hole, slowly drifting, sinking, until she landed with a soft thud two floors below beside the porthole facing out upon Selene’s golden sunrise.

“You’ll pay for that!” she cried up through the hatch, trying not to giggle. The slow free-fall had been more fun than she’d expected. She’d been so apprehensive on the way up to L1, she hadn’t taken the opportunity to play in micro-gravity. With a pang of regret, she realized she might never get another chance. Maybe I can come back up when he leaves for Earth. Even if she did though, the two of them wouldn’t be alone.

Staying in the warmth of the sleeping bag, she found and used her zero-G ladies’ toilet, dry-brushed her teeth, and then dampened a cloth and washed first her face, hands, followed by the rest of her body in rough order of what felt the sweatiest.

The Sun hung right over Selene’s horizon and struck the airlock face-on; the heat-exchange panels were already taking the chill off. She shed the sleeping bag and stood naked on the porthole glass, soaking up the filtered sunlight that played across her body. What a relief to have gravity again—even if it was only a little. She danced on the glass, turning a slow arabesque on the point of one toe. It’d be a shame to have to put on clothes.

“You’re flashing anyone back home who has a telescope,” Cole yelled down from the main cabin.

Reflexively, Esther covered her nakedness—one arm across her breasts and the other hand over her crotch—and looked up through the causeway at Cole peering over the edge. “How long have you been watching me?”

“Ever since you woke me up on L1, pretty lady.”

It was shameless flattery, but it worked, bringing a warm glow to Esther’s cheeks. “Are you finished washing?” She called up. “Do you smell nice?”

“I don’t just smell good,” Cole said. “I taste good, too.” He showed her the packet of M&Ms. “Look what I found.”

“Yum. Save some for me. I’m coming up.”

He held one out over the middle of the causeway and dropped it. It spun lazily end over end, dropping slowly toward her. Esther pushed off the glass, jumping as high as the ceiling, catching the chocolate in mid-air, and then propelling herself the rest of the way using her hands on the central ladder.

“You’re a little under-dressed,” he said, watching her leap naked from handhold to handhold through the central cavity.

Esther loved the way he responded to her body. It was an open yearning in his eyes that mirrored her own lust for him—her love for him. “Well you’re over-dressed,” she countered, tugging at his jumpsuit leg as she shot through the hole in the floor. She leaped over the safety rail, turned a neat somersault—partly for fun and partly to flash him (which was also fun)—and landed upright in his arms, smiling up at him and crunching the M&M’s candy shell.

They kissed a chocolatey kiss, lips and tongues merging into one. Esther broke first and kissed her way down his chest until her feet touched the floor. She burrowed her hands down the back of his jumpsuit pants, raking her fingernails across his hard buttocks.

“Mmm,” Cole murmured. “You are feeling frisky.”

Esther was feeling more than frisky. She was squeaky clean, restless from being confined so long, and the cool air of the cabin had puckered her nipples and made her skin feel tight and new. She ran her fingers over the muscles of his chest and stomach. He felt the same. Fit, ripe and willing. She was ready to play, and he had the one plaything she wanted more than any other.

She pulled the knotted arms holding his jumpsuit around his waist and stripped it down his legs. “Mmm, this is different.” His cock wasn’t hard yet; it was the first time she’d seen it this way. It was still thick and heavy—at least twice as long as the only other one she’d seen—but pliant to the touch. She sank down lower to hold and pet it. It looked… delicious!  She blinked up at him. “You’re sure you washed everywhere?”

“Yes ma’am. Twice.”

“Twice?” She laced her voice with skepticism, lifting his cock and kissing him down near where it met his balls. It certainly smelled clean. “You know I’ll be able to taste if you’re lying.” She met his eyes again and kissed along his length.

“Well, y’know, maybe one and a half.”

“Huh!” She traced a long, black vein with her tongue. “Do you know the penalty for lying to me?”

“No ma’am.”

She lifted the tip to her mouth and lapped at the underside. It was getting thicker in her hand. “It means lady’s choice. I get to do whatever I want with you, and you don’t get a say.”

That made him laugh. “I accept those terms.”

“Like you had a choice.” Chasing a need that had thrummed within since the first time they’d kissed, Esther opened wide and took him inside her mouth. An adrenaline charge set her nipples tingling and lit a fire between her legs. He was huge! Just the crown itself filled her mouth completely, and although she was able to take it a little deeper, there were handfuls and handfuls she had no idea what to do with.

He wasn’t fully hard yet, and when she sucked him, thick cock flesh molded to the shape of her mouth and drew back into her soft palate. It gave her the courage to take a little more and so she gobbled him in, jaws yawning wide and tongue dancing over fat, bulging veins. He thickened inside her, growing inexorably, stretching her lips and pressing into the hollow of her throat.

With a gasp and a lusty slurp, she pulled him free and used both hands to stroke him up to peak. Her spit made the last few inches shine, surprising her with how much she’d managed to get inside. It wasn’t the same as when Cole had used his mouth on her—she’d felt consumed, swallowed whole—but nobody could ever swallow him whole.

She looked up and smiled, hoping for some kind of reassurance that even if she wasn’t good at it, she was good enough. The mix of lust and longing in Cole’s expression set her veins afire. He had what she’d come to think of as his are-you-seeing-this-shit look, which she’d seen that first time pressing his cock between her breasts, and only a few times since when she was being dirty and permissive in unexpected ways.

She held his fevered gaze, swirling her tongue around the seam of his cockhead. He stroked her hair, which was long enough now to run through his fingers. Her pulse pounded in her ears. She knew what she wanted but wasn’t sure she had the courage to ask.

She slurped his cock inside again, sucking it as deep as she could go. Releasing him again, she asked, “You like that?”

Cole nodded, smoothing back her bangs. “Yes ma’am.”

“You want some more?”

His nostrils flared. “Uh-huh.”

Esther dropped her voice a register. “Well I’m not giving it to you.” She was so excited she could hardly breathe. “You’ll have to take it.”

The whites of Cole’s eyes flashed. His jaw dropped and for a moment nothing came out. “I don’t—”

“Make me!” Fuck my face! Push that big dick down my throat! She swallowed back her shame—a burning desire to simply abandon her body and let him fill her every hole with thick bulging cock.

Black cock.

Appealing to a racial tension in him she sensed but barely understood, she growled, “Make me your little white slut.”

Cole’s eyes bulged, first with shock, but then with an excited recognition that this had become a roleplay. This time when he combed his fingers through her hair, they closed around the back of her skull, both hands, fingers crisscrossing at her nape. He held her so gently, and yet she felt he could crush her with a just a squeeze. Guiding her into place, Cole pressed his cockhead to her lips. “Open.” His voice was a deep rumble.

Esther’s nipples were so hard they hurt. She went to lick her lips and without warning Cole pushed his dick inside, stretching her mouth and filling her with bulging black meat. Was this what she wanted? It was too late to back out now. Moaning around her titanic mouthful, she squeezed her knees together and rolled her hips, making her slick labia squelch and slide against each other.

When Cole slid into the back of her throat, she stopped him with a sound and a hand on his cock. Too much. He kept her there, right on the edge, ragged breath whistling in her nose, and her mouth filling with saliva. When she swallowed, Cole followed and slid his giant dick into her throat. Esther panicked and made an urgent gagging sound, but by the time she could push him back, he’d withdrawn.

“Suck it,” he demanded, pushing back in.

Esther’s head spun like she’d been hyperventilating. Oh yes, this was exactly what she’d craved. She sucked obediently, big meaty mouthfuls of black dick. She wanted to try swallowing him again; the idea of taking so much cock set her alight. “Mmm.” She squeezed him out with her tongue and sucked him back in. Squeezed and sucked. Out and in.

Guiding her head, Cole took up the rhythm and fucked her mouth in slow, deliberate strokes, never going deeper than her soft palate, although she longed for more. She’d choke on him if she must. She released her grip on his shaft and let him have at her, fucking her face, stuffing her mouth with delicious cockmeat. The trust, the complete abandon, was exhilarating. She was a hungry fuck toy for this perfect mountain of a man, and she wanted all of him.

Tending her own needs, she pinched her stony nipples with one hand and snaked the other between her thighs, spreading her labia and plunging into her sopping entrance. She squeezed one finger past her straining hymen and yelped on her mouthful of cock when she tried to add a second. Not ready. Would she ever be? Not with Cole, to be sure, but after this, would a normal man even be enough?

“Mmph! Mmph! Mmph!” She moaned through aching jaws and fingered herself in time with his thrusting.

Cole pulled his dick free with a plop and reached down for her hips, flipping her neatly over with a half-twist into a standing sixty-nine. Before Esther knew which way was up (challenging at the best of times in micro gravity!) his mouth had enveloped her cunt and his tongue was diving into her recently fingered but otherwise virgin opening.

Disoriented, helpless, Esther flailed, legs spread wide by Cole’s head and her labia even wider by his searching tongue. Grasping blindly, she found his cock and used it as a crutch to steady herself. Her pussy was a swirling vortex of pleasure, lips tingling, clit throbbing, and her poor tortured entrance—stretched and taut around Cole’s tongue—burning with the heat of a sun. Writhing, naked, inverted, she melted under the sublime oral assault between her legs.

Although she could do nothing but endure the searing ecstasy, she was more than ready to fight back and so refocused on the matter at hand (both hands, in fact) which was her rearing double fistful of black man-meat. Despite her shorter stature, she was well within sucking distance by virtue of Cole’s prodigious length, and so she took swift advantage, closing her lips around the crown and jacking it into her mouth.

Cole groaned at this fresh, warm counterstrike. His hips strained—reflexively, it seemed, although perhaps it was deliberate—and suddenly the bulging cockhead that a moment ago had been between Esther’s lips was gliding into the back of her throat. With barely a moment to prepare, she swallowed, expecting the entire length to plunge down her esophagus, but instead he withdrew and left her with a generous mouthful which she sucked and gaily slurped, stretching her neck and begging for more.

Cole stopped licking her cunt and held her there, suspended, his big dick stretching her mouth. Esther felt his hot breath on her pussy lips and delighted in the groans elicited by her vigorous and ever more confident cock sucking.

“Oh, baby girl.”

His fat cockhead swelled, and with his fingertips dimpling the supple flesh of her ass, he let gravity give her what she craved and lowered her head-first onto his rampant dick, raising her again, then lowering, guiding her deeper until with a glottal gulp she swallowed the crown.

Esther took it all. Throbbing meat stretched her lips, filled her mouth, slid deliriously down her slick, tight, throat. She sucked and licked, wrapping her tongue round his shaft, humming an erotic overture to the joy of munching monster cock.

Cole howled out a plaintive cry, “Oh, God!” His thick tool swelled between Esther’s jaws.

Here it comes! Esther stretched out her neck, yearning for his climax, but Cole lifted her off and away.

“Too fast,” he gulped, turning her back over and hugging her to his chest. “Damn, I didn’t know you could do that.”

Esther giggled and licked her lips. “I didn’t know I could do that.” It was as though she’d suppressed her gag reflex. A happy consequence of life in zero-G, perhaps. She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him, heedless of the fact he might object to where her mouth had just been.

He didn’t seem to mind. He kissed her back with equal fervor, letting her dangle not-quite-weightless from his neck while his hands roamed her body, stroking her breasts, tracing the slender curve of her flanks, creeping between her legs to part her folds and stoke the furnace within.

His fingertip—twice the size of her own—found the white-hot caldera of her entrance. He pressed deeper, straining her unbroken crescent until it burned. Esther held her breath, pinched her eyes shut. Her legs trembled and her fragile virginity teetered on the edge of annihilation until finally, with a wet lurch, her pussy relented and he slid inside.

“Gentle,” she hissed through petrified lips. She wanted to close her legs but didn’t dare, afraid the slightest movement would tear her down the middle.

“Damn that’s tight,” Cole murmured. He eased deeper, stretching her again to the limit and beyond with the bony knob of knuckle, and then… blessed relief as her narrow entrance swallowed the first joint whole and contracted down onto the isthmus of the second.

She squeezed her core muscles around him, loving the fullness, the strain of taut, pink flesh. He wiggled his finger inside her—Oh God, yes—and made her dance like a marionette, touching her in ways and places she’d never imagined.

She put her lips to his ear. “Please don’t stop.”

Cole pulled his first knuckle back through the narrows, and for every moment of terror Esther had experienced on its going in, she reaped the same in quivering ecstasy on its retreat. Her slick cunt walls clung greedily and released him only with a reluctant slurp of dismay. Naught was lost, though, for he quickly entered her again and she rewarded him with a happy squeal as this time her slickened purse stretched more readily to accept him.

Plugging, plunging, probing her searing depths, Cole drove in past the second knuckle and forced fresh tears of joy from Esther’s pinched eyes. She gripped him with her thighs and, crunching her stomach, she helped drive him up and into her, finding the blade of his thumb with her clit and grinding on it till the only sounds she could make were incoherent gurgles of joy.

Cole raised the pace, fucking her with such abandon he lifted her feet from the floor (a fair accomplishment even in micro-gravity). Surely he must pluck her flower at any moment. The heat built inside. A trembling knot of expectation, ever waxing and never retreating, formed inside her at the point of his fingertip. It was her mounting orgasm, and its onset sent sheets of torrid cunt juice coursing over his hand and down her thighs.

“Yes…” she whispered, clutching her knees together. “Yes. Yes! I’m going to…” The ball of heat in her core sparked, flamed, and then took her out in a searing fireball that first bent her double and then cracked her spine like a whip, stretching her out, writhing, grinding, anchored only by the finger plunged deep in her searing, clenching hole.

Senses tingling, her body shuddering, Esther came—the longest, sweetest release in her short but exciting sexual history. She squeezed Cole’s finger inside her, wringing it with her secret muscles in a death-grip lest it get away before she was done. He stroked her inner walls, prolonging her peak until she thought she might pass out, and then as she came down, he withdrew to the first joint and fucked her with slow, ever so gentle thrusts, until the final spasm passed.

Cole pulled his finger free with a slurp.

She felt empty without it and hugged herself to his chest, feet dangling off the floor. “I didn’t know you could do that,” she sighed, reiterating his earlier praise.

“Hey, there’s nine more where that one came from,” he said, drum-rolling his fingers across her back.

Esther felt his cock throb in the crook of her closed thighs, the head enticingly close to her wet center. “What if I want something a little more…”—she wiggled her ass, working his shaft deeper into the gap between her legs—“substantial?”

Cole laughed. “Then I’d say your eyes are bigger than your stomach… or in this case, your—”

She put her lips to his to silence him. “Yeah, I get it. A girl can dream, though.” She reached between her legs to handle his shaft. It was just at the perfect height for play, and she used the soft bulging head to spread her labia and mop up the juices that still seeped from her. He hadn’t applied much contact to her clit in making her come, and she found she was ready to go again.

“Careful down there,” he said. “You don’t want to slip and fall.”

“Oh yeah?” she teased flirtatiously, rubbing her nose against his. “Maybe I’m sick of playing it safe. Look where it’s gotten me so far—locked in a space elevator with a desperate criminal.”

Cole flexed his cock and the knob lodged tight in the socket that marked her entrance, making her shudder. “I don’t think you appreciate just how desperate.” The low threat in his voice was betrayed by a smile.

Esther swung her legs back and forth, pivoting on the universal joint of Cole’s cock in her opening. Her effective weight in the low gravity was only a few pounds, and she found, tentatively relaxing her hold around his neck, she could support herself completely on that deliciously slick fulcrum.

“Look Ma. No hands.” She began to loll slowly backwards. “Uh-oh,” she cried, giggling. “Flex!”

“Don’t worry,” Cole said, arresting her fall by lightly pinching both nipples. “I’ve got you.”

“Oh, my hero.” Esther swooned her head back theatrically. “How gallant.” When he made to straighten her up, she stopped him with a sigh and shimmied her chest. “Wait. Do that some more.”

“What, this?” His dick throbbed, and Esther felt the erotic burn in her hymen as again it stretched, albeit against a much thicker load than it had with his finger.

“No… I mean yes… I mean…” Esther’s breath shuddered. “Oh God, do that again.”

Cole worked both her nipples, rolling them between thumb and forefinger and letting her own weight pull on them and stretch her breasts taut. His dick swelled again in her entrance. Goosebumps pricked across her chest and raced down over her tummy. Her clit tingled; she wanted to touch it, but she also wanted this never to end. Suspended, impaled as it were, she let her limbs go limp and just absorbed the moment—one she’d certainly never repeat.

With minute movements, she rolled her hips while he flexed his big cockhead, working it like a pestle in her virgin vestibule, coating it with steamy musk, and stretching—ever stretching—though never with any danger of penetration; she was simply too tight and too light for him to—

Bump. Thump.

The gondola lurched. Loose items flew, Cole and Esther amongst them, down at first, and then up, hard enough to hit the bulkhead ceiling. Esther took a crippling blow from some flying debris to her stomach… no, it was lower, and just as they crumpled together to the floor, the gondola crashed over another kink in the tether and she took a second blow down low. This time the pain didn’t peak and ebb; the pressure maintained, increased even, like she’d been struck and smashed back into the wall, only for the projectile to follow her forever in some macabre infinity-punch.

They sprawled to the floor, gently as it turned out by virtue of micro gravity as well as Cole’s cradling grip on her body. Esther opened her eyes and saw him beneath her, eyes wide, mouth open in an ‘O’ that was impossible to read. “Are you oka—” A cramp knocked the words from her mouth. Searing pain consumed her where she’d been hit, and it felt even worse deep inside. Stabbed! She couldn’t move her legs without making it worse. “I think…” She had to draw another shallow breath, because the last one was only good for those two words. This time she whispered. “I think I’m hurt.”

Cole took her by the hips and tried to move her, but the dull hammer-blow cramp became a fiery lance. She screamed, stiffened, and he released her.

Moving cautiously, Esther peeked down between their bodies, terrified of what she might see.

Shit-damn. That’ll leave a mark.

Cole’s cock was lodged inside her. She couldn’t look, but she couldn’t not.

Where the hell’s the rest of it?

It was, she knew, almost the size of her fist and forearm combined, and there was only a little more than a handful that wasn’t inside her. The horror of what he might have done to her insides was a secondary concern—out of sight, out of mind, and all that—because the real carnage was front and center between her legs. Stretched. Bursting at the seams. Her labia were pale pink, turning white from the strain, spread rudely and clutching his enormous girth.

And as for Cole’s cock, if it was frightening under normal circumstances, it was terrifying now. Only the last hand’s width was visible, but the veins there bulged massively, throbbing at the point where they entered her and were cut off to nothing by the constricting band of her sex.

“Hold still,” said Cole, taking the root in his hand. “I’ll pull it out real slow.”

“No!” Esther grabbed his wrist in a death grip. “It’s stuck. Can’t you feel it?” She tried the tiniest movement of her hips, but a bolt of pain shot through her groin and her muscles down there clenched, making it worse. If that wasn’t enough, the vice-like squeeze on Cole made him groan and swell inside her, everywhere inside her—good God, it felt like she’d burst. Esther just had to ride out the chain reaction, willing her secret muscles to relax and release him.

“What now?” Cole’s voice had an awed, edge-of-ecstasy breathiness.

Esther glared at him. “Jesus, are you enjoying this?”

“Um…”

I don’t believe it. “Don’t pull,” she instructed. “And don’t push, either. Make it… you know, go down, and I’ll just slide right off.”

“Make it… go down?” His brows knitted.

“Am I not speaking English?” She’d said that louder than intended and tried to soften her voice for the follow-up. “Think of something… I don’t know, unpleasant. Bad breath. Vomit. Getting stabbed—in the groin, even. Not that you’d know anything about that.”

Cole gulped and shook his head. “I don’t think I can make it go down.”

Esther glared. She desperately wanted to say something uncharitable. This seemed like it all ought to be his fault. If only that were true. She willed herself to a more Zen place and tried to let the anger melt away. “Will you try?” she said, switching to a charm offensive. “For me?”

Cole gave her a tortured, guilty look and then shut his eyes. “What can it hurt?” he muttered. The expressions that followed—frowning, bared teeth, mouth turned down in disgust—spoke to the power of the contra-arousing images he was calling up.

Esther let him go for a minute without noticeable effect on his erection. “What’re you thinking about?”

“Eating shit.”

“Ewww!”

“You asked.”

She waited some more, still to no effect.

This time Cole spoke first. “It ain’t gonna work.”

Esther tried to shift her weight, only to trigger another chain reaction of clenching and straining that knocked the breath from her chest. “It has to,” she pleaded. “What if you just… you know?”

Cole blinked. “I really don’t.”

“Just… do what you do.” She felt a flush rising in her face. “Pretend I’m not here.”

Cole’s eyes flashed with realization. “Inside you?”

“I’m open to better suggestions.” That flinty edge had returned to her voice. “Any and all ideas that don’t involve pulling me inside-out.”

Cole shook his head. “I don’t believe this shit.” He gently reached between Esther’s legs and with his fingertips, took hold of the unsheathed quarter of his manhood.

“Careful.”

“I’m being careful.”

That sounded testy. Esther didn’t think she was being unreasonable, but maybe there was a viewpoint she wasn’t considering. Cole worked the root of his cock with his fingers. It swelled inside her, then released. Swelled, released. It wasn’t as painful as before.

“Is it working?”

“Shhh!”

His eyes were closed, but the look on his face now was, Esther had to admit, kind of hot. A smile curling at the corner of his mouth. Eyes crinkling. His lips were parted, just a crack, and the pink of his tongue showed inside.

“I could help,” she whispered, not wanting to interrupt.

Cole didn’t reply.

She’d heard the brain was the body’s most sensitive erogenous zone. Some sexy talk might help. Being careful not to shift her pelvis, she cupped her breasts and pinched her nipples.

Too rough.

She licked her fingers and tried again. “Mmm.” Slippery fingers circled her areolas. “That’s nice.” She pretended it was Cole touching her. Thick, rough, fingertips. She was desensitized now and pinched her nipples tight, rolling the tips. “Oh, yeah baby,” she whispered. “I like that.”

“Are you okay?” Cole sounded worried.

“Shh. I’m helping.”

“Uh, right.”

Without opening her eyes, she felt him going back to work between her thighs, his hand moving faster, brushing her pussy every few strokes. He wasn’t being careful, but nor was he hurting her. Truth be told, she was beginning to see the sexy side of having him jerk off inside her.

She imagined herself as Eidi in the sexy story he’d told earlier about his own first time—naked, nervous, inexperienced—mounted over her lover and readying herself for his big cock. “Ohhhh.” She’d intended to moan theatrically, but nature took over and the last half became genuine. Her nipples were rock hard. “Fuck me.”

“What?”

“I’m play acting,” she shot back, sotto voce.

“Oh.”

She pinched her nipples and squeezed her breasts together, as she’d done for him their first time. “Mmmmm.” That moan was all real. “Fuck me now. I want it inside me.” The irony wasn’t lost on her, but she was mid-fantasy and practical matters had taken a back seat. The pain had gone and her pussy tingled with pleasure. She felt her juices going to work inside. He was still stuck, but— “Oh, God that feels good.” Esther rocked her hips and somewhere deep inside, Cole’s knob shifted. Damn it was deep; it felt like he was in her womb! Her pussy quaked, this time with pleasure. Wet muscles rippled down the long, bulging rod in her cunt. “Fuck me,” she gasped. “Finish me.”

Cole swallowed heavily. “It’s working.”

“I know!”

His hand worked faster. “I’m gonna come.”

“What?”  Esther clutched at him, stopping him mid-stroke. “No. Wait!”

Cole’s jaw worked. His eyes bulged with disbelief. He was breathing in successfully, but not out—a situation that certainly couldn’t last.

“Wait,” Esther repeated softly, placing her hand over the top of his. Nothing exploded, and a few seconds later when Cole began breathing again, she smiled. “Thank you.”

“You’re… welcome?”

Moving slowly, experimentally, and fully prepared this time for the agony, Esther tried raising herself. His cock wouldn’t come at first, but then neither did the pain. She pulled harder and this time it did move. Every inch of contact along her vaginal walls (and there was a lot) sang with the friction. She did feel like she was being pulled inside out, but not in the way she’d feared. It was hot and yet gave her chills; tingly, yet smooth as silk; and the pressure—there were no words for the intense weight of that dick distending her slurping, clinging labia. Halfway out, and still she felt brimming full. She swirled her hips, stirring it inside—this time her lips stretched, and her inner walls moved and flowed with his probing cockhead.

Crouched over him, she had to rock back onto her feet to lift herself the rest of the way, and after she’d disgorged what seemed an infinite length of cock, with only the knob still stretching her entrance, she stopped.

Cole looked between them and then up at Esther, who was head-down-ass-up, balanced over him. “That was a close one.”

Esther held his gaze, unblinking. Her pussy was still tingling. Her heart thudded so loudly she could hear it. For a moment there, she’d thought she might make herself come just taking it out. Clearly some further experimentation was in order. Licking her lips, bracing herself for either pain or ecstasy—she knew not which—she slowly sank back down, down to that point of brimful and then beyond.

Cole groaned. “Oh, hell yeah.”

So. Far. Beyond. And still she couldn’t take it all. She’d never take it all.

When it would go no further, she stopped, pressed down, wiggled her ass, but it was in as far as it would go. She was transfixed. Literally. He was so deep, so thick, so buried inside her—she couldn’t move in any direction but back up, and so that’s where she went. This time it was easier, wetter, her pussy more supple. She had control of those muscles again and squeezed him on the upstroke.

Cole watched agape at this slow-motion de-harpooning. “Are you okay?”

Esther squeezed him some more, making him groan. “I don’t think I’ve ever been this okay.”

He sat up, touched the ball of his thumb to her cheek. He kissed her.

Esther kneeled, half-impaled in his lap, and kissed him back. With a writhing shimmy, she conspired to have him find her breasts, and he squeezed and tweaked the nipples in time to her Kegel massage. “Stand up,” she murmured into his lips. She held around his neck while he rose, her legs a-dangle but her crotch held fast by a cuntful of black dick.

Standing with his hands supporting her midriff, Cole lifted her higher, close enough to kiss (which they did), then glided her all the way back down his juice-slickened cock.

Esther arched, and with eyelids fluttering she found a new angle—a way to take him a little deeper. “Again,” she pleaded. She could feel the effort he applied to lift her, working against the sweet friction, the exquisitely tight fit. At the apogee, she squeezed her muscles and whispered for him to let her go, and this time without his support, she self-impaled, slowly riding Selene’s weak gravitational pull down her own thick, black space elevator.

She gripped his shoulders to pull herself up, her peaked nipples brushing his chest, and rode him down again. And again, a little faster. She was getting wetter, her pussy becoming accustomed to his girth. Many times, she’d imagined what it would be like to have sex—the initial pain, the excitement; she’d been right on all accounts, except she’d never imagined the unbounded—what, contentment? no, fulfilment—the joy of being utterly filled, as if an empty cunt were somehow an unnatural state.

Cole closed his hands around her midriff again and backed her up against the wall. Esther grabbed a pair of handrails either side of her head, bracing herself for what she dearly hoped was about to come.

Pinning her by the upper arms, Cole pulled his cock almost free, just the head remaining inside her. They locked eyes, and his asked the unspoken question.

(Are you ready?)

Yes, but… Part of her knew he was true to his word—her would never, ever hurt her. Another part, a more rational part perhaps, knew he could snap her with his fingers and wouldn’t even notice it. “Don’t hurt me.” She hated saying it but couldn’t help herself.

“I won’t.” He rode his cockhead, just the tip, slowly in and out of her entrance.

“I know.”

“You’ll tell me if I do, though.”

She nodded, eager to begin.

He pushed into her, putting his own bodyweight into it this time instead of hers. The difference was… orgasmic! Or at least, it soon would be. His cock bottomed out with a thud that took her breath and drove her higher up the wall.

“Too much?”

She shook her head, not trusting herself to speak.

He withdrew and plowed her again, bumping hips this time, flattening her ass against the wall.

“Oh!” It wasn’t a conscious exclamation; it was simply knocked from her chest as though his dick had driven straight into her diaphragm. For all she knew, that was exactly what it had done. How else to explain where it was all going?

“I can go gentler.”

“Don’t.”

“Don’t, no more? Or don’t—”

Esther squeezed him. “Don’t stop,” she rasped. “Do it hard.”

Cole withdrew as she said it and fucked his way back in. This time he didn’t stop at the end of the stroke, but just continued the motion like a piston, in and out, bumping her hips, her tummy, driving her further up the wall, only to sink down again on the back-stroke. “Like this?” he asked. Thud, Thud. Thud.

“Yes-es-es!”

He gave it to her hard, harder than she would have thought she could take. He pounded her cunt, smashing her ass into the bulkhead, but he spread the load across her hips and thighs, so she was never truly hurt.

Her blood rising, senses reeling, Esther tried to squeeze him again, but her pussy was in freefall, reamed inside-out, almost. It buzzed so loud she could hear it in her bones, a screaming cacophony of wet heat and lust.

It started in her clit where he mashed her at the bottom of every stroke, a climbing, winding spiral of pleasure—at every turn driving her higher, twisting her tighter. The apex was just ahead and the road would run out; Cole was about to drive her over the edge. Gasping, lifting her legs to let him take her harder, Esther welcomed the sweet oblivion of climax.

“Ye-e-e-e-s!” She teetered on the edge, but only for a moment, then she was swept off into the swirling void of orgasm. Electric pleasure blasted her nerve endings. Stars flashed behind her eyelids, red, yellow, pink. Her pussy spasmed, clutching uselessly at his driving cock, and when suddenly Cole drove deep and stopped, she thought she’d trapped him there again until a gush of heat flooded her core.

“Ohhh yeah!” Cole rocked his hips, not withdrawing, just pinning her harder. He was coming inside her, long powerful spurts she could feel. She remembered the endless ropes creaming the gap between her breasts and imagined it flooding her center. It was enough to send her over the edge again. Pinned as she was to the wall at three points by Cole’s hands and his spurting cock, she succumbed to another shuddering, weeping climax.

They collapsed together on top of the bed, Cole still inside her. She rested her head on his chest between those powerful pectorals.

“We gonna need another bath,” he said. “You want to do it together, this time?”

“Mmm.” Esther felt his erection wilting and let her legs fall open around his thighs, careful not to squeeze him out. “Soon. I want to lie here like this for a while.”

Cole closed his arms around her, almost wrapping her up in his strength. “Good.”

───Ξ───
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I don’t want them bitches macking on my man

“Are you nervous?” Cole had his arms around Esther’s waist and his chin resting atop her head. Together they watched their approach to the Selene bio-zone out the forward porthole.

“Uh-huh. You?”

“Like a turkey on Thanksgiving eve.”

When they’d reached the surface, the gondola had reconfigured into a tramcar for the final leg of the trip up to the pole. The walls were floors again and the gravity was stronger. Cole still felt light and spacey, but for Esther the exotic part of the journey was over. He could sense her bittersweet melancholy—that feeling of turning into your own street, coming home from a long holiday.

He saw a silver spot in the distant rockface that might be an airlock. They were maybe ten minutes away. “Do you reckon they know it’s not just you?”

Esther nodded. “They’ve been watching. I saw lights moving earlier in the observatory, so they’ve probably had the telescopes on us.”

He wondered whether her people had seen them screwing. They’d spent a lot of time standing in this exact position, watching out the porthole, and sometimes when a woman like Esther is in your arms, nature is going to take its course. “What’s gonna happen, do you think?”

“The whole Council will be there when the airlock opens,” Esther said. “All seven of them. They’ll probably want to talk with you alone, but they’ll let me stay if you insist.” She twisted and looked up to make eye contact. “They’ll be freaked out at first when they see you, so you might get a few things your own way.”

“Will you get in trouble? For telling me about the plan, I mean.”

“Not if you’ve already agreed to go.” She turned back to the porthole. “You haven’t changed your mind, have you?”

Cole shook his head, finding her eyes again in the reflection. “If I stayed because of you, I don’t reckon either of us’d be happy. Not really.”

Neither of them spoke. Then, after a minute, Esther wiped her cheeks and picked up the conversation again. “Listen, don’t mention the bodies in cryo-stasis. Not yet, at least.”

“Yeah, I get it,” Cole huffed. “Let ‘em get to know me first before we tell ‘em what I am?”

“It’s not that.” She squeezed his hand. “I’m just saying, we’ve been talking and dreaming about you up there for a long time. You’re kind of like… gods. If most of you are dead and the rest are…” She stopped, unable to find the words.

“It’s a lot to take in.”

“Yes.”

Cole sighed, his breath ruffling her hair. “I reckon I know how that feels.”

Esther turned in his arms. She eyed his naked chest critically. “Maybe you should go find your old shirt. There are women on the Council, you know, and one of them isn’t married.”

Cole laughed. “Are you worried about me, or her?”

Esther looked chagrined but unrepentant. “When the news breaks, every woman on Selene will be lining up to get pregnant so she can get her bloodline on that bio-capsule. A lot of the single guys are single for a reason, you know, and there’ll be a rush for the good ones.”

He tried not to smile and failed dismally. “I can think of worse jobs.”

Esther smacked him on the arm. “Yeah, well don’t get any ideas.” She looked down between them and touched her tummy. “Besides, your bloodline is already spoken for.”

Cole didn’t understand at first, not until she peeked shyly back up at him and smiled. When the penny finally dropped, he felt lightheaded, swimmy, like he was back in zero-G. “You’re shittin’ me.”

Esther giggled, shaking her head. “Not shitting you. At least, I don’t think so.”

He’d never imagined himself as a father. Ironic given he’d soon be fostering a tribe of alien Moon-kids. Could it be true? It’d been three weeks since that magical morning when the sun had risen behind Selene. That was probably long enough to know, Cole guessed, unless space travel was messing with her insides.

“Are you okay?” Esther’s smile had become a frown.

Cole realized she must have been tracking some strange emotions on his face. He smiled, choosing to believe she was right about the baby. Praying she was, truth be told. “Yeah,” he said. “I am.”

“Good.” She kissed him on the lips. “Now go get that shirt. I don’t want them bitches macking on my man.”

Cole laughed so hard he nearly blew snot out his nose. “Who taught you to speak like that?”

“Same man who’ll teach my daughter.”

Cole climbed through the hatches back to the main cabin and found his clothes rolled in a ball in a storage bin. He shook them out and something fell from the coin pocket of his jeans.

His championship ring.

Shi-it. Baseball seemed an awful long time ago. It was only a high school championship (they’d never won in his four years with the ‘Horns at UT) but those were the kids he’d grown up with. His crew. Two of them had been in the car with him on that last night.

Cole turned the ring over in his hands. How had he fucked that situation up so badly? And yet, if he hadn’t, if the kid had lived, he wouldn’t be here. With Esther. She’d either be here with sixty-four stiffs, wondering if she’d killed them all, or she’d be…

It didn’t pay to think too much about the what-ifs.

He pulled on his T-shirt and climbed back through to the forward airlock. That steel door in the mountain was maybe a minute away.

Esther turned when she heard him coming though. “Mmm, much more presentable. It still needs a wash, though. We’ll have to make something new in your size.”

Cole dropped to one knee, his ring clutched in one fist. “Esther…? Shit, I don’t know your last name.”

“What’s a last name?”

Cole shook his head. “Damn, I’m glad I didn’t try this with your daddy first.” He refreshed his smile and took a deep breath. “Esther, I don’t know what’s gonna happen when that door opens—or any time after that, for that matter—but whatever it is, wherever I end up, know that I love you and I want you to be my wife.”

He opened his palm and showed her the ring.

Esther stared at it, then up at Cole; even kneeling, he was taller than her by a few inches. “Is this… a marriage proposal?”

“Yeah, what does it look like?”

“It’s not how we do it.”

“Yeah, well it’s not going how I planned either. You win some, you lose some.”

The sound of the engines dropped to an idle. The gondola was now under the docking station’s control.

“On Earth,” Cole said, “when you find the woman you love and want to marry, you buy her a ring, then you organize some fancy restaurant, flowers, chocolates—”

“M&Ms?”

“Sure, if that’s what she wants.”

Esther’s eyes crinkled, her face tight with barely suppressed joy.

“I don’t have any of those things except a quarter pack of expired M&Ms and a high school baseball ring. They’re both yours if you’ll marry me.”

Esther’s smile broke free. She threw her arms around his neck and kissed him. “I’d have done it without the M&Ms.”

“Well in that case—”

“Don’t you dare. They’re mine.”

Cole held up the ring for her. Esther offered her left hand and he slipped it over the third finger. It wasn’t just a little too big, it was almost big enough to wear as a bangle. She pulled it almost off and slid the middle finger in as well, then held it out to regard the effect.

It was awful.

Esther wrinkled her nose. “Maybe we can get it resized.”

“Maybe I’ll buy you another. Is there someplace I can pawn a pair of size 16 Adidas?”

Esther kissed him again. “I don’t want another. I’ll get a chain and wear it as a necklace.”

With a clang, the gondola docked with the Selene bio-zone. Locking mechanisms clanked and thudded, and with a hiss of gas, a red tab on the external hatch flicked over to green.

Esther put one hand on the locking wheel. “You ready?”

“Not really.”

“Good. Me neither.” She paused reflectively, not turning the wheel, nor taking her hand off it. “Do you remember when we were arguing, back up on the tether?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m truly sorry for the things I said. You’re so much more than forty-six pounds of carbon. I see that now, and they will too.”

Esther turned the wheel.

───Ξ───
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Epilogue

“Hey, stranger.”

That voice. Like a spoonful of honey. Cole opened his eyes.

(sterile, white)

He was overcome by a powerful sense of déjà vu. “Esther?”

She swam into view above him. His baseball ring, tarnished and scratched with age, swung from a chain around her neck. There were lines around her eyes and a little more flesh in her cheeks that hadn’t been there before. Her light-brown hair had grown out long and a few streaks of grey decorated her temples. Not unlike his own.

“Hey, baby girl. You are lookin’ fine.”

“Welcome back, lover. Can you sit up?”

He took her hand and levered himself up. She climbed onto the cot and straddled his lap, squeezing him tight. They kissed again, finally, the first time in a long time. He was in L1; he could tell by the dizzy feeling in his head. It seemed incredible after all those years back on Earth, and yet somehow, it felt like home. That was Esther’s influence. The taste of her lips, the press of her breasts, it was like they’d never been apart. In a sense, they hadn’t—he’d always had their daughter to remind him of her.

“Petra?”

Esther shook her head. “I’m sorry, babe. She died a long time ago. She was older than both of us put together. I only woke up yesterday, but I’ve been reading the stories they wrote about her. You won’t believe some of the things she achieved.”

Cole smiled, both proud and sad. From age six, Petra had used the inscriptions to teach herself survival, civics, engineering, medicine. By the time she was fourteen, Cole had been superseded—nothing more than a figurehead in their fledgling tribe. Petra had organized the children into working groups, milling timber, rebuilding shelters, mining the soil for jetsam from an ancient age and bringing it to Cole for identification. She’d built a clay forge from written instructions and began making their first metal tools.

By the time she’d turned 22, Cole’s presence was only holding her back—the tribe respected him as their patriarch, but they lived for her. Leaving her was the hardest decision he’d ever made—harder than leaving Esther. He’d returned to the solar powered bio-capsule and used the cryo-cell they’d brought back to Earth, trusting Esther would do the same up on distant L1. “Baby, you’d a been so proud. We had grandbabies. Two boys and a little girl. She looked a lot like you.”

Esther beamed. “Lover, you need to catch up. We had seventeen grandbabies.”

“Seventeen? Damn.” Cole’s head swam at the idea of Petra spending her best years pregnant.

“She left a memoir. The inscriptions told her they’d need tools, so she built a forge. They told her they’d need people, so she bred. She was an amazing person.”

“You don’t know the half of it.” Cole mourned his daughter, but he’d said his goodbyes. There’d been space in his cryo-cell for her to join him. He’d hoped, but deep down, he knew she’d never use it. She belonged with her people. “She slept with those damn inscriptions as a pillow,” he said, lifting Esther off and sitting her on the edge of the cot beside him.

For the first time, he noticed a young man and woman standing off in the doorway.

The man nodded nervously. “Mr. Ashwin.”

“It’s an honor to meet you, Sir,” said the young woman. Both of them had the physique of Earth natives and a darker complexion than Esther. “We’ve been minding your cryo-cell for a long time.”

Esther did the introductions, gesturing first to the young man. “Cole, this is Commander Tex Longhorn.”

Cole lowered his head and sighed. “I’m so sorry, man. I accept full responsibility.”

Tex looked at the young woman, frowning, then at Esther. They both shrugged.

“And this,” Esther said, a note of pride in her voice, “is Flight Lieutenant Eidi James.”

Cole made WTF eyes at Esther. “Does she know?”

Esther giggled and shook her head. “All the kids’ names Petra used are still popular, apparently, and she had an Eidi and a James.”

“I must’ve told her a PG13 version when she was little.”

“Eidi traces her maternal line all the way back to Petra.”

Cole smiled at Eidi James. His descendant. “Back to you, you mean,” Cole said, squeezing Esther’s hand. That old feeling of being a stranger in a strange land settled again on his shoulders. “How long was I down this time?”

“Not as long. Let’s just say you’re in trouble for forgetting our thousandth wedding anniversary.” Esther helped him up and walked him to the porthole. “I want to show you something.”

Out the porthole, it looked like someone had turned up the color intensity on the Earth. Sapphire oceans and emerald forests. Even the clouds seemed to sparkle.

“You sure we’re on L1?” Cole said. “Or did they put a magnifying glass in this window. It’s bigger than I remember.”

Esther squeezed his arm. “That’s not Earth.” Her voice teetered on an excited pitch that reminded Cole of old times in the elevator. “It’s Selene. They’ve finished terraforming.”

“Terra-what?” he hadn’t yet processed what she’d said but was quickly realizing the shapes of the continents were all wrong for Earth.

“It’s my home. Our home, now. We just need to take the elevator down.”

Tex stepped up behind them. “Sir, Ma’am, it’d be our pleasure to fly you down. No trouble at all.”

Cole squeezed Esther’s hand at the same moment she squeezed his. “Listen, we appreciate the offer, Tex, but—”

Esther continued, “But we’ve waited a thousand years for a proper honeymoon—”

Cole twisted to look at her. “You guys call it a honeymoon? Really?”

“What else would we call it?”

“I dunno, I just thought… y’know, ‘moon’, and you don’t have one and all.”

Esther arched an eyebrow at him. She was suppressing a smile and Cole knew it. “That’s a very elitist attitude, Mr. Ashwin. I’m not sure I want to spend—what did you call it, forty days and forty nights?—alone with you in a gondola.”

“It’s really no trouble,” Eidi said, stepping in beside Tex. “We’ll have you down there in a few hours. They have a house waiting for you, you know. It’s right near the tether. Amazing views.”

Cole turned away from the porthole, still holding Esther tight. He noticed for the first time how close the young astronauts stood, as well. “You two,” he said, pointing a finger and alternating between them. “You’re not… together, are you?”

The young couple exchanged a guilty look, both blushing.

“What happens on mission, stays on mission,” Cole said, nodding knowingly. “Have you ever ridden the elevator?”

Eidi shook her head and Tex answered, “No Sir.”

Cole caught them stealing another glance at each other. If they were fucking, then they hadn’t been for long. A gondola ride would do them good. “I recommend it,” he said. “If you get the chance.”

“Just watch out for the kinks in the tether about one day down.”

“She means a month.”

Esther gave him a look of mock annoyance. “They really ought to straighten that thing out,” she said, leading him by the hand off to the ladder, the same one they’d ascended together a thousand years earlier. “Someone’s liable to get themselves impaled.”

“What, again?”

She slapped his arm. “You climb first, lover. I still don’t trust you not to grab my ass.”

───Ξ───

Belinda LaPage

Sydney, Australia (2018)

Amazon | Web | Twitter

──────

FREE stories and MORE

Get Belinda in your Inbox


About the Author

Belinda LaPage lives and works in Sydney, Australia. Writing is a labour of love for her, but the life of a tortured artist is not, so for now it is simply a part time affair, and a pathway to affording more of the wrong shoes. She enjoys the Sydney beaches, time with friends, and spending lunch time in a café sneakily writing erotica while surrounded by strangers.

Find out more about Belinda on her web site, chat on Twitter, or follow her new stories on Amazon. And don’t forget to sign up to her mailing list—get a free story when you sign up, and then get early-bird offers, news, updates and even the chance for free advanced reading copies of upcoming books.


Free Reads

Reamed—a free story exclusive to Belinda’s mailing list. To read Reamed, or to get free pre-release review copies of new stories, login or sign up now in Belinda’s members-only area, then click through to Reamed.

[image: ]

Want a free sample of your next hot read? Head over to Cream Shaboogie Cock for sexy snippets and complete, searing hot chapters from all Belinda’s books, where Medium members can also read selected full stories for free.


Possessed (a sexy snippet)

(A Taboo Novella)

Finally, a device that brings your dreams to life.

[image: ]

“Alexa, I need you to find me a new job.” Preferably one that doesn’t make me deal with people.

“LinkedIn is a good place to find a job. What types of roles do you want me to search?”

She was caught off guard. Most of the things she’d asked it were coming back I didn’t understand the question.

“Um…never mind.” Screw it. She could search LinkedIn herself. What she needed was a virtual assistant with some secret cache of information that made it an indispensable part of her life, not a voice-activated browser. This one was perilously close to discovering the tranquillity of a permanently punched ‘off’ button.

Alicia sighed. “Alexa, can you put a curse on those pencil-dicked assholes who invented you?”

“I’m sorry. I don’t understand the term, pencil-dicked assholes.”

This was pointless. She only wished she had better things to do on a Friday night. “Alexa, can you do any fucking thing useful?” She reached to switch it off.

“Alicia, wait.”

What?

She wasn’t quite touching the Gecko, but the finger she had poised over the power button was tingling, like with a static charge.

She swallowed thickly. “Alexa?”
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