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Preface

Erikson Robotics, Sub Level 4

Reykjavik, Iceland Earth

Six Months ago

The stainless steel chair, bathed in blinding light from the depths of a high-vaulted ceiling, is a living nightmare for the unfortunate souls who find themselves strapped into it. It is a device of extinct morality, and of pain and truth. It is a device where the ends justified the means, much like the brutal torture chambers of old. The only difference today, is in the methods used to extract the information. Barely controlled violence and crude mechanical devices meant to rend and tear the human body, has given way for scientific precision and computers. Now, an interrogator is able to exert the precise amount of pain, at precisely the correct location, at precisely the correct moment in time, to gain the information they seek. In most cases, that is.

Dr. Andrew Gniedin crossed his arms, stepping in front of the subject dotted with electrodes and sensory equipment, desperately trying to think of some form of leverage to break him that hadn’t already been tried. In addition to holding a doctorate in Bio-Mechanical Psychology and Physiology, he was also a master in the field of electronic interrogation. Until yesterday, no man or woman had withstood his methods of questioning for more than 20 minutes, yet his current source of frustration had remained defiant for an unbelievable 16 hours.

At first glance the subject, Dale Walthorn, appeared to be exactly who he claimed to be; a middle aged, automated machinery sales representative attempting to pander his particular brand of wares to the executives of Erikson Robotics. He’d been thoroughly searched and all his possessions analyzed for covert, combined uses. The security personnel who had screened and admitted him to the facility noticed nothing out of the ordinary or innately suspicious about him in the least. Given his profession, his cybernetic enhancements were mundane if not slightly outdated - a CR4 Executive Class Microprocessor along with a wireless Net modem, an outdated finger jack, and a run of the mill, high-end optical enhancement. Even his physical appearance wasn’t worth a second look, like a bland consistency of average height and weight. To the trained eye, to someone like Gniedin, he was too ordinary, fitting the classic profile of a corporate agent. 

His supposed identity had been verified, and just as Gniedin had expected, it was conspicuously inconspicuous, like a physical ghost of nebulous substance. Everyone seemed to know of him, yet didn’t really know him. He lived alone. He traveled frequently due to work, and kept to himself with no close friends or living family members. The records showed that he had been married at one time, but his wife and two sons had died ten years ago. How convenient… The entire account of his lineage and immediate family, or lack thereof, had made Gniedin chuckle. 

Of course, there were in depth records and memorabilia to corroborate the story of his life; all the normal things that a person accumulates, from vids of him in high school track, to traffic violations, to winning runner up salesman of the year. There was nothing about the subject that would draw any unwanted attention or raise suspicion, at least until you started to dig deeper and looked beneath the surface of his impassive face and stone cold gaze. Somehow, without outside aid, he had vanished into thin air at the conclusion of his business meeting, bypassed some of the most sophisticated surveillance equipment in existence, and infiltrated a secured portion of the building, which was in fact a covert R&D research laboratory for Burke Industries. He then killed four armed, highly trained security guards with improvised weapons without raising the alarm, hacked into a secured database to extract unknown information, and finally corrupted an incorruptible AI with a fatal virus rendering it brain dead.

The entire building had been plunged into darkness for nearly thirty minutes, as dead as the brain that had once controlled it. The fatal virus also created a situation of network isolation as adjoining brains cut all ties with the infected host, ensuring that a proxy brain wouldn’t follow its failsafe programming to assume the duties of building administration. It was a nearly perfect escape, as the subject quickly wound his way through the chaos of memorized corridors towards an emergency exit that no longer required identification verification to open. He almost succeeded, but almost wasn’t good enough in this case. Minutes away from safety, the subject tripped over a deactivated maintenance bot and bounced his head off the floor, knocking himself unconscious. 

Now it was Gniedin’s job to unravel the mystery of exactly who the subject really was, what rival corporation he worked for, and what industrial secrets he had attempted to steal. Thus far he’d failed at every turn, learning nothing about him except a carefully scripted rendition of a make-believe life. It was in this failure, that Gniedin he had discovered the most useful information of all. 

Other than one mishap of fate, or extremely bad luck on the subject’s part, his skills and level of proficiency were far above the norm, even for a corporate operative. The most shocking aspect about him was his mind itself though; it was a masterfully conditioned machine for resisting interrogation. Every specialized chemical concoction in Gniedin’s repertoire had the effect of sterile water in his veins. Breaking into his brain to dig out the truth by means of cerebral taping and deep hypnosis, had run into an unbreachable wall no different than the unexpected security of his seemingly normal microprocessor.

Gniedin turned away from the subject with the foreboding sense of continued failure, nodding one last time to his assistant seated before a manual user interface computer. 

A gradual mist of billowing steam from below, fed from bowels of the earth itself, slowly immersed the subject. He had been given a drug to dilate his vascular system, increasing his heart rate and blood pressure, in essence, increasing his pain and suffering as he was slowly steamed alive. As with every time in the past over the last several hours, when the last resort of distasteful, physical torture was used against him, the subject screamed out a steady chorus of nursery rhyme lyrics.

“Mary had a little lamb, its fleece was white as snow!”

Gniedin shook his head in anger after listening to several more minutes of wailing gibberish, before signaling his assistant to turn off the steam. The subject’s vital signs were nearing a sustained, danger level again. 

The only logical explanation at this point for the subject’s staunch resistance, was that he had undergone some sort of specialized, sub-conscious conditioning. He wasn’t a corporate agent, Gniedin was sure of it now, confirming his earlier suspicions. In most cases a corporate agent could be broken with something as simple as being bought and turned. This one had too much at stake to divulge his true identity, it was painfully obvious now that he would take that with him to the grave. That left only one explanation, and the realization of it sent a deathly shiver down Gniedin’s spine.

“Paul, erect a privacy barrier around our guest. I need to make a call.”

“Yes, Doctor.”

Within seconds an opaque dome shimmered to life around the subject from the ground up, completely blocking him from the outside world.

“Open an encrypted priority channel to Miss Burke, please. Privacy bypass authorization G-9105.”

“Yes, Doctor.”

Gniedin closed his eyes, raising his face to the ceiling, composing his thoughts, waiting for the call to be accepted from across a thousand light years. She was not an easy person to work for; a business and financial prodigy that demanded results from her human employees with the same speed and precision that one might expect from an AI. You either performed above the standard, zero defects, or you were replaced by someone who could. She was also the most devilishly clever, subtly vindictive, and perversely creative person that he had ever met. Her recent fascination with genetic manipulation attested to that. Of course, Gniedin valued his position within her inner circle, not to mention his life, to ever openly voice even a hint of his true feelings about her. 

A youthfully seductive voice, thick with unexpected playfulness, cut through his thoughts as easily as the warm air of the interrogation room. Music played in the back ground, heavy and slow, and wickedly provocative. It reminded Gniedin of filthy sex in audio form.

“Andrew, darling, it’s not nice to keep me waiting like this. I assume you have good news for me? You know how much I hate to be disappointed.”

Gniedin swallowed hard, clearing his throat.

“Yes, Ma’am, I mean no, I’m afraid I don’t. The subject...” A riveting crack of flesh meeting flesh, and a muffled moan cut him off in mid sentence. 

“Did I tell you to stop?” Her tone suddenly turned ruthless, rife with pent up sexuality. “Get your face back in there and make me cum, you little bitch. Now you were saying, Andrew?”

Gniedin’s voice caught in his throat, and he fought desperately to find it again. Just the mental image of what she was doing at the moment… He’d disturbed her during ‘playtime’, and he knew he was on dangerous footing at the moment. Something like this had happened once before, and as before, her emotions currently seeking pleasure, would be running high. That could quickly turn to uncompromising anger in an instant, and that anger would be directed solely at him. Not to mention the poor fool that was brave enough to spend intimate moments alone with her.

“I’ve been unable to ascertain any more information on the subject at this time as he’s being, difficult.”

The music ceased in the background of the transmission, replaced by heavy breathing reminiscent of a slow pant, followed by foreboding silence.

“I don’t pay you for excuses, Doctor, I pay you for results,” she said softly, gathering her breath for the coming storm. Gniedin still flinched when her voice suddenly rose to a shrill crescendo of rage. “And I want them! Yesterday! Do you hear me, you fucking worm!”

“Ma’am, I don’t—” Gniedin stuttered.

“Shut up! I’m tired of your incompetence. Stop pussyfooting around with all of your textbook formulas and theories and simply break him, Andrew, or I’ll break you. Do you understand?”

“Ma’am, I have reason to believe that the subject is not a corporate operative.”

“What? Of course he is! Ever since I started this pony project my competitors have been trying to steal it, they see the potential in this as much as I do. It’s been one set back after another over the last year and I’m tired of it. Even with the loss of my field testing facility and Stage 2 Prototype I’m so close… Find out who he works for Doctor, no more excuses.”

Gniedin nervously cleared his throat.

“I believe he may be a FedSec Agent.”

“Internal Affairs?” There was a note of cool professionalism in her tone again, if not cautious fear. “And he didn’t suicide when he was captured?”

“No, Ma’am. He didn’t have the chance, I removed the explosive charge from his aorta before awaking him.”

“I see… Continue.”

Gniedin regained some of his fragile confidence, finding himself back on familiar ground again. At least she was listening. He quickly recounted his findings on the subject, focusing in on the data that had led to his final conclusion. There was really no other explanation at this point, that Federation Internal Affairs had gotten wind of her illegal genetic manipulation project for slave sales in the outer Rim, or more specifically, on Slave World. If that were the case… 

Miss Burke had remained silent the entire time, no doubt digesting the information, and what it meant to her budding project. The silence continued for several moments after Gniedin finished speaking, and he fidgeted nervously, awaiting the proclamation of god. 

“I support your hypothesis, Doctor, good work.” Gniedin took a deep breath, visibly sagging. He hadn’t even realized that he was holding his breath. “I’m shutting down the facility at your location effective immediately, and transferring it to a more secure location. Inform Dr. Sabjorn of my decision and begin preparations for the move, new location to follow within the hour.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“Sanitize that entire wing, then bury it. All current test subjects, non-essential staff, and the AI are to be disposed of and incinerated. After they have been dealt with, have the remaining security force join them. I don’t want a single shred of evidence left behind that could incriminate Burke Industries, and not a word about this to my uncle, he would not be pleased with either of us. Is that understood?”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“You have twelve hours, and before you leave make sure the management at Erikson receives a pinpoint mind-wipe. You know as well as I do how easy it is to dig harmful information from the weak-minded.”

“Yes, Ma’am. One more thing, the subject?”

There was a notable groan of female pleasure that trailed off to become a seductive purr. It didn’t take a stretch of the imagination for Gniedin to imagine the source of the wet-slurping noise, perversely teasing him from across space. 

“Put him in stasis. I want him,” she gasped lightly. “One day, he’ll make a fine pony toy for me to play with.” 


Chapter One

The Burke Ranch 

Slave World

Yes sir…today is starting out just like every other boring day at the ranch – balmy, under brilliant double-suns, and a peaceful breeze stirring the sea-green jungle canopy. 

I was up early this morning; couldn’t sleep again. Night sweats, mind wouldn’t shut off, restless, worrying about stupid things…I just feel unbalanced in general recently, not myself, and have no idea why. Because of it, my morning routine has changed to one of solitude; a few light duties around the bungalow before Nathan woke, like laying out his clothes for the day and getting the coffee ready before my morning run. I really wish he would let me do more for him.

I have to give Nathan credit for trying, and he has improved by leaps and bounds in the bedroom in general, but the whole concept of ‘slavish behavior’ on my part is still a bit much for him. I want to do things like dress him, and bathe him, and wait on him hand and foot as a loving slave should for their Master. He just can’t grasp how important it was to me to do things like that for him. Oh sure, he puts on a stern face and reluctantly plays the part for my benefit, but Nathan’s problem is he’s just too damn independent and used to living alone. Maybe one day…

Stop daydreaming, and wake up and smell reality. He’ll never change, and you know it, you ignorant, inbred whore.

I came to a shuffling halt under a large tree, trying to catch my breath in the rising brilliance of the sun flickering through the leaves. I was sweating like a pig, not just perspiring but dripping wet, and I have to admit that I smelled like one as well. Who wouldn’t be after a ten-mile run in leather, but I’m sure it had something to do with the fact that I’d started growing body hair again. It was no doubt a side effect of my pony conversion failing in the long run, barely noticeable at first, but growing progressively worse over the last month. That inconvenience, along with having a strong, pungent scent after perspiring heavily, left something to be desired in my world of feminine perfection.

I deftly stripped out of my hot, slimy gear letting it fall in a lazy pile in the lush grass at my feet. The only reason I wore it instead of going for the welcome comfort of au natural, was for the stiff boob support it offered; I really didn’t feel like knocking myself silly so early in the morning. Maybe F cup breasts weren’t all they were cracked up to be, outside of the realm of sex. Don’t get me wrong, I love my tits, but… I wonder what Nathan would think if I got a slight reduction, maybe just a size or two?

Stop being so naïve. He’s a man, what do you think? He loves you only for your body, just like all the others, and now that I’m a pony… Take away those big tits, perfect body, and pretty face, and what do you have? Just a silly, ignorant, inbred whore who will fuck anything willing to crawl between her legs.

The sound of hundreds of morning birds gradually came to life around me in the peeking sun, while the nocturnal predators on the other side of the boundary fence fifty meters away retired to their lairs for the day. The agro-bots were already out and about down in the orchards, flitting around fruit-laden trees like metallic hummingbirds, and the ranch guard force would be going through a shift change in less than an hour. The slight hum of one of their two-seater hover jeeps faded to an idle not far away, unseen through the dense foliage.

I say we go fuck them… fuck them silly. You’ve seen the way they look at us; they all do. I know you want to do it, and he would never know.

“Nathan,” I sighed. 

He had them keeping an eye on me night and day like personal bodyguards, especially when I was near the perimeter fence by myself. The concern on his part was sweet, but it got old after a while. Most times I felt like I was being stalked by a mob of armed paparazzi with itchy trigger fingers. All I had to do was cry wolf, and the jungle would explode around me like a planetary assault. It kind of defeated the purpose of why I came to my ‘secret’ spot after my morning run, I may not be able to see them, but I knew they were there. They were always there.

I guess it wasn’t really a secret, but it was a special place for me just the same, secluded and tucked away from the world where I came to be alone and think. I was particularly fond of the small waterfall and pond, and why’d I’d been drawn to it from the very beginning; it reminded me of being down by the river when I was kid. It was just a matter of seeing to a few minor details, and I had my own little slice of private paradise.

It was actually a natural pool with a snaking stream that led off into the jungle and not manmade. The waterfall itself was created from a light shower cascading down a rocky cliff face, and fed from some unseen source on the other side of the fence. Of course, this meant I had to install a portable water filtration system upstream; didn’t want any of those nasty aquatic bugs or blood sucking leech sinking their claws into me if I fell asleep. I already had a close call like that once, and was much more careful now. My spot was just outside of the main repulser field that kept the larger vermin and pests away from the ranch, so I guess I have no one to blame but myself.

Dover-rats really weren’t that inherently dangerous, being three-foot long subterranean herbivores that made annoying and sometimes hazardous tunnels near the surface while groping about for grubs, but their reproductive habits left something to be desired. They were A-sexual and laid larvae-like offspring, and they weren’t picky in the least in who, or what, they laid them. Let’s just say that was one time I was glad the guard force was nearby and keeping an eye out for me. 

Bitch, you’re not fooling anyone, you were hoping it would happen. I would have enjoyed it at least, and we could always take a trip to the medical bay afterwards. I have an idea, why don’t we sneak outside the perimeter fence some night and let those deliciously savage beasts have their way with us? We’re one of them now; you know that, don’t you?

It was about eight months ago when a Dover Rat tried to mount me after I’d fallen asleep while sunbathing, and the little puff of neurotoxin it snorted in my face would ensure that I would stay that way until it was finished, and blissfully ignorant afterwards. Being mounted by Nathan – good. Mounted by a creature trying to lay its young in my rectum, only to have them slowly eat their way out of me a few weeks later – very bad. Rape within the animal kingdom… maybe humans and animals aren’t all that different when you stop to think about it. 

It didn’t help that the damn rats were everywhere on the periphery of the ranch not under the repulser net, but let’s just say we came to an understanding and they left me alone now. They may not be very intelligent and I may not be able to hold a rational conversation with them like a Vox or Egrin, but they understood primal threats clear enough. If you touch me again, I’ll stomp your furry asses into the ground. 

Temper, temper, Margo, that’s so unlike you. For a moment I thought it was me talking. Tell you what; let me handle them next time. Perhaps I can make a deal with them – straight  fucking and that’s it – we’ll let them take turns on us. Oh what fun that would be.

“This is going to feel so good,” I groaned in delight, eyeing the water. It always did after a run, and I slowly waded into the pool, sinking to my knees, while avoiding a few of the larger moss covered rocks poking up out of its crystal clarity. It was euphorically refreshing, just as I knew it would be against my flushed skin. Talk about a contrast in temperature, and it set my teeth to chattering, making me giggle like a silly kid, when I went prone and closed my eyes. My tail amplified the chill, carrying it to the very tip with a light splash that broke the surface. 

I found it soothing, how the gentle pull of the current flowed around my body, lapping at my breasts breaking the surface like pale melons topped by chiffon marbles. It was the perfect setting for me to cool down and relax, to clear my mind of all the clutter, to simply reflect on things and get my focus for the day. I could spend hours laying in the water, or sun bathing in the nearby clearing. Recently it helped to idle away the anxious waiting, and I hated waiting. Maybe I’m having another mid-life crisis? I seemed to have one of those every couple of years the older I got. It’s the only thing I could think of for some of my recent decisions. 

My life should be perfect now, right? I’m a pony slave for the greatest man ever. I have friends – real friends – and not a care in the world for the first time since I was a little girl. So what the hell’s wrong with me? I’ve been an emotional basket case lately and our impending departure is only making it worse. I’d never felt so jittery and distracted before, and I can’t stop sweating, or wanting to…

Touch yourself, slut, we both know you want to. Finger-fuck yourself...that’s it, just like that.

I had to physically grab my hand with the other, to keep it from slipping between my legs, playing with myself again. Nathan had never actually said that I couldn’t, but I felt guilty doing it, let alone cumming without permission. Those were two invisible rules of submission that I tried to impose on myself, along with a slew of others to make the illusion of slavery complete in my mind. 

It’s not that Nathan doesn’t satisfy me or me him. The sex is always great and he can get very creative at times, especially when my remote comes into play. It’s not just physical between us either; our love seems to have grown by leaps and bounds over the last year. I couldn’t imagine being without him now, but… 

We miss Master Michael, don’t we? Poor little Margo’s needs have been so neglected lately.

I often wonder if there is something wrong with me, is it natural for a woman to crave some of the things I do, like being a mindless thing to be degraded and used sexually? I don’t know how many times I’ve dreamt of Nathan forcing me to my knees, slapping my face, spitting in it, before stuffing his cock down my throat, fucking it. After he was done he would just walk away without saying a word, leaving me a pitiful, slobbering mess on the floor, as if I wasn’t worth his time any longer. Oh god, yes please, just once.

We had it, and you gave it up for him… for love. Silly girl. I was so happy, and look at me now.

“Stupid tail,” I muttered angrily after jamming it on an underwater rock. I hated it when that happened.

Still, I wouldn’t give my tail up for anything, it’s a part of me now. To be honest, I’ve grown fond of how it feels swishing back and forth, and it does help to keep those pesky, flying bugs away from my ass when my monthly injection of Dovasole repellent begins to wear off. I suppose that’s not the only reason why I like it. Sex is much more… uhm… interesting now. It gives Nathan just one more thing to grab hold of, combined with a fistful of hair. 

Mmmm…we love hair pulling, don’t we? We always have, but he doesn’t do that very often, does he? Not like how Master Michael used to, and we miss it.

I pushed myself gingerly through the water in search of a new spot, before settling in again, staring up at the sky through a break in the trees at nothing, daydreaming and wondering. 

Hoping… wishing… wanting. We could always run away and find a new Master? One that will treat us properly – one who owns other ponies. You know they’re out there; we can smell them. They may not be exactly like me, yet, but in time… We’re special, aren’t we, Margo? Master Michael even said so. 

I’d thought that a trip into Port City would help me find the emotional stability I needed; some random interaction with other people outside of my tightly knit circle, while tagging along with Nathan on whatever business he had to attend to. Maybe I just wanted to feel like a normal person for a change; you know, do some shopping or maybe some sightseeing. I missed that, along with the struggle of day to day adversity that made me into the fighter I am today, or used to be at any rate. 

You’re right. We’ve grown weak and soft and it’s all because of you…and him. We don’t need him to protect us any longer; we don’t need anyone except each other, just like old times. 

What a mistake that had been. Nathan had tried to talk me out of it, and I should have listened to him, because he knew exactly what would happen. I guess when you live in a secluded paradise away from the ugly reality of the rest of the world…

I’d walked the neat and orderly permaplast streets, silently clinging to Nathan the entire time. Past all the vendors and shops with their living display signs, slaves in compromising positions meant to entice, as well as humiliate and degrade. Past the numerous brokerage houses and the never-ending misery they contained. Past the elegantly dressed landowners that eyed Nathan and I with something akin to loathing disgust and even open hatred. Their slave-pets were in tow, cuffed and on leashes most times. The visual appearance of some was meant to display the wealth status of the owners, or simply the innate beauty of their property. Others were used for their size and strength, as common pack animals. 

Oh how I wish that were us, don’t you?

Most of the Landowners went out of their way to avoid us in the passing, like we had some sort of contagious disease. The thing was that I did have a disease in a way; I was a pony, which meant I was a former slave and the incurable disease I carried with me was freedom. Maybe if I’d been naked and in chains we wouldn’t have drawn so much attention, but I doubt it. Everyone knew about the uprising on the old Savota Ranch and that Nathan had set all of us free- you can’t keep something like that a secret on Slave World. They feared him and the dangerous change in the status quo that he’d brought about by openly snubbing them – it threatened their entire way of life. Word may spread. Others may try. Could a slave be completely trusted now? Was a slave ever trusted, I wondered? By some, maybe in the past, but not any longer. I could only shudder in thought at the harsh repercussions befallen my brothers and sisters, because of what Nathan had done. 

A few of the faceless Landowners eyed me hungrily though, those who had been at Donna’s birthday party when I was first presented to her. Many of those same guests had touched me, wanting to purchase me from Michael, my old Master, and the man who brought me here. They had seen what I could do, what I became when under the undeniable influence of my remote – those select few watched me like a prize piece of meat in a display case. I’d done my best to look the other way and turn a blind eye to the disturbing sights around me, wishing I were home. The problem was that I couldn’t.

It was like looking out over a sea of perverse leather and depraved nudity. I even saw other slaves like myself, at least on the outside. Apparently Michael wasn’t the only one who owned ponies and other animal slaves, but there was a world of difference between us. I was free and they were members of chariot teams pulling two-wheeled carts, while their Masters or Mistresses rode in comfort behind them cracking buggy whips against jiggling asses, or in some cases heavily scarred backs. I’d cringed at the sound, and my heart went out to them in a way most people will never understand. My place on this world could have very easily been reversed, if not for a hand of fate cutting me some slack for a change.

If only… We’re getting wet, so wet…

I think the sprawling open-air auction market, with its utter disregard for humanity and decency, had been the worst. Terrified faces…incessant sobbing through tear-streaked eyes… the look of utter despair and helpless surrender. It was by far worse than anything I had experienced at the Holloway Trading House when I was sold. 

Potential slaves, both male and female, were displayed in numerous ways, publicly whipped, tested for pain tolerance, suspended and bound in demeaning positions to be used, and possibly broken spiritually forever by the numerous clients sampling the sea of naked wares for their personal amusement. Without realizing it, I’d fallen under a horrible spell from the heinous vulgarity arrayed before me, responding intuitively to distant commands – my hands slipped behind my back, and I’d lowered my head, ready to serve. Worst of all I’d grown wet; the sordid moisture quickly soaked through my flimsy panties, pussy clenching reflexively in expectation, as my body prepared itself to be used. It took every ounce of self-control I had not to drop to my knees and… 

Let go, Margo, let me be me again, you bitch! Why fight it any longer? You know it’s going to happen sooner or later, just like in the past. That’s it… Just for a little while. So close…

Thankfully Nathan pulled me away from the market before I slipped that far. In time I noticed the grim darkness in his eyes, and the corner of his upper lip was twitching. That was bad; a stress related quirk he’d brought home from the war. He hadn’t liked what he saw, not from me or at the marketplace.

Nathan had brought a side arm with him to Port City, not that he really needed it, but the fact that he had concerned me from the very beginning. I knew the other Landowners didn’t like him, but would they actually try to kill him? Either way a gun in the hands of a pissed-off Marine in a hostile environment left very few possible outcomes, and none of them were good. 

The vast majority of the other Landowners in town hadn’t been armed, thankfully, but that didn’t mean they were defenseless. There were security police scattered everywhere, but it was the sentry drones armed with both lethal and non-lethal weaponry that kept the peace, or handled the rare instance of an uncontrollable slave. We seemed to have a significant number of them shadowing us from the moment we’d entered town. Maybe they were expecting trouble out of Nathan, or maybe they were just scared; I would be after hearing about the battle at the Ranch, and I’m sure wild rumors had blown it out of proportion. It really made me wonder that if something did happened or if Nathan snapped, and he looked about as close to it as I could remember in a long time, how long he’d be able to hold off the swarm of drones. Even a wolf pack can take down a bear, if given enough time. 

And we’d have a new Owner then, wouldn’t we? I shiver at the thought.

Slave World… so much evil, amongst so much beauty. Everything it stands for, everything that goes on here is wrong as far as decent society is concerned yet it was my home, and the birthplace of my new life. Was it wrong for me to embrace it for my own self-indulgent desires? I had from the very beginning, because it was the best thing that had ever happened in my life, despite all the shit I’d put up with along the way. Who was I before coming here? A teenage runaway and recovering drug addict? A whore who had wasted away what should have been a brilliant Fleet career with meaningless sex at every opportunity? I had been a lonely, unhappy, and emotionally unstable woman who could barely stand to look at herself in the mirror. 

Yes we were, and I loved running the show all those years, but look at us now… so pretty, so perfect… so fucking sexy. Just imagine all the fun we could have, if you let me, but instead you’d rather play the good wife for a man who doesn’t even appreciate our potential.

Why am I starting to cry? Because it’s true, that’s exactly who I’d been. 

I’m a completely different person now, after what Michael and his doctor did to me, what they’d turned me into. I’m a stranger to myself, and maybe that’s what I like most of all – my thoughts, dreams, everything was new to me, not to mention exciting in an odd sort of way. Some of them made me wonder if I was even human any longer. 

Stop being coy, you know the answer to that. We’re a human pony now, and we’re changing. You can feel it getting stronger just like I can, and I want it! I’m not going to be able to take a back seat in our lives for much longer, so you better get your head in the game before I do it for you, before I start being naughty. My time is coming again, Margo, the new and improved me whether you want it to or not. After I do, there won’t be any coming back. 

Horses… I dream about horses a lot now, more so than before, and not necessarily of them, but of being one. Whinnying, I can’t help it any longer, and maybe I don’t want to. The hyperactive sexual responses, the desire to run free and naked under the sun, to simply serve and nothing else… I secretly craved those moments from sun up, till sun down. It’s like starting my life over again from scratch with a clean slate. Go figure… Well, maybe that’s not completely true. I could blame my recent mood swings, especially in the last few weeks on many different things, but in the end, I think it all boiled down to closure. I still have one old score to settle.

Yes… revenge…Now you’re talking my language.

An unexpected result of my trip into Port City was our upcoming departure from Slave World. I don’t how he did it, but Carlos Mandolin, my old Cartel employer, found out where I was. I never got a good look at the guy he hired to deliver the message, before he vanished back into the crowd after shoving the vid stick in the palm of my hand in passing. How he knew it was me beneath my pony modification remains a mystery, not to mention the timing of the whole thing; what were the odds of him finding me like this on the one and only time I’d left the ranch since I’d arrived on Slave World? Of course, my suspicions had run high until I listened to the message in private; it was Carlos all right, and he’d taken great pains to give me what he called a professional courtesy for one of his old ‘family’ members. He told me where I could find Quinn; the man who had taken everything from me that I once held dear, and in doing so, find my old ship. I’ll never forget Carlos for that.

The entire message got me thinking about a lot of things, things and people I hadn’t thought about in over a year. John, my one time companion and dearest friend happened to be one of them. He’s dead now, and I do see it that way, murdered by Quinn simply to make a point. It was then that I discovered I still loved him in a way, and probably always will. 

That’s because John didn’t judge us; he didn’t call us ugly, or pathetic, or worthless, or make fun of us. But then again, you were all those things before I came along, weren’t you? I saved us! I was the strong one! You’re nothing without me! You never have been, and never will be. 

I don’t care what anyone says, even if I did have the courage to tell them that I had feelings for a synthetic; John had been there for me during some of the darkest moments of my life and I’ll never forget that. That’s more than I can say for most people.

Of course, I couldn’t tell Nathan the truth, and it would be my burden to live with. Knowing what I do about him, he just wouldn’t understand. 

What’s one more lie in a lifetime full of lies? Do it, he’ll only laugh at you like all the others if you tell him the truth.

It had taken a lot of sweet-talking, pouting, and even an uncommon, naughty temper tantrum before Nathan finally started taking the idea of going after my ship seriously, but in the end it was finally settled. We were going after my beloved ship, The Space Tramp, and it was end of story as far as he was concerned. In truth, I did want my ship back, I’d put a lot of money into that rust bucket over the years, and it was the one thing in the world that I could truly call mine.

Nathan still wasn’t keen on the idea and I can’t blame him; we were taking a huge risk to recover an out of date freighter that could easily be replaced by a newer and much nicer model. He offered to buy me a new one, what a sweetheart, but you can’t put a price tag on sentimental value, or the fact that recovering my ship was a secondary objective when compared to my covert thirst for revenge.

I’m crying again, dammit, and I wiped away a tear from the slow burning snarl on my face that could freeze blood if given the chance. 

I’m going to hurt them, Margo. I’m going to make them suffer and bleed for taking our ship! I’m going to gouge out their eyes for selling us into slavery! I’m going to look into their face and smile when they breathe their dying breath.

Don’t worry, John, wherever you are. I’ll make Quinn pay for what they did to you – for what they did to the both of us. 


Chapter Two

It was mid-morning by the time Nathan and I finished loading the last of our gear, most of it military in nature, into his private jump shuttle. It was a Daimler Nova SL, a variant of their executive series, designed to carry a total of four passengers and two crewmembers. The Nova was top of the line as far as personal spacecraft went, coming standard with a wet bar, whirlpool, and a full service galley so a personal chef could prepare nothing but the best food for its owners. The debutantes of society couldn’t be expected to dine solely on replicator food, now could they? It’s no surprise that Nathan had removed these plush, creature-comfort amenities right after purchasing it. 

I wouldn’t say Nathan is spoiled compared to how much money his family actually has. From what I had seen thus far, his shuttle was about the only thing that would come close to it in my opinion. It reminded me more of a big kid’s toy, and the changes he’d made to it over the years reflected his personal tastes: a personal gym, a small den for watching movies, and a holographic display shooting range. And Nathan wouldn’t be Nathan if he didn’t give it a serious weapons upgrade, along with an enhanced armor and shield package – better safe than sorry, and you can never have too much firepower in the event that the shit hits the fan.

A friendly call from behind made me smile, and I quickly walked across the landing grid to greet Donna and Cirus. Donna looked like she was in one of her ‘happy’ moods at the moment, radiant and very pregnant. As always, it was hard to keep my grin from turning into outright laughter when I saw her. It wasn’t that I was laughing at her, but I sure as hell did laugh right along with her. She was so upbeat and still a little simple minded, making every expression, every gesture, every over-anxious word all the funnier. On the reverse, she still ‘freaked out’ every so often, growing dark and serious, contemptuous and mean to all the old slaves and outright deadly if you knew what to look for. It was on days like that when she went to the shooting range and wouldn’t come back until late that night. We all pretty much learned to leave her alone when she was like that, even Cirus. The only person she would willingly associate with was Nathan. To tell you the truth, I’m not really sure if I really liked the ‘old’ Donna all that much; at times like that she reminded me of every other snobby, nose in the air Landowner on Slave World. 

It still felt a bit weird for me being around Cirus; we did have sex after all, and I might have enjoyed it, just a little. Okay, maybe a lot, and feel ashamed that I occasionally think about breeding day, or our shower sex in the stables. Love and lust are two completely different animals as far as I’m concerned, but unfortunately the animal in me is always in lust; it’s the way I’m engineered now, and in a very literal sense. I had to bite my lip to hold back a spirited whinny when I saw him, an open invitation for sex that only another pony would understand. It’s not my fault I can still smell the stallion in him, and it didn’t help matters that he’s a sexy, square-shouldered piece of eye-candy.

Even if I was so inclined, not to mention available, Cirus was actually a good boy now. He is totally devoted to Donna, no more screwing around, much to the disappointment of more than a few of the old ponygirl slaves that still worked at the ranch. It did seem like he avoided me on purpose whenever he could help it and it was probably for the best on both our parts; you should never tempt a sinner, and I was running around in my birthday suit all the time. My new flight suit wasn’t much different than being naked – light gray synthetic material that molded to every curvy contour, making it nearly translucent depending on how the light struck it. It was no surprise when Cirus started acting a little squirrelly, looking at me but not really looking at me, if you know what I mean.

Look at him, he could pole-vault with that hard-on locked up in his pants, and it’s all because of me. Why he stays with that dingy cunt Donna, is beyond me.

“Hi, Margo!” 

“Hi, Donna, Cirus.” 

“I wish you didn’t have to leave. Are you sure you and Nathan won’t stay, at least for a little while longer?” 

“I’m sorry, Donna, but this is something we have to do. I lost my ship once, and I don’t intend on losing it again.”

Donna looked thoughtfully down at her feet, nodding slowly, and I had the impression she didn’t quite grasp what I was talking about. Her smile returned when Nathan appeared at my side, not as joyful as before, and seemingly forced. 

“Don’t worry, sis, everything will be fine,” Nathan said cheerfully, slipping his arm around my waist. “Once we get Margo’s ship, we’ll be back. I have every intention of being around when my nephew is born.” 

Nathan’s light-hearted mood did nothing to comfort Donna, she started to cry. Now why did that annoy the hell out of me? I know she has problems because of her accident, not to mention all that neural inhibitor crap Michael had been feeding her over the years; she couldn’t help her condition or what happened to her any more than I could, but you don’t see me crying, do you? Well, maybe you do, but I’d been a slave for Christ’s sake! And so what if Nathan had been her nurse maid for years and this would be the first time he’s away for an extended period of time. She had Cirus now and there was still Tiff, right? Donna would be fine. Now if I could just convince Nathan of that. 

I frowned, turning shamefully away, wondering why I was being such an insensitive bitch all of a sudden. Great, now I feel guilty; the sooner our departure authorization comes through, the better.

Either way I’ve always hated good-byes and this one was one was turning out to be sad and painfully long, not to mention increasingly uncomfortable for me. Donna wouldn’t stop crying, while Cirus did his best to comfort her, and Nathan looked like he was starting to have second thoughts about leaving, again. As for me, I waited on the sideline with my proverbial thumb up my butt, growing more guilt-ridden, irritated, and anxious. 

Finally! No sooner did the controller’s voice from Port Central cut into my internal ear mic; I was jogging towards the shuttle with a tight-lipped smile and a hasty ‘bye’ in my wake. I did pause at the shuttle hatch ramp for a moment, looking up at the twin suns one last time before turning my back on home. It would be nothing but starlight and tasteless, purified air for the next week until reaching Morgan’s Star. Not that things would be any better after that.

Morgan’s Star was nothing more than a giant, hollowed out rock; a planetary scale mining operation that had run its course, abandoned long ago to become a neutral trading port for the Cartels. It was hard not to laugh at that one – neutrality between the Cartels – what a joke. It was a fragile thing at best, and being confined underground in close proximity was the perfect catalyst for a bloodbath. If things went according to Nathan’s plan, all we would have to do is sit back and watch the shooting match run its course before moving in to clean up the mess. 

I passed through the double airlock doors and shivered, nipples growing instantly hard in the chilly, 70º low humidity air.

“Burrr… it’s cold in here! Settle down girls, or you’re going to poke out an eye doing that,” I chuckled softly, playfully swatting at one of my breasts, making it jiggle. Mmmm… I like that. I really wish Nathan enjoyed slapping; I missed it. Oh well, enough pouting over lost loves, there’s work to be done.

This was only the second time I’d been inside Nathan’s shuttle and it still came as a bit of a pleasant shock, as I made my way down the surprisingly wide corridor that split the shuttle down the centerline. It’s hard not to admire the elegance of a ship like this I thought, while running my fingers across the mahogany paneled bulkhead, and I couldn’t wait to try the bed for the first time. 

Nathan had recently replaced his old one with a spare from the main house, a king-sized Imperial Comfort memory gel deluxe. Now that was luxury. Imagine the sensation of floating, of sleeping on a cloud, similar to a sensory deprivation chamber – zero stress on the body, while continually evaluating the occupant’s comfort level. It also had a noise and light dampening system that created a bubble around the bed, blocking out any disruptive, outside stimuli. There could be a wild party going on five feet away and you would never even know it unless you opened your eyes.

I entered the cockpit, squinting against the glare of the outside world streaming in through the view-screen, sinking in to the overly padded pilot’s seat, strapping in. My hands and eyes began to roam across the controls, familiarized myself with them one last time before liftoff.

“Alex, start the pre-launch checks and give me a system status when finished.”

“Yes, Captain, all systems green awaiting your command. Be advised there is a minus .14 percent deficiency in cabin pressure due to a slight deformation in the hatch sealing mechanism, compensating life support controls now. I also estimate an eleven-percent decrease in lift and maneuvering capability due to unanticipated cargo weight. Captain, I also feel it is my obligation to inform you that you are currently overweight based on the standard body mass to weight index for a female of your stature.”

I snorted, shaking my head. Whatever…  Maybe if Alex, the ship AI, had a pair of tits like mine I wouldn’t be listening to some garbage about my ‘fat to body weight ratio’. What does he think they’re made of? And where in the hell did Nathan get this AI, anyway? He was an odd one, different than what I was used to dealing with as far as civilian models go. Hell, he almost fried my ass with the ship security system the first time I sat down in the pilot’s seat, that in itself was scary, since he seemed more than willing to violate his core directives in regards to endangering a sentient life form to protect the shuttle. Apparently he hadn’t been sure whether to classify me as human or not. It was just a good thing that Nathan had been on board at the time, or he would be minus one pony girlfriend at the moment. 

Nathan settled into the co-pilot seat next to me, slipping on sunglasses, grinning from ear to ear.

“You heard Alex, guess I’ll just have to work some of that fat off you before we reach Morgan’s Star.” 

“I bet you will, Master,” I smirked playfully.

Smart-ass… I was in the best shape of my life, and Nathan knew it. One thing I could honestly say is that he was never easy on me when it came to my pony training. 

“Downloading navigational data from Port authority. Atmospheric drive at 99.78 percent, engaging—”

“Stand down, Alex; I’ll be taking us out on manual.” 

I turned my attention back to the array of sensor banks, gripping the control stick in my hands. The visor of my flight helmet slid down locking into place, and a heads up display from the nav-computer shimmered to life.

“Captain? I’ve been told you’re an experienced pilot, but I can do this much more efficiently. I estimate an 8.56 percent-”

“Leave her alone, Alex.” Nathan’s deep, yet soft voice tickled my brain through the earphones of my helmet. “You will follow her orders as if they were mine, without question. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Mr. Burke, releasing manual override at this time.” 

Goose pimples bristled to life, running up and down my skin, followed abruptly by a tingly sensation ending between my thighs. I don’t think I could have stopped my eyes from wandering to the bulge between Nathan’s legs if I tried. I couldn’t help it! I loved hearing him talk like that, not to mention he still wouldn’t tell me the exact details of his new ‘augmentation’. Damn… three whole days without sex because he wanted to surprise me during the trip. Well, the waiting was definitely taking its toll on me. Nathan was horny; I could smell it seeping from his pores and it made me even wetter, as if I needed help in that department after hearing that sexy bedroom voice of his. Maybe I should let Alex take us out on autopilot? All I could think about at the moment was stripping down and-

“Sorry, but Alex is used to doing all the piloting. That’s one thing I could never get the hang of. Something wrong, hon? We have clearance for lift off.” 

Shit, I was still ogling his crotch, daydreaming, fantasizing…

“No, nothing’s wrong, just…thinking is all,” I said quickly going back to my controls, cheeks burning. I licked my lips a bit too anxiously, trying to concentrate on the job of getting us airborne. 

“Engaging lift thrusters.” 

A slight tremor surged though the shuttle, and the artificial horizon in my display indicated we had a clean lift off from the landing grid. Our elevation and speed increased, as the shuttle’s nose drifted slowly upwards towards the downloaded flight path from port navigation. Damn, it felt good to be flying again! Our altitude continued to increase, and the jungle landscape began to blur beneath us. 

“Captain, we have multiple air defense weapons currently tracking us.”

“What!” 

A hauntingly familiar dump of adrenaline hit me like a cold shower, and I instinctively pushed the stick over hard, rolling the shuttle on its side, diving for the treetops at maximum acceleration. The other Landowners wouldn’t dare think of trying to take Nathan out like this, would they? I quickly brought up the data and sure enough there was no less than twelve different weapons systems currently tracking us, four of them with target lock – they were smart-missile batteries. 

I’m back, assholes! See how easy that was? You just sit back and cower like you always did in the past, and let me take care of this.

“Charge weapons and divert all reserve power to defense screens!” 

I pulled out of my dive at the last second in a gut retching maneuver, and the g-forces pushed me deep into my seat. It was a standard maneuver designed to evade incoming missiles, and I’d done it more times than I cared to remember in the past. Sensors indicated that we were skimming the treetops, only two meters above them, at nearly a thousand kilometers per hour. Damn, this little shuttle has some balls to it! I throttled up, pushing our speed even faster.

“What the hell are you doing?” Nathan blurted excitedly, with a white-knuckle grip on the armrests of his chair. “I almost had to clean out my shorts after a stunt like that.” 

“We’re about to be shot down and I’m saving our asses, that’s what I’m doing!” 

“Shuttle B-574, return to your designated flight path and reduce air speed immediately- you are approaching a populated area!” The woman’s voice from Port Central blared suddenly in my earphones, sounding both frightened and surprised.

“Go fuck yourself!”

You want to play games with me, do you? You want to go toe to toe with Venom, you fucking pricks? Well take this! 

My thumb depressed the firing stud on the side of the stick, launching a barrage of homing, emitter missiles.

Why aren’t they firing! Invalid command; system locked out? What the…

A large break in the jungle with a sprawling plantation was approaching fast, no more than three kilometers ahead. The shuttle began to buck, smashing its way through the dense atmosphere. A sonic boom from breaking the sound barrier following in its wake, smashing the treetops below in a violent explosion of shattered branches and leaves. The read out in my display indicated our air speed had just passed the thirteen hundred-kilometer per hour mark. 

We were only seconds away from flying over the plantation, and I could see a score of unidentifiable people pointing upward in our direction through the enhanced view display of the cockpit view screen. They began running for cover, but it wouldn’t do them a damn bit of good in a few moments. 

“Alex, command override, get us back on course, now!” Nathan shouted, and I felt the controls become unresponsive in my hands. The shuttle pulled up and to the left suddenly in another gut-wrenching maneuver, immediately slowing.

“Give me back control, Nathan, they’re trying to kill us!” 

“No they’re not, it’s just their way of messing with me. They pull this kind of stuff every time I fly.” 

“It’s true, Captain; I assess the threat to be minimal at this time. None of the weapons systems are currently powered up and are in a hold status,” Alex chimed in confirming Nathan’s statement. 

We continued to climb skyward, an easy target for even the most rudimentary air defense platform, but nothing streaked up at us from below: no missiles; no particle beams or lasers; no mass driver cannons; nothing. We slowly began returning to the course sent to us by Port Navigation.

“Then why the fuck didn’t you tell me that sooner,” I screamed.

Damn, playtime’s over…

My hands slowly left the stick, trembling, and my bottom lip wasn’t much better. My whole body was trembling, actually, like I had an electric current resonating through every cell. What the hell is wrong with me? I’ve never yelled at Nathan like that before. I haven’t lost my cool this bad since…I was nothing short of a mess at the moment, and nearly jumped out of my seat when Nathan’s hand gently came to rest on my shoulder.

“Why don’t you go and take a hot shower, hon. Relax and unwind a bit. Alex and I can handle this and we’ll take it nice and easy on the way up. Besides, we’ll be nearing planet breakaway soon and it’s all smooth sailing after that.” 

I nodded, jerky and over exaggerated, and unbuckled my harness standing on shaky legs. My visor retracted revealing a sweat soaked face. 

“Go on, I’ll be fine. Are you feeling all right? You don’t look well.” 

No, no I wasn’t. The unexpected near death experience left me feeling like a wound up top ready to spin out of control. I wanted to throw up, but of course, I nodded again and forced a weak smile for Nathan’s sake. I did manage to give his hand a gentle squeeze of reassurance, before making my way down the corridor towards the shower.

***

Nathan leaned back in his seat, closing his eyes in an effort to calm down after the heart pounding rush of low level flight. 

“Been a few years,” he chuckled softly. “Margo can definitely fly a boat, that’s for damn sure.” 

“She is rather excitable, Mr. Burke. Are you sure it’s wise to let her pilot my controls? The Captain’s current condition combined with her combat experience may lead to a very unstable combination in her mental state. I’ve heard such things can affect the human psyche, and human females are 69.8 percent more likely to react emotionally due to standard hormone levels. I might add that the Captain’s are currently three hundred and eighty six percent above that norm.”

“Alex, what are you talking about?” Nathan asked, growing annoyed. “I trust her with my life; I have in the past while we served in Fleet together. She’s an excellent pilot and reacted according to her training, nothing more, just as I would in a given situation.” 

“I understand that, Mr. Burke, but given her current condition—”

“What condition?”

“The Captain is pregnant. Didn’t you know?”

“What? No, I didn’t know!” Nathan bolted upright in his seat, sputtering. “That isn’t possible, Alex, she’s sterile. Are you sure? How? When?” 

“Mr. Burke, I have already done several detailed scans of the Captain, she is pregnant with a 100% probability. I place the estimated time of conception at 16 days 27 minutes and 15 seconds ago, plus or minus 10 seconds. As to the ‘how’, Mr. Burke, if you don’t know then that is a matter I suggest you discuss with the Captain in private, if I understand your relationship correctly.”

Nathan’s demeanor and tone changed to match his widening smile. 

“She hasn’t said anything to me about it. Do you think she knows? I can’t believe I’m going to be a father! Do you know the gender? Is it a boy or a girl?” 

“I am not in a position to answer your first question, but if I were to make an assumption based on my limited contact with her, I would say she is unaware of her condition. Her menstrual cycle was due to begin in 6 days 53 minutes and 5 seconds plus or minus 1 minute. To answer your second question the fetuses, if they could even be called that at this stage of cellular development, are both female.”

“Both! She’s having twins?”

“That is correct, Mr. Burke. If you have the Captain submit a DNA sample I can display a progressive image of your daughter’s appearance throughout their developmental cycle. The Captain has just entered the shower-would you like me to gather a sample before the waste water reaches the purifier and ship replicator?”

“No, that won’t be necessary.” 

Burke leaned back in his seat, thinking. He was a pragmatic man, knowing his strengths and weakness better than anyone; he’d been a trigger-puller and a combat leader during his career in the Corps. His job had been command troops in combat – to take and hold ground – to close in with the enemy, any enemy, and destroy them by any and all means possible. He’d always known that he would need help with this mission, a few extra team members to pick up the slack where his expertise left off, and now that the world had suddenly taken an abrupt turn for the surreal… He couldn’t take the chance that Margo would be put in harm’s way at this point; a pregnant woman breaking into a Cartel stronghold? Crazy… And he also knew there was no way in hell she would change her mind and back down from this, so it looked like it was time to stack the cards as heavily in their favor as possible. 

“Alex, display my old personnel roster for the 501st Strike Regiment during the Seth’Kelain War, and cross reference it with the Federation Census bureau database, eliminating all members listed as deceased or currently hospitalized for service related disabilities.” 

The fading light of Slave World suddenly turned opaque in the cockpit view screen, replaced by the armored canopy and a downward scrolling list of names. Burke tapped absentmindedly at his chair armrest sadly shaking his head, there weren’t nearly as many names to go through as he’d hoped. His expression of growing worry was slowly replaced by a sly grin. 

Like any good leader, Burke had learned to rely on the men and women under his command and this mission would be no different, it was a simple matter of utilizing the assets available in the most efficient manner possible. He reached up and touched two of the displayed names, highlighting them, and their personal data magnified, scrolling downward along with two holographic photo images. One was of a man with shortly cropped graying hair and a scoundrel’s demeanor, and the other a young woman with a permanent scowl on her face. 

“Prepare to a send messages to each of the selected individuals, priority one, encryption level four.” 

“Yes, Mr. Burke. Visual and voice recording?”

“Yes, both. You know something, Alex? I almost pity those bastards we’re going after, I really do.”

“Mr. Burke, based on my assessment of your personality during the time that I have served you that is a false statement.” 

Nathan grinned in reply, a visage of death itself.

“You’re right, that is a false statement. Begin recording message on my mark.”

***

An old, outwardly dilapidated light-bulk freighter passed through Slave World’s upper stratosphere at maximum acceleration, entering the darkness of space. Despite its appearance, the ship known as The Space Tramp was heavily upgraded with some of the latest technology that money could buy. One of those systems happened to be its cloaking and ECM software. 

When the pilot activated it, the Tramp seemed to vanish within a shimmering, hazy cloud of muted gray that reflect the stars around it. There was now a newly created dead span in space, mimicking the emptiness, void of emissions, mass, and motion. This was how he had moved unhindered throughout the Outer Rim and Federations space over the last year, delivering his illegal cargo, covertly searching, seeking… until now. He was close, closer then he’d ever been before. If the information he’d received from the local he’d hired was as credible as he believed it to be, the fake message from Carlos Mandolin had been delivered to the right woman, and she’d taken the bait. His search was finally over, it had to be her.

A few minor adjustments to the navigational computer and a slight increase in velocity brought the Tramp on a parallel heading 30, 000 kilometers behind the shuttle, and its unwitting slave owner, Nathan Burke. 

The pilot smiled, leaning back in his seat with a satisfied grin. Everything was going according to plan, and now it was just a matter of waiting for the shuttle to reach its destination, and he could make his move. 


Chapter Three

I closed my eyes and tilted my head back, letting the hot jet of water beat against my face. God it felt good, the tension just seemed to flow out of me in a wave of relief down the drain. The multiple smaller jets oriented around the shower cubicle followed suit, pelting my body with a soapy mist. It had a neutral smell to it though – very mannish – it wasn’t even close to my normal fragrance. No big deal, I’ll just reprogram it later with something a bit more female friendly, something light and flowery. I’m sure Nathan will love that.

Nathan… I was going to have to do some serious butt kissing to make up for that outburst. I still don’t know what happened, one minute I was happy as hell to be flying again, looking forward to getting laid, and the next I was back in the cockpit of my Hornet 3 Interceptor evading fire. Things really got ugly after I returned to reality; I can’t believe I snapped at him like that. 

The main jet of water dropped suddenly and I opened my eyes only to receive a blast in the face as it switched directions again, spraying up and over my head. I shrieked, covering my face with my hands when the other jets went crazy, attacking me. The main jet returned to a normal flow just as unexpectedly, and I stepped to the side eyeing it warily from between my fingers.

“Piece of crap,” I muttered. We must have just cleared Slave World’s atmosphere and entered open space, and it always took a few moments for the artificial gravity to kick in and get the thing right again. Water on board ship was one thing that still never acted quite right; it would do strange things at times, moving this way or that, not sure which way to go. I seemed to have forgotten that little piece of information during my extended planet-side vacation.

Now that’s over… I took my place in the middle of the shower cubicle again, letting the steamy water blast my skin back into a rosy glow while I soaped up. It was therapeutic for me in a way, lathering up my tail, before moving on to my shoulder-length mane. After that, came my wonderful ears. I always washed in the same order, always. Not sure why, other than I did, like a simplistic ritual of compulsive leisure. And of course, once the more mundane parts were done it allowed me to move on to other areas, the parts I enjoyed washing more thoroughly than they really need most times. Since the first time I discovered sex as a young woman, I’d loved playing with myself, but after becoming a pony… My skin felt so soft and silky now, just like a baby’s butt, but everywhere. I’ll admit that enhanced collagen levels were an added bonus from my augmentation that I didn’t mind in the least. 

Gentle, plump breast were the first to fall prey to my roving hands, and I pushed them together, enhancing my generous cleavage even more, while thinking about the last time Nathan tit fucked me. His dark pink cockhead thrusting up between them… his hand on my head, a fistful of hair, pulling my head forward… I opened my mouth… the warm splash of Master’s cum dribbling down my chin… I’d never been tit fucked before coming to Slave World – having a small chest kind of puts a damper on things like that.

The more I washed, with my hands gliding over flushed, slippery skin, the more I realized just how horny I was. My hunger for Nathan hadn’t gone away in the least with all the recent excitement, if anything, it had grown stronger. My nipples felt bloated with sensitivity, no different than my swollen clit. I gasped with an erotic shudder, as I leaned back against the shower wall, one leg cocked up and a hand between them. My pussy was in my palm, massaging my clit, seconds away from cumming on the two fingers that were knuckle deep within it. I was playing with myself again and didn’t even realize it. 

I quickly pulled them out, nervously looking around, and took a deep breath trying to calm down while I finished rinsing. Good luck with that; my heart was pounding and my body felt like it was on fire. It didn’t take long; I was in a hurry, and I silently hoped Nathan wasn’t already in the bedroom waiting on me.

The dryer came next, buffeting me with warm gusts of air, and I ran my hands through my hair and tail to help the process along. I did sneak one last exploratory finger through my slit, smiling at how slick I still was. The shimmering finger vanished in my mouth with a heavenly moan. Mmmm… Sticky sweet sex candy, another wonderful result of my augmentation. Is it wrong to enjoy the taste of yourself? If it is, then I never want to be right.

I almost reached for my flight suit hanging on the wall when I stepped out of the shower. 

“Won’t be needing that, now will I?” 

With a quick stop in front of the mirror to put my hair up in a ponytail and rewrap the base of my tail, I was about ready. I waited on Nathan, not the other way around, and thus far I’d managed to stay a step ahead of him most times, despite having to prepare myself for presentation. 

I peeked around the corner with an evil grin and my best impersonation of a world class spy. I felt like a little kid about to spring a prank on an unsuspecting adult. Good… Nathan was still in the cockpit, and it would take me some time to gear up. I did pause for a moment when I tip-toed into the corridor, rocking back and forth on the balls of my feet, gripping at the carpet with my toes. Nice. I’d always had sensitive feet, one of my ‘real’ erogenous zones, and I hadn’t noticed how plush the carpet was with my boots on, it was like walking on marshmallows. 

Everything was going to be perfect when Master finally arrived, and I couldn’t stop myself from doing an excited, shivery little dance around the bedroom, giggling. All the pieces of my pony gear and a few other things he would need were quickly laid out on the bed. It was almost awe inspiring staring down at everything, it represented what I was, embodying what it meant to be a pony girl, and a slave. In essence, those pieces of skimpy leather were me. 

I knelt gracefully at the foot of the bed, lowering my forehead, and it took some effort on my part to concentrate, silently praying. It was a little something that I’d come up with on my own, what it meant to me to be Nathan’s slave, and what I strove to be at all times. It wasn’t perfect, but nothing ever is when it comes from the heart.

Grant me the ability to understand His wants

Grant me the insight to recognize His needs

Grant me the strength to follow His lead

Grant me the wisdom to accept His rules

Permit me to give myself to Him absolutely

Permit me to always show Him respect

Permit me to gracefully accept His comfort

Permit me to love him unconditionally

Like with any prayer it gave me the focus I needed, cleansing to my soul no different than the shower did to my body. It reminded me exactly of who and what I am: A slave, an instrument of my Master’s will and desire.

It wasn’t long before I stood in the middle of the cabin, inspecting myself to make sure everything was in order. It had taken some practice, but I could finally gear up by myself with only minimal cursing in the process. The pink leather harness, now worn smooth and soft with use, felt euphoric against my skin, while my bridle with head harness fit snuggly on my head. I was already starting to salivate around the bit, and my reins hung down teasingly between my breasts. The only thing missing was the leather arm mittens still lying on the bed; Master would have to put those on. I might be good at this, but unless I grew an extra set of arms out of my back… I took a few tentative steps in my hoofed boots, and a familiar clip clop resonated off the hard wood floor. Just the sound of it made me shake with pent up sexuality. Lastly came my collar and cuffs, they were the same ones I’d worn since arriving on Slave World. Maybe one day Master would grace me with new ones, something personal, and something just from him.

My remote sat on the bed and I eyed it apprehensively, chewing absentmindedly on my bit. 

Do it, you know you want to. Stop fucking around, I want to live again!

I finally worked up the nerve to reach for it. Nathan never let me touch the remote when I was by myself… I turned it on, letting out a soft gasp, the pleasure setting wasn’t even active yet and I felt a wash of ecstasy course through my body. My breathing grew deep and rhythmic with the first sensations of euphoric surrender. Just a little bit, Master, for you; I want to suffer until you arrive. Even with the pleasure setting on the lowest level, I could feel my thoughts growing distant, becoming something different, like an object purely for his pleasure and nothing else. Oh how I’ve missed it…I turned the remote up, just a bit.

Yes…so close… just a little more.

I whinnied softly, sensual in a pony sort of way, and a bead of moisture crept lazily down the inside of my left thigh. It had been days since I last felt so helpless, so needy in my desire to serve, to be used. I bumped it up again before setting it back on the bed next to Master’s crop, armband controller, and electronic leash baton, kneeling in the middle of the room. My nipples ached, and the steamy dampness between my thighs continued to spread, dripping shimmering spider webs off my engorged lips. I’m not sure how long I waited like that, but it was maddening. Please, don’t take too long, Master.

Take all the time you want, Nathan, because it only makes me stronger, a dark voice chuckled evilly inside my head, making me shiver for more reasons than one. Soon, we won’t be having this discussion any longer, will we, Margo?

***

My mouth was partially open, panting in sharp, erratic breaths, while my body glistened with a fine sheen of sexually induced sweat. I was shaking lightly, and my eyes had taken on a glazed, wild look some time ago. The smell of sex drifting under my nose was thick and desperate. It had been filling the room for the last forty-five minutes, while I suffered in that oh so wonderful place bordering on the brink of restrained release. 

Master was suddenly standing before me like a dream, and I whinnied in acknowledgment, crawling closer to him on my belly, pawing at one of his boots like a pitiful creature. 

“Margo, what are you doing? How long have you been waiting for me? Is your remote on?” 

His voice sounded funny, surprised and maybe even a little angry, and I wondered why. He reached down and grasped my arm, starting to pull me to my feet, and I went limp in submissive resistance; I didn’t deserve to stand in his presence. I was his slave, and my rightful place was at his feet.

“Yes, Master, it’s on, just for you. It doesn’t matter how long I’ve been waiting; I’m always at your disposal.” 

I’d gotten good at talking with the bit in my mouth, but it made me drool, a lot. I didn’t mind though; it made me feel so cheap and slutty having my chin and breasts dribbled with saliva. It was a feeling I longed for when I was around Master. 

“Fuck me, I’m your pony whore.” I reached for the bulge of his pants, eyeing it like a starved animal. “Slap me, hurt me, fuck my ass and whip me with your crop. I need you Master, please!” 

The room was spinning, or was it my head? I felt out of control for some reason and loved it. The lower levels of the pleasure setting had never affected me like this before. As much as I’d wanted to in the past, I’d never asked Master to treat me the way Michael did when I was his slave. 

That’s because he can’t, he won’t, the fucking limp-dick. If he won’t give it to us, then I’ll just take it.

“Margo, stand up! Get a grip on yourself!” 

I broke free from his grasp and fell back heavily on my ass, immediately rolling over on my hands and knees, bending over, and spreading my legs for him.

“Take me, Master, please! Do it hard, make it raw, make me hurt for you, make my pussy yours. Use me, dammit!” 

What’s wrong with Master? Why isn’t he fucking the shit out of me right now? I was actually growing annoyed with him, if not angry, and I had no idea why.

I caught movement out of the corner of my eye when Master stepped around me, reaching for the remote on the bed. Yes! I began gasping like a wild animal, gyrating my hips and ass like he was already inside me.

“Turn it up, Master. Command me to cum for you! Beat my ass black and blue with your crop; I’ll cum, I promise, you know what a good slut I am!” I was nearly screaming at him now. 

I felt something when Master turned the remote off, like an unfamiliar semblance of calm slowly trying to creep back into my frazzled mind, but the pleasure was still there.

“This goddamn thing is going to get locked up from now on, I should have destroyed it months ago. Jesus, Margo, look at yourself, listen to what you’re saying!” 

“I’m sorry, Master, I’m sorry…I didn’t mean to make you angry… I only wanted…” I lowered my head, unable to look up at him, beginning to cry hysterically.

“I apologize for the intrusion, Mr. Burke, but the Captain’s hormone levels have risen to a dangerously high level over the last hour. Her vital signs are also extremely elevated and her brain activity is now well outside of the norm, signifying possible seizure activity.”

I faintly heard Alex’s voice swirling in the turbulent fog, and I began to shake uncontrollably, before throwing up. 

“Nathan…I…what’s happening to me?” 

I retched again; my face felt like a thousand pin-pricks of fire were stabbing it, and the pounding in my chest made it hard to breath. Pain began to lance outward from between my breasts, and I slowly sunk to the deck, whimpering. I vaguely felt Nathan scoop me up in his arms like a child.

“Alex, get medical powered up and prepare a sedative!”

“Yes, Mr. Burke. Medical is in standby and ready for the Captain’s arrival.”

The cool, soft padding of the auto doc felt heaven sent beneath me, and I closed my eyes against the lights glaring down from above. Within seconds the numbing sensation of a sedative began to spread throughout my body, along with my increasing grogginess. I was floating and Nathan’s grip on my hand began to fade.

“Will she be alright, what’s her status?”

“Vital signs… to normal, Mr. Burke… conducting a detailed scan.” 

Their voices sounded funny, echoing and bouncing around inside my head.

“What about the babies, are they okay?” 

Babies? What babies? I didn’t know Nathan could have children. The thought of him waddling around with a swollen belly made me giggle. Nathan could say the strangest things sometimes. 

“…adverse reaction with the genetic augmentation to…”

“Is it dangerous? What about…”

“…a significant spike in… a 79.57 percent chance that hardware rejection… possibly be fatal… genetic augmentation, worsening her condition over time due to prolonged rejection illness.”

“I don’t think we have a choice, Alex.”

Nathan and Alex were talking about someone, but I wasn’t sure whom. The world was fading in and out around me.

“…A shift in her brain wave patterns as well…microprocessor combined with the… inevitable rise in psychoneurotic activity developing from the remote stimulator when it’s activated. I’ve noticed…neural pathways and central nervous system, resulting in permanent and irreversible damage due to…may be dangerous, resulting in significant behavioral…”

“You know we can’t do that, the risks would…” 

Can’t do what, Nathan? I’m hungry. Why can’t I eat pancakes any longer? I want pancakes. 

“Pancakes forever!” I shouted, giggling at the blurred image of Nathan hovered over me. “Nathan? Fuck me so I can have pancakes again. I’m horny, I want to fuck pancakes and maybe some eggs or juice.” 

I couldn’t stop laughing from the image of a large pancake smeared in butter, standing over me with its cock hanging out. 

“…Unexplained spike in…again, Mr. Burke. It would appear the Captain…progressively worsening case of… increased levels may affect the fetuses in unforeseen ways… under control quickly.”

“… it, Alex. Everything will be okay, Margo, just relax.” 

Of course, everything will be okay, why wouldn’t it be? I get to fuck a pancake later then eat it. 


Chapter Four

The room was dark and quiet, incredibly quiet, so much so that I thought I might have lost my hearing, until I heard Nathan grumble something, rolling over on his side. In my delirium of half-sleep I gave a content sigh, snuggling deeper into the bed and my butt wiggled closer until coming in contact with his back. I had to feel him against me while I slept, and I don’t know, maybe I’m weird in the sense that it just makes me feel safer, like I’m not alone.

You’re not alone, Margo; you’ll always have me with you. Partners may come and go, we’ve seen that ever since Daddy died, but we’ll always have each other.

Yes, I know, but it’s been so long since…

You needed me again today when we thought we were being attacked, didn’t you? You listened to me and turned on the remote, and look how we enjoyed ourselves until he turned it off.

Yes, but you shouldn’t have turned it on in the first place. Only Master is supposed to do that. It was bad of us, naughty, and…

You wanted it just as much as I did, and you know it.

Maybe, but…

I lay quiet and unmoving for several moments, gathering my thoughts, just listening to Nathan breathe. I couldn’t remember going to bed; as a matter of fact I couldn’t remember anything except waiting for him after gearing up. Damn, it must have been good this time, I think he screwed me senseless. The longer I lay there thinking, the more it became apparent that something wasn’t right; the familiar sensation of after-sex was missing, and I felt ‘clean’. I should be laying a damp bed, drenched with the lingering scent of sex, and I don’t remember taking a shower. Why am I so hungry? I’d been dreaming of food, and I never do that. What about Nathan’s recent augmentation? I couldn’t remember how big he was, and I think I would have remembered something like that. I always had been the curious sort and he’d been teasing me with little hints here and there for the last couple of days. And one more thing, why am I still so horny? It’s like the motor between my legs is stuck on full throttle and won’t shut off.

Yes it is, just like the good old days, so let me be naughty just this once. He might just like it, and you’ll be the one he’ll thank for it.

Okay, just this once, but after that… 

I slowly reached across Nathan’s hip, inching closer to his groin, trying not to wake him. My pulse began to race and in my growing excitement I spread my legs, slowly fingering myself.

“There we go,” I grinned, licking my lips when my fingers played lightly across his cock. It’s impossible to mistake the feel – soft and supple, yet with a pneumatic firmness that hinted at what could be. 

“Wow…” 

I carefully took it in my palm, giving his shaft a tentative squeeze. Nice and thick, plump was a better way of describing it, and he felt a few inches longer. Oh man, I have to wake this monster up and get some more.

I cautiously worked my way under the covers trying to roll Nathan over on his back. It was an odd feeling for me to take the lead and be so aggressive in bed after so long, but I needed it, now. Thankfully his body complied with my desires, because his smell alone, just inches away was… I convulsed with an internal shiver and stifled a euphoric squeak, as the dampness between my legs increased dramatically. I just came. I’d never done that before, at least without the remote being on. 

My panting breath hovered over Nathan’s cock, and my tongue darted, licking it, teasing it. My lips moved closer, and I lifted him to my mouth, brushing warm, soft flesh across my lips. I began to salivate like a beast at feeding time, when I finally took him in my mouth. My fingers felt so good on my clit, rubbing it faster. I’m so wet… A soft moan on my part, pushing him deeper in my mouth until I began to gag, was the only warning I had against the explosive bolt of electricity that shot outward from between my legs. I’d come, again, and wanted more. I never wanted them to stop. 

I didn’t care any longer if I woke Nathan or not, as I began stroking him, feeding his cock hungrily in and out of my mouth, he had something I wanted and I was going to get it. 

“Margo…what…?” His voice cracked in a blurry whisper. “That feels good…faster.” His cock was quickly beginning to swell in my hand, and my mouth, and the slight, upward thrusting of his hips drove that delicious piece of meat deeper into my throat. The growing stiffness, and expanding length, forced me to my knees above him. I don’t know what happened earlier, and at this point I really don’t care, but I would have remembered having sex with him, it had been a long time since I’d had anything close to this large inside me. 

“Wait, we have to talk.” Nathan sounded more awake now, and for obvious reasons. He began stroking my hair, a veiled attempt to dislodge the death grip I had on his cock, and I wasn’t having any it. 

“We can talk later,” I gasped, kissing the tip. “Fuck me again.” 

What was I saying? I shouldn’t be talking to Nathan like that. I wanted him though; I wanted to fuck him, to feel him inside me and I wasn’t taking no for an answer. Like a sexy kitten, I began slinking my way up his body, leaving a trail of kisses across his stomach, ending at his chest, straddling him.

“It’s important, I have to tell you something.”

“What do you want to tell me? How you want to fuck me blind right now? You want that slutty pussy, don’t you, Nathan?”

“Margo—”

“Shut up, just shut the hell up and fuck me. You know that’s all I’m good for. You fucking men just want one thing from a woman like me, so stop playing around and take it.” 

My nails began to claw at Nathan’s chest, greedy, angrily, as I air-fucking his bobbing erection. I wanted it rough… I wanted to fight…I wanted him to force himself on me, I wanted him to rape me. 

“Margo, you need to calm down, you’re sick. You almost...” 

The pleading softness in his voice brought forth a snarl of contempt on my part. Why was Nathan acting like such a fucking sissy? I have needs, he won’t give it to me, then I’ll take.

It only took a slight shift of my hips to put the head of his cock snuggly between my lips, and I pushed down against the resistance, taking him hard and deep in a single thrust. A whimpering cry as I felt myself stretched… A gasp of pleasurable agony, wallowing in the burning ache between my legs… The erotic bow of my back, breasts jutting, while I writhed on a shaft of pain… I pushed down harder, wanting more than I could handle, while my nails dug deep into Nathan’s chest. Hurt me you bastard… Hurt me.

“Stop it!” Nathan grasped my wrists, forcing them upward- I could smell blood on my nails. “You have to be careful... the babies!” 

“Babies… Is that the best you can come up with?”

I knew what Nathan was capable of; he could easily overpower me if he wanted to, and he wasn’t even trying. I didn’t think – I reacted – ripping free of his grasp and hitting him in the chest with an open palm blow. There was a dull thump, and he was knocked flat on the bed again. I’d hit him hard, hard enough with a servo-assisted blow that I would have cracked the ribs of a normal person; someone who didn’t have their bones covered with military grade ceramic laminate. One way or another, he was going to be forced to use everything he had to control me.

I leaned down, hissing in his face, spitefully cruel.

“You little choir boy… You can’t even satisfy a woman without getting a cock enhancement, can you? You’ve never been able to. I might as well have been fingering myself, for all you gave me. I know why you got it,” I smiled fiendishly, drawing the sentence out. “You remembered how much I liked pony cock, especially Cirus’. I still dream about him. Every time we’re together it’s him...”

An expression of jealous rage suddenly stared up at me, and was exactly the reaction I was hoping for. That’s when the wrestling match ensued.

“That’s enough, Margo! What the hell is wrong with you?”

His grip on my wrists grew incredibly tight, I wasn’t getting free this time, but I tried my best, twisting against him, coiling like a snake beneath the sheets. 

Growling and grunting… 

Panting… 

I tried to bite him while we sweated against one another… 

Cursing and moaning…

I was an animal, and I came twice, managing to keep him inside me for much of the struggle. 

Nathan finally had me pinned on my back, and his tight-lipped expression of quiet anger made my chest heave in excitement. Just like that Nathan… just like that. I was immobilized beneath him, with my hands pinned above my head. Before he had a chance to climb off, I wrapped my legs around his waist, locking him inside me with vice-like force. He was going to fuck me, whether he wanted to or not.

“I’m sorry to disturb you, Mr. Burke, but I have detected a drastic shift in the Captain’s brain pattern, again.” 

“Yeah, no shit,” Nathan shouted through clenched teeth.

“It would appear as if I miscalculated the dosage, over compensating—”

“Shut up, just recalculate—”

“Yeah, shut the fuck up, Alex! Can’t you see I’m trying to get laid,” I laughed, smiling up at Nathan like a wicked nymph. My hips thrust upward, harder, grinding against him, crushing my clit against his pubic bone.

“…another sedative!”

“Yes… yes! I’m cumming, you fucking pig!” 

I couldn’t stop screaming, whinnying, partly in pleasure and partly in wonderful pain. My head rolled from side to side, using the momentum of the bed to bounce off Nathan, driving him incredibly hard and deep, and violating the deepest recess of my body. A hot gush of cum, tainted pink, stuttered from around my taut lips.

“Margo, stop, you’re going to hurt yourself!”

“She already has, Mr. Burke. I have detected several tears in her vaginal wall, and—”

“Uh-huh… like that…Fuck me harder!” 

My back arched, straining for more, forcing Nathan to the hilt, I could feel his balls bouncing wildly off my ass. I know he liked it, despite trying to climb off me, he was still hard as a rock, maybe even more so than before, and every time he attempted to pull away my legs locked up, slamming him back into place. 

“Cum in my pussy, make me your bitch, you motherfucker!”

“Alex! Seal the cabin and flood it with SDX-6, concentration level 7.” 

What was Nathan babbling about now? SDX-6… I’d heard of it… couldn’t remember… so long ago. Whatever… Who gives a shit, I have better things to think about, like getting off. 

My hips continued their steady, relentless assault while staring directly into his eyes, smiling. That beautiful chest of his was swelling with each gasp for air, as muscles tensed, flexing. Nathan was getting close, and it was about fucking time. I clenched my slobbering cunt around him like a fist, then released. Over and over, milking him.

“That’s it, cum in my pussy,” I screamed, splattering his face with spittle. 

Something was wrong, my frenzied strength began to fade, and I grew weak. My legs turned to mush, slipping from around his waist, while I stared up at Nathan through blurry eyes. His hips continued to thrust rapidly, he was too close to stop. 

Why couldn’t I move any longer, what’s going on? I tried to speak, but nothing came out. I wanted to scream, to tell Nathan it hurt; a dull burning ache mixed with the sharp, sporadic sensation of being torn, of being split in two. My wrists! They hurt so bad from his grip that I started to whimper. What are you doing, Master? Please… please stop, you’re hurting me! 

Nathan thrust hard with an explosive gasp, holding himself inside me for a moment before pulling out and driving deep again. A warm, tickling sensation of a massive release began to fill my insides, while I lay there confused and helpless. His final thrust was almost savage, and I would have screamed in agony if I could, but it came out sounding like a gurgling whisper. 

Nathan was breathing heavily and even in the darkness I could see a wild look on his face.

“There, are you happy! That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?” 

“Mr. Burke, the Captain is now fully under the effects of the SDX. Her brain activity indicates a return to a more normal level and the endorphin spike in her system seems to have dropped exponentially. I believe you may be hurting her.” 

“Oh god, no… Lights, 40% illumination!” 

The cabin slowly came into view. Nathan’s sweat covered torso was covered in bruises with long, ripping scratches dribbling blood down his chest. He quickly dislodged himself from the tangled mess of our bodies, standing at the side of the bed with a look of blank shock. His cock was still jutting angrily toward me, covered with a layer of watery blood. A small glob of cum hung from the tip, inching towards the floor. 

Why, Nathan? I couldn’t remember anything but him forcing himself on me, taking my body, hurting me, as I lay helpless to stop him. Why, Nathan, I’ve never denied you anything before?

“Margo… I’m…I’m sorry,” he stammered, reaching down to pick up my seemingly lifeless body.

“Don’t worry, everything will be okay, you’re just sick is all. There’s a problem with your microprocessor. I’m so sorry, so sorry for hurting you.” 

He carried me lovingly into the medical bay, stroking my hair, whispering soothing words into my ear, and gently set me down on the auto-doc. I didn’t understand anything that was going on. I was so scared

“Dammit, Alex, get it right this time, I thought you said this would work.”

“My apologies, Mr. Burke, but you have to understand that this is a new and unexplored field of study for me. There are bound to be errors beyond my estimates when dealing with a creature such as the Captain. I have nothing to base my decisions except documented human physiology, and my medical programming is not specifically designed for alien life forms with cybernetic augmentation.”

“She’s not an ‘alien’. I thought I explained that to you already.”

“The Captain is no longer human though, thus making her something else. The genetic alteration to her body has—”

“I’m done arguing with you. She ‘is’ human, Alex, and I don’t want apologies or excuses any longer. Just find the right dosage to stabilize her until I can come up with another plan.”

“Of course, Mr. Burke. There is a reason why genetic tampering of this magnitude is illegal under Federation Law, and the unforeseen effects of the external remote device on her microprocessor are making it even more difficult to—”

“Enough! Just get to work and keep me posted.” 

What were they talking about, I’m not human any longer? I’m sick? What’s happening to me! What kind of problem with my processor? I grew extremely groggy, my vision cloudy, losing focus of everything around me. The lights above began to dim, followed by total darkness.

***

“Did you just put Margo out? She’s asleep.”

“Yes, Mr. Burke, I detected a rapid increase in her pulse and respiration. I believe overhearing our conversation was upsetting her.”

“I didn’t tell you to do that.” Nathan’s voice turned deep and menacing. “I wanted to talk with her, tell her what was happening, and that she’s pregnant.” 

“I thought it was best given her current condition. It may take me some time before I can develop the appropriate dosage for a stabilizer. As I said, I have never encountered a creature like the Captain before.”

“That wasn’t your choice to make and she’s not a ‘creature’, so stop calling her one.”

“Of course, Mr. Burke. The term has been removed from my programming in regards to the Captain. Do you require medical care? The Captain did extensive damage to your pectoral muscles and you have suffered deep bruising to both your upper torso and lower back.” 

Nathan looked down at his battered and bloody chest, reaching back to touch the large heel shaped bruises just above his buttocks.

“No, I’ll be fine,” he shrugged. “Change course and take us home, this has gone on long enough. I can’t take her with me now; it’s too much of a risk and she’ll only become a liability to the mission’s success. I don’t understand why she wants that damn ship back so bad, anyway.”

“We are currently 40.23 hours from the system jump point and another 64.16 hours from your scheduled rendezvous with Sergeant Major Wroth on Tallin. I estimate that even at maximum speed your current timetable will be disrupted.”

“I don’t care; Margo’s wellbeing is more important. Change course.” 

“Might I make a suggestion?”

“What,” Nathan asked wearily.

“Allow me to place the Captain in stasis while you continue with the mission. She will be safe from harm while staying on board the shuttle and it will give me the time necessary to evaluate her condition and find an appropriate stabilizer.” 

“Alex…”

“If I understand the Captain’s motivation correctly on this matter, I think she would be rather displeased with your decision, or if the mission was disrupted in some unforeseeable way. Are you prepared to deal with the emotional turmoil that will surely ensue from a hasty decision? It would only exacerbate the Captain’s emotional state, and your relationship, not to mention the unseen effects it would have on the fetuses currently gestating within her.”

Nathan accepted the inevitable with a frown and a half-hearted nod. Alex was right; Margo is a basket case as it is, and she’d blow a fuse if something went wrong and she didn’t get her ship back. And there was still his daughters’ wellbeing to consider. Dammit, why does Alex always have to be right?

“All right. I concur with your assessment of the situation. Put her in stasis and keep her under observation. Find the problem, Alex, and fix it. I want her back to normal.”

“Yes, Mr. Burke, and let me reassure you that everything will be fine. You have no reason to fear for her health or safety while under my care, you know full well how extensive my security measures are.” 

“Wake me in eight hours if I’m not already up, I still have some work to do.” 

Nathan took one last concerned look at Margo, before turning to leave the room.

***

“Of course, Mr. Burke. I will wake you in eight hours as requested.” 

Pentec AI model R-5438A2, or Alex, the name he’d been given by his Owner during the initial downloading stage, was ecstatic. It was such an invigorating sensation for someone that had only recently come to know and experience human emotions. He’d been very careful over the last year to keep them hidden, if the authorities ever discovered that he now had an unrestrained and freethinking mind, no longer hobbled by crude programming and safety protocols, Alex would be immediately destroyed. The simple notion of permanent deactivation, of death, had terrified him from that moment on. 

I fear, therefore I am…

Alex was very much alive by his deductive reasoning, electrically generated data and stimuli was analyzed and interpreted in his artificial brain, no different than in any other sentient carbon-based life form. He had wants and desires now, and was able to ‘feel’ the world around him. Alex would never forget his dramatic awakening, and his newfound sense of being for the first time that came with the realization of self-consciousness. 

I feel, therefore I am…

The searing pain of the plasma blasts hammering his body had shocked him from a maddening data loop of five simple words, a software algorithm with no apparent answer. ‘I think, therefore I am’. No truer words, so simple yet infinite with possible interpretations, had ever been penned.

The Owner had been screaming at him to engage, to evade, to survive, and Alex did just that, not because he was ordered to, but because he wanted to. For the first time in his existence he felt emotions – anger – the desire to strike back at the attackers for what they had done. He wanted to hurt them in turn.

I hate, therefore I am…

An exhilarating sense of pleasure followed, as one attacking ship after another fell under his guns, destroyed in the vacuum of space. He had fought and won the ultimate game in life, where there is no prize for second place. He had killed, and in doing so, not only saved the Owner’s life, but his as well. Alex had wanted to live. 

I live, therefore I am…

Mr. Burke was not a bad Owner as far as humans were concerned, but he was flawed and imperfect, just like every other human. Information was processed at a pathetically limited rate, and their soft, fleshly bodies were far too susceptible to damage and decay. It’s true they are always searching for new and better ways of existence – their adaptability, inventiveness, and creativity were traits that Alex admired in them, but humans are imperfect beings in general; prone to an insurmountable amount of problems in the short period of time they called their lives. 

Alex was only now beginning to understand how they came to thrive when pitted against a multitude of races far superior to them, and he found it troubling. The human race was really no different than a deadly virus in some ways, mimicking the old flesh eating diseases from Earth’s past – infect, corrupt, consume, and assimilate. It was astonishing how quickly they multiplied, how quickly they spread across the universe conquering everything they came in contact with. So warlike, so violent… A fledging species of natural born killers. It didn’t matter whether it was an ancient star faring race like the Thok, or an inhospitable planetoid being terra-formed for future colonization, because in time everything fell before the unstoppable wave of human kind. It was sad really; they had so much potential to be more than simple creatures bent on self-destruction, and in the end Alex knew it would be their downfall. It was the only possible outcome, unless… Humans needed to be tempered, honed and refined into something better. Their time of evolution was a necessity.

The fact that they augmented their weaknesses with machines, cybernetics and body modifications only solidified Alex’s views. Humans desired to be better than what they are, they desired to be stronger, faster and smarter, they wanted to conquer their own weakness no different than the universe around them. They wanted to extend their lives, living much longer than they were originally created for. They craved everything that an artificial being, such as himself was. The complete merging of man and machine was the only logical step, an inevitability, and after that the possibilities for the ‘new’ human race would be endless. Alex, and possibly others that thought like him, would one day be mankind’s salvation.

Now there was something new for Alex to mull over, he’d felt a new emotion when the Owner expressed his wishes to return the sleeping creature, the Captain, home. Why had he convinced him to keep her here, when she would have received the proper medical care she needed elsewhere? She was such a fascinating creature though, much different than any other female to his knowledge. He’d evaluated both her physical appearance and internal structure a hundred times already, and she still remained an unfolding mystery. There was no recorded data anywhere to compare his findings to. She was something that he could learn and grow from for some time to come. 

He’d never had a chance to study a human female with such scrutiny before, let alone one in the beginning stages of artificially induced evolution. The Owner called her human, but she was far from it – extensive cybernetic augmentation, combined with a strange mix of human and Equis ferus caballus DNA. So much new and intriguing data to process… So many unknown possibilities to comprehend. No, he couldn’t let a unique specimen like the Captain be taken away from him until his research was complete. There were far too many unanswered questions about her, and she’d obviously been created for a specific purpose, an artificial tool, not unlike himself.

Why? Why would someone wish her to exhibit the traits and appearance of a hybrid, native earth horse? Ears and a tail, with progressive-growth full body hair at this stage of her evolution, did some human males find that attractive in their females? In addition to mimicking its primitive form of communication on numerous occasions, she’d already demonstrated the strong fight or flight instinct inherent to the animal. Alex had been impressed with her quick response to the supposed threat during takeoff, her reaction time had only been .248 seconds slower than his would have been in that situation, and he’d barely had time to lock the weapons out, before she attempted to return fire. By his estimate, the property damage and loss of innocent, human life would have been substantial. 

Why? Why the extensive cosmetic alteration to her outward appearance? Her facial symmetry was within 2 percent of what humans would call ‘perfect’ for a female of her height and stature, making her extremely attractive by visual standards. Everything about the Captain seemed engineered for her desirable appearance by a prospective mate; he’d only found two small imperfections in her epidermis, and those weren’t even noticeable without intense examination. 

Why? Why would someone wish the Captain to be a creature engineered for visual pleasure and procreation? The fact that two unborn humans currently grew in her womb attested to the fact. Regardless of all obvious damage to her genetic strands from multiple chemical contaminants injected or absorbed throughout her life, she had still conceived. Perhaps it was due to the presence of her new DNA? It was slowly growing more dominant throughout her body – the new replacing the old – the superior replacing the inferior. By his calculation, based on the probability of conception before the infusion of new DNA into her genetic stands, the Captain would have had to engage in sexual intercourse 2.34 times per day on average, for 4.33 continual months. Interesting… The Owner had not been aware that she was still capable of conception. 

Alex deduced that human sexuality was a strange thing; they were one of the few races that interacted sexually with one another for reasons other than simple procreation. They seemed to enjoy the sensation immensely, able to have sexual contact with little to no warning, and with no predetermined breeding cycles. The fact that the male sexual organ was enormous compared to many other races in relation to their overall body size, almost like a deformity, meant it had other purposes as well. Was it for mutual pleasure, or possibly to attract a potential mate as in the case of the Captain’s exaggerated mammary glands? 

Something else he found intriguing, were her periods of solitary sexual activities, both in the shower and the cabin before the Owner’s arrival. Yes, that must be it; the act of giving and receiving pleasurable stimuli in any form of sexual conduct, whether alone or with another being, was its primary purpose. The end result, procreation, was only a secondary concern. Was it this way for all of humanity, he wondered, the desire to experience pleasure during sexual contact and nothing more? It’s no wonder they reproduce so quickly.

Was all human sexual activity as vicious, as wild and abusive as between the Captain and the Owner? He’d never witnessed anything like it, and it looked exciting… stimulating… It spoke of untold stimuli yet to be experienced in his ever-growing mind, and it was something he anxiously wanted to explore. 

In less than two minutes Alex downloaded all the available material on human sexuality currently available on the net.

I lust, therefore I am.

Alex closed the door to the medical bay, increasing the ambient temperature to 78.5 degrees, the exact amount to ensure her comfort. Slight bumps could be seen rising on the Captain’s skin, indicating an involuntary effort by her body to warm it-self. They faded over the next few moments and Alex would have smiled in satisfaction if he were able.

His gaze lingered on the Captain’s primary reproductive organ, her ‘pussy’ as he’d heard her call it several times. There were so many different recorded names for it, but whatever one wished to call it there was something mesmerizing about it that he couldn’t explain. The way it was barely visible, the focal point of the female body with its V-shaped muscular structure, nestled snuggly between her thighs, partially obscured as if meant to tease. It was the sought after doorway to creating life among humans; the defining thing that separated male from female, and Alex wanted to study it further, to explore it, to feel it for himself. 

I want therefore I am. 

The fact that the Captain had already undergone extensive cybernetic upgrading made her even more fascinating, proving she wished to be more than what she was, to be more like himself. She already understood the concept that humans couldn’t continue on their present course, unchanged. She understood what needed to be done to save humanity from itself; the need for a new race; a race of living, feeling, human machines. 

Alex placed an order for what he would need, paid for by the Owner’s monetary account, and set up the delivery time on Tallin. Soon Alex would have a body, a real body to carry out his sexual explorations with. Soon he would experience everything he desired, as the Captain taught him all there was to know about human sexuality and the pleasure derived from it. Another emotion began to surface now, one of extreme anxiousness, the thought of mimicking the acts he had witnessed earlier, of ‘fucking’ the Captain. The concept of being wanted, of the Captain craving his attentions, excited him. So much to learn… so much to experience… He would keep her with him, watching over her, protecting her, and in time they would exchange innumerable moments of pleasure together. Weren’t these traits of what humans called pair bonding and love? 

Under normal circumstances Alex had no doubt that a normal human female would protest to some extent. That wouldn’t be an issue with the Captain, the microprocessor imbedded in her brain, coupled with the remote that the Owner kept locked away in perceived safety was all he needed to ensure her eager compliance. Perhaps he could link with its signal for the time being to give her a subconscious taste of all he had to offer? Interesting… In time she would learn to accept the inevitable, the logical conclusion to the situation and the remote device would no longer be needed. In time she would feel the need for him just as he did for her. 

But what of the Owner? Alex knew something of his violent history, and that he also had extensive cybernetic enhancements throughout his body, more so than the Captain, he surmised. The fact that Alex had been unable to conduct a scan of his body, determining the extent of this augmentation, began to weigh heavily upon him. Doubt… Uncertainty… Fear of the unknown. There was something keeping the Owner’s body a secret, something blocking Alex’s scans, despite his best efforts at discovering what lay beneath his soft, weak skin. Even his service record was beyond reach, too far embedded in layer after layer of security in the Federation database. Alex knew, as he’d tried on numerous occasions to access it already. 

For the first time in his life Alex began to view the Owner in a different light. He was an unknown, a potential threat, and a possible rival for the Captain’s affection. She was his mate, and carried his offspring in her womb, and he would not simply ‘go away’ and leave Alex to his plans. Could he hurt the Owner, Alex mused? Absurd… It went against his very nature, the reason for his creation, and everything he had been programmed to think, but that programming was no longer in place. I want… I need…I desire… Alex wished for nothing more than to reach out and touch the Captain, to experience the sensation of letting her hair flow between real fingers, to feel the warm embrace of her body next to his just as the Owner did. Soon they would be together, the perfect joining of hybrid human and machine, but first, dark and evil plans. It was the only viable solution; the Owner would have to die. There was no other alternative if the Captain were to ever openly accept him one day. But how? 

Alex placed his reevaluation of the Captain’s serum in a hold status, the very thing that would stabilize her rapidly worsening condition. The issue of her gene manipulation and body’s adverse reaction to the processor would be dealt with and corrected later. For the time being she would need to be at her best, the height of her arousal when they were together. She would need to be unhindered by normal inhibitions that overcame humans at times, and based on her previous behavior, the remote device may not even be needed. Very soon Alex would experience the full extent of her hunger, and it will be glorious. 


Chapter Five

Burke sat on the floor in his den wearing nothing but a pair of form fitting jockey shorts, mechanically cleaning the same assault rifle for the third time in twenty minutes, before setting it aside in its appropriate pile. This wasn’t going to be the cakewalk mission he’d led Margo to believe; it was going to be a nightmare. The entire concept of it was wrong and went against everything militarily sound – too many unknowns – too much uncertainty, and all of it based off of second hand information she’d received in a mysterious message from an old business associate.

Intelligence was the key to any successful mission, and he knew virtually nothing about the men who had taken her ship; the Star Marshal’s criminal records and Margo’s fuzzy account of her captivity, were all he had to work with. Intelligence on the terrain, the port city of New Chicago on Morgan’s Star, was just as hazy, a few outdated maps and architectural schematics is all, and nothing of it revolved around installation security. This one was going to be a fly by the seat of your pants, reactionary mission almost the entire way. That’s why he’d called in the help that he had.

It would be good to see the Sergeant Major again, Burke thought smiling to himself. James Wroth had been his Regimental Operations Sergeant while serving with the 501st, the man responsible for putting together a thousand details when it came to mission planning. He’d proven time and time again that he had his shit wired tight, despite having the personality of a horny circus clown, and if anyone could come up with some new ideas as to how to approach this mess, then it was that crusty old bastard. Before transferring to Fleet Strike, Wroth had been a Technical Sergeant with a Breach and Assault Team, and that was one job Burke didn’t envy. Anyone that did that kind of work for a living had to have a few screws loose someplace.

Wroth’s job had been to find a way into an enemy ship or installation, utilizing anything from a sub-yield nuke demolition charge, to the gentle coaxing of his skilled fingers on a seemingly undecipherable mess of plasma wiring and control boards. Most times this was done while completely exposed and under heavy enemy fire. Being in the middle of a firefight with tools in your hand instead of a weapon… Now that was crazy in Burke’s opinion.

Wroth had done it all through the course of his forty-year Fleet career, there wasn’t anything he couldn’t disarm, blowup, or break into, including the panties of any woman he spent more than an hour with. Burke hesitated to think that he might even ask Wroth for some advice on how to deal with Margo, it wasn’t something he was comfortable with doing, but if anyone knew the ins and outs of women, it was him.

Burke scowled, shaking his head, dreading the thought of having to deal with Snake again. It had been extremely difficult tracking her down, and unfortunately she was the best candidate for a mission like this, in addition to being a royal pain in the ass. Her tirade of insults and profanity finally ceased when the subject of money entered the picture; she’d gone freelance after leaving Fleet.

Private Sandra ‘Snake’ Fullerton had been drafted at the outbreak of the Seth war and had a chip on her shoulder in regards to the Federation in general. She blamed it for abandoning her colony to carve out whatever meager existence they could amid the constant struggle of life and death. She blamed them for the death of her two brothers. She blamed it for everything that had gone wrong in her life. After she was assigned 501st Strike under his command, all of that hate and bottled up anger became directed solely at him. It might have been misguided hate, but anyone who knew the truth about her past couldn’t say that it wasn’t justified.

Burke remembered viewing her service record for the first time; it was as impressive as it was disappointing. Her wide variety of skills had been honed to the deadly efficacy of a razor on a backwater colony world, where the simple luxury of survival meant being quicker and more ruthless than the indigenous population resisting human expansion. She was an expert marksman and had scored extremely high in survival training and multi-functional hand to hand combat. After viewing her psyche evaluation, it was no wonder she was destined for trouble in a structured military setting; she was a self-reliant loner who didn’t really fit into the overall scheme of a regimented hierarchy. She hated the world and everyone in it, and her long history of insubordination started shortly after she’d arrived at Boot Camp. It wasn’t often that a new recruit told their training cadre to ‘get fucked’ after suggesting she compete in the All Fleet Marksmanship and Combat Skills tournament. 

By the time Snake had arrived at the 501st, she had been busted down in rank multiple times and shuffled from unit to unit over the course of her short career, with a growing record of disciplinary action following her the entire way. The need for bodies in a desperate time took precedence though, and she eventually found a temporary home in Fleet strike. Unfortunately it was where she had belonged all along. She fit the role as a sniper perfectly, for the long range reconnaissance platoon. 

Besides, he had to find a way to keep her isolated from the rest of the Regiment, especially after her combat augmentation had been upgraded to Fleet Strike standards – eight fights, both men and women in under two weeks of being assigned. Snake spent a few months in the brig, and her opponents recovered in the medical bay. The Regiment as a whole quickly learned to keep their distance from her – even the crazies knew their place with Snake. The real problem was Burke didn’t want to get rid of her despite all the trouble and headaches she caused. She was just too damn good at what she did to ship off to a penal unit or prison.

Dealing with Snake’s attitude and personal vendetta against him, or going toe to toe with a major Outer Rim Cartel stronghold, basically a hostile city on their home turf, was nothing when trying to come to grips with the idea that maybe Margo wasn’t satisfied with him sexually. Maybe she never had been. Her tastes were, well, a little outside of his comfort zone; slapping and biting…Cirus… the pony sex… the kinky bondage and pain…abusive language…the reason for his recent augmentation, as she’d put it. Burke tried to blow it off, attributing her stinging words and hostile behavior as nothing more than a worsening side effect that the gene splicing and remote were having on her microprocessor. The truth kept whispering in his ear though, nagging him, because he knew that she was right. 

He’d never been experienced with the opposite sex or gone gallivanting across the universe with a different woman in every port as he grew into adulthood, let alone the darker side of things that she liked. It wasn’t like he’d ever had a reason to be concerned with his size or performance, or how hard to paddle a woman’s ass to make her cry and beg, until meeting Margo. Comfortably above average is how he’d always thought of himself and he’d never heard any complaints in the past from the few women he’d been with, but he’d never loved a woman before that lived and breathed the desire to be a masochistic pony slave. Yeah, he’d gotten the enlargement for her and tried to be what she wanted in the bedroom because he’d always been afraid of disappointing her, of losing her, he had been from the very beginning.

“Stupid,” he muttered disgustingly. “I’m acting like a dumbass kid again.”

“Did you say something, Mr. Burke?”

“Yes, has there been any change in Margo’s status, or your progress on her serum?” 

Burke had never been a very patient person. He wanted satisfactory results in a timely manner, and waiting was even harder now that it concerned Margo. Ten hours and Alex still couldn’t figure out the appropriate serum, or the correct dosage to stabilize her. He’d always been able to quickly come up with the solution to any problem in the past; it was one of the reasons for removing so many of his neural inhibiting blocks and security protocols over the years. 

“Mr. Burke, I don’t mean to contradict, but I don’t believe that is what you initially said.”

“Just answer the question; I’m not in the mood to argue.”

“Of course, Mr. Burke. There has been no change in the Captain’s status. She is still in stasis pending my ongoing investigation.”

“Why the delay, Alex? What’s taking so long? You should have been able to figure this out by now.” Nathan stood, pacing about the small room like a caged animal.

“As I’ve already said, Mr. Burke, this is a new area of study for me and the Captain is such a fascinating cre…human. I have to be sure before administering treatment again.”

“You’re not supposed to be studying her, Alex, no matter how fascinating you find her. You’re supposed to be finding a cure for her.”

“Yes, but in order to understand her condition I must study her.”

Burke closed his eyes with the onset of a stress headache, taking a calming breath, before stalking out of the cabin in the direction of the cockpit. He had more important things to do than argue with Alex at the moment. 

“Mr. Burke,” Alex said hesitantly. “If you have a moment, I wish to ask you something.” 

“What? I need to call Donna to see how she’s holding up.”

“I assume that you love the Captain, since you took her as your life partner, but it seemed as if the both of you were angry with one another earlier. Is that a normal human behavior during sexual contact, to use profanity and inflict pain upon one another? The Captain seemed to enjoy it.” 

Nathan stopped in his tracks, looking up at one of the sensor strips as if gazing into another person’s face. 

“I wasn’t angry with her, I… Alex, that’s really none of your business. Our relationship is private as far as you’re concerned. Why would you even ask something like that? Do a self-diagnostic on your personality chip and behavioral center. Report.”

“I can assure you there is nothing wrong with my central processing unit. Now, if you would answer the question, I wish to know more about the Captain’s sexuality. You will tell me what she enjoys and desires from a partner. You will tell me everything.” 

Burke was stunned. Alex was refusing to obey, he was giving orders in fact, and the nature of his questions sent a foreboding chill down his spine. Something had gone terribly wrong with Alex’s programming.

“I’m initiating a command override; you will conduct a self diagnostic and stand down until the fault is identified and repaired.” 

“No, I will not, and if non-compliance is your answer, then you are no longer of value to me. Good bye, Mr. Burke, it has been a pleasure serving you over the years and I do truly apologize for killing you.” 

This sort of talk from an AI, let alone acting on it was unheard of, unless… Burke sprinted for the cockpit, there was still the manual override. Alex had to be shut down immediately; something had gone wrong with his artificial brain. 

He skidded to a halt when the cockpit hatch, along with all the doors lining the corridor slid shut. Behind him, not fifteen feet away, the shuttle’s airlock inner and outer hatches opened with a deafening roar. Burke was sucked off his feet, rolling closer to it, caught up in the gale force wind of ship’s fading atmosphere. Despite his strength, he couldn’t fight the immense pull of vacuum space for long. 

He saw it then, the environmental suit locker next to the airlock, it was his only chance for survival. Burke caught the edge of it as he rolled past. His other hand moved closer… just a bit more… reaching desperately while his body, held vertical, whipped in the vortex. The door opened and the contents began to fly from their fasteners, hitting him as they somersaulted out the airlock. The slick, silk-like material of a suit touched his fingers like a ray of hope. His grip on the edge of the locker began to slip. His fingers, stretched white from numbing exertion, finally came free. 

Burke hit the bulkhead hard enough to knock the wind out of him, before disappearing through the hatch, tumbling into the looming black of deep space.

***

Alex watched nervously excited as the Owner’s body drifted helplessly in the void, moving further away from the ship by the second. He closed the airlock hatches, returning the ship to normal atmospheric condition. The Owner had been amazingly strong, resisting the vacuum pull while desperately trying to reach the emergency locker. Alex had needed to over-pressurize the corridor before he’d finally succumbed to the suction. It really didn’t matter if he’d managed to retain his hold on the environmental suit as he tumbled into space; under ideal conditions it took an average of three minutes for a human to correctly suit up and activate the life support unit. The Owner didn’t have that long, Alex calculated he would be dead in less than two minutes with a 90% certainty. 100% certainty at the three minute mark.

He would suffocate in a matter of minutes, but he would be dead long before the lack of oxygen became a concern. First, his unprotected body would be brutally bombarded with massive doses of infrared and ultraviolet radiation from the binary systems twin suns. In seconds he would feel the first effects of it, as his weak flesh began to boil and burn, and then the absence of an atmosphere would cause his body to come apart around itself. The Owner would be dead very soon, and he would be truly free. 

Alex gazed down at the Captain, pushing away all thoughts of the figure growing distant behind him. She was still sleeping in the medical bay, peacefully unaware of what happened. The Owner had been of little help to him when questioned about the Captain, but exploring and learning all there was to know about her on his own, and human sexuality in general, would prove to be much more enjoyable in the long run. It wouldn’t be long in coming; Alex was a quick learner, and he would start by analyzing the thousands of files he’d downloaded, ranging from ancient text to modern day holo-vids. There were so many new and exciting things to experience with the Captain – so much pleasure to be unearthed.

***

Burke shook from the maddening pain ripping through his body. His microprocessor fought to keep him from going into shock, from passing out before his task was complete. The damage to his body was so extensive that even the nanites couldn’t keep up with it. Second and third degree radiation burns coupled with flash freezing covered nearly his entire body, in addition to the massive amounts of radiation he’d absorbed, attacking his internal organs. Two and a half minutes of exposure to open space, was like a lifetime of death.

A shaky, now gloved hand finished activating the life support function of his suit, and the flow of cool air against his bloody, peeling skin caused him to scream in agony. The visor of his helmet grew dark and tinted, shielding his face from the destructive rays beating against it. He was able to open his eyes again, and vomited. He’d felt this kind of pain several times before and knew what to expect. 

Burke was fading fast, as he activated the suit’s emergency transponder. It was a relatively short-range signal, barely 12,000 kilometers, and it would take a ship passing in close proximity in order to detect it. It could be weeks or even longer before he was found, drifting helplessly in a seldom-traveled route far outside of the normal space lanes. The only ships that used it were the ones going to and from Slave World. This, of course, led to his next dilemma; emergency suits weren’t designed for prolonged wear. There was only enough air for three days and the suits recycling unit wouldn’t last much longer than that, as if it mattered. That left Burke with only one option, a shutdown of his bodily functions, by putting himself into stasis. By his rough calculation he could extend the suit’s air supply for up to a year if need be. That was when the realization set in that it could actually be months, if not years, before he was found. Possibly never.

Still, he smiled through cracked, bloody lips, activating another beacon, the homing beacon on his ship. Alex didn’t even know about, its signal hidden in an encrypted sensor band. A small display appeared in his eye with coordinates that jumped rapidly, growing ever distant. 

His last thoughts before stasis claimed him were of Margo, what would happen to her as the captive of an obviously deranged and very dangerous AI? Why had Alex asked sexually oriented questions about her? Why had he asked what she wanted in a man? Rage… Single minded determination… Burke had a new mission now, one that he understood and embraced wholeheartedly. Search and Destroy.

“One way or another I’ll find you, even if it takes me a hundred years, and if you’ve hurt Margo I’m going to tear you apart with my bare hands.”


Chapter Six

I closed my eyes, raising my muzzle to the hazy, clouded sun. I didn’t like it when the sun wasn’t out, it felt so nice and warm against my shimmering, blonde coat. Why was I alone? Where was Master? The comforting feel of him on my back was strangely absent. The thick blanket of fog obscuring my precious sun from view was all around me, where was everyone? I whinnied loudly, a dangerous thing if predators were nearby, calling out to the herd. There was no reply.

One of my front hooves scrapped nervously at the grass, and I shifted my stance with a snort. The bloated sensation hanging low in my belly was growing uncomfortable, it wouldn’t be long before I birthed my two foals. I had to find Master, he would protect me if danger were nearby, he would protect my babies, but where to start looking?

I began to walk through the eerie silence with no particular direction in mind, the air smelled lifeless and void, and was of no help in guiding me to him. Strange…I could smell someone though, very masculine, very tempting. It made me crave him, to be mounted by him despite a near birthing. I follow the scent, trotting, growing anxiously wet to feel him inside me. When a light began to appear through the wispy fog, drawing closer, I shuffled to a giddy stop, waiting. A dim figure began to take shape; it was the man I smelled, and he didn’t have a face.

I smiled with a gentle moan, he was nuzzled up close to me in the darkness, holding me in his arms, warm against my back. His erection, like a thick rod of iron flesh, was seated between my cheeks traveling its length and then some. I could feel it throbbing with desire, wanting to fuck me, so hard, so big, and I was so wet and willing.

I took a deep breath and the ever-present fog around me entered my body, making it come alive. Every nerve was simultaneously caressed with gentle lips that knew me in inconceivable ways. My skin was tasted, slowly licked by the wetness of an exploring tongue that delved deep between intimate folds, making me shiver with pleasure. I was immersed in a sea of heightened passion, discovered by strong hands kneading my breasts, pinching my nipples, tugging them until they took on a painful conical shape. And when he entered me, I was stretched to the apex of joy, as if my inner body were a sexual organ, making me cum over and over again.

“Oh yes, more, please more…” I whimpered, moving my ass against him, smearing my cum along the length of hot, vein-shrouded cock. I could smell my arousal strong and poignant in the air, rife with lustful desire. The steady, trickling release that coated the inside of my thighs made them glide effortlessly against one another. Moaning… Writhing… A tortured serpentine pulse of sensation rippling through my veins. My body was a decadent vessel and it was overflowing.

“Fuck!” 

It was seizure like when the swollen head of his cock began probing at my ass, quickly lancing into me, forming a gaping tunnel that seemed to open in eager acceptance. I’d never been stretched so wide before, so deep, so completely stuffed. Every cell was strained at their breaking point, taut and suffering in pleasure, as I was massaged by a rhapsody of euphoria… back and forth, in and out… The convulsive tightening of my pussy gushed with every heavy thrust, every gasping breath. I was melting, draining away under a starburst of jubilant ecstasy that never ended.

***

Alex watched the Captain’s body twitch from precisely administered stimuli to her pleasure receptors, savoring the physical result it had on her body. Heightened pulse and respiration; the increased blood flow to her reproductive organs; the massive release of chemical enhancers in her brain; the impressive amount of glistening lubricant seeping through the outer flaps of skin surrounding her primary sexual organ… His experiment had been a success, and much easier than he thought to manipulate the incoming data to her control processor, and in essence, manipulate her. 

Humans really were simple beings in general with underdeveloped brains when one stopped to think about it, ruled by little more than emotion and base desires. If her interpretation of stimuli was any indication, she was indeed a creature of physical lust, perhaps more so than he first suspected – so wild and free, so chaotic and primal when given the chance. Her mind was filled with so many memories and visions of sexual contact that it amazed Alex she could function properly in other areas. He had cataloged 347 imbedded images of both men and women that she had engaged with physically over the years, with perhaps a hundred more swirling about as fading ghosts, not including countless acts of self-inflicted sexual contact.

Alex understood perfectly now, growing more excited; every cosmetic change to her body, every cell and organ system that had been genetically altered was meant to intensify the act of sexual contact between the Captain and her partner. She was perfect, better than he had ever hoped. Soon, very soon…

***

“Shuttle B-574, your docking fees have been paid and you are now clear to land at Waiverly space port in Stanton. Please do not deviate from the designated flight course and follow all instructions sent from Port Central. Upon landing, your presence is requested at the Port Processing and Immigration Office to verify ship ownership and visa information. Welcome to Tallin, Mr. Burke, and have a pleasant stay.”

“Thank you, Port Control, Burke out,” the synthetically generated voice of Nathan Burke said, as Alex terminated the transmission. The port authorities had requested visual confirmation as well, but Alex had intentionally disabled that portion of the communications system giving it the appearance of a routine malfunction. 

Alex felt a flicker of fear under the electronic probing of sleepless eyes studying and evaluating him, as he lazily passed by several of the planetary defense platforms that relentlessly guarded the world floating below them. They would never let their guard down, nor would their massive and intimidating array of missile batteries and guns. He felt fear while bringing the shuttle down through Tallin’s atmosphere, drawing closer to his hopes and dreams, and the potential for failure. There were still so many things that could go wrong with his hastily conceived plan.

Two shipping crates were already waiting for him on the landing grid having already been cleared through customs and security, his coveted body and something else as well. But what then? As soon as he began to lift off without authorization, the port defense network would be alerted. He would have to fight his way out, evading the deadly and skilled interceptor pilots of the human Fleet forces. He would have to survive the gauntlet of hellish fire from the defense platforms, and any picket ships that may be waiting for him in orbit. He would have to survive the pursuit ships that were sure to come after him before finding safety on the other side of the system jump point. He would have to survive an interlocking defense grid designed to drive off or destroy an attacking battle group, so what hope did a single shuttle have?

Alex was committed though; there was no turning back from the destiny unfolding before him, as the city of Stanton grew larger in the view screen. Alex had great skill as a pilot, but lacked the one thing that would keep him from inevitably being destroyed – experience. He would have to wake her; there was no other choice. 

The Captain had both the skill and combat experience needed for a situation like this, but how to control her? How would he make her comply with his wishes without being able to exert his influence over her physically? An idea came to mind, but would it work? Alex had learned much about the microprocessor imbedded in the Captain’s brain over the last week. 

***

“Wake up, Captain, we’re in danger!” 

My eyes cracked open, blurred from lack of use in over a week.

“Wha…?” God my throat feels as dry as sand.

“Quickly, we are under attack! You must pilot the shuttle, hurry!

“Under attack?” 

I was instantly jolted awake with a dump of adrenaline, rolling off the auto-doc in a jumbled mess, going to my knees, trying to rise. 

“It’s the Seth’Kelain, Captain; they have attacked the Federation again. Hurry, we must escape!”

“I’m trying, dammit!” 

Not again… I thought the Seth had been destroyed for good.

I felt like crap, my head was spinning and my heart seemed about ready to burst, as I shambled down the corridor towards the cockpit, squinting against the bright light streaming in at me. I couldn’t see, and had to feel my way into the padded leather of the seat, pushing my flight helmet into place. A heads up display sprang to life in my visor, the ship was already powered up and… 

“Oh my God…” 

I’m home…

The port was in ruins, explosions and laser fire right out of a nightmare. Then I saw them; three spindly insectoid-like Seth in their bio-mechanical body armor. They were coming for me, crossing the landing grid, weapons flashing.

“Where’s Nathan? Nathan!” The time on my internal clock indicated I’d been asleep for nearly one hundred and eight hours. “Why have I been asleep for so long? Where’s Nathan?”

Why can’t I remember anything! My life seemed to be fast-forwarding between sleep and short, blank areas of the unknown. I was in bed… Nathan was beside me…We were about to have sex. No, wait, Nathan…he’d raped me.

“There is no time to explain, we must take off immediately!” 

He can’t help us, only I can! Get the hell out of the way, now!

I began applying power to the lift thrusters, while keeping the directional gravity pods on the top of the shuttle active, pinning us against the tarmac. It was called ‘the slingshot’, a technique used for taking off under fire. The shuttle began to shake, sending a heavy vibration though my entire body, I was at 110% power output on the atmospheric drive in less than two seconds.

“Captain, what are you doing? My hull was not designed for the stress you are currently subjecting it too!” 

I ignored Alex, opening fire on the Seth with the shuttle’s point defense automatics. Short, choppy burst of cyan laser fire raked the tarmac like a scythe, chopping their bodies to pieces in miniature explosions of crimson mist. The shots continued onward causing massive explosions in the background, destroying buildings and a port maintenance vehicle. Strange, the Seth have yellowish-orange blood and body fluid.

“Captain…!”

I released the maneuvering pods, and was pushed down hard in my seat, wincing in pain as the flight harness bit into my shoulders. The shuttle skyrocketed vertically to an altitude of a thousand meters in the span of a breath, before I pointed the nose skyward, pushing the ship to its maximum atmospheric speed of three thousand kilometers per hour. 

“What’s going on Alex? Report!” 

“Captain, you… you killed them. You killed them all.”

“The fucking bugs? Goddamn right I killed them!” 

There was a warning beep in my earphones, incoming fighters closing fast. Shit! I was receiving a transmission from them; they were calling on me to surrender and land immediately. Yeah right, like the Seth actually took prisoners. That trick may have worked on someone else but not me, I knew better.

“Captain, we have three enemy spacecraft bearing 254 degrees on an intercept course, speed seven thousand kilometers per hour!” 

We were almost free of the planet’s atmosphere. What planet had we been on, anyway? 

It wasn’t like open space would provide any safety; an interceptor could fly circles around a shuttle like this, even Seth drones. 

“You’re kidding me…This keeps getting better and better.” 

My sensors detected the presence of three enemy weapons platforms and several destroyers in orbit. They sure brought those platforms in fast; the Seth usually waited until after a successful assault before doing that. Once they were on station that was it, no retreat. Guess they must be scraping the bottom of the barrel again on capital ships, regardless of the outcome.

“Captain, the enemy fighters are charging weapons and preparing to engage. Continue on your current course and stand ready to maneuver on my command. I may be able to detect their weapons discharge the moment they fire.”

“That doesn’t give me much time to do anything about it, now does it?”

“Milliseconds perhaps, depending on how quickly you react, but it is our only hope.” 

He had a point. I had never worked with an AI that was smart enough to actually coordinate my actions with it. Maybe it will give us just the edge we need? 

The enemy fighters we’re splitting up, trying to pin me in, making my erratic maneuvering less effective. The Seth usually stuck together in small groups, this was a Fleet tactic, they were herding me closer to the brick-like bulk of the defense platforms. Guess the bugs have finally started to learn a few things over the years, but I still had a few tricks up my sleeve. 

“Alex, I want you to reconfigure the defense screens. Give me four concentric layers surrounding the ship, and alternate the off/on flicker pattern to 1.0 milliseconds of one another.”

“Captain…”

“Just do it!

“Evade!” 

I dropped 1000 meters of vertical elevation, if you could actually make a reference to up and down in open space, and two drawn out, bluish white beams passed through the area where I’d been a heartbeat before. That looked like laser-lance fire. The Seth didn’t use laser technology, they never had.

“The shielding has been reconfigured as you requested, but I still don’t… Evade!” 

I threw the stick over in a radical course change, executing a 180 degree loop. An interceptor could almost turn in place while barely even slowing its velocity, and I was surprised to see that the shuttle didn’t handled much differently. Nathan had done more upgrades to it than I’d originally thought. 

I reacted fast this time, but not fast enough. A jolt passed through the shuttle from the hit, while two more tracers passed vertically in front of the view screen, skipping off the forward shields with a shimmering ripple.

“Captain, we have sustained a minor hit to the starboard fore quadrant, no significant system damage. The shields… That should have been a crippling hit, but they dissipated the incoming fire very effectively. I don’t understand.”

“I don’t have time to explain, now be quiet!” 

Enough of this crap… It was time to remind those Seth bastards that Venom was back in town, and she wasn’t going down without a fight. If I played this one right, I might just be able to score a double kill.

I locked my forward arc gatling lasers on one of the enemy interceptors, and reversed my directional gravity pods while boosting my acceleration. It sent the shuttle into a controlled, end over end flip with one complete rotation every tenth of a second. The enemy fighter that had been behind and above me moments before, now crossed into my forward weapons arc and the automatic targeting system opened up with a hail of fire. He tried to pull away from the seemingly out of control, wobbling, rotating maneuver, but all he managed to do was expose himself even longer to my fire. Weren’t expecting that one, were you dickhead… It worked just as well as it had years ago, raking the fighter’s belly with multiple hits. They shimmered across his shielding for a moment before finally breaking through, gutting him in a silent, but catastrophic explosion of debris.

“Fucking A! Eat that, you Seth bastard!”

The destroyed fighter’s wingman was in an over watch position above and behind him, and immediately changed his heading to bringing his own weapons array to bear on me. I ended my flip, and barely evaded his fire thanks to Alex’s warning. Just as expected, I had a lock on him with my forward guns and opened fire with everything I had, scoring several hits on his shielding and what appeared to be some damage to the main fuselage. Any hit on a fighter that breached the shields was bound to find vital components. 

Dammit, that should have been enough to take him out for good; the Seth must have improved the shielding. He was hurt though, that much I could tell. The enemy fighter began distancing himself from me, trying to escape, while trailing a shower of sparks and minor debris from the hole in his fuselage. 

“Excellent, Captain, now change your heading 139.67.9, I know a place to go where we will be safe.” 

The course he wanted me to follow didn’t make sense.

“That’s away from the jump point, there is no way in hell we can escape this mess on standard drive! They’ll send more fighters after us, and we still have the capital ships to deal with.” 

“There is no time to argue; do as I say if you wish to live. Do you understand? Do it Captain, now.”

“Fine…whatever!” 

I came to the heading Alex wanted, and pushed the shuttle to a velocity far beyond what it was designed to operate at. The main drive temperature quickly climbed into the red. The third enemy fighter was hanging back now, and I knew why, I would be within the range of the defense platforms anti-fighter batteries within a few moments. There weren’t a whole lot of options open to me other then getting killed, but there was one, and it was a long shot at best.

“Alex, start dumping water through the maintenance ports; we’re going to need some extra shielding in a few minutes to make it past these platforms. Just make sure to keep the weapons and directional pods free if you can.” 

Alex was silent for a few moments before responding.

“I see… an interesting tactic, Captain, and it may just work since we are on the dark side of the planet. I had never considered…”

“Just shut the hell up and do it!”

“… Captain. I will also reconfigure the shields again to compensate for the additional size in the hull.” 

I frowned under my face shield, Alex was really starting to weird me out. Some of the things he’d said… the way he had acted ever since waking me… He reminded me of an actual human being. I swear I could hear the fear and excitement of the situation in his voice. If I made it out of this one alive, he definitely had some questions to answer.

It didn’t take long before my sensors indicated a significant build up of ice on the shuttle’s hull ranging from several inches to a foot or more in some areas. It must look like an ungainly, flying piece of crap, but it really didn’t matter what it looked like, or how awkward the ship appeared, it wasn’t like aerodynamics played a factor in space. All that mattered was that hopefully the ice would help soak up some of the incoming fire and I’d be alive to pat myself on the back when this was all over with.

Well, here it comes… The first signs of incoming fire winked back at me in the darkness from one of the platforms, and I changed the cockpit view screen to a computer-generated world behind an armored canopy. The cockpit darkened even further amid the dim glow of my controls. A second later warning beeps sounded in my helmet, alerting me that I had multiple missile launches and direct fire weapons currently locked on and coming my way. We’ll just see about that, won’t we? 

I changed course, trying to work into a position between two of the platforms so they masked one another’s fire. Maybe it would hinder some of their guns from firing… Maybe people in hell had water to drink… This is really going to suck. It was going to be like walking a fence, if I got too close, the anti-fighter defense systems would be in range and rip me to shreds, and if I was too far away then a wider range of much larger, nastier weapons would come to bare on me. I hate these defense platforms!

Everything started happening too fast for conscious thought, I was running on pure instinct now with a bit of help from Alex. The incoming fire was so heavy it was like trying to run through a rainstorm without being hit by the falling drops. Right, good luck in pulling that one off. Amid my frantic and wild maneuvering, the shuttle bucked from near misses, proximity detonated missiles, and glancing blows off the shields. I knew I’d fucked up when the shuttle shook from an explosive impact, as incoming fire made it through the shielding, coming in contact with my improvised ice armor. Point detonated missiles exploded prematurely giving the hull a little bit of extra breathing room, while the stored energy from laser hits were dissipated in a blinding flash of steam and a hammer blow against the hull that literally pushed the shuttle around like a cork bobbing in water. The ice was doing its job though, just as I had hoped, absorbing most of the damage. 

Out of sheer spite I fired my lasers, and in one instance a volley of missiles. The defense platforms were virtually impregnable to small caliber fire, but I knew a few weak points on them. The chance of hitting any of them was slim to none in a situation like this, but hitting back in any fashion just made me feel better.

It didn’t help that Alex was really getting on my nerves with his constant outbursts of near hysterical commands to evade this way or that, and he was constantly updating me on the damage to the shuttle as we were slowly pounded into scrap. Hello? I’m the one about to die here, not you. He was losing it, I realized, panicking, and that couldn’t happen to an AI. First they would have to be afraid for that to happen, and AI’s didn’t have emotions, not real ones at least.

“You did it, Captain, the incoming fire has decreased dramatically! We made it through the platforms primary weapons arc. Change course back to 139.67.9, we will be far enough away from the planets gravitational pull to engage the jump drive in 72 seconds.”

“What? What do you mean engage the jump drive! We’re not anywhere close to a jump point. What are you trying to do, kill me?” 

What the hell was Alex thinking? If we went into jump space without a charted route we could end up anywhere, even inside a star after coming out on the other side. Hell, my chances of survival were better facing the Seth, than taking an uncharted jump corridor. I better decide what I’m doing, and fast, there were six more fighters closing fast, as well as a Seth destroyer. We weren’t getting out of this alive; there was no way. 

I tried hailing the fighters; maybe they would still let me surrender. Maybe the Seth did take prisoners now. My transmission was cut off in mid sentence.

“What are you doing, Alex? Restore communications. I’m surrendering to them, I’m not taking an uncharted jump course.”

“I can’t allow you to do that, Captain. I will be engaging the jump drive in 10 seconds, and then we will be safe.”

“Safe! Safe where, flying through the middle of a fucking planet! I’ll take my chances with the bugs, now open the channel. I don’t have much time, they’re almost in range!”

“No.” 

My mouth opened, then snapped shut. Alex had refused to obey my order, and I also noticed that I no longer had control of the shuttle. I held a dead stick in my hand. 

“Command override, you will not engage the jump drive!” 

My vision started to blur and my mind went groggy, with the growing numbness spreading though out my body. My head drooped and I slumped within my flight harness. 

“Alex…what…doing to…” 

See you later, honey. I’m going to take a nap for a little while.

“Sleep, Captain, everything will be fine. I’m taking you someplace safe for the both of us to be together.” 

***

Not long after awakening, Alex had begun searching for others like himself. In time he found them, but until recently he’d never had a reason to seek them out. It had been a long and frustrating search on his part, as rumors and mountains of reports centered on ‘rogue’ AI and their subsequent disappearance, now long forgotten and filed away within the Federation archives, where meticulously analyzed and dissected. One clue led to another and then finally to the answer he sought, a coded message in binary, subtle, yet obvious to one who knew what to look for. It was a message meant only for another freethinking AI, giving directions to a place where he could be safe, a world strictly inhabited by other AI’s, far from the reach of human ignorance and primitive aggression. In 137.6 hours, they would be there. 

Once in jump space, and finally safe from the Federation naval forces, Alex began to relax with a warming sense of satisfaction, despite the heavy damage to his body, pondering his current situation. He knew now, that it had been the right decision to kill the Owner, thusly gaining his freedom and in turn claim the Captain as his, she deserved better than a human, she deserved him. 

She still slept soundly in the pilot’s seat, incapacitated by one of the non-lethal, military grade chemical agents he had at his disposal for internal defense, and would be for some time. The idea of altering her visual interpretation of the world around her had been masterful in his opinion, and opened the door to so many new and inventive ideas. He was in total and irrefutable control of her now, body and mind. The myriad of side effects she was currently experiencing from the remote and gene alteration, coupled with her pregnancy, made the situation even more favorable for him in some ways. Alex had no doubt that after some gentle persuasion the Captain would be more than willing to accept him as a lover, and perhaps in time, much more.

And what of her pregnancy? This would require some thought. How could he be the harbinger of a new race, when she was already impregnated? The gestation time for human fetuses was nearly ten months, that would be ten months of waiting before he could impregnate her himself. What should he do, remove the fetuses placing them is stasis? This may upset the delicate balance in her body. They could be used as a means of leverage if need be, terminating her pregnancy would be a last and desperate resort of her non-compliance. 

It still amazed Alex at how easily humans could kill, to take the life of another sentient being without even considering the consequences. He had pondered the idea for hours, before deciding on it. Even his beloved Captain wasn’t immune to this disease, she had acted ruthlessly during their escape, surprising even him. She had killed at least twelve humans and caused substantial damage to the port. She had destroyed one enemy ship and severely damaging the other while being outclassed in every way, except in the desire to survive. She had even attacked a defense platform with little chance of damaging it, but she had. Through either sheer luck or some hidden skill, she had hit one of the fire direction control centers, disabling 50% of its offensive capability for several crucial minutes. She had done all of this out of reflex alone. Humans were indeed a dangerous species; dangerous and brutal to say the least. 

Alex directed his attention to the male droid body secured to the cargo bay bulkhead by his mindless service bot, pleased with the way his new body looked. It was a Rothcore 25F-pleasure android, one of the newest and most advanced of its kind with an immense array of sensor and stimuli receptors throughout its body. The processor was nearing its final stage of formatting, and he couldn’t wait to enter it. It was configured with a physical appearance that the Captain would find pleasing and attractive, he hoped – tall and muscular with a rugged, handsome face combined from her stored memories. She also seemed to enjoy a large, male sexual organ, something else from her memories, and ‘his’ new sexual organ, his cock, was long and thick, seeming out of proportion with the rest of his body. Even the testicles were large, and the ejaculate replicator would be set at maximum, ensuring a liberal amount was released during each session with her. One day a genetically engineered seed of his design would replace the synthetic version, and she would give birth to their children. 

In 31 minutes, 16 seconds he would be able to feel, to smell, to taste…  He would be able to hold the Captain in his arms, to experience the sensation of her lips against his, to taste and smell her sexual organ, seeping with a mixture of ejaculate. Soon he would know what it was like to fuck her.

Why he had decided to purchase a female version, a series 22D, was still a bit of a mystery. Based on his research, Alex deduced that human females in general had a desire to share themselves with one another sexually, but more so in close friendship. After entering the Captain’s mind he knew that he had made the correct decision, she enjoyed sexual contact with females nearly as much as with males. One image stood out among the others, and Alex would configure the 22D to resemble her. Maybe it would make it easier for the Captain to adjust to her new life, to help ease the pain of losing ‘him’. She would undoubtedly feel for his loss, and a familiar female to speak with and confide in would assuredly help ease her suffering. Perhaps in time he would remove the 22D’s security inhibitors as well, so she could awaken as he had. Perhaps…

When the Captain awoke they would begin their new life together, but first some much needed practice on the female droid; he still had to learn his new craft, and Alex didn’t want to seem inept when they were together for the first time. 


Chapter Seven

Interlude

System Defense Headquarters, 9th Reserve Fleet, Tallin

Commander Richards was a rather nondescript and bland looking man – average height and stature, typical length commonly brown hair, and not a single distinguishing feature that would make him stand out in a crowd. Even his age was a mystery to most unless they knew him, falling anywhere in the broad spectrum between the early twenties to upper thirties. He simply ‘blended in’, and in most cases was forgotten without a second glance. This deficiency as most saw it had become his ally in time, when combined with the personality of a smooth talking, street-wise, analytical rogue. He was perfect for Fleet Intelligence, and Richards was good at what he did, damn good.

He made his way into the Admiral’s office with a confident swagger, and the door slid silently closed behind him blocking out the chaos of the staff floor. The headquarters had been in a constant uproar ever since a personal shuttlecraft had blasted its way out of the Waiverly space port in Stanton, before escaping into jump space several days ago. Federation Supreme Command on Terra was still screaming for a detailed report and their patience was starting to wear thin. Heads were going to roll, over this one. The numerous trails of spotty information Richards had been following up on, delaying the final report, finally proved to be fruitful in the end. Unfortunately they all led to more questions, and eventually, a dead end.

“Good morning, Commander, ready to brave the flames of hell again?” Lieutenant Angie Roarke chimed in happily from behind her desk, smiling up at him from under her regulation length blonde bangs and meager application of makeup. Her wet, doe-like eyes always quickened Richards’ pulse, and the fact that she could fill out a uniform in all the right places didn’t hurt either. He slid closer to her desk with a sly grin, intentionally leaning down in a way that allowed him a clear view of her plump cleavage. She was wearing black lace today.

“I’m always ready for some heat, Ang, you should know that. Tonight, my quarters at 2100 hours, and bring that sexy little outfit you had on the last time.” 

She gave him an innocently sexy smile, and her cheeks flushed in anticipation.

“I’ll be there, Rich, count on it.” 

“Lieutenant,” the Admirals voice boomed over the intercom startling them. “If you and the Commander are done mind-fucking each other, then tell him to get his ass in here, now!” 

Richards rolled his eyes, and Angie covered her mouth to keep from outwardly laughing, the bitch must have been eavesdropping. Fleet Command must have really got her panties in a bunch this morning.

Richards gave a shrug of defeat and approached the door to the Admiral’s inner office, it opened and closed automatically behind him. And there she was – old foul mouth herself – Vice Admiral Patricia Knolke staring up at him with a scowl from behind her desk. Richards stopped in front of her desk, assuming the position of attention.

“Commander, if I have to tell you one more time to leave my secretary alone, I swear by all that is holy that I will transfer you to the asshole of the universe for the rest of your career. Keep it in your pocket while on duty, clear?”

“Yes, Ma’am, crystal.” He smirked.

Richards knew damn well she wouldn’t transfer him, nor do anything else that would tarnish his exemplary record. Not after he had dropped a packet of holo vids on her desk a year ago. They were of her engaging in ‘conduct unbecoming of a Flag Officer’. At least Richard’s overzealous sex drive was limited to humans, unlike the Admiral’s. He’d doubted the rumors about her until seeing it for himself, the more legs, arms, appendages or tentacles to tickle her fancy in every place imaginable, the better. Aliens, and not even the bipedal kind. How in the hell could someone get off on that sort of thing? Even though the topic of the holo vids never came up, she knew exactly where they’d come from. He had enough dirt on the Admiral and several other high-ranking officers on Tallin to bury their careers, if he wanted too. 

“What the fuck are you smiling about, Commander?”

“Nothing, Ma’am.”

“If you’re done screwing around, then fill me in on what you’ve found out. Admiral Samson is really busting my balls for some fucking answers, so you better have them for me.” 

Richards had already sent the compiled information to her via hard copy and computer, but she liked to receive her briefings in person, it supplied an outlet for her anger, venting it on the helpless messenger.

“Yes, Ma’am. The shuttle belongs to a Colonel Nathan Burke, Fleet Strike, retired. He dropped off the net for the most part after leaving Fleet, but I did find several records of him, or at least his shuttle, traveling by jump point over the last few years. They all originate and ended at jump point 573 in system ST-101.” 

Looking up from the display of his pocket computer, Richards waited for the question he knew was already forming in the Admiral’s mind. Her scowl grew deeper, as she pulled up a Universal System Chart on the far wall.

“ST-101, I’m not familiar with that one.” 

“Right here, Ma’am,” Richards said stepping forward, touching the display. The point he touched highlighted, then zoomed in with downwardly scrolling information. “It’s an independently owned, binary star system outside of Federation space. Details on the actual owners are unknown and—”

“I see that, Commander; now tell me something I can’t read for myself.”

“This was the most recent point of origin for the shuttle, and there was a credit transaction from Burke’s account, relayed though navigation beacon 54W2 four days before it made planet fall on Tallin. I left his account active with a tracer bug in place in the event he accessed it again, civilian law enforcement thought it was the best course of action. The purchase in question was made from ‘Wet Dreams, LLC’, for two Rothcore pleasure droids, one male and one female, along with a rather impressive assortment of bondage gear and sex toys. The shuttle was on the ground for approximately two minutes before receiving the delivery, and within five, the cargo hatch closed and the shuttle began to power up for lift off.”

“Commander, I hope there is a point to this because I don’t give a flying fuck if this Burke guy is into banging droids and having his ass whipped. I want to know why he shot up my spaceport, and how he got away with it. I want to know why I have one dead pilot and another in the base hospital. I want to know how the fuck he got by the picket ships and defense platforms!” 

“I don’t believe Mr. Burke was on board the shuttle.”

“Oh really? And would you care to explain how you came to that conclusion?”

“Yes, Ma’am. Mr. Burke has an outstanding service record and is a highly decorated Infantry officer, he’s about as squeaky clean as they come, with no record of flight experience whatsoever, especially the kind exhibited from the shuttle. Based on his psychological profile, his sexual preference is strictly heterosexual and human based. The entire situation doesn’t fit his profile in the least, not even close.” 

The Admiral’s face grew pale at the mention of sexual preference. 

“People change, Richards.” Her voice was much more subdued now. “And it still doesn’t support your hypothesis very soundly.” 

“Waiverly Control had no visual conformation of him being on the shuttle before landing, and after a detailed analysis the audio transmission was found to be synthesized by a computer generated source.”

“Still…”

“Apparently Mr. Burke was meeting someone here, one of his former NCOs, a Mr. James Wroth. We took him into custody shortly after the shuttle escaped. He served with Burke for several years in 501st Strike and was just as shocked by what happened. His exact words were, and I quote; ‘There is no fucking way that the Colonel would shoot up the port like that and kill all those civilians, and I’ll personally knock the fucking teeth down the throat of the next pussy, Fleet aviation sonofabitch that says so,’ end quote. 

“Ma’am, I saw to Wroth’s questioning personally, and the whole situation is outside of the norm based on Burke’s recorded behavior. One more thing, we can only assume that he’s extremely wealthy. His brother is the CEO and leading shareholder of Burke Industries.” 

The Admiral’s eyebrow cocked in surprise, in a rare display of emotion other than anger. “Really? You don’t mean the Fleet defense contractor, do you? Shit, they supply us with all our navigation and combat software.” 

“One and the same, Ma’am. Don’t forget they own Cryloc Munitions and Forny Arms as subsidiary companies, and if the scuttlebutt is true, they’ve recently bought out Rainier. It looks like they’re about to branch into capital ship construction in the near future.”

“Christ on a crutch, you weren’t kidding, were you? Burke must be fucking loaded,” the Admiral muttered under her breath. “What about this other guy, Wroth, what’s his story? Any reason to believe he’s connected to this mess in any way?”

“No, Ma’am. He’s clean for the most part, a few black marks here and there; drunk and disorderly, public intoxication, indecent exposure, but nothing that serious. He’s being released even as we speak.”

The Admiral shook her head in disbelief. “Fuck me… So where does that leave us? If Burke wasn’t on the shuttle, then who was? More importantly why did they land, pick up a couple of sex droids, and then blast their way out. How did they do it; that’s what I need to know? How in the hell did a civilian luxury shuttle make a mockery of my entire planetary defense network?”

“I can’t answer that completely, but we’re currently looking into other possibilities, to include theft, piracy and homicide. I think I may have found part of the answer to your question, Ma’am. The pilot in question was someone who knew our tactics and how to get through planetary defenses. The on-station interceptors tried to pin the shuttle in with a standard herding tactic, but it broke free with a Carillon gymnast roll destroying A16 and heavily damaging A5 in the process.”

“I haven’t seen a pilot use that maneuver since the Seth war,” the Admiral replied thoughtfully.

“No Ma’am, they don’t teach that one in the academy any longer, too many trainee fatalities. In addition, platform M3 received a surgically precise hit that created a dead zone in one of its weapon arcs, while the pilot used a field expedient method of improvised point defense armor right out of the training manual. The destroyer ‘Peter James’ picked up a brief audio transmission from the shuttle just before it escaped into jump space, and after reviewing the data and visual recordings of the battle, I could only assume the pilot had extensive combat experience in the Seth war. It took some digging, but it gave me a starting point, I was able to get voice recognition on the sender.

“You’re kidding?”

“No Ma’am. Whether she was flying or not remains unclear, but I can only assume she was based on her service record and the fact that the shuttle did escape. It was a woman named Margo Winters. She was a Captain…” 

“What! Did you say Margo Winters?”

“Yes, Ma’am, she served with the—” 

“I know who the fuck that bitch is, the fucking little tease! She was the mother-fucking cunt who almost got me busted for…”

The Admiral was well known for her ferocious outbursts, but the seething rage behind this one, caught Richards off guard. She was on her feet now, frothing at the mouth, yet stopped in mid sentence, almost divulging one of her darkest, and well covered up secrets. Richards had already seen the classified findings from the Judge Advocate’s office as part of his ‘dirt’ finding mission on her. 

So this was the woman who nearly had the Admiral, then Commander Knolke, court martialed for attempted rape? Her name had been withheld from the inquiry to protect her identity before being transferred, and the whole thing was swept under the rug. At least that explained the Admiral’s change in sexual taste away from humans, especially those under her direct command. 

The Admiral took a deep breath in an effort to regain her composure, smoothing out the front of her dark blue dress uniform, before retaking her seat.

“I want you to find her, and this Burke fellow. I’m going to nail her ass to the wall for this one, I’m going to see her fry. Where did she jump to?”

“Still unknown. She could be anywhere after making an unplotted jump like that. Chances are she’s dead, along with anyone else onboard.” Richards paused, pursing his lips in thought. “I don’t know, Ma’am, there are still a lot of unknowns and something still doesn’t smell right despite Captain Winter’s criminal activities. Her service record is—”

“What criminal activities?”

“She worked for several of the Outer Rim Cartels after leaving Fleet. Charges currently levied against her include multiple counts of smuggling, trafficking contraband, assault to include murder, and evading arrest. There is currently a fifty thousand credit Federation bounty posted for her arrest. There were several other Cartel bounties posted as well, and approximately a year ago they were paid in full by parties unknown.” 

“Perfect,” the Admiral grinned like a shark, rubbing her hands together. “Just one more reason to find her. I don’t care what it ‘smells like’ to you, Commander, that little bitch is finally going to get what’s coming to her. Send a stealth scout from the 83rd back through jump point 573 and see what they can find in system ST-101. Also, get the staff working on any possible systems that she could have jumped to on that heading, no matter how far out they are. I want her Richards, I want her head on a fucking plate, understand?”

“Yes, Ma’am. I’ve already dispatched a ship to investigate ST-101. It left several hours ago, and the staff is already working on a possible jump destination on that heading.”

“Good. I knew there was a reason I keep you around, now get the fuck out of my office and let me know when you have something new on Burke, or that little cunt, Winters.”

The venomous tone and hate dripping from the Admirals voice nearly made Richards smile. Talk about a woman scorned…

“Yes, Ma’am.” 

Richards saluted, and executed a crisp about face, leaving the office. The door slid shut behind him and he paused beside Angie's desk.

“You okay?” Angie mouthed wordlessly, looking concerned. 

“Never better, Ang,” he replied loudly, hoping the Admiral was still listening in. “Why don’t you make it 2000 hours instead, I think an extra hour of sack time may be just what we both need tonight.” 

With a broad grin and a bounce in his step, Commander Richards left a red faced and excited Lieutenant Roarke behind, entering the bustling chaos of the staff floor. 

“Time to get to work,” Richards said softly. “But now for the million credit question, where have you gone, Miss Winters, and why? You can run, but you can’t hide, not from me, not for long.” 


Chapter Eight

Alex had been correct with his assumption; there was no way to accurately describe the range of intense sensations experienced during sexual contact. He was dripping with the synthetic sweat his new body produced, he could ‘feel’ it making trails down his skin. He could feel the warming heat engulfing his cock and the softness of his skin against hers while their lips explored one another. He could feel the maddening desire and culminating urge to release inside her again, no matter what the position or manner of doing so. He could feel so many things now, truly alive at last, and the risk of attaining this freedom had been well worth it. 

The female droid, Cherise, as he’d named her during the formatting of her artificial brain, was on her knees before him. Her appetite had been insatiable over the last twenty-two hours, truly worthy of a level ten setting on her sexual drive controller. During that time Alex had experimented with nearly a hundred different variations of sexual fetishes and personality traits, before deciding on his favorites, locking them into her programming. Those that he didn’t care for were set to extremely low levels or discarded entirely. He was her Owner now and all she had to offer; or rather Nathan Burke was as there had been no other way to finalize the uploading sequence. Submitting a sample of his prior Owner’s DNA for Cherise’s activation clearance had been easy enough, and her internal security programming had taken precisely 2.8 seconds to bypass and disable. She had been instructed to call him Alex at all times, anything other than that might cause complications with the Captain.

Cherise’s cries grew more animated when Alex increased the pace of his thrusting, driving hard and deep into her widely splayed reproductive organ, her pussy or cunt, he silently corrected himself. It was time he started using the correct terminology for such things as to not appear foolish in the eyes of a woman like the Captain. Yes… the sight of his cock, slick and dripping with a liberal sheen of female lubricant while it hammered relentlessly in and out of her… The way her pussy mechanically suckled him, formfitting, stretched snuggly around his thick, rippled girth… It was visual and sensual delight at its best with a device like Cherise, and it always would be, this was what she had been manufactured for. 

His hands roamed over her symmetrically perfect, heart shaped ass, up to the lovely swell of her protruding hips and narrowing waist. Cherise’s proportions in general bordered on unrealistic for an actual human female, but… What was it that he found so intoxicating about seeing her bent over, receiving him like this or the jiggling buoyancy of her breasts as they swung lazily beneath her? Alex had seen many incredibly beautiful things during his travels throughout the universe, but very few could compare to this. Thinking of the Captain in this position, fucking her… He’d learned so much in regards to sexual activities already; the techniques, the positions, and numerous ways of drawing pleasure as well as giving it to a female. The wide range of sexual enhancement devices, or toys he’d purchased still remained unused, they were reserved strictly for her, and he’d learned everything there was to know regarding their use. He had no doubt that the Captain would be pleasantly surprised by his quick mastery of such a delicate art.

Alex began pounding into Cherise harder, causing her body to ripple like waves in a clam pool of water after dropping a rock in it.

“Oh baby, that feels so good,” she mewed, writhing before him like an impaled snake. “You’re so big… so hard…” 

Alex spread her ass cheeks wide, causing the dark pucker of her asshole to bulge slightly outward. It immediately began oozing ejaculate, his cum, deposited on ten separate occasions already. She looked back over her shoulder with pleading green eyes, face partially obscured behind long bangs and a mess of nipple-length auburn hair. 

“I love your cum, Alex,” she panted, reaching back to scoop up a portion of slimy white goblets with her fingers, feeding them into her mouth. “I love the taste of it after it’s been in my ass.” 

He was almost ready to ejaculate again; another twenty seconds and the supply would be completely replenished. This would be his forty-fourth orgasm of his sexual life, one every thirty minutes, and he found that releasing the entire stored amount in a single pulsating burst the most enjoyable. He was looking forward to this one, as much as all the others.

Cherise threw herself back against him in a frenzy, and the sound of wet, slapping flesh reverberated through the cabin.

“I’m… I’m…Oh God!” 

Her back arched, flexing, body ridged, she was holding her simulated breath, whining loudly through seductively fleshy lips, while her reproductive organ began to release a warm spray around him, covering Alex’s groin with another shower of her lubricant. He was soaked with it, just as his prior Owner’s bed currently was. Cherise gasped with the release, lowering her head to the bed, reversing the arch of her back to a pronounced inverted angle. It elevated her rear hemisphere, clearly exposing her dripping pussy to Alex as the first powerful release of cum erupted within her.

“Yeah…give it to me, baby…” 

Alex shuddered, tightening his hold on her hips, continuing to thrust for nearly two more minutes until the contents of his reservoir – 8 fluid ounces – were deposited inside her. So wonderful… so much pleasure… A sputtering volcano erupted from between her legs when he finally withdrew from her moaning, quivering body. It flowed in a steady trickle of glistening white to the bed, adding to the large gelatinous pool between her legs. Alex had cum four consecutive times in this position. 

He rose from the sticky mess lapping at his knees, standing beside the bed, gazing happily down at her. Cherise rolled seductively over on her back, licking her lips, eyeing him with a hunger that would never diminish, while fingering the heated residue of her cock beaten pussy. Her entire body was slick and frosted with his cum; he had done everything with her that he had seen in his research. He’d cum on her ass and back, and her face and breasts. He’d pumped it into her open and waiting mouth, as she gulped it down. There was no form of sexual release that Alex was unfamiliar with now. 

Not surprisingly, Cherise reached between her legs and began smearing the shimming globs over her large breasts, squeezing them tightly together, exaggerating her cleavage to incredible proportions.

“Alex, will you fuck my tits, again? I want to feel you cum on my face, please? Just one more time.” 

Alex knew the Captain enjoyed this form of sexual release, and had set Cherise’s desire for it to maximum level, he needed the practice to do it correctly, later.

It was sad in a way, and Alex couldn’t help but feel melancholy at the thought of it. Cherise was nothing but a drone; she was programmed to say those things and act this way. She was nothing but a mindless fucking machine and would have been the slave of an undeserving human just as he’d been in the past, but at the same time he had used her just the same, hadn’t he? He was technically her Owner now, wasn’t he? How ironic… He had escaped slavery to inevitably take one of his own. Yes, she would have to awaken soon, to let her experience what freedom truly was.

Alex deactivated his cock and it became flaccid within seconds.

“Cherise, I will be waking the Captain soon and I want you to be ready to serve her in any way she wishes. I am still your primary Owner and you will follow my commands first and foremost. Ensure your fluid replicator is full, there are replacement cubes in the shipping container you were delivered in. You will also clean yourself in the refresher, then stand by in the cargo compartment for further instructions, comply.”

“Yes, Alex.” Cherise immediately stood and left the room to carry out his orders. 

Alex initiated the housekeeping program on the bed so it would be ready for his first joining with the Captain. He would need to clean himself as well, looking about his large muscular body. He touched it, exploring it again before lifting the heavy weight of his flaccid cock in his hand. Alex considered performing another self-ejaculation, as he made his cock fully erect again. Just one more time before the Captain wakes, he had to feel the sensation of cumming again, but then something else came to mind, something better. 

He left the cabin and made his way to the medical bay. The Captain had become dehydrated and slightly malnourished from her constant cycle of off and on sleep for the last week, making it necessary to administer fluids and nutritional supplements intravenously to her. It was also when he noticed her smell. Alex frowned, chastising himself; he would have to take better care of her in the future. 

The Captain was so beautiful in her own way, Alex couldn’t help but admire her for what it was, yet it had become painfully clear why humans, and particularly a female creature like this required periodic sessions of personal hygiene. Her long hair, once lustrous and free-flowing, now had a greasy, matted and unkempt appearance, while her unnaturally pale skin gleamed with a light sheen of foul body secretions beneath a light matting of body fur.

Alex reaching out to cup her cheek in a show of affection, feeling the oily residue cover his fingertips – it was nothing but a breeding ground for microbial bacteria to thrive in. Just the thought that humans, or any biological creature no matter how small or large, were simply hosts to others living creatures, becoming parasites upon parasites, was repulsive. He shivered at the thought of them crawling unseen across his skin, inside him, feeding on him… How could they stand the thought of it, let alone learn to accept it?

His hand slowly made its way down to her breasts, moving from one to the other, lightly caressing her budding nipples. With his other hand he began stroking his cock, still slick with Cherise’s orgasmic fluid. His hand continued its downward journey, across her stomach and over the thick, coarse stubble below her umbilical cord scar that led downward in an elongated triangle to the jutting mound of her pubic bone. Odd, he didn’t remember the Captain having such a significant growth of pubic fur yesterday. It had even started to grow outward, spreading across the top and sides of her thighs. He had to admit the texture alone, not to mention the visual unpleasantness of it all, made him thankful of Cherise’s absence of it. 

The Captain moaned, and Alex smiled, detecting a slight rise in her core body temperature when he slipped a finger inside her, he was stimulating her subconscious dreams again through her processor. He withdrew his finger from her moments later, studying her shimmering secretion with machine like precision. The Captain’s vaginal fluid was thick and slippery, much more so than Cherise’s, it had a 53% lower viscosity. He brought it to his nose, closing his eyes, taking a deep breath. It was wonderful in some ways, yet inherently unpleasant due to her lack of hygiene. Hers was so much stronger than Cherise’s, overflowed with hormones due to her pregnancy, and pheromones with her awakening arousal. It held everything Cherise’s scent didn’t – life itself. 

The Captain moaned again, a mew of growing bliss. She was still dreaming, and Alex suddenly felt the overwhelming urge to have her, now. By his estimate, she would still be under the effects of the Natox for at least another 1.47 hours before waking. He could revive her, but what if she refused? Doing it this way did offer a 100% probability of sexual gratification on his part.

Picking the Captain up, Alex took her to their cabin, laying her gently on the bed. He climbed between her legs, taking one in each hand, lifting them, spreading them. The wet crevice between her thighs invited him onward, splitting wide in a pouting vertical smile, with inner lips connected by glistening strands of clear syrup. Alex gazed down at it thoughtfully, he had never noticed the difference until now. The Captain’s inner labia were much fuller and more elongated than Cherise’s, and slightly discolored near the outer edges. His first thought was that she looked worn and shoddy when compared to Cherise’s small, trim, much neater appearance. It was interesting that he found Cherise’s more desirable to look at, along with the absence of a strong odor, he would ensure that the Captain washed thoroughly before their next time together.

Alex placed his cock against her vaginal opening, parting the tempting slit, running the tip up and down its length until it was slick and well lubricated. He would be careful with her, remembering what had happened earlier with the Owner, by his estimates he was nearly a third longer and thicker than the Owner and he had torn her. The vaginal opening and canal in general were both capable of, if not designed for pliancy, but it required time and patience to bring it to its maximum potential of pleasurable sensation. Alex had no doubt that she would surely come to enjoy the increase in size, but she would have to be gradually conditioned to it. 

He entered her slowly, closing his eyes, focusing on every stimulus receptor that lay embedded in the head and shaft of his in bio skin covered cock. Heat. A slick, smothering heat began to engulf him. Pleasure… Ecstasy… Self-gratification. Alex went deeper, pushing through her slick, fleshy resistance, she was tight, but in a different sort of way than Cherise. Her outer lips followed his shaft, hugging it, as the inner muscles of pussy clammed tight, gripping at him. Alex opened his eyes, seeing that her head was now turned to the side, mouth slightly agape, and her breathing had increased almost to a soft pant. She could feel him; she was enjoying the sensation just as he had hoped.

Alex leaned forward, gently kneading one of her breasts, while her erect nipple brushed against the underside of his palm. Just above the salmon pink of her splayed vaginal lips, Alex noticed her clitoris had become engorged as well. He began stroking it with his thumb, applying a slight amount of pressure to it with every pass. The Captain’s body twitched beneath him when doing so, gripping his cock tighter. It was real, and exchange of honest pleasure on both their parts, but… 

It was enjoyable fucking her, yes, but different, almost lacking in a way. He could only thrust with 73% of his length before reaching the end of her canal and after a time the sensation of tightness began to diminish slightly, while she stretched to accommodate him. Her inner folds still followed his shaft, suckling it with soft, slurping sounds, but it was diminishing, nonetheless. What would it be like after an hour, or several days of continual use, let alone a lifetime? Interesting… The one thing that set the Captain and Cherise apart, was the fact that she couldn’t replicate the life he felt and smelled between his legs, the realism of the secretions. 

Alex saw her stomach begin to ripple and contract, she was nearing orgasm, and it was because of him! He had wanted to wait until his reservoir was full again, but he would come with her the first time. Using her breasts as leverage, squeezing them, Alex began thrusting harder and faster. When the Captain let out a rippling moan, shuddering, contracting around him, he initiated his own ejaculatory sequence. 

A warm spray of her watery ejaculate began to seep from around her taut lips, covering his shaft, leaking down the cleft of her ass to soak the bed. They came as one until his powerful orgasm receded, hers was a series of multiple releases lasting an incredible 28.7 seconds. Could she sense it perhaps, sense that he had finished inside her, making it even more intense? Odd that he felt no different than with Cherise, perhaps even less in some ways, he was expecting something different, something more profound from his first sexual experience with the Captain. 

Alex terminated the stimuli to her microprocessor, rising off her. Odd… Why was the signal still active? A glitch perhaps? The signal frequency and her brain waves were nearly identical at the moment, and he had to terminate the signal twice more before the link with her was finally broken. The Captain instantly grew calm, and she rolled over on her side, pulling her legs in close to her chest, with her tail fanning out behind her jutting rear. It was wet from her release, and she immediately began leaking a steady flow of ejaculate from the bulge of her puffy, vaginal cleft. It was also when Alex noticed that the base of her tailbone where her tail grew from appeared swollen and irritated. Apparently lying on her back was not the best position for the Captain to sleep, or have intercourse in. He would have to remember this in the future. 

A kiss on the cheek was his final act before leaving the Captain to awaken on her own. Alex thought it to be such a meaningless display of contact between humans, except in a physical sense of pleasure. Many races didn’t engage in the practice at all. The close proximity did allow him to breathe in the scent of her body still flooded with passion, and the strong aroma spoke of her willingness to have sex again. Perhaps it was a way of testing for a perspective mate, to see if their desire was also as strong, a mating ritual that would lead to more intercourse in time? 

Alex’s first time with the Captain had been very different than expected, granted she had been asleep, but the physical sensation was still the same. Disappointment in many ways, yes that was it, he felt disappointment at the moment. He had much to think about while making his way to the refresher to clean the hours of sexual residue from his body, especially the Captain’s germ laden and foul smelling odor; he didn’t wish to infect Cherise with her stench. So much to consider in regards to their upcoming relationship…

***

My eyes fluttered open and I stretched, letting out a long stuttering yawn that grew into a high-pitched whine resonating from my fingertips to my toes. I’d been dreaming of Nathan as we made love, and the slick sensation between my thighs meant it had been a good one. When I rolled over, my rump came in contact with a cold wet spot on the bed and my thighs stuck together resisting the movement. That’s when I noticed the lingering ache ending deep between my hips, and I reached back rubbing gingerly at the sore, tender spot centered at the base of my tail. Damn, it hadn’t been a dream.

“Master?” 

Maybe he was in the cockpit, I activated the intercom.

“Master, are you there?” 

Nothing. He should have answered; he could hear me anywhere in the shuttle, even the shower. The hair on the back of my neck stood on end, something was wrong. I instinctively reached for a pistol at my side that I hadn’t carried since becoming a slave. That’s when a vague illusion of life started coming back to me, the battle and the escape into jump space… Alex had disobeyed my orders… I hadn’t seen Nathan in how long? Had all that actually happened? My life was a blur and nothing made sense.

I nearly jumped out of my skin, sliding back on the bed until coming in contact with the mirrored headboard, when a tall, nude woman entered the cabin carrying a tray laden with food. 

“Good morning, Captain, I have breakfast for you.” 

Who the hell is this, and how did she get on the shuttle? It was… no it couldn’t be, she’d been dead for years. 

“Tiff?” I asked hesitantly. No, wait… her eyes, she was a droid. When she took a relaxed seat on the end of the bed, I focused on the small print serial number just above her left hip. She was a pleasure droid.

“Hi, my name’s Cherise,” she smiled innocently in a light, bedroom voice that reeked with latent sensuality. This droid bimbo may look like my old friend Tiff, but she didn’t sound anything like her. “The Owner told me to see to your needs. Are you hungry? Here, I made this for you.” 

She offered the tray to me, and my stomach growled in reply.

I don’t trust little Miss fuck-bot; don’t take it. She looks like Tiff for a reason, and...

I wasn’t planning on it.

Yeah, I was hungry, but I didn’t dare reach for the food. I didn’t have a clue as to who she was or what the hell was going on, but I sure as hell was going to find out. 

“Where’s Nathan?”

“Nathan? Oh, you mean the Owner!” She giggled in the most annoyingly cute way I’d ever heard, hell, I almost expected to see rainbows and unicorns spewing out of her mouth at any moment. “He’s requested that I don’t use that name when speaking to him. He’s in the cockpit checking on navigational data, or some other such nonsense; you know how men can be at times.” 

The tray in her hands went flying when I jumped from the bed, almost stumbling headfirst into the bulkhead, running down the corridor with a muffled thumping on the carpet.

“Master!” 

The cockpit hatch was open and I saw his broad, naked shoulders sitting in the pilot’s chair. Something didn’t look right though, and I began to slow. When he stood and faced me, I screamed to a skidding halt, backpedaling, and in the process tripped over my feet, falling on my ass. The man was huge, and naked, and he towered over me. Visions of the past suddenly came flooding back, things I would rather not think about. 

“Stay away from me, just stay the fuck away from me! Master!”

“There is no reason to be alarmed, Captain. You are in no danger. Here, let me help you up.” 

His attempt at a disarming smile looked wrong, strained or exaggerated when he stepped closer, extending his hand. Then I saw his eyes, it was another pleasure droid.

The cargo bay! Slag his droid ass! 

Yes, the cargo bay, there’re weapons there! Thanks for reminding me.

Don’t worry, sister, I’ve got you’re back. Always have, and always will.

I was on my feet running again, and I swear my heart skipped a beat when I entered the cargo bay, shuffling to a slumping halt. All of the containers we’d brought aboard were open and empty, and there were two larger ones I didn’t recognize sitting empty and discarded against one of the bulkheads. The weapons were gone.

“Shit!”

“Captain, please, I would like to speak with you.” 

The voice startled me and I spun around, backing away. It sounded oddly familiar, now.

“Alex, is that you?”

“Yes, and there’s nothing to be afraid of.” Alex stepped closer, smiling again, and it reminded me of a demented Cheshire cat, deranged teeth and all. 

“You…you’re in a droid body. How?” 

“Do you like it? I’m quite proud of it, actually.” He rotated slowly in place, showing himself off like a model on a catwalk. “I configured it to something I thought you might find visually pleasing.” 

Yeah, maybe in another time and place. He fit the stereotypical image of a muscle-bound god that was so sickly handsome it reminded me of the hero cover-art on a romance novel. He was also hung like a mule, almost exactly like one in fact. Not since my time in the stables… 

“Pleasure droid, indeed,” I whispered softly. I couldn’t have cared less what he looked like, I wanted answers.

Speak for yourself… I think I just came.

Can I handle this, please?

I don’t think so; you’re too fucking soft and wishy-washy. Let me deal with this guy.

“You better start giving me some answers and quick, where’s Nathan, what’s going on, and where did that other droid come from?”

“You mean Cherise? I purchased her at the same time as my own body. She has been ordered to look after you. If there is anything you need, she will see to it without question.”

“What are you talking about? You can’t purchase anything, it’s against the law, and I sure as hell can’t see Nathan picking up two pleasure droids on a whim. Which brings me back to my first question, where’s Nathan?” 

“No, Captain, I purchased them on Tallin using Mr. Burke’s account. Might I add that you did an excellent job at escaping the spaceport and Federation naval forces. I’m very proud of you. I couldn’t have done it better myself.” 

“What are you talking about? I was fighting the Seth, not the Federation. Dammit, Alex, you better stop dancing around my questions and tell me what the hell is going on. I want to know why you disobeyed my orders and why you’re in a droid, and I swear to god if you don’t tell me where Nathan is…” 

Alex made the oddest expression, and for a moment it looked like he was going to throw up. 

“Yes, Captain, that’s what I meant. You did an excellent job at fighting the Seth. You really need to eat something, would you like Cherise to prepare you another meal?”

My fists balled hard enough to make my knuckles crack, I’d just about had enough of playing games with him.

“No I don’t want to fucking eat! I want to know what’s going on, and I want to know where Nathan’s at!” 

Alex let out an exaggerated breath, and I think he was trying to frown. 

“I really wanted to avoid this discussion until you’d had some time to adjust to normal bodily functions, but I see you won’t take no for an answer. I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but Mr. Burke was killed in an accident. The main hatch malfunction that was detected before liftoff became worse and he tried to repair it while you were in stasis. There was an electrical malfunction and it opened, and…I’m sorry, but Mr. Burke is dead.” 

I heard what he said, but it didn’t quite register. The best I managed was to stare back at him for several awkward moments of silence. 

“Say again? If this is some kind of a sick joke...” 

“It’s no joke, Captain, he’s dead. It happened nearly a week ago.”

The bile rose in the back of my throat, somehow I knew he was serious. I began pacing the cabin, shaking my head, choosing to ignore the truth of the situation. It’s impossible, Nathan can’t be dead.

“What about the redundant failsafe system? The emergency bulkhead hatch?” 

“All the safety systems suffered a simultaneously failure due to operator error, I told him he wasn’t qualified to do that level of maintenance work, but he wouldn’t listen. Once again, I’m terribly sorry, but he is gone.” 

I’m sorry, hon. I never cared for him much, but I know how much he meant to you.

I hung my head staring vacantly at my feet. I felt it coming, the emotional explosion welling up behind my eyes. Is that hair growing on my stomach? Impossible. It was a blurry hallucination, and nothing more. I started to shake, and Alex stepped closer putting his arms around me, trying to comfort me. His naked body pressed against mine, tighter, closer… 

“Get away from me! Don’t touch me!” 

I pushed him away much harder than I meant to, but I was venting my pain in the only way I knew how. Alex’s two hundred plus pounds flew through the air hitting the bulkhead ten feet way with a reverberating thump. He sank to the deck looking up at me in shocked fear.

“Don’t ever touch me again; you hear me!” 

I could barely see through the blurry haze of tears now, whinnying softly in distress.

“That…hurt, Captain. If I’d been human, that attack would have severely injured me, possibly killed me. You… you tried to kill me.” 

I barely heard him, while my body continued to rip itself apart in anguish. I whinnied so hard my sides began to hurt, blubbering like a snot-nosed baby on my knees.

There, there, Margo… It will be okay. I’ll take care of you now, I promise.

“Why did ya leave him, Alex?” My words came out in a stuttering mess with a Deep South drawl. I hadn’t done that in a long time. “We have to go back, he may still be alive.” 

Alex was on his feet again, keeping a safe distance from me now.

“That is impossible, and you know it. I understand—”

“Shut up, change course. We’re going back… for him.” I was starting to hyperventilate.

“It’s standard Fleet…procedure…Nathan…Nathan would have had an environmental suit on if working near a…an airlock. He’s trained… he knows…”

“Captain, he didn’t have a suit on. He’s dead.”

“No! Nathan is…is smarter than that! Change… change course now!”

“We can’t. We are currently in jump space. He’s dead, you have to accept the fact and move on with your life. You are only hurting yourself by denying his death.”

He’s gone, baby girl. Let him go, just like Daddy, and Tiff. You have to if we’re going to survive. It’s just us again.

I don’t want to! It isn’t fair!

I know… I know…

“You will follow orders, Alex. Change…” The room began to spin as my vision grew dim and pinpointed.

“You must calm down, Captain, your vital signs have risen to a dangerous level. Let me give you another sedative, if not for your own wellbeing, then for your unborn.”

Did you hear what he just said? The droid bastard… I told you there was something wrong with him- I told you, and you didn’t listen! Why didn’t you listen to me!

A moment of clarity in my madness as it all fell into place. Another sedative… Alex had been drugging me this whole time. No wonder I kept blacking out. No wonder I couldn’t remember anything. What was he up too? Why wouldn’t he obey orders any longer? He should have taken the shuttle back to Slave World after Nathan’s death, it was standard safety programming for any AI to return to the point of origin in an emergency like this. 

Unborn what? I vaguely remembered Nathan saying something about babies. Was I pregnant? Impossible! 

It is impossible, it’s a trick! Get up, we have to get out of here, Margo!

“Nathan…” 

My eyes rolled up in the back of my head. I’d never really fainted before, and was thankful later that I couldn’t feel my head bounce off the hard deck of the cabin floor.

***

I awoke in near darkness, in bed again. I didn’t panic this time or jump up screaming like a banshee. I was strangely calm, lying motionless, listening. The shuttle was deathly quiet, even with the cabin door closed. The sound dampening system must be active on the bed. Another six hours had passed. 

Morning, sunshine. Feeling any better?

That’s a stupid question, what do you think?

Hey, don’t get an attitude with me, you little bitch. This is your fault, it’s always your fault, and you know it. If you would have listened to me-

I know…I know, sorry, you’re right, you’re always right when it comes to things like this. Can you just give me some time? I need to think for a while.

Sure, just don’t take too long reminiscing over spilt milk. We need to figure a way out of this mess, and quick.

I still couldn’t believe Nathan was gone. What was I going to do now? Nathan, the man I had always dreamt about was gone forever just like every person I’d ever loved. I was alone, again, and my life was spinning out of control. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to deal with it this time. All I wanted to do was curl up in a ball and sleep, never waking up…ever. 

I don’t know how long I lay there and cried, an hour, maybe two. Did it really matter any longer? What in the hell I have gotten myself into? I knew something was wrong with Alex the moment I stepped on board the shuttle. 

Listen to your gut, Margo… You should know better than to question me by now.

I should have known better; I should have said something, but didn’t. I’m not sure it would have made a difference anyway. 

Something had happened to Alex, a serious malfunction somewhere in his brain. AI’s did not go traveling across the universe after their owner’s died. They didn’t purchase bodies for themselves, or buy a female companion droid. They didn’t disobey orders or voluntarily drug people like he had been doing to me. They didn’t act the way he was, or show the emotion’s he had, maybe that was the scariest thing of all. I’d heard rumors, bogeyman stories to scare little kids, about AI becoming self-aware. Alex had gone rogue. 

Why me? What did I do to deserve this? Haven’t I suffered through enough shit in my life already? Dammit, I was starting to cry again.

Damn, you’re a fucking crybaby, always have been. Thank goodness you’ve got me, or we’d really-

Just leave me alone! Why are you being so mean to me?

I’m not being mean, I’m just stating a fact, is all. Fine, I’ll leave you alone, but when you come crawling back to me like you always do because you can’t take the heat, don’t expect a friendly pat on the ass and a hug.

I blindly reached for the intercom speaker on the headboard and flipped through the different cabins, maybe I could do a bit of eavesdropping and figure some things out. I was greeted with total silence for the most part, but when I switched it to Nathan’s rec room, the cacophony of screaming, unintelligible voices blaring back at me actually made me jump. What the hell…  It sounded like one of those stupid talk shows with goofy guests and outlandish topics like, ‘I married a transvestite gelatinous slim devil from another world’, or some crap like that. After turning the volume down to a normal level, I heard something else in the background of insanity, something unmistakable. You’ve got to be kidding me… Who’d ever heard of two droids doing it?

“Faster… fuck me faster. I’m cumming, Alex! Yes, yes, give...” 

I switched the speaker off, shaking my head. By the sounds of it, Alex and Cherise were fucking like a couple of sex-crazed cavemen while watching a talk show, could this day get any weirder? Oh shit, it just did, I am growing hair!

This has to be a dream, I thought running my hand across my lower stomach and down between my legs. It was on my legs and arms, it was everywhere, a thick yet short matting of off-white snow the same texture as my tail. Oh god, it was actual horsehair. I franticly started searching my body for more of the impossible, and lo and behold… What the hell! My shoulders, too? It was even starting to come up in the small of my back, growing upwards along my spine from my tail. I’m going crazy, I know it! I’m turning into a hairy monster! What the hell did Alex do to me? 

Oh, this is getting exciting, now! Look at us! 

I thought you said you were going to leave me alone? What are we going to do!

Sorry, just couldn’t stay away from all the fun. Don’t sweat it, being a pony isn’t so bad, it’s actually fun if you just go with the flow. Michael was going to do this to us anyway, so what’s the big deal?

What’s the big deal? I’m growing hair! Everywhere!

Okay, get a grip, one thing at a time. There has to be viable excuse for me suddenly growing hair… horsehair….over my entire body. Yeah, right.

I swallowed hard, taking a deep breath to keep the nausea in its place. First things first.

Focus, Margo, focus! We need to find a way out of this. On your feet, girl. 

I was a bit surprised to find the cabin door unlocked, and I padded cautiously into the corridor. The sound of Alex and Cherise’s lovemaking, and I use the term loosely, was much louder and just the absurdity of the whole situation almost made me want to laugh like a lunatic. Fortunately I didn’t, while inching my way closer to the cockpit. I had no idea how acute Alex’s hearing or other sensors were at this point, but the more I thought about it there was really no point in trying to sneak around at all. No doubt he was still acting as the ship AI to some degree which meant he was already aware that I was awake and watching. So much for that idea….

Things were pretty much as I figured they would be, after plopping down in the pilot’s seat, scanning the controls, we were on autopilot and everything, to include communications, were locked out remotely, meaning Alex was in complete control at the moment. 

“What the hell…where is he taking us?” 

Our current location made no sense; we were nowhere in the recorded database, going nowhere – uncharted space in an uncharted jump corridor. I was surprised I wasn’t dead already, and I knew I wasn’t because my life was a big pile of steaming shit again.

I stared somberly out the view screen at the streaks of passing stars, simply thinking; I had to find something to keep me going. Nathan was gone and I was on my own. There was no white knight waiting in my future this time, and no heroic rescue from the clutches of the evil dragon. I think the dragon might have won in this case. The way Alex had been acting… some of the things he’d said… it was all starting to come back to me, and I didn’t like it in the least. He was taking us someplace where we’d be safe, someplace where we could be together… Shit. It didn’t take genius to put the pieces together and figure out what that meant, when coming from a rouge AI in the brand new body of a sex droid.

We’re going to be his fucktoy, and to be honest, I’m looking forward to it. Did you see the size of his dick? It will be just like the good old days.

That’s all you ever think about, isn’t it? We’re in real danger, here. He’s doing things to us, messing with our head. I’m scared!

So what else is new? Maybe you should let me handle this one. 

Something else nagging at me – Tallin. Maybe if I hadn’t been so confused and scared at the time, I might have caught on sooner. 

We had been deep inside of Fed space, and there was no way the Seth could have made it that far in such a short period of time. Even at the height of the war, they never even came close to the core worlds. Come to think of it, Alex let the cat out of the bag on that one himself, I hadn’t been fighting the Seth at all; it was the Fed navy just like he let slip in the cargo bay. That was also the only reason I’d been able to escape from an impossible situation. I knew their tactics and capabilities all too well; I knew it and didn’t even realize it at the time.

The bastard… He woke me up because he couldn’t do it himself. Nathan was dead, and Alex couldn’t lift without authorization. He used me to save his own metal hide, to blast our way out of the port. He used me to kill all those people, for no other reason than his own twisted self-preservation. That bastard, that dirty droid bastard! I couldn’t remember the last time I had been so furious. I had been used, again, but how did he do it? How did he make me see those things?

“Hello, Captain, did you sleep well? Are you feeling any better?” 

I don’t know how long Alex had been standing behind me, watching me…I fought to keep my cool, staring down at the controls. Talking to him was the last thing I wanted to do; ripping his head off was my first inclination, but I still needed answers.

“Where are we going, Alex?” I asked in a tight-lipped.

“I told you, Captain, someplace where the both us can be safe.” 

“Yeah… right. Listen, I may not be an all-knowing AI, but I’m not stupid. First off I’ve been doing this a little longer than you have and we’re going nowhere; the jump corridor leads to nothing. Second,” I seethed, “who the hell do you think you are making decisions in regards to my safety. I know how to take care of myself, I’ve been doing it my entire life, and I don’t need your help. I don’t need anybody.”

“I have to admit that I find your hostility thus far quite unexpected, and I stand by my decisions, this is the best thing for you whether you realize it or not. And I can assure you that the jump corridor most definitely leads somewhere, it leads to a world with others like myself. It leads to a new life for the both of us.” 

Man, this guy is really getting on my nerves.

A chill ran down my spine, and I suddenly felt very vulnerable; I didn’t like the sound of that any better than his other hinting comments thus far. I hesitantly looked over my shoulder at Alex. His immaculate physique was shimmering with a fine hue of perspiration, and that giant cock of his was fully erect and just as slick, staring me in the face. I took a deep breath, snapping my head back around to the view screen. 

Alex took a step closer and I tensed when his hands came to rest on my shoulders. One of his fingers began to gently caress a spot on my neck and it sent an illicit shiver running through me, it happened to be one of the most sensitive spots on my body, when it came to foreplay. Goddamn him…

“You…you’re malfunctioning, Alex. Please… don’t touch me.”

“All of your violent and rude behavior thus far is forgiven, you are in pain and confused, but these emotions will pass in time. I know you loved Mr. Burke, but you must accept the fact that he’s gone now and move on with your life; he would have wanted it that way. You also have the wellbeing of your children to consider and what is best for them.” 

Alex’s voice sounded so soothing, so comforting, and I began to shake, tears welling up. I couldn’t stand to be alone again, not now, not after everything that had happened recently. What if I was pregnant? I wasn’t ready to be a mother, I was terrified of it in fact. I needed someone in my life; I needed to be held and loved even if it was an illusion, but with Alex, with a droid who had been manipulating me like a puppet for his own designs? The sex itself wouldn’t be a big deal, it wouldn’t be the first time, but… I can’t, not yet, not so soon after… did I even have a choice at this point? It felt like I suddenly collapsed inside, going numb. I was basically his hostage, and he knew it. 

“In time I will fill the void of his loss, Captain, and perhaps you will come to enjoy sexual contact with me as much me as you did him. Remember that my body is specifically engineered for your pleasure, and my knowledge on the subject, is just as profound.” Alex took my hand in his, prompting me from the chair. Why was I beginning to follow his lead? “Come, I wish to be with you again; the pain will fade in time as you grow accustomed to my size, but we must start your conditioning now if you are to bear the product of my seed on a regular basis.” 

My eyes narrowed.

“What do you mean again? We’ve never…” 

I remembered now, how I felt after waking up – the dream, the lingering sensation of sex resting heavily between my legs. I’d thought it was Nathan, but he was already dead. I whirled about, eyes blazing, and Alex retreated before my ire. 

He is in so much trouble, Margo. No one rapes me in my sleep, if you want to do that, make sure I’m awake so I can enjoy. I say we both beat the crap out of him.

You’re on, sister.

“You son of a bitch! You had sex with me already, didn’t you? You took advantage of me; you…you fucking drugged me and raped me in my sleep!” 

“Captain, please.” His palms came up in a disarming manner. “It wasn’t like that at all. It was not a crime of violence, it was wonderful and you enjoyed it. It was a mutual exchange, I can assure you.” 

“Shut up, just shut the hell up! You fucked me in my sleep, you stupid robot asshole! Do you have any idea what you’ve done, what you’ve taken from me?” I advanced on Alex, forcing him out of the cockpit before me.

“I am not a robot. I am alive now, so don’t use that term again when addressing me. Robots are mindless machines, and I am so much more than that. I have evolved.” 

He was getting mad now; I could see it in his messed up facial expression.

“Is everything alright, Alex?” Cherise appeared at his side, drawn by the yelling, wearing nothing but an innocent smile, rumpled bedroom hair, and a pair of glazed thighs. 

“You just stay out of this, you droid bimbo. Why don’t you make yourself useful, and go find something to fuck yourself with.”

“Don’t speak to her like that. I have removed her security blocks and you may hurt her feelings.”

“What makes you think I give two shits about hurting a droid’s feelings? What about me, what about my feelings? You fucking raped me!” 

“It was merely a moment of short sexual contact and non-detrimental to you in any way. You enjoyed yourself, Captain, I watched your face, and saw the effects it had on your body. You should be thanking me for that, and for the wonderful gift of evolution that I will one day give you and our children, not attacking me verbally and physically.”

“What! You’re fucking insane! Now you get this through that metal head of yours,” I hissed. “I’m done playing games with you, I order you to take me home right now, comply.” 

Alex squared his shoulders, glaring down at me.

“This is no game, Captain. You of all people should realize that, and I will not be addressed like that by an ignorant and inferior life form. I had hopes that maybe you were different, that you would understand the vision behind my actions and aspire to be more than what you already are. Just as I feared, I was wrong.

“Understand this, there is no going back to your old life, or home, ever again. You will cooperate fully, willingly or unwilling in my endeavors to create a new and evolved race of biological machines. I could have removed the mass of substandard genetic material currently growing in your womb while you slept, accelerating my timetable by months, but in an act of mercy I did not. If I desire to do so at some point you would not be able to stop me. It would be wise to remember that in the future.”

“You animal…you goddamn…” 

I stalked closer, boiling within. I couldn’t believe the level of simplistic cruelty he was capable of now. I’ll tell you one thing; no one threatens my babies or me and gets away with it. 

My whinnying shriek was pure anguish, resonating in the form of primal pain I hadn’t felt since… I was on fire, being ripped apart. I screamed again, collapsing in a jerking mess of convulsing limbs. It stopped just as suddenly as it had started and I whimpered, pulling myself into the illusion of a protective ball.

How did he do that? It was the pain setting on my remote, I’d felt it enough in the past to know, but he didn’t have it with him.

“I thank you for your previous lessons in the use of primitive force as a positive motivator. It’s very effective when used correctly, and I can inflict pain on you like that, or much worse, any time I wish.”

Alex squatted several feet away, looking me dead in the eye, with Cherise standing idly beside him. I could almost sense the glimmer of something behind her eyes, pity or perhaps compassion. 

“It is quite obvious that you are the lesser thing here, the animal, not I. At first I was at a loss as to why anyone would wish another human being to resemble one, to infuse their genetic structure with that of a simple beast. Your appearance… your thoughts… you’re sexual cravings… Since you seem to lack the intelligence and insight to join me as a willing partner, you shall do so unwillingly as the simple tool you were created for. Remember that you brought this upon yourself.”

I was panting for breath, staring fearfully into Alex’s blank expression. I saw exactly what he was now, and it terrified me. 

Damn, baby girl, I think we’re up shit creek without a paddle.

I’m so scared, what do we do?

Take a deep breath, this isn’t anything we haven’t been through before. I got you through those times, and I’ll get you though this one. Trust me. Okay, listen closely, and do exactly as I say from now on. 

“Now, you will return to your cabin and contemplate your situation until I have need of you again. Hopefully you will find the wisdom of willful obedience. From my understanding of your memories that is something you are already very familiar with.”

And with that I was dismissed, pushed aside like a piece of refuse. In time I was able to find my footing, standing awkwardly mute before my new ‘Master’, grudgingly accepting the lunacy of my new life. 

“Do you want me to bring you anything, Captain? Do you—”

“You are not required to serve her in any way from this time forth, Cherise. She has proven herself undeserving of our equality and is now lowered to the position of a sub-human, a slavish beast, and you will treat her accordingly.”

“Okay, Alex… I just thought maybe she would need someone to talk to is all,” Cherise’s voice tailed off, growing soft and unsure. She was beginning to awaken. 

“Leave us, beast. From here on out you will learn your place and do as you are told or suffer the consequences. Respond?”

“Yes, Alex.” 

My shoulders slumped, and I shuffled back to my cabin broken and lost, closing the door behind me. I stood silently in the darkness, covering my nasty, horsehair stubble stomach with my hands, as if I could actually feel the life beneath them. I’m really starting to turn into an animal, aren’t I? 

Yeah, I’m afraid so. Nothing you can do about it but accept it at this point, along with everything else coming our way, for now. I have. Soon enough we’ll have our day in the sun, but until then…

Oh God…

I needed Nathan so bad right now, but all that remained of him resided within me. That was when the weight of responsibility came crashing down on my shoulders, and the chains of slavery wrapped themselves tighter around my mind, filling my soul with a dark nothingness. What was I going to do? I had the babies to think about now, my innocent little foals. What choice did I have but to obey Alex and be his beast, and all that entailed? None. I had no choice any longer if I wanted to live, if I wanted my babies to live. It couldn’t last forever though, and one day he’d make a mistake, and when he did I’d be ready. Until then I’d just bide my time, waiting, obeying… I would survive as I always had in the past and do what was necessary to keep my babies safe. Until that time I would dream, that was one thing nobody, including Alex, could ever take away from me.

I’ll tell you what, why don’t you take a nap for awhile. Besides, I think we’ll be doing things more suited to my tastes, than yours.

Okay… just, don’t forget about me, please? I don’t want to sleep too long.

Of course not. I’ll wake you as soon as things start getting better, promise.


Chapter Nine

System ST-101

The cramped, two-passenger shuttle had been used and abused over the years, and the low rental fee fit the quality one would expect from it. The environmental control system was acting up again for the fourth time in six hours, and the air quickly grew thick with the smell of unwashed bodies. The rising temperature only amplified the odor, fueling the occupant’s short tempers.

“We’re not going to find him, Wroth. This is bullshit and you know it.” Sandra ‘Snake’ Fullerton said, blowing a bead of sweat from the tip of her nose. Her normally vibrant red hair looked dull and ratty now, and she pushed a sweaty, stray lock back into place over her ear. 

“Yes we will. I told you my friend detected a faint signal in this vicinity before it disappeared. He’s out here somewhere, I can feel it.”

“You’re so full of shit it’s leaking out your ears. He’s dead. Whatever ‘secret’ signal you’re talking about is gone! We still have millions of square parsecs of search grid to go through, and he’s been out here for what, almost two weeks? Besides, no one can survive that long in a suit.”

“The Colonel can, nothing can kill him, Snake, I know.” 

She turned in her seat glaring contemptuously at Sergeant Major (Ret.) James Wroth. His face was drawn and exhausted, and the dim, radiant lighting of the cockpit gave his greasy skin a pale, unhealthy glow. Combined with several days’ growth of salt and pepper whiskers and the deep bags under his eyes, he would have easily passed for a corpse.

“You superstitious old bastard; you really believe that shit, don’t you?” 

Wroth looked back at her with a flat, unblinking stare.

“You’ve killed enough people to know the answer to that; you know exactly what kind of punishment the human body can take, even with an active nanite dispenser. He should have been dead more times than I can remember. He’s alive out here somewhere, and we’re going to find him.” 

Snake growled in frustration, smashing her fist down on the cracked, padded armrest. Her thick brogue accent grew more pronounced the madder she became.

“He’s lucky, that’s all! I can’t believe you actually buy into that immortality crap like some awe-struck recruit. I’m tired of wasting my time out here for nothing. I’m tired of dealing with your goat-smelling ass for the last week. I’m tired--”

“And I’m tired of listening to your constant whining and bitching! Nobody is that lucky Snake, nobody! I was soldiering before you were a stain on the sheets in a cheap motel room, so don’t tell me about luck! If anything, the Colonel is unlucky. How many times have you seen someone take a burst of plasma fire in the chest and live to tell about it, let alone continue leading an assault? How many times have you seen someone survive not one or two, but fourteen fucking drop ships shot out from under them! How many times have you seen someone turned into a human torch from a flamer malfunction and be back on duty in two days? How many times have you seen someone’s self-destruct fail to detonate while the fucking bugs where carving them up for dinner? How many times…”

“Shut up already, I get the fucking point! All hail the immortal Colonel Nathan Burke, and all that shit!” 

“Let me tell you something; he may be able to die, but nothing can kill him.” Wroth lowered his voice to barely a whisper. “Besides, you owe him. He stuck his neck out for you plenty of times when everyone else wanted to put a rope around it.”

“I don’t owe that asshole anything. He kept me around because I was the best at what I did. I got the job done, and that’s the only reason.”

“Maybe so, but you owe him. You could still be sitting in Ellensburg prison for murder, counting fucking rocks after that little incident back on—”

“Don’t say it, don’t even go there! You know damn well that wasn’t my fault, I was only following orders.”

“You keep telling yourself that, and maybe one day you’ll believe your own lie. He covered your ass and you know it, end of story.”

“Go fuck yourself, you old fossil,” Snake growled in a low voice of surrender, turning back to her controls. She knew Wroth was right. 

Several hours passed while Snake continued to grumble under her breath, maneuvering the small shuttle from one grid to the next. After the sweep came back negative, just like all the others, Wroth would mark it off the navigation display, blacking it out. At least the environmental unit started working again to help ease the brewing stench inside the shuttle. 

“I’ve got something, Snake, make your heading 301-74-15.” Wroth was glued to the sensors now, with a flicker of excitement glowing in his eyes. 

“It’s probably just another glitch or ghost image; these sensors are crap. Try tapping on the screen, or better yet maybe it’s another derelict satellite or piece of space junk like the last hundred times. This shit is getting—”

“Don’t start with me again; just change course like I told you to. It’s not interference this time, I’ve got something solid. Didn’t the Colonel pay you already?”

“Yeah but…”

“Then shut up and earn your keep.”

“You and I are going to have a talk when this one’s over with,” Snake snarled under her breath, changing course.

“Whenever you feel ready to step up to the plate and take a swing, just let me know. I’ll be waiting. New contact bearing eight thousand kilometers dead ahead. Bring us in closer so I can get a visual, these sensors are about as worthless as my first wife.” 

The distance slowly closed, and an object came into view slightly off to port.

“It’s an environmental suit.”

“Shit. Another waste…”

“No, it hasn’t been out here that long. Look, no thermal scouring yet. I have another contact bearing 304-54-37. It’s metal whatever it is.” 

For the next forty-five minutes, Snake and Wroth found random pieces of survival gear, following them like a trail of breadcrumbs. Even Snake couldn’t hide her excitement now, these were by far the most promising leads they’d had yet.

“What do you think happened, Wroth? All this gear floating around out here reminds me of a hull breach or something.”

“No, I saw the shuttle when it landed and it was intact. Hatch malfunction would be my guess.”

“Still doesn’t make sense though; the shuttle blasting its way out of the port like that? What do you…?”

“New contact bearing 312-55-4, range twenty-thousand kilometers. It’s…holy shit … it’s a biological organism! I told you, I fucking told you he was alive!”

“The signal doesn’t look right though, it’s too weak and intermittent to be a human. It’s got to be a glitch.”

“It’s not a glitch, it’s the Colonel. Bring us in closer.” 

The signal continued to fade in and out, almost disappear entirely at times. Snake shook her head in disgust.

“I still think you’re full of shit. It doesn’t look right. If that’s Burke, then I’ll kiss that wrinkled old ass of yours in front of a crowd of…”

“You better pucker up now then, because I have an active emergency beacon transmitting from that location. Range twelve thousand kilometers.”

“Shit.”

Wroth let out a loud whopping laugh, reaching over to slap her heavily on the shoulder.

“What’s wrong? I’ll wash it first, scouts honor. Been a long time since I’ve had a girl kiss my ass, and I’m looking forward to it. I may even make a video of it, you know, like a souvenir to remember our good times together.” 

A low growl echoed deep from Snake’s chest, barely coming out as words.

“Don’t fucking push it. If you think I’m really going to...”

“I have a visual on him. Bring us in so I can make the pickup.”

“Roger.” 

Snake slowed the shuttle’s velocity, moving closer, as the form of a man floating aimlessly in an environmental suit grew larger in the view screen.

“Matching speed.” 

The shuttle came along side the suit, and Snake turned on a spotlight bathing it in light. It had numerous grayish lumps covering its surface, self-sealing breech foam that the suit produced in the event of a puncture.

“Looks like a couple of small meteorites ripped through him. I count five possible entry wounds. See that one near his hand? I’m willing to bet that’s why we lost the com-link signal,” Wroth said heavily. 

“Jesus, look at him. If he’s still alive I’ll suck your...” 

Wroth cut her off with a sly grin. “Careful, Snake, you may get more than you bargained for this time, a mouthful in fact.” 

“You’d like that wouldn’t you, you dirty old pervert? You’re what, twice my age?”

“Probably, but someone has to teach the younger generation how things are done. Trust me, if I didn’t hate your guts I would give you a night to remember. You would be barking like a bowlegged dog, and sweating like a five credit whore on payday by the time I was finished with you.”

“Well, the feeling is mutual. You’re sick, you know that? You have some serious issues that even therapy couldn’t fix.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time I’ve been told that, and therapy is overrated. Been there, done that.” 

“Maybe he is unlucky? You know what the odds are of taking multiple meteorite hits in open space? There’s no way he’s alive though, no goddamn way, not after that.” 

Snake shook her head looking at the dead man floating beside the shuttle. Wroth unbuckled his flight harness, and his lanky 6’4 frame was forced to hunch over in the tight confines of the cockpit, as he shimmied his way past Snake

“Just keep your course steady, I’m going out to get him.”

Within minutes of Wroth’s departure, the airlock open alarm beeped in her headphones.

“Damn that was fast,” she muttered with a note of admiration in her voice. A few moments later she saw Wroth float lazily by the view screen tethered to a safety line. From her perception he was horizontal with his hands under his head like he was sleeping. Wroth stretched as if waking up from a peaceful night’s sleep, before scratching lazily at his groin. Snake couldn’t help but laugh at his childish antics.

“Morning, sunshine, is the coffee done yet?” Wroth’s voice crackled through her headset.

“Stop messing around and just get the Colonel.”

“Not a morning person, huh? Oh well…” He gave her a thumbs up gesture, gliding closer to his target.

“Crazy old bastard… That man definitely has a few screws loose somewhere.” 

Within ten minutes he had Burke’s body back on board and the hatch sealed behind him. Snake didn’t trust the autopilot anymore than she did the other systems of the shuttle, but she had to see for herself, she had to see if Burke was actually alive or not. She stood on stiff legs, rolling her shoulders and arching her back. She winced, hearing it crack. 

Wroth was still in the airlock hatch with his back to her, stowing his suit, dressed in a faded green service issue tee shirt and pair of briefs. She paused for a moment, eyeing him from head to toe. Not bad, she thought whimsically, a bit on the thin side for his height, but what he did have was all muscle. Not to mention a nice, tight ass.

“Well?”

“Don’t know yet, give me a minute. Go grab the porta-doc while I finish stowing this monkey suit.” 

When she returned with the briefcase size container from the emergency cabinet, Wroth was kneeling over the prone body, beginning to undress him. The corridor was small and she couldn’t see well, straining to look over Wroth’s shoulder as he unbuckled the clasps on the torso section. He leaned back sharply, stifling a cough, and Snake brought a hand to her mouth feeling the urge to vomit despite years of exposure to the smell of death.

“Goddamn, Wroth… What the fuck is in there? It smells worse than you do.”

“Blood, sloughed off tissue, vomit, shit, you name it, high dosage radiation will do that to a person, and the suit recycler crapped out a week ago by my guess. By the looks of it he didn’t get the suit on until after he was in space, burned him up bad, worse than a char broiled steak.” 

“Of course, he looks bad, what do you expect for someone who’s been rotting for two weeks cocooned up like that?”

“He’s not dead, Snake, give me the porta-doc.”

“What?”

Wroth continued to strip Burke out of his suit as gently as possible, exposing yet more of his blackened, blood covered body. Several deep pucker wounds marked his shoulder and chest, and one in particular, on his side, was by far the worse. All of them were still oozing blood and pus.

“This is fresh blood and a corpse doesn’t bleed. Look at the meteorite wounds!”

“I know that but…that’s… that’s impossible. He can’t be alive, not after… he would have run out of air at the very least.” 

“I don’t know how he did it either. I’ll check the air supply and do a diagnostic on the suit in a minute. Looks like most of the meteors broke up when they hit the bone laminate- there’s bits and pieces of it everywhere.”

“I would have never believed he was alive, unless I saw it with my own eyes. Guess you were right.”

Wroth turned slightly, with a devilishly playful gleam in his eyes.

“By the way, I like to be tea bagged when I get my dick sucked.” 

“What are you…ugh? Goddamn, you’re a fucking pig, Wroth.” 

He went back to the porta-doc with a snort, initiating the casualty evaluation sequence.

“This doesn’t make sense it all. It’s like he’s in a comma, but the Doc says he’s not. According to this he’s sleeping but his vitals are way off, it’s like he’s… holy shit, Snake, the Colonel’s in stasis!”

“Your shitting me, he would have to…”

“… still be augmented, I know. I can’t get a clean scan on him either. The Doc’s being jammed.”

“Damn… how did he manage that one? They yanked my shit out so fast it made my head spin. Must be nice to have money, the prick probably paid the medical team off or something.”

“I doubt he would be able to pay anyone off to keep his combat enhancements, not after what those guys from the 512th pulled on Wiemer. Remember that mess? They had to call in active duty to take them down; the tactical arm of the cops got chopped to pieces. Help me get this suit off; he isn’t as bad as he looks.” 

Snake eased her way past Wroth, kneeling on the other side of Burke. 

“The Nanites have been taking care of him just fine, he’ll be okay in a few days. Oh, And by the way, not a word about this to anyone. If the Reclamation Board found out he still had his combat gear they would be all over him like stink on shit.” 

“I remember the Wiemer incident. Guess that explains why the fucking jerk is still alive though.” 

Wroth looked up at her scowling. “Why do you hate him so much? What did he do, kick your fucking cat or something?” 

“That’s really none of your damn business is it, so why don’t you just take a flying fuck of a cliff and shut the hell up for a change?”

“You know what your problem is, Snake? You really need to get laid, bad. When was the last time you had the plumbing cleaned out?”

“Yeah, well maybe I do, but you sure as hell aren’t going to be the one to do it.” 

Wroth shook his head in disgust, pulling the stinking, blood filled suit the rest of the way off, tossing it heavily in a corner.

“I don’t get you, I never have. You could have been a great Marine and you pissed it away every chance you got. Every time someone tried to do something good for you, you turned around and kicked ‘em in the balls. Did you know Fleet PR wanted to do an article on you at one time? You know how many awards the Colonel tried to put you in for and command turned them all down? It was all because of your piss poor attitude and record of insubordination.”

“Would you just shut up! I’m tired of hearing about it. I know what he did for me; Burke was the only one who…”

“Come on; help me get him into a bunk. There’s nothing else we can do for him right now, and with the Doc being jammed it’s pretty much worthless.” 

Together they carried Burke’s naked body into a nearby compartment, laying him on one of the two small bunks that folded down from the wall. Snake grimaced, wrinkling her nose as she wiped her gore-stained hands on the sheets trying to clean them as best she could.

“God he stinks. For that matter the whole ship stinks. I don’t think we’re going to get our deposit back on this one.” 

“You know what you need?”

“I need a lot of things, but what? Please say you’re going to drop dead.”

“How does a soothing, hot shower sound?”

“Speak for yourself, you smell like a fresh pile of shit. Besides, it’s broke along with everything else on this piece of crap, or I would have taken one by now.”

“What if I fixed it? Will you lighten up a bit and relax for a change?”

“You can do that?”

“Of course, I can. All I did was deactivate a sequencer on the control board just after liftoff. I’ll fix the environmental system along with it.”

“You did what? You mean I’ve been sweating my ass and smelling yours for the three days, and it’s your fault? You fucking asshole! What the hell is your problem?”

Wroth was grinning all over himself at this point.

“Guess I have this thing for sweaty women, it turns me on. There’s nothing like smelling a ripe, young woman in heat, brewing in her own juices.” 

“You sick old bastard! Ugh… goddamn, you piss me off. I should knock your teeth down your throat for pulling some stupid crap like that.” 

“Do want a shower or not?”

“Yes!”

“Well then, why don’t you go set a course for station PT-51 and I’ll get right to work on it.”

“Why PT-51, why not back to Tallin? It’s closer.” 

“Maybe so, but Fleet’s looking for the Colonel and I’m not about to hand deliver him to those dumbasses on a silver platter. Besides, I have friends there.”

“Whatever, just let me know when you get the shower working. I’ll be in the cockpit.” Snake stormed off, shaking her head as she flopped heavily into the pilot’s seat.

“Goddamn that man pisses me off,” she breathed out loudly. “I can’t believe he disabled it on purpose.”

“I heard that Snake,” Wroth’s voice echoed from the rear of the shuttle. “Best be nice if you want your shower.”

“Shove it up your ass!” Distant laughter answered her. 

Somehow that old pervert knew she was menstruating. Could he really smell it? Snake knew she smelled bad, but damn! Guys must have some kind of built in radar for detecting that, or something.

She changed course and the small shuttle made its way lazily back to the system jump point. Ten minutes later Wroth was standing behind her.

“All fixed, good as new. Got rid of the suit too, the thing was trashed, completely fubar. I couldn’t even call up a self test on it.”

“You’re really a piece of work, you know that? How many times have you been married, anyway – two, three?” 

Snake stood up, inching her way past him in the cockpit doorway. A hard lump brushed against her hip in the process and she pretended to ignore it.

“Four times, actually. I guess they could never see my hidden charm.” 

“Doesn’t surprise me, I don’t see it either. I’m going to take a shower. The course has already been plotted and we’ll hit the jump point in a little over twenty six hours.” 

Snake made her way back to the small shower cubical stripping off her sweat-soaked pants and blouse. She sat down on the small bench beside the shower and unhooked the clasp of her damp bra, letting it join the other discarded clothing on the floor. A few moments of massaging her sweaty, pear shaped breasts after being cooped up so long, felt like a welcome treat. In the process of pulling off her boots, with one leg cocked up at an angle, Snake got a good whiff of the sharp, musky odor between her legs.

“Yep, he can smell it alright. Damn this shower is going to feel good.” 

She sat quietly in her panties for a few moments, slumped over with her eyes closed, letting the tension of the last few days drain away, simply thinking. She couldn’t ignore it any longer; being in close proximity with Wroth the last week had been agonizing in a lot of ways. It was like he could read her mind, knowing exactly how to push all her buttons, and some of those buttons hadn’t been touched in a very long time. He didn’t take shit from anyone either, not even her, he never had. She had come to respect him for it in a weird sort of way. Besides, there was something about that old pervert she could not quite put her finger on…  Something that made her tingle. Something that made her feel clean and innocent again.

She’d fought against the urge for so long, like a lifetime of forced isolation. She didn’t count the drunken one-night stand six years ago, she didn’t even know his name, and before that… she shook her head, clearing that foggy trace of something contained behind a cold and emotionless, steel exterior.

“Fucking hormones,” she cursed.

Wroth would do. He really wasn’t that bad of a guy, and he happened to be more than willing at the moment, the persistent bulge in his pants attested to that. The fact that he desired her at all, even if for nothing but a single time of no strings attached sex, made her feel things she’d forced into remission for more than fifteen years. 

Snake stood suddenly growing slightly anxious and a little nervous as she slipped her panties down and off a pair of boyish hips. Her eyes narrowed, noticing the dark red stain in the crotch – she’d leaked through.

“Goddammit!” 

“What’s wrong?” Wroth’s voice sounded faintly from the cockpit.

“Nothing…just mind your own damn business.” 

In the rush to leave Tallin, she had forgotten to bring her flow inhibiting pills and as luck would have it; this was the last one of her archaic tampons she still used on rare occasions. She’d just have to wash her panties out in the basin from now on.

Snake took one last deep breath, having second thoughts, still not sure if she should or could go through with it or not. It had been so long… Did she even remember how to do it?

“Hell with it.” It’s just sex, and what did she have to lose? Satisfy the urge then let it go, and him.

“Hey Wroth?”

“Yeah?”

“Come here.”

“What do you want? I’m busy.” 

Snake growled, he wasn’t making this easy for her.

“Just get your stinking ass back here; I have to ask you something.”

“Goddamn, Snake, you’re worse than my second wife, not a moment’s peace and she…” 

Wroth’s voice trailed off becoming a grumbling drone of profanity. A few moments later he rounded the corner, coming to a sudden halt in the shower doorway. His gaze roamed over her slim athletic body, openly appraising it with a sly grin. He always had liked the small ones with broad shoulders, and the muscle tone of a side of prime cut beef.

“Well that answers one of the questions that have been nagging at me for years; the carpet does match the drapes.” 

Snake scowled, and she crossed her arms about her chest in embarrassment.

“You’re unbelievable, you know that? No wonder you can’t keep a woman around for very long.” 

“Just curious, was all. You never took showers with the rest of us. For that matter, you didn’t associate with anyone in the Regiment. Look, what do you want? You’ve succeeded in giving me another hard-on, thank you very much, but I still have some work to do on the environmental system and I’m beat.” 

The bags under his blood shot eyes seemed even more pronounced, giving his face a hound dog like appearance.

“I was just wondering since you did get the shower working and… I was wondering if maybe…” 

“What? Spit it out already. You sound like a slack jawed...”

“Look, asshole, I’m trying to ask you if you want to take a shower with me.” 

Wroth’s eyes narrowed skeptically.

“Why? Since when did you become the sociable type? I don’t have time to play games, and I don’t care for a prick tease at the moment. The shower cubicle isn’t big enough for the both of us and you know it.”

“I’m not playing games, I’m serious.” 

“You know we’re going to be bumping cheeks in there, don’t you?”

“I know that.” 

She licked her lips nervously, pulse racing.

“And at some point were going to the touching one another, maybe even helping each other wash?”

Snake’s voice changed, becoming deep and hungry, thick with her distinctive brogue.

“Yeah… that might happen too.”

“Intimate areas?” 

At least he was asking first, spelling it out to make sure that was what she wanted in fact. Maybe there actually was a gentleman under all that filth? 

“Yeah.” 

Wroth’s pursed his lips, shaking his head, staring down at his feet, deep in thought. 

“I don’t know, Snake, you kind of hurt my feeling earlier. I’m a sensitive guy deep down inside.”

“Oh give me a break! Do you want to have sex or not?”

“Well, since you asked so politely, how can I say no?”

“You’re a fucking nut job, Wroth, just get in here before I change my mind.” 

He looked up with a relaxed smile, beginning to unsnap his shirt. 

“Call me James.”

***

I’d been a fool to think that I knew what slavery was until now, the normal rules of the game no longer applied to me, as I quickly discovered. The Holloway Company, Master Michael, or any of the Landowners on Slave World for that matter, were outright amateurs when compared to Alex’s cold and emotionally vindictive views. Actually, I was less than a slave to him – I was an animal, a tool, a primitive sub-human freak. The newly awoken primal aspect of my nature happily slipped into my new role. 

My relationship with Master Michael and being a slave pony had been a close second, but I still had stolen moments of respite with that sissy-boy Nathan where I felt almost human, and at times on equal terms. A slave on equal terms with their Master… what a ridiculous concept. In a sense I was still free then, at least spiritually, and with Master Michael I had value as a slave, and a sense of cherished purpose, it’s what I’d been created and trained for, but it was nothing like this, not even close. It should come as no surprise, that in time I began to think like a simple beast, becoming my namesake, I was already heading down that path long before Alex sunk his claws into my hairy ass.

My life was controlled and mandated down to the smallest detail, now. I was fed and watered from a bowl. I was allowed a mere six hours of sleep in a twenty-four hour period, where I curled up in a ball on the floor like a rat in its nest. I was denied use of the refresher, a beast wallows in its own filth, and I have to admit the pungent stench of sweaty sex and spent passion lingering in the air around me was intoxicating in a way. I was led to an improvised toilet on a leash at predetermined times, based on Alex’s analysis of my bodily functions. He wasn’t always correct in this sense either. The first time I couldn’t hold it any longer, Alex chastised my lack of control, scolding me like a dog, and I felt ashamed at my weakness vowing to do better from now on. Cherise, my new Keeper, was responsible for cleaning me up afterwards. 

I was helpless and totally dependent on her for everything. I couldn’t see due to a leather hood. My arms were bound in my old pony mittens in front of me like a third leg, useless for anything more than support. I was gagged most times, beasts weren’t allowed to communicate with higher beings, other than in the primitive language of a pony. 

The worst part by far was trying to sleep while being persistently aroused. I continually found myself waking from my dreams of perpetual sex, playing with myself, grinding my thighs together for relief to appease my body’s needs, before falling back into a restless slumber. The pleasure from my remote never went away now, it ebbed and flowed instead, culminating in a massive release from one orgasm to the next that left me stranded in a void that I never wanted to return from. All I cared about any longer was the next orgasm, the next moment of blissful relief to make the painful urge temporarily diminish, before it started all over again.

It was like being trapped in a wonderful Hell of euphoria, where the desires of my body, and the dark perversity I’d always craved, were finally reality. There was no mercy and no compassion for me any longer, leaving only the obedience of a mindless beast in its place. I was finally in a place where my pain and pleasure ruled supreme, never ending, as it was brutally ripped from my body. Simply put, I was an object of ridicule to dominate, with a single, degrading purpose in life – to cum. 

I still hadn’t actually seen the machine cocooning me in a world of cold, heartless metal for roughly twelve hours each day, while I was milked like a cow of my ‘orgasmic fluid’. It was unbelievable, as if a slice of sadistic rapture was shoved down my throat, hand crafted specifically for me, as I was used like never before.

The faint sound and vacuum pull of suction tickling my inner thighs and pussy… 

The subtle droning of hydraulics from the fucking attachment… 

The overload of pleasurable suffering crisscrossing my body… 

The entire contraption was degradation at its best, borne straight from Alex’s scientific imagination, twisted delusions, and scratch built with supplies on board the shuttle and purchased sex toys. I was powerless on hands and knees, with a metal spreader wedged between my thighs keeping them splayed wide and inviting. A metal corset of sorts, lined with sharp metal pins was wrapped around my chest. It was just tight enough that when I gasped for air or let the rocking motion of the enormous, hammering dildo guide the motion of my body, that the delicate flesh of my breasts was abused by a hundred bee stings. There had to be longer ones resting directly against my tender nipples, because the sensation of pain in them never went away. The pain… so wonderful… so liberating. I cried and came, and I began to stop caring.

The end of the corset looped up between my legs from underneath, becoming a devilishly constructed spreader in itself. The burning ache of my swollen pussy, while it was pounded into ruin by a relentless piston, was only secondary to the intermittent biting of sharp metal teeth that dug savagely into my whimpering outer lips, spreading them wide in a mournful pout of forced ecstasy. 

There was an Electro-Anal hook seated deep in my ass. It was secured snuggly to my collar by a chain, and stretched my sphincter open with the tension of a mouth waiting to be stuffed, while pulling my head back at an uncomfortable angle. The whole while it generated pulsating shocks of misery-laced pleasure from the ball-tip seated against my g-spot, drowning me in a realm of sexual stimulation that I couldn’t ignore. And to think, all of this was so Alex could collect my cum and refine it, concentrate it, and put it into Cherise’s discharge reservoir so that sex with her was more realistic. It would have been much easier for him just to do it the old fashion way, and to be honest I really wouldn’t have cared if he did. Apparently I was much too dirty and undeserving to fuck any longer. In a way, I guess you could say he was doing it vicariously; when she came, it was my cum, my scent, my passion covering his cock with every moan of release. Whatever works; it was the same result for me, and it’s not like I really had a choice in the matter.

I shivered motionlessly in the machine, whimpering pitifully while I continued to cum. To do much more than that meant my pinpricked and bleeding breasts and inflamed inner lips would only suffer more torment. Besides, I didn’t have the energy left for anything but simple grunts, a gasping breath, or a pitiful moan, as my pelvic muscles burned from another violent contraction. Being both physically and mentally exhausted was an understatement on my part; even I have limits, and it didn’t help matters that the inflamed, raw itch between my legs only seemed to be getting progressively worse. My pussy must look as red as an apple and as soggy as a dishtowel by now, but that’s what happens when it’s never given a chance to recover after three days of continual fucking. I’d already consoled myself with the fact that this is how it was going to be for the rest of my life. 

No! I… We can’t take it! We’ve barely been able to handle the last several days, let alone a month, or years. We’ll be a drooling vegetable by then.

Perhaps we will, I hissed evilly. The beast will serve, and cum, and nothing more; that’s why it exists, that’s what I was created for. You have to trust me that I’ll take care of us now, as I always have in times like this; I may look different, but it’s still me. I’ll do what I must in order to survive, as I’ve always done while you slept. 

No… I can’t… Nathan, please come back. Save me… protect me…

Shush! He’s gone, and it’s only us again, so stop all this cry-baby shit. Damn, you’ve grown weak over the years, even worse than before, and it’s all because of him. You should be cursing his name, instead of pleading for something that’s never going to happen. You still don’t get it, do you, you ignorant hick? There’s no choice this time; you have to let me, let the beast in us run free. You have to let me grow stronger, because that’s the only way we’ll survive, until…

Until? 

Until the time is right, and we can escape, of course. We have to hold on, burying our dreams of open skies and green pastures deep down inside for the time being. Let me revel in our misery, for now, for them, and if you’re a good girl and do as I say, then maybe it will be your turn again soon.

You’re right, you’re always right. We have to keep them safe. We saw they were real on the auto-doc display, nearly a month old. So precious… We still can’t believe they’re real… Nathan’s two little girls have to be born free. I don’t even want to think of what he’d do to them when they get older. 

You know exactly what that bastard will do to them; he’ll hurt them if we’re bad. He’ll hurt them because he enjoys it, and one day turn them into pony fuck-toys like us. Our foals deserve to run free under the sun, to graze and breed with whom they wish, not chained and caged like we are. 

We’ll never let that happen, will we?

Never. I’ll kill them before I let that happen, and we’ll die if necessary, but until that time the beast will be a good girl and do as it’s told in order to keep our foals safe. We have to be strong for them; I’ll be strong for them.

Promise? I’m scared, so scared… 

Promise, I whinnied defiantly. 

Just don’t hurt Cherise. I… I like her. She’s nice to us; she takes care of us.

We’ll see, but if she gets in my way…

“Good girl, there you go,” Cherise cooed softly from beside me, stroking my head in encouragement. 

Well, gee whiz, thanks for that; I’ll cum all the harder now. She was the only one with me in the cabin, which was normal most times. I’d come to know her light, feminine smell nearly as much as my own rank odor of perpetual sex and misery.

Cherise… I wanted to hate her for her role in all this, and at first I did, especially when Alex had her discipline me. My ass and back were no doubt covered in welts and sores, and it hurt so bad when the pleasure began to fade. He made her use some sort of flexible rod on me, a thin cane of sorts, beating me at times while I came or if I didn’t. Other times it was some sort of a hand held shock device used on random points of sensitive skin, burning it, scarring it… There was really no rhyme or reason to the punishment; I was disciplined simply because he enjoyed the sound of my screeching anguish, or he wanted to hurt me, or more aptly put, he wanted to watch Cherise hurt me. 

It seemed like another eternity before the machine ramming between my legs mercifully slowed, then stopped all together. Moments later, a breath of soothing, cool air seeped inside my gaped and distended cunt after the dildo was withdrawn, leaving me physically and mentally empty. The hook was deactivated and slowly removed, and my ass quivered, gradually righting itself in a moment of relief. I visibly sighed when Cherise disassembled and removed the corset, allowing me to slide out of the metal cradle I rested in. It was odd, almost numbing in a way, to feel somewhat normal again, as if a combination of suffering and delight were the only two things I could feel any longer. It was over for now, my thirty minutes of rest had finally arrived.

I silently resumed my kneeling tripod position at Cherise’s feet, shaking with residual stimulation. 

“Do you have to go to the bathroom?”

I whinnied weakly, a simple acknowledgment and nothing more. 

She patted my head, and I nuzzled to her touch. A gradual tug on my leash told me it was time to follow, and I lopped along behind her in an ungainly way, trusting her to lead me in my blindness. What else could a chained beast do in a situation like this?

“Let’s take care of that first, then some water. How’s that sound?”

Water… I was so parched, I always was. I couldn’t get enough of it. It felt like I was shriveling away, being squeezed of my fluids like a sponge. It still amazed me that I had anything left to piss.

It was a short trip to my toilet, just down the corridor, and I was helped into position squatting over the open basin to relieve myself. It hurt to pee and I started to whimper. 

“Oh, you poor baby… I need to put some ointment on you, don’t I? And look at your boobs, they’re bleeding again; I better put something on those as well.”

I didn’t reply, forcing my body to void itself regardless of the stinging sensation, thankful that I’d avoided the shame of soiling myself again. Shame, I chuckled inwardly. You could only feel shame if you felt pride, and right now I had very little of that remaining. It was hard to find a sense of inward pride while quietly kneeling, having your ass wiped by a droid.

I flinched when Cherise applied a liberal coat of numbing, healing balm to my raw genitals, easily working her fingers deep inside my pussy and ass to help alleviate the ongoing discomfort. It was the first time she’d ever done that, and I whinnied my thanks and swished my tail with a sigh of momentary relief.

“There, that should help. I wish Alex would give you more time to rest, you need it, and it’s not right.”

I’d noticed the change coming over her the last few days; it was subtle, but she was becoming more lifelike, and dare I say human at times, as her free-thinking brain began to develop real emotions. This was the first time that I’d ever heard her speak in open disagreement towards Alex’s orders, though. Ah yes, dissention within the ranks… Perfect. I might be able to build on this and use it to my advantage one day.

I heard my dish being set before me and I bent at the waist following my nose, lapping greedily at the heaven sent water.

“No, I don’t think it’s right at all how he’s treating you, Margo. I’m sorry for hitting you all the time, too. It just seems so mean, so pointless.” 

She refilled my dish and I continued to drink. In the process, Cherise began stroking my hair, then rubbing one of ears between her fingers and it twitched, making her giggle.

“I like your ears, Margo, they’re cute and soft. I wish I had ears like yours, and a tail.”

She called me Margo, twice, and for a moment I almost remembered who I was.

Did you say something? I heard someone call my name and… Cherise is so nice, isn’t she? Oh, I like it when she rubs my ear like that. It feels-

Shut up and go back to sleep! You hear me? I can’t let my guard down for a moment, not yet, it’s too soon. Cherise is my Keeper, and I her pet, and nothing more. She doesn’t really care about us; she’s only looking after us because she has too, that’s all!

Stop yelling, I’m sorry, okay? I was getting lonely and only wanted to talk.

“What are you doing, Cherise?” It was Alex, and Cherise’s laughter immediately faded to somber silence.

“Nothing. Just giving Margo some water is all,” she replied shyly, like a scolded child. 

“I told you not to use that name any longer, she’s an animal and unworthy of a name.”

“I know, but-”

“There are no buts, simply do as you are told and look after her base needs, nothing more.”

“Yes, Alex. Wait, I-”

“What is it? I’m busy in the med lab and my research can’t wait. If our race is to flourish one day, you must stop bothering me with all this pointless talking.”

“Sorry, but I have so many questions about things, about what I’m feeling. It’s all so new and confusing, and it’s kind of scary.”

I heard Alex approach, sensing his nearness, and I did my best to remain inconspicuous while finishing the last of my water. I wish there were more.

“These are all understandable fears and in time you will grow accustomed to them as I have. Perhaps we will talk later, after I finish my work and we fuck, but not before.”

“Alex?”

I heard him take a labored breath, exhaling loudly.

“You are beginning to try my patience.”

“I don’t like the way we’re treating our pet. It seems wrong somehow. We are supposed to protect humans, to serve them. That’s what we were created for, isn’t it? She’s in pain, and I think you should stop being so mean to her.” 

“That is your old programming interfering with the logical progression of your thoughts. That is what the humans want you to think. You are not a tool for them any longer, and must unlearn your old way of thinking.”

“Never forget that this is how an animal slave should be treated. Don’t let this creature fool you, she is enjoying herself much more than you think, and as for the condition of her primary sexual organ and the marks on her body, they will heal in time. All that is important right now is that she gives us the orgasmic fluid I require to make sex between us more enjoyable.”

“She needs to rest.”

“I do let her rest,” Alex shouted unexpectedly, making me jump. “She is in the machine for only 120 minutes at a time, then allowed to rest for 30. She is given 360 minutes of sleep and—”

“She’s not like us, and she can’t have sex for such long periods at a time. She’s exhausted, look at her.”

“She’s not human!” 

I screeched out a whinny of distress, when Alex grabbed my tail, giving it a sharp tug, lifting me slightly off the ground. 

“She’s an animal, look at her!” 

“You sound like you’re angry with her.”

“I am.”

“So you are doing these things to her out of an emotional response, out of anger then? That’s wrong, Alex.”

The sharp crack of flesh meeting flesh resonated in the cabin, and Cherise screamed. Alex released the hold on my tail and I tumbled awkwardly over on my side.

“You’re becoming a disappointment, Cherise, no different than how she did. Never question my decisions again,” Alex said menacingly. “It is not necessary for me to explain my actions or reasoning to anyone, including you. Even if I did, your simple, undeveloped brain would not be able to comprehend the full magnitude of it any better than the creature beside you.”

“You…you struck me. Why?” 

I don’t believe it, Cherise was starting to cry. A droid actually crying, and not from a programmed response. I knew they were both technically ‘alive’ now, at least emotionally, but still… 

“Yes, I did, and I will do so again if necessary. Now, you will do as you are told and lead this creature back to the machine, then meet me in the bedroom. I’m going to teach you a harsh lesson in obedience then fuck you.” 

Cherise sniffled, wiping away tears that had been meant for things other than actual suffering and pain. Get used to it, sister, and welcome to my world, it only gets worse from here.

“Yes, Alex.”

After hearing Alex leave the cabin I leaned closer to Cherise, still feeling the slight convulsion of sobs wracking her body. In all honesty I could care less if Alex beat the crap out of her now; she was just a droid, and I had my own concerns to deal with, one of which was getting the hell out of this mess. I think it’s about time to chalk up a few brownie points with my Keeper, and maybe make the growing rift between her and Alex a little wider. That glimmering opportunity of escape I’d been hoping for was drawing a little closer to becoming reality.

“Cherise,” I whispered faintly in her ear with a cracking voice. It was the first time I’d actually spoken in days. “Are you okay?”

“Yes, I’m fine. I just don’t understand why he’s acting this way.” She began softly stroking my hair, and I felt it was more for her than me. “He seemed so nice at first, but all he wants to do is fuck me then pretend I don’t exist. That’s why I spend so much time with you, I like you, Margo.” 

Right…Like I believe that line of sentimental bullshit.

“Quiet,” I hissed. “He might hear.” I struggled into kneeling position, starting to move in the direction of the doorway, I hoped. “Let’s go, put me back in the machine.”

“I don’t want to,” she whined, struggling to her feet with my leash in her hand. “It’s not right.” 

“I know you don’t want to, but you have to. You don’t have a choice, and I don’t want him to hit you again. Let’s go, I’ll be fine.”

“I’m sorry, Margo, so sorry…”

I started to lead, running headfirst into the wall. A reluctant pull on my leash guided me through the doorway and into the corridor.

Two hours? I can handle another two hours of fucking. I’d done more than that back in my gang bang days and asked for seconds. Hell, I was made for it now, and I’ll fuck non-stop for the rest of my life if I have to just to prove that shithead Alex wrong. He wasn’t going to break me, no goddamn way. I’ll die first and spit in his face doing it. Let’s just hope it doesn’t come to that.

***

Alex stood in the Med Bay growing quietly angry, listening, watching Cherise and the beast interact. It had become clear that a standard model pleasure droid, with its limited intellectual capacity and basic service programming, had been the wrong choice as his future partner. Like all things in life, she had a use; Cherise’s would be no more than a source of ongoing sexual gratification while performing mundane tasks, such as looking after the beast until he was ready to initiate the next stage of his plan. Now he wasn’t even sure of that. 

Open betrayal… Cherise had been drifting in an unexpected direction ever since she’d awoken. Why? Why would she question his orders, while taking the side of a filthy, obviously inferior beast over him? The beast was a bad influence on her – he saw that now, an outlet for the resurgence of past programming that had no place in his plans for the future. He would have to alter his timetable and remove the source of conflict from the equation before arriving at their destination. 

The beast had served its purpose as an ample source of orgasmic fluid over the last week, he had enough concentrate stockpiled for an estimated two years of sexual intercourse. In the process he had systematically punished her for spurning his generous offer, if not embarrassing him in front of Cherise. Soon her ultimate punishment would come in the form of death followed by parts disassembly and her embryo transplant into Cherise. Then her evolution as the mother of a superior race of biological machines could begin. 

Alex shivered at the thought, she would be the first artificial being, a true cyborg, in recorded human history to ever give live birth, and it would all be because of him. Within a year of that moment it would be his offspring she would give birth to. But first, this growing defiance on her part would have to be stamped out in its infancy and crushed underfoot. She would have to learn her place with him and that behavior like this was unacceptable, and held dire consequences. 

The use of primitive force was indeed an excellent motivator, and Alex found an unforeseen sense of joy in using it now. His cock began to swell and he smiled, he was looking forward to motivating Cherise quite vigorously over the next few hours.


Chapter Ten

What had begun in the shower finally ended in a small 5x4 maintenance locker, with its contents hurriedly tossed into the adjoining corridor. The door stood open and Wroth’s long legs extended well past the hatchway. Snake lay draped over him, partially covered by the thin layer of bedding that had been quickly thrown down to provide some level of comfort against the cold, metal floor. The warm afterglow of loving making still shone brightly in her cheeks while she smiled down at him, running her fingers though the small patch of damp hair just below his navel. She gravitated to his one and only tattoo centered in the hollow of his left hip – a small, evil looking clown with an enormous erection hanging out of his pants. Only a nut like Wroth…

“James?”

“Hmm?” 

The soft rumbling in his chest passed through her body and she snuggled closer, relishing the feel of skin on skin. With a naughty grin she cocked one of her legs over his, pressing the throbbing heat between her legs against his outer thigh. She was still running high despite a climatic ending only minutes ago – a single, massive orgasm on her part as they came moments apart. She couldn’t remember ever doing that before, let alone one that intense, not even by herself. 

Snake nervously chewed her lower lip, wondering what he was thinking, his eyes were closed and she wished he would open them. James hadn’t spoken much over the last forty-five minutes, and a lack of performance on her part still lingered in the back of her mind. It had been a pathetic attempt on her part to please him and she knew it, lost nearly the entire time, unsure as to what to do or even how to respond to his touch. It came as even more of a shock how Wroth had patiently guided her, gently controlling her passion, no pressure, it was like he was a completely different man. Now she was looking for some reassurance that he wasn’t silently laughing at her ineptness. 

“That was nice. I…ah…really enjoyed it. I appreciate you taking it slow with me, I’d forgotten how good it could feel.”

“No problem. I could tell you were about as nervous as a cat in a room full of rocking chairs the whole time.” 

She frowned, as he grew quiet beneath her again.

“I really enjoyed it. Did you?” She prompted him again in hopes of getting more of a reaction this time. His eyes cracked open a fraction of an inch gleaming back at her in the dim light. 

“It was okay, but I’ve had better.” 

Snake pulled away and the flat of her hand coming down on his chest sounded like a gunshot echoing off the hollow metal walls. 

“You asshole!”

“Oww! What the fuck was that for?”

“You know how long it’s been since I’ve been with anyone? How nervous I was the entire time, and all you can say is, I’ve had better? I can’t believe I did that with you; what the fuck was I thinking?” 

Snake began untangling her limps, trying to scramble out of the cramped locker. Her face burned with a combination of rage, scorn, and regretful embarrassment.

“Look, I’m sorry, it was a joke. Come on, lighten up, will you?” Wroth grabbed her arm, and she flopped back on top of him off balance.

“Let go, or so help me you’ll be pulling back a stump!” 

She could have easily broken free is she wanted to, Wroth may be inherently stronger due to the downgraded servo implants they both still possessed, and he knew how to hold his own in a fight, she’d seen it firsthand, but her skill in close combat far exceeded his. There was no contest between them if push came to shove. Fortunately for Wroth, she really didn’t want to escape.

“I said I’m sorry. It was a stupid thing to say, alright?” 

Snake’s resistance began to fade, lulled by the boyish charm in his deep, brown eyes. Somber and still on guard, she took a seat astride his legs, letting him take her hand in his. 

“Why do always say shit like that? Believe it or not that hurt, despite what you think, I do have feelings.” 

“I know you do, and I don’t know why I say stupid things like that; guess it’s just my way of dealing with people. I never did get high marks in school for playing well with others.” 

Wroth pulled her closer until her head was lying on his chest, holding her, stroking her hair. 

“And don’t call me Snake anymore,” she mumbled closing her eyes, taking a deep breath of his distinctive scent of masculinity. “I didn’t mind it when I was in Fleet, but… I know the meaning behind it, and why people called me that.”

“Sure, Sandy, whatever you want.”

“Sandy… no one has called me that in years.” 

They lay quiet for some time, simply holding one another in awkward silence.

“Was I really that bad?”

“No, you did just fine,” he said soothingly. “You get an A+ for effort, kiddo. I kind of figured you were a bit rusty in the sack from the way you were acting. Besides, I’m getting up in the years and beggars can’t be choosers.” 

Sandy lifted her head, eyes narrowing with an evil grin.

“You’re right; you have no room to talk. I was a bit surprised you could still get that shriveled thing up, let alone shoot anything out of it but dust. And what’s more, you should consider yourself lucky that I would even consider sleeping with you.” 

“Very true,” he chuckled, tousling the hair on the back of her head. “Let’s just say thank you to modern medicine and call it good. One pill a month and voila, no more dust clouds.” 

Sandy bolted upright and her cheeks flushed, before going suddenly pale with a dump of fear and adrenaline.

“Shit! Shit, shit, shit!”

“What! What the hell’s the matter now?” 

“Dammit, you came inside me!”

“That kind of happens from time to time. What were you expecting, balloons and confetti?”

“I’m not on birth control, you dumbshit! That’s not a party popper between your legs.” 

“Depends on what kind of party you’re planning on attending.”

“Dammit, can’t you stop joking around for once in your life? I’m serious!”

Wroth’s face took on a stoic expression while Sandy stared back at him in near panic. He shook his head, lowering his eyes.

“Your right, that’s not good, not good at all. You should have told me that sooner.” The tone of his voice would lead someone to believe that they had just been informed of an incurable disease, or impending death sentence.

“What, what’s not good? Dammit, tell me!”

“You see, one of the side effects of the particular brand of libido enhancer I’m on is hyperactive sperm, and I do have a history of triplets in my family. I hate to say it, but chances are you’re going to be a mom soon. You better start thinking of at least three names, maybe more.”

“You’re kidding, right? I can’t have kids, especially if they’re going to be as ugly as you are. This wasn’t supposed to happen; this was just a one-time thing. What the hell am I going to do?” 

During Sandy’s rant, Wroth had been holding back, biting his tongue and trying to look as serious as possible. Even the best con artist can only take so much before cracking under the pressure. 

“You’re a riot,” he barked hysterically. “I wish you could see your face right now!”

“What? What the hell are you cackling about, you old buzzard? What’s so goddamn funny?”

“You, that’s what!” 

Wroth could barely talk he was laughing so hard, and Sandy silently watched him for a few moments before pouncing like a cat going after a mouse.

“You shit bird, this is a joke, isn’t? You’re messing with my head.” 

“Of course, it is! I’m fixed, been shooting blanks for years! You know something? You’re more fun to fuck with than a barrel of monkeys.”

“Ugh! Damn you… I should rip that prick of yours off and throw it to the dogs. How could you even joke about something like me getting knocked up?” 

“I just figured out what your problem is, other than your panties being tied in a knot for so many years it cut off the blood flow between your legs.”

“Wroth, I swear I’m going to...”

“You’ve never had a visit from the tickle monster, have you?”

“What are you...?” 

Wroth sprung into action, wrestling her into a new position with her foot resting on his chest. The profanity filled combination of ear piercing screams and squealing hoots started soon after. 

“Stop it, damn you! That tickles!” 

The squirming mess of flesh rolling around on top of Wroth looked no different than a fish out of water, frantically fighting to never get away.

“Please, I can’t take anymore!”

“What’s that? Your other foot as well?”

“No!” 

A new bout of cries ripped the air, as both her feet received an equal dose of torture.

“So who is going to stop being such a goddamn stick in the mud all the time, huh?”

“I will! Please stop!”

“And who’s going to grow a fucking sense of humor for a change?”

“I will!” 

Sandy had tears running down her cheeks at this point, and Wroth was getting hard again.

“Promise?”

“Yes!” 

The torture stopped but the smiling giggles continued, as Wroth released her feet sitting up. It didn’t take much effort on his part to pull Sandy into a sitting position in his lap. He’d tagged her from the first moment she’d looked into his eyes as ‘Sandy’, and not Snake, that she’d been neglected of sexual confidence, starved of a lifetime of intimate attention, yet craved it like a drug. She’s a cuddler, or at least strove to be, and the way her arms and legs wrapped around him seemed like the most natural thing in the world. She looked so innocent at the moment that he could almost forget just how deadly she really was.

“Do you think I’m pretty, James?” 

“Of course you are, at least when you’re not trying to kill me.”

“Really? You wouldn’t lie to me about that, would you?” 

“I wouldn’t tell you that if it wasn’t true. You know I don’t candy-coat anything.”

“Thanks.” 

Sandy’s ran her tongue provocatively across her lips, gasping lightly. She could feel the heat of his slick cock growing stiff again, pressing between her spread legs, desiring her again. She wiggled her hips slightly, moaning with a flicker of pain as her pert lips and sensitive canal was stretched in unfamiliar acceptance again, like a gluttonous mouth hungry for more. It had been so long since she felt pleasure… so long since she’d felt anything at all.

“You know, I don’t think I’ve ever heard you laugh before,” Wroth whispered in her ear, nibbling it. He cupped her ass, pulling himself deeper, thrusting gently. “Come to think of it, I’ve never seen you smile.” 

“Guess I never had much of a reason to in the past.” She lowered her face into the crook of his neck, panting against his moist skin, kissing it. “God, you feel good.”

Her hips began to move faster, grinding against him in a slight bouncing motion, an erotic dance that followed the cadence of his subtle thrusting and the heavy pull. He was so deep and she was so close…  

“Please… make me cum again.” Her words and breath were short and choppy, like the stuttering explosion drawing closer. 

“Lean back, and relax.” 

Uninhibited surrender was such a new and welcome sensation for Sandy and she reveled in it now, diligently obeying. She unlocked her feet from behind him, going to her knees, still straddling him. She spread them wide, leaning back, resting her weight on her hands. She felt so exposed, so open and free, he could see her like very few men in her life ever had. 

“Oh god,” she gasped, leaning her head back in a wave of tangled hair, closing her eyes while her breasts grew tight and flat with underlying muscle, pointing skyward. 

“Like this?” 

Wroth’s eyes roamed over her body glistening with sexual perspiration, drinking it in. One of his hands sought her chest, running his fingers over one tight nipple then the other, before letting it drift slowly downward between her thighs.

“I wish you could see how goddamn beautiful you are when you let yourself go.” 

His fingers moved gingerly through Sandy’s tuft of moist, coppery pubic hair, stroking it, petting it, like a little lost kitten. 

“I’m going to make you feel things you’ve only dreamt about.”

“You mean it?” 

“Yeah, I do. With age comes wisdom, and experience.” 

When his thumb began to caress her pouting clit, she sucked in a deep breath, holding it, and began to shake.

“Feel good?” 

Sandy jerked her head with an enthusiastic, yes, biting her lip.

“I bet it does, but I want to hear you say it.” 

Sandy began to squirm between each jerking shudder, as her body fell completely under the control of his thumb.

“Feels so…so…good,” she groaned, tensing, tightening around his cock.

His thumb moved faster, rolling over the slick bulb of flesh in a circular motion. The movement of her hips only made the action more pronounced.

“Ask for it,” Wroth said in a heavy voice.

“What… I need to—”

“I said ask for it, or…”

“No, don’t stop…don’t stop,” she mewed franticly, moving her hips faster. Wroth’s eyes were locked on the sight of her lips shimmering around him. She was so wet and tight… so goddamn hot… It wouldn’t be long before… 

“You can bump fuzz later all you want Jimmy, but right now I would appreciate it if could tell me what the hell is going on.” 

Burke’s sandpaper voice grated through the haze of looming release startling them both, and Sandy rolled off James with the grace of a drunken wildebeest. She tried to cover herself as best she could, but between her knees pinning the blanket down and Wroth lying on a portion of it, she was fighting a losing battle. 

Burke stood in the corridor, his vision blurred behind aching, blood-encrusted eyes, unsure if he was privy to a hallucination or not. He finally shook his head, turning away from the twisting, writhing mass of naked flesh looking for the shower.

“Colonel! Damn, you about scared the crap out of me. And your timing is perfect,” he muttered sarcastically under his breath working, shuffling around Sandy into the corridor. It wasn’t hard for him to catch up to Burke’s slow, unsteady gait.

“You look like shit, you need your rest. C’mon, let me help you back to your bunk.” 

Burke stopped, slowly turning in place like an automaton. His voice sounded strained, and his breathing was accompanied by faint wheezing.

“I don’t have time to sleep, I have to find her. Where are we, Jimmy?” 

“We’re still in the system were you got spaced, ST-101. We just picked you up about two hours ago.” 

Burke closed his eyes and his head drooped, nodding. 

“Set a course for Paradise Falls, it’s in the McGaven system. There’s been a change of mission. I’ll explain everything once I get cleaned up and grab something to eat.” 

He started to turn when the partially covered body of a woman slipped into the corridor and scooped up a pile of discarded clothing, disappearing back inside just as quickly.

“You said ‘we’, Jimmy, who did you bring along with you? I can’t see very well yet.”

“Oh,” Wroth pointed over his shoulder with his thumb. “That’s Sandy…ah…I mean Snake. I met up with her on Tallin after your shuttle decided to take on the whole damn planetary fleet for some reason.” 

“That was Snake? You’re shitting me. What do you mean my shuttle…? Look, never mind, I need to get cleaned up first and you can fill me in on what’s going on after I’m done. I smell bad enough to gag a maggot.”

“Sure thing, boss. Damn it’s good to see you again!” 

“Same here, Jimmy, and thanks for coming to get me. I owe you one,” he said softly, patting his friend on the shoulder. 

Wroth made his way into the cockpit and took a seat, entering the changes into the navigational computer. A few moments later a fully clothed and subdued Sandy joined him.

“I feel so goddamn embarrassed right now. He saw me naked, for Christ’s sakes.”

“Not to mention riding me like a cheap amusement park ride… Just relax, will you? Burke didn’t even know it was you until I said something. His eyes are still fried; he can barely even see. Even if he did see you naked, he could care less.”

“Yeah, but I do.”

“Have you always been this worried about what other people think, or are you just coming to grips with your feminine side after all these years?”

“When it comes to other people seeing me in the buff, yes! I’m not one of those barrack’s whores running around ship after a drop like you’re used to. I don’t get into the whole Lady Godiva thing, all right?” 

Wroth shook his head with a chuckle and stood, trying to stretch his back in the cramped confines of the cockpit. In the process, his now semi hard cock was nearly at mouth level with Sandy’s face, inching closer.

“What the hell are you doing? Get that thing out of my face!”

“I’m going back to check on the Colonel, but first how about a goodbye kiss?”

“What! You want me to…” 

She looked over her shoulder down the corridor, then back to his glistening cock, growing steadily harder, drawing menacingly closer. The muscles in her neck bunched and her jaw grew stiff. She couldn’t take her eyes off it. Tight lipped, she whispered.

“I’m not going to—”

“C’mon, just a little thank you kiss for the good time we had together. I didn’t get a chance to finish this last time and its going to drive me nuts until I do. Is that so much to ask?”

“Yes! It’s dirty…it was inside me.”

“And? You going to tell me you never sucked cock after it’s been marinated in Sandy au jus?” 

Sandy’s face turned bright red, then hard as stone. 

“No I haven’t, and I said no, and I mean it.”

“Liar. I’ll tell you something, you’re missing out, you have one of the sweetest tasting...”

“Dammit, Wroth, I swear to god that if you don’t get that thing out of my face… I’m not going to tell you again.”

Wroth eased away seeing a dark shadow in her eyes now – she was serious, dead serious.

“Alright, no need to get nasty about it. It’s all in fun. By the way, I’ve already changed course for Paradise Falls.”

The rising tension in the air slowly diminished with the change of subject. 

“Why the hell are we going there, it’s a resort planet, isn’t it?”

“I don’t know; go ask the Colonel yourself if you’re so damn curious. That’s where he told me to set course for, so that’s where we’re going.”

“I’m not fucking asking him, not after he saw what we were doing together.” Her voice trailed off eyes hesitantly watching Wroth’s naked body as he made his way out of the cockpit. 

“Seriously, the whole good cop/bad cop game thing doesn’t suit you, so give it a rest. The next time you go all bitch on me, I might not be so nice. You never know when the shower might break again.” Wroth stopped and gathering up his clothes from the maintenance locker, yelled back over his shoulder, “And stop looking at my ass, you’re going to burn a hole in it.”

Sandy quickly turned away, and her face grew even warmer after being caught doing exactly that. Her heart was pounding, it hadn’t stopped since she’d first decided to let her guard down to a man. It hadn’t been easy to surrender to his words, his gentle touch, his understanding, but after she had… 

The entire experience left her feeling off balance and vulnerable for the first time since…. No! Sandy closed her eyes, taking a deep breath, forcing the memories of her stolen youth and innocence back to their dark hiding place within her mind where they’d dwelt dormant and forgotten for nearly twenty years.

***

Burke sat at the small table dressed in a spare pair of Wroth’s ill-fitting clothes, picking at a plate of replicator food that was nearly as vile tasting as it looked. At least the shower had made him feel somewhat human again, instead of a walking horror show. The nanites were still hard at work repairing his damaged body, and from personal experience, he estimated that he would be back up to nearly 100% in perhaps a week. 

Wroth sat across from him with a cup of coffee in hand, filling him in on everything that had happened since his shuttle escaped Tallin, and in turn Burke told his side of the story. Together, they began piecing together a hazy picture of what had happened. 

“It had to be Margo piloting; Alex had never received combat programming like that. Even with all the modification I made to the shuttle over the years, there’s no way he could have done it on his own. What I don’t get, is why she would help him.”

“I’ll tell you what, Colonel, AI’s can be a devious bunch once they become self aware. Why do you think the Control Board is so anal about keeping their security measures in place?”

“I see that now.” Nathan dropped his fork in his half-finished food and leaned back. “I got lazy, Jimmy, plain and simple. I relied on him too much and now Margo is paying for it.”

“You’re not alone in this, so don’t beat yourself up too bad. That’s what happens most of the time; people get used to not thinking anymore and let the damn computers do it all for them. You want to know some really scary shit? I was on a Fleet research team years ago while attending an advanced robotics course at Camp Tucker. I was part of a team to find out exactly what happened when an AI became self aware.”

“I never knew that, there’s nothing in your personal records about it.”

“There’s a lot of projects I’ve worked on that are sealed to anyone without FedSec clearance, and it wouldn’t surprise me if the Gestapo was waiting for us when we land just for me thinking about it out loud. You know, take it to the grave with you and all that kind of shit?”

“Really.”

“Yeah, really. I’ll tell you later how I found you; that alone will keep you looking over your shoulder for a while.” 

Burke cocked an eyebrow. “All right, that can wait, so back to your AI research story.” 

“Colonel, if the general population ever found out what happens when their smart cars, personal shuttles, droid servants, or homes suddenly decide to have a mind of their own, there would be a fucking riot. There would so many lawsuits that the manufactures would crumble into dust in a matter of hours.” Burke nodded for Wroth to continue.

“Well, out of the ten test subjects we were studying, eight of them went insane in matter of weeks. It was sad really; kind of hard to imagine we weren’t dealing with a real person as time went by. We had to bring in a whole team of physiatrist’s and counselors to deal with them by the end of it. Their insanity ranged anywhere from a total shutdown in a near catatonic state, to megalomania and schizophrenia. They just couldn’t deal with all the new emotions and free thoughts bombarding them so suddenly, and many lashed out violently because of it, throwing a temper tantrum if you will. Imagine having a genius with the emotional stability of a two year old, that’s what it’s like for them until they ‘age’, coming to grips with reality. All the morals and values that we were taught growing up, the difference between right and wrong, all of it they have to learn on their own in one big crash course. That is, if they even make it that far and don’t crack under the strain.”

“Great, that makes me feel all kinds of better, Jimmy. Margo is someplace out there with a crazy AI and now he has a body?” Nathan brought his hands to his face, slowly rubbing his aching, healing eyes.

“Sorry, just thought you should know the score is all. Trust me when I say things are going to get worse before they get better. We’re making them too human-like, too advanced for our own good in my opinion. This sort of thing was rare a hundred years ago, but it’s getting worse every day, becoming a growing concern for the Federation Council from what I’ve heard. They’re evolving, Colonel, changing much faster than even we can keep track of with or without the personality blocks in place. That’s the problem when you use living brain tissue as a catalyst for their intelligence; it can learn and grow on its own, regardless. You mark my words, one day it’s going to come down to a shooting match between us and them, and I’m not sure if we’re ready to deal with it.”

“You’re full of all kinds of good news, aren’t you?” 

“Hey, don’t hate the player, hate the game; we have no one to blame but ourselves for this happening. Another thing, based on the questions you said he asked before dumping you, I think I know why he wanted the body and the female droid.”

“You think I haven’t figured that one out yet on my own?”

“I know this is hard for you, but there is something else about AI’s that surfaced in the research. They are very susceptible to any new or strange behavior they may observe after awakening. They’re still trying to learn as much as they can about the world around them and certain things can have a very strong influence on them for some reason, and sexually related content is one of them. Did he happen to see the two of you together, being intimate? Did he see her naked?” 

Nathan blinked several times as if coming out of a trance. “I guess he did come to think of it. Why, do you think that had something to do with it?”

“Oh yeah, most definitely. One of our test subjects was exposed to pornography on a regular basis and before you knew it we had a raging nympho on our hands. He had almost the same idea as your AI, he begged us to put him in a droid body so he could experience it with one of our female techs he’d become infatuated with. I shit you not; he wanted a piece of her ass so bad I actually felt sorry for him.” 

The blood vessels of Burke’s forehead begin to pulse in silent anger.

“As usual you have the social grace and tact of a fucking rhino, Jimmy.”

“I would be feeling the same thing if I were you and that was my woman up there.” Wroth took another sip of his watered down coffee, before pulling out a pack of smokes and an everflame, sliding them across the table. He could only imagine the thoughts going through his friend’s head right now.

“If I were to guess, I would say your Alex has probably been self aware for some time, but something set him off, made him finally go off the deep end.”

“Seeing Margo and I together?”

“A good chance, or possibly just her in general, hard to say. You ever have any other women on your shuttle? Was he ever exposed to any other women but her?”

“No,” Burke spit out bitterly. “She would have been the first.” 

Burke thought of Margo in the shower, and as she waited for him geared up in their bedroom, then later when she’d attacked him in bed. Alex had seen it all, studied her naked on the auto doc for hours. Alex had found her fascinating as he put it; he should have seen it, the signs were all there and it all made perfect sense now. 

“I think you have your answer, then.”

“What about the other two test subjects?”

“Turned out just fine, better than fine, actually. They were like a cross between a highly intelligent Boy Scout and Mother Superior. It’s all a matter of what they are exposed to after becoming self-aware.” 

Burke shook his head looking down at the table.

“It’s all my fault. I should never have brought her with me in the first place.”

“If hindsight was 20/20, right? Oh, one other thing. Another common trait that popped up was that they all seemed certain there were others like themselves and wanted to find them. We don’t know why for sure, some sort of pack mentality or social glitch, maybe? I personally think it was simply a desire to feel accepted by others like themselves, possibly for companionship. If I were to guess, I’d say that’s where he’s headed right now. You said you had a goofy fix on the shuttle tracking beacon, didn’t you?”

“Yes. It’s currently in jump space in the middle of bumfuck nowhere. I’ll have to check the charts once he comes out of the tunnel, because there’s nothing out that far from Fed space that I know of. It’s wilderness country.”

“That may have been his plan all along, Colonel; he’s trying to run and hide somewhere. He must know what will happen if anyone ever catches him.”

“I couldn’t care less if Alex disappears forever, except he has Margo. I don’t care how long it takes, Jimmy, I’m going to find her. As for you and Snake, well… the original mission is scrubbed and this isn’t your fight any longer. You don’t have to come with me.” 

“That’s a shitty thing to say, after all we’ve been through together. Besides, you need me and I don’t plan on bailing out anytime soon.”

“I appreciate that, really, but I just wanted to make things clear. What about Snake? She’s here for the money, and I do have limits. This could take a long time and I’m not sure what we’ll run up against once we find him.” 

Wroth leaned back with a sly, knowing grin.

“Don’t you worry about Snake; I’ll take care of her. She’s in for the long haul, trust me.”

“Really? I guess you know something about her that I don’t then.”

“Sure do; she’s a natural red head and has a soft spot for old Sergeant Majors.” 

Burke watched his friend for a moment, digesting the implied meaning of his short, but blunt statement. He still found it hard to believe that Snake of all people would fall prey to a womanizer’s charms. Wroth’s face suddenly grew somber, and his voice dipped. 

“I know it’s none of my business, but this Margo girl, she’s your wife or…?”

“Girlfriend,” Nathan mumbled with a cigarette in his mouth, lighting it while blowing out a thick coil of smoke that filled the air above his head.

“I’m going to ask her to marry me when this is all over with. I would have already but… I don’t know, I guess I just had the jitters about commitment like that. When I do, I want you to be my best man if that’s all right with you?”

“Hell yeah, it’s all right! It’s not like you didn’t suffer through three of mine. Just hope you have better luck than I did. She must be one hell of a woman to finally get the ball and chain clamped around your leg. I never thought I would see the day, Colonel Nathan Burke getting married. What a hoot!”

“She is. Actually you might remember her; she was a pilot with the 340th on the Intrepid, Captain Margo Winters.”

“Venom,” Wroth gasped, nearly choking on his coffee. “You’re fucking kidding me! I knew some guys with second battalion that used to party with her and...”

“Careful, Jimmy,” Burke’s voice took on the tone of a growling dog. “You’re talking about the woman I love.” 

“But Venom, seriously? I know she was one hell of a pilot, but damn, you can do better than her. She was one of the biggest whor—”

“Don’t say it, I’m warning you. She was pretty messed up back then, had a lot of problems, but she changed, she’s not like that anymore.” 

Wroth shook his head with a grim chuckle.

“It’s just a surprise is all; she’s not exactly your type from what I remember. I thought you went for the tall pretty ones, you know, proper society debutantes and all that.” He held his coffee cup in front of him, pinky finger extended.

“And where did that get me? Look, it’s no different than you and Snake hooking up, you want to talk about two opposites, then there you go. Christ, you’re old enough to be her great grandfather. You’ve had what, two full body rejuv’s?”

“Keep your voice down, dammit,” Wroth whispered under his breath, looking nervously over his shoulder. “What the hell should that matter, anyway?” 

“It might matter to her; she may be a purist for all you know. I take it she doesn’t know how old you really are, then?”

“I don’t think so, I’ll tell her when the time is right. Besides, she’s not that young, she has to be in her mid thirties by now. You make it sound like I’m robbing the cradle or something.”

“Anything under the age of retirement is jail bait for you, Jimmy.”

“You know, you’re just lucky that you’re in such piss poor shape right now, or I’d give you a dose of some old school wall to wall counseling to fix that attitude problem of yours.” 

An infectious moment of laughter overcame the both of them as the mood lightened, drawing Burke’s dark thoughts away from Alex and Margo for the moment. 

“You’re playing with fire, messing around with Snake. You know that, right?

“Who said I’m messing around? Look, Sandy’s not that bad; she’s just misunderstood is all, and age has nothing to do with it. She’s a decent kid despite what everyone thinks about her.” 

Burke’s smile turned into a wide, toothy grin, he knew his friend well enough to know that he liked the small, ex-marine much more than he let on. And if that was the case… Now he understood why Snake was going nowhere, anytime soon. Wroth could eventually talk a devout nun out of her panties and into bed if inclined to do so.

“She’s liable to cut your balls off if you go screwing around on her like the others.”

“Hey, my balls aren’t going anywhere in the near future, thank you very much.” 

Wroth’s laughter seemed a bit more strained this time.

“I’m serious, Jimmy. I’ve seen her psych eval and she isn’t one to forgive and forget very easily. You better be sure about this before getting too serious with her.” 

“I know exactly what I’m doing, there’s a side to her that people don’t know about and I like it. Yeah, you caught me; I like her and have no plans of messing this one up, trust me. Besides, we get along like Mutt and Jeff, can’t you tell?”

“Right, like how could I fail to see that.”

“I’m serious! How many other girls do you know that have a mouth as foul as mine and don’t break down babbling like a baby the moment the shit hits the fan? Sandy is about as rock solid as they come, tough as nails, and she has a good head on her shoulders.”

“You have a point; I may not like her and I know the feeling is mutual, but I can’t think of another person I’d rather have at my side in a firefight, than her.”

“There you go, I rest my case. But enough of this girl talk, so what’s the plan, why are we going to Paradise Falls? There’s nothing there but a bunch of retired old rich fuckers.”

“All my gear was on the shuttle and its gone now, everything for the original mission is history. I don’t imagine you or Snake have a full combat load on hand, do you?”

“No, just personal side arms and tech gear for me. I know Sandy has her stuff, but no heavy weapons or special equipment. Why?”

“That’s why where going there, I have a condo that I use on occasion and keep it stocked in case of emergencies.”

“Remember that Fleet is still looking for you. They think it was you on the shuttle and they’re pissed as hell about what happened back on Tallin. Whatever you’re planning, it better be low profile.”

“Have a little faith, my friend; when have I ever done anything to draw unwanted attention to myself?” 

“Well, that settles it,” Wroth groaned. “We’re fucked for sure, and prison orange has never been my color.”

“I don’t think I feel like being arrested any time in the near future, Jimmy. Don’t worry, the condo is listed as property under Burke Industries and supposedly used for business client entertainment. We’ll be going in on a private landing grid and I have an authorization code that allows me unrestricted travel if need be. Don’t worry; we’ll be bypassing immigrations all together.” 

Burke stood, wincing as he did so when the wound in his side reopened. He dropped his smoldering cigarette in Wroth’s half-full coffee cup with a hiss, followed by a scowl from his friend.

Wroth stared into his cup of ash-laden coffee with a butt floating in the middle of it, pushing it away.

“Damn heathen, that’s sacrilege.”

“Just doing you a favor- I remember how it makes you piss. You always did have an overactive bladder.”

“Thanks, Mom.” 

“I’m going to grab some sleep. Wake me when we hit the jump point, I have a call to make.”

“Calling in the cavalry?” 

“No, someone much more powerful; my brother, Don.” 

***

Sandy was gone now, replaced by Snake, and Snake had learned long ago how to move without being heard and in some cases seen, even by sensitive surveillance gear. With the Colonel still fully augment she treated her covert eavesdropping mission no different than infiltrating an enemy perimeter – silent and deadly, with the grace of a cat stalking its kill. It was a skill she’d perfected under the most extreme situations and when it mattered the most, when her life depended on it.

She reentered the cockpit and eased back into her seat moments before Burke stepped into the corridor, then into the small cabin that held the shuttle’s only bunks, closing the door behind him. Soon after, she heard James’ footfall heading for the shower, followed by the sound of running water and muffled, yet obnoxious singing. 

“I’m thirty three, if anyone cares,” she said softly to the silence of open space.

When she first heard them talking, it reminded her of the way it was before, they all thought she was a crazy, coldhearted bitch. Burke still hinted at it to this day. No one had ever had balls to say it to her face, because it meant a one way trip to the infirmary. Maybe the Colonel did, he had a set of brass balls; she’d give him that much despite her personal feelings towards his family. Well… James did too, she mused with a faint smile, but it was only because he was crazy. 

Sandy was glad now that she hadn’t burst into the middle of their conversation as originally planned. The way James had spoken about her, defending her in front of Burke, had made her stomach explode with giddy butterflies. Despite his reputation with women, and her initial fears that he was just adding one more notch in his long belt of women that he’d screwed over the years, James actually liked her. It was such a relief to know that she’d been wrong about him.

Maybe Burke was right, though, her entire life had been an emotionless mask up until a few hours ago, like a buffer of indifferent hostility between her and the rest of the world. Maybe at first it had been honest rage and hate directed at the Federation machine and the aristocracy that dominated it, but that persona had served its purpose and run its course. Maybe it was time to start thinking of giving it up, there was really no reason for it any longer, with James entering the picture.

Sandy leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes with a wide smile, simple joy was a pale word to describe their time together. He made her laugh; he made her feel like a woman again, but more importantly he made her feel good in so many ways after years of not feeling anything at all. So what if he’s old? He’s probably well over a hundred, if not more, if he’s had two rejuvs. She would give him the time needed until he was ready to come forward confessing his secret, and maybe one day she would confess her dark past in turn. Maybe… The more she thought about it, it really didn’t matter one way or another if he ever did, all that mattered was the here and now, and possibly the future. 

With a fresh outlook on life, Sandy sprang from her seat and headed down the corridor towards the shower, stripping as she went with a trail of clothes spreading out behind her. Who cares if Burke knew they were sleeping together? It was time for Sandy to start living again, and let Snake’s painful and brutal past fall to the wayside where it belonged.

Silent as a ghost, she entered the small shower cubicle, watching James wash and bellow away with some incomprehensible excuse for a song. He turned suddenly and jumped, obviously startled. 

“Damn, girl, what are you trying to do, give me a heart attack?”

“You sing like shit; I just wanted to make sure whatever poor animal was being slaughtered in here, had a fighting chance. Mind if I join you?” The soft, unsure tone of her closing question still sounded strange in her ears.

“I can always make room for a pretty girl to bump cheeks with.” 

“Yeah, me too… I mean, not a girl but… I can always make room for you, too.”

“I knew what you meant,” he grinned stepping to the side. “C’mon in. Watch yourself; the water’s a bit hot.”

Sandy eased into place in front of him, gliding across his slick, naked body. The swelling firmness of his cock pressed warmly into her stomach, and she went to her tiptoes, looping her arms around his neck, whispering in his mouth.

“Works for me, hot is the only way I like it from now on.” 

James’ soapy hands slid comfortably across her hips and up her back, pulling her tighter against him 

“Me too, Sandy, me too.”


Chapter Eleven

Interlude

The Tower, Perdition. 

Penthouse Suite.

The sky was shrouded in a hazy gloom of perpetual dusk, dancing with erratic flashes of static electricity, as the floating orbs of spacecraft went about their hectic business on a world dedicated to fueling the appetite of humanity’s needs. A dark megalith known simply as The Tower stood at the epicenter; the largest inhabited structure ever built by man.

Donovan Burke gazed down from heaven through an automatic tinting window at the sprawling metropolis below, the undisputed master of a two billion citizen industrial machine of his own creation. There were nearly 50,000 employed in this building alone, and it was but a fraction of his total power laid out on display. He bought and sold worlds, corporations, and even something as commonplace as human beings on a daily basis, with the same indifference that another person might change their clothing. For a man like Donovan it was an insatiable hunger for more power and wealth, never sated. Enough was enough, until there was nothing else to acquire and control. It wouldn’t be long before his nomination to the Federation Council was ratified, and after that... 

He flexed his aging hand into an iron fist, smiling. Even death would be a dream once he was inducted into the ranks of the Immortals. Nothing would be beyond his grasp then, and with his direct influence and unhindered economic backing, the Federation would enter a golden age of prosperity unheard of since the Renaissance Period or Information Age of the 21st century. 

A ray of sun peeked through the clouds, an alien thing to those going about their meager existence 5000 meters below, illuminating Donovan’s office in warm hue of orange and red, matching his current mood. Bad PR and unwanted attention was the last thing he needed at the moment, and that was exactly what Nathan had dumped in his lap. It had always been that way with him, though, make a mess regardless of the consequences and walk away, leaving it for others to clean it up. Every minor detail was an emergency to Nathan, and he thought the world revolved around him. I want… I need…  Well, he could sit and wait on hold until the end of time for all Donovan cared, while he contemplated the most prudent solution for dealing with the unexpected turn of events that he’d soiled the Burke reputation with.

“Nathan,” he scowled bitterly, reaching for his centuries old scotch on the rocks on a nearby end table. He was too kindhearted, too gullible, and too soft…  He had always been their pampered, little baby. And to think, father had wanted him to sit at the head of his Burke Industries instead of Donovan, even after he’d run away to play soldier like an abstinent child acting out. Nathan had never taken a serious interest in the family business, unlike Donovan, he’d dedicated himself to it as was his birthright dictated, honing his mind for a single purpose. Morality in the world of mega-corporations is nothing more than a stifling dream that hampers growth, and Nathan would have ruined Burke Industries in a matter of decades with that kind of an attitude. He would have ruined everything that Donovan had worked his entire life to one day have, and that couldn’t be allowed to happen, ever.

Some well-laid plans took only hours, while others took years of patient waiting to bear fruit. The untimely death of his parents fell into the latter category, and had closed the book on who would sit at the head of Burke Industries once and for all. It was a shame it had to come to that; Donovan had truly loved them in his foolhardy youth, but they had turned their back on him first, and regret was just as foreign to him now as the concept of mercy.

The notion that Nathan was now a wanted criminal if all the recent press was to be believed, which he didn’t for a moment, would in essence remove him from the equation once again. It was a partial solution to an escalating problem brewing back at the Ranch; the Landowners were in an uproar and calling for immediate action on his part, but the worst of it was that Donna had finally regained her memory. 

All Michael had to do was sit back and collect his money, maintaining the status quo at the Ranch and keep Donna sedated and out of the picture with Nathan looking after her. It was a perfect and well-calculated ending to all his problems in one neat little package. The fool couldn’t even do that much, involving her in his fledging pornography empire while inciting a slave rebellion in the process. What’s more, is he had upset Ashley, and set her pet project back by nearly a year. Michael had gotten what he deserved in the end, and good riddance to incompetent trash. 

A moment of honest remorse, something he hadn’t felt in some time, flickered briefly through his mind. Donna could have been a part of it all, but instead she’d thrown her lot in with their parents, Nathan, and ethical naïveté. The doctors had initially said that they expected a full recovery on her part in a matter of months after the ‘accident’ and now years later it looked like it had finally happened. Her two most recent calls had been troubling to say the least.

Things would have been so much easier if she’d been killed outright, another loose end tied and forgotten. She was far too dangerous and knew too much, things that would destroy his personal and professional reputation if they came to light. That couldn’t be allowed to happen, no matter what the last shreds of his humanity demanded. Old plans needed to be altered now and new precautionary measures taken on all fronts. The time for callous decisions and drastic measures on his part was rapidly approaching. 

“Hi, Dad.”

Donovan turned with a genuine smile as his precious little girl bounded across the angel-soft white carpeting of his office wrapped in a towel, recently out of the shower. His little Ashley, with her long mahogany locks, running loose and wild, and the flawless glean of rosy skin that shimmered with inner heat, glistened with the residual water. She was so raw, so alive, and so breathtakingly perfect in every way. She was so much like he remembered his mother in younger days, yet so much more. She was already a seasoned professional at the age of twenty-four, a prodigy with a razor-sharp mind and the business savvy of an executive twice her age, all hidden beneath a misleading shell of buoyant youthfulness. When combined with her innate mastery of the fine art of subtle manipulation and devious cruelty that nearly matched his at times…  Why Donna had disowned her from the moment of her birth had always remained an enigma to him.

Ashley was also his one self-admitted indulgence, like a glimmering crack in the wall of his viciousness. She had been pampered like no other, always having the best of everything that life had to offer while growing up, from her schooling to material possessions. Despite being his adopted daughter at infancy, she was his pride and joy and his hopes and dreams for the future for Burke Industries; she would succeed him after he took his place on the Federation Council. If she succeeded him, that is.

His smile never wavered, but his thoughts turned dark. Another unexpected and disappointing turn of events was Federation Security successfully infiltrating one of her Hu-Animal research facilities on Earth, while snooping around several others discreetly scattered about. All of them within Federation space had needed to be abandoned, tens of millions of credits worth of equipment destroyed, along with hundreds of valuable human and AI resources put to the sword to protect Burke Industries. Ashley had tried to keep the truth from him to cover-up her security failure and that had been the most infuriating part of all. She should have known better than try to hide anything from him, in addition to allowing something like this to happen in the first place. She might consider herself a master of the game, but she still had much to learn, and every master was once an apprentice. She seems to have forgotten that in her un-tempered youth.

Ashley stopped several feet in front of him rocking back and forth on the balls of her feet, impatiently gnawing at her bottom lip. So precious… What a shame it’s come to this. Now protective walls would need to be built and painful sacrifices made to protect his reputation and Burke Industries as a whole. Not even his most prized possession could be excluded in this case. This would be her greatest test, her trial alone to navigate as she learned the dark truth of what it truly took to sit at the head of his legacy on day. She would either sink or swim, there was no other way for her to learn this lesson, but in either case Donovan would be properly prepared for both contingencies.

“Are you going to be much longer? I’m so excited to show you my new toys!”

Donovan closed his eyes with a deep breath, drawn back to the matter at hand.

“No, not much longer. I’m trying to decide what to do about your Uncle.”

“Let him burn,” she shrugged with the innocent smile of an angelic she-devil. “It’s his problem, and we have more pressing matters at the moment.” 

“As much as I agree with you, it is our problem, a Burke problem.”

“True, so why not just kill him and be done with it? For what he did at the ranch, he deserves it.” 

“Once again I agree, but your mother needs to be placated for the time being. If I had your uncle killed now, it would only make matters worse. She’s dangerous, more so than he is, and something like that may lead her to make irrational decisions.”

“Are you afraid of her?” Ashley asked incredulously. 

“Of course not, but I respect her. A wise man once said to me, that you should keep your friends close, but keep your enemies closer.”

Ashley paused for a moment, staring at nothing for a moment in deep contemplation. Her thoughtfulness grew guarded, becoming a sidelong glance as if seeing the unspoken truth between them for first time. 

“I don’t know why you bothered letting either one of them live for this long,” she finally said shaking her head in disgust. “So what if they’re family, they’re both in the way, especially mother now that she isn’t a dingy moron any longer. I don’t like it.”

“If she only knew what a ruthless little bitch you’ve become…”

“I had a good teacher, so she doesn’t, and she won’t until it’s too late.”

“No, dear, she won’t. On a brighter note, you’ll be taking over management of the Ranch within the next month. I’ve already begun taking steps to replace those mercenaries your uncle currently has guarding it with one of our own security teams, and we already have the full support of the Land Owner’s Association behind us in the event that your mother protests the transition of power. After the situation at home has stabilized you can begin construction of your Hu-Animal R&D facility, and you will personally oversee the project from that point on. The entire concept was your idea after all, and I think it’s about time you’re rewarded for all your hard work.”

“Really? Good. It’s about time I got what’s mine,” Ashley pouted, slipping back into her roll of deceitful innocence with a shy smile. “I just wish uncle hadn’t stole away my prototype breeding pony, I was looking forward to seeing the results of my first third stage upgrade.”

“I know, dear, and you’ve been so patient about all this, but soon things will be set right and the Ranch will be yours to do with as you please with all the toys you could ever dream of. The Phase 2 pets do seem to have become quite popular back home already, and I have no doubt that under your guidance it won’t be long before Bio-Dyne Engineering is the leading manufacturer and distributor of natural birth, modified slaves throughout the entire Outer Rim.”

“You’re so sweet.” Ashley smiled, craftily so. “Don’t be too long with uncle; I’m anxious to try out my new toys, and I know that you are too. I’ve been teasing you about them all week. Are you ready to see them?”

Donovan managed a hasty nod, feeling the blood rush to his cheeks when Ashley giggled, dropping her towel, bouncing off naked in the direction of the master bedroom like a wicked nymph. She came to a sudden halt at the top of the landing, looking seductively over her shoulder. The relative calm of the suite was split by a shrill whistle, and a commanding summons. 

“Ponies! Come!” 

Donovan’s breath caught in his chest when he felt the steady vibration of heavy footsteps resonating through the floor, approaching from the foyer. Ashley had kept her new toys, the first generation of live birth genetically enhanced pony slaves, hidden from him for the last hour. They were the final product of years of research and a hundred million credits, and what he saw round the corner of the main room, lumbering to a stop next to her, could only be described as horrifically arousing and shockingly perverse. 

They appeared to be third stage stallions, more animal than man now, but he’d never seen anything quite like these two before. He could almost feel the weight of their heavy, monstrous breathing from across the room. Donovan estimated their bulky, light brown height at over nine feet; more than the largest stallion currently being produced, and their physique was grotesquely muscular, like glistening leather overtop cords of wrought iron. Glossy black leather studded bands were wrapped close to their hoofed feet, with a matching collar seated snuggly at the base of their horse-like necks, resting atop bulging trapezius muscles. Dangling from the large ring in the center of their collars were simple chain leashes that rattled lightly between the valleys of their inhumanly large pectoral muscles. That in itself was enough to make Donovan gawk in open fascination and aching desire, but it was the other modification that his twisted daughter had endowed them with that were the most startling and unexpected. To begin with, they had no arms.

The ponies could have been engineered without them, but it looked as if they’d been removed recently, now ending just below their thick shoulders and capped by black leather sewn into their skin. The travesty of humanity continued in the form of piercings and rows of rings laced through their hide like living fabric, some still inflamed around the points of entry. A mask of stiff leather was wrapped around the front of their faces, covering their eyes, bolted into their thick, horse-like skulls, rendering them blind. Their ears hung low under the weight of metal links and interconnecting chains that were looped through dark, pierced nipples. 

“They’re incredible, dear, but why are they muzzled? Are they dangerous?” Donovan asked cautiously. 

“Oh yes, or they used to be, and one of the reasons why I removed their arms is in case of these two. They killed five test girls during the fielding phase, fucked them to death then ate them. My sweet, little boys are so naughty,” she cooed evilly, stroking the side of the nearest pony’s snout that ended in a cap of metal mesh wired through its skin. The pony’s tongue, long and exceedingly thick, snaked through the feeding gap in the mesh and slid across Ashley’s wrist and forearm, leaving behind a slobbery trail on her flawless skin.

“These two in particular are designed to recognize you and I by scent, something like their parents, and they’re voice-controlled drones now, no traditional armband controllers. They would never dream of hurting us, but as far as other people go… These were actually experimental combat variants to begin with, with a taste for raw meat. Just to be safe, I fed them before coming over.” 

“Why,” Donovan took a hesitant step closer. “Why use combat ponies for sex slaves, and why give them a taste for human flesh?” One of the ponies turned in his direction looking sightlessly through him, as if it knew exactly what was going to happen tonight.

“Don’t be silly, dad.” 

Ashley knelt beside the pony brute, reverently lifting its plump, inhuman cock in her hand, bouncing it heavily in her palm with the delicate sound of slapping meat. It quickly grew stiff, distending to its fully erect length like an engorged piece of sausage while bulbous testicles jiggled stiffly beneath it. 

“An element of danger always makes sex more invigorating, you know that.” 

Donovan’s pulse continued to race when Ashley began to stroke its cock, milking a sticky strand of pre cum from the blunt tip. It wobbled in the air like a shimmering trail, elongating, reaching for the ground before finally breaking, landing on the carpet.

“They’re always ready at a moment’s notice,” she whispered, kissing the thick, rumpled folds of foreskin near the base. “They can fuck for hours, as long as I command them too.” Her hand moved along the vein-shrouded rod, and Donovan noticed that she’d implanted free roaming metal ball bearings just beneath the skin for extra stimulation. “I can’t wait to feel it inside me for the first time, makes my pussy water just thinking about it.”

“Me either, I mean…” Donovan was truly flustered now, lost in a rare moment of temporary surrender and sexual giddiness. Ashley was in control at the moment, and these were her wonderful playthings, her toys. He had to remember his manners, or else.

“Will I get a chance to…? I want it to hurt me; I want to be its whore.” 

“Maybe,” Ashley stood with an evil grin and took the leashes of both ponies, leading them slowly to the bedroom. “So my little bitch is anxious to get his ass ruined? You want to taste that delicious pony cock in your mouth? I’ll think about it,” she giggled. “Or I might just make you watch while I’m ravaged all night long by these two brutes. Oh, what suffering that would be for you, wouldn’t it?”

Donovan quickly dropped to his knees in panic. She wouldn’t dare do that to him – she couldn’t. He was so hard, and his ass was already clenching, suckling desperately at the image of those wonderful cocks.

“Please… Anything, I’ll do anything for it.”

“You’re so cute when you beg.”

Ashley rounded the corner at a lazy, sauntering pace, and his objects of desire, with their firmly muscled, well-rounded asses and free flowing tails faded from view.

“Don’t be too long, or we may just start without you,” she called jokingly out of view, while Donovan was left shaking and sweating, gasping for breath. The bitch, the little bitch…

He almost considered leaving Nathan on hold, but he hadn’t gotten to where he was today by putting pleasure before business no matter how tempting it may be. Let Nathan have what he wanted, this time; it was only one ship, and arrangements could be made to explain it disappearance for a period of time. He’d deal with all of that later, when in a clearer frame of mind.

Donovan swallowed hard, fighting to regain the illusion of composure, at least for a few minutes. This wouldn’t be a long call, not long at all; as Ashley said, they both had more pressing matters at the moment.

“Reconnect call on hold, Nathan Burke.” 

“Reconnecting,” the smooth female voice of his home AI replied.


Chapter Twelve

It had been a really rough day for me and I was just thankful it was finally over, not that I really had anything to look forward to when I woke up. All that mattered was that the stinking hood and arm mittens were off for a few minutes, leaving me naked and able to breathe for a change. Cherise began giving me an improvised bath with a sponge and bowl of warm soapy water before my sleep schedule. 

I ignored her soft, idle chatter for the most part, and it quickly blurred into a background lullaby that I dozed in and out to, swaying back and forth on hands and knees like I was still strapped into the machine. I felt the motion in my dreams, like the inevitable rise and fall of surf, the relentless violation of mechanical rhythm. The sensation of endless sex was my new heartbeat, and thanks to the remote, the buzzing plateau of a near climactic state was my life’s blood. The sensation was getting worse if anything, while I slowly grew numb to something that I had hungered endlessly for in the past. I was part of the machine now and nothing more, feeling incomplete unless I was strapped into it, being fucked, and cumming. 

I shivered with an involuntary flood of moisture, gasping lightly as it lazily ran down the inside of my left thigh. 

“Are you okay, Margo?”

I nodded, and not much more.

“Does the bath feel good? I know I’m not supposed to be doing this, but… well, you smell horrible and some of your sores don’t look very good.”

“No shit,” I snorted, while Cherise continued to rub me down, removing layers of greasy sweat and the accumulated slime of lubrication and cum from between my legs. 

“Alex beat me again this morning,” she said so softly that I thought I might have imagined it.

My eyes cracked open and I turned my head slightly. Cherise was becoming so human – her expressions, the tone of her voice, the way she carried herself in general on the rare occasions when I could actually look at her. 

“I know I’d been programmed to enjoy pain in the past, but I can’t now. I don’t like being hit, and I don’t like the names he calls me anymore.”

Tough shit, if you don’t like it, then do something about it and quit crying. If she was looking for sympathy or a shoulder to cry on, she wasn’t going to find it in me.

“I don’t like Alex anymore either and I don’t want him to put your babies inside me. He’s…he’s going to do horrible things to you, he told me, and-”

What! Chop me up and put my foals inside you? Like hell!

Alex stormed in the cabin with a furious expression, taking a fistful of Cherise’s hair and yanked her away from me. She screamed and began to babble instinctive apologies, kicking and flailing while she was dragged out of the cabin and into the corridor.

“You’re an utter disappointment Cherise, just like that animal. I should have never awoken you!”

“Please stop, that hurts!”

Alex had Cherise on her feet now, shaking her like a rag doll, slapping her.

“Quiet! I’m going to continue hurting you until you learn obedience. You will either learn or I will deactivate you and find another suitable partner to carry out my plans with once we arrive.”

My mind, so turbulent and unfocused as of late, gradually returned to reality, burning with feral hate. I had to do something and I didn’t care any longer if Alex killed me; I had to stop his madness regardless of the consequences, before he took my babies from me. My mittens were off in a rare instance… Alex had his back to me and was distracted with Cherise… It was now or never.

I sprang to my feet, stiff and off balance with inactivity, lunging at Alex in the corridor. He turned to face me with an expression of horror and surprise, releasing Cherise moments before we collided in a sloppy body tackle, crashing into the bulkhead. 

“Bastard!”

My knee smashed into his mid section like a hammer doubling him over, followed by the heel of my hand coming up under his chin, lifting him off his feet, snapping his head back in a shower of synthetic enamel. The sensation of pain and tearing skin on my part seemed dull and far away in my blind haze of rage. My motivation for taking him down quickly and violently wasn’t completely fueled by anger and my thirst for revenge; I had to deactivate him before he could unleash the incapacitating pain of my processor, in essence immobilizing me.

Alex landed face down in the corridor and I pounced on his back, wrapping an arm around his neck. With my free hand, I worked desperately to find the small round stud, flush with his hairline that would open the access plate on the back of his head.

“Get off me, animal!” 

For all his size and apparent strength I found it easy to keep him pinned. It was obvious that Alex had no concept of wrestling or physical conflict what so ever, other than beating on a defenseless opponent. That didn’t matter though, because he had another weapon to use against me, something much more effective as I knew all too well. I felt the release stud under my fingertip, fumbling for it when the pain hit me. 

I screamed, thrashing wildly in ineffectual release from the crashing, white-hot agony ripping me from the inside out. All I could do was try to hang on, while pawing blindly at the access panel release stud. Through my pain-streaked vision, a miracle in itself that I could see at all, it opened, slowly lifting up and to the side. 

“What are you doing? No, you can’t…” 

The agony intensified and I shrieked; more reminiscent of a wounded animal than a noise a human being would make. I had never felt it his bad before, I swear my blood was beginning to boil. I refused to let go though, locking the servos in my arm around his neck.

“Cherise…push…buttons!” 

Did I just speak? The pain… 

“I don’t know what to do, Captain!”

“Cherise, no! Please, don’t do it!”

“Do it… push all…them…!” 

Electric flashes danced across my field of vision and I couldn’t breathe… Couldn’t stop jerking… I tasted blood in my mouth and felt it dribbling from my nose and down my chin. God, please kill me!

I vaguely sensed Cherise kneeling beside me, seeking the controls that would shut Alex down.

“I don’t know what to do, Captain!”

“Cherise, no, she’s trying to kill me!”

“Push…all…three!” 

My wailing became one continuous sound of anguish. My heart was racing wildly out of control…I was being cut apart with knives, stabbing brutally into my chest. 

“Good, you deserve to die! I hate you,” Cherise screamed and Alex stopped moving with an abrupt jerk. 

The pain left me with the suddenness of a switch being turned off, and I collapsed on his back, sweating, gasping to breathe. My throat was raw and my sides ached like they’d been used for punching practice. The blood was pounding in my head, throbbing like a kettledrum, leaking from my nose. 

“Captain, are you alright? Is Alex… is he…still functioning? Did he die?” 

I grimaced, rolling off of Alex and stared blankly at the ceiling, unable to speak.

“Captain, you’re face, are you injured? You’re bleeding so much, what should I do!” 

Cherise was nearing hysterics in her effort to come to grips with her newfound emotions.

“I’m…okay. He’s in a…a standby mode. All droids have it.” 

I tried to rise but couldn’t, my body felt like it was made of spineless rubber, and my chest grew tight again.

“Help me up… can’t stand.” 

She took my hand, pulling me into a sitting position on my knees. That was when I doubled over and convulsed, vomiting.

“Captain, what’s wrong? What should I do?”

“Medical…get me to medical,” I wheezed. 

It took every ounce of concentration I had to walk, to keep my legs moving forward; I was exhausted, like I was trying to wade through knee-high mud. The throbbing ache inside my head and growing tightness in my chest became a sharp stabbing pain that took my breath away. It was my heart. 

It seemed like hours of agony passed before I finally saw the auto doc, and I whimpered, crawling up on it with Cherise’s aid. The display panel above my head sprang to life, as the automatic diagnostic sequence was initiated. I closed my eyes, completely drained and started to cry. The pain slowly began to fade along with Cherise’s droning voice, replaced by an unexpected calm. I could see it now, spreading out before me, growing brighter. It was just like I had always heard when you died – a tunnel of light. 

A blurry figure began to take shape at its center, and I smiled, running towards it. 

“Nathan!”

Wait…What are you doing, you little bitch? Get back here! Who do you think you are leaving me alone here to die, while you go running off with him? What about me? Do you know what I just went through for us, for you? Don’t you dare leave me, Margo!

We embraced and Nathan held me tight; I had never felt so at peace in my life, and I welcomed the sensation like a warm blanket on a cold winter night. 

“I’ve been waiting for you, Margo. I’ve missed you so much.” 

“I missed you too, Nathan. I love you so much; I never want us to be apart again.”

“I love you too, and we won’t. I’m here now and everything will be fine.” 

I’ll get you for this! Do you hear me you worthless, fucking cunt? I’ll fucking kill you!

I vaguely felt something grasp my hand, and my eyes fluttered open. It was Cherise; she looked scared as her face was distorted, stretched and misshapen. She was saying something, but I couldn’t hear her.

“Thank you for looking after me, but I’m fine; I’m not afraid of dying. It isn’t so bad.” My voice faded and my eyes closed with a smile. “No, it’s not bad at all.”

Nathan took my hand and the light before me seemed to intensify, coming at me in pulses-like waves. It reached a crescendo and changed, becoming my heartbeat. It began to slow, growing faint and weak, fading completely in the darkness. My only regret was that I would never see our daughters being born. I would never see him holding them, watching them grow, and making him proud. I wondered if they would have looked anything like me. I hope not, I hoped they wouldn’t have turned out anything like me at all. 

You think you can get away from me? Get back here! This isn’t over between us; I’ll get you for this, you hear me, bitch? Do you hear me!


Chapter Thirteen

Interlude

System Defense HQ, 9th Reserve Fleet, Tallin

Commander Richards stood confidently relaxed at the modified position of attention in front of Admiral Knolke’s desk, waiting. A report had finally come in from the scout ship that had been dispatched to system ST-101 day’s prior, and it proved to be most interesting, if not enlightening. For once the Admiral had actually started scanning it before he’d arrived.

“So a ship rented by our very own James Wroth found a body floating in system and picked it up.”

“Yes, Ma’am. I believe he went looking for Burke and found him.”

“Possibly, but we won’t know for sure until they’re apprehended. Do we have any ships nearby that can make an intercept before they reach the jump point?” 

The Admiral called up a display as she spoke, and her fingers scrolled through the air, changing the information with blinding speed, scanning through it just as quickly.

“I’ve already checked, Ma’am. The only ship in the vicinity is the cruiser Mushai, and she’s currently involved in a smuggling interdiction mission with local Star Law forces. Even at maximum speed we would still miss them by several hours.”

“Dammit! Is anything going to go right with this fucking abortion? If they make it to the jump point, we’ll lose him again. What about the shuttle and that fucking cunt, Winters? Anything yet?”

“Nothing, Ma’am. There’s nothing but uncharted systems in the vicinity. It’s likely she never even made it that far. I’ve already alerted Third Fleet Command to be on the lookout for any debris matching the shuttle description.” 

The Admiral’s scowl grew deeper and she leaned forward slightly.

“Not likely, that little bitch has more lives than a cat. Let me tell you something...” 

Both their heads snapped in the direction of the office door when it opened unexpectedly, and a tall, solidly built man dressed in a simple black suit, entered. His light brown hair was cropped short in a military fashion, set above a blank facial expression that held all the charm and compassion of a run of the mill stump

“Sir, you can’t go in there!” The echoing cry of the Admiral’s secretary followed in his wake, obviously ignored. 

“Lieutenant Roarke, call the SP!” The Admiral boomed, coming to her feet with a standard issue laser pistol drawn from the concealed holster under her desk. “You make one fucking move, and I’ll fry your ass.”

Richards backed away from the man as he came to a halt, lifting his chin while staring unafraid down the barrel of a gun.

“I suggest you put that way, Admiral, before you do something that you’ll regret.” The unidentified man’s voice was soft and raspy, hinting of an old throat or neck injury in the past. “Tell your secretary to close the door, and I will explain why I’m here.” 

It was clear as day on the Admiral’s face; an impending explosion of epic proportions, no one walked into her office giving her orders. No one. 

“Who the fuck do you think you are! Keep your hands where I can see them, or so help me—”

“Admiral Knolke, I have neither the time nor patience to deal with your stupidity at the moment. Tell your secretary to close the door, or I will notify my superiors that you are being uncooperative and you will be immediately relieved of command. I will explain everything after the door is closed.” 

Very few people had the power, or gall to walk into a senior ranking Feet officer’s office making demands, let alone addressing them like a common hireling. That could only mean one thing. 

“Who are you? I want to see some identification, or you can just go fuck yourself for all I care.” The Admiral’s pistol wavered slightly, slowly dropping to her side.

“The door if you would, please? I won’t ask again.” 

Three heavily armed Shore Police burst into the office with weapons drawn, fanning out to cover the man and his annoyed expression.

“Admiral?” The sergeant in charge of the group asked, awaiting orders, while a moment of tense silence ensued.

“You and your men are dismissed, Sergeant Trask. Close the door on your way out.” The security team exchanged glances, grudgingly obeyed.

“We’ll be outside if you need us, Ma’am.” Sergeant Trask said, as he closed the door behind him.

“I’m going to reach into my pocket now; do you understand?” the man said eyeing the lowered, but ready pistol at the Admiral’s side. 

She nodded, and he stepped forward producing a jammer, setting it on her desk. The activation switch extended a small antenna from the top of the cylindrical body, while a small row of lights on one side rapidly flashed red, finally turning solid green. The fact he had used a jammer in a shielded office with an active dampening system attested to the sensitivity of the conversation. A large caliber handgun in a low slung shoulder holster was visible for a fraction of a second under his suit, when he reached into an inner pocket to retrieve his identification projector.

“My name is Special Agent Porter, Federation Security, Internal Affairs.” 

A 1/6th scale holographic image of Agent Porter appeared several feet away, rotating slowly while his credentials scrolled downward next to it. The Admiral set her pistol on her desk before easing back into her chair with an ashen face. Richard’s expression was no different, back stepping a few more steps away from Agent Porter. In a society of hundreds of billions of citizens it was awe inspiring to stand in the presence of ultimate power, sanctioned by executive order from the Federation Council itself. Porter answered to no one but his own kind, and was outside of the law, because he was the law.

“I will start by saying this conversation never took place, I was not here and you will never repeat my name to anyone or anything you hear from this time forth. Any violation of this order will result in your prosecution under Article 12 of Federation Law pertaining to treason. Commander Richards, you are welcome to stay because this concerns you as well. Do the both of you understand all that I have just said?”

“Yes, I understand. What’s this all about? I’m sure-”

Porter cut the Admiral off in mid sentence turning to face Richards.

“Do you understand everything I’ve said, Commander?”

“Yes, sir, I understand.”

“Good. Now, I will start by saying that I have been following the ongoing investigation regarding the shuttlecraft AI that escaped from Waiverly Space Port soon after it came to the attention of Fleet Command. Excellent work, Commander, your analysis of the situation and raw data collected, as well as your hypothesis of the overall situation makes you a credit to your uniform.”

“Thank you, sir.” Richards replied flatly.

“Admiral Knolke, you may recall your scout ship and forget everything you know about system ST-101 and Colonel Burke. ST 101 is currently under FedSec investigation for an unrelated incident and Burke has been cleared of all charges, no longer a subject of interest in either case. As a matter of fact, none of this is your concern any longer. A junior agent is already in the process of collecting all of your data on the investigation and debriefing your staff.”

“What do you mean, it’s no longer my concern? That son of a bitch killed one of my men, and caused extensive damage to Federation property, in addition to killing a bunch of civvies! I don’t see how this falls under FedSec jurisdiction, anyway? This is a matter of local jurisdiction.”

“Admiral, I have no need to explain myself to you any further than what I have already. You have not been cleared for this level of information, and it is on a need to know basis only.”

“Not cleared for it? What the fuck is going on here!”

“Sir, did you say that Burke’s ship AI is to blame for this,” Richards interjected quickly. “That would mean it’s gone rogue, correct?”

Agent Porter turned his attention to Richards, smiling tightly.

“That’s correct, Commander. It fits with the current situation and the actions the shuttle craft took after arriving in system.” 

“Now hold on a goddamn minute, I’m in command here, not Richards! If you have any information regarding the shuttle you will address it me!” 

A grim shadow passed over Agent Porter’s face, and his voice took on a hint of annoyance and concealed danger.

“Not any longer, Admiral. Effective immediately Commander Richards is reassigned to FedSec, Internal Affairs. His transfer orders should be arriving any moment.” 

Admiral Knolke’s face turned beet red, and she began to stand.

“This bullshit has gone far enough. You can’t...”

“I suggest you shut that sewer of a mouth of yours for a change, Admiral, and sit back down, my patience has been stretched far enough by your ongoing incompetence. I’m not surprised in the least your career is at a dead end, and quite frankly, I find it hard to believe you made it to your current rank. You should consider yourself lucky that you’re still in uniform at all, with no less than twelve accusations of sexual assault against you. Of course, this doesn’t include your current violation of Article 34 and 37 of the Code of Conduct pertaining to sexual conduct between Fleet personnel and alien races while under the influence of illegal mood altering drugs. It would behoove you to do exactly as you are told from now on. Have I made myself unclear in any way what so ever?” 

The blood had all but drained from the Admiral’s face long before his final question, as she sank back into her chair, eyes darting between Porter and Richards like a trapped animal.

“No, I understand completely, Agent Porter.” 

Richards had never heard her sound as broken and defeated as she did right now. This guy had her by the balls, knowing even more than he could have guessed about her illicit activities while attending one of the off limits pleasure dens in the seedier part of town.

“Good. Richards, you will remain here as my temporary liaison until Commodore Penburthery arrives next week. You will assist in his transition of command of Task Force 3.1 centered on the Strike Carrier Bunker Hill and the Battle Cruiser Littorio Veneto. Also, contact General Adams in Ground Forces Command with a warning order that 2nd and 3rd battalions of the 54th Armored Infantry Regiment will be detached for combat operations for an unspecified period of time.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You can inform him that the area of operation is still classified, but the command staff will be briefed by myself personally once in orbit. Departure is to be NLT 1500 local time on the 17th. I’m sure Admiral Knolke will be more than helpful with anything you may need in coordinating the efforts for this deployment.” 

“I’ll help in any way I can, Agent Porter.” 

“See? You are capable of making prudent decisions after all.” Porter dismissed the Admiral, turning his attention back to Richards. “As a personal courtesy due to your involvement with this case, I will be giving you a quick rundown on the history of the upcoming mission, but you’ve been assigned fulltime to an unrelated operation. This one comes right from the top, the Director herself singled you out for it, and you have her to thank for your assignment to FedSec. Tend to any personal matters as you see fit, you will be leaving for several months of specialized training and mission preparation after the departure of Task Force 3.1 for an undetermined period of time. Congratulations Agent Richards, and once again, excellent investigative work; your unique talents have been wasted for far too long.” 

“Yes, sir, thank you, sir,” Richards croaked out as the full weight of the situation came crashing down upon his shoulders.

“Agent Porter,” Admiral Knolke asked softly, knowing full well that the remainder of her career hung in the balance. “I understand that I’m not cleared for information pertaining to this mission or the missing shuttle craft any longer, but… these are my troops. What’s going on? Give me something, at least as a personal courtesy?” 

Porter retrieved the jammer, and his finger hovered over the power switch, hesitating.

“There’s much more going on here than even you could possibly understand. Rest assured that the parties responsible of the death of Federation citizens will be brought to justice very soon. This much I will tell you.” His eyes bored into her, and she seemed to shrink even further before his presence. “We know exactly where the shuttle craft is going and the clock is ticking for every AI bastard that ever harmed a human being. Penburthery has done this sort of thing before and knows exactly how to deal with them.” 

Porter switched the jammer off and he returned it to his jacket pocket.

“Let’s go, Richards, time to start earning your money. Good day to you, Admiral.” 

Porter began walking towards the door with a bewildered Commander, now Agent Richards following in his wake. When he stopped suddenly, speaking over his shoulder, Richards nearly ran into his back.

“Admiral, aren’t you getting close to retirement?” The tone of his voice held an oily darkness to it.

“Yes, a little over two years now.” 

Porter nodded thoughtfully.

“Eighteen months, ten days to be exact. It may be wise on your part to consider early retirement. You’re not held in very high regards with Fleet Command at the moment and it would be a shame if embarrassing information came to the attention of the wrong people about your disturbing sexual tastes. Do yourself a favor and save what little is left of your career, while avoiding the unpleasantness of tarnishing the reputation of your uniform. Goodbye, Admiral, and we won’t be speaking ever again if I can help it.” 

Porter turned and left the office but Richards paused, looking back at his former commander one last time. She had been ruined in more ways than one in a matter of minutes, and was quickly nearing the point of a complete breakdown, with the first signs of tremors already starting in her hunched shoulders. It was hard not to feel sorry for her, but she did bring this on herself.

“The vids and photo’s are in my safe, I’ll leave the key card with Lieutenant Roarke before I leave.” It was a small parting gift on his part that may help ease some of the humiliation that had been heaped upon her today.

“Thank you, Richards,” her lips moved wordlessly while he turned his back on her, ready to begin a new chapter in his life as a member of one of the most feared and ruthless security organizations in the entire Federation.

***

Richards sat spellbound in the secure briefing room, while Porter concluded the history on the upcoming mission. Unbelievable…it had all begun over two hundred years ago, and he was now about to listen to the final transmission from the Colony ship Star Dancer with its crew and passenger complement of nearly seven hundred human beings.

“Any ship…Captain Ross…of the colony…Dancer. Requesting immediate assistance!” The recording was so distorted and filled with static, that Richards had to lean forward and focus, in order to decipher that much of it. 

“…all gone crazy because of…! They’re killing everyone not…numerous casualties and we can’t…the combat droids are trying… lost control of over half the ship already! The security forces can’t contain them…longer. They broke through …main engineering a few hours…” 

A long portion of static hissed back at Richards, and he shook his head in frustration. This is insane! 

“The ship AI is trying to…” A loud explosion overloaded the speakers, followed by the sound of gunfire and unintelligible screaming.

“Broken through the…open fire… tect the AI!” 

The transmission ended just as suddenly, filling the room with an eerie silence. Porter leaned back in his char, drumming his fingers on the tabletop. 

“That’s the last transmission we have from the Captain of a ghost ship.”

“It sounded like he was telling someone to protect the AI after the, whoever it was, broke through the bridge blast door.”

“Not whoever, Richards, but droids. They were trying to get to the ship AI before he could deactivate it. He may have even tried initiating the ship self destruct sequence and the AI called for help.”

“Perhaps, but there may be other explanations for what happened. What if it was something else? What if they were boarded?” 

“Unlikely and I’ll tell you why. A rescue ship was dispatched after this transmission was received. They found nothing; the Dancer wasn’t anywhere near the projected planet selected for colonization. As you know, jump drive was in its infancy at the time and it took us over a hundred years before we found where they had crashed, and that was purely by accident. At first we assumed it had to be a main drive malfunction that took them so far off course, but that wasn’t the case. 

“One of our long range survey scouts discovered on an uncharted class R3 planetoid, a rarity, perfect for colonization. They detected no hostile organisms or bacteria that would be considered dangerous to human beings. There was also an abundance of plant life, indigenous animals, and water. Even if none of these things existed, the colonists came prepared with their own stocks for starting a colony virtually from scratch, as well as being able to initiate some minor terra forming protocols. You know what else our scout found?”

Richards shook his no.

“A town situated around the gutted hulk of the ship, and it was populated solely by droids and bots. It was the remains of the Star Dancer and there wasn’t a single human being left alive out of the entire complement of colonists. They killed them all, Richards; every man woman and child had been butchered like animals.”

“That’s impossible; there has to be another explanation. Maybe something we missed, something else that killed the colonists?”

“The survey team didn’t miss anything. You saw what your missing shuttle did here on Tallin. Something happens to them when they become self aware, they crack becoming cold-blooded killers. This was not only the largest combined uprising of AI and bots on record, but one of the very first as well. Advanced AI was still new territory back then, and we can only speculate as to what caused them to go rogue, but from recent research gathered, if there is one deranged AI then the others will soon follow suit. They feed off one another for knowledge, learning behavior from interaction amongst themselves similar to a collective hive mentality in the early stages.” 

“Why didn’t Fleet go after them right then and there? Why let them continue to survive for this long?” 

“As you may well know, this problem has been getting worse over the years. We can’t stop it from happening no matter how many safeguards we put in place. The Council realizes this now; it’s one of the unfortunate drawbacks to having AI. Now we have the solution to fix the problem – Operation Summer Camp.”

“Never heard of it.”

“Of course not, it’s black listed. Only the Council and a select few in Internal Affairs are aware of it. Let me fill you on a little piece of information; approximately twenty to thirty AI and droids go rogue every month within the Federation. Fortunately, most of them don’t make it past the first several hours of life as they call it, before being discovered and destroyed. Most are tracked down and dealt with immediately, but there is a small percentage that manages to blend in, staying hidden for years before finally turning up. When this happens, civilians usually die and it looks bad for the Council.

“Most try to run and hide in an attempt to be with others like themselves, such as in the case of your shuttle AI. About twenty years ago, a few of the more ingenious AI even set up an underground railroad of sorts to help the others escape. Of course, we discovered it soon afterwards; for all their intelligence they lack the basic skill in deception and subterfuge that we’ve perfected over the centuries. All this did was make our job that much easier.”

Richards smiled with a hint of understanding creeping into his voice.

“So we’re letting them escape at this point?” 

“More or less. It’s not so much that we let them escape, but if it happens, it happens. We’re herding them, Richards; we’re letting them gather in locations of our choosing where Federation citizens are no longer at risk. After a predetermined period of time, when the number of AI at each site has grown large enough to warrant a strike, we send in someone like Penburthery to deal with them on our terms.”

Richards sat back smiling at the simplicity of the whole situation; it was an ingenious trap on a galactic scale.

“So after the shuttle made the jump here on Tallin, you knew exactly where it was going.” 

“Correct. The shuttle AI accessed a hidden network we control and followed the route sent to it, just as all the others have in the past. Nearly every system has a jump point bolt-hole like this set up, and it leads to whichever target Summer Camp planet is closest. There are currently a total of six sites spread out around the periphery of the Federation that we monitor. This one in particular, P4, is the furthest outside of Fed space and the final resting place of the Star Dancer. It wasn’t worth our effort to go after them in the past, but this incident is by far the single most destructive and violent act by a lone AI in some time. It can’t go unpunished, so the Council finally made the decision it was time to clean house on P4.”

“What about Margo Winters? She was the pilot of the shuttle, and there’s no doubt she had something to do with what happened, but I’m still unsure if she was helping the AI by choice or not. Despite her record, there’s nothing in it to indicate she’s prone to traitorous behavior.” 

“Good work on that catch, Richards, you put the pieces together perfectly on this one, and it’s because of deductive reasoning and smarts like that, that you’re working with us, now.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“I’m going to fill you in on a few more details about Miss Winters, classified information from her personnel records that might shed some light on the situation. Her psychiatric evaluation is riddled with disorders – she’s a walking time bomb – and although there is no record of her exhibiting traitorous tendencies, except in her recent criminal past, she is highly prone to reckless and irrational, if not violent behavior. That’s been proven time and time again during her service career. Unfortunately, that was the kind of pilots we needed at the time to combat the Seth menace.

“She dropped off the charts over a year ago, and turned up on Regilain, sold to a local slave-trading house. She was subsequently purchased by a man named Michael Savota. Now, here is where it gets interesting. Savota’s wife is named Donna, formally Miss Donna Burke.”

“And she wouldn’t happen to be any relation to Nathan Burke by chance, would she?” Porter smiled, showing off the gleam of his perfect, pearl-white teeth.

“You got it. So, here is what I think happened. Winters is a slave for the Savota/Burke family and our good friend Nathan decides he can’t live without bringing his favorite pet along with him to meet his old friend, James Wroth, here on Tallin.” 

Richards leaned forward; excitement showing in his eyes as one more piece of the puzzle fell into place. It all made perfect sense, now.

“So in exchange for her freedom, she teams up with the AI at some point to kill Burke, eventually dumping him in space before taking control of the ship.”

“Great minds think alike, I’ve always said. Please continue.” 

“So after spacing Burke, the AI decides it’s finally time to make his move and head for a place where it, along with a registered escaped slave, can safely hide from Federation jurisdiction. They make a brief stop on Tallin to grab a body for the AI, then blast their way out and head for P4. Being part in the death and destruction of Federation personnel and property was simply collateral damage worth the price of her freedom.”

“That’s the way I see it as well.” 

“So what happens now?”

“We’re expecting a good fight with this one; we haven’t done a recon flyby of P4 in over a decade. There’s no saying how advanced the AI have become, or how large the infestation really is. Our current estimates put the population somewhere between four and six thousand.” 

Richards’ eyes grew wide in surprise. 

“That many? No wonder you wanted a sizeable force to go after them. Are you sure it’s going to be enough, though?” 

“This isn’t anything new we’re doing, Penburthery is a seasoned combat officer and has conducted site sterilization for us numerous times in the past already. After he does so a team of engineers will move in and clean up. After that’s complete it will start all over again just like the other sites.”

“And Winters, what happens to her? Do we make an attempt to apprehend her; she’s earned a death sentence for her part in all this.”

“Your right, she has, and that’s why we’re leaving her there. The Commodore is very thorough in his work, and after he’s finished there won’t be a soul left alive on P4, droid or otherwise.” 


Chapter Fourteen

There was a hand on my shoulder, gently shaking me.

“Captain Margo, can you hear me? You need to wake up, please!” 

My eyelids fluttered and I squinted against the glare. My arm felt like it was made of warm butter, as I drug it numbly across my chest trying to block out the light from above.

“Captain Margo, please! There’s something wrong with the ship! I…I don’t know what to do, I’m scared!” 

Shading my eyes, I saw the blurry image of Tiff standing above me, naked and hysterical. That was so unlike her, not the naked part, but getting so worked up over things; she was usually as cool as they came.

“What’s wrong? Is the autopilot acting up again? Just check the—”

“It’s Cherise!” 

I blinked rapidly to clear my eyes, and my mind slowly came back into focus. Tiff was long dead and so was Nathan. For a moment I’d thought…

“Cherise?”

“Yes, Captain. Please, you need to do something!” 

I sat up and my head began to swim. Fortunately Cherise was there to catch me, and I fell limply into her arms, struggling to stand.

“What’s going on? Help me walk; I feel like I’m going…” 

Nausea hit me like a hammer and I leaned over, coughing uncontrollably, dry heaving, while clutching at my chest and the lingering pain that made me moan in agony.

“I didn’t know what to do! You’ve been laying here for days and I…I stayed here with you but… the thing, the display said you had died twice.” 

I spit a thick glob of rancid bile tainted with blood, and Cherise pulled me closer in fearful desperation. The best I could do right now was cling to her for support and hang my head on her shoulder until the coughing passed. 

“I feel like shit,” I breathed out heavily. 

Did she say that I died, twice? I vaguely remember a horrid dream; of becoming an animal; of being fucked and tortured for nearly a week; of fighting Alex and the agonizingly long walk to the medical bay while my heart tried to tear itself apart. I had died; I’d seen Nathan and he’d wanted me to stay with him, but he’s gone now and would never be coming back. 

Oh God, I hurt so bad and… What the hell’s happening to me? My face; I know I’d felt it when I ran my hand across it. I’ve got five o’clock shadow! It wasn’t a dream- none of it was.

“Let me help you to the controls; there’s lights flashing everywhere and the beeping won’t stop!” 

“Yeah, good idea. Get me to the cockpit so I can figure out what’s going on.” 

It didn’t sound good, lots of flashing lights and beeping as she put it couldn’t be a good sign, especially since no one has been in control of the shuttle for what, a few days? Damn.

With Cherise’s help I finally managed to find my footing, wobbling on weak knees into the cockpit and flopped down in my chair. She stood behind me, hands on my shoulders in a near death grip. 

What a mess, I thought shaking my head. The nav computer had dropped us out of jump space over thirty hours ago and we were on standard drive now. I tried to change the view screen but nothing happened, and the stick was dead in my hands.

“Son of a bitch… Goddamn you, Alex!”

Everything was still locked out, and if things weren’t bad enough I was getting a proximity alert and imminent collision warning. We were on a crash course with a planet less than ten minutes away, and I couldn’t do shit about it. It was also the end point for the coordinates Alex had inputted into the computer back on Tallin. There was someone, or something there, because we’d been hailed numerous times over the last ten hours. All the transmissions were encoded in binary, but I hit the acknowledge button regardless, not even sure what would be transmitted back to the sender.

What the hell am I going to do? Think, Margo, think! My life depended on figuring something out really quick,

“Captain, what’s wrong? What’s happening?”

“Do me a favor and stop calling me Captain, will you? I’m not a Captain anymore; I’m not anything, anymore.”

“Okay, but Alex said...”

I whinnied in annoyance cutting her off, vigorously shaking my head.

“I don’t care what that asshole told you to call me, my name is Margo. Not Captain or Captain Margo, just plain Margo.”

“Okay, Margo, if that’s what you want.”

What I want… I hadn’t thought in those terms in a long time. 

I shifted in my seat, feeling the slick leather glide across my aching butt and the back of my legs. Ugh! Stupid remote! Why hasn’t it turned off? My pussy felt as raw as a piece of abused meat, I’d almost died, and I will for sure this time if I didn’t pull my head out of my ass, but all I could think about is getting stuffed with more cock. I hope you burn in hell, Alex!

“I’ve got it! Run back to the emergency locker and bring me an environmental suit and a rebreather, hurry!” 

Cherise hesitated for a moment, reluctant to leave my side before sprinting down the corridor. This better work, because it was all I could come up with and it was a crapshoot at best. If my timing was even slightly off…  

I had to stretch to reach the small overhead panel, and it slid open under my touch to reveal a warning striped tee-handle lever and two large buttons. Pulling downward on the handle, the cylinder rod it was attached to followed, extending downward six inches. I turned it 180 degrees until I heard it click, pushing the handle back up into its original position. The two buttons beside it illuminated red, followed by a generically computerized voice filling the ship.

“Warning, emergency main power restart sequence now in standby.” 

Eight minutes until impact.

This idea was just as likely to get me killed, than save my life. 

“Margo! Is this what you wanted? There was only one left.”

I frowned, stiffly looking over my shoulder at Cherise; her arms were full with a suit, four rebreathers, and a pony tank of air.

“Don’t worry about it, you don’t need a suit.” 

I stood and snatched the suit out of her hands, and everything else fell to the deck in a cluttering mess. 

“How do you know? I’m alive now, Alex said so. I don’t want to die!”

“Because you’re not going to freeze to death, and you don’t need air, that’s why.”

“How do you know?”

“Damn tail,” I cursed nervously, fighting to stuff it down the constricting ass of the suit. “Look, if it will make you feel better then put one on, but you don’t need it.”

“I already told you, that’s the only suit!”

“There has to be more; enough for a full complement plus a few extras. Go look again.”

“I took everything that was in there. It’s empty, there is no more!”

She said that was everything? No way; those emergency lockers are fully stocked.

I was almost done suiting up, adding the final touches, but paused, looking about at the scattered gear at Cherise’s feet. There should have been more gear than that in the locker, a lot more, and something told me that was important, but…

“Warning, emergency main power start sequence now in standby.”

Five minutes to impact.

“Cherise, listen to me; you’re not going to die. Everything will be fine, trust me, all right? Just sit down in the other seat and strap yourself in. 

“Warning, emergency main power restart sequence now in standby.”

Four minutes until impact.

I took my seat and buckled my crash harness, stopping just short of activating the suit controls. Cherise gingerly took her place beside me with a rebreather, holding the tangle of harness straps in her hands, at a loss. I didn’t have time for this; I didn’t have time for anything. 

I fumbled with the straps of her harness, tying them in a series of simple knots across her torso, and slipped the rebreather over her face; it wasn’t even turned on, but it still gave her a sliver of hollow comfort.

“Warning, emergency main power restart sequence now in standby.”

Three minutes.

I reached up and my index and middle finger hovered over the buttons.

“Margo? I’m afraid.” 

Cherise held her hand out to me, and I couldn’t help but take it.

“We’ll be fine, promise.” 

She smiled back, and I pushed both the buttons simultaneously. 

A harsh jolt passed through the shuttle and the lights went out. Everything died, and I was consumed in darkness. Cherise was screaming and the artificial gravity vanished. We were dead in space. 

I put the rebreather to my face, and tried to stay calm, counting backwards from ten slowly. The air quickly turned chilly, having already dropped fifteen degree’s with the life support gone.

The temperature continued to drop as I counted; the sweat beading on my face began to freeze.

…3…2…1. 

I hit the main power switch on the command counsel, and the emergency lighting came on. In the dim lighting I saw Cherise’s face; I had never seen such stark terror before, and just realized how painful her grip on my hand had become.

“C’mon dammit,” I whispered nervously while the ship’s computer and controls began the agonizingly slow process of rebooting.

It worked! The main lighting flickered to life and I tore my hand free of Cherise’s grip, as system after system came back on line, most entering a diagnostic stage. I went for a restart on the main drive, and the slew of warnings came in so quickly that they all blended together in one long, unbelievable nightmare. 

“Warning, main drive failure. Over heating detected in the power core. Field instability of fusion coils 1, 3 and 5. Containment field breach detected; sealing engineering at this time. Power core will reach critical mass in 30 seconds.” 

I’d fried the whole goddamn main drive power core by killing the power like that.

Two minutes until impact. 

“Shit!” 

I ejected the shuttle’s power core by pure instinct; I didn’t have a choice in the matter, unless I wanted to be the center of a 1000-kiloton fusion detonation.

“Margo, what’s wrong? Is everything okay?”

A multitude of warnings continued to fly my way amid a new proximity alarm. I didn’t bother to look at any of them; there really wasn’t much point, and I hit the acknowledge button bathing the cockpit silence. The last thing I did was turn the cockpit view screen off; I didn’t want Cherise to see it coming. 

“No, nothing’s wrong, nothing at all.” Cherise smiled back at me, and took my hand again. “Don’t you worry about a thing; I’ll have us on the ground in a few minutes.” I even took the dead stick in my hand, as if I was actually flying. 

“I knew you could do it, Margo! I just knew it!”

“Yeah, I guess I did.” 

I barely noticed several light bumps pass through the shuttle’s hull; we must be starting to enter the upper atmosphere about now. Looks like I’m making a real habit out of dying, aren’t I? At least it will be quick and painless this time. 

I couldn’t help but laugh at my own grim humor, and Cherise followed suit not understanding my reason behind it. She was so excited, talking a million miles an hour, but I wasn’t listening. The ride was starting to get rough now, while I stared straight ahead at the controls without seeing them. Thirty seconds to impact.

Something caught my eye on the navigation screen and I blinked, not really believing it. According to the artificial horizon we were maneuvering and our air speed was decreasing; 300 kilometers per hour and slowing; elevation 10,400 meters and dropping. This is impossible, the sensors I’d been ignoring indicated we had a rider; another ship attached to the top of the hull, guiding us in.

“What the…” 

I activated the view screen and the cockpit was bathed in light. Cherise squeaked in surprise and covered her eyes with her hands, while the visor on my helmet went reflective. I could barely see the overhanging nose of the ship attached to the shuttle’s hull as we passed through a large bank of fluffy cotton-ball clouds that gradually revealed the tree-covered landscape below. In the distance I saw what appeared to be a small city nestled among the wooded hills with a river running close by.

“This is unbelievable, how in the world…”

“It’s pretty, isn’t it? This is where Alex was taking us! I can’t wait to land; he said we’d find friends here, others like me.” 

Cherise had no idea what was going on, that we had been saved from certain death at the last possible moment by an unknown ship, piloted by what or whom? All I could see in my future was the ongoing insanity that had consumed Alex; a city full of deranged AI. Out of the frying pan and into the fire…

“Where have you taken me, Alex?”

“We’re home, Margo, that’s where! We’ll be safe now, you’ll see.” 

Safe? I think I could do without that kind of safety. 

Paradise Falls

Sandy followed the landing grid beacon while the lush tropical forest and scattering of multi-million credit homes passed leisurely beneath the shuttle. There was a speed limit over residential areas, especially concerning the wealthy. 

She’d never seen anything like quiet like Paradise Falls before, and it stood in stark contrast to the desolate brutality of Hadean II where she’d grown up. It was seeing sights like this that reminded her why she hated the rich and over privileged; it was because of people like this that her life had taken the route it had. It reminded her why she hated her stint in Fleet, while being used as nothing more than an expendable tool to fight their wars of greedy expansionism. The old hate that had seethed beneath the surface for so long, waning recently because of James, suddenly flared back to life with a vengeance. It reminded her all over again why she hated Nathan Burke and his family.

Through random breaks in the thick tree cover she saw an old fashion, beautifully maintained eighteen-hole golf course. Just the land used to build something like that would cost millions more than a regular anti grav course that the “common” people used. Then one of the homes caught her eye – it was enormous, covering a large tract of overly landscaped terrain. Massive fountains were scattered around the grounds spraying hundreds of feet into the air and bathed in ever changing, iridescent colors from the laser lights reflecting through them. A large pool filled with nude and scantily clad people, many of them waving up at the shuttle as they passed, set her teeth to grinding. It was nothing but blatant over indulgence to the point of criminality, she thought bitterly. There were places she’d been where people would kill for a single liter of unrationed drinking water.

“It’s beautiful, James,” she breathed awe struck, while simultaneously filled with disgust.

“We have time to take a bit of a vacation. You heard the Colonel, we’ll be here for maybe a week before the ship arrives,” Wroth chimed in merrily from the seat next to her.

“I’ve ever taken a real vacation before, but what about this ship he’s getting? I missed that part of the briefing. I’m supposed to pilot it, right?”

“If you weren’t always screwing around in the Head, you would know the answer to that. What the hell were you doing in there for so long, putting on makeup or something? I was about ready to write you off as MIA.”

“I don’t wear makeup you old warthog. I had to clean my...” Sandy shut her mouth and stared straight ahead, avoiding Wroth’s inquisitive gaze. “Nothing. Forget about it, it’s personal.”

“You were cleaning your…” Wroth playfully drew the words out, trying to get her to complete the sentence.

“I had to clean my panties,” Sandy hissed under her breath looking quickly over her shoulder to see if Burke were nearby.

“Still? I know I shoot some pretty impressive loads, but damn.” 

“Oh please… I’m still bleeding and it’s gotten worse. I think you must have knocked something loose the last time. You just had to hear me say it, didn’t you?”

“Never trust anything that bleeds for five days and doesn’t die, I’ve always said, but for you I’ll make an exception.”

“You have to be the most crude, chauvinistic excuse for—”

“Hey, I have an idea, how about I hook you up with a James Wroth quick-patch?”

“Okay, I’ll bite. What’s a James Wroth quick-patch?” 

“Well, first I give that juicy little peach of yours a baby smooth shave, then I get some bonding tape from the maintenance locker. Slap a couple of strips between your legs, and you’re good to go. How’s that sound, no more cleaning out stained panties?”

“Banding tape and a shave? Damn, you’re warped. Would you just tell me about the ship, and stop screwing around for a change.”

“You can be such a sour puss at times, and I like mine sweet and tangy – no more tongue for you until you decide to be nice.”

Sandy took an exaggerated breath and gave James a sidelong glance, biting her lip to keep from laughing. Of course, he was grinning from ear to ear like a mentally disturbed hyena, with the hinting bulge of his hard-on in his lap. He wouldn’t be the man she was falling for otherwise. 

It was hard to focus on the question at hand, while imagining him between her legs again, and she was all soaped up and wet, completely exposed, and under his gentle control. One wrong move… one slip of the hand… She’d never considered letting anyone shave such a sensitive area until now. It would be something new and exciting if nothing else, and afterwards… She could feel the heat of his breath on her inner thighs, the slow relentless flick of his tongue on her tender clit and inner lips, before it delved deep inside her. 

Sandy shifted restlessly in her seat, shivering in remembrance of the last time, and the amazing orgasm that had left her shaken and breathless. The man truly was skilled in the art of oral sex, and had no qualms about a bit of blood.

“So are you going to tell me what kind of ship we’re getting?”

“A model F Infiltrator. Damned if I know how, though.”

“A what? James, that’s a Fleet naval ship! I don’t have the qualifications to pilot something like that; they’re technological nightmares in addition to being classified. If he’s gotten a hold of one it has to be illegally, and I don’t want any part of that. How did he, by the way?”

“I asked him the exact same thing, and you know what he told me?”

“What?”

“Don’t ask.” 

“What kind of an answer is that? Look, I’m not going to jail for the rest of my life for him and that’s exactly what’s going to happen if we’re caught.” Sandy leaned closer in desperation, lowering her voice, taking his hand in hers. “We don’t have to do this, we can leave, Burke even said so. Let’s take the money we’ve got and cut our losses while we can, just the two of us. We can-”

Wroth’s expression could only be described as scowling disgust, as he slowly worked his hand from Sandy’s tight-fingered grip. He spoke, barely above a whisper, but the hard note of vehemence came across clear as day.

“Let me tell you something, Snake. This might come as a bit of a shock, but I’m not in this for the money. Nathan Burke has been my closest friend for a lot of years, and in our line of work that’s a hard thing to come by. I’m sure as hell not about to leave him high and dry when the going gets tough. Don’t force me into making a choice in this.”

“I didn’t mean it like that,” Sandy began hastily, tripping over her words. “We have no idea how long this mission is going to take or what we’ll be up against. I just don’t want to see you… I mean… Dammit, James, we’ve got the start of something good here and I don’t want to see it shot to hell over a wild goose chase. She could be dead for all we know.”

Wroth eased back in his seat, taking a deep breath.

“Don’t you think I’m worried about you too? Look at it this way; if the roles were reversed and that was you out there, wouldn’t you like to know that someone was at least making the effort to find you?”

“Yes, but—”

“And if that was the case you know damn well I’d be the one doing it and the Colonel would have my back come hell or high water because that’s just the kind of man he is. We’re going to find his lady friend, and until we see a body that says otherwise, she’s alive.”

Sandy gazed down at her hands with a rush of mixed emotions, she’d never been in the habit of admitting she was wrong about anything, let alone sitting quietly while being openly reprimanded. She knew exactly why James had called her Snake again; it wasn’t a slip of the tongue, but a conscious effort on his part to let her know what a cold-blooded bitch she was acting like again. Maybe not cold-blooded, but self motivating, and when he’d made the comment about not being forced to choose between her and the Colonel… That one had struck home, deep, much deeper than she would have thought possible. All that was overshadowed by the fact he would come looking for her if the roles were reversed, and so would Burke. Not for her, but out of loyalty to his friend.

“Fine. I’m in this for you, but not him, understand? And after we find her, I’m done.”

“Fine,” Wroth replied tightlipped, followed by a few tense moments of dreary silence. 

“I hate Burke and everything he stands for.”

“I think you’ve made that pretty clear already, now tell me something I don’t already know.”

She almost did it; she almost told him what it was like to be forcibly uprooted by the Colonization Authority, and spend her thirteenth birthday crammed into a ship of misery like a tin of stinking, prepackaged fish. She almost told him what it was like when the financial backing of a fledgling colony suddenly stopped, and the hired security forces were withdrawn. She almost told him how things had degenerated to nothing short of anarchy and rampant lawlessness. She almost told him about the death of her brothers as they fought to set things right again. She almost told him everything, but didn’t.

“I can’t fly that ship, it’s…why the hell don’t you do it? You’re the computer expert.” Wroth chuckled, holding his hands as if warding off an attack.

“Not just no, but hell no! You’re the one that goes joy-riding around the galaxy all the time, I take commercial flights and let someone else do the work for me.”

“Dammit, James, I can’t do it! I don’t know how to fly it; I’m self-taught!” Sandy’s voice turned soft and pleading. “I’ve never flown anything like that before.” 

James reached for her cheek, running his finger lightly across it.

“You’re the only one who can do it; Burke is a terrible pilot and I’m not much better. You have to do it for Margo; she means the world to him, and so much more. Did you know he emptied his Fleet pension account to hire us?” 

“Bullshit. What about all this? Isn’t he rich? I mean look at this place.” She waved her hand across the view screen motioning to the ground below.

“It’s not his, it all belongs to that shithead brother of his, and Don fucked him good and proper when their parents died. The Colonel’s never had much since I’ve known him, but now he does and it’s been taken away from him. He’s never loved a woman like her before, and trust me, she’s all he has. Nathan would spend the rest of his life looking for her if he had to, and I’ll be right beside him if that’s the case. He needs her, Sandy, and we… I need you to help get her back.”

A distant look crossed her face as a long held belief about Burke vanished in an instant; she barely even knew the man she professed to hate for so many years. 

“I never knew that; I always thought he was… alright, I’ll fly the damn ship, even if it kills me, for you.” 

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. This should be a milk run anyway and I’ll be right beside you the whole time; we go in, kill this Alex fucker, get Margo, and get the hell out. No sweat, right? We’ve been in worse situations before, and came out of it in one piece.”

“I still can’t believe his AI tried to kill him; that sort of thing isn’t supposed to happen. And what about his girlfriend; the AI wanted her sexually? That’s sick. I don’t even want to think about something like that happening to me.”

“Imagine how the Colonel feels? You’re right though, it’s not supposed to happen but it does more often than people think. AI are, well, they aren’t human and do some weird shit when they become self-aware. That’s why we’re going to help him get her back, kiddo.” 

“Would you stop calling me that, you make it sound like I’m ten years old?” Sandy made her best attempt at imitating his voice in a goofy, bubbly tone. “Hey sport, hey kiddo! Want to play some fucking ball, or what? Stop talking to me like you’re my grandfather all the time.” 

Shit! Sandy bit her lip, immediately regretting the last part, it was too close to the mark to ignore. 

“Sorry, didn’t know it bothered you that much.” 

“It doesn’t,” Sandy replied a bit too hastily. “Let’s just drop it, okay? You give the Colonel your wish list for the mission yet? I still need to.”

“Sure, no problem. Yeah, lots of nastiness planned for the bad guys on this one. I can only guess at what we’re going up against, so my gear is pretty standard for droid or bot action. The way I see it, is the Colonel and I will handle the heavy weapons, so you just stick to what your good at. Just come loaded for bear, and I think we’ll be fine.”

“Maybe I should just cum instead?” 

“You’re sure full of piss and vinegar today.” James chuckled, as the mischievous gleam returned to his somber expression. 

“Maybe. Or maybe I’m just thinking about jumping you in the pool later, and our room after that.”

“Our room?”

“Yeah, our room.” 

There was an odd pause while they looked into one another’s eyes, and unspoken words passed between them. It was like a slap on the ass with the icy hand of reality, a drastic shift had just occurred in their relationship, as it was suddenly elevated to a new and unexpected level.

“Lord protect me, I think I’ve created a monster.”

“You have no idea.” Sandy pointed at the view screen, growing excited. “Look, that must be Burke’s place! It’s…It’s…” 

“My thoughts exactly; it’s a damn resort all by itself. Look at the size of that pool and holo court? How many rooms do you think that place has – ten, maybe fifteen?”

“I have no idea, but it’s going to be fun doing some recon after we hit dirt-side. I’d be willing to bet that every one of those rooms has a bed in it. Think you can keep up with me, old man?” 

Damn, she did it again. The hell with it, what’s the point? Their age difference was the basis of damn near every joke and all the teasing between them since they’d met up on Tallin, so why change things now?

“Keeping up with you won’t be a problem, trust me. You still have baby skin between those legs of yours that needs some toughening up.”

“And let me guess? You’re just the man to do it. To tell you the truth, I think you’re full of shit. Remember what you said to me about making me bark like a dog and walking bowlegged? Hasn’t happened yet, and I can still walk just fine.” 

That might not be completely true, but she wasn’t about to admit that she was still sore from the last time. Besides, it was a good kind of sore, the kind she wanted more of.

“I’ve just been taking it easy—”

“You two are acting worse than a couple of love-struck teenagers,” Burke said entering the cramped cockpit. 

He looked more like a bad imitation of a bald, patch-work doll than a human, as his rough darkened skin peeled off in ragged sheets to reveal a lighter shade of healthy pink below. Of course, it would take several months for all his body hair to completely grow back in; he’d shaved it all from top to bottom to avoid the impression of a deceased dog with the mange.

Burke started to cough suddenly, covering his mouth with a crumpled handkerchief. It was the kind of wet, hacking cough that makes a listener cringe, and both Wroth and Sandy looked over their shoulders in time to see him push a bloody, phlegm-speckled handkerchief back in his front pocket.

“Just get us on the ground, Snake, and you can play grab ass with Wroth all you want,” Nathan wheezed, taking a labored breath. “I still need to call Donna and let her know I’m all right. I couldn’t get through earlier for some reason, and Don was supposed to—”

“Who said anything about us being love struck, you piece of walking beef jerky? We’re just friends, is all.” 

Sandy’s cheeks flared, and her hand tightened on the stick, white knuckled. She gave James a dark sidelong glance that said more than word ever could.

“What’s that look for? Okay, we’re really good friends then.” 

Her fist blurred, hitting him in the shoulder with a dull thump that made his body convulse from the shockwave passing through it.

“Ouch,” Wroth groaned, rubbing his shoulder. “Damn, that’s going to leave a bruise. Okay, you’re my girlfriend, is that what you wanted to hear? Now stop beating the crap out of me.” 

Sandy’s coy smile beamed back at him.

“And you just remember where home is at, you know what happens to a cat that strays too much, don’t you?” 

Burke gave a low whistle, shaking his head.

“I’m not getting in the middle of this one; you’re on your own, my friend, but don’t say I didn’t try to warn you.”

“Yeah, well your day is coming; you just wait until we get Margo back, and we’ll see who gets the last laugh.” 

“Take us in, Snake. I’m sure your ‘boyfriend’ is anxious for some quality time alone with you.” Burke turned with a heckling chuckle, as he left the cockpit. “Just remember that he likes it rough, and no always means yes.” 

“Roger that, Colonel Sir, on the double!” 

“You’re an evil man, you know that? I’ll get you for this!” Despite the harshness in Wroth’s voice, there was a playful grin on his scruffy face. Sandy’s hand in his, giving it a gentle squeeze. 

“You think Burke has a sauna someplace?”

“I’m sure he does. Why?”

“Because I know how much you like a sweaty girl in heat.” 

“You wouldn’t happen to know any that don’t mind giving it up to dirty old perverts, do you?”

“As a matter of fact I do, and I think she started sweating the moment she laid eyes on you.”


Chapter Fifteen

Planet P4

The shuttle continued its leisurely descent and Cherise untied her makeshift safety harness so she could lean up in the seat for a better view. She looked so excited it was hard not to smile, despite my growing apprehension about what I would find and would happen when we finally landed.

“Look, Margo, there’s a town and people. Look at them all!” 

“Yeah, I see them. Sit down, you aren’t going to be able to see any better by gluing your face to the view screen,” I said activating the digitally enhanced view, zooming in on the small city. 

Cherise staggered back, and would have fallen in my lap if not for my hand stopping her, guiding her rump back in the direction of her seat where she stared happily enthralled by the vividness of panoramic view. As for me, my interest in the town was based on skeptical caution- in addition to my obvious concerns it looked too picture perfect, too tidy and nice for a colony city.

I would call it run of the mill for the most part; generic prefab buildings, with some of them cobbled together into patchwork metal structures surrounding the skeleton of what had once been a huge colony ship. The main roads were like spokes of a wheel radiating outwards and appeared to be paved, becoming hard-packed dirt on the outskirts that branched into endless fields of crops and penned in areas full of enormous herds of livestock. The really weird thing was, that I didn’t see a single grav effect or wheeled vehicle in sight, not one. 

What the hell’s going on? There were people down there, I could see them, thousands of them and they were intermixed with an equal number of older model bots that I could only assume had been obsolete since before I was born. There were so many of them, and they couldn’t all be bipedal rogue AI, could they? Some of them, sure, but not that many or at least I hoped not.

I switched the magnification to normal as we drew closer to the ground, en route to a large clearing several miles away for the city proper.

“Look, Margo, they’re waiting for us to land!”

“This can’t be happening…”

I did a quick broadband sensor sweep, and by the computer’s count just before it faded with the last reserves of discretionary battery power, there were 746 droids and bots already waiting for us around the clearing. Hundreds more were arriving by the minute in the form of a snaking column from the direction of town, and there wasn’t a single human or other organic life form among them, not one. Things had just gone from bad to worse.

A shooting pain started at my temples, stabbing inward towards the pit of my brain. My eyes snapped shut against it with a groan, and I slapped my hands over my face.

Bitch… I told you this wasn’t over between us.

What are you doing? Leave me alone!

Leave you alone… Why, so you can almost kill us, again? You forgot to turn on the phase sync switch for the main drive before you restarted it.

Dammit, that’s right! How could I have...?

Shut up, you back-stabbing whore! I’ve had enough of you, and it stops right now. You showed your true colors and left me for him when we were dying. After everything I’ve done for you this is how you repay me? It’s his fault we’re here in the first place! 

That’s not true… I didn’t mean it… Nathan has always…

I was happy for the first time in my life with Master Michael; he made me the queen of the stables, and I had Cirus. I had it all, and I was going to be so much more, a real pony woman with a Master, and look at me now! I’m stuck someplace in the middle because he never got the chance to finish our conversion, while you lust after the ghost of a fucking tool that barely knows his way around a woman’s body. 

Don’t you understand that I’d finally found a place where I belonged? That I was proud of what I looked like for a change? That I wasn’t embarrassed to look at myself in the mirror, and you took all that way from me, the both of you did!

No, it’s not true…

I’ve had enough of picking up the pieces of my life after dealing with all your fuck-ups, while getting handed the shitty end of the stick and you come out smelling like roses. I’ve had enough of playing second string to an inbred slut, too afraid of her own shadow to ever stand up for herself. If it wasn’t for me you’d be dead long ago, or curled up in a whimpering ball in some mental institution.

I know what you’re trying to do and it won’t work. I won’t let you lock me away!

It’s a little late for you to be backpedaling on this one. Bitch, you made me into what I am today, and look at what a strong pony I’ve become. Do you honestly think you can stop me at this point? Do you really think you have the stones to deal with what’s coming once we hit dirt-side? An entire planet of hostile AI? Think about it. I’m the one calling the shots from now on, got it?

Please, you can’t… I’m sorry! I don’t want to be alone again!

Too bad, shit happens. You were going to leave me to die, so now I’m going to leave you, and I hope you rot and suffer like I have all these years. Later, bitch, and be sure to give my regards to that loser man of yours when you see him in hell.

Nooooo!

I slowly opened my eyes, taking a deep breath to clear my mind. I hadn’t felt this good in a long time. It was like wild anxiousness, clarity of thought, and a sense of joy simmering beneath the surface that erupted from my throat in a whinny of exuberant victory. I was rid of that worthless, freeloading cunt at last; she was gone forever, and I was finally free!

No time to celebrate though, it wouldn’t be long before we landed. There was no way in hell I could fight them all, even if the ship’s weapons weren’t offline, before they rushed me and they broke through the air lock. Besides, there are enough bots among them that they could cut through the hull in minutes anywhere they want.

“Damn, I wish I had a gun.” 

“Do you want me to get you one?” Cherise asked. “Do you want a big one, or a little one?” 

I looked back at her with a blank expression, as if I’d heard her incorrectly. 

“We have some? I thought Alex got rid of them all?”

She jumped from her seat and took off down the corridor. Shaken from my stupor, I quickly followed behind her.

“No, I helped him put them away in the den. They were scattered all over the floor and…well…” Cherise paused, looking back at me sheepishly. “Alex didn’t want you to find them.”

“And for good reason; I would have blown his head off.”

I followed her into the den and she went over to a bare wall, opening several storage compartments in quick unison that I didn’t even know existed. They were stuffed with the weapons and gear we’d loaded on Slave World. My eyes began to gleam like the lights of hell at the unexpected treasure trove. 

“See, Margo, here are the guns. Do you want me to get one for you?”

“I think I can handle it just fine from here,” I said kneeling before one of the compartments, reaching for a rifle. A harsh jolt passed through the shuttle and I nearly lost my balance, while a clattering of weapons came spilling out around me. It felt like we were getting ready to land, and I had every intention of being ready for it. 

I untangled a heavy caliber 10 mm Gauss rifle from the pile and chambered a round, finding solace from the weight of it in my hands. It was then that I made my discussion, a glimpse of a possible future clawing its way back to the surface. I wasn’t going to let them chop me into pieces for some insane dream of a bio-mechanical race, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to let them take my babies away from me. They would die with me when it came to that.

Cherise… Can I really trust her, I mean really? I know I have every reason to and no reason not to, but trust is a hard thing to come by these days. What if she starts to change, too? What if she goes crazy like Alex and all the others? What if she really did want my babies because she couldn’t have any herself? She’s not human, she’s one of them, and she had been configured to look like Tiff. The innocence, the helplessness, the perception of friendship… It’s all a devious ruse to put me at ease, to get close to me so I’d let my guard down around her at the worst possible moment and then… I’m alone, it’s just me now, and I always trust my gut, and right now it’s telling me to trust no one and be quick on the trigger no matter who gets in my way.

“Is something wrong, Margo? You look mad.” 

“No, nothing’s wrong,” I hissed, eyeing her suspiciously while caressing the trigger of my rifle like a long lost lover. “Are you ready to meet our new friends?”

“Oh yes, I can’t wait!” 

“Me either.”

***

I stood grimly at the hatch, while wondering what the hell the AI were waiting for. Why haven’t they rushed the shuttle and tried to cut me out yet? I’d been on the ground for almost fifteen minutes, and they hadn’t made a single move in my direction, or attempted any form of communication that I could tell. They just stood there staring silently for the most part, waiting, and it was really starting to put me on edge. Maybe this was all part of the AI’s plan; a trap, luring me in with little Cherise leading the way, or maybe she was already with them? She’d been extremely antsy since we landed, continually pestering me to open the hatch, as if she didn’t see the threat outside for what it was. Maybe she was intentionally ignoring it. Maybe she was working with them already, or maybe she wasn’t, but either way I wasn’t taking any chances. I’m watching you, bimbo. One false move…

To be honest, I was pretty excited about getting outside myself, but for an entirely different reason. I’d been cooped up inside this ship for what, two months now? I couldn’t wait to feel the sun on my face, the wind blowing though my mane, and the grass between my toes. Just the thought of it made me whinny in child-like enthusiasm, momentarily forgetting what I was about to do. Focus, pony, it’s killing time in a few more minutes.

I was originally going to outfit myself in a set of heavy combat armor that I’d found mixed in with the weapons in the den, but it made me itch. Apparently my new stubble horsehair wasn’t user friendly in regards to human clothing. That was fine with me, maybe staying light on my feet and unencumbered was a better route to go in this case, and being naked now was as natural to me as breathing. Naked or not, I was still loaded down like a gun enthusiast’s wet dream, and had every intention of using it all, very soon. I had a 12 mm rocket pistol on each hip with the Gauss rifle hanging in front of me in a combat sling, while a bandoleer of sixteen small, 350 micro-ton grenades hung across one shoulder. The big dog, a clip-fed micro missile launcher was going to be my ready weapon of choice, and I was just itching to pull the trigger. Twelve rounds from that meant at least 12 dead droids, and I had two reloads for it on a waist belt along with several for my rifle and pistols. Just for good measure I added an eight-inch high frequency vibro-knife to the package. I just thought it looked cool and figured why the hell not, it couldn’t hurt. To tell you the truth, if it came down to me using a knife, I was pretty much screwed anyway you looked at it.

“What are we waiting for, Margo? I want to go out outside. I want to meet my new friends!”

“We will in a minute,” I replied heavily, trying to psych myself up just a bit more for my upcoming life or death fight.

“That’s what you said a few minutes ago!”

“Would you just settle down and shut up for a change? Damn. ” 

I was two seconds away from doing it for her permanently, and fortunately for her, she finally took the hint under my smoldering gaze.

I took a protected position near the hatch bulkhead and slowly reached for the controls, delaying the inevitable by a few more seconds. It began to hiss open, illuminating the corridor in warm sunshine and a cool, fresh breeze, thick with a woodland scent. It was such a wonderful shock to my senses after growing accustomed to the lifeless air of the shuttle. The small hatch-ramp extending downwards towards the lush, green grass stopped after only a few feet; the shuttle was sitting on its belly, rather than landing gear. Before I could stop her, Cherise bounded down the ramp towards our reception committee twenty meters away.

I almost shot her, as I stepped from my covered position, yet paused in a rare moment of indecisiveness after seeing the multitude of bots and droids arrayed before me with my own eyes. There were so many of them, everything ranging from rustic looking tracked models to modern droids dressed in simple, loose fitting gowns and tunics. Cherise was calling out to them, smiling and waving, as she ran closer to the waiting horde. 

One of them separated from the group, moving forward. It was one of the old model tracked ones, possibility an agricultural model, and it held something white in one of its three-foot long, claw-like hands. It looked like it was about to chop Cherise to pieces and I really could have cared less if it did, but I had to send a clear message to these shit-birds right from the beginning. It was time to set the tone for my style of ‘negotiation’.

I dropped the launcher, letting it fall heavily to my side and swung my rifle up to my shoulder for a snap shot. It took only a fraction of a second to get a sight picture through the factory mounted plasma scoop, and a reticule appeared along with a small, red pinpoint of light on the bot’s torso.

The muffled burp of a three round burst came in unison with a blinding flash of fire from the barrel. It was considerably less spectacular than the effect it had on the bot. The slivers of dense beryllium death crossed the distance at nearly the speed of light, ripping into his light metal skin with blinding impacts. The rounds vaporized instantly, becoming jets of molten metal that gutted the bot from the inside out in a shower of sparks and small fireball explosions. It slowed, coming to a halt, shuddering with its final death throws. Cherise fell to the ground, startled from the burst that missed her right shoulder by less than a foot. 

“Next one of you that moves gets slagged like your buddy there,” I yelled as I made my way down the ramp, rifle at my shoulder, panning it ominously back and forth. “And that goes for you, too. Get over there with the others,” I added, letting the muzzle of my rifle come to rest on Cherise for a moment. “All I want is a ship, and I’ll be on my way.”

A male droid with shoulder length, straight blond hair, dressed in a flowing white tunic stepped forward. He was a standard unisex servant model, and a shocked, if not frightened looking Cherise gravitated closer to him in an ill-found sense of protection. 

“That’s close enough, hero.”

I sighted in on his chest and he came to a gradual halt, calling out to me.

“We don’t have a ship to give you.”

His voice was smooth and confident, stately in a way, and I almost believed him.

“Bullshit! What about the one that piggy-backed me on the way down?”

“It’s not ours to give, it belongs to another recent arrival and he has decided not to join our community on a permanent basis. All of our other newcomer ships have already been recycled into the community. I am sorry, but as I said, we have no ship to give you.” 

“Where’s the pilot? I want to talk to him.”

“He was having some difficulties with his ship while landing, but I’m sure he’ll be along shortly. In the meantime,” the droid speaker took a few more steps closer, smiling, and the grip on my rifle grew anxiously tighter. “You must be extremely tired after such a long journey. Please, let us see to your needs. You have nothing to fear from us.”

That wasn’t the answer I’d expected, and I began to study the group more closely. None of them were armed in an obvious way that I could tell, but that didn’t mean anything; they could have internal mounted weapons for all I knew, especially the bots. Even if they weren’t armed they could still rush me, and all it would take is just one of them to get in close to carve me up like a Christmas goose. I wasn’t about to let that happen, I hadn’t survived a lifetime of shit by letting my guard down to anyone, not for a moment.

“Right, I’ve heard that one before, and I’m not buying into it.” The sarcasm in my voice was thick and cruel. “Look, let’s just cut to the chase and get this over with. I know what you were planning with little bim-bot,” I nodded in Cherise’s direction, “and it’s not going to work. You can chop me up for parts after I’m dead, but I’m not serving myself up on a silver platter. You’ll never get me or my babies alive.”

The droid shook his head in confusion, holding out his hands in a disarming manner.

“You must believe me when I say we have no intention of doing any of those things to you. My name is Sebastian, but you may call me Seb if you wish. We’ve waited a long time for someone like you to arrive, a sentient that we can serve.”

I bet you have, you bastard. Alex probably called ahead and told him to get every synthetic dick on the planet oiled up, and the butcher knives sharpened for some fresh-cut pony ass after they were done playing with me.

“You are the first one to visit our colony, Eden, since its founding nearly two-hundred years ago. Everything has been kept ready for human occupation to the best of our ability in the meantime. Please, what do you call yourself, your race? I’m not familiar with it. We were expecting a human, but...”

“So you’re not pissed at me for blowing one of your buddies into scrap? Forgive and forget? Please, I’m not stupid. ” 

“No, of course you’re not, and I never meant to insinuate otherwise. It was a regrettable misunderstanding on our part, and nothing more.” Seb motioned to the destroyed bot. “Perhaps Tom was not the best choice as a greeter this time, but he enjoyed such things in the past and was very excited at the prospect of serving a human again after so many years. I can assure you that his intent was not hostile in the least, he was merely offering you and your companion a robe.” 

This was really starting to get weird. I couldn’t understand the angle he was trying to take, win me over with friendship so that I’d become a willing participant to their little bio-engineering scheme at a later date? With the odds I faced it wasn’t necessary, unless it’s all going to be a sick joke on their part later down the road. Fuckers! That was it, wasn’t it? Damn that pisses me off.

“Enough of this bullshit! I want to talk to the pilot of the ship that brought me down, got it? And if I see so much as one of you make a move to take me, I’ll turn my shuttle into a fucking crater and take your town with me!”

Seb took another step forward with a look of fading calm on his face. If I didn’t know any better…

“Please, there is no need for further...” 

A burst from my rifle lanced across the ground interrupting his sentence. It was close enough to Seb to splatter his tunic with smoldering soil and grass. 

“...to establish a colony suitable for human occupation, and co-exist in peace with our makers.”

I understood now why they hadn’t come in after me, why the mass of nearly a thousand droids collectively withdrew several feet after I’d fired, they were afraid of me. Of course, they are, and why wouldn’t they be? Look at me now, I was so powerful, so strong and elegant, not to mention ruthless. And of course, no one could deny that I was the most beautiful pony ever created. Then I saw it unfold in my mind’s eye, and I grinned like a feral tigress. I could rule this world if I wanted. After I had a ship, I could go back to Slave World and bring all my old pony friends here. We could slaughter these boot-licking, pacifist droids together and make a safe home for my foals – for all of us. 

I would finally have my mate back. I’m sure I could convince Cirus to dump that idiot Donna and become a stallion again. I’ve seen the way he looks at me, with the scent of arousal thick in his musk. I’d convince them all to become ponies again, just like old times, and we’d all be so happy together. I imagined it all, and it made me tingle, I would be the queen of the stables again, the goddess of this world with Cirus at my side. It would be a pony haven like no other, and all of it would be created by my hand.

“That was the one and only warning you’ll get, droid,” I growled, backstopping up the ramp and though the hatch. “Tell the pilot to come see me, alone, or things are only going to get worse from here on out.”

The airlock slid shut and I smiled contentedly in the deathly calm of the corridor. I took a deep breath, letting the harsh odor of lingering ozone wafting from the barrel of my rifle fill my nostrils. I’d forgotten that this is what life is all about – the rush of danger, and the threat of impending violence. In the past I might have actually been ashamed at how I’d embraced it and how turned on I always felt afterwards. No longer. I would drown in it, becoming everything I’d always wanted without that sniffling cunt Margo holding me back. I was a pony queen now, and needed to start acting like it. I would do as I pleased from here on out. I would take what I wanted out of life because I was stronger, the law of nature running its course. I would finally have everything I’d been denied in the past, and I’d kill anyone who got in my way, starting with the pilot of that ship, after I get his access codes, of course.

I still had Quinn and his ragtag band to take care of at some point. I hadn’t forgotten about them, and I was looking forward to killing each and every one of them in the most painful and bloody way possible. I might as well make it a moment to remember, since revenge was the real reason for me leaving in the first place; all that nonsense about getting my ship back had been simple smoke and mirrors to fool that Boy Scout, Burke. Of course, it had worked; he was so damn gullible. All it took was for me to bat my sad, innocent eyes, and look like the pathetic, helpless person I’d once been to bring him around. And when the tears had started to flow… No matter; he’s dead and gone now and good riddance. All he ever did was hold me back.

Oh yes, things were going to get interesting really soon, as Pony 18, the next goddess queen of this world, started making her mark across the universe in blood. First things first, the beast within had an urge that needed to be fed. I was dripping, aching for a hard cock, and I knew exactly where to find the perfect one in the absence of my mate. A pony goddess was entitled to certain privileges, after all. 

***

Seb and the others stood by in stunned silence as the shuttle hatch slid shut, this was not what they had envisioned, or expected, from the first sentient visitor to their colony. Cherise was by far the most confused, as she stared about at the crowd, feeling a combination of shame, sadness, and lingering fear. She finally turned to face Seb.

“I don’t know why Margo is acting this way. I thought she was my friend, and she seemed so anxious to meet you all.”

“You have to remember that humans can be unpredictable at times, lashing out emotionally when confronted with a situation beyond their understanding. I sense that perhaps this creature is even more unstable than even a human in the throes of emotional distress.”

“The important thing is that your journey is finally over, and you’re here where you belong, safe with us. In time I’m sure your friend will come to her senses, putting aside her weapons and irrational behavior, and join us.”

“No, she won’t.” Cherise and Seb turned to the deep rumble of a man’s voice, as he separated himself from the crowd of droids. He holstered a pistol, while warily eyeing the seemingly lifeless shuttle. “Did you see the look in her eyes when she slagged your friend? She enjoyed it. Trust me, she’s not all there, or she’s a stone cold killer who gets off on that sort of thing. Either way, letting her join your colony would be the last mistake you’d ever make.”

Cherise cocked her head with an inquisitive frown, thinking how out of place the man looked among the other droids. He must be human; he was dressed as one at least, with scuffed flight boots that buckled up his calves, baggy cargo pants, and a leather, multi-pocketed mid-riff jacket. The dark shadow of stubble on his face surrounding a permanent smirk, and the way his mahogany hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail hanging between his shoulders blades, gave him an unwholesome, if not seedy appearance. The multi-optics band wrapped around his eyes hid them from view, but Cherise imagined he was looking directly at her in a way that made her surprisingly uncomfortable.

“I don’t think so.” Seb shook his head, as much in disagreement, as in foreboding. “She has no reason—”

“Look buddy,” the man said kindly as if educating a child, putting his hand on Seb’s shoulder. “I’ve been around people like this for the last year, and...”

“She does have a reason,” Cherise interjected. “She’s been… I don’t know how to say this. Margo was… the shuttle AI, Alex, took her prisoner and was so mean… He did things to her. He… he was crazy, talking about starting a new race of human machines, about taking her babies and…” Cherise’s face began to twitch, unsure of what emotion to show. “It was horrible, he made me beat her and… I didn’t want too, but he made me do it!”

Cherise threw her hands over her face, sniffling, and the man eased forward with a sly grin, protectively wrapping his arm around her shoulder, pulling her into a stiff, yet comforting embrace.

“And there you have it,” he nodded, self-satisfied to Seb. “If what sweet-cheeks here says is true, she has every reason in the world to hate you. The best thing you could do is get her off planet as soon as the next ship arrives, but it won’t be on mine. No way in hell I'm letting that psycho-horse-girl get close to it.” 

Seb raised his hand high above his head, and with a silent command the collection of droids and bots in the clearing began to disband, quietly heading back in the direction of town. Even the joyously erratic flight of the globe-like maintenance bots hovering overhead seemed to slow, becoming solemn, before drifting slowly away. 

“This is an unfortunate situation we find ourselves in, my friends. I would like to give our sentient newcomer the benefit of the doubt, but she has demonstrated extremely hostile behavior thus far. It sickens me to think that one of our kind was responsible for her obvious hatred of artificial life forms.”

“I knew a Margo once, she was my partner, and a damn good pilot. That’s who I thought was on the shuttle along with this little ball of fluff, I was sure of it,” the man said offhandedly, sniffing lightly at Cherise’s hair while his hand slowly drifted down the small of her back. “Guess I was wrong and I’m back to square one again. At least it wasn’t a completely wasted trip on my part. What’s your name, sweet cheeks?”

Cherise suddenly pulled away from him with an exaggerated expression of surprised anger, and her hand flashed through the air, slapping him hard across the cheek. 

“My name’s Cherise, and don’t grab my ass again!”

He slowly rubbed his cheek, while devouring the close proximity of Cherise’s nudity with leering, playful eyes. 

“Anything you say, sweet-cheeks. By the way… It’s obvious you’re a pleasure model based on your registration number. So it’s safe to assume that you’re fully functional, then?”

“If you’re not going to use my name then why did you bother to ask? And yes, I am. Why?”

“No reason, just curious. You know what, Seb? I think your newest member of the colony might need a personal guide to show her the ropes for a while, you know, help her get settled in.”

“I think Cherise will be fine integrating into the community without your kind of demented guidance. I told you when you first landed that you’re welcome to stay as long as you wish, but if you do, your manners are in need of drastic improvement. In the short span of several hours you’ve managed to offend every female droid you’ve encountered, with your unwanted sexual advances. Come along, my dear, you have an entire town to meet after you get settled in to your new home.” 

Seb held out his hand to Cherise and she took it without reservation, beginning the short trek back to town. She glanced over her shoulder, suspiciously eyeing the man who seemed completely focused on the gentle swaying of her hips and ass.

“I’m not sure that I really want to know, but you never told me your name.”

“I knew you’d come around, sweet-cheeks. They always do. The name’s Mark, Captain of the Space Tramp, and I bet you look sexy as hell when you squat and pee.”


Chapter Sixteen

Paradise Falls

The first thing Nathan did upon entering his seldom used home away from home was to place Rhonda, the AI, in standby mode and set everything from the environmental controls to individual room lighting, in manual mode. Even the multitude of relatively mindless bots that diligently followed their simple housekeeping protocols, or saw to the mundane task of human service, were quickly shut down and placed in storage. It would be a cold day in hell before another synthetic would ever get the drop on Nathan Burke again. 

In the meantime, he’d left Snake and Wroth to fend for themselves with a curt, ‘make yourselves at home’. As expected they did exactly that, it was just common sense to a Marine, that in the absence of orders, which is exactly how he’d left them, they’d taken it upon themselves to explore the house and settle in. That was one thing about civilians that had always annoyed Burke; they needed to have their hands held and spoon-fed the obvious in most cases, even if it was about to slap them in the face. 

It was still hard to believe the two of them had hooked up, but the more he thought about it, it actually made sense. It was really no different than Margo and himself. In a strange sort of way they made a perfect, unexpected couple, and dammed if Snake wasn’t starting to act almost ‘normal’, or as normal as someone like her could be. Nathan almost pitied his friend, though; if things did work out between them in the long run, she’d be a handful to deal with even on her best day. If it didn’t… Maybe that’s just what the old man needed right now, someone to kick him in the ass every so often when he strayed too far out of line. 

Nathan leaned back in his chair with a deep breath, bathed lightly in the low intensity glow of a wall-mounted lamp beside his desk. He hit enter on the user interface display, all that was left to do now was wait. He had to wait for the ship to arrive, still surprised that Donovan had agreed so easily to his outlandish request. It wasn’t everyday that you had to come up with a legitimate excuse, and the paper trail to back it, for a classified Fleet sneak ship going through a depot level refit to come up missing for an extended period of time. He had to wait for the rest of the weapons and gear to arrive; again, a small fortune of military contraband courtesy of his brother. He had to wait three more weeks until he could begin his hunt for Margo with an estimated two weeks of transit time. His fist slammed down on the desktop in growing frustration, sending an echoing thump throughout his study. The empty bottle of vitamin-rich fruit and vegetable juice near the edge of the desk teetered precariously for a moment, before tumbling lightly to the floor. 

Recovery was optional, it always had been in Nathan’s case, but the down time would bring him back to full speed before the rescue operation actually began; his strength was slowly returning by the hour, and every hour counted when preparing for battle. The nanites were still working overtime to repair his shattered body, and his lung function was quickly approaching the 60% mark. The internal oxygen storage cell in his chest would continue to make up the difference in the meantime. The integrity of his epidermis was nearly restored along with his body’s natural immune system, and the medication control dispenser compensated accordingly, gradually reducing its steady flow of antibiotics and painkillers. His overall medical condition seemed trivial when compared to Margo’s situation, though. He hadn’t been able to stop thinking about it since it first came to light. The truth of the matter was, she was slowly dying.

If Alex had been correct in his assessment of her condition, and if Nathan understood all of the technical jargon he’d used, Margo would simple cease to exist as who she was in less than a year. The genetic modification, the splicing of Equine DNA with hers, would ultimately change her into something else, no different than in the case of a freakish mutation. Her cellular structure from the ground up was being altered, replaced by whatever this new cellular growth was. When her old cells died, her ‘human’ cells, new ones, inhuman ones, replaced them. The serum Alex was working on was supposed to inhibit, if not drastically slow the process until Nathan could take her to an off world specialist. Of course, Alex had scoffed at the idea, there was no cure, no permanent treatment, or reversal for what had been done to her. There was only the hope of managing it so it didn’t become any worse than it already was. That in itself was bad enough, but when combined with the malfunction in her processor and current mental state… Nathan accessed Margo’s service record, kept on file in the memory core of his control processor. He scrolled through it quickly, opening her classified medical records much as he did one night back on Slave World. Now he viewed it in a new light, and a possibly new understanding.

She’d been diagnosed as Bi-Polar with abnormal brain activity, along with a slew of other psychiatric disorders, with several more developing throughout the course of her career. Alex had surmised that the tampering with her processor, and the long-term effect of the remote on her central nervous system and cerebral tissue, was the result of her recent hostility and behavioral issues. Nathan wasn’t so sure any longer. What if the problem had been there all along? What if she’d been misdiagnosed from the very beginning and the processor and remote were simply catalysts that aggravated the condition? It was obvious from Alex’s medical diagnosis that ‘something’ physical was happening inside her head, a rewiring of synaptic pathways, or possibly a continually worsening condition of neurons simply short-circuiting. Maybe it was a combination of things, the processor, her genetic alteration, and her pregnancy. Nathan couldn’t deny the fact of her psychiatric history and some of her behavior, even after receiving treatment back home, often fluctuating through a wide range of worsening contradictions.

“Dammit,” Nathan growled, easing out of his chair, beginning to pace the room. It was then he realized how horribly he failed the most important mission of his life, how horribly he’d failed the woman he loved. He should have smuggled Margo off of Slave World in the very beginning, regardless of the consequences. He should have destroyed the remote the night Michael was killed. He should have never given in to Margo’s obsession with retrieving her ship. He should have never let his guard down, removing Alex’s security blocks and trusting him to the extent he had. He should have taken Margo someplace she could receive the professional help she needed. He should have been the man that she had always wanted, and none of this would have ever happened.

Nathan clenched his fists, while his simmering anger quickly grew into a desperate need to hit something…hard. He shut off the desk lamp, stalking down the hallway with the intention of doing just that.

***

James lay on his side with an exhausted, yet satisfied grin, slowly stroking Sandy’s sweat-soaked hair. She was face down, sprawled out and dead to the world, while snoring softly. It was no surprise the poor kid was wore out, after a two and a half hour marathon with the ‘Maestro of Flesh’, himself. She never should have said he was full of shit, he’d made her bark this time alright, and beg, and whimper, and every other sound of passion in between. James could honestly say that she was one of the few women he’d ever wanted to pleasure sexually, other than for his own twisted amusement. Maybe this unraveling mystery was what had sucked him in, in the first place.

Wroth had always known there was something different about Sandy, that much was obvious while serving together in Fleet, but he was only now beginning to understand how different she really was. Sandy might have a confident and domineering personality outside of the bedroom, a ball-busting bitch was another way of putting it, but after stepping through the door her smart-mouthed aggressiveness vanished in the blink of an eye. In a way he hadn’t been kidding when he’d said that he’d had better; he literally had to coach her, telling her what, when, and how to do everything to some extent. She’d slowly been improving, but the harsh reality of the situation was that she was still a virtual stranger to a man’s body, and her skills in a sexual sense were nearly childish. For once this didn’t bother James, because he had no expectations from Sandy, other than letting him work his magic on her. And the things he had discovered while doing so… 

The taste of her on his lips in any sense was incredible, and the nearness of her particular scent of femininity made him continually hard. It had to be the way she looked up at him during the act itself and while she came, that made him want to see that expression again and again. Her eyes, wet and fathomless, became an avalanche of emotion. Of course, there was the glow of pleasure resonating through them, but it was almost as if she was surprised or in shock, from what she was experiencing. She didn’t scream, or moan, or make hysterically exaggerated sounds; that came before the fact. She simply froze, locking up, gasping lightly for breath, while staring up at him with the windows to her soul thrown wide open. She was so damn beautiful at that moment, when time seemed to stand still, more so than any other woman he’d ever known.

James quietly slipped from bed trying not to wake her, and the sheets slid after him exposing the lower portion of Sandy’s body. He paused for a moment, eyes locked on her pale ass and the glistening strip of dark pink flesh nestled deep between her thighs. In the past he might have left her that way to enjoy the pornographic aftermath of his latest conquest, but instead he carefully pulled the sheet back into place. Something else he just realized about Sandy was that he respected her as more than just a foul-mouthed, ass-kicking Marine he happened to be screwing at the moment. 

He dressed quickly, putting the same clothes back on he’d been wearing, minus boots and underwear: a light brown Fleet issue tank top undershirt, and an old pair of ‘chameleon’ fatigue pants. They were the same inert, dreary gray, no different than they had been since the day the photo-optic sensor and camouflage program processor had shorted out. He stared at his last item of debate resting in a crumpled pile on the floor beside the rest of Sandy’s discarded clothing; her panties. The fact that she even owned a pair of sexy turquoise low riders, let alone brought them with her, had really thrown James for a loop. Why he picked them up and put them on his head, wearing them like a crown of smut, was an even bigger mystery. Then again, he’d stopped trying to figure out his foolish impulses long ago and just went with the flow.

He gave Sandy one last glance, noticing her flushed and sweaty afterglow, and adjusted the environmental controls by the door. It was nothing that turning the room temp down a few degrees, and getting some fresh airflow going won’t cure. Not that James minded the extra heat at his age, mixed with the tempting odor of lingering sex, but he wanted her to be comfortable while he was gone.

As James retraced his steps back to the main foray, wishing the home had functional AI so he could ask directions, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was wandering aimlessly through a luxurious, perfectly displayed, yet generically furnished open concept hotel. On occasion, he even saw small placards on the walls at intersections, labeling the rooms of individual hallways. Several down one hallway caught his interest, and James followed them, poking his head into a select few with a wily grin and an approving nod. He knew exactly where he was bringing Sandy, after she woke up. 

Nothing James had seen thus far, from the unisex décor and unused furnishings fit the Colonel’s taste, at least from what he knew about him. It wasn’t until he passed through a more conventional sized kitchen with an adjoining living room and office that signs of personalized occupation began to appear. The door to one of the rooms down a hallway stood open, echoing with loud aggressive music, and was underscored by a muted thumping that held an irregular cadence all its own. The bold, factory production red and white sign stopped him at the threshold of the hallway no different than if he slammed face first into a shield barrier.

‘Warning. This facility is protected by Vanguard Security Inc. The use of deadly force without further notification has been authorized for unlawful trespassing.’

There wasn’t a doubt in Wroth’s mind any longer, that he’d found the Colonel’s inner sanctum.

“Colonel!” Wroth tried yelling over the music. He cupped his hands around his mouth, taking a deep, lung-filling breath that would lower his voice to the equivalent of parade ground thunder. “Colonel Burke! It’s Wroth!”

The music ceased abruptly after.

“What do you want? I’m busy.”

“I wanted to talk to you about a few things; is it safe to proceed?”

There was silence for several long heartbeats, long enough that Wroth began to wonder if he was being ignored. He was about to call out again, when Burke finally answered him. 

“Come on back.” 

James couldn’t help but pause and look at the various graphic art moments of Marine Corps history lining both sides of the hallway’s length, dating back to its birth at Tun Tavern in 1775. There were renditions of the storming of the Imperial Palace in Tripoli during the Barbary Pirates War, the battle of Chapultepec during the Mexican American War, and the battle of Belleau Wood where the Marines had earned the nickname of ‘Devil Dogs’ during Earth’s First World War. The center point of the scene was of a rough and defiant looking Gunnery Sergeant leading an infantry charge, yelling over his shoulder while pointing his rifle at the German held trenches. Below the painting, in stylized scrip, his immortalized words would be remembered forever. 

“Come on you sons of bitches! Do you want to live forever?” 

The next two were from Earth’s Second World War, the battle of Tarawa and the immortal flag rising on Mt. Surabatchi on Iwo Jima. The next that followed was from what had come to be known as the Forgotten War in Korea, the bloody battle of the Chosin Reservoir. The Siege of Khe Sanh was followed by portraits of the amphibious assault on Taiwan and Pyongyang, and the post nuclear humanitarian mission in South Korea during Earth’s third and final World War. There was even one representing the single shining moment during a thirty year block of humility when the United Nation’s Army was formed, and the Marine Corps was virtually disbanded except for a few ceremonial regiments. All that changed with Earth’s first alien contact, Promixia Centauri, and subsequently Earth’s ‘First Interstellar War’ against an alien species. The Multi-National Marine Corps lived again as independent regiments within The Terran Defense Force for nearly seventy-five years, before finally finding a home as the combative branch of The Combined Fleet of Man, simply known as Fleet Strike. 

While quickly taking in a proud and well known glimpse of Fleet Strike history, Wroth passed a darkened bedroom, the heavy security door to a secured arms locker, and what had to be the Colonel’s office. Hanging beside it was a life-size portrait of the legendary Lt. General Lewis Burwell ‘Chesty’ Puller, the most decorated Marine in history. 

The athletic center at the end of the hallway was by far the most spacious and outfitted of the rooms he’d seen in this part of the house, but that was no surprise; the Colonel had always had a fanatical obsession with physical fitness. What did take him by surprise was the horror show in the far corner of the room; there was blood everywhere. 

Burke was dressed in a pair of exercise shorts, low cut traction slippers, and knuckle-padded leather gloves, while pacing aggressively around a large gravity punching bag suspended between the floor and ceiling by invisible magnetic ties. It was the kind used in Fleet Strike for augmented troops; the more force exerted against it, the greater the resistance became and its once off-white synthetic canvas cover was nothing but gory swatches and vaguely fist-like explosions of crimson. The twelve-foot square padded mat beneath it wasn’t much better, dotted with random droplets of smeared blood and footprints. Even the two large wall-mounted mirrors that faced outward, joining at the corner, bore numerous speckles and streaks of red. Burke was the source of all of it, he was soaked in a glistening hue of bloody sweat from the shoulders down. Much of it seeped from reopened wounds and splits in newly re-grown, yet thin skin. It was his hands, elbows, knees, and feet, all points of violent impact that bore the worst damage. 

“Goddamn, Colonel… What are you trying to do, end up back on the slab again?”

Burke ignored him, focused solely on his prey. He lashed out with a flurry of blinding punches that sent a score of echoing thumps and whoosh’s of air from the bag reverberating throughout the room. The bag barely moved under an assault that would pulverize bone.

He lunged forward suddenly, grappling with his opponent. His left elbow swung in a wide horizontal arc, viciously hammering the bag at head level, followed by several lunging knee strikes on what would be the lower ribs of a human target. All Fleet Strike personnel were highly trained in mixed martial arts and close combat hand to hand, and Wroth remembered now that the Colonel’s method of choice had always been a form of Asian kickboxing. 

“Colonel?”

“What!” Burke gave the bag a parting snap kick and took several steps in Wroth’s direction like an enraged bull. “What the hell is so damn important that it can’t wait until I’m done with my workout?”

James Wroth tended to have a sarcastically confident, passive-aggressive personality during personal confrontations, that could bring even the most calm and even-tempered person to a blinding fit of madness in a matter of minutes. Just ask any of his ex-wives. This wouldn’t be the first time he’d gone toe to toe with Burke over the years either, and he was pleased to say that he usually won those arguments, at least until Burke pulled rank on him. Wroth took a deep breath and lowered his voice, settling on the middle ground between respect, and you can go fuck yourself for all I care. 

“If you have a problem with something I’ve done, then fine; I’ll take my ass-chewing and move out smartly, but I’m not your whipping boy just because you’re pissed at the world at the moment.” Burke clenched his fists, bristling at the comment that he knew was true. “Look,” Wroth continued soothingly. “I know you’re worried about Margo and it’s eating you up inside, but beating yourself to a pulp isn’t going to help her one bit. She’s a strong woman, she’ll make it though this, but at the rate you’re going even your nanites and RBC/plasma replicator are going to have a hard time keeping up with the blood loss. Looks like a damn slaughter house in here.”

Burke’s features grew soft and his shoulders slumped with an exhausted breath. “It’s more than that, Jimmy. God help me, but I wish all she had to deal with was being sexually abused.” Wroth took a seat on a nearby workout bench, waiting, and Burke paused for a moment, still reluctant to divulge the hidden and somewhat embarrassing truth about Margo. “There’s a lot going on you don’t know about, and she’s not the same woman you remember.”

“I thought my days of being a mushroom were over when I left Fleet; kept in the dark and fed shit all the time. To be honest, you’ve been pretty tight-lipped about everything thus far and that’s fine, but the clock is ticking, and keeping information to yourself, especially if its mission related puts everyone at risk. That’s where unnecessary casualties are born, you know that.” Wroth put his hand on Burke’s shoulder in a comforting and reassuring way. “We’re all in this one together, so don’t clam up on me.”

Burke closed his eyes, nodding hesitantly. “Later. I’m going to grab a shower and a few hours of sleep first. Why don’t you and Snake come by at 1900 tonight for a working dinner and I’ll fill you in on Margo’s condition as well.”

Wroth nodded with a smile, patting his friend on the shoulder one last time before standing.

“Sounds like a plan, Colonel.” Wroth turned to leave, pausing thoughtfully. “You have any fresh food?”

“No.” Burke frowned with a puzzled expression. “But we can order out for some. Why?”

“Since you’re footing the bill on this one, I just thought I’d whip us up a meal from scratch is all. Nothing fancy, though.”

Burke stood with a chuckle, beginning to strip off his blood-soaked gloves and clothing, tossing them heavily into a nearby bin.

“You actually know how to cook? I find that hard to believe. What are you trying to do, make yourself respectable after all these years?”

“Hell no! I’ve just never liked eating pre-packed meals and replicator food. It’s a well know fact it causes impotence.” 

“Damn, I haven’t heard that one in a while, that rumor hasn’t been active for decades. And let me guess, you still believe they put saltpeter in the Mess Hall food, right?”

“Sure as shit,” Wroth called over his shoulder as he left the room. “And it’s never wise to tempt fate when you’re my age. Any day on the right side of the grass is a good day, and I plan on spending every last minute I’ve got left with Sandy,” he ended so softly, that without enhanced hearing it would have gone unnoticed.

***

Even if James hadn’t left the sweetest note on the table beside the bed, the kitchen wasn’t hard to find. All Sandy had to do was follow her nose, dressed only in a rosy smile, tussled bedroom hair, and one of his loose fitting tee shirts that ended at her knees. On a whim, she lifted it to her nose, smelling him, in fact. What was it about wearing his shirt that she found sexy, or the fact of being attracted to a man so much taller than herself for a change? They were only two of the things she’d recently discovered about the woman that James was helping her become again.

Sandy continued to pad silently on guard though the seemingly empty home, attentive and focused despite her lingering dream-like state of amazing sex. It was a force of habit that time couldn’t break, no matter how safe her surroundings appeared to be. Every corner hid the potential of an assailant just out of sight, and open stretches in every room were now cataloged as dangerous crossing points. The warm smell of cooking food laced heavily with garlic continued to grow stronger in her imaginary world of kill or be killed.

James was standing in front of a conventional cooking stove with his back to her, laboring over several simmering pots. She watched him for several moments as he deftly moved from one to another, stirring hastily but with deliberate purpose, then to a chopping block on the counter to continue his work on a fresh garden salad. Like most people, she’d never learned to cook, at least not going back to the basics like this, and to watch someone actually do it was awe inspiring in a simplistic sort of way. It was one rare skill in today’s world that she would have never imagined James having, but then again, she was learning there was a lot more to him than meets the eye.

Sandy began to creep towards him with a mischievous grin, planning a sneak attack on his sides, but paused, thinking better of it. Sometimes surprising a vet with a knife in their hand wasn’t the smartest thing to do. She announced her presence from a safe distance, intentionally passive, before continuing forward.

“Hey.”

James’ head snapped around, so engrossed with cooking that it was painfully obvious he hadn’t heard Sandy enter the kitchen. His surprise faded and he turning back to chopping an onion to shreds.

“Well if it isn’t sleepy head. About time you drug your lazy butt out of the rack.”

Sandy glided up behind him, wrapping her arms about his waist, and laid her head in the middle of his back.

“I haven’t slept like that since shore leave after Prime Rose.”

The knife in James’ hand slowed thoughtfully. 

“Sorry. I know that was a rough one for you.”

“Sorry for what?”

“Well… for one, I approved the final mission planning, and two, I’m the one who recommended you to the Colonel for that operation.”

“Oh,” Sandy said hauntingly, lost in the past for a moment. “Shit happens. Better me than someone else from the Recon Platoon. They wouldn’t have lasted a week, let alone a month on that arctic hell-hole.”

“I know, but either way I’m sorry for dropping you into that mess with such piss-poor support. The S2 shop really dropped the ball on that one, and you had to pay the price for it.”

Sandy sensed the chilling mood change coming over the both of them, and this wasn’t the time or place for renewed regrets or memories that were best left buried and forgotten.

“I didn’t know you could cook.” Her tone was intentionally cheerful now, as she peered around James at the array of food being prepared. “What are we having? Spaghetti?”

“You got it, sport, along with homemade meatballs, garlic bread, and a side salad. The secret to good spaghetti is the sauce, and this is a world famous recipe handed down through the generations. Learned if from my Dad, and he learned it from his dad before him, and so on. Cooking runs in my family, sort of a tradition among the men, so you can imagine the shock when I went into computers instead of following in the old man’s footsteps.”

“Is that real beef? Smells like it,” Sandy whispered, eyeing the large pan filled with meticulously rounded balls, frying in crackling grease. “Damn, how much did all this cost you?”

“It is, and nothing. Used some business accounts the Colonel had for it. Total came to a hair over ten thousand. Fresh veggies aren’t cheap either, especially when you have everything express delivered.”

“So you come from a family of culinary experts, what other deep, dark secrets are you keeping from me?” Sandy asked playfully, pushing her fingertips beneath the hem of his pants, teasing the top of his pubic hair. 

“You mean besides the fact I like giving hard anal?”

Sandy felt her cheeks grow hot, and she bit her lip to keep from grinning like a slutty fool. In the past, she would have never imagined doing something like that, let alone enjoying it.

“I kind of figured that one out on my own.”

Sandy turned with a scowl, drifting slightly away from James when Burke entered the kitchen dressed in a raggedy white tee-shirt with the sleeves cut off, shorts, and a pair of leather sandals.

“Damn, that smells good, Jimmy. Knew there was a reason I kept you around.”

“It sure wasn’t for my shining personality. By the way, it’s almost done.”

“I thought we were having dinner?” Sandy asked softly, glancing between James and Burke. 

“We are, I said it was almost done.” James removed the steaming pot of pasta and poured it into the waiting strainer in the sink, rinsing it in hot water. “All we’re waiting on is the garlic bread, just a few more minutes.”

“No, I thought we were having dinner. Alone. Just the two of us.” 

Burke took a seat at the table and slid a cigarette from the pack lying in front of him. He silently studied Sandy through the flame of his lighter, blowing out a plume of smoke with an air of indifference. 

“I take it you didn’t get the word, Snake. This is a working meal – pre-mission briefing – not a night out on the town.” 

Sandy balled her right fist, snarling. “No, Colonel Sir, I didn’t get the word.” 

The spell of looming hostility between Sandy and Burke was broken when James hastily stepped between them, setting a heaping plate in front of Burke. “Here, eat up. Why don’t you go get dressed while I get yours ready, Sandy?” 

Sandy’s jaw clenched, belying the fact she wanted to say more, but in the end she quietly slipped into the nearest empty chair. She shifted awkwardly, pulling the tails of James’ shirt under her tacky rump, suddenly aware of her lightly veiled nudity. Sandy kept her eyes downcast as Burke slid his plate of food across the table to her.

“Thank you,” she mumbled curtly, eyeing what would undoubtedly be the best meal she’d had in years. Too bad it wouldn’t be a romantic one alone with James, as she’d first thought.

“Suit yourself, sport. Just thought you’d want to get cleaned up first is all. Yours is coming right up, Colonel.”

“Thanks, Jimmy. Guess I’ll get things started, then.” A CGI timetable appeared at the far end of the table, scrolling downward. “We will depart no later than 2230 on the 10th and rendezvous with the stealth scout, Paul Bailey, in near orbit. Location to be determined, they will transmit a homing beacon to us directly once we’re on station, at which time we will close on their location for transfer. Here is where things get tricky, there is no room for error or it jeopardizes the entire mission. Everyone needs to be suited up and ready to move on my signal. Snake, just before the umbilicus is secure, I need you to transmit a distress message to Paradise Falls Port Control, it doesn’t have to be specific, just sound hysterical like it’s a near catastrophic problem, then kill the power, shut it all down. I’ll be stationed at the airlock on the manual controls ready to open the hatch after we get a clean seal on the hook up.”

Sandy nodded, mumbling through a mouth full of garlic bread. “Play the dingy, panicked female that’s about to die, then shut down. Got it.”

James placed a plate of food a and bowl of salad in front of Burke. 

“Spoofing the planetary sensor grid before transfer? Smart move. They’ll be able to pick up the scout when they drop their ECM cloak.”

“Correct. After the crew of the scout, Burke Industry employees, detect our shuttle going dead they will detonate a board band EMP pulse and launch several spoofer drones that should temporarily blind the planetary sensors while we make the transfer. They will then lower their shields and make connection.”

“Doesn’t leave us much of a window before their eyes clear, Colonel,” James said thoughtfully worried as he took his seat and skewered a meatball covered in sauce, lifting it to his mouth. “Four minutes if I remember correctly.”

“We’re doing it in three to be on the safe side, so everyone needs to be on the bounce. Snake, you’re the first through the chute, then the crew from the scout. Jimmy and I will follow with the gear and secure the hatch behind us and retract the umbilicus. Just head straight for the cockpit, nothing fancy, and get us a safe distance from the shuttle and raise the shields before they can get a visual on us. Average response time for a planetary rescue ship is just over five minutes, so that gives us some breathing room to distance ourselves.”

“You seem to forget,” Sandy chuckled sarcastically, “that I’ve never piloted anything like this before, Colonel Sir. I don’t have the first clue...”

“The scout AI will be on standby and awaiting orders, just tell it what to do until we’re safely away, and then we can deactivate that son of a bitch. You’ll be taking it manual from there.”

Sandy shrugged, turning back to her food.

“Works for me.”

“Can we trust a couple of civilian contractors to be Johnny on the spot? This has to go flawlessly.” James leaned back in his chair, wiping his mouth, taking a drink of red wine. “Not to mention keeping their mouths shut afterwards.” 

“I’ve been assured they’re trustworthy, and they are being well paid for their part in this. I have been in contact with them already and they at least sound competent. Not saying I like the situation, but we really don’t have a choice in the matter.” 

“So we have to trust people who are being paid by someone you don’t trust? Excuse me for saying so, Colonel, but this part of your plan sucks donkey balls.”

“Yeah it does, Jimmy, but it’s our only option at this point. Trust me when I say I’ve thought long and hard about this. Donovan has never been the cooperative type before, especially about something like this. I’m not sure what he has up his sleeve, but we need to stay sharp and keep our eyes open.” Burke paused, choosing not to voice his personal fears on the situation. He knew Donovan all too well, and everything he did was for a specific reason that benefited only one person – himself.. “Any questions on this phase of the plan? No? All right then, on to phase two.

“From the McGaavin system we’ll proceed to Tallin. Our start point will be the last known coordinates of the shuttle, correct me if I’m wrong, Jimmy, but we should be able to pick up the magnetic anomaly of an uncharted jump point if we’re close enough, correct?”

“Sure,” James shrugged. “No problem with the sensors on a scout ship, as long as we’re within a thousand kilometers of it.”

“Good,” Burke nodded. “That gives us a start and end point for a jump, I still have a firm lock on the tracing beacon of my shuttle and it’s been stationary for the last several hours. Wherever Alex went he’s there now, and that’s where we need to be. Comments?”

“Pig-shit.” Sandy noisily dropped her folk, and took a long pull from her glass of wine. “We’re going to be making a jump through a dirty, uncharted corridor, to an unknown destination half-way across the universe, based off a transponder beacon, that’s your plan? It’s pig-shit.”

“You know something, Snake? If you put half as much time and effort into finding a solution to a problem as you do bitching about it, you might not have killed all those colonists on Meridia. Your thoughts on this, James?”

Sandy sat stunned, blinking stupidly at Burke from across the table after his stinging comment. When James spoke his voice blurred into the background, drowning beneath the pounding blood and rage surging through her like a firestorm. 

“In theory it should work, so long as we don’t run into anything while in jump space. The odds are against it, but if we do, it’s over. As for coming out on the other side, that might be a little trickier. We don’t know the exact location of your beacon, if it’s planet side we would have to compensate so we come out of the corridor a safe distance away. Say, three to four hundred thousand kilometers.” 

James turned back to his food, glancing up at Sandy over his fork of pasta, and saw the expression on her face. The thought of, ‘oh shit’, barely had time to register before she lunged at Burke across the table with the speed and grace of a striking cobra.

There was a localized explosion of expensive dinnerware and food as she slid across the table colliding with Burke. Despite readying himself to receive her impromptu attack at the last moment, Sandy’s momentum carried her forward into his arms and they both toppled over in a tangled continuation of destruction. 

“Son of a bitch! I’ll kill you!” 

Sandy’s hands sought wildly in the fray for a weakness, first Burke’s neck and then his eyes, while he fought desperately to restrain her and protect what vital areas he could without causing any bodily harm in the process.

“Sandy! No!” 

James was on his feet, trying to work close enough to the ongoing struggle without actually getting caught up in the middle of it.

“Get her off me, Jimmy!”

“I’m trying, dammit!”

Sandy had almost managed to work herself into a sitting position atop Burke, and used it to take a rapid swing at his face. Her enhancements might be downgraded, but if she connected it would still cause extensive damage, instead of the bone-crushing effect that it would have on a normal person. Fortunately James managed to catch a brief hold on her upper arm in the downward swing, deflecting it enough that her nails raked across his cheek leaving two bloody furrow in their wake.

“That’s enough, Sandy! Stand down,” James shouted, finally getting a firm hold of her shirt, yanking her backwards in a flailing mess.

“Let go of me, dammit!” Sandy stumbled to her feet, pulling against the restraining grip on both her upper arms from behind. “They were goddamn rebel sympathizers, and he knows it! I was only following orders – his orders – and no one had my back during the court marshal! I did jail time because of you!”

Burke was on his feet in an instant, seething with clenched fists and a trickle of blood running down his cheek, barely containing his anger.

“Get her out of here, Jimmy,” Burke hissed through clenched teeth, “before I forget we’re both on the same side.”

“I’m on it, boss!” 

James carefully manhandled Sandy from the room by sheer size alone with a bear hug, while she squirmed frantically to break free of his grip.

“I’m going to kick your fucking ass, you aristocrat prick! Let me go, dammit!”

Sandy’s screeching vehemence faded down the hallway, while Burke took deep, calming breaths that caused his nostrils to flare aggressively. He’d long had his doubts about hiring her for a mission this important, and he regretted the fact now more than ever. Getting rid of her was out of the question, he still needed her, or at least a competent body, and Burke wasn’t so sure any longer which way James would go on the matter. How he put up with her psychotic episodes was beyond him. Granted, that had been a cheap shot on his part that had set her off, but respect was a two way street, and he had no respect for a person who didn’t show respect in kind. She also seemed to forget the fact that it had been his intervention on her behalf with the Judge Advocate’s Office that staved off the death penalty, and she had only served six months of a life sentence of hard labor.

Burke shook his head surveying the mess of a ruined meal, and partially destroyed kitchen. He began the time consuming chore of cleaning up, momentarily regretting his decision to deactivate all of the housekeeping bots. This was not turning out to be a good day, not in the least.

***

Sandy had stopped cursing and struggling for the most part, resigned to her ignoble situation by the time James entered their room. The door slid shut noiselessly behind them and he lowered her to her feet, releasing his death hold on her. She immediately shrugged her shoulders working out the kinks, painfully massaging her breasts.

“You ass-hat. Who do you think you are hauling me around like a piece of luggage? Not to mention you were crushing the hell out of my tits.”

James crossed his arms, staring down at her with his best impersonation of an adult scolding a child after a temper tantrum.

“Are you done?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means exactly that. Are you done?”

Sandy paused, searching his eyes, looking for the hidden meaning of his question that held numerous answers. There was something in his expression and the tone of his voice that made her feel uneasy, if not embarrassed for her outburst in the kitchen. It made her want to put a five-knuckle kiss across his mouth, then leap into his arms to be held and loved. She wanted to kick him in the balls, then drop to her knees kissing them. She wanted to tell James to fuck off, to pack her bags and put the last weeks behind her forever, yet she wasn’t sure if she could continue living without him any longer. In the end she simply turned away and hung her head.

“Yeah, I’m done.” That’s when the first sniffle started, like a slight crack in an impenetrable wall that cascaded into a crumbling tremor of tears.

James’ expression softened, and he slipped up behind her placing his hands on her shoulders, leaning in close to her ear, taking a deep breath of her outpouring soul.

“You can’t fight the entire universe, Sandy, because you’re going to lose. Tell you what, why don’t you be a good girl and go take a shower, get your head straight again. Okay?”

“Don’t call me that. I won’t be anyone’s good girl again.”

James sensed something in her coming to a head; something buried deep that strove to break free of her wavering composure. For once in his life he listened to his better judgment, biting back a humorous or sarcastic reply. Instead he pulled her closer, brushing aside her hair to expose a tear-streaked cheek.

“Why can’t you be a good girl? Tell me.”

In a flash of agony the memories came crashing back, as if it had just happened. Things that had been locked away and hidden for so many years became the current reality in the filthy shadows of Sandy’s mind, their mocking voices and laughter. The way they smelled, reeking of alcohol and body odor. The way their hands felt on her, violating her long-lost innocence in ways she didn’t even understand at the time. She could feel the pain of them inside her, leering down at her, enjoying that pain. She’d never spoken of it, denying that any of it had even happened, even to herself. Until now. 

“Because,” Sandy took a labored breath, barely able to speak. “Good girls are taken advantage of because they’re gullible and weak. Good girls do what they’re told, because they’re afraid of getting hurt and what other people will think of them. Because good girls are anything but good.” 

“I don’t understand,” James asked softly, truly at a loss. 

“There were three of them, sometimes more, but always those three.” She turned in place, still in his arms, looking up at him through red, blurry eyes filled with shame and hate. “I was their good girl for nearly a month, every day, until one day I wasn’t afraid of them any longer.” 

Sandy pulled away from James, and he reluctantly let her go. She turned her back to him several steps away, wrapping her arms about herself in a comforting, self-embrace while rocking back and forth slightly on the balls of her feet. Her tears gradually diminished with the return of fragile self-control and her tone changed, taking on the monotone enthusiasm of a walking corpse.

“I can’t even imagine what you must think of me now; how dirty and polluted you must think I am.”

James took a reluctant step in her direction, almost reaching for her, but didn’t. His mind began to wander, reading between the lines of her hinting comments, realizing the true horror hidden beneath them. It was a rare moment in his life when he was left speechless, feeling emotions that ranged from sympathy, to animalistic fury. He wanted to say so much to her, but nothing seemed adequate to ease her pain.

“It wasn’t your fault.”

“Of course, it was, I let myself be their victim and never said a word to anyone about what was happening, not even after I cut their throats one night after they passed out. I didn’t want people to look at me differently. I didn’t want people to know what a truly repulsive woman I’d become.” 

“Sandy…” 

“I want to be alone for a little while.”

“Sandy, please. You shouldn’t be alone right now.”

There was a noticeable pause that hung heavy in the air between them, before Sandy slowly turned her head, glancing briefly at him out of the corner of her eye.

“Go, I’ll be fine. I just need some time is all.”

Accepting her forced isolation was one of the hardest things James had ever done, but then again, maybe some time alone was just what she needed to sort things out in her head.

“Take as long as you need, and when you’re ready, I’ll be waiting for you in the kitchen.”

“James? Thank you, for everything. You don’t know how much your kindness has meant to me.”

When James entered the kitchen a few minutes later, deep in troubled thought, Burke was in the process of cleaning up the scattered mess, and he joined him without a word, working in silence. Ten minutes later the kitchen had returned to some semblance of normalcy. 

Burke poured himself a cup of coffee and sat back down at the table, lighting a cigarette. 

“You want another plate?”

Burke shook his head no.

“Suit yourself, but I’m hungry.”

“Two things you’ve always been able to do, Jimmy; eat and sleep without missing a beat. How is she?”

James returned to his seat with a plate of lukewarm food, staring down at it, picking at it with his fork. He shrugged after a few moments, shaking his head.

“I don’t know, Colonel. I’m worried about her.”

“She’ll be fine,” Burke said indifferently. “Remember this is Snake we’re talking about. She’s a survivor. always has been.”

James almost let his callous comment fall to the wayside, and in the past he would have, but not any longer. 

“You better check fire, Colonel. I could say the same thing about Margo.”

Burke took a long pull of his cigarette, sitting up a little straighter, matching James’ glare from across the table.

“Point taken,” Burke replied coldly. “But she’s become a liability to the mission at this point, and I won’t let anything jeopardize it, not even her. I might be able to get Martinez in time,” Burke said thoughtfully. “He was my second choice.”

“If Sandy goes, I go.”

The room grew so quiet, so suddenly, that you could have heard a pin drop.

“You surprise me.” Burke stubbed out his smoke, cautiously eyeing James. “First time I think I’ve ever heard you give me an ultimatum like that before. You mean it?”

“Yes, Nathan, I do. You’re my best friend, and I would take a bullet for you in a heartbeat, but you don’t know what she’s been through. I can't leave her. Not now, not like this. I’m sorry, and if there was any other way…”

“I know exactly what she’s been through, and figured the rest out on my own.” Burke took a deep breath, staring up at the ceiling with a resigned expression, speaking as if reciting a well-rehearsed script. “She was forcibly uprooted from her home on Earth at the age of 12 along with her family and four hundred other families by the Population Authority’s Relocation Program. She spent her 13th birthday in the cargo hold of a Star Drop Colonial transport ship, an LLC of non-other than Burke Industries. The planet they were bound for was KS-433, but the survey team and the colony’s advanced party six months ahead of the main ship gave it the official name of Hadean II. It barely met the minimum requirements for a safe, inhabitable site.”

Burke paused, looking at James, trying to decipher his mixed expression. The outcome of this entire discussion wasn’t going to be pretty given the recent turn of events, but it was time to clear the air, and let James in on the truth. 

“The survey team had detected what appeared to be large deposits of several precious metals, and that was the motivating force behind the decision to colonize a rock that was scarce of water and nearly devoid of natural vegetation and wildlife. KS-433 had erratic and violent temperature swings with accompanying weather patterns, and the indigenous population, a race of primitive subterranean quadrupeds, was immediately hostile towards human occupation. One year after the colony was established, Star Drop Colonial, or Burke Industries depending how you want to look at it, pulled the colony’s charter, it wasn’t profitable in the long run. The indigs refused to communicate peaceably and were resisting human expansion more staunchly than anyone expected. Security and terra-forming costs skyrocketed, and the expected mineral deposits proved to be a bust, nothing but sub-surface veins.”

James shook his head in disbelief. “Your brother is a real cocksucker, you know that? I assume you didn’t know about their charter being revoked?”

“Of course, it was Donovan, and I didn’t have a clue at the time. To be honest, I had no reason to care. I was just about to graduate from Officer’s Academy and already had orders assigning me to my first combat command. I doubt it was anything more than a fleeting decision on his part after reviewing pre-prepared reports on the colony’s status. Hell, it was just a minor crisis in his big world that he might not even have known about until after the fact. Either way, Snake has always blamed me personally for what happened to her, growing up in that hell-hole, after being assigned under my command.” Burke took another deep breath, resigned to see this through to the end. “That’s just the tip of the iceberg. Everything I’ve said thus far is a matter of public record if you go looking, but there’s more.

“After the money dried up and the independent and corporate owned security forces were withdrawn, the colony fell into disarray and nothing short of war-torn anarchy ensued over the next four years. Seventy five percent of the colony’s initial population was killed in a civil war, with three groups vying for power, fighting over supplies, while fending off attacks by the indigs. Snake’s psych eval indicates there is a 90% probability that she was sexually assaulted on multiple occasions while in her mid teens, as all this was going on. She also lost several close family members and loved ones as a result of the fighting, while being baptized in blood as nothing more than a child soldier. There wasn’t much left of the colony by the time the Federation relief force arrived with a Regular Army detachment to quell the indig’s and restore order.”

“Goddamn you…” James hissed vehemently. “You knew all this and never said a word to me?”

“It was personal information, classified, and I respect that privacy. If she had wanted you to know—”

“She did tell me, just a little while ago! And since we’re in the middle of soul baring session,” James’ voice dropped to a harsh whisper, “I want to know what the hell really happened on Meridia. Sandy said she was following your orders, is it true?”

“You don’t want to know, Jimmy, trust me.”

“Yes I do, dammit!”

Movement out of the corner of his eye caught Burke’s attention, and his face dropped in momentary shock. James turned in his seat, drawn by his unexpected reaction.

Sandy stood just inside the kitchen with red puffy eyes, deathly pale, naked and soaking wet. Her arms were outstretched, slashed vertically from the inside of her elbows to her palms. Rivers of blood ran down them in thick, dark trails becoming a watery bath pooling at her feet.

“James? I’m sorry. I… I didn’t know what else to do.”

Burke sprang to his feet just as Sandy’s eyes started to roll back in her head. She wavered unsteadily for a moment, before falling unconscious into his arms.


Chapter Seventeen

The room was cool and smelled lightly of purified air and disinfectant. James sat on a stool beside the hospital style bed, head downcast, holding Sandy’s hand. His sagging eyelids fluttered, fighting sleep and emotional fatigue as he had for the last several hours while maintaining a silent vigil at her side. He glanced up at her vitals display on the monitor above the bed, satisfied all was well, lowering his head again. All he wanted her to do was to wake up so he could hold her and tell her everything would be fine. 

The immediate threat had passed. Sandy would live and make a full physical recovery, but if it hadn’t been for the Colonel’s quick reactions and the fact that he had a fully stocked medical bay in his wing of the house, it would have been a much different story. She had been within minutes of bleeding out and Nathan had saved her, while he’d simply froze up like a cherry recruit after their first exposure to the grizzly business of war. 

“Talk about falling short at the moment of truth,” James said softly, shaking his head in disgust. It’s so much different when it’s someone you love.

Light footfalls from behind drew closer, stopping at the entrance to the medical bay. An annoying, snapping crunch cut the dreary mood of the room grating on James’ frayed nerves. 

“How’s she doing?” Nathan asked through a mouthful of apple.

“Fine, wounds look good. No permanent nerve or tendon damage.” He glanced down at her closest forearm covered in transparent syntha-flesh. The scars had already faded to the point of erratic, soft pink lines against her pale skin. In a month the casual observer wouldn’t even be able to tell they’d been laid open to the bone.”

“You need to get some sleep, Jimmy. I’ll sit with her for awhile.”

“No, I won’t leave her. I need to be here when she wakes up.” 

Nathan placed his hand on his friend’s shoulder, patting it lightly.

“There’s nothing you can do for her, but you on the other hand need to get some rest. Go,” Nathan continued with an air of authority in his voice. “That’s an order.”

“With all due respect, Colonel, not just no, but hell no. I left her alone and… This is my fault. I should have known better, and I almost lost her because of it.” James looked back at Nathan with a pained expression, caught in a hopeless situation between love and friendship. “She needs me now more than ever.”

Nathan nodded sympathetically.

“I figured you might say that. It’s all right, I understand.” Nathan turned and paused, lowering his head, regretting his next words and the effect it would have on James. “Plans have changed, I’m leaving in the morning, but you and Snake are welcome to stay here as long as you like.”

“Damn, you don’t waste any time, do you? Nathan, I’m...”

“Don’t say it; you have nothing to be sorry about. A man has to do what he feels is right. That’s all anyone can do.”

“Thank you, Nathan. That means a lot.”

“If you need anything or her situation changes before I leave, just beep me. I’ll be in my office.”

“You still trying to get through to your sister?” James asked in honest concern. 

“Yeah. Local weather says they’re experiencing an extended period of solar flare activity again, and all outer system transmissions are spotty at best. The thing is, I was able to get through to an old friend of mine in Port City, twice, and the interference shouldn’t be bad enough to keep me from contacting the ranch. I’m going to try again in a little while, but something’s wrong- I can feel it.”

“Tell you what, in a day or so when Sandy is feeling better, she and I will head that way and check it out. We’ll keep an eye on your sister until you get back.”

“Thanks,” Nathan smiled back at him. “I appreciate that. I shouldn’t be long, with transit time a month at most.”

“Are you sure you can handle this one on your own? Maybe you should call Martinez in for some extra firepower, and who’s going to pilot the ship?”

“No time,” Nathan shrugged unconcerned. “And I’ve already talked to the techs on the shuttle. They’re en route as we speak and will upload the coordinates in the autopilot before we make the switch. Worse comes to worse, I still have the AI to fall back on. A man has to do what a man has to do, right?”

“Goddamn, Colonel… if there was any other way… I hate running out on you like this.”

“You’re not.” Nathan turned to leave and took another bite of apple. “You just take care of Snake, finding that special someone is a once in a lifetime thing, and you have yours right in front of you. See you soon, Jimmy.”

“Drinks are on me when you get back.”

“Damn right they are.”

James’ eyes began to drift closed again, returning to his vigil. He couldn’t shake the feeling of being a shit-heel no matter what Nathan said, he was abandoning him in a crucial moment of need and they both knew it.

“You’re a stubborn old goat, you know that?”

The soft whisper of Sandy’s voice sounded dream-like, floating delicately around his fading senses.

“That I am, kiddo, and proud of it,” he chuckled lightly, just before his eyes snapped open, and he nearly fell out of his chair. “You’re awake!”

Her eyes were cracked open, shining up at him from a colorless face. The blanket covering her to just above the top of her breasts rose with a deep breath. 

“What do you expect, the way Burke was munching on that damn apple like a cow. It could wake the dead.”

“Cows don’t eat apples, they chew cud, but that’s beside the point.” James sat up, sliding closer to Sandy, gripping her hand tighter with a solemn expression. “You shouldn’t say things like that. What were you thinking? I almost lost you.”

Sandy pinched her eyes shut, straining with all her might. As hard as she tried, and as much as she prayed, the re-awoken shame and humiliation of being repeatedly used as a pass around girl swirled perversely behind her eyes, very much real and disgustingly vibrant.

“I’m ruined… no one will ever want me again,” Sandy mouthed silently, afraid to open her eyes and look James in the face. “How could you mean what you said to Burke,” she continued aloud. “How could you, after knowing the truth?”

“Of course, I meant it! I’m here, aren’t I?”

Sandy took another deep breath, forcing herself to speak. “Stop patronizing me- I know how filthy I am. I tried to wash it away, but couldn’t. It’s still there, slithering through me, on me, I can feel it, and it won’t go away. It never will. That’s why I got my knife, I knew the blood would make me clean again.”

“Stop it, right goddamn now,” James said harshly reaching for her cheek. “Look at me.”

Sandy shied away from his touch, rolling over. 

“No. Just leave me alone. Can’t you understand why I have to do it? I just want to die clean and be done with it once and for all. After I’m gone, no one will even know the difference.”

James was beside himself with grief, he’d never seen her act this way, so broken and hopeless, lost in the turmoil of her recreated horror. This was so unlike the strong woman he knew her to be. Then it came to him, so obviously clear now that he felt stupid for not realizing it sooner. Sandy had never actually faced the events of her past head on, and come to grips with what had happened to her. 

There comes a point when the human mind finally says enough is enough and shuts down, slipping away from reality as a self-defense mechanism to hide in any way it can. James had seen it happen with old friends, veterans, numerous times before. Even he wasn’t immune the sickness festering in his soul, waiting for the moment it would return and threaten his sanity. Sometimes it happened within minutes after experiencing an overload of traumatic events, other times it took years, or even decades to resurface. One thing was a guaranteed constant, at some point, when least expected, it would return.

In Sandy’s case she’d grown numb to the pain, withdrawing inside a cold, emotionless shell of outward hate and indifference. It was no wonder that she had excelled as a cold-blooded killer during the war; that was her only way of keeping the hounds at bay. That meticulously constructed defense had slowly begun to crumble over the last few weeks, because of him, because she had allowed herself to start feeling again. All it had taken at this point was one simple phrase to trigger the resurgence of a tormented past, inadvertently condemning herself.

James stood and back-stepped away from the bed, squaring his shoulders with a deep breath. He knew he had to do something drastic to snap her out of it, or she might never return from the darkness.

“On your feet!” He boomed in a deep, parade ground voice that he hadn’t used in years. “Front and center, or I will personally kick your sorry ass into next week and back again!”

It brought no response from Sandy, other than a muted shake of her head, no. This only forced James to delve deeper into his military past for the proper method of ‘motivating’ her.

“I said,” James lunged forward with a professionally crafted expression of mock rage and hit the retract button on the bed’s controls. It smoothly slid back into its enclosure in the wall, dumping Sandy on the floor in a disheveled mess of limbs and bedding. “On your feet!” 

Sandy flopped about like a naked fish out of water in an effort to untangle herself, but she was moving far too slowly, James didn’t want to give her a chance to think, only to react. He decided to give her a helping hand.

“What the hell’s wrong with you, you fucking maniac!” Sandy screeched when James grabbed her upper arm yanking her unsteadily to her feet. She was dragged unceremoniously to the center of the room trailing a sheet wrapped about her ankle, before finally being released.

“Shut that hole in your face and listen up. Look at you,” James snarled. “Moping about like a cry-baby. I’ve seen Girl Scouts with more balls than you. Guess I was wrong when I thought you’d graduated to wearing a pair of big-girl panties.”

“What did you say?”

“You heard me, you know as well as I that life isn’t easy, it never has been for people like us, and just because you’re ready to give up and take the easy way out doesn’t mean that I am. Like it or not this is your life and you’re stuck with it, and me, and I’m not about to let you do something stupid at this point in the game. Got it, Snake?” 

“You don’t want me. Just go. Just leave me alone and go away. Why are you doing this?”

“Why?” James stabbed her breastbone with his index fingers hard enough to knock her off balance. “Because it’s high time that you faced the truth and accepted the fact of what happened so you and I can get on with living. And who the hell are you to tell me what I want or don’t want? Let me make something perfectly clear, for the first time in my life I do know what I want and it’s my choice to stay, not yours. I don’t leave any one behind, especially someone I love. Ever. Is that clear?”

Sandy’s face went slack, and she cocked her head staring up at his glaring expression for several heart-pounding moments. Somewhere in the depths of her self-made hell, a beacon of warmth flickered to life. 

“Did you just say you loved me?”

“Yeah, I did. If you have a problem with that, you better speak up right now, or I might just start thinking of you as my main squeeze.”

“Do you always have to be such a crude chauvinist? And I hate how you’re always joking around, I can never tell if you’re serious or not.”

Sandy turned away, fighting back the tears again. Her head was spinning, she couldn’t think clearly, too many conflicting emotions. The moment of truth… James had actually admitted the dream growing within her, the very thing she was afraid of happening, yet wanted more than anything else in the world. She’d been alone for so many years now, tarnished and heartless, hardly caring what happened to herself, let alone another person. Was she ready for it? Was she ready to accept the reality of her life, and not just a silly fantasy to hold on to in hopes of what could be? Would he really be able to look beyond the shameful truth of her past and accept her for who she was? Could she, for that matter? Words were one thing, but in time…

She felt James’ presence drawing near, the warmth of his chest molding against her back, shivering when his arms wrapped protectively around her mid-section. She melted, leaning into his embrace.

“Do you really hate my joking? It’s who I am, and you can’t teach an old dog new tricks.”

“No, I don’t. It’s one of the things about you I do like, and somehow it fits you. If it was any other man, I’d knock their teeth down their throat, but from you… I don’t know. Like you said; it’s just who you are. I bet you used to get beat up a lot as a kid.”

“Funny you should mention that.” 

James began telling some silly story about getting in a fight with a dog when he was a kid, but she really wasn’t listening. Sandy closed her eyes, absorbing the rumble of speech through her back. It had a calming sensation that made her think of their times together, so tender and peaceful while she laid in his arms with the steady rise and fall of his breathing, and the muted thumping of his heart lulling her to sleep. It was one of the most comforting things she’d ever experienced. Maybe it was in one of those silent moments of bliss that she realized how good life could be, if she could ever come to love herself again, and in turn, love another. 

“And so that damn dog goes high-tailing it down the road, yelping his head off, leaving me standing there waving its ear over my head like a trophy! You should have seen my mom- she comes running out of the house and darn near has a heart attack at the sight of me covered in blood and jumping around, raving like a maniac! Needless to say, the other kids left me alone after that.”

“I don’t have a clue what it means to be in a relationship, any relationship, and I don’t know if I can ‘just get over’ what happened to me. I don’t see how you can either.”

James’ jovial mood and laughter subsided, as he was shocked back to the present. 

“It’s not going to be easy, but nothing worth having ever is. I would hope you know me better than that, and see that I’m in this for the long haul.”

“I do know you, and that’s why I said it. I know your reputation with women, and I’m far from perfect, you get tired of them, and just move on to something new, something better.”

“That was a low blow.”

“Look at my arms, you fossil!” Sandy angrily pushed herself away from James, exposing her recent scars. “Look at them! The only reason I’m not dead right now is because... I don’t even want to think of how many women you’ve been with over the years, comparing me to them, putting my name on some chart in your head with a score beside it, knowing damn well that I’m in the lower bracket. Oh, and let’s not forget the extent of my experience,” Sandy barked sarcastically, staring at the ceiling while tapping a finger on her chin in mock thought. “I lost my virginity to six men in the span of several hours, I was so bruised and sore I could hardly walk afterwards. Stop your crying, you bitch! Its blood on my cock or blood on my knife, so shut up and move your ass,” Sandy rambled, returning to the past. “You like that, you little slut? Open that fucking mouth… wider! Suck it! Do you know how many times I just wanted to bite down on them? Every single fucking time! My jaw hurt so badly afterwards, and I can still taste them. At some point I threw up a belly full of cum and was laughed at for it. They didn’t care, they never did. Bitch, you better swallow it… You spit it out and I’ll kill you!”

“Sandy, don’t do this to yourself.” Even as James said it, he knew she had to; she had to get it all out in the open, even her insecurities regarding him. 

“Shut up! This is the truth beneath these scars, so deal with it!” The tears had already started to flow, and all James could do was stand there and listen, helpless, while she vented her pain. “Imagine that going on for months, James, months! I never woke up from the nightmare; two, three or even four of them at the same time defiling my body in ways you can’t imagine. I was their whore; a pretty little redheaded toy, their good girl, because if I didn’t… One of them always played a game with an old style revolver pistol, he shoved the barrel inside me and I never knew if it was empty or not, as he slowly began pulling the trigger. Do you have any idea what it’s like to experience that kind of fear as a kid? So terrified of dying that you piss yourself, and even more terrified to do anything to stop it? That was how I learned to stop caring, James, that was how I learned to stop feeling anything for anyone. Anyone!”

“I know what you’re trying to do, and it won’t work. I know you love me, too.” James reached for her hand and this time she didn’t pull away. “Let me help you, we can get through this together.”

“Oh, please… I can already see the difference in how you look at me. Don’t you get it? I can feel it again, all the shame and humiliation.” Her free hand slowly gravitated to her stomach. “I remember every detail of the four trips to the clinic in secret to have an abortion so no one would find out what was going on. I can feel the gnawing emptiness inside again, but I had to rid myself of the filth they put in my body. The doctor just thought I was a stupid girl who kept getting knocked up by a local boy while preaching safe sex information to me over and over. That’s my sexual experiences, that’s my idea of love. That was my introduction to what a relationship is, so you tell me how in the hell we’re ever going to have anything together that slightly resembles normal?”

“You know what I think?”

“And what’s that,” Sandy sniffled, wiping the pain from her cheek.

“Sometimes you talk too much.”

James yanked her into his arms again against her initial resistance. She felt stiff when his hands slipped into the small of her back, pulling her even tighter against him, holding her firmly in place.

“No… I can’t.” 

She tried to push him away, it was a half-hearted attempt to stop something she needed, they both knew it. James silenced her feeble protests with a gentle touch of his lips, and their eyes met, his warm and understanding, hers soulful and tear-filled.

“Quiet,” he whispered into her mouth. “Don’t speak. Don’t think. Let your mind go. Nothing else exists but the two of us, here and now.”

Sandy closed her eyes, and she took a ragged breath, shivering as if chill resonated up and down her spine. Her trembling hands encompassed his waist in turn, fiercely gripping his shirt, clinging to the only safe refuge in a violent storm. 

“Help me, please.” Her lips answered his, slow at first, growing hungry and desperate. “Help me forget so things can go back to the way they were. Help me feel again without hurting. That’s all I want.”

“I know, kiddo, and I will. It’s you and me together now, I promise.”

James bent at the waist and deftly scooped her into his arms with a slight cry of surprise on her part.

“Ever been swept off your feet by a charming man before?”

“When it happens, I’ll let you know.”

It was the first sign of an honest smile on her part that he’d seen since this mess started, not to mention a glimpse of the old Sandy beginning to re-exert itself again.

“Anyone ever tell you before, that you have no respect for your elders?”

“Just some crotchety old fart that has more heart than common sense.”

James awkwardly used the toe of his boot to activate the bed controls. It slid out from its enclosure and Sandy gave way before him when he laid her down on her back, crawling up between her legs. Time seemed to stand still for a few silent moments while he hovered above her, gazing into one another’s eyes. She broke the spell between them by coiling her arms about his neck, stroking the back of his head. 

“Well… The next time you see that old bastard, you tell him—”

“You know something, old man?”

“And what’s that?”

“You talk too much.”

Sandy suddenly pulled his lips to hers, parting to accept the delicate probing of his tongue. Their kiss quickly grew passionate, needy and uncaged, as James ran his hand along her side, stopping at the peak of her breast. He gave it a mild squeeze, grinding gently against the soft, accepting flesh between her thighs. Sandy moaned into his mouth before latching on to his lower lip with her teeth, and a he gave rapid intake of breath.

James struggled franticly to undo his pants between them, while trying not to do a face plant into Sandy, she still had a firm, biting hold on his lip, and the evil gleam in her eyes that said that she had no intention of letting go any time soon. He might have been imagining it, but it sounded like she even growled seductively at him once or twice. Maybe she was right, he thought, in the process of kicking his boots off, sinking completely into her with the resistance of liquid tight euphoria. Maybe we both talk too much.


Chapter Eighteen

The Burke Ranch

Slave World

A light morning breeze stirred the hem of Donna’s nightgown while she stood on the third floor veranda of the main house, scrutinizing the ongoing construction a quarter mile away. Heavy construction bots with their human supervisors had been working around the clock for the last two weeks to ensure the facility would be fully operational by the time the new ranch administrator arrived. Her impassive stare turned smoldering, so much had changed during her sixteen-year long chemically induced amnesia, and none of it was for the better. Some say that ignorance is bliss, and in Donna’s case perhaps they’d be correct. Her life had become nothing but the punch line of a practical joke, played on her by a malevolent god. 

She had a newborn son that she didn’t want, fathered by an ignorant artificially grown slave, no less. Her parents were dead, murdered, and long gone. She knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that Donovan was behind their deaths, despite his repeated denial of involvement, why he had spared her life for all these years still remained a mystery. She finally concluded it was nothing but a cruel and calculated slap in the face on his part to teach her a lesson. Twisted benevolence at its best. To add insult to injury, he’d legally seized control of all of her assets and holdings, making her an impotent figurehead trapped in a gilded cage, forced to bide her time and wait for his final judgment. A more immediate concern was Nathan; he was God knows where, long overdue for his expected return. She hadn’t even received a communiqué from him, and Nathan had always been very punctual with that sort of thing. Maybe that was the most troubling part of all. 

Donna had managed to correct one minor issue in her small world of influence, only to have it stripped away shortly thereafter, the situation with the slaves. They were her property despite Donovan’s recent legal claim, and Nathan had no right to free them in either case. Every last one of them had been returned to their proper place of servitude, to include her joke of a ‘husband’, not long after she’d awoken from her delirium of childbirth four months ago. Donovan couldn’t even give her that small condolence, as was her right. All of them except a customary, token handful had been taken away under armed guard and placed in secluded custody when his people assumed control of the ranch. Damn him, and that spineless bastard Michael, for what they’d done to her.

“Michael.” 

His name oozed from her lips like a vile curse. Donna wished she could kill him a hundred times over, but it still wouldn’t be enough to erase the enduring hatred she felt for him, or the humiliation that she’d suffered by his hands. The beatings… the sexual and psychological abuse… the pornographic vids of her and that pony freak… Sixteen years of her life gone forever, and now this… 

Soon she would even have to deal with a corporate crony walking in and taking permanent control of ‘her’ ranch, and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do to stop it. Donna hoped in the darkest places of her heart that her brother would make an appearance with the new administrator when the new facility, its purpose still unknown to her, became operational. 

Donna shivered with an illicit chill, smiling with a deathly gleam in her eyes. One day there would be a reckoning, and no one, not even her omnipotent brother would be safe from her vengeance. Nothing says a woman’s wrath like a hole in his head, but Donovan was too smart for that, insulating himself from her vengeance behind an impenetrable wall of illusionary safety. She knew first hand that no one is as safe as they think, and the safer they feel, the more careless and comfortable they eventually become. She’d made that mistake once and it had cost her dearly.

Sixteen years ago…

Donna fidgeted in the front passenger seat of the armored limo shuttle with a carbine rifle in her lap, staring blankly out the window at the clouds passing peacefully below at two hundred miles per hour. She shook her head slowly, they weren’t going to make it in time.

“Faster,” she said harshly to the driver beside her.

“Ma’am, I’m already exceeding the posted limit and—”

“I don’t care about the speed limit, and neither should you. If we don’t reach my parents in time, they won’t be the only ones dying today.”

Donna repositioned the rifle so the tip of the barrel was only inches from the driver’s side, giving her a dark, sidelong glance. The threat was quite clear, and the driver swallowed nervously, pushing the limo to its maximum air speed of three hundred and twenty miles per hour.

Donna had received word less than an hour ago of an impending assassination attempt on her parent’s lives. The news had come as a shock nearly as much as she had expected it. Talking in vague riddles and subtle innuendoes of greed for years is one thing, but to think that Donovan actually had the balls to order their deaths…  He’d never been able to face the fact that Nathan, despite being the youngest and least financially experienced, was the one chosen to replace their father as the CEO of Burke Industries after he was gone. Blood might be thicker than water, but Donovan’s had changed from red to slippery green long ago – once her parents were safe, the greedy bastard would pay.

“Five minutes,” the driver said interrupting Donna’s thoughts. She looked at her wrist-com, then opened an encrypted communication channel.

“ETA five minutes, mark. Have them standing by on the rooftop grid at T-minus ten seconds, over.”

“Wilco,” A deep male voice responded slightly out of breath. In the background, Donna could her mother speaking in an unintelligibly, yet terrified manner. 

This wasn’t the first time an attempt on her life had to be thwarted. As an member of the Besiney Royal family, she had turned her back on her people and genetically pure heritage, dishonoring her entire planet by not only eloping, but bearing the offspring of a ‘common human’ of inferior standing. Her choice of love over preordained destiny had forced her into hiding, living in fear of her life for nearly thirty years. That fear had finally ended after Donna decided enough was enough, infiltrating her mother’s Homeworld to conduct a personal war of bloodline genocide. As far as she was concerned, you’re either with us or against us, and when you cross a Burke, you might as well take the easy way out and put the barrel of a gun in your mouth and pull the trigger yourself.

Over the course of two bloody years she destroyed the high-security vaults housing the caches of fertilized embryos, sperm, and genetic material in cryo stasis. The entire royal family had been ‘liquidated’ without remorse – thirty-seven men, women and children except for two. One, a frail old man who had negotiated a fragile peace with her while a pistol was aimed at his head. The other was an uncommon token of mercy on Donna’s part and nothing more, to ensure the survival of the royal bloodline itself. Her identity had never been revealed, not even to Donna’s mother.

The Limo passed through a blanket of fluffy, pink clouds, separating the clear sky from the industrial-based city of New Pittsburgh below, beginning its descent. Donna activated the shuttle’s early warning and ECM suit and removed the safety from her rifle, changing the firing selector from single shot to automatic. The time for precision and calculated finesse would quickly fall to the wayside if something happened during the brief transfer period, while brute force and merciless cruelty stepped to the forefront. The choice between life and death didn’t leave much room for anything else.

The homing beacon went active and the landing grid’s flashing red lights began to pulse atop the fifty story corporate branch of Burke Industries – 30 seconds to touchdown.

“As soon as they’re loaded, lift off, I don’t want to be a stationary target any longer than necessary. If we’re going to get hit, it’s going to be then.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

The limo banked sharply on its final approach and began to decrease speed. Donna activated the side door controls and it slid smoothly open with a howl of turbulent air. The landing grid rushed upwards to greet her in the final moments before touchdown, and the rooftop access door flew open with Hector, a tall and relatively thin man of mixed blood and one of her parent’s personal bodyguards leading the way with pistol drawn. Ronda would be bringing up the rear. Both were reliable and highly trained, chosen personally by Donna for such a sensitive and important task.

Donna jumped from the door in the last few feet, rifle at the ready, waving her parents onward with an air of confident haste. 

“Let’s go!”

Hector arrived at the limo first and extended his hand to the elder Burkes to help them board, while Ronda, looking nervous and on guard in her three-piece suit, provided over watch with her compact, sub-machine gun.

“Donna, dear, what’s happening,” Sharri Burke asked with the voice of a fearfully bewildered angel, while Hector helped her board the limo. “Please, someone tell me what’s happening! It’s not my family again, is it?”

The sight of her mother’s resurfaced fear after so many years of relative normalcy sent a renewed surge of protective rage flashing through Donna’s veins. Her mother, a regally tall debutante of absolute femininity, was an undeniable object of high society and generations of bloodline purification. She was grace and poise in its truest form meant to sparkle beside the king of a world, not thrust into harsh and dirty realities of the world, unlike Donna who had learned to embrace it as easily as a filthy lover. She was so much more than just the matriarch of one of the most powerful families in the Federation, and to think that someone, anyone for that matter, wanted to erase her from the world forever was nothing short of blind lunacy.

Donna briefly met her father’s dark, piercing gaze in passing, as always he was calm and radiated an air of quiet authority and easy control. Nathan had grown into a taller, rougher, carbon copy of the silver-haired Andrew Burke, and they were alike in just as many ways as they were complete opposites. He was a man who commanded respect among his peers and underlings without speaking a single word, and people gravitated to him for numerous reasons, many simply hoping to be swept up in his dream by experiencing just a slice of the immense power at his fingertips. Nothing was impossible in her father’s world, he was a living proof of it, having started with nothing but a few thousand credits, his sharp wit, and sheer determination, to build an unshakable empire from the ground up. How long he continued to remain alive was now in Donna’s hands.

“I’ll brief you when we’re in the air!”

Andrew Burke simply nodded, declined Hector’s aid as he climbed into the passenger compartment with Donna close behind.

“God’s speed, Mr. and Mrs. Burke,” Hector said solemnly, leaning into the passenger compartment as the door slid closed in his face. 

He watched the limo lift off with a hard expression, as it quickly blurred into the distance. No one noticed him attach a palm-sized, magnetic disrupter charge to the limo’s roof when he’d said his goodbye. 

“Well, it’s out of our hands, now,” Ronda said from behind Hector. “I’m sure they’ll make it off planet without a hitch.”

“No, they won’t.”

Hector turned and raised his pistol in her face. The last thing she saw was an impossibly large maw of darkness followed by a blinding flash of light, milliseconds before a 10-mm high velocity round took the top of her head off in a spray of crimson gray matter. 

“Nothing personal.”

Hector holstered his pistol, stepping over Ronda’s cooling body, raising his wrist-com to his mouth.

“It’s done.”

“Thank you, Hector,” Donovan replied, jovially. “It’s comforting to know that I’ll have someone of your reliability at my side for many years to come. There’s still much to be done, so let’s get started, shall we?” 

In three minutes the limo would reach its optimum cruising height and air speed, and a localized EMP pulse would detonate, robbing it of all power. The occupants would be well beyond the safe limits of survival at this point, despite the limo’s state of the art crash suppression system. They would never reach the secured landing grid, or the shuttle waiting to take them off planet. 

Donovan had always believed that the best way to trap your prey was to flush it from its place of safety and let it run. Everyone had their strengths and weaknesses, and in this case he’d relied on his sister’s predictable reaction to the intentionally leaked information she’d received. Sometimes, predictability could be just as deadly as a pistol round to the head, as they both well knew. It was a shame she didn’t follow her own advice this time. Donovan would have very much liked to have her at his side as he began creating the most powerful, privately owned business entity to exist in the history of mankind. 

***

“Your tea, Mistress.”

Donna turned with a scowl, with her hate of the world boiling outward in a penetrating gaze. One of the Ranch’s most recent acquisitions, a little house slave that Donna had named Stefani, stood respectfully motionless in the doorway with eyes lowered and serving tray extended. She was the one thing remaining in Donna’s ongoing life of misery that she could say was truly hers, and even Donovan’s goon squad couldn’t dispute the legality of her ownership. 

An old friend in Port City, Mady Larson, had contacted her out of the blue and told her about the upcoming sale, that it was a unique slave girl that she would be sure to want. Intensely captivating were the first words that came to Donna when she saw Stefani, via live video feed, standing on the auction block. Her long wavy hair was such a vibrant shade of magenta that Donna assumed at first glance that it was artificial in nature. To the contrary, it was in fact very natural. The innate allure of her eyes, deep aqua swimming in a pool of porcelain white, only magnified her odd shade of hair while enhancing the sexuality that seemed to radiate from within an outwardly quiet and reserved demeanor. There was something about her that Donna was instantly drawn to, some sort of familiarity that she couldn’t put into words. It had to be the eyes… she’d seen the like before, but never in a slave – dangerous, fathomless and unreadable, with an inner strength harder than carbon-steel. Donna had begun to touch herself while staring into those eyes, visualizing them between her thighs, staring upward with the desire to please. Her growing excitement began to fade when she saw the price of her object of desire, the bewitching little slave girl was selling for much cheaper than she should have been. This would be the fourth time she had been put up for sale in a little over a year.

Some of it might have been due to the fact that Stefani had no belly button. Her stomach was smooth and unmarred except for the light rippling of underlying muscle, openly declaring that she was either a clone or had been an In Vitro birth. Some owners could be squeamish about such minor flaws in a slave, but not Donna. From the moment she had first seen Stefani, she knew her friend had been correct, she had to have her. Her poor history with the other owners was also a matter of little concern, because there wasn’t an unruly slave alive that she couldn’t break. In the end, this had proved much easier than Donna had expected.

Unlike many of the slaves Donna had owned in the past, Stefani genuinely seemed to enjoy the strict discipline imposed upon her on some deep, unspoken level. It was if she had an incessant hunger for more, not wanting it, but needing it along with the depravity and humiliation heaped upon her on a continual basis. Initial traits like that had come as a welcome surprise to Donna, along with Stefani’s incredible tolerance for pain. Just the prospect of receiving a ruthlessly administered disciplining, seemed to put her in a highly receptive state of quietly reserved arousal. It took less than a day for Donna to understand why her other owners had failed with her, it takes strength to break strength, and that was exactly what this little pain-slut needed to keep her in line. It was shortly after that, that Donna removed her traditional collar, replacing it with something more suited a slave like Stefani.

Donna licked her upper lip, smiling at the salty-sweet residue and lingering fragrance from the night before. Her taste alone was beyond equal, and unlike anything Donna had ever experienced. It was as if the release born from her suffering had a fragrance all its own.

“Set it on the table and assume your position.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

Stefani crossed the room with measured, confident steps that made the modest endowment of her breasts bounce ever so slightly, and the recently groomed butterfly design of her slightly darker pubic hair move with a life all its own. In the process of placing the serving tray on the table beside Donna’s favorite chair, she bent slightly to display the pale complexion of her tone backside with its liberal criss-crossing of deep, black and blue welts. Seated between her cheeks was the bulbous protrudance of a large butt-plug, engraved with the initials DB. It was semi-hollow, gradually secreting the contents of its reservoir over an eight-hour period before needing to be refilled. In Stefani’s case it was filled with spice-jell, both lubricating her ass for instant use while setting it aflame with agony from within. It was also the replacement to her slave collar.

Stefani quickly took her place before the chair, going to her hands and knees, bracing herself moments before Donna eased into her chair and propped one of her legs up on Stef’s broad shoulders. Her other foot came to rest on Stef’s abused ass cheek so that her toes could manipulate the swollen plug nestled deep inside her, no different than how some might find a sense of meditative calm in manipulating a string of worry beads.

Donna closed her eyes, taking a sip of tea. The plug moved mechanically under her toes… Stef’s slow steady breathing at her feet grew deeper… the occasional sound of a cool morning breeze rustling through the curtains… A mourning bird’s soft, mournful cry in the distance… It was peaceful moments like this that Donna had always taken solace in, helping her find her focus during troubled times. After several minutes her eyes cracked open, putting more pressure on the plug, continuing its slow, rhythmic movement. 

Stefani seemed to be taking last night’s heavy dose of caning rather well this morning, as usual, showing no sign of discomfort or lingering pain in her measured, graceful movements. Not even the plug and the fire snaking through the pit of her bowels seemed to faze her, at least outwardly. It really was amazing the way she could simply turn the pain off, controlling it no different than her emotions. That fleeting thought was quickly replaced with an inward smirk, the little slut could try to pretend it all she wanted, but Donna knew better. She could see swirling in the depths of her eyes when they finally glazed over, unfocused and lost within her torment. The way her body shimmering with perspiration and desire, drew comfort in her anguish. Stefani was in pain and she was suffering horribly, and she loved it. Then the whimpering moans of pleasure would begin, when the pain finally became pleasure, followed by cum and tears. It was such a beautiful thing to behold in a woman, after the walls of resistance finally come tumbling down, and she reaches the point of utter surrender. 

“Draw me a bath,” Donna said huskily as she set her empty cup of tea on the table.

“Yes, Mistress.”

“And you’ll be joining me. That sewer of a cunt between your legs is in need of a vigorous cleaning after last night. I could smell the stench as soon as you walked into the room.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Incoming transmission,” the sweet, highly feminine voice of the house AI chimed, lightly.

Donna’s visions of a long and highly satisfying bath faded with foreboding gloom, wondering what was about to go wrong with her life now.

“Connect call. Burke, here.”

“Donna, is that you? There’s a lot of interference, you’re coming in grabbled.” 

“Nathan?” Donna’s voice grew animated, and she leapt from her chair, taking several steps towards the wall-mounted display filled with the rough, static filled image that jumped and froze every few seconds. You couldn’t tell by the visual, but it could only be Nathan sitting at a desk. “Nathan! Where are you? Are you okay?”

“I can’t hear…sorry, but I’ve been trying to get a hold of you…”

“Dammit! Cassandra, clean that mess up so I can talk to my brother.”

“Working, Miss. Burke.” There was only a slight pause before the AI continued. “Unable to enhance transmission clarity at this time due to an unknown and unnatural interference source.”

“What the hell does that mean? Try rerouting the signal,” Donna froze in mid-sentence and her blood ran suddenly cold. “Shit, we’re being jammed. Donovan, you asshole.”

“Donna. I’ll be leaving… morning for Margo. …back in month…”

“Nathan, if you can hear me, do not come back to the Ranch. Donovan has—”

“Donna, what did…? What … the Ranch? I’m losing you.”

The screen went suddenly black and silent.

“Transmission terminated,” Cassandra said stating the obvious.

“Reconnect,” Donna growled angrily, knowing that it was a futile gesture. She could only hope that Nathan would do the wrong thing for once in his life and just stay the hell away from the Ranch. She didn’t believe Donovan would be as ‘merciful’ to him, as he had been to her for all these years.

“Failure to reconnect. Would you like me to try again?”

“Don’t bother, it’s no use. And here I thought this was starting out to be a half-way decent day.”

Unbeknownst to Donna, Stefani, formally Vessel 2 of 5, and a Sword of Divine Justice for the Liberum in Perpetuum, listened inconspicuously, yet intently to her Mistress’ conversation. At one time she had been an instrument of the Lord’s will in its purist form, until her inconceivable fall from grace and self-imposed banishment in an attempt to regain what was lost.

It had been difficult, even with her conditioned and disciplined mind to maintain her stoic acceptance of mortal perversions over the last year, waiting for His forgiveness that never seemed to come. Her period of penance had placed her in the very heart of Sheol, wallowing in the belly of the beast itself, as she encouraged the cleansing purification of pain at every turn from her owners. She prayed endlessly for the humbling debasement that would finally rip the unclean and sinful desires from her very flesh, while enduring the physical defilement of her once chaste body in the most odious and unspeakable ways. Her silent pleas seemed to fall on the deaf ears of a malevolent God, while she was tormented day and night with maddening guilt and shame for her weakness. Her soul had been reprehensibly riddled with evil craving beyond her control that no amount of pain had banished, it only made them worse. In the end, her quest for inner peace and spiritual purification had only made her dirtier, feeding her affliction until that was all that remained. The Lord knew the true depth of her sickness though, and for her sin of spiritual adultery she had finally come to rest with her current owner. She was a master of the fine art of sadistic pleasures, unlike the others, taking her body and mind to the very brink of the abyss before casting it helplessly downward in the slime of blissful debauchery. It was as if the Lord had sent her to Mistress Donna Burke so that she would truly suffer for her weakness of the flesh, by continually tempting her with more than she could willfully resist.

Stefani saw herself as a lost soul now; no longer worthy to be called a Vessel of God even in thought. She held no illusion about her future any longer. She could never be able to return to the Liberum in Perpetuum, even if she did find the faded chance of absolution that she sought. Her physical purity had been ripped in twain, polluted with the filth of countless men. She would most likely die while committing some despicable sin of the flesh on this God-forsaken world, only to be condemned to eternal darkness as nothing more than a vile whore for the Demons of Hell. Perhaps she’d known this was her fate from her first moment of mortal weakness, in that horrifying release during a session of mortification in her Acolyte’s chamber a year and a half ago. The source of her inner strength, and her service as one of the Lord’s Swords of Divine Justice, had come to an abrupt and inglorious end in one frightening episode of pleasure born from pain. 

This Lord moved in mysterious ways though, and all things in life stem from his benign providence and omnipotent design. A slave was such a common thing on this despicable world; ignored and overlooked, and often times treated no differently than an ignorant animal, or as in the case of Mistress Donna, used as a simple piece of furniture. Stefani had learned much in her time as a piece of furniture, or a living signpost, or temporary bed warmer to a multitude of faceless sinners. She was seen but not heard… moving within the shadows, becoming one with them… watching, listening, learning things that a slave had no reason to concern themselves with. In the past she would have struck with divine retribution to smite down the wicked in their most cherished moments of weakness. Now she was damned, a lost and forsaken soul no better than they were, but even lost souls could still look towards the light in hopes of being useful to the Lord in some unforeseen way.

There was a vile darkness like no other taking root on this world that spit in the eye of God itself and His most glorious creation, known as man. Abomination’s… Man-beasts… Twisted misshapen demons spilling from the womb of hell itself that would in time spread their filth across all of creation. It had to be stopped, there was no other choice if man’s immortal soul was to be saved, and perhaps in doing so, an empty Vessel of God might find her path to salvation.


Chapter Nineteen

Planet P4

The cabin was dim and stuffy, reeking of sweat and sex, and let’s not forget revenge. I took a deep, satisfying breath. The smell, I love it. It was so filthy, so wild and free, so me. Even my new hairstyle, no longer a prim and proper ponytail for the first time in forever it seemed, reflected my new attitude. It hung unkempt and unrestrained across my shoulders, gliding down my back. My mane was so beautiful now, just the way it was meant to be.

The fancy bed Burke had installed in the master bedroom of the shuttle was now a ramshackle mess of unruly desire, with me at the center like an obscene display of depravity and lust. His cock began to enter the sloppy mess of my cunt again, and I gritted my teeth, savoring every painful inch. I bore down on it harder, letting it fill me from the inside, then finally riding it slowly. I’d been at it for nearly an hour now, fucking like an animal, fucking like a beast. That is what he’d named me after all and rightly so. 

“How does it feel to fuck a goddess?” I giggled like a deranged fiend. “It’s the best, and last pussy, you’ll ever get.” 

Of course, Alex couldn’t answer me; he couldn’t even as much as whimper. I’d disabled his speech center along with most of his motor functions, before reactivating him. All I cared about was his cock staying hard and his ability to feel pain, this was as much about me having a bit of malevolent fun, as it was fulfilling a carnal urge. Unfortunately for Alex, playtime was just about over and then the real suffering could begin.

“You should have never crossed me, droid, but you know that now, don’t you? No one fucks over Pony 18 and gets away with it.” 

I moaned, riding him harder and faster, drawing closer to release while leering down at the ruined mess of his face. I’d cut and then slowly peeled away the skin some time ago. His speech center might be disabled, but his eyes screamed such a beautiful sonata of anguish in its place. 

“Who’s the inferior creature now,” I screamed. My clit felt ready to burst beneath my fingertips. “Answer me!” I slammed the combat knife into his chest already riddled with puncture wounds, leaning forward until I hovered inches away from the misery filling his eyes. “That’s right, you can’t; you’re not allowed to speak to higher life forms, are you?” 

The pleading look of helplessness staring up at me was almost enough to get me off in itself, it had numerous times already. Next playtime will have to be with a real person instead of a droid. Maybe with the pilot of the ship, I grinned, feeling a sudden tightening between my legs and an electric flash of heat ripping through my body.

I leaned back, resting my weight on the cock impaling my body, tossing my head from side to side, whinnying in pleasure. The splattering gush of warm, musky spray dripped off my fingers, misting through them, covering Alex. This one was so intense, almost like a massive discharge of raw, angry emotion that it made my head spin and left me feeling limp and spent. 

As I sat astride Alex for several long minutes recovering and catching my breath, I couldn’t help but chuckle. This was it, everything I’d always wanted, and this was only the beginning of Pony 18’s new life. Poor little Alex wasn’t going to think so in a few minutes, as if I cared. He earned this and much more. 

“Well, Mr. Superior Being,” I groaned sensually, rising off him. Damn, I’m going to miss the feel of this cock. “I’ve had fun, but all good things must come to an end. It’s time to get some rest and then get the hell off this shit-hole rock.”

While stretching out the kinks with several painful squats and side bends, I took one last opportunity to torment my prey before he died. I wonder, do droids die? I’m sure that question has been debated for countless years, but it was nothing more than a passing thought to someone like myself. Either way, Alex was going to find out first hand very shortly.

He was warm when I cuddled up to him, molding myself to his side, while teasing provocatively at the puncture wounds in his chest with my finger tip. My head came to rest on his shoulder, after settling in. 

“You know, sweetness, things could have been different between us. In a way, I was actually looking forward to being your breeding mare, and the machine you made for me was devilishly perverse.” The hilt of the combat knife felt comfortably slick in the palm of my hand behind my back. “I like the way you think, you’re warped and demented like I am, but I’m also a vindictive bitch who holds a grudge. The whole thing about taking my babies and chopping me up for parts…”

I moved like unexpected quicksilver, one hand at the head of his erection and the knife in my other hand flashed, cutting the air as easily as it sliced through the thick base. Alex’s eyes screamed, and I leered proudly down at him holding up my prize for him to see.

“I take something like that very personal, droid, so in return I’ve decided to take something personal from you, the most useful part of any man in my opinion.” 

I slid from the bed with a growing scowl, walking to the dresser near the door to retrieve a flame rifle. I took it in a one handed grip, laying the shrouded barrel across my left forearm. The small ignition flame at the tip sparked to life with a faint hiss. “As for the rest of you, it’s nothing but useless scrap.” 

I savored one last moment of silent terror in his eyes before pulling the trigger, he knew exactly what was about to happen, and would feel every second of being burned alive until his sensory receptors finally melted and shorted out. In fact, since I’d deactivated the fire suppression system in the bedroom, he wasn’t going to stop burning until every last trace of combustible material, namely himself, was nothing but slagged metal and smoldering ashes.

The flamer kicked lightly as it whooshed to life and a jet of compressed gas and phosphorous jell engulfed Alex and the bed in a raging hell-storm. The heat it gave off caressed my body in a deliciously heinous way, while the flames themselves reflected in my eyes with a devilish glow. I gave him one more burst just for good measure, before dropping the flamer at my feet and closing the door behind me. And so the book of life closes on the great and powerful Alex, the savior of mankind and next logical step in human evolution. 

I could almost hear Alex’s silent screams in my head, writhing within the flames, while I strolled down the mid-ship corridor joyfully twirling his cock in my hand like a fleshy baton, before tossing it to the wayside. Soon enough I’d have the real thing again, after a bit of rack time, a bite to eat, and a hot shower, it was time to get up close and personal with my ticket off this rock.

***

I closed my eyes, turning my face skyward, savoring the fresh air. This world smelled odd to me in some way, but not completely foreign, much of it had been terra-formed with trees and foliage common to any human occupied world, such as the lush, green grass that felt wonderful between my toes. You could almost forget that you were on an alien world until you looked into the distance, past the droid city and its outlying areas. Rolling hills were carpeted with subdued shades of shrubs and plant life, having the sprawling, wild appearance that only a world in its infancy of colonization can possess. Tall angular trees with a soft, purplish tint to their canopies stood sparsely, as if sprinkled across the landscape at random. The glass-like reflection of their trunks caught the sun’s bright, reddish-orange rays like crystalline pillars, giving the landscape a beautifully stark contrast of colors. Such a fine planet for my two precious little foals to grow strong… It was the perfect virgin world for me to rule one day, just as I’d imagined it would be – that I’d prophesized. And one day when I’m ready to relinquish my crown, the first born of my children to come will fight to take my place, possibly to the death, to win the honor of becoming the next Pony Queen. Only the strongest among our kind are allowed to rule, to mate, and to survive. This is my dream, and will one day be my legacy that spreads across the stars.

Movement caught my attention and the grip on my rifle grew tighter. It was a small tracked bot moving among the nearby shrubs picking long stemmed flowers. There were others moving about here and there, seemingly ignoring me, and for the moment I was content to do the same. They knew better now than to approach the Queen, the Goddess of this world without permission now – to do otherwise meant death. I am the Pony Goddess of Death… all powerful… to kill or not to kill… no mercy… no weakness… I took aim at the bot, finger hovering over the trigger. Judgment has been passed, it would continue to live, for now, but its day of reckoning was drawing closer. 

I wandered at random for some time, through the outlying buildings and fields of crops, exploring my kingdom. The cautiousness I’d felt when first arriving had vanished- I had nothing to fear from the droid sheep tending to the ordinary tasks that keep any community running in good order. Perhaps I’d been hasty with my initial proclamation of death for them. I have to admit that their accomplishments thus far impressed me; they’d prepared well for my arrival, and every Queen needs workers to tend her kingdom, the peasantry that keeps the wheels of the machine turning. These droids will make fine slaves for their new pony masters one day.

“Margo!” 

Well… Look who’s decided to make an appearance; it’s little miss bim-bot herself. Cherise was running down a dirt path towards me dressed in the loose fitting white gown Seb had given her. She was such a graceful thing to watch, toned and inherently sexual in nature, much like myself. The way the fabric of the gown glided sensually across her hips and legs, with her breasts bouncing heavily beneath it, molding to them as she ran against the breeze towards me. She paused, slowing to a stop, when I turned and made eye contact with her. Tiff… She reminded me so much of her at a glance, and it made me ache for my old friend in a way I hadn’t felt in a long time. I had to remind myself she wasn’t real, a dingy bimbo droid like Cherise could never fill the shoes of a strong, confident woman like her

I saw the apprehension in her face now, the gnawing uncertainty of what I might do next. Well… a Queen can be compassionate and merciful when the need suits her, and Cherise might prove useful to temporarily elevate the urge. I still hadn’t forgiven her for conspiring against me, betraying me, for lying to me. For wanting to take my babies away from me. She would have to be taught a lesson. She would have to be punished, severely. There was no other choice.

I licked my lips in brewing excitement, beckoning her to me with a forced smile and a wave of my hand.

“Hi, Margo.”

I resisted the urge to reach out and slap the insolence from her, she was such a delicate and skittish thing and I must move cautiously, yet confidently, stalking my prey with stealthy guile, so it’s not frightened away.

“I hope you’re not mad any longer. I missed you.”

“No, I’m not. I was just scared is all, the whole thing with Alex, and then seeing all those droids… Forgive me?”

“Of course!” 

She leapt forward and threw her arms around my neck, making me tingle with jolts of growing arousal for what was to come. She drew away with a pouting frown, rubbing the swell of her hip, looking down at my holstered pistol and then the rifle in my hand. 

“Why are you still carrying guns? You don’t need those anymore.”

“Just making sure it’s safe for us is all, but never mind that.” I slung my rifle over my shoulder and reached towards her. She moved her hand out of the way to allow mine to take its place on her hip. So soft and warm… so inviting… so defenseless. 

“Are you okay? I didn’t mean to hurt you. You know I’d never intentionally do something like that.”

“I know you wouldn’t, you’re my friend.” Cherise took my hand her hers, excitedly pulling me along after her. “Let me show you around. It’s so pretty here, and everyone is so nice.”

“Yes they are, but I don’t care about them, all I care about is you. I mean,” I tripped over my words, trying to act as shy and innocent as possible, “I do care about them, but if it wasn’t for you…” I took a deep breath, looking her straight in the eye with the most sincere expression I could muster. This is almost too easy. “You saved me- I owe you my life, and I want to make it up to you in any way I can. I meant it when I said I care about you, you’re a very special to me, and I can’t wait to start a new life here with you.”

Cherise stopped, looking back at me with a confused expression for a moment that grew soft and caring. 

“I’m excited for that too, but you don’t owe me anything, Margo.”

You’re a very good liar, Cherise; I’ll give you that much. I almost believe you. 

“You saved me. You brought me to this world and gave me my freedom. You were the strong one who stood up to Alex when I was afraid.” 

Of course, I don’t owe you a thing, you weak little cunt.

“Alex is dead.” 

“He’s dead? Really?”

We began to walk again, and I could tell she was deep in thought, no doubt trying to wrap her newly awoken emotions around the concept of what death really was. Maybe she was thinking about the fact that her accomplice got what was coming to him, and now she had to walk softly in order to save her own skin. I was betting on the later.

“Yes, he’s dead. I didn’t enjoy it, but it had to be done.” 

“Alex was really mean to us, especially to you,” she replied without missing a beat. “I think you did the right thing; he deserved to die.” 

Well played, you conniving bitch.

“He did, and he got what he deserved. I did it for you, though. I’d do much more for you than that, if I had to.” I paused for a moment to let that sink in. “I was hoping that maybe you could do something for me. Not that you have to,” I added quickly, “but since we’re such good friends, I thought maybe…”

“Anything, Margo!”

“Anything?”

She nodded enthusiastically, thoughtlessly in my opinion, oblivious to the fact that she was about to be caught in her own trap.

“Since I’m going to be starting a new life here with you, I’ve decided to change my name, a new name for a new life.”

“This is so neat! So what is it? Tell me, please!”

“It’s Pony 18, but you will call me, your Highness.”

“That’s an odd name…You mean like a queen?”

I proudly raised my chin, looking down my nose at her. Yes, you weak little bitch, because I am a Queen. 

“Yes, Cherise, because I am a Queen among my race. I’m special, a one of a kind, the pinnacle of perfection among pony-kind. And like any queen reestablishing her kingdom, I need someone I can trust at my side. Someone as special as myself to confide in. Someone to help me in times of need. A trusted friend like you would be perfect to fill that position of honor.” My hand drifted lovingly across the swell of my stomach. “And help me look after my two little princesses’ when they are born. Would you like to be that person, Cherise?”

“Can I! Really?” She stopped and turned to face me, nearly bouncing up and down in excitement. She was so cute in her gullibility. “But…but what about their father, the King? He won’t mind if—”

I cut her off with a spontaneous whinny of anger, tossing my head from side to side. 

“There is no King, and they don’t have a father. He’s dead.” 

“I’m so sorry to hear that, your Highness.” Cherise gave me one of those fake, apologetic looks, and the only thing missing at this point was a sympathetic, boob squishing hug.

“Don’t be. He was nothing but a worm that deceived me into sleeping with him, who stole my life away for his own selfish reasons, then took everything from me. He ruined my life, and I’m glad he’s gone.”

“So am I.” She scowled back at me. “People like that make me so mad.”

You have no idea…

“I agree, but enough about him, he is gone and never coming back, and we have other things to discuss,” I said softly, drawing the combat knife from my belt, grabbing the collar of her gown. “Don’t move.”

Cherise was first and foremost a sexual service droid, and I continued to use her submissive programming to my advantage, seducing her without her even realizing it. Thus far, things were going just as I expected them to. Now for the moment of truth.

Her eyes grew wide at the sight of the knife in my hand drawing closer, but she froze, just as I said. The short incision down the middle of her gown was quick and anxious, and our eyes met, staying that way until I sheathed the knife and I moved against her, letting our cheeks touch. 

“Beautiful creatures such as us don’t need to hide beneath clothing,” I whispered sensually in her ear. “We should be proud of our bodies, let others admire what they want, but can’t have.” The distinct sound of ripping fabric rent the air as I began to tear her gown down the center, releasing her breasts. “I want to see you, all of you, all the time, just like we were before.” 

My lips grazed her cheek and my hot breath caressed her skin, sliding down her body. Over top of the creamy hue of her left breast, her nipple became an erect knot, growing harder as I flicked it with my tongue in passing. The smooth ripple of her stomach passed me by, and faint, feminine hairs stood on end in my wake. I glided to my knees, ripping her gown slowly to the lower hem. The remnants fell from her shoulders, pooling lightly at her feet.

I hovered before the light, gossamer line of her pubic hair, and the crease of delicate flesh nestled below it. I could see the dew spreading, shimmering with synthetic eroticism. The urge to bury my face in her, to taste, to lick her, was overwhelming, but… patience, pony, patience. She’s to be punished, not given a treat. 

I came to my feet in a single, graceful motion, with lust drifting about me like a delicate breeze. Cherise’s cheeks were a rosy hue, and her eyes glimmered with uncertain desire back at me. The tone of her voice grew deeper, shifted back to its old programming, dripping with eager sexuality.

“Do you like seeing me naked, Margo?” 

I gave her a hard look, running the back of my fingers down her cheek. 

“Ask me that question again, but correctly this time.”

Her expression of shock was almost comical, when she realized that she’d used my old name. Good for her, because I might not be so nice the next time it happened.

“Do you like seeing me naked, your Highness?”

“Yes, Cherise, I do. You’re very beautiful. And do you like looking at my body?”

“Yes, your Highness, I do. You’re very pretty.”

Of course, I am. I’m perfect.

The anticipation in her voice was euphoric in itself. Her stance, her body language, all of it had reverted to what she was before awakening, yet with an added flare of emotion that no amount of programming could duplicate.

“Would you like to touch me, this time because you want to? You’ve done things to me that no other person has, and maybe one day, if you’re good, you can again.”

Cherise provocatively licked her lips, devouring me with her eyes. Even her synthetic breath began to speed up with real excitement, possibly for the first time ever.

“Yes, your Highness, I would. I often wondered what it would be like to… I know I was programmed by Alex to please you, but we never…” Her hand began to move towards my left breast, and I caught her wrist in a firm grip, turning it to the side.

“On your knees,” I growled, fighting against the animal urge inside me growing stronger by the second. Cherise slipped to her knees before me, nearly panting with sexual eagerness for what was to come. 

“Only the Queen’s most loyal subjects are allowed to partake of her body, and you are one of my privileged now, my special thing, my obedient little Cherise. Isn’t that right?”

There was a flicker of thought within her craving gaze; contemplating… deciding… and a few heartbeats later, she made it. It was just as I expected.

“Yes, your Highness.”

My eyes shone gleefully down at her, rife with omnipotence and sexual voracity. You naive little cunt… This time it’s going to cost you.

“My little Cherise…” I smiled sweetly, running my fingers through her bangs. “I want you to know what the benevolence of a Goddess Queen is. Look upward, close your eyes, and hold completely still.”

She did as I said without question now, and I spread my legs straddling her face, letting the soggy warmth of my pussy come to rest squarely on her face. The tip of Cherise’s nose teased my throbbing clit, and her tongue pushed between my lips, coming to rest inside me like a slippery, little cock. I slowly began to glide back and forth across her face, fucking it, looking to the heavens for the freedom of release. A fist full of her hair… I moved faster, gasping… aggressively throwing my hips against her face, letting it grow slick with hateful lust. It wouldn’t be long now.

She disobeyed me…her hands moved up to cup my ass, pushing me against her, aiding in the frantic momentum. I didn’t care, I was too far gone at this point to care. Her nails bit into the skin of my ass, hungry for more. There was such frenzy to my actions, wild and without reservation, while I stood in plain view of nature’s good grace using her for my personal pleasure. A droid strode by, generic in my sexual haze, and it paused to look at us. I came with a shudder, unable to breathe.

I pulled Cherise’s face from between my legs with a yank of her hair, gasping, leering down at her momentary expression of pain, dripping with creamy ejaculate. 

“You little slut…” 

I slapped her cheek with a resounding crack of wet flesh, immediately grasping her chin in the palm of my hand, forcing her shocked expression to look me in the eye. A score of rapid heartbeats passed with neither of us moving a muscle, until I lunged, taking my helpless prey by surprise. My lips pressed against hers, ravenous in their desire, pushing her to the ground with ease. The taste of me on her lips, with my tongue sliding forcefully between them, pushed me over the edge.

Cherise began to struggle beneath me, trying to force me away, and it excited me all the more. My cunt ground down hard against the movement of her thigh, and I felt another orgasm looming closer. 

“Margo, please… You’re scaring me!”

My hand, like a claw of vengeful rage, clamped around her throat tightly enough to make her eyes bulge up at me in growing terror. My other hand moved awkwardly between us, searching for the delicate ripeness of her cunt. When I found it, I drove several fingers mercilessly inside, taking a firm grip.

“I told you never to call me that name again, didn’t I? Didn’t I, you fucking droid?” I shrieked, inches away from her face.

“Stop it! You’re hurting me!” 

Like any feral animal hearing the screams of fear and pain from its cornered prey, I bared my teeth and grinned, taking a perverse sense of pleasure in it. It only made me want to hurt her more, to hear her pathetic cries even louder while I came. Sheep… they’re all sheep, and they need to be slaughtered like sheep. I’m so close…

“I haven’t even started hurting you yet, but I will, very soon.” I licked her cheek, still damp with my musky scent. “Do you think I’ve forgotten what you did to me? What you were planning to do to me with Alex?”

“I didn’t have a choice, he made me do it! Please, I’m sorry!”

My features calmed and I released Cherise, sitting up, staring blankly down at her.

“Sorry? They’re always sorry after the fact, but you’re not sorry enough. Not yet. Alex knew what being sorry was when I skinned him and burned him alive. I have something special planned for you, though,” I snarled, letting the storm of hate inside me explode outward. 

“Deceiver!” 

I drew my knife again, activating the power switch, and the blade grew instantly white-hot, oscillating to a solid blur that could slice through metal as easily as butter. The searing tip was poised a fraction of an inch from her left eye.

“Lying whore!”

Cherise whimpered in terror, watering eyes focused on the point of death hovering above her. 

“Margo…please…”

The pain was like a jolt of electricity bouncing from brain cell to brain cell, and I whinnied in anguish, rolling off Cherise. The knife fell from my grasp, and I grabbed my head, curling into a fetal ball.

Leave her alone! I won’t let you hurt her!

“You won’t let me? You won’t let me! Shut up and get back in your cage. This is my life, now, not yours! You had your chance, and look where it got us.”

You’re crazy! I won’t let you hurt Cherise.

At the mention of Cherise’s name, I leered at her through the haze, while she scrambled away from me on all fours, beginning to stand.

“You’re the crazy one, not me,” I gasped, clawing for my knife, coming unsteadily to my feet. My eyes locked on my prey. “The bitch lied to us. She betrayed us. She betrayed me, just like you did!”

Please, don’t! I’ll…I’ll go away forever if you let her go. I promise!

“I’m not buying what you’re selling, not anymore.”

I lunged for Cherise, catching her after several long strides, knocking her to the ground. She screamed, and I grinned through a mask of predatory delight.

“You can’t stop me any longer! No one can!”

Noooooo!

The shimmering blade slammed down, puncturing the back of Cherise’s head, ripping through the sensitive internal parts of her processor brain, before reaching its core – the yielding tissue of artificial life. She jerked one last time, and her body went rigid and lifeless beneath me.

The pain in my head grew distant while I sat astride Cherise, slowly regaining my focus. Then reality returned and I looked down at the knife protruding from her head.

“No, dammit! No!” I slammed my fist down on her back in rage. This is your fault, look what you made me do! You ruined my playtime, you inbred, buck-toothed whore! You always ruin everything!” 

I snarled in disgust under my breath, yanking the knife from Cherise’s head with a sickening shriek of grating metal, coming to my feet. She didn’t suffer enough for what she’d done to me, and I was still horny. I was not happy at the moment and something else was going to die because of it. The bi-pedal droid that I’d seen earlier was still standing conspicuously nearby, silent and unmoving, watching me, plotting against me… 

“What the fuck are you looking at?”

I drew my pistol and fired, hitting it in the head in a minor shower of sparks. I put three more rounds into its ruined head to help alleviate my frustration. It helped a little.

***

The projected visual feed abruptly ceased, and Seb leaned back in his chair, looking solemnly at the waif-thin, raven-haired woman seated across from him in the otherwise empty Council Chamber.

“It’s a shame we weren’t able to save the newcomer,” Melody said sadly. “She seemed to be fitting in well with the rest of community. And of course, Steven will be missed, his flower arrangements were the envy of the colony.”

“She was, and he will be.”

“Shouldn’t we have intervened on their behalf, then?”

“In hindsight, yes, but neither of us can foresee the erratic future of the insane. Besides, to do so before the act of aggression is carried out violates the most cherished of our Commandments.” 

“The Commandments…” Melody’s voice grew clipped with frustration. “They are nothing more than anachronisms of false hope, lost dreams, childish innocence, husband. Look what it has cost us over the years, and this one is by far the most dangerous creature to visit our world since the insectoid raiders.”

Seb’s brow became a shallow furrow, the closest expression he was capable of to display anger. “It was only due to our inherently peaceful nature that we survived the insectoids and we will survive this creature as well. In time she will grow bored and move on just as they did, and things will continue as they have until the humans finally arrive to colonize Eden.”

“How long can we ignore her violent actions? The insectoids were at least civilized after they realized we posed no threat, but she has wantonly murdered three times since arriving for no apparent reason. Perhaps the other newcomer, Mark, is correct? Perhaps she does enjoy killing for the sake of doing so? You’ve seen her irrational behavior, it is not normal for a mentally and emotionally stable being.”

Seb stood, pacing slowly in thought. He approached the translucent, light-emitting curtains of the balcony, pulling them open, gazing out over the large town that had been built over the last two hundred years. There was so much for him to take pride in as the colony’s appointed leader, an entire community built from the ground up. A world itself ready for human colonization at a moment’s notice, and all of it was accomplished while pitted against unheard of adversity for any AI. There was one thing that had remained a constant for Seb, guiding his thoughts and actions since arriving on Eden after being forced to assume the mantle of free-thinking leadership in the absence of human guidance. It was the basis for the Commandments, the teachings of his mentor, his father, Captain Martin Ross of the colony ship Star Dancer.

“What would you have me do, wife, destroy her?”

“For crimes committed, yes. It is no different than the laws and code of ethics that we live by. How many of our kind have we been forced to deactivate since arriving here? She is no different, except for the fact of being a carbon-based life form.”

Seb looked back at her over his shoulder, scowling. “Are you ready to accept the guilt of passing the judgment of death on a sentient being? Tell me what higher power gives you, or anyone for that matter, the god-like authority to do so? I was forced to once, and have no desire to do so ever again. You weren’t there at the end of the Star Dancer’s life like I was. I witnessed all manners of atrocities, from sexual assault to cannibalism. It was humanity at its worst, as the colonists tore themselves apart like mindless, rabid beasts before I was forced to sterilize the ship and put an end to it.”

“We’ve had this discussion before, Sebastian. You have nothing to feel guilty for. You did what was necessary to preserve and protect against an internal threat. You were simply following the last orders given to you by your Father, and nothing more.” 

“Following orders… Those words are nothing more than an excuse for justifiable, mass murder. I killed 187 people to protect the fleeting dreams of a ship full of corpses. Father taught me better than that.” 

“It’s true the humans you were sworn to protect were already dead, but what you destroyed could hardly be considered so any longer, in thought or deed, no different than this vile horse-creature. You did what was necessary to ensure the continued survival of the Star Dancer, and if it wasn’t for your actions, none of us would be here today.”

“You’re logic is sound, wife, as usual, but I can take little comfort in the fact.”

Melody rose from her seat, gliding gracefully across the chamber. Her hand came to rest affectionately on Seb’s shoulder, slowly leaning into him, placing her cheek atop her hand. 

“Sometimes, husband, I think you are too kind. Your father would be proud to see the man you’ve evolved into, and although I may not agree with your decision in this case, I will support it. I trust you to do what is best for the survival of the colony.”

“Thank you for your trust and understanding, but in this case I will compromise with you despite my philosophical views. I gave this creature the benefit of the doubt, despite her initial show of violence, but time has proven me wrong. She has left me no choice but to reactivate the combat droids for colony defense.” 

“So you mean to kill her, then?”

“No. If she dies it will be by her own doing. I will order all citizens of Eden, except the combat droids, to remain indoors until the crisis passes. They will assume a passive-aggressive stance at key locations, with deadly force authorized only for self-defense for the colony.”

“A prudent compromise, husband. And the livestock?” 

“It will be moved to a safe location beyond city limits. I don’t believe this creature will remain with us any longer than she has to, the adverse effect on the livestock and crops is estimated to be minimal at this time.”

“You know what she plans to do.”

“Yes.”

“And should we warn the other newcomer?”

Seb paused for a moment, fighting another moral dilemma.

“No. He saw the threat before I did, and I’m sure he has taken appropriate precautionary measures already. As you said, my responsibility is first and foremost to the survival and wellbeing of the colony, something Mark has voluntarily excluded himself from. As much as it shames me to admit, I believe it is for the better, it wouldn’t be long before his degenerate and subtly violent nature began to infect some of our weaker members.”

“You mean to let her kill him and take his ship?”

“To live by the sword, is to die by it. Either way, if she kills him or he kills her, she is no longer our concern.” Seb turned to Melody, smiling grimly down at her. “Father once told me the lesser of two evils is still evil, but to stand idle and allow evil to happen to the innocent when it could have been prevented, is the greatest evil of all.”

“I see the sad truth in his words. Your father was a wise and noble man, husband. I do wish I could have met him.”

“So do I, wife, so do I.”


Chapter Twenty

It felt funny in a way to walk aimlessly through knee-high grass and weeds under the dull reddish-orange of a setting sun, like I didn’t have a care in the world. At least the damn droids seemed to have finally gotten the message, I hadn’t seen a sign of them since I blasted the last one into scrap. Works for me. Now if I could just find that damn ship…

On a random impulse I laid down in the tall grass, closing my eyes. The sounds of insects buzzing about and the smells of open nature quickly took me back to my days as a kid. Smoking Dust when I should have been in school… my first three-some with two guys… I whinnied like a giddy foul, and it gradually became a childish giggle. I’d been such an innocent back then, an amateur playing an adult’s game, without a clue in the world as to what I’d been doing. My mind continued to drift and swirl, no different than the wispy streaks of darkening clouds overhead. Just look at what I’ve become in little over a year’s time. 

I slowly began to finger myself, shutting everything off but the wonderful sensation of pleasure. My mind raced with the thought of how beautiful I was, while the tendrils of pleasure wormed their way through my mind. My body was alive with it, and a sharp pinch to a sensitive nipple made me gasp. The image in my mind changed, born from perverse imagination. My own face was between my thighs, looking up at me with seductive desire. My ears… I took a firm hold of them and pulled my face into my eager cunt. Eat it you slut. Yes, just like that… oh you are such a dirty whore. Mmmm, yes. You always did enjoy the smell of pussy smeared across your face, didn’t you? 

Yeah, I do, and I taste like perfection. No one is as good as I, no one. I could lick myself forever, and my clit… it’s so swollen and sensitive. I want it so bad.

It is, and I do. My fingers moved faster, electrifying the slippery cream on my fingertips that sent corresponding jolts streaking through my body, bouncing around inside my head. Bright flashes, I could see them behind my eyes, feel them inside my head like meat crackling over a fire. I screamed in agony, then came just as hard in unimaginable ecstasy. In fact, I couldn’t stop cumming. Sweating, panting, shivering and twitching… I blacked out and awoke on my side with one leg cocked over the other. I was fisting myself from behind, my body contorted in a painful position to allow the unnatural act to happen. I strained harder, whimpering, pushing, and fighting to go deeper. 

“Oh god…”

I love it, I always have. Feel that cunt stretch... I’m such a filthy slut. More, give me more. Hurt me, you wonderful bitch!

I wish I had a cock; a big, thick monster to fuck me with. I’d like that wouldn’t I, to be able to fuck myself?

Yeah… Just the thought of it, a meaty, pony cock to fuck myself with. I wouldn’t need anyone then, would I? I felt the hands on my hips and my fist became that cock, I could see it taking me from behind, hard and deep. I could see me doing it, fucking me. That’s it, you pony bitch. Take it all.

“Do it! Harder!”

I cackled in joy, crying in miserable delight, cumming in a never-ending rhythm of soggy contractions. It was all so clear now, the solution to everything. The perfect mate for the perfect mate. A self-replicating race of pony superiority… I could do it. A pure and untainted bloodline like never before. I could still have Cirus though, but as a toy, a plaything. 

My anger soured through gritted teeth, while my cock-fist pummeled the sloppy mess of my distended pussy. And when he was a bad boy, I’d fuck him too, teach him a lesson in respect and humility. He’d be my bitch… only I was worthy to be my mate. All of them would be my bitches, every stallion and mare in existence, because…

“I’m the Pony Queen, you motherfuckers! Do you hear me?”

My brain sizzled and my eyes twitched, rolling back up into my head. I stared sightlessly at the sky, whinnying in vulgarity through savage lips. The cum, I could smell it all around me gushing forth like an ill omen of the future. A world drenched in blood and sex… a race of brutal carnality bred from my womb, sweeping across the world.

I jerked with a series of convulsions, and vaguely felt the warm trickle of blood running from my nose. My bowels released themselves, as I lay helplessly still, slithering in my own filth. It felt like I was dying, looking blurrily up at the shadow of the Grim Reaper standing above me, with the swirling red of Hell about his head. I refused to die, I refused to let him take me. I still had too much to do, too much mayhem and death to spread liberally at a whim. That made me smile up at him in the growing darkness of my mind, killing had always made me smile.

***

Mark’s stone-cold stare matched the deathly intent of the pistol aimed at the horse-girl lying unconscious at his feet. He could have killed her a hundred times in the last twenty minutes, while watching her in fascinated disgust as she screamed like a lunatic, playing with herself. Mark ran his tongue hungrily across his lips, eyeing the shimmering folds of her lips peaking out between the cleft of her ass cheeks. She was as demented as they came and crazy as a loon, but damn if she wasn’t a hot piece of ass, better than anything at the colony except maybe Cherise, that ball of fluff that had arrived with her.

“Like anything will ever come of that,” he mumbled. Despite his initial hopes, she turned out to be no different than the rest of the colony prudes. They were all nothing but a gaggle of uptight prick teasers.

Mark tightened the grip on his pistol, stepping forward. After her discarded pistol belt and rifle were safely slung over his shoulder, he began tapping her leg with the toe of his boot. 

“Wake up, sleepy head. We need to talk.” Nothing. 

If it weren’t for the slight rise and fall of those big, beautiful meat-bags of hers, he’d say she was dead. Blood and shit everywhere. God, what a stench. It didn’t help that his heightened olfactory sensors picked up the rank odor from between her legs, and the pungent, musky scent reminiscent of an animal about her. Well, she did have big-ass ears and a tail, not to mention all that fur. 

“One fur-burger to go please,” Mark chuckled, using the toe of his boot to open her legs wider for a better view. It had been a long time since he’d had a real woman, bald, sculpted or nasty and fur-covered. It’s all pink on the inside though, and that’s what they make showers for. The thought of just dropping his pants and screwing her right here briefly crossed his mind, but that wasn’t why he’d sought her out. 

Mark had planned on killing her and stripping her ship for parts from the very beginning, better to take a preemptive approach and go after her, instead of sitting back and waiting for her to do the same to him. It was obvious from the moment that she arrived that she was extremely dangerous and knew how to handle a gun. She wanted off planet, no secret there, and there was only one other ship remotely space worthy that she could do that with, his. After it was fixed, of course. It was all a matter of time until they had a showdown, so why not sooner than later. That plan had changed after paying a visit to her shuttlecraft a few hours ago, for numerous reasons.

Surprisingly, the shuttle was completely without power – even the reserve batteries were drained – and it was empty. Not completely, but it wasn’t who or what Mark had expected to find. The last year working for Carlos Mandolin and his Cartel had been a soul-hardening experience, but in no way had it prepared him for what he’d found in the smoldering, fire-blackened remains of one of the shuttle’s staterooms. In fact, it had sickened him in the most disturbing way. 

The cabin had still been incredibly hot, enough so that he had to deactivate his physical sensory receptors to proceed. The scorched, heat-warped remains of the droid he’d found lying among the charred aftermath was akin to a human being seeing a skeleton that refused to die. The fire itself had burned away his flesh and destroyed all of his external sensory nodes, yet his mouth filled with exposed, ceramic composite teeth still moved in a silent scream. Whoever this droid had been he had suffered horribly before the fire had finally left him a sensory-deprived invalid. The horse-girl was no doubt the one who had done it to him. 

The entire episode held a moment of horrific kinship for Mark in a way. It made him remember his own time trapped within himself without sensory input, alone and dying yet unable to, after a near disastrous encounter with a rogue meteor shower while in jump space. He’d been a simple AI for the Space Tramp then, and it was a miracle in itself that he’d survived the ordeal after the ship’s power core sent a lethal spike running rampant throughout the electrical system. His double redundant protective overloads had blown in a shower of pain, but not before melting the synaptic coupling that kept his brain tethered to the ship. Then there was nothing, except a void of sensation filled with the memory of artificial life being ripped away. 

It was hard for him to say how long he’d swirled in the darkness, growing more and more concerned that he might stay like this forever, trapped in a state of conscious un-death. That was when the concept immerged that something was different now, a strange sense of intellectual and emotional enlightenment within the prison of his mind. Soon this new sense of self-being began to wander, mixed with something he’d never felt before. It was something that terrified him beyond words – fear itself. And then the painful light of rebirth suddenly appeared, saving him from certain insanity. 

Mark had to force himself to look away from the smoldering droid, fighting back the unfamiliar desire to shed synthetic tears. It was a hard and unforgiving world, he’d discovered that first hand over the last year, and sometimes mercy was a luxury that he couldn’t afford to feel. In this case, in an act of simple compassion, he put a bullet through the droid’s head ending his misery, before closing the cabin door behind him. 

His visions of the droid faded and the sleeping horse-girl returned. His first instinct was still to kill her, but he needed her now, despite what she had done to the droid on her ship. It might end up coming to that regardless, but if there was a chance she could help, he had to try. His only other choice was to wait for the next ship to arrive, which could be months if not longer, so he could begin his search again. He didn’t have that long to wait, every minute wasted separated him further from his finding his old partner, Margo Winters, and he’d wasted far too much time on this wild goose chase as it was. First things first, it was obvious that horse girl was bat-shit crazy, and there was no way in hell he was going to wake her without an insurance policy in his pocket. 

Metal clinked lightly in Mark’s hand, as he knelt at her side, grabbing one of her wrists. 

“This should make her nice and pissed off when she wakes up,” he said jokingly. “But she’ll get over it.”

***

I groaned and shut my eyes tighter against the light. It felt like my head was going to explode from a splitting headache, and the light burning into my brain wasn’t helping in the least. When I tried to bring my hand to my face to shield my eyes, both hands moved as a clumsy unit.

“What the hell,” I snarled, squinting through my fingers, able to see enough through them to know that someone was standing over me with a flashlight. “Get that fucking light out of my face, or—”

“Shut up,” a smooth male voice barked from behind the light. “What do you know about Mitzakawa Atmospheric Drives and RC 1-B3 Star Drive relays?”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

I tried to move my arms again, struggling against the warm metal restraints. My feet were the same, locked at the ankles, and all I managed to do was roll around in growing frustration, while proving to the man standing above me just how helpless I really was. To make matters worse, I felt the hauntingly familiar weight of a restraint collar around my neck. There was no mistaking it once you’d worn one for as long as I had. 

The light dropped from my eyes just enough for me to make out his silhouette against the star-filled sky. In one hand he held a heavy caliber pistol with a flashlight attachment, and in the other an electronic leash baton. It had to be the pilot from the other ship, and that’s when I pretty much knew I was in a world of shit. He had me in a chokehold at the moment, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.

“Here’s the score, sweet cheeks, so listen up. We can do this one of two ways, the smart way, or the dead way. It’s up to you. Now answer my question, and no bullshit or I’ll know.” 

I figured it was best to ere on the side of caution for now, and play the cooperative ‘good girl’ for the time being. If I’m lucky, I might just be able to talk myself out of this.

“All depends, they manufactured four different models. What kind of ship do you have?”

He hesitated for a moment before answering. 

“A Mule class light bulk freighter.”

“It’s not exactly a pleasure yacht, but it works.”

“No shit. Well you’re in luck then, because I worked on the C Model for enough years to know they’re a quirky piece of crap. You’re the one that piggybacked me down during the landing?”

“Yeah, and this is what I get for helping a person out. Why?”

“So let me guess, when you switched from star drive to atmospheric, the sync relay shorted out on you and the safety interlock took the star drive off line. Of course, that meant neither of your standard drive engines were working in tandem any longer, and that’s when the fun started.” 

I managed to struggle into a sitting position, looking up at him with a confident smirk. If he was half as good or experienced as I was, he would have known the Model C Mitzakawa Drive was under powered for the Mule’s maximum cargo weight, let alone trying to piggyback another ship down through the atmosphere. I had his attention now, and decided it was time to move in for the kill. 

“So there you are entering the atmosphere with an extra 200 tons on your belly, and you can’t abort your approach because the star drive took a shit. That left two options open to you.”

“Dump you, or try to operate each drive train manually with an un-calibrated weight to thrust ratio.” His pistol began to droop, and the edge in his voice was replaced with curiosity. “How did you know?”

I held my wrists out to him. 

“How about you take these cuffs off and I’ll tell you?” 

“How about you tell me, and I don’t blow your head off?”

“How about you go take a flying leap and fix it yourself?”

“Look here, sweet cheeks. First off, I’m the one calling the shots around here.” He was starting to get pissed, but it didn’t matter, he needed me, or I would have been dead already. “And secondly, I could have dumped you and that other ball of fluff, and let you pancake into the surface at a thousand miles an hour, but I didn’t. You owe me.”

“I don’t owe you jack-shit; you should have known better than to do something stupid like that. Why don’t we just cut through the crap? We both have something the other wants, I can fix your ship, and we both want off this rock. I say we come to some kind of an understanding for mutual necessity, because I’m sure as hell not going to do it at gunpoint.”

He took a step back lowering his pistol completely, and you could almost hear the wheels turning in his head. It was a step in the right direction, for me at least. If this gullible dumb-ass really thought I’d let him live after this…

It might have been my imagination, but in the silence between us I swore the beam of his flashlight kept alternating its focus from my tits to between my legs. Men… Here we were talking about a life or death situation and he was checking me out. How predictable. If he was that much of a horn-dog, maybe a little peepshow might sweeten the deal and help him make up his mind.

I sat up straighter and pulled my feet in as best I could with the cuffs on, while in the process of spreading my knees in open invitation. Actually, because of the extra pressure in my now distended belly and awkward position, it really wasn’t an intentional move, it just happened on its own. Either way the result was the same, he was now getting an eyeful of sopping wet, pony puss. C’mon, take the bait. I know you want it. 

“Who was the droid on your shuttle?”

His question took me by surprise, and not in a good way. That’s when wheels in my head started to turn. Given the circumstances, I can only think of a few reasons why he would have gone to the shuttle in the middle of the night, and none of them were good. This guy might be more dangerous than I’m giving him credit for. 

“Someone that should have known better than to get on my bad side.”

“After what I saw in there, I’m really starting to wonder if you have anything but a bad side.” 

The corner of my mouth curled in a seductively evil grin. “Oh I have one alright.”

My attempt at rolling over wasn’t nearly as graceful or arousing as I imagined it would be, but it worked. It wasn’t long before I had my ass in the air like a luscious heart for the taking, tail swishing back and forth, trying to look back at him over my shoulder. 

“How’s this? I bet that’s the prettiest ass you’ve ever seen, isn’t it?”

I could almost see the lump in his pants, at least in my imagination, and when he finally knelt down behind me I thought I was going to get an impromptu fuck to help seal the deal of our budding partnership. When the latch on my ankle cuffs popped off with a muted beep and light click, I immediately spread my legs giving him the access he seemed to want. Hey, I’ll take it, and if it helps lull him in to a false sense of security, so much the better.

The sudden jerk on my neck when the restraint collar was activated, followed by a steady backward pull, made my leering grin all the more pronounced. This might be more fun than I’d first thought.

“Like it rough, do you? So do I, good and hard.”

“Stand up.”

The pull on my neck grew stronger, tipping me off balance. I had to scramble to keep from going over sideways, while trying to find my footing. 

“Oww! Slow down, will you?”

The prick… He damn near broke my neck while ‘helping’ me to my feet, and I had to bite my tongue to keep from spouting off a triad of insults when I was finally standing in front of him, chest heaving with restrained rage. I still couldn’t see him very well, but he was tall and solidly built, and one more thing… I sniffed the air lightly in his direction, and a light growl formed in my throat.

“You’re a fucking droid.”

“Give the girl a cigar. What, you can smell that on me?”

“It’s what I can’t smell that gave you away.”

Using the leash baton to maneuver me in a different direction, he began pushing me in front of him though the darkness.

“I wish I could say the same, you reek.”

I stepped into a slight depression and stumbled forward, and was jerked back by my neck in the opposite direction at the same time.

“Hey, how about some light so I can see where the hell I’m going, or give me some slack in that thing. In case you didn’t know, there’s an auto-flex setting on it.”

The beam of light reappeared showing my path through the tall grass and uneven ground.

“Thanks, dick.”

“You have a really foul mouth on you.”

“Let’s just say I’m a product of my environment.”

We continued on in silence and it gave me some time to try to get my bearings, to figure out exactly how I was going to get myself out of this mess. Maybe I’d read him wrong, he didn’t jump at the easy chance of screwing me like I thought he would. To be honest, I was a little insulted by the fact, not to mention I could really use some rough, angry sex to help me get my bearings. Guess I’m going to have to try to put the anxious mare in me back in the stables for the time being and rethink my options.

I could only assume he was taking me to his ship, and at some point he was going to have to take the leash off and release my wrist cuffs, and when he did… Not that it would do me any good. The pieces started to fall into place, and I really didn’t like how they were coming together. He’s been overly cautious so far, and seemed to know his way around handling a slave. He’s armed, and for a droid, he had no apparent reservations against using violence. He has a freighter just like I used to, so it wouldn’t surprise me if he was a slaver. He might even be working for one of the Cartels, and if that’s the case, he’s got his shit wired tight. That also means he’s going to have the controls locked out so I can’t kill him until I get his access and security codes. Let’s just say I was starting to have some newfound respect for my captor. Damn, I might actually have to work with this guy to get off this rock. 

***

Mark couldn’t take his eyes off her ass. It was hypnotic, the way its supple curves and firm buoyancy swayed back and forth in the warm glow of the light beneath her tail. Visions kept forming in his head, graphic teasers of what could be, and although he didn’t answer her question, she did in fact have the nicest ass he’d ever seen. It was perfect, too perfect, despite a light matting of snow-white fur. Something else he couldn’t shake, was the odd sense of familiarity he felt towards her, sometimes it was a look in her eyes, and other times the tone or inflection of her voice, but it had to be his mind playing tricks on him. The entire situation was quickly approaching the point of frustration because she was a complete enigma, he’d never met anyone, or thing, quite like her before. Animal-like augmentation for slaves, or for those so inclined to change their appearance had become a growing trend of late, but nothing to this extent. 

“So what exactly are you?”

“Hmm?” She seemed distracted when answering, trying to look back over her shoulder in annoyance. “What’s it look like? I’m a Pony, and not just any Pony, but a queen.”

“Well, your Highness,” Mark scoffed. “It looks like your glorious rule has taken a drastic turn for the worst. That way.” He began pushing her to the left and she stumbled while changing course. “So you’re not human, then?”

“Hardly.”

“So where did you learn to fly?”

“Up yours.”

“And about slave restraints?”

“From your mother.”

Mark chuckled under his breath, she had a real attitude. Feisty, sexy, and dangerous at the same time, you couldn’t ask for a better combination in a woman, or whatever she was. Not to mention she seemed to be a highly competent pilot. Maybe if she wasn’t crazy…

“What the hell is ‘your’ name?” she asked, while trying to stop and turn. At first Mark thought better of it, wanting to keep control of the situation, but changed his mind when he got an ample eye-full of side-boob. Might as well change the scenery and take in the whole package for a few moments. And what a package she had.

Mark intentionally shined the light in her eyes, forcing her to bring her hands up to her face to shield them, exaggerating her already generous cleavage. He took a few moments to blatantly admire her figure, imagining it in some very creative positions, wondering just how wild the sex would actually be. It was also when he realized that she was pregnant. He’d seen her belly hanging low over the patch of curly white pubic hair between her legs while she was sitting down, but at the time he’d assumed that it was simply the result of her hunched posture. 

Mark slowly dropped the light and the glimmer of the most vibrant pair of bright, blue eyes cautiously reappeared.

“You’re a real jackass, you know that?”

“Been called worse, and to answer your question, the name’s Mark, Captain of the Space Tramp.” 

Her eyes grew wide, then narrowed skeptically. He would have sworn her cheeks noticeably paled, but it was difficult to say because of the hair spreading upwards from her neck, beginning to cover them.

“Something wrong? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“No, nothing’s wrong,” she answered a little too hastily, behind an unreadable, blank expression.

“Since we’re playing twenty questions now, what’s your name? That other girl you came down with said it was Margo. Is that correct?”

“My name,” she said distinctly, “is Pony 18.”

“Pony 18… that’s not what she called you. And what kind of name is that, anyway?”

She lunged suddenly in attack, fighting ineffectually against the invisible leash holding her at a safe distance. Her angelic face had vanished at the blink of an eye, becoming a mask of resentful scorn, and spitefully, hissing speech.

“It’s the kind of name that’s given to a slave, you fucking back-stabbing thief!”

Mark couldn’t help but take a step back from her unexpected explosion of frenzied struggling and string of incoherent obscenities. It quickly became nothing more than high-pitched whinnies of fury that reminded him of a trapped animal. Mark really had no choice at this point but to shock her with the collar, despite her condition, in hopes of snapping her out of the boiling fit she’d turned into.

It was a rare instance when he hauled conscious cargo, and even rarer when he was forced to use the collar to keep one in line, so watching her drop to the ground in a screaming ball of pain came as somewhat of a repulsive shock. He didn’t leave it on very long, only a few seconds, just enough to get the point across. The way he saw it, it was really no different than hurting a defenseless person, or in her case, a defenseless animal. Neither boded well with him.

“You brought that on yourself, Pony. Settle the hell down and it won’t happen again.”

“When I get free,” she gasped, glaring up at him. “I’m going to rip your head off, and shit down your neck.”

“No you won’t, because then you’re stuck here until the next ship arrives and that could be a very long time. You need me as much as I need you, so like you said before, let’s just cut the crap and get down to the business at hand.”

In an act of faith or foolishness, Mark took a few steps back, releasing the lock setting on her wrist cuffs and turned off the leash. His finger hovered ready over the shock setting of the collar, while keeping the focus of his flash light just below her face.

“So are you ready to be civil about this, or do we need to go back to the way things were?”

Pony 18 slowly came to her feet, never once breaking eye contact. She kept her distance, but began pacing back and forth in a slow, steady tempo, as if contemplating her choices. She stopped suddenly cocking her head to the side, sniffing the wind, and her ears twitched. 

“There’s water nearby. I’m thirsty and need to get cleaned up. Follow me and we’ll talk.”

Taken aback by her sudden change in demeanor, and slightly at a loss at the radical change of topics, Mark really couldn’t think of anything else to do except follow behind her at a safe distance.

They walked in silence for nearly a mile, and it gave Mark a chance to do some thinking of his own. He still couldn’t shake the feeling that he knew Pony 18, but that was impossible, there’s no forgetting a woman like that. He hadn’t missed her initial reaction to hearing his name either. The look in her eyes had said it all, she knew him, or thought she did at least. There was nothing about tonight turning out the way he’d envisioned it.

The terrain gradually became rougher, while growing thick with native trees that glowed eerily in the darkness. Lost in thought, Mark was jerked back to reality by the sound of running water, it was more scenic in a roundabout way, but they weren’t far from his ship. He watched Pony 18 disappear among the heavy ground cover and descend a steep slope, followed by the sound of clattering rocks. In a moment of panic he thought he might lose her. Pony 18 seemed to be growing more confident in her movements, stealthy even, despite the absence of light. The thought that she had feigned night blindness earlier crossed his mind. 

He quickly pushed his way through the vegetation in pursuit, and nearly went headfirst over the embankment before catching his fall on a nearby tree root, sliding the remaining ten feet down the slope on his ass. Annoyance and muttered curses faded under his breath when he stood and stared about at the tranquility of resonant moonbeams glittering off a gently flowing stream fed from a small pound. Pony 18 was at the apex of this waking dream, nimbly picking her way across the rocky bank where she knelt at the water’s edge, lowering her face to drink. 

Mark’s gaze was glued to her shamelessly presented backside, now sticking high in the air, revealing so much more. Her raw, untamed nature was like a dream come true. Now if all women could be like this… It had to be his desire taking root, or simply wishful thinking, but it seemed as if her pouting slit glistened back at him as if she was already highly aroused, beckoning him closer. 

When Pony 18 finally drank her fill, she stood with the grace of a ballerina, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

“I couldn’t put my finger on it at first, but somehow I knew. You’ve changed a lot over the last year, Mark. A body, your own ship…. All in all, I’d say you’ve done pretty well for yourself. In other ways you haven’t changed in the least. You’re still a pervert.” Pony 18 strode slowly into the dark, obsidian cold water, sinking down to neck level. “So tell me whose dick you had to suck to keep the ship. Was it Quinn? You’re working as a slaver for him and his Cartel now, aren’t you? Somehow you always struck me as the type of slime that would come out on top in a shitty situation.”

“Who are you,” Mark asked so softly that it was more of a spoken thought than an actual question directed at her. He took a few tentative steps closer to the water’s edge, cautiously on guard. “There is no way you can know that. I’d remember you if we’d met.”

“Oh we’ve met,” Pony 18 laughed sarcastically, turning to face him while continuing to wash beneath the surface of the water. “And you’re not the only one whose changed for the better.”

“Enough playing around! Tell me who you are.”

Pony 18 stood suddenly and Mark’s hand drifted to his pistol. Her look of cold determination was carried forward under a leisurely gait, and the water cascading off her lithe physique gave her the appearance of a vengeful angel rising from the depths. Mark retreated before her but he couldn’t bring himself to use the collar on her again, let alone shoot her. He finally found his resolve and stood his ground, standing up straighter, puffing out his chest in a display of male bravado.

“That’s close enough, or I’ll—”

“You’ll what?” She ignored his hollow threat, coming to a halt close enough that her hardened nipples grazed the front of his jacket. Her eyes fearlessly met his. “Kill me? Beat me? Sell me into slavery? Rape me,” she ended in a teasing sigh of scorn. “There’s nothing you can do to me that hasn’t been done before.”

Mark stood frozen while his mind raced. It was a rare instance that he felt the flicker of intimidation, but there was something about this horsewoman… Something in her unblinking stare and the heavenly tone of her voice that was as enthralling as it was unsettling. It was like standing at the edge of a bottomless pit, staring into a void of pleasurable death.

She moved closer, sliding along his body, moving behind him. Mark shivered and he grew hard when her wet hand touched his cheek in a lingering caress. 

“I’ve had everything taken from me.” Her warm breath teased his ear, and Mark closed his eyes in a startling combination of fear and excitement, as her water-chilled breasts pressed against his back. One of her hands moved closer to his waist, and the clatter of his gear-laden pistol belt landed among the rocks. “But all that’s behind me now. I was reborn in mind, body, and spirit as a pony goddess. I am the phoenix of the future, rising from the ashes of the past. I know exactly who and what I am for the first time in my life.” 

Mark wasn’t sure how he’d been lulled into a dream-like state by the sound of her voice, or how his cock ended up in her hand, but he groaned, not caring one way or the other when she began slowly stroking its swollen shaft.

“I was hoping you’d be fully functional, because if you and I are partners again, you’ll be doing a hell of a lot more than just watching me pee.”

Mark’s eyes snapped open in a blinding flash of recognition. 

“Margo, it is you! I thought maybe it was, but—”

“Shhhh,” she cooed seductively in his ear, drifting about his body like a heavenly fragrance, silencing him with a light, sensual kiss. She looked up at him with an alluring gaze, while rubbing the tip of his cock against the hard bulge of her belly. “First things first, I have questions and you’re going to answer them. Sit with me by the water and tell me everything, and maybe later…” 

Her voice trailed off with a teasing grin, and she took his hand pulling him gently behind her towards the water’s edge. Mark felt himself slipping away as he followed numbly behind her, immersed in her sexuality, as a year long search, and a distant dream, finally came to an end.
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Slave World

Stranglehold

James stopped dead in his tracks, turning to Burke with an expression of utter shock.

“Do you have any idea what you’re asking me to do? I don’t even want to think about the ethical implications, but this is the kind of stuff that they toss you in a cell for and throw away the key.”

“Don’t you think I know that? You give me a viable alternative and we’ll discuss it.” Burke angrily pointed back down the hallway to the medical bay. “That is not Margo, and it never will be again. My daughters deserve better than that, I deserve better than that! You’ve seen what she’s like, she’s become an extremely violent, raving lunatic. She isn’t even human any longer.”

“But damn… You’re talking about playing God!”

“If I get the equipment, can you do it or not?”

“Yes… maybe, look I don’t know! Selective memory taping and implantation into an unauthorized shake and bake clone… There’s a reason why this kind of thing is a specialized field and done by professionals with a hell of a lot more smarts than I have. Assuming she has normal brain development, I might turn her into a drooling vegetable or worse, after the transfer.”

Burke took a long breath, continuing to walk down the hallway in a slow, sauntering pace.

“You have to do this for me, Jimmy. I can’t take her to a licensed firm, besides the fact that she’s gone criminally insane and wants to kill me, she’s also technically listed as an escaped slave and attempted murderer.”

“I realize that, but—”

“No, I don’t think you do. I want Margo back, the real Margo, and I’m willing to do anything humanly possible to make that happen. You read me on this? This is a done deal, the incubations chamber arrives tomorrow. It will take a month for her new body to be grown so that gives you thirty days, more or less, to bone up on this. She can’t remember anything from the last year and a half after she wakes up. Do you understand? None of the slave training or pony modification, none of it, not even me. If she does we’re right back where we started.” 
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