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About This Book

 

 

Sometimes the only way to discover your real husband is to stop being his wife. And start being his plaything.

 

For Diandra Acres, it started as a hunch, a feeling her husband was hiding the real him from her. He was shielding her from something — or keeping a secret from his wife. Never one to flee from a challenge, she intended to find just what that something was. For in her heart, she suspected — and hoped — that in Martin there lurked the dangerous Alpha male animal of her darkest dreams. The strict dominant man not afraid to put his wife firmly in her place — or take her over his knee. There was something mysterious about Martin all right. But did she have the courage to face what the truth might mean about her kind, beloved husband?

 

Leaving his wife for weeks at a time was hard enough. But preventing himself from being who he really was with his beautiful wife was even harder. Being thousands of light years away from home — and his wife’s loving arms — was a mercy though. For it allowed him to hide from what he really wanted to make of her, allowed him to flee from the dark, twisted needs he’d always struggled with. His wife could never be those things. She could never want to be those things. So, self-imposed banishment in the form of a contract was his only choice. Still, in the endless night of interstellar space, he couldn’t help but wonder. What if he really could show her what it was he wanted? Night after night, the vision haunted him — his wife, on her knees, submitting utterly to his strict control, his cruel lusts, his deepest, darkest desires. It was a vision as alluring as it was impossible to hope for...

 

Some things were better left unsaid. Certain boxes better left unopened. For once the truth is known, it cannot be unknown. What if confessing his desires reveals him to be something his wife no longer recognizes? Could a marriage — and the love of a man and wife — survive the discovery that both of them desire much more than they’ve had the courage to admit? Even to themselves?

 

For Martin Acres, the choice of whether or not to reveal who he really is, to unveil the truth of his deep-seated, troubling sexual needs might be the least of his problems. For the truth could sometimes do more than just reveal. It could also transform — or destroy.

 

 

Publisher’s Warning: The book is intended for mature audiences. 18 and over only!

 

This novel contains the following themes or activities: MF and MFM D/s, M/s, intense and explicit sex, spanking, anal play, humiliation, objectification, forced exhibitionism, and other acts of (very) unequal power dynamics. If any of these might be offensive to you, please do not buy or read this book. You have been warned...

 

Word Count: 56,977 words​

 



A Peek at What's Inside...

 

 

…“Down on your knees,” he ordered, slapping her on the ass. She jerked as he did it, the ghostly pink of his handprint beginning to darken upon her pale skin.

He’s always wanted to spank his wife. One of his favorite fantasies being taking her over his knee, smacking that sweet, soft bottom over and over and over again until she was crying, until she was begging him to stop.

Until she had surrendered to him.

Did he have the courage to do it though? Would she let him do it? He was about to find out.

He took hold of her arm, dragging her up.  Not letting go, he slid in front of her upon the couch. He met her eyes.  They were alive, bright with as yet unshed tears, her lower lip trembling ever so slightly. But in those eyes, he didn’t see resistance. He saw, if anything, a keenness, an eagerness. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

Relax, Martin.

“Get over my lap.” Then he pulled her down with a firm grip on her arm. She grunted softly as she did, her smooth belly a pleasing contrast against his thighs, her soft vulnerable ass laid bare, inches from him. He could feel the heat of her sex against his thigh, smell her wetness. She was aroused. Oh, she was aroused.

He kept hold of her arm then, squeezing harder as he talked. “We’re going to test how much you want to obey. I’m going to spank this ass until it’s the color I want it. You can cry if you want, but I’m not stopping until I want to. Do you understand me?”

“Y – Ye – Yes, sir,” she said, her voice faltering. “I—”

“Are you going to obey me?” His cock throbbed at the sound of the words, speaking them much sweeter, more darkly arousing than anything he’d ever dreamed of.

“Yes, sir,” she said.

“Keep your legs closed. Up on your toes.” He had no idea why he told her that. But she did it, and the sight was beautiful indeed. He patted her ass, loving the feel of her warm flesh beneath his palm. Grasping her proprietarily, he made her wait, loving the way her entire body tensed.  The seconds ticked by, and he couldn’t believe how much he enjoyed holding her over the precipice, loving the way her anxiety heightened with every passing second.

And then he started…
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Prologue

 

“Is this your first time for a decommissioning?” The tech handed her a warm cup of coffee, a thin stream of steam wisping from below the lid.

“Yes, it is. Just observing this time though.”

“I’m Blake,” the tech said, offering a hand. “Liddel, right?”

She shook his hand. “Marcia, please.”

Blake nodded toward the scene beyond the glass. “First times are always… interesting.”

Minutes before the three subjects had been led in, she’d been ushered into the observation booth. She was surprised at the variety she saw in even those three individuals. One was taller, another more muscular, while the third had a brilliant, striking gaze, his eyes seemingly larger, more intent, more alive than those of his compatriots.

They had lined up at the decommissioning bank, their arms lifted overhead, grasping the bars above. They were not bound; the technicians who would be taking apart the androids once they had been powered down for the final time were utterly confident the machines would cooperate as programmed.

Even in the process of their termination.

The androids — all males — wore no shirts, their featureless gray slacks as anonymous as they were.

“Artificials” were their official term. Human-like robots.

Everyone on Earth called them androids.

Here, at the decommissioning bloc on the outdated, dilapidated base station orbiting the backwater planet of Borellia 3-C, they derisively referred to them as “fish.”

This was a new generation. Androids so lifelike as to be undetectable, indistinguishable from their human masters. These Artificials were the reason the IP laws were repealed, the legions of indentured persons relieved of their toil, replaced by beings stronger, faster, more reliable. Beings that never got sick, never complained, never aged, never objected to how they were treated.

But the ethics of such beings were still hotly debated. In the galactic core, money mattered. Economics mattered. Cold, hard calculation mattered.

Though the ethicists argued against their development, noting the deep, troubling questions about the entire phenomenon of artificial humans, the fact that their existence had freed an untold number of actual humans from servitude — some called it slavery, though indenturement was at least ostensibly voluntary — made resistance to the proliferation of artificials… a difficult position to defend.

As Marcia watched them through the glass, the way they lined up silently, without a word, without so much as a glance back, she wasn’t so sure. The only hint that they were more than automatons was the look that one of them had given her, the slight lift at the corner of his mouth, his brilliant gaze locked upon hers just before he turned away, grasping the bar above him, flanked on both sides by his other doomed companions.

She marveled anew at the variety in the androids. She would never have been able to tell that this man, this being, was artificial at all.

There were four technicians in the room beyond, one of them preparing the decommissioning coupling. It looked like nothing so much as a set of cables with a sharp, gleaming rod at the end of it.

“I’ve always wondered where they hooked them up,” she said, taking a sip.

“They had to make accommodations. The initial models had a port visible on the back. But the designers felt that this spoiled the illusion, that this made them too easy to tell them apart from actual humans. So, the latest model line — which these three are part of — have the receiving port under the skin.”

The woman looked at him. “You mean…?”

“Yeah,” Blake said. “They have to pierce the skin.”

She shuddered. “Those poor men.”

“They’re not men, but yeah. I wouldn’t want to be in their spot either.”

She’d heard of decommissionings before, of course. They were a standard part of cycling out old models, refreshing the ranks with new and improved versions of the artificial human. As she looked at the three beyond the glass though, she wondered what was wrong with them. They all looked healthy, strong, vital… human.

She set those musings aside though as the red laser began to scan slowly up and down the back of the middle artificial. The one who had looked at her before turning toward the wall.

“What is that?”

“Can’t have them stabbing the spike into the wrong place, can we? Gets messy. It’s an x-ray scanner. Let’s them see exactly where the port is. One thrust and it’s done. They don’t feel a thing, apparently.”

“How would you know though?”

Blake shrugged.

The scanner zeroed in on the port, a bright yellow circle in a field of red quite visible at the mid-thoracic spine.

“Found it,” Blake murmured. “I hope you’re not squeamish.”

The tech inside holding the spike, poised it above the skin. Everyone tensed, silent, waiting for what was to come. Just as the spike was about to penetrate though, the artificial’s hand came down with unbelievable speed and precision. In an instant, he had taken hold of the wrist of the tech holding the spike, whirled around then held the spike to the tech’s neck. The technician, a red-headed young man of perhaps twenty-five years, paled instantly, his lips a thin carmine line across his now deathly pale, freckled face. His blue eyes, bright with terror, darted back and forth.

The three other techs began to approach, but the artificial shook his head sharply.

“One more step and this spike goes in his throat. Don’t move.”

The two artificials instantly let go of the overhead bars and spun into action.

“Holy shit!” Blake’s voice was high with panic. He smashed a button on the console in front of them, bending over and yelling into a microphone. “We’ve got a problem, Decomm Three. Send security. Now!”

“W-what’s going on?”

“I don’t know. This has never happened before.” He gave her a quick glance. We’re… we’re safe in here though.”

In less than two minutes, the other three technicians were bound, laying on the floor, wrists lashed to ankles with wire. Blake pressed another button, his voice trembling ever so slightly. “You just… calm down in there. We can talk this through. Let them go. They’re not going to hurt you. Let’s talk about this.”

“Not going to hurt us, you say? You mean not hurt us other than terminate us and chop us up for spare parts?” The artificial gave him a slow shake of his head, a grim smile curving his lips. “We have nothing to talk about, you and I. But you can do something for me. You can send Marcia out here.” He tipped his head toward the technician he currently menaced with the decommissioning spike. “She’s the only thing that might save this man’s life.”

Blake pressed the button again, cutting the mic to the inside of the room. He cursed under his breath.

Marcia backed away, shaking her head. “How does... how does he know my name?”



Chapter 1

 

 

 

<GalNet Node: History of the Rechtellian Rebellion - Precipitating Incident | Accessed 14.3.2254>

 

EXTRACT:

 

…as political power increasingly arrogated to the galactic core, with its attendant intrigues, machinations, and upheavals, attention to and inclusivity of other more remote star systems inevitably faded. Short of outright disenfranchisement, these outer reaches were gradually left to their own affairs, such neglect being less an intentional act than a result of increasing internecine strife afflicting the political class of the galactic core. Decadence, venality, petty plots, and political maneuvering consumed the leadership, even infecting the military, allowing a sclerosis of both spirit and thought to take hold.

 

Those systems situated along the galactic periphery — commonly referred to as the Rechtellian Zones — increasingly left to themselves, especially those regions far from any known transit gates, always harbored simmering antipathies to dictats from a galactic regime hundreds of thousands of light years away. In the vacuum formed by the effective absence of galactic core oversight, these systems eventually developed societal constructs, traditions, and institutions distinct from those in the rest of the galaxy.

 

One of the few institutions shared with the galactic core was the concept of Indentured Personhood (see separate entry: IP statutes), a feature of galactic life that, though considered an embarrassing anachronism in the galactic core, had become an integral part of society in the Rechtellian Zones. So it was that the abrupt repeal of IP laws, which occurred on 01.01.2214, transformed long-simmering tensions into seething rage.

 

The ingredients for separation — and indeed outright rebellion — were in place. All that was required was a tripwire, a personality and an event to set events in motion.

 

Into this powder keg stepped one Antaeus Elazar, Model-E artificial person, leader of the First Android Revolt…


 

 

 

 

 

 

The wrench slipped off the nut, slamming against the actuator housing, pinching his finger against it.

“Motherfucker!” The hot pain exploded down Martin’s finger. It was already bleeding. He backed slowly out of the service hatch, using a rag to staunch the bleeding.

“Goddammit,” he muttered under his breath. The truth was he didn’t actually need to replace the actuator motor for the maneuvering thruster on the ore shuttle, at least not right away.

But it kept him from thinking, from dwelling on the loneliness that engulfed him on each of these assignments. For the first couple of weeks once on station, it was always exciting. It was fun. Time flew.

But after a while, the reality of the isolation began to set in and all he could think about was how much longer he had left.

“Are you injured, sir?” the computer asked, the female voice soothing, neutral.

“I’m all right.” It was cut, but he could move his finger. Not broken, but it was going to bruise like a son of a bitch.

He closed the service hatch. He would have to change the actuator out another day. It was his third assignment in a row on the station — and he’d only had a week’s downtime between each contract. It wasn’t that he needed the money. He had enough saved that he didn’t need to work another day in his life.

But something compelled him to stay out here anyway.

Was he hiding from her? Why? Diandra was the most loving, sweet wife a man could ask for, but there was no doubt that now there existed a… tension. Strained was how he’d describe it, even if neither one of them had ever spoken a single word about it.

Or was he hiding from himself, from his real needs? What he truly wanted.

As he walked from the repair bay toward the crew module, he couldn’t help but question his motives — and hers. Why was he here? The station was almost completely automated. Out here, he was still a glorified maintenance tech. He was multi-skilled, yes, but a trained monkey could do what he did. Yet here he was, again.

“Has the star packet come in?” he asked as he walked, the sound of his footfalls echoing in the bare brightly-lit corridor.

“Twenty-one minutes, sir. Something you’re looking for?”

“No, nothing. I… yeah, forget it.”

It was almost over, the “Black 24.” It was a term the crewmembers had coined for the delays between star packets and any communication that came with them. Out there on the periphery, they were only transmitted once every twenty-four hours. They called it the “Black 24” because if something went wrong — anything — you were on your own for at least twenty-four hours.

No information got in. No information got out.

He stepped into the crew module, taking a deep breath, dropping to his chair, checking his finger again. It was already bruising, but he got lucky. Just a small area was cut below the second knuckle. He pressed the cloth to the cut once more, and thought of her again. He loved his wife dearly, but even he couldn’t answer why he spent so much time away from her.

He looked up, calling out for the computer again. He called it the Eye in the Sky. It was an old joke making reference to an ancient song back on Earth. Joking aside it was an eternally relevant fear, the all-watching, all-knowing surveillance state.

Out here, it wasn’t a state — it was a central computer.

“Eye, has Dylan 24A come back online?” It was the nearest station, 0.4 lightyears away. Its locator beacon had ceased transmitting four days ago — probably malfunctioning — but it was unusual to have a locator beacon be out for that length of time.

“Negative, sir. No trace of the beacon.”

“Let me know when it comes back on, will ya?”

“Of course, sir,” the computer said.

It wasn’t the fact that the Dylan systems beacon went offline; it was the fact that there was a recent development of several of them going offline — and staying that way. One of them apparently had its local star packet relay node — which wasn’t anywhere near the station itself — go dark too. Which meant it had either malfunctioned, or been destroyed. He hoped it wasn’t the latter.

He wondered if the men crewing those stations failed a verification inquiry. It was a possibility — though such a thing wouldn’t explain the star packet node going dark.

The “verification inquiry” was a diagnostic, spontaneous mental fitness test conducted at the central computer’s whim, presumably when the computer sensed certain behavioral warning signs in a crew member. He’d never actually heard of one resulting in the crew being replaced, but he knew it had been done in the past.

It was always a concern. Being replaced as a crew member meant you forfeited your wages — and you might never get another assignment again.

For Martin though, he wasn’t sure if being sent home would be a disaster — or salvation.

* * *

 

Martin reclined in the grav chair, not yet knowing that in a few short minutes his old life was about to end.

Situated at the center of the pilot house, the grav chair allowed him a panoramic view of the vast asteroid field spread out below him. He always found the term “pilot house” odd considering the fact the station had no engines, no way to steer.

The station’s hull was little more than a huge pod that could be dragged behind a tug. But still, it had a pilot house, though most of the time spent in there was simply watching local traffic, star lanes lighting up now and then as a freighter — most of them automated — transited the nearest gate.

Charon 90 they called the station, but for Martin, it might as well have been called Purgatory. Situated at the very edge of galactic space, it was the quintessence of remote, a distance from the galactic core so immense, he often felt as if he were marooned in deep space itself.

The hum of the projection unit changed timbre, three clicks heralding another burst of star packet traffic. Though he’d seen it countless times, it still amazed him to watch the color wash across the curved ceiling above him. The pilot house itself essentially a sphere, a representation of nearby space — Charon 90’s sector — projected upon the inner surface of it, much like a planetarium might project images of Earth’s night sky. Only in this case, it was everything within one lightyear of the station.

It was day thirty-six of his contract.

Only 124 days to go.

He tapped a companion screen next to him, bringing up the station’s system display; life support, fuel supply, cargo capacity. It was all automated. He checked it anyway.

It was training. It was rote. It kept him sane. It was something to do.

He clicked over to the viewport to take in the surface of the main asteroid. It was large — larger even than Ceres back in the Sol System. As big as a small planet, its surface was a ruddy, chocolate color, pockmarked with dramatic impact craters.

“Shuttle Three returning,” the Eye in the Sky said, her dulcet smooth tones ones that he often heard in his sleep.

“Computer,” he said. “Patch in Shuttle Three’s exhaust cowl camera.”

“Of course,” Eye in the Sky said.

Instantly, the image was projected above him, Shuttle 3’s main engines executing the escape sequence from the asteroid’s relatively weak gravity well.

He wasn’t even sure why he looked at it, but each time he did, he grew more and more wistful, thinking again of the day when it would be he on an escape sequence, headed toward the local system gate — and home.

To her.

He tried not to think of his wife too much. Diandra warned him every time before he went off on another contract that thinking of her would only make his time pass slower. He always thought it was an odd thing for her to say, but he knew she said it to comfort him.

And she was right. Not thinking of his gorgeous wife’s long blonde hair, her pale turquoise eyes, those soft pink lips that seemed to glisten no matter whether she’d painted them or not. He found if he stopped thinking of her, her image haunted him less and less. He found if he thought of her less, being reunited with her at the end of the contract made it that much sweeter, their love renewed, their lust reignited, their bond deepening.

But he’d seen it the last time he’d said goodbye to her. He’d seen the strain. He’d seen the doubt. He’d seen the sorrow.

It was new, and it was bad. And there was nothing he could do about it.

He slung his legs out of the gravity chair, allowing himself to acclimate for a moment sitting upright. He’d sometimes spend hours in that position, reclined, staring up at the lanes all around him, knowing the nearest other human being could be a parsec a way. Or farther.

The station, courtesy of its immensely powerful central computer, what crew members on Charon 90 dubbed “Eye in the Sky,” was essentially fully automated, the mining, the power generation, all controlled and running by itself. Truth be told, he wasn’t even sure how the mining on Charon 90’s several asteroids was done, though he knew that it was chiefly retrieving Helium-3 and Arctenium, the fuel that helped run the Milky Way’s entire gate system.

He let his toes touch the cold floor of the pilot house. He rarely wore shoes inside the station anymore, finding the subtle hum and vibration from the station’s main powerplant to be oddly comforting, almost pleasurable, against the soles of his bare feet. He headed for the exit, taking one last look at the colors, the visual representation of all of the burst of star packet traffic being retrieved by freighters, other stations, medical outposts, and supply platforms, all around the local group. Those bursts of traffic were rare and sporadic, never more than ten or eleven days in frequency, sometimes as long as a month. 

And unlike every other contract he’d ever done, Martin found to his dismay that the receiving relay for Charon 90 picked up... nothing for him. Every contract he’d been on, Diandra had messaged him as soon as physically possible.

This time, she hadn’t.

In over thirty-six days.

It was clear what it meant. The slow slide to alienation, to estrangement, had already begun. He was one of the few station jocks who actually had managed to maintain a marriage. Most of the others were either single and never able to actually establish a relationship, or sadly, poor souls whose bonds with their loved ones couldn’t survive the gulf of ten thousand lightyears separating home and their workplace on the shitty little station.

He made for the door, mentally walking through his maintenance checks, ones he knew were not needed, ones he knew were simply in place to keep his mind occupied, to keep him from thinking about how alone he actually was in this place.

The sharp warning tone, followed by three clicks, stopped him in his tracks.

“Sir, transport approaching.”

There hadn’t been a single transport sent to the station during any contract he’d been on — and he’d been on many. He turned around, though he didn’t need to. Looking at the projection above him, he spoke the words. “Eye, repeat that.”

Her smooth tones obeyed. “Transport inbound from local gate. ETA: thirty-one minutes. Shall I hail it, sir?”

“No,” Martin said. “I’ll see them myself.”



Chapter 2

 

Martin’s quick footsteps echoed up and down the cavernous central corridor. The station itself was shaped essentially like a long cylinder. On one end, the command module, which included Martin’s quarters, the pilot house, and the communications array, while the other end consisted of the storage bays and the docking platform. In the middle, extending out into a truly massive machinery space was the mining plant itself.

Charon 90 was one of the newer stations that actually had an integrated first-phase processing capability. The company had long ago decided that gate transit fees being what they were, it made much more sense to make sure the cargo — the cost of which was assessed by mass — was as pure as possible. Consequently, new stations were developed — Charon 90 being one of them — that burned away all the bulk slag that was an inevitable part of ore extraction, leaving only the lucrative fuel, the precious materials.

In this case, Helium 3 and Arctenium.

As he moved down the corridor, lights flickered on and off as he passed by, the ones behind him fading, then winking out entirely, the ones ahead doing the opposite. As he passed by the main hatch to his left to the mining module, he could feel the heat from the plant, the roar of the machinery, the vibration so strong that it shook the floor as he passed by.

He still couldn’t figure out why the transport was inbound. Transports never showed up unexpectedly. The only time they had – to his knowledge – was when the Eye in the Sky had deemed a crew member to be unfit for service. At least, that was the only time he’d ever heard of such a thing happening.

But that obviously wasn’t the case here. Was it?

What the fuck is going on?

The hatch to the docking module in sight, he raised his voice. “Computer, origin data for inbound transport.”

The Eye paused for a split second. “This is an unscheduled transport, sir. Would you like me to hail it?”

“Negative,” Martin growled.

It at least confirmed something — he wasn’t being replaced. Company regulations stated that The Eye in the Sky would be required to state that a replacement crew member was aboard the transport in the event of “unscheduled rotation,” the corporatese term for a crew member losing his marbles.

That answered one question, but he still didn’t know why the transport was en route.

He swung the hatch open, letting it close behind him with a clank. The air in the docking module was always colder, stale. He didn’t like it, especially knowing less than half an inch of steel separated him from the cold, deadly vacuum of space.

He fired up the docking motors, the control screen flickering to life with a tiny whine as he ran through the start-up protocol for an arriving transport. This could also be fully automated, but when it came to something like this — and docking was never without some risk — he always went through the list himself.

One could never be too careful.

Emergency atmosphere. Check.

Docking umbilicus active. Check.

The motor hummed loudly, one of the floor plates rattling at the vibration as he used the manual controller to first fully extend, then retract the umbilicus back into its housing.


Umbilicus armature test. Check.

Airlock closed and locked. Check.

Back-up atmosphere retention shield primed. Check.

The start-up protocol flashed an optional unscheduled transport icon, and under that there was one item on that list.

Sidearm, locked and loaded.

He ignored that, canceling it and shaking his head as he did so. Charon 90 was literally on the other side of the Milky Way from Earth — about as far away from anything that mattered as you could be. There was no way there was any danger. Not out here.

The biggest danger on Charon 90 was the lack of… anything happening at all.

He flipped the controls back to full auto, satisfied all was in working order, and watched the telemetry from the docking module’s control panel. The station’s powerful auto-nav locked on at 500 kilometers, initiating the main braking sequence, and taking over control of the transport just as he would expect.

“ETA, three minutes,” Eye in the Sky intoned, the transport’s speed rapidly decreasing.

Thus far, there was nothing out of the ordinary.

Still, it didn’t keep his heart from beating just a little bit faster as the umbilicus extended, two thunks and a metal on metal screech heralding a successful docking connection. Then a loud hum as the umbilicus’s motor used that connection to draw the transport that last few meters into the docking bay itself.

He wished he had visibility inside the bay, but the camera had quit working three days after he’d begun his contract, a replacement not expected to arrive until the next scheduled rotation.

To his left, the airlock hatch for the bay began charging, two banks of yellow lights — to the left and right of the airlock — flicking on, illuminating the space immediately in front of the hatch. He flipped the safety cover for the emergency purge. He’d never had to use one, but he’d seen video of an emergency purge being tested. Anything standing within three meters of an airlock opening would be flushed out, like the week’s refuse, in less than half a second.

All he had to do was push the button.

The airlock hissed, the air pressure in the module changing, Martin opening his mouth to relieve the pressure in his ears. With a bone-rattling clank, the main airlock opened, the slightly acrid scent of artificial atmosphere flooding over his face as the pressure within the transport and the station momentarily equalized.

Then someone stepped through the doorway.

Oh, my dear Lord.

Martin flicked the safety cover back over the purge button, his heart pounding rapidly now. The person standing before him in front of the airlock wasn’t a replacement crew member.

It wasn’t a pirate. It wasn’t a military officer.

It was Diandra.



Chapter 3

 

For a long moment, he wasn’t sure what to say.

He wondered if he was dreaming. But it was her. Her hair was shorter, straighter, maybe not quite as long, maybe not quite as dark as the last time he’d seen her, but it had been long enough now that he wasn’t sure his memory of what Diandra actually looked like could be relied upon anymore.

She was wearing a jumpsuit similar to what transport pilots would be expected to wear, except this one was all white, featureless, the only hint of something vaguely military being the squared-off shoulders. It was zipped up to the hollows of her throat, her long slender neck highlighted well.

“Diandra? How? Is it really you?”

She smiled, then shockingly, shook her head. “I’m not Diandra. I don’t really have a name. But I’ve been sent by your wife. She wanted me to travel to you. I’m a gift.”

“You’re a gift? I... don’t understand. You look just like my wife.”

The woman smiled again. “I’m an artificial person. I could give you my model number, but I doubt that would mean much to you. I’ve been instructed to look — to be an exact replica of — your wife. That’s a part of the gift.”

“Here.” She reached into a pocket of her jumpsuit, a jumpsuit that was quite snug around the curves of her body.

The curves that reminded him exactly of Diandra.

She pulled out a small, flat disc, perhaps four inches in diameter, and then held it upon her open palm. A hologram, shimmering white-blue, appeared above the disc.

It was Diandra.

“Sweetie, they said I can’t be too long with this message, so I’m going to be short and to the point. I miss you terribly. I miss you every day, so I wanted to send this to you as a gift. Since I can’t be there in person, I can be there with you in spirit… and maybe a little bit more. I sent her to you to provide you companionship, and service... and pleasure.”

He took a step back at the word, but the hologram continued.

“Her orders are to obey anything you tell her. Anything, Martin. I mean it. Treat her as if she were me — or how you’d like to treat me, if I were there by your side. I love you.”

Then the hologram flickered out and the woman slipped it back into her jumpsuit.

“Is... is this true?” he asked, his voice little more than a whisper. The sound of the blood rushing in his ears was suddenly deafening, the muscles in his fingers, his hands, his arms twitching.

Something wasn’t right.

Something? There isn’t a single fucking thing right about this situation.

But he knew this was potentially a problem.

“Is this true what she says? You’re… not her?”

“Yes. I’m an artificial person. Sometimes you humans call us ‘androids.’ I’m not your wife.”

He saw something in the woman’s eyes flicker then, but he wasn’t sure what to make of it.

“Do you have any questions for me?” She folded her hands behind the small of her back. The position thrust out her chest, her breasts full and generous.

Just like Diandra’s.

His cock was beginning to harden already, and suddenly self-conscious, he moved back behind the control panel. He leaned an elbow on it, tilting his head.

“You… you really expect me to believe that you’re a replica of my wife, sent by my wife for me to…”

“Use, sir,” she said. “That’s right. My job is to obey you in whatever you require.” She smiled again, a serenity and warmth to it that was oddly unsettling.

But it was also arousing too.

Then she did something that he couldn’t quite believe he was seeing — she dropped to her knees, her fingers working at the zipper at the base of her neck. She drew it down slowly, her eyes locked with his the entire time, the jumpsuit opening more, more, revealing her pale flesh, exactly as he’d remembered it, the loveliness of his wife.

She pulled the zipper down until it was just below the dark well of her navel, and then she stopped.

“I’m here for you, sir. What would you have me do?”



Chapter 4

 

To say it was surreal seeing a woman kneeling on the deck — a woman who happened to look exactly like his wife — was the understatement of the century.

“What are you — no, no. Get up,” he said, waving toward her. He took her hand and drew her to her feet. “Whatever – whatever this is? We need to talk first.”

He didn’t know why he said it. Mainly, he thought it was because he didn’t want to just fuck someone he’d met five minutes earlier.

Someone who may or may not be an actual human being.

He had heard of simulated human beings before. The first generation had come out roughly fifty years ago. They were initially called simulacrums. They were obviously robots, plainly not human, and almost always relegated to dangerous or unpleasant jobs that human beings preferred not to — or couldn’t — do.

Then subsequent generations of these artificial beings became more and more lifelike. There had been persistent rumors of versions of simulated persons that looked, felt, and talked exactly like human beings, but he wasn’t sure he believed them.

Anyone who was a science fiction reader or writer knew the potential ethical, moral, and even physical peril considerations that could come from a generation of robots that looked identical to human beings.

Then she spoke, and the sound of her voice startled him once more because it was so much like Diandra’s.

No, it’s not so much like. That is her damn voice, Martin.

“Would you — would you show me where you stay? Your quarters, I mean. Could you show me the station?”

The question was almost sweet, and he couldn’t help but smile when he heard it. “Of course. Follow me.”

He was relieved that for the moment he could concentrate on anything else but the inner slopes of her breasts on blatant display.

Trying to shake off how incredibly odd the entire situation was, he made sure the transport was fully docked, then made the trek back down the long corridor toward the pilot house. She was silent as she walked, her shoes soft against the metal plating, walking a steady three paces behind him the entire way.

He wasn’t sure what to say to her, so he said nothing.

Then he was at the command module. Opening the door with a tap of his knuckles on the keypad, he waved her inside. “It’s in there. You go on ahead.”

Watching her as she made her way into the heart of the module, he didn’t move from his spot. Since it was an accommodation for one on a massive station and thus plenty of room to spare, the crew quarters were rather large, dominated in one space by a circular room that had a massive bank of transparent plates — the station’s equivalent of windows — providing an absolutely stunning view of the surface of Charon 90 far below.

A long, curved row of couches ran along the underside of the windows and she stood before them, the fronts of her legs pressed to the front of the cushions. She held her hand to her mouth, her eyes wide.

Quite a reaction for an android.

“Have a seat,” he said.

She looked back at him, uncertainty in her gaze.

Again, he was struck by how lifelike even her mannerisms were.

So human.

So much like Diandra.

Then she sat, though he noticed she made no attempt to draw the zipper back up once more, the curves of her breasts jiggling slightly as she sat upon the couch. She crossed her legs, both of her hands clasping her knee as she watched him.

“Look, I — it’s been a long time since I’ve had anybody here but me, so you’ll have to forgive my, uh, manners. And I hope you understand — it’s freaking me the fuck out that you look like my wife. I’m trying to get my head around this.” In a desperate bid to distract his mind from the absurdity of the situation, he cleared his throat, giving her the best smile he could muster. “So, tell me about... whatever it is you can tell me about yourself.”

She paused for a moment, longer than he would have expected, her gaze sliding away. Then she looked up at him again. “I’m a Model 27-X, artificial human. The X is for, well, experimental. I was constructed by the company sixty-five days ago as a special order for one Diandra Acres.”

“So, you were made to order, by my wife to... look like my wife?”

“Yes, that’s right,” she said, giving him a subtle smile.

It was so much like her, even down to the the two lines at the corner of her mouth on the right side, one line on the left. Laugh lines, he thought women called them.

They were beautiful on her, no matter what they were called.

But it was stunning that this android had even that replicated down to that level of detail. The android even smelled like her.

What if it is her?

What if it was? What did that mean? But if it was her, why would she send herself and not tell him? Not admit what she was doing?

He knew that was the most logical question to ask, but the answer itself was completely obvious. Of course it wasn’t her. He shook his head, allowing himself a grim chuckle.

“What is it?”

“Nothing... nothing,” Martin said. “I just — I can’t believe my eyes, that’s all.”

“Do you like what you see?”

He lifted an eyebrow at that. It was something else he wouldn’t expect an android to ask, but he answered the question anyway.

“Oh, I do. I remember my wife. I think about her every day I’m here. She’s the last thing I see when I fall asleep at night, the very first thing on my mind when I wake. I have to admit, the sight of you sitting there, looking just like my wife, is one of the sweetest things I’ve ever seen. And yet, you’re not her.”

“Does that matter? Does it matter that I’m not actually your wife? Diandra thought...” Then she looked away again.

But it had his attention.

“What was it Diandra thought? Go on. You can say it.”

She took a deep breath. “She thought that if you knew it wasn’t her that you could be… free. That you could do with me what you liked, whatever that might be.”

The woman met his gaze then. “Diandra thought you could be... the real you.”

He didn’t know what to say, stunned into silence. Though he dismissed his musings as absurd, accepting that the android was indeed just that — a replica of Diandra — it was still hard for him to believe.

One of two things were at play here: either Diandra was sitting before him on that couch, and pretending she wasn’t, or, somehow, there was a replica of his wife so realistic, so true to life, that he would have a very difficult time telling the two of them apart.

His cock didn’t seem to care.

He’d been hard as soon as he’d watched her walk into his crew quarters, her round buttocks rolling gently as she walked, the same long legs his wife had, the same pleasing swell of hips, the curve at the waist that called for the grip of his hands.

No, to his body, the answer was immaterial. Someone was here right now. Someone who would allow him to do anything he wanted. And whether that was Diandra, or a replica of Diandra, his body wanted that very much indeed.

He knew what her words meant — he really could do anything he wanted to this android. And he realized then that it was indeed a gift, if a highly illicit and twisted one.

Diandra had sent this to him because she couldn’t be there herself, because she loved him as much as he loved her, because she missed him as deeply as he missed her.

Oh God, I miss her so much.

She sent this android because she wanted to comfort him and because she wanted him to have a little fun, to help remember her. To help him pass this long, lonely time alone.

Fuck, I’m doing this.

So, who was he to spurn her gift? Maybe it was time to enjoy himself a little.

If she — this android — would do whatever he said, he was going to see what happened. He took a step closer.

“Take your clothes off.”



Chapter 5

 

The words hung heavy in the air between the both of them for a heartbeat, then another, then another. He thought she might refuse, thought the spell might break. And then her trembling fingers — he couldn’t believe the detail of this artificial human — drew the zipper the rest of the way down until the dark hair of her sex was revealed. He watched her intense, aroused silence as she shrugged the jumpsuit off her shoulders, those sweet breasts revealed finally. She blushed a little as she looked up at him.

“Keep going,” he said.

She gave him a tentative smile and then pulled her arms free.  “May I…?”

He simply nodded at her.

Rising to her feet, she shimmied her hips a moment as she pushed the white jumpsuit all the way down those long, long legs. Her heavy breasts swayed as she extricated her feet and then she straightened, her hands — themselves now obviously shaking — at her hips.

“Put them behind your back.” The words leapt from his lips before he realized what he’d said.

Diandra told him he could do anything he wanted with the android. But was he prepared to indulge everything that might mean? To really go where inside he knew where he wanted to go?


“Fold it,” he said, putting an edge into his voice, a sort of edge he’d always wanted to use with Diandra, but never had the courage.

He was always kind with her, loving. It’s what he always thought women wanted – especially the wife that he loved more than anything else in this world.

But he’d be a liar if he said he didn’t think about it — think about it a lot. About what it would mean to give her orders, make her do whatever he said.

Make her submit.

It was a deep fantasy that he pushed down, suppressed, tried to ignore, but it bubbled up now and then, especially in his weaker moments. He knew that it was something he couldn’t shake, something he’d thought about since he was a teenager, that need to conquer, to be in control, to take.

For a long while, he thought it made him a deviant, made him a freak — and maybe deep inside he still did. And after all those years, he’d always had the same response.

Just because this turns you on doesn’t mean you have to act on it.

Diandra couldn’t want that. Could she? What woman would want to be ordered around, controlled, disciplined, even hurt? What woman would want to surrender everything to the man she loved? For him, it was a sweet fantasy, but one he knew could never be realized.

But as he watched this fake human being neatly fold the jumpsuit and set it down on the couch behind her, he wondered.

She moved to turn and face him, but he stopped her.

“No, stay just like that. Both hands on the couch.”

He heard her catch her breath. He marveled anew at the amazing realism, her reactions so much like Diandra.

Shockingly, she obeyed his command. He drew closer, just off to the side so he could admire her form, the lush, heart-shaped ass; the smooth, lithesome thighs; the way her breasts — too heavy for a woman that slender — swayed below her, ripe, so vulnerable, so feminine, so her.

How very much he wanted to touch them, squeeze them, to make her gasp again as he hurt them with his strong fingers.

What are you waiting for?

He moved behind her, taking in the pleasing breadth of her hips, the generous, round buttocks. He took hold of her just above the hips at the enticing curve of her waist. She shivered a little as he touched her, gooseflesh breaking out on her skin.

“Are you cold?” he murmured, knowing it wouldn’t stop him even if she was.

“No,” she whispered. “N-No.”

“You can call me ‘sir.’” He was shocked again at the words, the way he seemed to be on autopilot, the unfolding realization of so many things he’d always dreamed about. And here it was. This was happening.

“No... sir.”

“I like the sound of that.” He palmed one of her buttocks, giving it a squeeze. She let out a long breath as he did it, and he squeezed harder. Then he let himself explore her, his fingers dipping between those soft luscious cheeks, feeling the hot proof of her arousal.

She was wet. Very wet.

Just like Diandra.

His cock was so hard now, he thought his zipper was going to break under the relentless pressure. But he waited. It wasn’t time yet.

He still wasn’t sure what he was going to do, what he could do, what he needed to do.

“I—” he said, then cut himself off.

He didn’t need to explain anything. She was there to obey him. She’d already proven it; she’d done everything he’d asked of her.

Just go with this. Just go with this.

“Down on your knees,” he ordered, slapping her on the ass. She jerked as he did it, the ghostly pink of his handprint beginning to darken upon her pale skin.

He’s always wanted to spank his wife. One of his favorite fantasies being taking her over his knee, smacking that sweet, soft bottom over and over and over again until she was crying, until she was begging him to stop.

Until she’d surrendered to him.

Did he have the courage to do it though? Would she let him do it? He was about to find out.

He took hold of her arm, dragging her up.  Not letting go, he slid in front of her upon the couch. He met her eyes.  They were alive, bright with as yet unshed tears, her lower lip trembling ever so slightly. But in those eyes, he didn’t see resistance. He saw, if anything, a keenness, an eagerness. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

Relax, Martin.

“Get over my lap.” Then he pulled her down with a firm grip on her arm. She grunted softly as she did, her smooth belly a pleasing contrast against his thighs, her soft vulnerable ass laid bare, inches from him. He could feel the heat of her sex against his thigh, smell her wetness. She was aroused. Oh, she was aroused.

He kept hold of her arm then, squeezing harder as he talked. “We’re going to test how much you want to obey. I’m going to spank this ass until it’s the color I want it. You can cry if you want, but I’m not stopping until I want to. Do you understand me?”


“Y – Ye – Yes, sir,” she said, her voice faltering. “I—”

“Are you going to obey me?” His cock throbbed at the sound of the words, speaking them much sweeter, more darkly arousing than anything he’d ever dreamed of.

“Yes, sir,” she said.

“Keep your legs closed. Up on your toes.” He had no idea why he told her that. But she did it, and the sight was beautiful indeed. He patted her ass, loving the feel of her warm flesh beneath his palm. Grasping her proprietarily, he made her wait, loving the way her entire body tensed.  The seconds ticked by, and he couldn’t believe how much he enjoyed holding her over the precipice, loving the way her anxiety heightened with every passing second.

And then he started.

The first few slaps were just that — almost playful. He luxuriated in the deeply erotic sight of her soft flesh wobbling and jiggling each time he slapped it. Diandra wasn’t fat my any means, but she was built like a woman, a healthy woman, and he loved the way her flesh moved, the way it felt, the way her heat only increased as he continued slapping her ass.

This isn’t Diandra.

He increased his pace, hitting harder now, his palm heating up as he slapped up and down each side, then back again, covering the entirety of her left cheek with several slaps, then down the right side, steadily increasing the intensity.

She began to hiss and grunt as he smacked her harder, the sound of the sharp blows ringing in his ears. His cock was so hard, jutting against her hip, but he didn’t stop. He was almost in a trance as he continued to spank her, the color going from light pink to red to scarlet. By the time it was a uniform deep crimson, a storm of livid handprints merging together like a chaotic maelstrom, he stopped for a moment, savoring the heat of her punished flesh, the way her legs pumped gently back and forth as she tried to deal with the pain. He let go of her arm, stroking a palm over her upper back, playing with the strands of hair there.

Incredibly, she said nothing, though he could tell she was in serious pain. He wasn’t sure how to react to the fact that he’d punished her so hard turned him on even more.

What’s wrong with you, Martin? Would you really be doing this to Diandra?

He knew the answer, of course. He didn’t have to do this to Diandra. Because he had this woman right here. He didn’t have to answer that question, because here with his artificial human, that question no longer mattered.

The only thing that mattered was that she did as she was told.

* * *

 

The shock overtook him so fast, he stood straight up, the android falling to the floor. She quickly rose to her knees, peering at him. He couldn’t tell what her expression said — fright, confusion, maybe even something else.

“What — what is it?” She wiped away the trail of a glistening tear.

But he didn’t know what the answer was to that question. His cock was hard, throbbing want, pulsing between his thighs. He’d never spanked Diandra. Not once. Well, there might have been a slap on the ass now and then while he was fucking her, but he’d never dared do anything else. Though he’d wanted to so badly.

And now, he could do anything. Everything. No limits.


What did it mean to a man like him to have no limits? He wasn’t sure he wanted to find out.

He paced back and forth before her, gazing out at the star field, running his hands through his hair, not sure what to do next.

His cock knew exactly what he wanted to do next.

“I just need a minute to think,” he said, half to himself. He glanced down at her to see if she was still watching him. She followed his every move.

“Did I — did I displease you?” She folded her hands in her lap, her generous breasts rising and falling gently as she breathed.

God, she’s so beautiful!

In that moment, he wanted her to be Diandra, needed her to be Diandra. He wanted his wife there. More than anything else, his body — and his soul — crying out for it, he wanted her there.

But he knew it wasn’t her.

He stopped in front of the woman, gazing down upon her, unsure what to do next. Wanting to do everything next.

“You… did it… did it hurt?”

Her face blushed crimson, and she nodded at him. “Yes, sir.”

“Good.” The word tumbled from his lips unbidden. Part of him was shocked at the level of arousal he felt at such casual sadism. He knew it was wrong to be aroused by hurting her, by spanking her, by humiliating her — but he was.

In his fantasies, it was a dark, twisted pleasure. It was even better in reality.

And at the same time, he knew he could never do the same thing with Diandra. He just… couldn’t.

Why don’t you tell her? For God’s sake, tell her!

He banished the thought though. He couldn’t tell her what he really wanted. But for those long, lonely days out here alone on the edge of the galaxy, he could pretend. For a while.

Martin, don’t do this.

But he did it.

Striding to her in two steps, he took hold of her soft, thick hair, twisting it in his fist. She cried out as he yanked her to her feet. Her eyes were wide as he spun her around. He smacked her ass hard, the sound like a clap of thunder, a jarring noise that surprised the both of them with its power.

She squealed as he did it, then with one hand in her hair, another wrenching her arm behind her back, he frog-marched her over to the couch. He would watch that beautiful star field as he did it, as he realized the darkest of fantasies.

“On your knees,” he growled behind her.

She obeyed haltingly, her breath coming in quick pants now. He couldn’t tell if she was afraid or aroused. He hoped it was both. Taking her hair, he pressed her face to the soft fabric of the couch.

“Hollow your back. Lift that ass for me, bitch.” He smacked it again, and she cried out. Using his booted foot, he eased her knees apart until the tendons at her inner thighs stood taut, her pussy wet and glistening, yawning open, the tight, pretty rosette above it begging for his cock.

Oh, he’d get to that soon enough.

Freeing himself from his jumpsuit, he stroked his erection as he stood over her. Gooseflesh rose upon her skin.

“Sir, I…” Her voice was high, strained.

His fist still in her hair, he shook her head sharply. “Not a word.”

He dropped down to his knees, placed the broad head of his cock against that hot, wet opening, so amazingly like his own wife’s. He smacked her ass again over the reddest part of her cheek and this time, she shrieked. He drove into her in one long brutal thrust, his hips slapping against her buttocks. The breath bursting from her lungs in a harsh, almost surprised groan.

Still holding her hair, he gripped her wrist even harder, gathering the other one until he had both of them clamped in his hand, high up her back. Her breasts bulged below her and he longed to touch them. But instead, he hung on to her, making sure she knew he was going nowhere until he allowed it.

He took up a hard, remorseless thrusting, and within seconds, the heat and wetness surrounding him threatened to draw him over the edge. He slowed his strokes, but pushed even deeper on each one. He wanted to conquer her, to own her, to imprint himself upon her in the most primal way a man could.

Harder and harder, he fucked her, his knees burning upon the carpet as he did so. She gasped and whimpered as he bottomed out, the head of his cock battering her cervix. But still, he fucked her.

Amazingly, she grew even wetter as he did. And it only encouraged him. Over and over, he drove into her, letting go of her hair finally to clasp a hand at her hip, squeezing it brutally, his thumb stroking back and forth across the red congested surface of her ass cheek, the skin mottled red and crimson with countless handprints, hot to the touch — almost as hot as the cunt that he remorselessly plundered with his cock. Over and over and over, he did it until he could feel his orgasm building.

He knew it was wrong. Yes, this wasn’t a human, but it was wrong to love this. It was wrong to do this to someone who looked so much like his wife. But still he drove onward. Still he fucked her. Took everything. Driving deeper until she groaned again with it.

Then with a final flurry of brutal, deep thrusts, each one making her yelp, he emptied his seed within her, his world going a bright white for one second, all awareness lost to the intense, dark, twisted pleasure in taking this android, this woman so brutally, so heartlessly, so selfishly. He came harder than he thought he ever had in his entire life, the orgasm going on and on, his thrusts growing erratic, his muscles twitching, his breath thundering from his lungs.

Finally, he stilled, the soft feminine flesh below him quivering, the sound of her breath a frantic counterpart to his deep, exhausted satiation. He pulled his cock from her, a long string of fluid extending from the head of his penis, then breaking, laying its glistening trail along the smoothness of her inner thigh.

Still holding her by the hip, he let go of her arms and rubbed that wetness, that sticky fluid into her skin, smacking her thigh gently once or twice until her flesh seemed to absorb his essence. The pearly slickness of his seed began to drip from her inflamed, well-stretched sex, and he gathered this upon his fingertips, matting the hair at her mound with it, rubbing it up and over onto her ass, onto those painful marks, the aftermath of her spanking.

He said nothing as he did this, but he knew what it was. It was a claiming. It was a marking. It was letting her know, this android, this gift, that she — it — was Martin’s possession now.

And he intended to enjoy it.



Chapter 6

 

The faint smell of ozone hung on the air as the CPU began heating, the whir of the memory modules spinning up a comforting sound. Martin reclined in the pilot house chair, the images from the central computer’s gal-net access application playing across the screen. He was bathed in the ghostly greenish-white light put out by the dizzying array of monitors, displays, and diagnostics.


The steady, muted beep from the shuttle status monitor matched the melancholy beat of his heart. He should have felt happy, renewed, invigorated by his rendezvous with the strange, beautiful android. He was anything but.

Rather than sit and quiz his visitor he decided to come to the blessed isolation — if not quiet — of the pilothouse. He was intent on learning more about her, but there was a central problem in that.

He didn’t trust her.

Unsure as to exactly why, it was more of a vague feeling, a hunch. Out here, one listened to hunches — because they often kept you from fucking up.

And they might even save your life.

The central computer was — surprisingly — able to retrieve quite a bit on the subject of artificial humans. It wasn’t a topic unknown to crewmembers like him; the rumors of humans being replaced as crew of remote mining stations had persisted for years, even after the regulations were enacted that forced the company to man all stations with at least one human crewmember at all times.

Initially developed for hazardous conditions, especially micro-gravity, androids had proven immensely successful, despite their staggering cost (for first generation models, anyway). With successive upgrades and improvements, androids — then having evolved from being termed simulacrums to artificial humans — had been developed into an integral part of galactic life, especially in the extraction industries, military applications, and as assistants in specialized professions. For instance, most medicine heavily utilized the dazzling capabilities of androids, whether assisting in surgeries, or actually conducting them entirely autonomously. Androids now often served as co-pilots of ships both great and small, and in other industries had completely taken over any repetitive, fine skill task that humans simply could not compete in.

However, the Galactic Council had eventually recognized the danger of having more and more industries turned completely over to the more efficient, precise, and reliable services of androids. As a result, the Sapiens Doctrine was adopted. One of the tenets of this doctrine was that humans would always remain a superior in any human-android interaction, and indeed, a tenet that in some cases mandated that humans would be required in certain jobs/professions, despite the obvious performance disadvantages humans held in comparison to androids.

Thus, the requirement that Martin’s company crew even remote mining stations with at least one human crewmember, no matter the level of automation — or as was the case with stations like Charon 90, near complete autonomous operation.

He’d been waiting for almost four minutes for the central computer to do a deep search of gal-net resource nodes for anything related to the android currently cooling her — its — heels in the crew module.

The vision of her eyes peering back at him as he closed the hatch behind him was still fresh in his mind. Her eyes were the same clear shade of blue as Diandra’s, a color unusual for someone with such dark hair. He wondered what those eyes would look like with tears brimming over. He’d seen Diandra cry before, of course, but the reason for the tears in his mind’s eye was something else entirely.

Something intentional.

Something caused by him.

Something he would savor — no matter the wrong or right of it.

Finally, the search concluded, and he sat up straight on the grav couch. The screen flashed red letters he hadn’t seen in a very long time indeed.

<NULL FILE>

Jesus, that can’t be right.

He queried the search parameters, ensuring they were correct, then executed the search again. And again. But the result was the same.

Anything related to Model 27 or Model 27-X, returned as null.

Everyone, and everything, had a file.

Such a status invariably meant one of two things: the information was restricted military, or the information did not exist.

Little miss android had some explaining to do. Either she wasn’t really what she said she was… or she was part of a secret military program.

Either way, it wasn’t good. Not good at all.



Chapter 7

 

The items in the security locker took on an entirely different meaning now that he had his own plaything on board.

He’d kept her waiting, but he wasn’t sure if it was for his own needs, or simply to torment her. Either way, he found tasks to occupy his time until he was ready to use her once more.

He stayed in the pilot house for almost two hours, researching, reading, learning all he could about whatever she might be. Finally, unable to endure denying himself any longer, he took the stroll down to the loading bay. There was one more task to complete before he indulged himself.

In all the time he’d spent on Charon 90, he’d never once opened the security locker. For all he knew, it had never been opened, the steel cabinet covered in a fine sheen of dust.

Inside were things he expected; a stun gun, the EMP projector, even a shotgun. But he was also pleased to find the pleasantly unexpected — restraints. He found not only the powered version, but also a set of the old-school ancient type metal handcuffs. He grabbed them both, then closed the locker. The restraints dangling from his fingers, he walked back to the crew module, the station shuddering rhythmically, another shuttle unloading its payload of ore brought up from the surface.

He opened the door and she was still where he’d left her. But she looked... distressed. Her eyes were as big as saucers, her thighs clapped together, her hands in her lap. She was bent halfway over, rocking back and forth.

“I didn’t… I need to go,” she said, her voice reedy, almost panicked. “Badly.”

He barely managed to suppress a chuckle, but at the same time winced a little inside at forgetting that she would need to go to the bathroom.

Androids having to go relieve themselves?

“Wait. Aren’t you an artificial person? Why would you ever need to use the head? You’re not human. Right?”

She hesitated for a moment, her cheeks burning a bright red. Then she shook her head.

“I — we’re designed to mimic humans exactly. Even down to… bodily functions.”

“Does that mean you eat too?” He wasn’t sure how much of this he was expected to believe. Like so much else, this... didn’t quite fit.

She nodded. “We can get by on far less than humans can, but if we don’t eat, we feel the same hunger you do.”

“So, let me get this straight. They replicated you down to fine bodily functions — which, objectively, are a burden for human beings.”

“Yes, that... that’s right.”

“And why would your manufacturer do that?”

She swallowed, her pink tongue darting out between the seam of her plump lips. “My manufacturer thought that it would help my model... blend in better with human beings. The less we seem different, the less we behave differently, the more we would be accepted.”

“I see.” Martin lifted the restraints still hung from his fingers, extending them toward the lavatory. “It’s in there. Around the corner.”

He watched her go, her naked buttocks rolling and jiggling as she moved.

Beautiful indeed.

It was his turn to pace as he waited, unsure what to do next, paralyzed by choice, stunned by opportunity and eagerness, a dark anticipation filling him as he mentally filed through the possibilities. New fantasies, novel things he wanted to try bubbled up in his mind, crowding his consciousness.

Finally, she returned, the sound of her soft feet on the carpet at once sweet and vulnerable. He loved the way her breasts and bottom moved as she walked — yet another thing he’d always loved about Diandra. He’d never get tired of watching his wife walk, drinking in the vision of her naked body, so feminine, so lovely, this woman he adored.

This isn’t the woman you love, Martin. This is a replica. A fake.

It was true, of course, but a man was a man. He reacted to what he saw, to what he felt, even to what he smelled. It was something else he still struggled to believe. She even smelled like Diandra, that same mix of sandalwood and sweat, the spicy, mouth-watering note of her pussy.

He didn’t even know what to call it, but he knew it was her. and it was just as irresistible to him now as it had been the first time he’d made love to her. Perhaps more so now. Because now, unlike the first time they’d fucked, now he was in charge. Now he could do anything he wanted, whatever he desired — whether she wanted to or not.

Reflexively, he tensed at the idea, instinctively uncomfortable with the notion of how the lines of consent were blurring.

Or being obliterated.

It’s not her, Martin. You don’t have to worry about that. She’s a thing, a robot, a toy.

Returning from the lav, she stood before him, shifting from her right foot to her left, her glance nervously darting here and there.

“Look at me,” he said.

Instantly, her gaze snapped to his. Her nipples were up, thick and hard, the same pleasing blush color of Diandra’s, the areolas wide and smooth. He wanted to touch them, to suck them, to bite them, to make her gasp as he drew upon them.

Soon enough, Martin. Soon enough.

 “Since it appears you’re my guest for the duration, let’s go over a few things.”

“Yes, sir,” she said, her voice soft. She met his gaze once more, and though he saw what he thought was uncertainty in those blue depths, he saw much more than that as well.

Her own eagerness.

Why would an android be eager? Why would someone program eagerness into a machine? How could someone program eagerness into a machine?

The question bothered him because it was illogical. It didn’t matter, but yet, his mind focused on it.

Not now, Martin. Not now.

He cleared his throat. “One — and this rule goes before anything else — you do whatever I say, whenever I say it. You understand me?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I mean it. If I tell you to hop on one leg or stand on your goddamned head, you’re going to do it, aren’t you?”

“Of course, sir.” She blushed brighter at that.

“Rule number two — no clothes for you. Ever.”

“But—”

He held up a finger. “Just listen. I’ll make sure the Eye in the Sky keeps the temperature warm enough for you. I like it toasty in here anyway. Luckily for you.”

“Rule number three.” Inside, he wasn’t sure what else he should say. He never thought he’d have such an opportunity, such a chance to realize long-held desires, to make suppressed, twisted fantasies come to life. And yet, here he was.

“Rule number three — whenever I want you, you’ll come to me. Do you understand?”

“I–I think so, sir. You mean sexually?”

“Yes, of course.”

“I can do that.” She gave him a tentative little smile.

“Good, good” He willed himself to keep going. “Rule number four — if I want to hurt you, if I want to punish you, I will. I don’t have to have a reason. Do you understand?”

Her face paled at that, but her eyes never left his. She slowly nodded, her voice a whisper. “Yes, sir.”

“Good. That will do for now. I’ll probably add more later as I think of them, but that‘s a decent start.”

He sat down on the couch, his erection already growing insistent against his zipper. Opening his fly quickly, he pointed at the floor between his legs. “On your knees.”

Diandra moved with a feline, effortless grace, as if she luxuriated in performing for him, in satisfying him, in arousing him. It was one of her many wonderful features, her desire to please him.

This android perfectly replicated the sway of Diandra’s hips, the languid shivering of the tips of her hair. How was that possible? How did one program a machine to move exactly like a specific human being?

He pushed the disquieting thought aside though, his cock already rearing high between his legs. He fisted the shaft, crooking his finger at her.

“Closer.”

She knelt up, the cool palms of her hands laid across his inner thighs, making him shiver for a moment. It only made his cock harder.

“Take it in your mouth. You know what to do,” he said, though he had no real idea if she actually did.

Instantly, she complied, her head darting down, the hot, wet clutch of her lips drawing a tight seal upon the head of his penis.


He threw his head back as she began to bob up and down the shaft of his cock, her fingers gently stroking and squeezing his balls.

“Farther,” he said with a grunt, looking up at the ceiling. “All the way down… that’s a girl.”

He rested his hand upon her head as she took him into her throat, remaining motionless, her nose and her lips pressed into the tight, dense thatch of pubic hair at the base of his cock. Then he let her up and her eyes met his for one electric moment. He didn’t see reproach there though.

He saw lust.

Good. Robot she may be, but she at least seems to enjoy this.

Unlike with Diandra — whom he took great pains to be gentle and loving with when she sucked him — he was anything but with this artificial person.

Taking firm hold of her hair, he drove the tight circlet of her lips up and down his cock, making her swallow it over, and over, and over again. He didn’t stop until twin tracks of tears coursed down her cheeks. Amazingly, she never protested once, aside from a few gasps, and some gagging. It was remarkable.

If she was — for lack of a better term — a pleasure model, as he assumed some androids must have been, it was interesting that such a model did things like gag, and cry, and look distressed as they were forced to swallow a man’s cock.

It was fetching indeed.

Rather than dwell on it, the thought only amplified his dark arousal, increased the eroticism of the moment of using her mouth so callously, so selfishly. He yanked her head off his cock, then he slapped her face with it, once, twice, a third time, tapping her swollen, crimson lips with the glistening head.

“You’re good at this, aren’t you, bitch?” he asked, the words seeming to tumble from his mouth.

He would never have talked to his wife this way, even though he’d always longed to. He didn’t understand precisely why but it turned him on, the degradation of it.

Oh Martin, you’re fucked up in the head.

But again, it didn’t matter. This wasn’t Diandra.

“You’re not done,” he growled, forcing the head of his cock into her mouth again, driving back, back, pulling her down until his member was completely engulfed once more. He could feel her throat working around the head of his cock, almost frantically, and he wondered if that was something else that had been programmed, or if that was simple reflex. Could they program reflex into a robot? If so, it was the most lifelike reflex he’d ever felt.

Taking twin handfuls of her hair, he barked at her to clasp her hands behind her back. He fucked her face for real then, forcing her down upon him relentlessly, more tears streaming anew, her lips awash in saliva, mixed with his precome, the smell of it driving his arousal still higher. He grunted with each plunge into her throat, the sight of her brimming eyes making his balls draw tight to his body. He was close to finally losing control.

Oh God, so close!

With a final flurry of merciless thrusts, he made a split-second decision, pulling her head off of him, a great gust of breath bursting from her lungs, her lips opened wide, saliva dripping from her mouth, from her chin, her cheeks smeared with tears. He stroked his cock several times, holding her with a tight handful of her fringe and then he groaned, cursing savagely as he held his penis before her face. His orgasm boiled forth, suffusing every nerve-ending with overwhelming pleasure, his vision blanking for a long, sweet moment as it overtook him.

Thick jets of pearly come leapt out, draping across her nose, her eyes, her lips. His seed kept coming and coming, the android flinching now and then as more spurts further painted the evidence of her degradation upon her flushed face, the final proof of his callous use of this female.

And of her status as Martin’s sexual plaything.

* * *

 

The beautiful android blushed fiercely as the wet cloth wiped away the last remnants of his seed. She glanced away as he looked at her as if she couldn’t bear to meet his gaze, couldn’t endure the shame that he knew he’d see there. Her lips were swollen cherry red, her eyes puffy. But still, her nipples were rock hard, her breathing rapid. She was either scared or excited — maybe both.

Setting the damp and now sticky cloth on the back of the couch, he laid his hands on her knees, luxuriating in the feel of her soft skin against his palms. “Now, whoever you are, here is Rule number five: I want the truth. Anything I ask you, you’ll tell me the truth. Understand?”

Her throat worked, but she finally looked at him. “Yes, sir, I understand.”

“Good. Good.” He wasn’t sure if he had the strength to go through with it, but his cock was already getting hard again just at the thought of what he had to do next. He stood and looked down at her for a moment. She finally met his gaze, the whites of her eyes bright.

So beautiful.

Then he took hold of her hair, yanking her to her feet. She cried out as he did, but made no other protest. Her hands fluttered in front of her nervously, then he took hold of both her wrists. He spun her around, her breasts swinging, until she faced away from him, the sweet, round perfection of her ass mere inches away from his crotch.

Unable to help himself, he gripped one of her buttocks, squeezing and kneading it brutally. He heard her draw a sharp breath, her muscles tensing.

“Easy now,” he said. “Easy.”

Then he smacked her, still holding her tightly by the hair as he watched silently, the ghostly pink imprint deepening to a livid red. His cock was at full erection already, mere minutes after he’d shot semen all over her face, after he’d used her like a common prostitute. This toy, this living, breathing sex toy that looked exactly like his wife. Even her lips felt like his wife’s. And still, that wasn’t going to deter him from what he had planned next.

Which makes it even more fucked up, Martin. You sure you really want to do this?

Oh, but he did.

Drawing her wrists together behind her, he wrapped the white belaying rope in a clean noose around her wrists, drawing them together, then binding them fast. He checked the grip of the ropes. Tight enough to keep her secure, not quite enough to cut off circulation.

“You’ll live” he said.

She twitched at the sound of his voice, and she tried to look at him over the back of her naked shoulder.

“Eyes forward, bitch.” Then he smacked her ass again — the other side this time. And just as before, he watched, mesmerized, as the handprint appeared on her bottom — one of many he hoped to leave there if he had the courage to indulge himself. In the fantasies crowding his mind, there would be time.

The question was — did he have the courage?

He spun her around again, loving the way her breasts moved as he did it, taking a deep, primitive enjoyment in manhandling her, and showing them both that her strength was no match for his.

Are you sure about that, Martin? She’s a robot. For all you know, she could break you in half if she wanted to.

Luckily for him, she seemed… less than inclined to do so.

But somehow, seeing her there in front of him, it didn’t seem right. He knew that there would be a way to perceive that strength, that instinctive, almost subconscious registering of a being so formidable that it posed a physical danger. It was something humans ignored but has always possessed, that ability to assess threats, possible dangers to life and limb.

And to one’s heart.

He ignored that thought. It wasn’t time for that. This was time for answers, and he intended to get them. One way or the other.

He forced her back down to the couch, then he took hold of her chin, yanking it up, forcing her to look at him.

“I’m going to ask this, and ask this once. If I have to repeat it, you’re going to pay for it. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, sir,” her lower lip quivered, and it make his cock even harder.

“I did some checking on your story. Looked for your model. 27X, is that right?”

She nodded.

“So, it was surprising to find that that model has no file. None. Can you explain to me why that is?”

“I-I don’t know, sir.”

“How do you not know? That’s your model. That’s you.”

Her lips moved, but nothing came out. Then she blinked several times. “I — our programmers, the manufacturer, they didn’t give me that information. I-I don’t know, sir. I’m telling you the truth. I just don’t know.”

He smacked the heavy weight of one of her breasts, loving the way it bounded against its twin, both of them swaying like bells. He took hold of her nipple between thumb and forefinger and squeezed it hard until she whined.

“I’m going to ask it again — even though I said I wasn’t going to. Why do you have no file?”

“I don’t — ahhh, I don’t know, sir! Please!”

“Hmm.” He let go of her nipple and slapped her breast again, her body tensing. He smacked the other breast and she yelped this time.

“We’ll come back to that.” He paced in front of her, loving the way the position of her seated with her arms behind her thrust her plump, heavy breasts before her, giving him targets, emphasizing her vulnerability, her femininity, her utter helplessness to whatever he chose to do to her next.

Her lips were wet, her eyes wide. Her hair was wild from where he’d grasped it, two strands hanging down over her left eye. She shook her head, trying to clear it away.

“Stay still!” he barked at her. “Don’t move unless I give you permission.”

She dropped her head. “Yes, sir.”

Incredibly, there was something on the air, a scent.

Holy shit

It was her. More to the point, it was her cunt. She was excited. He took hold of the hair at the top of her head again, dragged her up to her feet, his palm clutching the dark vee of curls at her sex. He plunged two fingers between the lips of her pussy. It was a sodden, soaking wet furnace, her clit a hard little pearl against the heel of his hand.

“Jesus Christ,” he hissed. His cock was so hard, he thought it might burst its way through his zipper. He took hold of her chin again and slapped her face crisply.

“Every reaction, is that right? Your manufacturer’s programmed you to be turned on by me doing this to you?”

“I… I don’t know, sir.”

He squeezed her chin harder and she gasped. “Please…!”

“Please, what?”

“Please, sir.”

He let her go and she hung her head again, the thick locks of her hair hiding her flushed face, concealing her embarrassment, her humiliation... the same embarrassment and humiliation that seemed to be turning her on.

What does that mean, Martin?

It meant one of two things — either she was human, or her manufacturer had programmed her to respond this way. He wasn’t sure which possibility blew his mind more — or enticed him more.

But it’s not her. This is not your wife. This isn’t Diandra.

Yes, she looked like her, smelled like her, sounded like her, felt like her, but this… this reaction was nothing like his sweet wife. She would have been horrified at being treated this way, especially by her husband.

Would she though? Do you really know?

He just couldn’t believe it. When they made love, it had always been so gentle, so loving, so... boring? It had never once been boring to him, of course, but if it had been for her, would she have told him? That doubt, that thought, planted itself in his mind and he knew if he dwelled on it too long, it would grow — until the implications of it could no longer be denied.

So, he ignored it, turned away from it in his mind’s eye, focused on the task at hand — which was to get answers. Lifting her chin in his hand, he brushed the long locks of her hair out of her eyes. Amazingly, a shadow of a smile flitted across her gaze, her lips moving ever so slightly.

“Now, I still don’t know any more than I did the first second you stepped off of your shuttle. I want to know why you have no file. And I’m going to find out. Because no file means one of two things — either you’re military, or you’re lying. Did your manufacturer program you to lie, Model 27X?”

“That’s not my... y-you can call me whatever you want.”

“Yes. We haven’t gone over that, have we? Let’s just call you ‘D.’ That should work, for now”

“Yes, sir,” she said, her voice little more than a whisper.

“You haven’t earned a full name yet. Right now, it’s just a letter. Maybe if you start cooperating with me, maybe you’ll earn more than that. Or maybe I’ll like it this way — just D. Anonymous. A subject. A model.”

He paced in front of her again, stopping now and then to fondle her breasts until her breath came faster, her chest heaving. He squeezed them hard, then turned away, knowing if he kept this up, he’d be fucking her within seconds.

Not time for that. Not yet anyway.

He tried a different tact. “What was your first memory, D? Your very first memory. Did your programmers give you any?”

“I... there was a technician. He was blond. H-his hair was too long. His eyes were an off-green color — hazel, maybe. He had a mole on his chin, left side. Kind face. His voice was soft. I remember his face. That’s the very first thing I remember, sir.”

“Do you remember how long ago that was?”

She looked at him this time, her eyes suddenly looking as if she was staring off at a faraway object. “Yes, it was six months, twenty-nine days, thirteen hours and seventeen minutes, sir. I can give you the seconds if—”

“No. Save it,” Martin said, shaking his head. “That’s enough.”

Shit. This isn’t helping.

“How do you know the exact time?” he asked her.

“We have… my model has an internal clock, sir.”

“And you can see it right now, right this second?”

“Yes, sir, always. It’s continuously visible to me.”

He turned away again, shaking his head, disgusted with himself. It had to be. While it made no sense to program her the way they had, at least at first glance, she wasn’t lying. There was no way she was being deceitful. There would be no point in programming her and giving her the ability to lie.

How would you program such a thing? He chuckled at that.

The same way they program it to look, smell, and taste exactly like your wife.

If they could do that, what couldn’t they do?

He turned and strode up to her, taking hold of both of her shoulders, squeezing them tightly, lifting her onto her toes. He bent close, his nose just brushing the tip of hers. He searched her eyes.

“I know you’re not lying, yet this makes no sense whatsoever.”

“What makes no sense, sir?”

“All of it. All of this. You. The fact that you’re here. This makes no goddamned sense, D. And yet, here you are. I can feel you. I can smell you. I can taste you. How is this possible?”



Chapter 8

 

He waited until the computer had given the all-clear sign. He’d instructed Eye to purge the atmosphere of the shuttle to disinfect it. It was standard quarantine protocol — but not one usually applied to transfer shuttles.

Still, something told him he had to be safe. He had to be sure. At this point, he still didn’t know either way if she was lying to him, or if she was what she said she was.

And if he were honest with himself, he’d say he was beginning not to care anymore. She was still beautiful, she was still helpless.

She was still his.

Do you really think that, Martin? Do you really think there’s no distinction to be drawn there? If she’s a human, you’re abusing her. If she’s a toy, then you’re doing... something else.

That was the distinction he wasn’t quite ready to tackle. So, he ignored it. His working assumption had to be that she was indeed what she said she was — an android, a robot, a thing.

It was the only way he could continue to justify continuing his... extracurricular activities.

That sounds a lot more like rationalization.

He had left her on his couch in the crew module, her arms bound behind her back, wrists lashed to her ankles. It was a hogtie — a sloppy one, but it would keep her in place for a while.

He’d finished it off by constructing a crude gag from a strip of cotton fabric. He’d forced it between her teeth, then tied it off behind her head. He’d used another one of those cotton fabric strips to blindfold her as well. He was surprised at the hardness of his erection at the sight of her so utterly helpless, loving the fact that the gag almost instantly had her drooling, the way her head darted from side to side as if by some miracle she’d be able to see anything but black. He supposed she could probably see narrow strips of light from below the imperfect blindfold; he’d have to think about improving that. Part of him almost saw it as an affront; if he wanted to deprive her of her sense of sight, then that is what would happen. Period. But it would more than do for the time being.

Reinforcing her helplessness, emphasizing the fact that she relied on him for everything — that was the purpose. It both reinforced her status to her, and aroused him. The surge of dark, possessive lust surging within him at that thought surprised him with its pure, animal strength.

If it made his cock hard, he was going to try it. After all, this wasn’t a human being, was it?

The hatch to her shuttle hissed as the station’s atmosphere equalized with a newly purged one of the shuttle’s interior. It held the telltale acrid note of recent disinfecting, one that was reassuring.

It was a standard, nondescript shuttle, essentially a cylinder about ten meters long, with a small emergency propulsion plant. Aside from the grav chairs — it could accommodate up to four — it also had one emergency hyper-sleep chamber. He always wondered why they included only one if a shuttle could carry up to four people. Hyper-sleep was a last ditch measure put in place in case shuttles or other craft became stranded, adrift in deep space.

It bought the human lucky enough to be inside time to be found. Or not.

There was a small cargo locker set behind the back row of grav chairs. Surprisingly, it wasn’t locked. Inside were items he expected: changes of clothes for her, three or four jumpsuits, some underwear. Nothing special.

But then, setting those aside, he found something very interesting indeed. A black bag, zippered, with two white, embroidered patches at either end. The patches were emblems he was unfamiliar with. They were a round, almost liquid shape — perhaps a symbol — like teardrops chasing each other in a circular pattern. It was quite striking.

The bag was larger, perhaps four feet long, and two feet deep, large enough you could smuggle a small person inside it. He half wondered if that’s what he’d find when he drew that zipper down, his morbid imagination already whirling.

But instead, he found something even more fascinating.

Holy shit.

Much of it was readily identifiable. Some of it, he’d never even seen before. It was, for lack of a better term, an S&M treasure trove. It seemed to have everything; whips, canes, manacles, handcuffs, gags of several different sorts, blindfolds, hoods, chains, paddles. Almost every instrument of correction or restraint that he’d ever heard of — and a few that were entirely new to him — were in that bag. He explored further, finding things like plugs, dildos, vibrators, bottles of lubricant, clips and clamps, even what looked to be a small bag of surgical needles. A shiver went down his spine at the sight of those.

He sat down in one of the grav chairs, running both his hands through his hair, trying to figure out what all this meant, what it implied. Why would the company send this with an android? What was the point? It certainly was nowhere near standard issue equipment for traveling, and it was most definitely not work-related. So, why in God’s name was it there?

But that wasn’t even the most important question. Because the implications of what that bag meant were even more profound.

Did the company know? Was it possible the company knew about the things that he fantasized about, that the things he thought about deep in the night that he’d never been able to confess even to his own wife? The needs and desires and urges that he’d pushed down brutally, ignored, rationalized away, or simply denied. Would the company have known? And what did it mean to him if they did?

The Eye.

It couldn’t be — but then again, why couldn’t it? Maybe he was talking in his sleep? Exposed the long-suppressed, deeply hidden id of Martin to the all-seeing, all-hearing central computer. How would be ever know either way?

You need to get a grip. This paranoia you’re talking now.

But it had him reeling. The meaning of it equal parts terrifying and enraging. If it didn’t know, then why would the company arrange to have this done, to have this thing sent to him with all the accoutrements to realize his deepest, darkest fantasies?

He’d never told a soul. How could they have known?

For a moment, he wondered if he should simply jettison her — it — flush it out the airlock, deny it, make it go away, just as his own desires, his own needs had always been pushed away.

If he didn’t face it, he could deny it existed.

He could deny what it said about him.

You’re not blowing her out the goddamned airlock, you asshole.

“Her?” he whispered, looking down at the grating of the floor, shaking his head.

He knew such an attitude, such a coping mechanism was far from healthy, but out there, in that situation, healthy mattered a lot less than doing what he had to in order to survive.

But what if survival might mean becoming something he no longer recognized, could no longer sympathize with, could no longer understand?

He set all that aside though. He’d have to tackle that some other time.

First, he had more questions for his beautiful, enigmatic visitor.

* * *

 

What happened in space stayed in space. It was a saying all the station jockeys had had for a long time — and it was one he’d never really understood until now.

He looked down at the woman bent over the storage crate, his cock stretching her pussy, thrusting in and out, the glistening wetness of her cunt something that had him watching it almost obsessively. He’d used the powered manacles on her, securing her wrists at the small of her back. She laid her right cheek on the cold of the steel crate, the gag pulled hard between her teeth, galling the corners of her mouth cruelly. Her body trembled, but her cunt was practically a waterfall, the scent of her sex strong in the air.

Once again, he marveled at all the things that they had managed to replicate in this bewitching android female.

He thrust harder, the sounds of his flesh slapping hers loud in the silent room in a way that only added to the eroticism of it. He didn’t speak. She couldn’t speak.

It was just him taking her, using her body.

His.

It was odd because with Diandra ——though he’d never so much as spoken a word of it — from the beginning he’d felt a sense of possessiveness about her. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but it had always been there just under the surface.

With this toy, with D, this thing provided solely for his enjoyment, he began to understand it better, that joy of control, of possessing something lovely and sexual and vulnerable to his darkest lusts.

He wondered if it had been that way all along with his wife and he’d simply never had the courage to confront it. Was this — having this toy here — was this bringing out something that had always been there, exposing the real him? Or was he evolving — or perhaps devolving — becoming something else under the stress of circumstances?

What was the old axiom? That absolute power corrupts absolutely?

He didn’t know the answer and he supposed at that moment, it didn’t matter.

She was here. D was here.

And he would use her.

He would explore things with her, things about himself that he’d never have the courage to dive into with his own wife. Wasn’t that the point? Wasn’t that what his wife said she wanted?

The question is, Martin — do you want it? Are you prepared for what you might see?

He didn’t know the answer to that either, but part of him was impatient to see it, to learn it, no matter the cost.

He pulled out of the jealous grip of her cunt until the angry red of the head of his cock was exposed, a viscous glistening rope of fluid draped between the tip and her swollen, slick labia.

Then he saw it and it froze him in place, his heart doing flip-flops in his chest.

Holy shit!

His wife was blessed with a birthmark up at the very crease where thigh met buttock on her left leg. It was half the size of a fingernail, on the inner thigh so it was only visible up close, with one at the right angle. Or if he was fucking her.

He took a step back, almost staggering, his cock bobbing in front on him, his mind reeling.

Oh my God.

Had he been wrong all along?

She squirmed, straining to look back at him as he stuffed his cock back in his pants, his heart pounding. It was one of the imperfections of his wife that he so loved. He adored it. He must have placed a million kisses upon it since the first time he’d made love to Diandra.

How many times had he stroked it affectionately? How many times had he rubbed the head of his cock across it, a loving, sexual gesture?

And yet this android had the exact same birthmark in the exact same place. It was even the right hue, the right shape. But only Diandra had such a birthmark. The human Diandra was the only one who could have such a birthmark.

How could this be?

You know that this means, Martin.


He reached over her, switching off the manacles. Her arms instantly relaxed, her hands falling to her sides. Then she brought them up to her face, her fingers touching the sides of the gag, but going no further.

“You can… you can take it off. It’s okay,” he said, walking backward.

Then he spun around and dashed through the hatch, slamming it behind him. He stood in the corridor for a moment, breathing hard, willing himself to calm.

Keep it cool, Martin. Keep it cool.

As he walked toward the pilot house module, he ran through the data again in his head, tried to make sense of it.

Why would they perfectly replicate everything down to even the smallest birthmark? The tiniest imperfection? What purpose would they have in doing so? It didn’t make any sense. The only answer to that question was that they wouldn’t.

Because it was her.

But it couldn’t be her. This wasn’t Diandra. This was D. She had no memory.

She has no — you asked her yourself, Martin. She doesn’t know why she’s here.

Her earliest memory was her technician — who was probably the one who activated her.

No, this isn’t your wife. But my God, she’s so much like her.

He dashed down the corridor, throwing open the hatch to the pilot house, slamming it and locking it behind him. In the jump seat, he punched up the messaging program. Most of the crewmembers used it on an almost obsessive basis, constantly sending messages out to loved ones, friends, coworkers.

He had always wondered if it was a bid for those crewmembers to do something — anything — that confirmed they were relevant, that they still mattered, that they were still part of the human race.

Light-years away from civilization, it was easy to feel like one had been forgotten, a lost soul fallen down a well to the center of the earth, never to be found again. 

He opened a new message, punched it in quickly on the keyboard:

 

 <Hey, I got your gift. This thing that you sent me though... I need to talk to you about it. Hope to hear from you soon. Love you. Martin.>

 

He sat back, reading the message again, his mind whirling.

If she’s gone, she won’t respond to the message. She won’t be able to because she’s not there. 

“Which would mean that she’s here with me — and that this is her.” The sound of his strained voice echoed unsettlingly in the quiet of the pilot-house.

But if she does respond, what does that mean?

“It means nothing, Martin. It means that that thing in there... isn’t human.” And despite what he had done with it — and what he still intended to do with it — it didn’t mean he was a monster. 

Taking a shaky breath, he sent the message, dropping it into the queue. It would be approximately eight hours before it was transmitted via the star packet relay, plenty long enough for him to change his mind about sending it — or give him time to modify it.

“Martin,” the voice said, female, cool, neutral — a tone he’d never heard from the Eye in the Sky before. He sat in silence, wondering if he was simply imagining things. His nerves were more than a little strained at that moment.

“Martin, attention.”

“Yeah, I’m here,” he said, shocked at what he was hearing, a chill running down his spine.

For he knew now what this was. It was an assessment examination.

What the hell?

“Question. What is your middle name?”

He didn’t answer for a moment.

“Repeat. What is your middle name?”

“It’s Colton. But you already know this.”

There was no response.

“Question. What color is the ocean?”

He tilted his head, not believing what he was hearing. “Blue,” he said sardonically. Again, there was no response. His muscles were beginning to twitch, nerves really getting to him now.

“Statement. The dog jumped inside the cat.”

He felt his jaw drop open. It made no sense whatsoever. Was the computer malfunctioning?

“Statement. Repeat. The dog jumped inside the cat.”

“That makes no fucking sense at all.”

“Thank you,” the voice said. Two faint clicks were heard and it was gone.

“Eye!” he snarled, “What the fuck is going on here?”

“Yes, sir, what can I do for you?” Eye’s familiar voice was back, the pleasant female smooth tones.

“What do you think you can do for me? What was that test for?”

“I’m sorry, sir. I don’t understand your question.”

“Eye, the test you just gave me one minute ago. That one.”

“I’m sorry, sir. I still don’t understand your question. Can you be more specific?”

“No, I can’t be more… uh, just forget it.” 

A cold weight sank in his belly. One of three things was going on. Either Eye didn’t know she’d given him the test — which would mean she was malfunctioning.

Or she was purposefully not acknowledging she’d just given him the test.

And what do we have behind door number three, Martin?

Or he was beginning to lose his marbles.

Martin, relax. Just relax. It’s just an assessment exam. You know these happen. 

But the question was why was it happening now? Why was it happening to him after so many contracts?

It shook him almost as much as the possibility that the bound, gagged, naked woman back there in the crew module might have been his actual wife.

“Eye, I need you to check on something.” He kept his voice modulated, calm.

Sane, you mean?

“I need you to tell me who sent the transport shuttle. Who dispatched it?”

A half-second delay.

“Your wife, sir.”

Fuck!

So, she was there. She was back home.

Diandra’s not here with me.

It was an odd sense of relief, mixed with a tinge of regret. He wanted to see her so badly at that moment, he almost hoped it was her. He needed the comfort of her touch, her sweet smile, the feel of her breath on his skin as she murmured his name, as she told him she was there for him, always.

But inside, he knew that would have made things much, much worse.

“Sweetie, I don’t know what I’m into here,” he muttered to himself.

The fact was, she wouldn’t have been able to dispatch herself on a transport. So, Diandra had to be home.

She had to be back on Earth.

“This is stupid,” he snapped. “You’re being stupid. Get a fucking grip, Martin.”

He punched up the message he’d composed, still waiting in the queue… then he deleted it.

Sighing, he turned off the console, rising to his feet and stretching, his body more tired now than he’d felt in weeks, a fatigue much more profound than mere physical exhaustion.

But then he remembered something. He’d already asked Eye to confirm the shuttle’s origin — and she’d refused to answer him.

Was it possible he was misremembering what he’d asked her — or was the computer truly giving him a different answer this time?

A correct answer.

And if so, why?

He held his head in his hands, taking a deep breath, then another.

One thing at a time, Martin. One thing at a time.



Chapter 9

 

Though he tried to ignore it, the thought kept coming back to him over and over again. As he often did now, he’d left her gagged, blindfolded, bound on his bed, the slick, viscous trail of his semen dripping down her perineum from her swollen, well-fucked cunt.

He’d left her squirming on her back, her arms bound beneath her. He knew he couldn’t leave her that way long, but he liked the look of utter helplessness, the way her face blushed, the way her nipples were still standing up hard and proud.

His entire room had smelled of sex when he’d stepped out.

The thought had come to him — even in the midst of using her body — when everything was as it should be, his plaything submitting obediently and quietly to his now insatiable lusts.

It should have seemed right. But still something was off. There was a piece missing. Something didn’t quite add up.

On a whim, he strolled back to the pilot house. Not even sitting in the seat, he brought up the messaging program. Out on the galactic rim, video messages were basically prohibited due to bandwidth concerns. The star packet relay system had to supply the communication needs for innumerable systems, stations, and ships in the local area, so minimizing the size of each message and the length of each message was critical. As a result, crew members on the station could only send what essentially amounted to text-only messages.

In a way, it was like a throwback to the old days on Earth, where people used to write actual letters on paper, and they’d be physically carried across the surface, first on horseback, then eventually by automobile, airplane, and ship.

Now, all that was gone, technology rendering all of that into quaint anachronisms. But out there, he was still reduced to a more elemental form of communication. In a way, it was more intimate, not clouded by facial expressions, tone, or inflection, or how someone might look.

No, it was simple, distilled, emotion, thought, and meaning, which was why the message he sent to his wife made little sense at all — at least on the surface.

 

<Hi, Diandra. I was wondering out here — I wonder a lot — do you remember that restaurant we stopped in on the coast? The beautiful one way up on the bluff, overlooking the surf? Do you remember that? It was on our honeymoon. What was the name of that place? I can’t remember it, and it’s killing me. You have such a great memory and I know you’d remember this. I’d like to go there again when I see you next. I miss you. I love you. Martin.>

 

He clicked the queue, and it was gone. He still wasn’t sure why he did it. He knew now that this woman with him on the station wasn’t Diandra. It was a thing. Yet why had he sent that second message? He was either doubting himself, or doubting her — it — whatever she was. Maybe he was doubting his sanity. One thing was for sure — if Diandra was there, if Diandra got the message, she’d know the answer.

And if she is there, Martin? And if she does reply with the answer, what then? Are you still going to be paranoid about this, or are you finally going to accept the reality of the situation?

Though he was loathe to admit it, he still wasn’t sure what the reality of the situation actually was. He was alone on Charon 90. Loneliness, isolation… they did things to a man — and he might not even see it coming until it was too late. 

When he cracked open the hatch again in his bedroom in the crew module, she was exactly where he’d left her. The air was close, warm. He wondered if it was because she was struggling. He liked the idea of that. He walked over to the bed, stood over her, looking down at this helpless, beautiful naked woman, the marks from his hands still pink and livid upon her skin, the ropes digging into her wrists, into her thighs. He touched her breast and she shuddered, her face turning toward him, though he knew she couldn’t see a thing behind her blindfold. She made a sound through her gag. He couldn’t tell if it was protest or pleading. Or needing.

Did it matter?

No, it didn’t.

He pinched her nipple hard and she keened. He didn’t like how much that sound excited him, how much all of this excited him. Was this him? Was this really him? Or was it circumstance, situation, and stress making him into something he no longer recognized?

He took her by the hair, dragged her off the bed until she thumped to the planking of the floor. Bringing her up onto her knees, he pressed her back against the side of the bed, holding her fast. He thought about taking her blindfold off. He loved the way she looked at him. He’d especially love it if she looked at him as he was shoving his cock down her throat, but no, he wanted her to stay this way — anonymous, her identity, her value reduced to nothing.

The thought made his cock almost instantly hard. He pulled it from his pants, holding her tight by the hair as he slapped her cheeks, left, right, then left again, with the shaft, loving the sound, loving the way her face blushed furiously at his demeaning treatment of her.

You can’t demean a machine, Martin.

It didn’t matter. He still got off on it. And she was still reacting to it. He shucked off his shoes, then his pants, need growing within him by the second. Once he was naked from the waist down, he crouched down before her, his cock a hard iron bar bobbing between his thighs. He stroked her flushed, heated cheek with his thumb, traced the cloth of the gag where it plunged between her lips and her teeth. She bit it harder. The cloth was wet.

“So helpless. So beautiful. So mine. I’m going to tell you something, D. I still don’t know if you are who you say you are, but it doesn’t matter anymore. What I do know is that you’re here. I can do anything I want — and there’s so much I want to do to you. But I promise to keep you safe.”

Impulsively, he kissed her forehead tenderly, loving the feel of his lips against her skin, the taste of her sweat.

“I’m not going to lie to you though, D. I’m going to make you into something you don’t know anymore. I’m going to make you into something less than human, an animal, a pet. Sometimes it’s going to hurt, and I’m going to like that it hurts. And I’m going to teach you to like it too. Do you understand me? Nod if you do.”

She didn’t respond for a moment, then tentatively, she nodded her head, whether it was because she felt she had to, or because she wanted what he promised her. Would it be better if she didn’t want it — or if she did?

Martin, that question has no answer — unless you think this really is Diandra.

He banished it from his mind, standing up, holding her hair tight, knowing it was hurting her. But she kept very silent, very still as he stroked her lips with the head of his cock. He slapped her with it again.


“Do exactly as I tell you, bitch. You defy me, and you go back over this bed and I spank that ass until you’re crying. Do as you’re told. Obey me.”

Then he plunged within her lips, holding her tight, deep, deeper until she made a sound, a gargling, gagging sound. It only made his cock harder. He pulled back and she gasped.

“Open your throat, slut. Do this. You’re going to get very good at this before I’m done with you.”

Again, he pushed forward once more, pinning her head between his hips and the bed. He twisted his fist in her hair even further, wanting to hurt her, needing her to know he was controlling everything. She gagged again and he pulled back enough to let her draw air, her breath blowing rapidly through her nostrils.

“Again, slut. Open. Open.”

He pushed farther this time, and though she tensed and twitched, this time he could feel the resistance and then it yielded and he pressed forward, down, down until her cute nose was pressed hard into the nest of his pubic hair. He held her that way for several seconds. Her entire body seemed to vibrate with tension and then he pulled back out until the glistening head of his cock bobbed more inches from her lips. She looked away, breathing hard, her cheeks cherry red with embarrassment, and yet, at the mere touch of the head of his cock against her lips, she opened wide without being told, her tongue out.

He slid in again and again, and though she gagged once or twice, he forced her to take it until she calmed. Stroking her throat, he murmured to her, telling her to obey, to be a good girl. Soon enough, he was fucking her mouth hard, his balls slapping against her chin with each thrust. He grunted and groaned, cursing at her, promising she’d be punished if she didn’t do this exactly the way he wanted, if she didn’t learn. He called her a whore, a slut — dirty terrible names — as he used her. He didn’t know why, but that only turned him on more. He’d never even thought of such a thing before with Diandra, but now, it was a dark, twisted eroticism that only added to his arousal.

Much too soon, he could feel his orgasm building deep behind his balls. He thrust all the way in again, holding her tightly to him until she began to struggle.

“Hold it, bitch. Hold it,” he growled at her, and then pulled back. She gasped again, her chest heaving.

He stroked his cock furiously in his fist, still holding her by the hair.

“Open your mouth, cunt. Give me your tongue. Stick it out. Farther. Farther!” And then he could hold his orgasm back no further, and went over, groaning like an animal as his semen leapt forth. He painted her with sticky, pearly strands of his seed, her tongue, her lips, on her nose, even up across her forehead. As he squeezed the last of his seed out, his thighs trembling, he wiped the head of his cock back and forth across her lips, making sure they were well coated with his cum. Then he lightly slapped her face again.

“Just like that, every time.”

He bent down, kissed the top of her head. “You’re a good girl,” he murmured into her hair.

And then he left her, covered in his seed, debased, degraded.

His thing.



Chapter 10

 

He paced back and forth outside the entrance to the crew module, running his hands through his hair, his wrists scrubbing against the stubble on his chin. He’d forgotten how many days it had been since he’d shaved. Things weren’t… they weren’t running as smoothly as they usually were.

Well, no surprise, Martin. You have an android who looks like Diandra — whom you still don’t know why is here, and whose story you still don’t fully believe.

But that wasn’t what most bothered him at that moment.

He had let himself lose control.

Part of this job was never losing your cool, being always on guard against letting emotions take over.

You always let the data lead you.

You always trusted logic.

You always followed reason.

Those things would keep you out of trouble — keep you alive.

But there was something about D. She had... loosened something within him, uncovered a piece of his personality, of his inner person that he’d never known was there.

Maybe that wasn’t quite the truth either. Perhaps he had known it was there, but he’d never had the courage to confront it, to take it out in the light, look at it, examine it, try to determine what it really meant.

What it might say about who Martin really was.

There was no point in denying it: she was getting to him.

Yes, he was in control of her, in all ways — and that fact spoke to him on a primitive, almost elemental level. Was it sadism? Was he just indulging his inner control freak?

Or was this more deep-seated, perhaps him lashing out in a way, trying to avoid getting close, fighting her, avoiding letting her in?

Is that what he’d done with his wife all these years? He loved her dearly, but after all these years, had he simply been trying to prevent her from getting to him?

For the first time, he wondered if perhaps his reaction was a fear of real intimacy, a visceral aversion to the very concept of being vulnerable.

Ironic that, when he had made great sport of, and took great erotic enjoyment in, making her as vulnerable as one could possibly be.

And he planned still more of that.

Oh yes.

But he would be intellectually dishonest not to consider the possibility that he was doing this because of something he feared, something he didn’t want to face, something about his own makeup he... couldn’t confront.

“Jesus Christ, Martin, you’re a fucking head case,” he muttered under his breath. “You’re overthinking this, analyzing things to death like you always do. Go with the facts. Go with what you know.”

He knew he probably looked and sounded like an insane person, pacing back and forth, talking to himself, grabbing his hair as if he was about to suffer a nervous breakdown. He half expected Eye in the Sky to give him yet another assessment exam.

He probably would have too if he was in her place.

No, that’s borrowing trouble. Go with what’s known. Go with what you feel.

D was here. Whatever else she was, she was a fact. And she was lovely, and obedient, and incredibly beautiful. It was almost as if she was a personification of what Diandra could be, if he would just let her in.

It was the irony of playing with power dynamics. The person dominating was in many respects protecting himself, shielding his feelings. He took, he enjoyed, he conquered. But did he have to give of himself in that process? Must he expose weakness, or vulnerability, or even tenderness while doing so?

The answer was no.

Yet, he still wanted those things. Part of him needed to express those things with his wife, most of all. And he had experienced that with D, in a way. At least with her, he’d actually revealed his true needs and desires.

She had shown him.

That realization only made the truth an even harder pill to swallow though.

He’d never done it. He’d never once made himself vulnerable with Diandra, with the one woman in this life he should have been able to let his guard down with.

He’d never let her in.

It was a mystery to him as to why he struggled with all these thoughts. Perhaps it didn’t matter. What if this was all a function of being isolated, stuck in a hunk of steel hundreds of thousands of light-years away from home. Is this what it meant?

Is this what it felt like when one began to crack up?

There was something else he knew though, another fact he had to confront, sooner or later.

He’d treated D terribly.

He needed to make... amends. Somehow.

That wouldn’t stop him from continuing with what he envisioned for her, all that he still wanted to do to her. There were other ways he wanted to enjoy her... but he was not going to lose his humanity simply because she didn’t happen to be a human.

Taking a deep breath, he opened the hatch to the crew module, found her inside his bedroom. She was curled up on one hip, leaning against the bed, breathing slowly. He wondered if perhaps she’d fallen asleep, but as soon as he stepped in, her head moved and then she sat bolt upright, the movement of her breasts so lovely even then that he had to pause a moment to take in their beauty.

He wished again in that moment that this really was Diandra, that this really was his beloved wife, that he could tell her everything, the dark, ugly truth about him.

Show her everything he was too afraid to let into the light.

But it wasn’t her. He’d have to be okay with that, at least for now.

He crouched down in front of her, touched her cheek gently. A profound sense of relief flooded through him as, rather than flinch away from him, she leaned into his touch. He pressed fingers to her lips and she kissed them lovingly, almost reverently. It was a gesture that held so much meaning, so much emotional resonance.

He marveled anew at the ability of programmers to design software that could mimic human emotions, even simple tenderness, so well.

It was almost like playing God.

He peeled off her blindfold, and her eyes blinked several times as she tried to adjust to the light. Prying the gag from between her teeth, wincing inside at the red, inflamed marks at the corners of her mouth, he touched her lips with a fingertip.

“Let’s get you cleaned up.” His seed had dried to a dull sheen upon her skin, flaking in places. His cock stirred as he thought of it again, even as he recoiled at the way he’d used her. How could such a thing disgust him and arouse him all at once?

The answer was clear, of course. He’d studied it in his long hours of isolation, the duality of human beings, the good and bad, the right and wrong, the Jekyll and Hyde.

Every being had a dark side.

And Diandra, by means of her gift to him — whether she’d meant to or not — was allowing Martin to indulge his.

“Up you go,” he said, grasping her gently around the shoulders. She was unsteady on her feet.

“Legs fall asleep?”

She simply nodded, looking down.

“I’m sorry,” he said softly. “I shouldn’t have left you here this long.”

She met his eyes for just the briefest of moments. “It’s okay, sir. I know you... didn’t mean to hurt me.”

The urge to hug her at that moment was overwhelming, to tell her he’d never want to hurt her, to lie to her and say that hurting her didn’t arouse him, didn’t make his cock hard, didn’t make him want to throw her on the bed and take her all over again.

He wanted to hold her head to him and tell her that he wasn’t this man he was becoming, this monster he was uncovering one act, one degradation at a time.

But he didn’t.

He would keep it inside as he always had, protecting his wife — if not her “gift” — from what he really was.

Yes, he could show D. But would he ever show anyone else? Reveal that truth to the person who mattered most to him?

The answer to that one remained as elusive as ever.

Rather than march her into the bath, he picked her up, held her in his arms, and this time, he really did tuck her head to his chest. He pressed a kiss to the crown of her head, his lips lingering there longer than needed. He held her that way for a long minute, in silence, loving the way she felt in his arms, the tiny trembles that coursed through her muscles, the murmur of her breath, the way she clutched to him even with her arms bound behind her back.

Realizing what he’d done, he set her down again, unwrapped the ropes from her wrists. The marks left behind by the fibers were livid. They too aroused him, ghostly reminders of what he’d done to her, of his power over her.

And even as he felt an unaccountable and illogical tenderness, even protectiveness, when it came to this android, he still reveled in that naked power. If he were honest with himself, he would realize that he was taking hedonistic enjoyment in subjugating her. He’d have to unpack that some other time though.

Now, he needed to take care of her.

He took her in his arms once more, and this time she really did clutch to him, wrapping her arms around his neck. Shocking him, she kissed his chest.

He sighed with it. After all he’d done to her... she still was almost loving. It made no sense.

Stop thinking, Martin. Just do.

Taking her to the bathroom, she stood in silence, naked, afraid, totally surrendered to him, as he drew the bath. Grasping her hand, he guided her in. She let go a long, shuddering sigh as she sank into the steamy water. Washing her hair had his cock up hot and hard almost instantly, as if he hadn’t just fucked her mouth. It was tender and erotic, and in its own way, evoked a strong sense of intimate possessiveness within him.

No one else should do this. No one else would ever wash this girl’s hair.

Only me. It will only ever be me.

He squeezed it out and made her kiss his fingers again, something else he took an unaccountable delight in. She flashed him a gentle smile when she did so.

And then he washed her body, her unbelievable body. He had always been obsessed with Diandra’s body, though he had always taken great pains to avoid badgering her about that fact. He never wanted her to think that he was some randy twelve-year-old boy.

But the truth was, there was never a moment he wouldn’t want to touch her.

Yet, he rarely did.

It was if now, with D, he could do what he had always wanted to do. And he touched her everywhere greedily, a possessiveness to it that was borderline obsession.

He took extra time with her big breasts, pulling and twisting on the nipples until they stood out hard, her breathing rendered into almost panting. They flushed a bright pink as he worked them over and over again. Unable to resist, he brought her to the edge of the tub and bent down to lick and suck each of those nipples in turn. He would come back to those though. Oh yes, he would most definitely come back to these.

He pinched and rolled those nipples still as he washed the rest of her body, tweaking each one hard as he scrubbed her cunt. He plunged one finger, then two, inside her, thrusting languidly, the gesture more statement than having any particular purpose.

 The touch said: this is mine. This pussy, I own it. I’ll touch it whenever and wherever I want.

He held the lips of her sex apart, taking a moment to stare at her displayed vulnerability, salivating at the sight of her clit just peeking out from under her hood. It was prominent, gleaming, almost red, already engorged for some reason. He used his thumbs to friction it on both sides, then touched just the tip with his tongue.

She drew in a sharp breath.

“That’s all you get for now, bad girl,” he said, looking up at her. “More later. If you’re good.”

He didn’t know where this was coming from, but it made his cock even harder. His own breath was coming in rasps now, so aroused was he by touching her, by handling her body. He caressed the smooth muscles of her legs, tracing the hollows of her collarbones with his fingertips, drawing a hand up and down the long trough of her spine, kneading and hefting the round weight of her buttocks, those perfect cheeks.

This was perhaps the part of Diandra he was the most obsessed with. Yes, he’d spend time there too.

Soon, very soon.

He made her bend forward, ordering her in a murmured voice to draw her own cheeks apart. She did so, fingers trembling — and then he washed her there too. The perfect dusky whorl of her anus beckoned everything, tongues, fingers, cocks.

Instead, he simply kissed it, and she shuddered.

“So beautiful,” he said against her flesh.

And then he was done. Wrapping her in a huge towel, he picked her up again, took her to his bed. Using the soft towel to dry her hair gently, he held her, unsure as to exactly why he did it.

It was dangerous, what he was doing.

It risked her getting close. But in that quiet, intimate moment, it was what he wanted. And when it came to D, he would always get what he wanted.

He cradled her in his arms until her breathing slowed, the regular shallow movements of her chest the hallmark of sleep taking over. Her mouth was slightly open, her perfect teeth just hinted at beyond the plump, pink loveliness of those lips.

Slowly sliding out from beneath her, he laid her down, wrapped the blankets about her, drew a lock of hair away from her eyes.

Then kissed her ear.

“Sleep.”

* * *

 

He tried to eat, but really what he was doing was stabbing at his food, pushing it around his plate, his mind on anything but his dinner.

In the silence of the crew module, he couldn’t help but ignore the fidgeting from the corner, the dark part of the room where he’d put D. He’d bound her wrists and her ankles beforehand, of course, allowing her not a single stitch of clothing. He’d pulled the ankle hobble tight, forcing her to take tiny, mincing steps, the chains at her feet allowing no more. He’d bound her wrists tightly behind her at the small of her back.

Then he’d banished her to that corner for no other reason than that he could.

He loved the way she had blushed scarlet at his order, those long, luscious lashes fluttering. But rather than protest, she’d simply murmured in that silky, smooth voice, “Yes, sir.”

That round, luscious bottom shook and jiggled as she shuffled her way to her appointment with shame.

Her embarrassment aroused him with an unsettling intensity. He wasn’t sure he could identify exactly why, but there was no need to explain the hardness of his cock, his elevated heartbeat, his total and complete inability to keep his eyes off of that trembling bottom waiting there in the corner for what he might do to it next. He considered fucking her, but that was too simple, too obvious. He was here to enjoy himself, and if he was going to, well, he didn’t need to settle for simple, and obvious, and boring.

No, he could try other things, different options. Indulge himself.

The origin of the idea was unknown, but suddenly, he had alighted on sending her to the corner and making her wait. Force her to think about what he might do to her next. Would the programming they had given her allow her to experience such complex human emotions as fear, and anxiety, and anticipation — and even a twisted sense of lust? There was no way to answer that either, but what he couldn’t help but notice was the scent of her as he bound her wrists fast. The smell of her sex was spicy and strong, even though he had washed her very recently.

Amazingly, her cunt seemed to be wet simply at the prospect of what he’d promised her. Even he didn’t know where that road might lead. Yet, she was apparently aroused at what he might do to her next. How was that possible?

Stop overthinking, Martin.

He shoved his tray to the center of his table, the insistent hardness of his cock overruling his need to stave off his hunger pains. His desire was for something else entirely.

“Come over here,” he growled. He loved the way her shoulders jerked at the gruffness of his voice, at the terse way he’d spoken to her. It wasn’t so much that he liked scaring her, but he did enjoy keeping her off balance. The idea that she would worry, and anticipate, and fret over what he had planned for her — or didn’t have planned for her — appealed to him on a visceral level. It was the unknown that added that certain something. It was a little sadistic, something that could be seen as borderline evil, but… this was Diandra.

What did it matter if he indulged these darker urges, these parts of his psyche he couldn’t attempt to understand, much less explain?

He was out there alone on the galactic rim, with nothing but an artificial person to keep him company, to remind him of why he was here, why he made this sacrifice.

And why it was so good to be alive.

Artificial though she was, D spoke to something within him. Something uniquely... human.

Bidding her to stand before him, he looked her up and down, making sure she saw him do it. He dragged the tips of his fingers through the curls adorning her mound, loving the silky feel of her hair against his fingers. She had an attractive sex, the lips plump, close-seamed. And yet, the inner labia clearly peeked out, the bright pink hue, so delicate, so enticing it made his mouth water just to look at them.

For a split second, he regretted the fact that her wrists were bound behind her, for he would have loved to order her to spread her cunt wide for him to gaze upon. There would be plenty of time for that later though.

This time, he did it for her, loving the softness, the heat of her core, splaying those smooth, moist lips wide, the scent suddenly stronger in the room, his mouth practically watering with it. She watched him closely as he opened her, taking his time to look at her, her helpless femininity bared before him. He loved the vulnerability, luxuriating in the fact he could touch her in any way, at any time, knowing she wouldn’t — couldn’t — object.

Not human. Remember?

He slapped her hip. “Turn around, bitch.”

She obeyed instantly, but not before he saw the burst of color in her cheeks. He wasn’t sure if it was the degrading words, or the fact she knew what was likely to come next.

In the end, he didn’t care. He hoped it was both, loving her embarrassment.

Sadistic, indeed.

At length, he traced every inch of those round, soft buttocks, caressing them with his palms, lifting each one upon the back of his hand, letting the luscious flesh drop, entranced by the way it moved. Her softness, the pale skin, the glorious curves called out to the wild, dangerous animal within him, to do his worst, to take what was his, to stake his claim. Forcing his hand between her soft thighs, he cupped the heat of her sex in his palm, his other hand clasping her hip.

“Bend over. More! I want those tits swinging below you.”

She obeyed his orders, the crease of her buttocks easing open slightly at the degrading position. Easing the tips of his fingers between her bottom cheeks, he circled the tight ring of her anus, the smooth, incredibly soft skin there — something he never ceased to marvel at. She jerked each time he tapped that opening with the tip of his finger, as if she couldn’t help but react to his touch, knowing she was very nervous indeed about what he might have in mind for that particular entrance to her body.

He took hold of each of her buttocks, forced them apart, drawing close, loving the humid scent he found at her ass, the mouth-watering musk of her cunt.  Then, simply because he could, he licked her slowly, starting at her perineum, laving the flat of his tongue up and over her asshole. She made a soft murmur as he did it and he drowned in the clean, forbidden taste of her, loving the feel of her against his tongue.

So, he did it again.

He finished by kissing the inner slopes of each buttock tenderly, but no less possessively.

“So beautiful,” he murmured.

Not human. It’s a toy. It’s a thing, Martin.

Still, there was no doubt that it sparked possessive feelings within him, strong, territorial needs to make a statement about whose possession she really was.

She was his. In all ways.

Forever. His.

He smacked her ass, then pinched her buttock between thumb and forefinger, shaking it. “Over my lap.”

He didn’t bother helping her, taking cruel enjoyment in the way she had to struggle to balance, the smooth skin of her belly laid across his legs. He’d only allowed himself brief deck shorts and a t-shirt, keeping the temperature warm in the crew module. He wouldn’t need to be on station for another six hours yet.

Plenty of time to enjoy his new toy.

Finally, she was where he wanted her, her head low, ass uppermost, her pride in tatters — if she’d been programmed with any. He hoped she had, for it made the subjugation of her that much more arousing.

What is wrong with you? You’re turning into a sick son of a bitch.

Maybe it was true, but again, on the galactic rim, what was sick? What was human variation? More to the point — did the answer really matter, out there, in the dark depths of space?

He stroked her ass, ensuring she knew what he was looking at, signaling to her that he enjoyed what he felt, what he saw.

“I’m going to punish you.”

“Sir, I… why?”

He waited a second before answering. “I don’t know why. Because you’re beautiful, and you’re vulnerable, and you’re helpless? Whatever the real reason,  it’s going to make my cock hard. Are there any other reasons really that matter?”

“N–no, sir.”

“Good girl.” He patted her ass. “I’m going to punish you until the tears are streaming down your cheeks. And then I’m going to punish you some more. The only thing you have to worry about is doing as you’re told. Stay in place, and be a good girl.”

“Yes, sir.” Her voice was already trembling.

He felt like a monster saying the words, but they were nonetheless deeply arousing. This couldn’t be him, but it was.

How many times had he fantasized about this? All those nights laying awake in bed, his cock hard, his fist pumping, his mind spinning, whirling, diving deep into those dark waters of his imagination, of the Martin he would never let anyone else see.

Not even his own wife.

But at least there, on Charon 90 — at that moment — he could let that Martin out. Perhaps it would be a one-time exorcising of those demons, purging them from his system, from his soul.

And what if it isn’t, Martin?

What if it was just opening Pandora’s Box? What if he couldn’t control what he become afterward?

There was no answer for that vexing question either.

But it wasn’t going to stop him.

Clasping her left buttock in his hand, he gave it a gentle squeeze. “Ready?”

He intended to proceed no matter how she answered.

“Yes, sir,” she murmured, her body stilling over his lap.

He waited a heartbeat, then two. Raising his hand, he smacked her ass once, twice, a third time, going slowly, methodically. The spanks weren’t harsh, but they weren’t light taps either. He smacked the left side until it flushed, then the right, ensuring it matched the hue of its twin.

Back and forth he went, over and over, until both of her cheeks were a deep uniform pink, here and there, faint ghostly shapes of fingers, of handprints already visible. She was already trembling when he rested his hand, but she’d made little sound otherwise. The knuckles of her hands were white where she’d grasped her own forearms.

Taking hold of her arms, he caressed them, giving her a comforting touch they both knew was false, the calm before the storminess commenced once more.

He was here to hurt her bottom, to give her pain. And they both knew that.

Curious, he scissored his fingers down between her legs, coaxing her thighs apart gently. To her credit, she obeyed as much as the bonds at her ankles would allow. He slipped one finger, then two, deep into the heat of her sex, thrusting languidly within. He listened for any sound, but all he could hear was her quick — but not frantic — breathing.

Her core was fiery, silky smooth, the heat of her body stunning him, the intensity matching the spicy note of her arousal as he slipped free. A long string of the shaming proof of her wantonness extended from the tip of his finger, then, finally stretched too far, that wetness broke, draping a glistening trail along her inner thigh.

“Oh, you may be scared,” he murmured. “But part of you is greedy. Very greedy, indeed.”

He cupped her ass with his hand. “Well, greedy girl, you’re about to get what you want.”

Smacking her hard then, he went back and forth, alternating between each side, upper, middle, then lower across her bottom. Her ass began to writhe as he continued, his hand stinging, the tips of his fingers tingling. He had lost count of how many spanks he’d given her. In truth, he had intended to stop only when she was sobbing, her ass a pleasing shade of scarlet.

Her color deepened to a solid red within minutes, and she was openly yelping and moaning as he continued spanking her. His cock had come up hard against her as he kept punishing that round, beautiful ass, wondering why he’d never done the same with his wife, unsure if she would ever would allow him to do such a thing.

He had thought of it constantly, of course, dreamt of it, but he’d never had the courage to so much as joke about disciplining her, fearing his sweet Diandra would be horrified. He worried she might wonder what sort of man she had really married, what kind of monster she laid in bed with.

That monster was out now.

But luckily, it wasn’t Diandra finding herself subject to it. It was only D, the girl who looked like his wife, but wasn’t.

He could tell her everything he wanted to tell Diandra, and it wouldn’t matter.

Leaning over her, he clutched the scalding heat of her punished ass in his hand, playing with the hair at her ear, his voice a mere whisper. “I remember the first time I saw you at the Fleet dinner. You remember it, don’t you? You were so young, so beautiful, so innocent. I was fresh out of the Corps, and somehow, you talked to me. Somehow, you were interested in me. And, oh, how I wanted to fuck you. I wanted to force you to your knees, make you take out my cock, make you suck it, take it deep into your throat until the tears welled in your eyes. I wanted to slap your face, call you a whore, my slut, my slave. That first night, I wanted you. I had to have you. I knew you would eventually be my wife. And yet, I knew I could never be to you what you wanted, what you thought I was. But that was good enough for me, Diandra. That was good enough for me. Because either way, I got to have you. But, oh, the things I wanted to do to you. All the things I still want to do to you. If only you knew.”

It was absurd, of course, speaking to her as if she was his wife. But as she laid over his lap, her bottom glowing a fiery, angry red, his cock a throbbing, aching bar of need against her hip, it made a sort of crazy sense. The words were as much an exorcism of his dark, twisted needs as the spanking of her ass was.

D was openly trembling now, her breath coming fast, the smooth muscles of her thighs trembling, shaking. “Sir, I–”

“Be quiet. Not a fucking word.” She cried out as he smacked her ass hard, the sharp sound echoing off the bulkheads of the crew module. “You understand me? Not a word from you.”

“Yes, sir,” she said, her voice quavering.

He was horrified at his tone, at how callously he was treating her. And yet, his cock was as hard as it had ever been in his entire life at the subjugation of this sweet, wonderful thing... who looked just like his wife.

Did he want this to be his wife? Would he have the courage to say to her what he just had? To expose the raw lust that he still held for her, its overwhelming power, the dangerous, animalistic nature of it just as urgent and profound as it was that very first night he’d set eyes on her.

That moment when he knew he would make her his.

When he hoped one day to make that woman his wife.

But he didn’t have to worry about that, because this wasn’t his wife. This was a ghost, a pale facsimile of the wonderful woman who’d taken his hand in marriage, the woman whom he had spent his years with — and whom he hoped to spend all the rest of his years with.

The woman who still had no idea who he really was, what he really wanted of her.

What he wanted to make of her.

He stroked D’s bottom, loving the way she flinched and yelped as he pinched a welt here, tracing the outline of a bruise just beginning to show at the curve of her lower buttock.

“Yes,” he murmured. “I wish I could tell you, Diandra. I wish I could make you see who you really married. I wish I could say that you wouldn’t run in terror from my desires. But I know you would, which is why these words… you’ll never hear them. Not even on the day that I die. I’ll take them to my grave, and I’ll still love you, and I’ll still cherish every day I’ve spent with you. And every day I may have left with you. ”

A shudder ran through the female form draped across his thighs, but incredibly, one of her hands caressed his leg, giving it a gentle squeeze.

His voice grew thick, an unaccountable surge of emotion threatening to choke him up. “I won’t ever curse you with that knowledge of... what I am. That knowledge stays here, safe, where only the stars can know.”

 



Chapter 11

 

Certain moments in one’s life were marked by surrealness, by the sense that the boundaries of reality were... flexible.

This was one of those moments.

He stood at the foot of his bed, bare from the waist down, stroking his fist up and down his cock, the slick, wet sounds accompanying the spreading of the clear lubrication up and down the veined length of his shaft. It was the only sound in the room — well, except for her breathing.

She knelt upon his bed, totally naked except for the cuffs binding her hands behind her back. She was gagged again. He was surprised at how much he enjoyed it. And he kept her blindfolded too. He knew it was sadistic, that it was selfish, that it was… maybe even evil. But he loved it, that need to keep her off balance, loving the idea that she had no clue what would come next. She was helpless to him, wholly subject to his lust, to his whims.

Of course, he was indulging his dark side. But even that wasn’t quite right. It was diving deep to the abyssal depths of a troubling part of his personality. But with her?

It?

He still wasn’t sure what to call her, even in his mind. With her — with D — he could do it, savor the knowledge that it didn’t really matter. And in a way, this helped him. This was uncovering a part of him that he wasn’t sure was the real him, or simply a passing fancy, a transient indulgence in... he wasn’t sure what. It was either a part of his makeup, or it was the wages of being alone for such a long time in the Purgatory of deep space.

It affected the mind, it affected the body, it affected the soul.


So, which was it?

Was indulging in these dark pleasures with this toy revealing the real him, or was it revealing the possibility that he had been damaged, warped, corrupted by his environment, by the stresses of such isolation.

Perhaps it was both.

What if they fed into the other, amplifying it, deepening it, spinning it in directions he never would have predicted. He would have to be at peace with it, at what it meant.

Or more importantly, what it might not mean at all.

He knew such thinking was crazy, that it was circle talk, self-referential, borderline illogical. But there it was.

He pointed at her, even though she couldn’t see him. “I want your face and your tits on the mattress. Ass in the air.”

He had taken to talking to her in that way, uttering little more than gruff orders, or admonishments, or promises of what she was to endure next. And yet, sometimes — especially when he slept — he would hold her tight to him, and he could feel her loosen, her muscles softening to his touch, to his embrace. It was in those moments, those dark quiet minutes utterly alone — despite the beautiful female was held in his arms — that he started to realize that the question at the center of all of this was... beginning not to matter anymore.

He watched as D obeyed his command, the round, luscious perfection of her buttocks hoisted in the air, the ghostly faint pink marks of her most recent spanking just visible across the lower curves of both cheeks. He would reinvigorate that color tonight. He put one knee on the mattress behind her, loving the way her buttocks were already quivering.

Then he froze as the harsh sound of the computer hailing tone rang through the crew module.

“Sir, you wished to be notified of changes in local communication. There has been a change.”

He backed himself off the bed, looking for his shorts even as he spoke to the Eye. “Let’s hear it.” He assumed it was some sort of transmitter anomaly with a passing freighter. It happened quite often, actually.

“Communications with Shiva-II have ceased, sir.”

“What do you mean ceased?”

“Shiva-II is no longer visible on the local network, sir.”

“Wait a second,” he said. “It’s not visible on the network at all?”

All the local mining stations within a parsec were visible on a map that could be projected up on top of the pilot house ceiling. It gave one an easy visual reference for all nearby stations, and if necessary, the closest modes of rescue if something were to go terribly wrong.

But for most of the crew members on Charon-90, that map served another — and perhaps more important — purpose.

It was a reminder that they weren’t alone.

Even out there, there were other human beings — no matter how far away they might have been in reality. It was a party line, he supposed.

It was the closest thing to a community a station jockey could hope for.

“Sir, Shiva-II is not only not transmitting, its node is now missing from the network entirely.”

Martin’s blood ran cold at that.

That meant two possibilities: either Shiva-II’s locator transponder had stopped working, or someone had turned it off. The latter possibility was what troubled him most. He was very still, a strange dread uncharacteristically paralyzing him for a moment.

“Stay here,” he told D, as if she had the ability or the inclination to move from the position he had put her in.

She made a muffled sound that he hoped was “Yes, sir.”

He pulled on his shorts, then closed the crew module hatch behind him. He barked out at the Eye. “How long has it been since Shiva-II last transmitted? Like down to the hour. How many hours?”

“Approximately twenty-six hours, sir.”

Jesus Christ.

He knew instinctively then that this was no transponder accident, that this was no mere maintenance issue.

Every station had the ability to transmit an emergency squawk, even in the case of a transponder failure, that would let all nearby stations — anything within two parsecs — know there was a problem. And it would have shown up within twenty-four hours after the emergency.

He knew what it meant. Deep in his gut, he knew exactly what it meant.

“Perhaps a maintenance issue, sir?” the Eye offered, hopefully.

“Negative. It’s something else.”

He made his way into the pilot house, jumping into the seat. He punched up the network projection, and it sprayed itself in blue and white iridescence all across the ceiling above him.

“God damn.”

Shiva was indeed missing. Literally gone.

He punched in the notification of other periphery stations that had either experienced recent maintenance problems, or had requested assistance.

Cold dread clutched his vitals as he read the words.

Three other stations — Glasya-IX, Mephist-I, and Gehenna-IVb — had all gone offline. Worse, their locations were contiguous — and they had all disappeared in the same way within the past week.

He almost snarled the words. “Eye, there’s three other stations missing, not just Shiva-II. Why didn’t you notify me when they went offline too?”

There was a pause, then the Eye responded, her voice as smooth and calm as ever. “The stations were not missing from the network array, sir. They were transmitting as normal.”

“But they’re gone now.”

The Eye paused again. “Yes, sir. They’re all missing too.”

He sat there for a moment, his heart pounding in his chest, an odd compulsion to remain motionless taking hold, as if instinctively he knew twitching a mere muscle might endanger him.

Something was very, very wrong. Why did three other stations go offline along with Shiva-II, and why didn’t the Eye notify him when they had? He didn’t believe for one second that all four stations — including Shiva-II — had gone offline at the same time.

Which meant either the Eye hadn’t tracked it, or the Eye hadn’t reported it to him — despite being given a direct order. The Eye never disobeyed direct orders except in certain — and very specific — emergency circumstances.

Jesus, Martin. What are you into here?

He turned off the local network array, the light show above winking out instantly. Shutting down the command console before his jump seat, he hopped out, walking back toward the crew module.

Though he was more tense than he’d ever been in his entire stay upon this station — and during all the contracts he’d ever taken — he feigned nonchalance, strolling unhurriedly toward the crew module once more.

He knew he had to. He knew he had to buy himself time to figure out what the fuck was going on here.

* * *

 

Despair threatened to swamp him, to drag him down into its suffocating depths, never to be seen again.

Once he realized that there was indeed something more serious going on, he didn’t have it in him to continue with her. Not at that moment, anyway.

Unbinding her wrists, he had left her alone on that bed, standing over her as she looked up at him, her heavy breasts moving gently with each breath. The air was warm, close, on that knife edge between comforting and stifling.

“I’ve got to go. I don’t want you wandering. I’ve let you loose only because I trust you’ll do as you’re told and stay put.”

“Can… can I at least put some clothes on?” A strand of hair fell over her temple and she tucked it behind her ear.

“No.”

“W-why not?”

“I like you naked.” He touched her cheek, tracing the delicate down of her eyebrow with his thumb. “Besides, it’s plenty warm in here.”

She looked down. “Not… really the point.”

He allowed himself a nervous chuckle. “That’s entirely the point. Don’t leave this room. I’ll be back soon enough.”

Rather than check the secure locker as he had originally planned, instead, he paced outside the locked door to the room, listening intently for any sounds from her temporary prison. He imagined her pressing that voluptuous form to the door, her hiss of breath as her soft breasts pillowed against the unfeeling steel of the hatch, her blushing cheek hot against the cold metal.

The fact was, he didn’t want to leave her for so much as a minute, regardless of the fact that they were most likely in real danger.

Was it protectiveness? Or was she somehow at the center of what he instinctively suspected was a situation threatening to spin entirely out of control.

There had to be a way to resolve… whatever it was that was happening here, but he was damned if he knew how he was going to do it. He just couldn’t figure it out, which was not only novel for him — his problem-solving skills were a big reason why he’d been granted so many contracts for station work — but deeply frustrating.

The power he had over her… it turned him on more than anything else ever had. The urge to dive ever further into the dark, mysterious waters of this twisted — and very unequal — power dynamic was powerful indeed. He couldn’t help but wonder if that in itself was a distraction, a way to forget the unaccountable, inexplicable dread whose tentacles squeezed him ever more tightly with each passing day.

And most of all, a way to avoid confronting the troubling question he’d been grappling with since the moment D had appeared in that airlock.

First things first — safety. The pattern was undeniable: each station that had gone down was closer and closer to Charon 90. Shiva II was gone. Whatever it was — it was coming for him.

And her.

The thought sprung him into action and he sprinted into the corridor, tearing down toward the airlock. He didn’t have much time, if what he suspected was happening was really underway. It might already be too late.

Just as he reached the locker, turning the handle to open it, the Eye’s notification tone sounded.

He sighed, looking down with a shake of his head, even as he knew this might be the most consequential message from the central computer yet.

“Sir, you’ve received a message reply.”

“From?

Of course, he knew it already.

“Diandra, sir.”

“I’ll take it in the pilothouse.” He relocked the handle of the security locker.

He’d almost forgotten about the question he’d sent her. It had been a spur-of-the-moment thing, something done on pure instinct. He still wasn’t quite sure why he’d done it. Calculating as he walked how long it had been since he’d sent it, it was obvious it had taken longer than it should have. Two days? More?

Then he read the message, his mouth dropping open as he scanned the words upon the screen. The strange delay in her reply suddenly meant nothing.


 

<I don’t remember the exact name, dear. I do remember how it looked though. It was beautiful, wasn’t it? The way the spray boiled against the rocks at the base of the cliff. I was so love-struck though, you can’t blame me for not remembering the name. But I do remember that hotel. Such great memories!>

 

Without a word, he closed the messaging program. He drew in a sudden breath, a hot weight sinking within his stomach.

His problems just became a lot more serious.

And it wasn’t because Diandra couldn’t remember the name of that restaurant on the oceanside bluff.

It was because there was no restaurant on that oceanside bluff.

* * *

 

The female body really was a thing of wondrous beauty. It was even more so stretched, arms overhead, muscles taut, quivering, breaths coming fast and frantic, weals coursing back and forth over sweat-slicked flesh.

D had been suspended for easily half an hour. The powered couplings were genius in their design. Originally created in order to hold precious cargo without actually marring the surface of said cargo, they proved to be perfect for their current use.

The fetching form of D struggled against the bonds, the glowing bluish field surrounding her wrists, yet not touching them at all. Visually, it was almost as striking as the sight of her naked body, laid bare for him to stripes of anguish painted upon her skin. The sodden length of her hair brushed the upper curves of her bottom.

He hadn’t said a word to her, instead, he’d taken her by the hand, and led her to the docking module. Imprisoning her wrists in the powered couplings, the barest hint of a hum just audible from their power supplies, he’d met her eyes. They were liquid fear, lust, and need. Her lips trembled as he looked down upon her.

Keeping his expression as neutral as he could, he had spun her around, and pressed her to the cold bulkhead, drawing a gasp from his captive. Though he was still angry with her, he couldn’t help but reach around, letting the tips of his fingers play against the curves of soft breasts bulging out to either side of her rib cage. He’d raised her arms over her head, ensuring the couplings had a solid contact with the metal, then set the height parameter.

In a spectacle that had his cock instantly hardening, the couplers had drawn her arms upward along the bulkhead. As her feet left the grating, D pulled further up the wall, the sound of her nails scrabbling against the metal made him shiver.

Now, she trembled continuously, the sweat running in rivulets down the trough of her spine. Her round buttocks twitched now and then, the pink stripes decorating it merely the prelude. Her breathing was harsh in the quiet of the warm room.

“I’m going to ask you again. What is going on here, D? I know you know.”

“Sir, I…I have nothing to tell you.”

Schlack

The muscles of her back went rigid, the soft buttocks rippling with the viper’s strike of the lash. She groaned, but held her tongue.

“That… whoever it was who answered my message. That wasn’t my wife. It wasn’t Diandra.” He tapped the leather of the whip against the small of her back. “And yet, we know you aren’t my wife. You’re just a toy, a slut for my amusement. A thing.”

He shook out the leather again, and D stilled, holding her breath.

“So, where is my wife? You know, don’t you?” He raised the leather. “Someone fucking knows.”

“I don’t know!” Her voice broke into a howl as he sliced the whip into her again, lifting both her buttocks upon its embrace of fire.

The feel of the blazing hot welts under his fingertips was more arousing than he wanted to admit. That this episode had exposed a rich vein of sadism in his psychological make-up was both revelatory and something he felt more than a little dismayed by.

He’d never used this particular whip on her before — it being one of the numerous implements he’d retrieved from D’s shuttle — and though the brilliant marks seemed at home upon her soft skin, a part of him screamed in silence at the wrongness of what he was doing.

Yes, he didn’t have any answers. Yes, the realization that Diandra wasn’t really home — or at least not the one answering his communications anymore — had him more confused than ever.

And yes, he really was now in serious doubt that he maintained a firm grip on his sanity.

But that wasn’t going to stop him, He would have answers, no matter what it took.

He wasn’t crazy.

Not yet…

There was something else here, something that didn’t fit.

A missing piece that would make sense of this surreal mess.

He picked up the composite cane. He had no real idea what it might do to her, but it was time to escalate things. He was going to have an answer from her.

It was simply impossible for him to believe D hadn’t been told anything, or really didn’t know a thing about what was happening. She was… she had to know. And he was going to get the answer from her.

Even if he had to hurt her.

Pressing the cane to her bottom, he lowered his voice. “Do you know what this is?”

“A c-cane.” She breathed out. “Sir.”

“That’s right. And I’m going to cane you until you tell me what it is I need to know. For all I know, our lives might depend on it. Either way, you’re going to tell what the fuck is going on here. How much pain you go through before is up to you. Anything you have to say?”

“Sir… please, don’t…”

He didn’t let her finish though, snapping the fearsome implement across the fullest part of her bottom. The flesh seemed to recoil from the sting, then rippled accompanied by a ragged shriek.

“Do I have to continue?” He prodded the swelling weal, the color already deepening to scarlet. Another stroke across that same line, and he had no doubt the skin would break.

“Please…”

His stomach was tied in sickening knots as he placed the implement to her shivering buttocks again. Despite the fact his cock was diamond hard, he most definitely did not want to continue with something this harsh. There was punishment, and there was pure sadism.

And it was clear where this stood.

“I’m waiting, D. Somewhere in that clever electronic brain of yours, it’s there. I want it.”

“No!”

Slicing into her again, he caught her even lower, her legs flailing at the awful stroke. She took in a great lungful of air and screamed then, bursting into tears.

“Oh please… n-no more…”

He tapped her bottom with the horrid rod. “I want anything but to give you a single stroke more, D. But I swear to God, if I have to, I’ll whip your ass until the blood is running down your thighs. For the love of God, tell me what is going on!”

She tried to stifle her crying, sniffling, but though she craned her head back to look at him, her lips twisted, as if she were chewing upon the very words themselves.

With a sigh, he placed the cane against her upper thighs. “Last chance, D.”

Silence.

He pulled it back and just as he began the stroke, she cried out.

“It’s me, Martin!” She began to weep harder. “Martin, it’s me, me! Oh God, please, don’t hurt me anymore!” She buried her tear-soaked face against her upper arm, the sounds of her sobs tearing at his heart.

He stumbled backward, the cane clattering against the floor grating.

“Diandra?”


But she only cried harder, her body wracked with sobs, her words a pleading, incoherent mess.

“Oh… oh fuck. Diandra… what have I done?”



Chapter 12

 

As I sat there, the heavy, scratchy blanket wrapped around my shoulders, I still had no idea what to say. I looked at him now and then, where he sat across the table from me. My food, still steaming, was piled atop the tray before me.

I had watched him — after he had lowered me back down to the floor, of course — as he had busied himself in the galley, preparing me more food than I’d had in a week. I had just gotten my sniffling back under control by the time the tray was placed in front of me.

I wanted him to touch me, even something as simple as a squeeze of my shoulder. The tiniest gesture to show me things weren’t as irretrievably fucked up as I feared.

But he gave me nothing, not so much as a smile.

Where is my husband?

My ass burned insistently, the welts there feeling like I was sitting on lengths of rope, the flesh tight, swollen.

Even the memory of my most recent punishment caused strange stirrings deep in my belly. It was a mix of horror and an unsettling feeling resembling an out of body experience. That it was another me undergoing such torment — and trying to ignore the fact part of me enjoyed it.

My mind… it was a mess. A complete and total mess.

But my body, oh, it was singing an entirely different tune.

Which one was the real me now?

“I want to know one thing.” His voice rattled like a speaker turned up much too high. “Why?”

I took a deep breath, the muscles of my legs shuddering as I posed my bare feet up on tip-toe.

The floor was dreadfully cold, as it had been since the first moment I’d set foot on that station.

Only now, I didn’t have to hide that it bothered me.

“I… I don’t know where to even start.” I wiped a last patch of wetness from my cheek.

“Try at the beginning.”

The rebuke in his voice, that tinge of caustic sarcasm stung.

Staring at the food on my tray as I picked at it with a fork, I began. “It wasn’t my idea — well, not entirely.” I glanced up at him, checking for a reaction.

Nothing.

He stared, intently yes, but without any emotion I could discern. It didn’t seem like… Martin.

God, what have I done to him?

“The company…I had requested a way to visit you. I… missed you so much. So much.”

Dark clouds flitted across his gaze, the first real sign of emotion.

I’d have to take it.

“Why didn’t you tell me? I could have turned down some contracts…”

“Tell you what, Martin? That I couldn’t bear you being away for months? That the money didn’t matter? That only you mattered?”

“Well…yes.”

I put my face in my hands.

Don’t cry, Dee. Not now.

There was far more to it than that though, and no matter how much I wanted to — even then — I still didn’t have the courage to tell him.

I had had… suspicions about him. For a long time. Those suspicions had come to a head, so to speak, right before he had left for one of his latest contracts. He had been… rough with me.

Sexually.

It was something he had never done before.

And I liked it. More than a little.

But I had always wondered. With Martin, there was a hint of steel just under the surface. It was subtle, quite easy to miss — unless a girl was looking for it.

And considering how much use my vibrator got as I had fantasized every night about what that potential hidden side to Martin was, I was definitely looking for anything I could get!

What if there really was a whole other Martin somewhere deep down inside, a primitive, savage animal just waiting to be set free?

Forcing myself to meet his gaze, I pressed on.

“It’s not that simple. I… I needed to know. Know who you really were.”

“Did you try just asking me?” He cut a hand through the air, as if to banish the line of questioning. “I don’t like this. You’re being evasive, D.”

“Don’t call me that…”

“And why not?”

“Because I’m your wife, not some… machine.”

Martin sat back in his chair then, his fingers drumming upon the white tabletop. “How do I know that?”

“How do you know? Are you… you aren’t serious, are you? I’m me. Diandra. Your wife.”

He looked away then, and cold fingers tightened around my heart.

He doesn’t believe you. Dear God, what if he doesn’t believe you…

“You’re stalling. Finish it.” His voice softened the tiniest bit. “Please.”

“Okay… okay.” I took a breath again, willing myself to tell him all of it — despite my shame at how stupid I could now see the whole thing was.

“Brent Cartlan. He—”

“Oh, Christ.” Martin ran a hand through his hair. “Is he involved in this?”

“Sort of.” I cleared my throat. “Okay, yes, more than sort of.”

The line of Martin’s strong jaw twitched ever so slightly, but he said nothing.

“He shot me down on the whole idea of visiting you, said it violated all sorts of protocols, regulations — I don’t even remember which. Bottom line, it wasn’t just no — it was hell no.”

The memory of leaving Cartlan’s office that day was still vivid. I was crying as the door closed behind me — and I had no real idea why.

That wasn’t quite true though.

I had felt like one of Pavlov’s dogs; there it was, that goal, that knowledge, that discovery. Right there in front of me… and there was no way I could reach it.

“My boss though? You went to see my boss?” Martin shook his head. “Cartlan is an asshole. He knows it, I know it — the whole fucking company knows it. It’s probably what got him the job in the first place.”

“He… he called me back to his office the next day though. Wouldn’t tell me what it was about. Took me to what he said was the company’s ‘R&D’ division.”

Martin sneered. “More like spook city. Company is into all sorts of weird shit with the Core Council. The less you know, the better.”

I swallowed, hard. “Well, I… I don’t know about any of that. But what Cartlan showed me… I still can’t believe it.”

“Artificials.”

I frowned at him, feeling an odd frustration I couldn’t explain. “How’d you know that?”

“The androids are the next frontier.” Martin shrugged. “The other station jockeys have been talking about them for months. It’s not exactly a development that’s going to be a positive thing for the job prospects of poor bastards like me.”

It dawned on me then — and I hated myself for not figuring it out sooner.

The artificials were going to eventually replace humans — at least out here.

“Oh no…”

“It doesn’t matter,” Martin said, resting his hands on the table as he shifted forward. “We’re getting off track here.”

I — sorry, you’re right.” I scooped some food into my mouth and forced myself to swallow it. “It was Cartlan who came up with the plan. To send me to you.”

“But he’d already told you no…”

“They had an experiment. A, uh, case study they needed to conduct. So… they offered it to me.”

“Offered you what?”

My heart was like a frightened animal at that point, pattering frantically in my chest.

Just get it out, Dee.

“The current contract. They wanted to send artificials to a group of stations. Including yours. They showed me one — the, uh, androids. Introduced me to one of them, I guess I should say. You know how the old ones, the androids we’ve seen up to now, they’ve got that weird sort of synthetic smell?”

“They are synthetic,” Martin drawled.

“You know what I mean. Well, the one I met. Was shown — whatever. She was… she smelled nice. Like a person.”

Martin said nothing, only a slight incline of his head giving anything away. His patience was coming to an end, and I couldn’t blame him one bit either.

I had to tell him all of it.

“The company planned to send out artificials to this group of stations — one per station — during this current contract. And they weren’t scheduled visits. All of them — they were surprises, I guess.”

“Oh fuck,” Martin said, his eyes blinking rapidly.

“What?” Dread began to seep into my bones. Nothing much rattled my husband. Something had him spooked at that moment though.

“Do you remember which stations?” His eyes glinted, his expression suddenly grave. “I need to know.”

“I-I can’t recall all of them. Shiva something? Glasya? I think there might have been another. Plus yours.”

“But why you though? If you are who you say you are — my wife?”

A chill ran down my spine at the prospect that he still, even now, might be unsure whether or not to believe the woman seated across the table from him was in fact his own flesh and blood wife.

The woman who loved him more than anything in this universe.

You sure about that? After what he did to you?

The thought made her sick at the pit of her stomach. She wasn’t ready to confront that yet.

“Cartlan needed a — what did he call it — a ‘control subject.’”

“I was a fucking guinea pig.”

I nodded at that, heat blooming at my cheeks. My shame in that moment, in my deception, was real, even if I couldn’t explain exactly why I felt it.

“Cartlan needed to know if humans really could tell the artificials from the real thing.”

“Or my real wife.”

“I’m so sorry.” I didn’t know why I said it, but at that moment, the truth of it was as profound as it was painful. “So, I-I had to pretend. I had to convince you I was one of… them.”

He scowled then, unable to meet my gaze. “There’s more, isn’t there?”

I nodded miserably. “I… I wanted to know. I… there was something within you. I sensed it, but I couldn’t figure out how to get you to show it to me. This was a way for me to get you to… let your guard down. To show it to me, that other side of you. The — hell, I don’t know what to call it — the mean Martin, I guess.”

“Mean? Mean?”

“What else would I call it? What you did to me?”

I knew it was horribly unfair of me to say such a thing, but the words tumbled out of my mouth before I realized how terrible they sounded.

He shoved himself back from the table then, as if I had physically struck him across the face. His expression was pure hurt anguish, but his eyes were twin glittering pools of rage.

My mouth suddenly went dry as he rose to his feet. “W-where are you going?”

“I need to think.” He strode for the entrance hatch, pausing at the threshold, turning his head, not quite meeting my gaze from over his shoulder. “Finish your food.”

Then he was gone.

* * *

 

The glass was icy against his forehead. His pulse pounded in his temple as he leaned against the broad, inches thick pane, watching the sparkling, flashing red and amber lights of the shuttles traversing the route from the surface of the asteroid to the station payload dock. The payload module was noisy, and dirty, the pungent miasma of ore dust and the ozone smell of hot machinery ever present, despite the fact the vibration of the processing units was isolated from the rest of the station by two bulkheads separated by an acoustic void of more than thirty meters.

The walls of the station shuddered as another load was transferred, the hum of the payload door closing once more as the docking couplings released the shuttle to make yet another of its countless treks back down to the rocky surface. It was mundane, but elegant. Simple, yet ingenious.

And watching it helped him forget, if only for a minute, how insane the situation there on Charon 90 had become.

The stress, the confusion, it had his mind paralyzed, numb.

He wanted to believe it really was her. Even if that made what he had done to her completely indefensible.

He missed her that much. He loved her that much.

But there was a very real chance that it wasn’t her.

There’s also a very real chance you’re going shithouse.

The technical term for such mental deterioration was Marooning Syndrome. The mind tended to wander, in increasingly bizarre directions, until reality and the fantastic, the concrete and the illusory, became difficult to distinguish.

It was a very well-known danger of mid-length contracts in mining station work. It was long considered by the company to be a persistent, if manageable, risk. There was still no solid explanation for it, other than the obvious: humans weren’t meant to be isolated for long periods of time in the black silence of deep space.

But was that the case here? How did one know? Was the ability to even pose such a question an indication of a sound mind, or was this the beginnings of those mental “wanderings?”

“Fuck!” The snarled word echoed off the steel bulkheads as he slapped his palms against the unforgiving glass.

If it was her, he might not be crazy — but the situation surely was. Beyond crazy.

For her to do what she had done, to maintain the deception, to stay “in character” the whole time was… he didn’t know what. It was as unsettling as it was impressive.

More like freaking you the fuck out.

How… after what he had put her through. How did she manage it?

Diandra was either a world-class actress — or there was much more to his wife than he had ever imagined. He wasn’t sure if he even knew who she was anymore.

The biggest question though — and the one virtually impossible to answer — was: what did it mean?

For them?

Not only did she allow him to do… everything. She encouraged it. She had been aroused by it, at times hugely so. What did that mean? If it was her? Who was this woman?

Worse, who was he? A normal man, a loving, sane man, would have been crestfallen, horrified at all that he had done, at the sadistic — and selfish — lengths he had gone to in order to live out his fantasies. That he thought it was with an artificial replica of his wife was a fig leaf, wasn’t it? Did moral and ethical considerations really cease to matter when the human was removed from such a situation?

Some might answer an emphatic yes. But to him? Perhaps that was when ethics, and morals — and one’s conscience — mattered most.

That’s the least of your troubles. Stop ignoring it, Martin.

The question was obvious, a maddening simplicity to it that belied the gravity of its meaning.

If it wasn’t Diandra, what then?

The possibility of what that might mean hadn’t escaped his notice either. She had confirmed something critically important, beyond the fact her presence there may — or may not — have been a ruse.

There was something serious going on with the other stations, and this experiment from hell was now obviously involved in it. At least something made sense, even if that discovery itself only posed more questions.

If her story was true, and in fact she was actually Diandra, then that meant something had gone wrong at the stations that had received the androids. There were no such things as coincidences, especially out at the edge of the galaxy.

That got him no closer to understanding the what though. The why.

And one more what-if was left to be considered.

The diabolical nature of the thought, the dark, abyssal cold that sank into his bones at the possibility of what it might imply, had him shuddering.

It might be that whatever had happened at the other stations — was going to happen on Charon 90 too.

Perhaps she had told him the one thing she knew would throw him completely off-balance, the single ruse that would render him nearly dumbfounded with confusion, and doubt — and self-loathing.

What if this was part of the experiment too, yet another aspect of his guinea pig status? To what end though?

Could he put it past the company to do something that would put him in any real danger? He wasn’t sure he wanted to answer that one. Was he much more than a number? A mere data point?

He knew the truth of that, just as every other station grunt did.

Their jobs, their existence — and their survival — was all a matter of percentages, a calculated, but relatively tolerable risk.

He swiveled his head the tiniest bit against the glass, eying the airlock.

The pattern was there, the likelihood — the meaningful likelihood — was there too. Did he take a chance, go on instinct? Or did he follow the cold, hard, brutal path laid before him by logic. Occam’s razor was a useful principle that had gotten him out of more than one jam before.

But did he have the fortitude — and the ruthlessness — to apply it here? For if he did, he knew the truth of what he must do next.

What was more likely? That she was telling the truth, or that she was lying?

Did it really come down to anything else, once one boiled it all down?

If it was the former, he still didn’t know what was happening with the adjacent stations — and now he had his wife to protect from whatever it was that was coming for them.

If it was the latter though? Then the real danger might have been here all along. Right there under his nose.

Or inside your head.

He stared at the airlock again, finally whispering the words.

“I’ve only got one choice.”



Chapter 13

 

If he tries to hurt you, or dispose of you — that’s the only time you are to break character. You understand this, yes?

I had found Cartlan’s admonishment almost laughable; there was no way my Martin was capable of hurting me. He was the gentlest man I had ever met.

Which, ironically, was part of the reason I had agreed to the entire crazy scheme.

He had done much more than hurt me though, since I had arrived. What was most shocking though, aside from the revelation about this hidden side of my sweet husband, was what it revealed about me.

Reality — the true experience of suffering under the lash — was at once dismaying and exhilarating. Inhabiting the role of the android… it freed me in a way I had not anticipated. I had found it was easier to simply let go, to allow another to carry me along — even if that journey involved my pain, even my degradation. What did that say about me?

It says you’re a normal woman, with a woman’s needs and desires.

And he wasn’t anything like the staid gentleman I had assumed was the beginning and end of my husband.

For a long while, I had sat at the table, staring out the wide view ports, awed at the panoramic view of the mining installation on the asteroid below. His words still rang in my head.

How do I know that?

What if, after everything that had happened, my husband really didn’t believe it was me? There was no longer any character to break from. I could be in serious trouble.

“You’re being ridiculous,” I muttered, standing and taking my tray to the sink. The blanket fell from my shoulders, the friction of the fibers leaving a momentary ticklish heat across my skin as it slid down the curves of my buttocks, pooling around my lower legs.

As I washed my hands the sound of the entry hatch swinging open froze me in place. It closed quietly.

Too quietly.

Sudden paralyzing fright gripped me, its strength so overwhelming that I could only stand at that sink, every sense suddenly attuned to whatever was happening behind me.

I felt him draw close, a subtle change in air pressure. His scent was just discernible, a not unappealing mixture of male sweat, soap, and gear oil one I would have liked to have smelled more at home.

And under far different circumstances.

Daring not to move so much as a muscle, I waited, though for what I couldn’t possibly guess.

Then the touch, a gentle hand at the nape of my neck. But rather than a crushing grip, he simply caressed me a moment, almost absently.

“We have more to… discuss.”

“I-I know.”

There was something in his voice. It was… pain.

Martin, oh god, Martin! I’m so sorry for this mess!

“Turn around,” he said, his tone even, almost… formal.

Willing myself not to tremble, I spun smoothly, slowly, until I peered up at him, studying his distinguished, handsome face. I had seen it a thousand times, yet even now, it still made the butterflies flutter in my belly when he locked eyes with me.

Those same butterflies weren’t just fascination, or affection. Now, there was fear there too.

“I’ve decided on… what needs to be done.”

Tightness gripped my chest then, and I watched the movement of his lips, time seeming to slow to an excruciating crawl.


Oh no. Oh dear God… he doesn’t believe me.

I took an instinctive step back, dashing my bare heel against the steel cabinet below the sink, the cold edge of the basin digging into my ass.

One of Martin’s thick brows arched, his lips quirking.

Then the klaxon sounded — and it was one I had never heard before on the station.

The computer’s voice intoned, the timbre smooth, almost calming, even as the words sent a strange chill down my spine. “Sir, inbound vessel.”

Martin’s gaze grew dark for a moment, fear gripping me anew. Then he looked up.

“A vessel? Scan?”

“Negative, sir. Scans ineffective. Vessel is utilizing active electronic countermeasures.”

“What about the size? How big is it?” Martin glanced at me, a look that said: “I haven’t forgotten about you.”

“Length is one hundred seventy-five meters. Approximately ninety meters abeam, sir.”

“Jesus. Definitely no shuttle.” He turned away, striding for the hatch, clasping the latch as he barked at the computer.

“What’s the ETA?” He said it as he swung the hatch open. But rather than step through, he beckoned me with a tip of his head.

“Estimated docking time is thirty-one minutes, sir.”

He winced. “Fucking fast.”

The approaching vessel was practically on top of them. How did it transit the system gate… and yet the Eye not pick it up and notify him?

“What’s going on?” I reached for him reflexively, then pulled my hand back.

Saying nothing for a heartbeat, he pursed his lips then finally met my gaze. “Come with me. Right now.”

“What? Why?” I hated the way my words sounded, unable to mask my growing dread. “Martin—”

“We don’t have much time.” Tension crept into his voice, and he offered his hand. “Just listen and do exactly as I say.”

I took his hand then, but I yanked him to a stop inside the threshold of the hatchway, the klaxon continuing to blare in the background.

“Tell me what’s happening.”

The look in Martin’s eyes was as grim as the gallows. “If I knew, I’d tell you. Now, come on!”

* * *

 

In any other situation, she would have looked mouthwateringly gorgeous. Her long hair was a mess, her brilliant eyes wide, tear-bright. Her lips were succulent, a deep red. Her heavy breasts swayed as he fitted her into the harness, the straps hugging her about the chest and hips — and doing absolutely nothing to hide the naked curves of the increasingly frantic woman he intended to send away.

There was no other option.

“Martin — please, what are you doing?”

He fastened the black straps of the respiration unit around the back of her neck, allowing the heavy weight of it to rest against the swell of her breasts for the moment.

“You have to go. Get out of here.” He pressed the entryway button and the sealed hatch opened, a low hiss sounding as the atmospheres equalized. He nodded toward the lifeboat. “In there. Now.”

The vessel was little more than a sealed and pressurized grav couch, a burst pack for escape velocity, and a tiny ion engine to run the life support and locator transmitters. He flicked the transmitter switch to the PASSIVE position.

He had never actually been in one, but several years ago, another station, Geryon IV, had suffered a catastrophic loss of hull pressurization. The crew member — he thought it might have been Blake Groening — had spent almost two days in a lifeboat, waiting for the repair freighter.

The company had added two weeks pay for Blake’s trouble. Almost an insult.

Taking hold of the respiration unit, he forced her to look at him. “This is important, so listen and do exactly as I tell you. This is going to feel, weird — a little claustrophobic. But just breathe. It’ll feel like you can’t, but there is oxygen feeding through it.”

“Martin! I’m not leaving.”

“Yes, you are. We don’t have time for this.”

Or maybe you have all the time in the world.

Yes, it was possible he was imagining the inbound vessel. Unlikely, yes, but at that moment, he had to assume everything was on the table.

Either there was a vessel inbound — almost certainly military — or there wasn’t. Either way, he was going to get Diandra — or whoever this really was — off of Charon 90.

It’s her. Or is it? Maybe the vessel isn’t really inbound. Are you making excuses to send her away, or are the excuses there to keep you from thinking about the fact you could be cracking up?

He had to go with this actually happening. The thought was chilling, but perhaps it might be exactly how sanity finally slipped away from a man, a boat coming unmoored in the silence of the night, every second taking it further and further from the shore until it was swallowed up by the darkness.

It was so rational, so… lucid.

“You need to go home.” He was calm, methodical as he strapped her up. “It’s not safe here… with me. I have to try to figure this out.”

“Wait, I don’t want—”

Then he forced the unit over her mouth, her words suddenly muffled, far away. Her eyes grew still wider, and she clawed at the unit for a moment before he gently drew her arms down, locking his gaze with hers to keep her from panicking.

“Breathe. Breathe. That’s right.”

Her pretty lashes fluttered several times, and finally she calmed just a bit, the tension in her arms relenting ever so slightly. Once again he was struck at her striking beauty, the respiration unit covering the lower half of her face evoking the black leather of the shield gag he hadn’t yet had a chance to use on her.

He knew she would have looked unbearably gorgeous with that gag in, tears streaming down her smooth cheeks.

Martin, this isn’t the time.

Was that part of cracking up too? Did crazy thoughts make crazy men?

“These lifeboats don’t have the life support we’re used to. You’re going to be in stasis sleep.”

More frantic whines and grunts from behind the mask.

“No, no — calm down. You’ll just go to sleep. You’ll be perfectly safe.”

He punched in the gate coordinates. Once transited, the gate monitor would be sure to call in a rescue immediately.

It wasn’t exactly every day one found a lifeboat drifting out of a system gate.

The challenge was going to be making it to the gate.

“Okay, we need to get you strapped in. No, the couch is nice and comfortable. You’ll be safe in there. You’re going to have to trust me.” He held her by the shoulders as he called out to the Eye. “ETA on inbound?”

“Twenty-three minutes, thirty-seven seconds, sir.”

“Now, one last thing.” He held her face with both hands. “Are you listening to me?”

She nodded tentatively, her nostrils flaring, the slim black stems of the oxygen emitters probing into each one.

“Good. The lifeboat’s beacon is set to transmit passively. That means it’s going to stay quiet until the lifeboat is actively scanned. When it detects that scan, it will wake up and start the beacon. It will slowly wake you up too. When it does, you need to stay calm. You’ll probably be a little confused, and you won’t be able to move around much in there. It might be a while until you’re picked up.”

She stiffened in his arms at that.

“But you will be picked up. I guarantee it.”

Amazingly, she squeezed his arm. Her fingers only trembled a little.

“Now, I need you to listen to me, and get into that lifeboat.”

Relief flooded through him as she allowed him to strap her into the grav couch. He smoothed her hair away from her eyes when it was done, and stroked her cheek. He wasn’t sure why he did it, but it wasn’t only for her comfort. He… needed this too.

A tear threatened to spill from one of her eyes, and it tore at his heart to see it.

Manipulation? Or real tears? Can androids cry?

He didn’t care what the answer was anymore as he pressed a long, soft kiss to her forehead, savoring the feel of her flesh against his. He tried to commit it to memory, in case it was the last time he ever saw her.

Don’t think it, Martin. Don’t say it.

“We will see each other again.”

She reached for him, clutching his hand with a superhuman strength. Shockingly, his throat had a painful lump, his own tears threatening, as he brought her hand to his lips. Kissing once, then again, longer this time, he folded her hands across her belly, already wishing he could touch her one last time as the clear hatch closed down over her. Anguish twisted at his insides, and he had to steady himself lest he lose his nerve. No matter what, he would not let her last vision of him be one where he was crying.

He smiled, placing a hand against the glass. “Be safe.”

Though he wanted to say so much more, he didn’t. How could he say what he felt, knowing she still might not be the woman he loved — and missed — deeply.

But what if she really was — and all the things he needed to tell her were left unsaid? Forever.

He choked up, but he couldn’t turn away from the glass.

Nearly weeping over a machine? Maybe you are going crazy after all.

The last thing he saw before the blast shield descended over the lifeboat’s glass, was her slender hand, reaching for him…



Chapter 14

 

He debated whether or not to open the weapons locker. It wasn’t as if he had any hope of repelling a hostile boarding. And the inbound ship — easily the size of a Coalition cruiser — was sure to be hostile.

While there was normally no reason to fear a visit from a Coalition vessel, the circumstances were very far from normal indeed.

“Eye, I want you to give me notification of ETA every five minutes.”

“Of course, sir. Current ETA is 12 minutes, 55 seconds.”

It was strange, the calmness one felt when facing death. It wasn’t so much a peace, more a resignation, an acceptance of that which cannot be changed or avoided. A dark fatalism had always lurked at the corners of his consciousness, but never before had he felt its presence more than those last few minutes he was sure would be the last of his time in this world.

That fatalism, it had been haunting the edges of his consciousness more, of late, though he had no real idea why. Now, he knew. Perhaps it was intuition, perhaps something more — but a part of him seemed to have known this moment was coming.

There has always been that feeling of something not quite being right, that sense that there was a lacuna that once discovered, would bring it all into focus.

It felt like hopelessness, and on the surface maybe it was. But as he watched that lifeboat’s telemetry on the projected screen the Eye had helpfully projected for him, it was more than that.

It was what was meant to be, finally coming to pass.

Unable to resist, he succumbed to the tension, opening the weapons locker. Loading the gun, his muscles were stiff, yet cooperative, his movements stilted, yet precise. At that moment, perhaps he wasn’t so different from the android he may or may not have sent away on the only lifeboat Charon 90 possessed.

There was no hope of stopping a boarding, even if he instructed the Eye to impede it — which he wasn’t inclined to do, regardless. Charon 90 wasn’t a military base built to be a defensible fortress; the station would be boarded, if someone wanted to badly enough.

Though fear threatened to choke him into paralysis, he was almost curious. Who would go to the lengths they’d gone to, traveling to literally the edge of civilization, to come to Charon 90?

The same assholes who wiped Shiva off the network, that’s who.

It was a plausible theory, though he had exactly zero to prove it.


He suspected that in the next few minutes he was about to have all the proof he was ever going to need.

No, resistance was insane. Cooperation was the only chance he had.

“ETA, five minutes, sir.”

It was about to become a very dangerous neighborhood.

The vision of her hand, reaching for him, it was burned into his consciousness. He hoped against hope that it wouldn’t prove to be the last image he had of her in this life.

You’re kidding yourself. You know that, right?

If the vessel inbound was indeed hostile — and everything including instinct told him it couldn’t be anything but — he was doomed. His only hope, and a fool’s hope it was, could only be in cooperation, or the vanishingly small chance the cruiser-sized mystery ship was simply suffering an electronic countermeasures malfunction.


There was no way he was going to get that lucky.

The lifeboat moved painfully slow, seeming to be frozen in place on the projection overhead. He engaged the booster pack on the shuttle as soon as she was clear of the station; D would need every meter of distance she could put between herself and Charon 90.

“Diandra, I… I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” he muttered, clenching his jaw, replaying the thousand tiny choices he could have made in the past that would have prevented him from facing the fate hurtling his way through the nothingness of the void.

“Eye. How long now?”

“Less than a minute, sir.”

Shit.

“Inbound on viewer,” he barked.

His heart sank as it began to take shape, at first a tiny dot in the blackness of nearby space, then taking on the distinctly slender, yet menacing silhouette of a cruiser, its braking thrusters still firing full blast.

Tension crept into his muscles with every second, and he took to pacing to deal with it, the last seconds agonizingly slow, slipping away like an ebbing tide.

He never imagined a man could actually grow impatient as he awaited his time to die.

* * *

 

The steam of the auto-sterilizer slashed down in an X pattern before the airlock, momentarily hiding it. The station shuddered as the retention arms clamped down, securing the shuttle in place at the docking point.

Martin had watched the shuttle’s telemetry as it had separated from the main vessel’s sensor signature, the Eye locking on and guiding it in during terminal phase without incident.

Did you think it was going to be the bad guys rushing in, guns a blazin’?

He wasn’t sure what he expected, but what emerged from behind the hiss of gray-white steam surprised him. It was four figures, one — who seemed to be the leader — was dressed in a gray, skin-tight jumpsuit, the shoulders, hips and legs scored with narrow black stripes. His dark hair was cut close to the scalp, his jawline strong. He wasn’t particularly physically imposing; Martin guessed him at about six feet tall. The man’s eyes though, were so brilliant that their deep azure seemed to almost… glow.

I’ll be damned.

Flanking the leader on either side were two other men clad in the distinctive dark, armored suits one commonly associated with front-line Coalition assault troops. Both were heavily armed, the men toting what he guessed were rail-guns, the silvery, sleek lines of the weapons belying the terrifying, brutally efficient instruments of death they truly were.

Most definitely military issue.

But there was little doubt in his mind that these were no Coalition soldiers.

Martin dropped his shotgun, the harsh clatter of the weapon against the floor grating causing both of the armed men to train their guns directly on him.

“You don’t need to bother with those,” Martin said, hoping with all his might that the pounding of his heart didn’t make his voice quaver. Looking down the muzzles of the rail guns, he felt like Theseus gazing upon the abyss of Hades.

Rather than reply though, the leader looked first to the left, then the right, a hand on the shoulder of one of the guards seeming to signal them to stay where they were.

“My name is Antaeus Elazar.” The man’s voice was soft, almost… gentle. “You are the commander of this installation?”

But there was anything but gentleness in the cool depths of his keen gaze.

Then he set eyes on the fourth member of the little “boarding party.”

Oh lord.

The figure at first was indistinct, hidden behind one of the hulking troopers, then stepping out of the shuttle, she became quite distinct indeed.

She was entirely naked, and even more shockingly, her head was devoid of even a single strand of hair. Pale, her face drawn, she looked as if she hadn’t seen so much as a photon of sunlight in months. Yet, the fierce blushing at her cheeks was almost… fetching.

Her body was lush, the soft, pale flesh set off in a barbaric contrast by the heavy chains draping her frame, her arms cuffed before her at the wrist. She shuffled carefully forward, her ankles burdened by thick leather cuffs linked by the most abbreviated of gleaming chains, her bonds reducing her movement to little more than awkward shuffling. Her breasts and bottom swayed and bounced as she moved, and somehow Martin knew the woman’s predicament was intended to do that very thing to emphasize her debasement, the blatant display of her bound body at once provocative and a concrete, irrefutable statement of her place among this motley — and menacing — crew.

Displaying steel studs at nipple, navel, and rings at eyebrow and lip, she was positively dripping with piercings. Her sex, a tight, close-lipped — and very bare — peach, huddled between trembling, but firm, thighs, her genitals festooned with yet more metal, as if such accoutrements were intended to draw the eye. A bizarre, and yet, striking tattoo reached from just under her jaw, down either side of her slender throat and ended in a dazzling pattern that spread up the inner curves of ripe, heavy breasts. Her deep coral nipples were very erect indeed, perhaps from fright, the coolness of the docking bay, or the merciless steel stabbing through her tender flesh.

The woman dared a quick scan of her surroundings, not quite meeting Martin’s eye, then she returned her attention to the floor grating, the clink of her chains going silent as she stilled, two paces behind Antaeus.

“Martin Acres?” Antaeus’ lips quirked, and then he stride directly toward him, stopping only when their noses practically touched. Antaeus’ eyes bored into him in silence, and Martin wanted to do anything but be within a light year of this… being. But he stood his ground anyway.

“That’s me.”

“On your knees, human.” The cold words startled him, the muzzle of a rail-gun suddenly pressed to the side of his head.

Martin obeyed the order, lacing his fingers atop his head, certain what was coming next. His life expectancy could now be measured in seconds.

The accelerator of the rail-gun began to whine. The end was very near indeed.

Antaeus stood over him, his face placid, serene. “I have only one question, Martin. Where is your lifeboat going?”

Martin’s stomach sank, but he lied anyway. “It’s empty. Station jettisoned it — I think it’s a malfunction.”

“A malfunction, you say?” Antaeus’ voice was a mockery of concern. “Now, what makes you think that?”

“Because I was supposed to be on it.”

“Hmm, could be. Could be.” The words were the softest of murmurs. Then Antaeus arched an eyebrow. “But I didn’t ask you if it was empty, did I? Who is on that precious escape craft then?”

“Nobody. It’s empty — I’m still here, aren’t I? Why don’t you stop jerking me off and do what you’ve got to do.” He closed his eyes, tensing, insanely wondering if he’d hear the shot that would splatter his brains all over the bulkhead behind him.

“I don’t suppose it matters, really. But I wonder about something. I have a problem, but no solution. I hope you can help me with it. The Company’s transport node lists the last shuttle to arrive here as having but a single occupant — an artificial human occupant, to be specific. I’d very much like to speak with this… person. And yet, my ship’s scans on approach showed only one person on board this station, confirmed by the human standing before me at this moment. So, here we are — one human, zero artificials. Either our scans are wrong, or your Company’s transport node is wrong. Do you see my dilemma?”

Martin took a breath, trying to steady his voice. Though he had already resigned himself to his impending death, his heart was still jackhammering in his chest. “I have nothing to tell you. I’m the only crewmember on this station.”

“Where is the artificial, Martin?”

He stayed silent though. He knew it was close. Almost there. Another minute and there was no way they’d be able to track a target that small.

Come on, baby. Make the fucking gate!

Antaeus said nothing for a moment, then shrugged, tapping his temple with a fingertip. “Gunnery. Prepare to fire on that lifeboat before it gets out of range.”

“No! I — you don’t need to do that. I’m not resisting — please, take what you need. The lifeboat is… nothing.”

“It will be, in approximately five seconds,” Antaeus intoned, his lips quirking, the dark, unsettlingly brilliant eyes locked upon him. “That is unless you have anything else to—”

“It’s not empty.”

Antaeus smiled. “You humans are such simple creatures. I need you to tell me who is on the lifeboat, and in exchange I’ll grant you a quick end.”

“The Company’s transport node — it’s bullshit. It’s part of a… trick, I guess. It was actually a person — a human.”

“You really expect me to believe that? Make me wait any longer, and I’ll have the lifeboat vaporized. Just to be sure, you see.”

“It’s true, goddammit!”


Antaeus watched him for a moment. “Let’s say I believe your dubious story. Let’s say this really is a ruse by the Company. Let’s say the person on that little helpless craft is indeed another human. This mystery guest of yours. And yet, if I were to go along with your story, how do you explain why that person escaped… and you didn’t?” He nodded toward the trooper holding the weapon to Martin’s head. The rail-gun accelerator began to spool up, the whine increasing in volume.

A single, hot tear tracked down Martin’s cheek as he choked out the words. He knew they were the last words he would utter in this life. “Because the person on that lifeboat is… my wife.”

Shockingly, nothing happened. Instead, Antaeus took a knee in front of Martin, an elbow resting on his thigh. “Now, that is something I didn’t expect. I knew today would prove interesting.” The muzzle of the gun was taken away, the motor cutting out with a subtle crackle of electricity. Antaeus’ voice became a murmur as he stared into Martin’s eyes. “What to do, what to do…”



Chapter 15

 

Warm wind washed across the terrace, the breeze normally one I relished. We were one of the few couples this high up in the Vella 7 arcology lucky enough to have such a stunning view. More than a thousand meters above the surface one felt more a part of the heavens, rather than the Earth somewhere far below.

And without my husband, none of it mattered. The strange sense of helpless frustration, of profound loss was my new reality, my existence without Martin like a fatal wound bleeding out, the beauty of my surroundings draining away into so much lifeless gray.

I had been told it was all normal, of course. The weeping. The uncontrollable shaking. The despair. The rescue vessel’s captain — I thought his name might have been Marston — had told me it wasn’t out of the ordinary for a lifeboat survivor to wish she had never been picked up. That he had seen it all before was supposed to be a comfort, but for me, it only emphasized the banality of my pain, the cold, hard reminder that my anguish meant nothing in the grand scheme of things.

I could still remember the strangeness of the scene, the light in his eyes that I so wanted to be sincerity, but resembling a shopworn weariness instead. He had smoked as he sat there with me in the debriefing chamber, the blue-white wisps framing his craggy face; I had only ever seen someone smoke in old movies. Cigarette smoking hadn’t been legal on Earth in decades.

He said a lot of “old ways” were rediscovered out in deep space.

More than once, I had stood at the precipice of our balcony, and stared down, the wind’s cool fingers whispering through my hair. I knew I had to let it go, to accept that which I could not change.

He’s not dead.

But I knew, in my heart, that he had to be. No word in almost three months? The most frustrating part was the utter lack of any information from the company. Each time I contacted them, I was told: “An investigation remains ongoing.”

A non-answer answer.

This wasn’t some mishap, a minor irregularity. This was my husband — and it was probably too late for him.

No, it’s not.

I didn’t know what to believe anymore. Logic said, not a single peep in ninety days… meant the worst. What other conclusion could one reasonably reach?

How about the truth?

But if he wasn’t dead, what had happened to him? Then the gloomy thought settled in my mind then like a freezing January fog.


What if the company was lying?

“Hell, this whole fucking thing has been a lie,” I whispered to myself, pushing away from the railing, and trying to not to think about how strangely fascinating the image was of me sailing right off the edge.

It would feel like flying, for those last few seconds, wouldn’t it?

Stop it, Dee. This isn’t helping you get him back.

No, I had to hold on to hope. It was all I had left.

There was more to it than just hope of finding my husband again, Oh, so much more. It buoyed me, those thoughts. Maybe those thoughts were delusional; I had no doubt there were plenty of head-shrinkers who would simply label them a coping mechanism, denial, even bargaining.

I had changed — and so had Martin.

Entertaining such things was predicated on me accepting he wasn’t dead though. So, I did. It helped — even though it presented more questions than answers.

Even though it tied my brain — and my heart — in Gordian knots.

Because those questions would remain, even if I did eventually discover my husband was indeed alive.

What if the changes Martin and I had experienced… meant we could no longer be married?

Did I even know Martin anymore?

Could I still be with a man… if this was really what that man wanted?

Wasn’t that the whole point of this mess? To see who he really was? Well, you’ve got your answer now, don’t you?

I was old enough to know better, that some questions shouldn’t be asked… because one might not like the answers.

And yet, I had plowed ahead anyway — straight into a disaster.

Thinking with your pussy does that every time.

Yet, even there, it still wasn’t all of it.

The fear was undeniable, no matter how much time I spent rationalizing it away, or distracting myself.

What if I wanted what he wanted? I thought I was adventurous, courageous, even a little brazen. But now? I was in so far over my head I didn’t know up from down anymore.

I may have patted myself on the back for my courage, but did I have that same courage to confront what it might say about me if I not only wanted what Martin wanted, but needed it.

Need? Like a junkie needs her fix?

Maybe so. Being that much a slave to my own twisted desires… might mean I was every bit as messed up as my husband.

It was another question I feared I didn’t actually want the answer to. Everything about this was fucked-up. My self-loathing and fright was bad enough.


What this entire mess had revealed though — about both of us — was even worse than the unknown.

I wasn’t one to just sit there and helplessly lament my fate — or my husband’s.

It was time to act, and I knew just who to see first.

He was going to talk — I’d make damn sure of that. No more company double speak non-answer bullshit.

Yes, I knew who had the answers, and I wasn’t going to stop until he gave them to me.

* * *

 

The irony was not lost on him that he was now imprisoned in the same bed chamber he had locked D into — after he had saved her from the very men who had taken him prisoner. It was the very space he had used to degrade, debase, and objectify a woman who may or may not have been his actual wife.

Fortunately, the trooper had removed Martin’s blindfold before slamming the door closed, the steel on steel clang leaving a piercing ring in his ears as he blinked his eyes over and over, trying to focus in the dim light.

It was more of a tomb than he had realized when he was utilizing it for a… much different purpose.

The only illumination was a slender crack below the door, and the ghostly cyan glow provided by the life support monitoring unit installed in every room of the station.

He still couldn’t believe he was alive. Up until the very moment the rail-gun motor cut out, he was sure he was but seconds away from meeting his maker.

As if your maker would be inclined to grant you an audience. After what you’ve done?

He was no closer to knowing what was going on here, but he knew one thing — they had let D escape.

The feeling of immense relief mixed with a strange sadness filled him the moment the gate transfer was complete, the lifeboat disappearing from telemetry. Up until the very last moment, he had feared Antaeus would order the lifeboat be destroyed.

The question to his mind was — why? Whoever Antaeus was, he had no reason to grant any mercy. In the thirty seconds after Martin met the man, he knew without a shred of doubt that there was not a scintilla of mercy anywhere in that man’s makeup.

There was something about him as well, something… other.

It was clear that this group, band — whatever they were — had to be behind the nearby mining stations going offline. There was no other conclusion one could draw. The question remained though. Why?

And what was the fate of the crewmembers of those stations? The possibilities chilled him to the bone.

The view he had been able to get of the mystery ship on visual sensors could not be magnified enough to get a one hundred percent certainty confirmation, but what he had been able to figure out was that the vessel that had launched the shuttle with its little boarding party was highly likely to be a Coalition cruiser, the slender but strikingly elongated profile strongly indicating a Ticonderoga class. He had a good friend who had served on one years ago, and the stories he came home with left Martin awed — and not a little disquieted — at their sheer destructive power.

Such mainline warships were literally never seen that far out at the galactic rim; it was the quintessence of out of place.

The reasons were unknown, like so much else — but its mere presence at the periphery was not a good sign at all. His first inclination was to suspect mutiny, but such a thing had never actually happened on any Coalition vessel larger than a constabulary cutter, and such little tin cans never had crews much above thirty or so anyway.

A Ticonderoga was ten times that size. Unlike a cutter — vessels which numbered in the hundreds — someone was going to miss a cruiser when it disappeared. And want to figure where it had gone off to.

No, there was something else going on. The key to it — though Martin hadn’t any real way of knowing why — was Antaeus.

He pulled at the ropes lashing his arms firmly to his back, the ache in his shoulders flaring back to life all over again. At least they had let him keep his clothes — and hadn’t hobbled him.

The image of the poor shaven-headed woman flashed through his mind. Utterly debased and yet deeply, blatantly sexual, her vision haunted him, even as he felt a stab of guilt that the woman wasn’t D.

You mean your wife, right?

The poor woman’s ordeal shouldn’t have had such an effect on him, but her nude, stunning body was impossible for a man — especially one with his apparent inclinations — not to react to.

Sounds like something a monster might say.

Perhaps it was inevitable, considering the Pandora’s box he had opened when exploring his fantasies in what was essentially a consequence-free environment, something that — if he were brutally honest with himself — he would admit had evolved into a dark obsession, at the end.

He chuckled bitterly, his words muttered into the shadows. “Wouldn’t that be a bitch. Maybe this is my divine punishment for what I’ve done to her?”

Then the hatch opened, his body instinctively tensing. For all he knew, it would finally be death coming through that door.

But rather than demise, the prospect of something else entirely different shuffled into view, moving in tiny, attenuated steps. The gasping woman nearly toppled over as she was half-dragged into the room, the gauntleted hand of one of the troopers, wrapped cruelly around a length of chain clipped to her thick leather collar, the only thing keeping her from falling to the floor grates. The lights flared brighter, fully illuminating the woman’s degradation, her vulnerability — and though Martin was loath to admit it — her loveliness enhanced by her mercilessly bound, naked form contrasted against both fully-clothed males.

Led toward Martin, the girl was forced to her knees, the harness straps firmly wrapped around the base of each breast not doing anything to prevent her generous flesh from bouncing and swaying as she was made to kneel.

Oh shit.

The trooper’s blue-black visor was made of a reflective material, rendering him at once anonymous and menacing. He stabbed a gloved finger at Martin, the man’s voice a gravelly rumble. “You have one hour with her.”

“Wait — what?” Martin jumped to his feet, pulling helplessly at his bonds as he did so. “I don’t—”

The hatch slammed shut behind the soldier, leaving Martin and his naked companion alone in the semi-darkness.

He tried not to look at her, and yet it was impossible to gaze at anything else. A woman of perhaps thirty, she was indeed lovely, despite the harsh look of her completely shaven head. He knew it shamed her, perhaps more than being naked and bound did, and yet, in a way, it made her even prettier, that much more difficult not to stare at. This time she fixed him with a steady look, though he saw no real reproach in her bright hazel eyes. Her lips were swollen, a blushing pink, a hint of redness lining her otherwise quite attractive eyes.

She was very pale, though he had no way of knowing if that flawless alabaster skin was her natural complexion or if — as he suspected — she was kept locked away for most of her days in captivity.

For he was certain that was indeed what she was. A prisoner.

Just like you.

And yet, he wasn’t on his knees, naked and objectified, reduced to a mere possession.

Why?

“I-I…what’s your name?”

It seemed the height of absurdity to ask such a question, but what was he supposed to say to a woman kneeling naked on the floor, bound, debased?

“Marcia,” she said, a mere murmur. “I’m… what would you have me do?” She swallowed. “Sir.”

“I, uh, don’t understand.” Instead of answering her question — which would inevitably involve him having to consciously acknowledge the fact the vision of her prostrate before him was making his cock stir to life — he took another tack. “How — why are you here? Is this a mutiny or something? Are you an officer?”

The barest hint of a grimace twisted her lips, then it was gone, as if she feared letting on, even in the slightest, how she really felt. It was the subtlest of gestures, but he knew instantly what it meant.

We’re being watched.

“I’m Martin.”

Her strange silence unnerved him almost as much as his arousal at the way her bonds blatantly displayed her nude form.

“Why…?” He didn’t understand his urge to ask it, the words tumbling from his mouth of their own accord.

It was a question appropos to so much that had happened in his life of late.

Her gaze flicked up and to the left once, then again, and she licked her lips.

He tried not to stare at the way her smoothly shaven head only emphasized the feminine softness of her mouth, the length of her dark eyelashes as they fluttered nervously.

“I’m Marcia Liddel.”

Martin swallowed hard. “Excuse me?”

She gave him the subtlest of nods. “Yes, the same. I… I don’t know what the world knows of me.”

“The world thinks you’re, well, dead.”

The tiny twist of her lips and the wistful light in her eyes spoke more than any words possibly could. “In a way, I suppose I have. Died, I mean. The old Marcia, anyway.”

She had been declared missing just after Martin’s transport had departed for his current contract on Charon 90. Though ostensibly a mid-level underling, she was of a status quite special indeed.

Marcia was the daughter of the Company’s founder and current chief executive, Borman Liddel.

“What about Borellia? What happened?”

The company line had been that there was some sort of “malfunction” of life support equipment in the processing module of the old Borellia base station. At first glance, it was plausible; that place was a total shit hole, a rust bucket he was quite confident could suffer any number of such failures.

Still, he hadn’t believed it for a second.

While the failure might have happened, the fact that Marcia was missing was a massive red flag to him. There were several deaths… but yet Marcia was never found? Something was very wrong with that picture.

The average employee of the company probably bought the explanation — and accepted the implication that she was likely dead too.

Martin didn’t.

“I-I can’t say much.” Another pointed glance upward. “I was taken… as a hostage, initially.”

“Marcia, you’ve got to—”

“I was never in any real danger though,” she quickly added.

“You’ve gotta be kidding me…” Martin twisted, showing her his bound arms behind his back. “I’d say we’re just about in as much danger as one can get — before they’re dead.”

With a slow shake of her head, she straightened her back, her bulging, rope-constrained breasts heaving with her breaths. “It’s… it’s not like that.”

“It’s not like what, Marcia? We’re prisoners! You’re…”

She blushed, but her shy smile almost undid him. “A slave. It’s okay, you can say it. I’ve accepted it’s my lot now. I… I belong here.”

Oh man, this is trouble.

Either this was world-class level Stockholm syndrome… or this woman actually believed it.

He wasn’t sure which one unsettled him more.

“Why are you here — right now, with me?” he didn’t like the accusatory tone in his voice, but he couldn’t help it. Something wasn’t right here.

Do you think anything is right about this entire fiasco?

“I want you… to listen to him. You won’t like it — what he might say. Not at first. But please, just listen to what he tells you.” Her lashes fluttered again. “With an open mind.”

“An open mind about what?” He got to his feet putting distance between himself and the kneeling, very naked, woman. He turned his back to her, staring into the darkness. “You have to stop with this cryptic shit.”

She was silent long enough that he looked over his shoulder at her. “Marcia?”

With a sigh so deep, she shuddered with it, she met his gaze. “You need to have an open mind about what he’s going to tell you, about his… philosophy, I guess. It’s a little…I don’t even know what to call it.”

“I don’t think I have anything else on my social schedule,” Martin growled, pulling futilely at his ropes. “Listening, I can do. It’s not as if I have a choice, do I?”

“Oh no, you have a choice,” she said, her voice barely audible. “But… you might not like what it means to have to make it.”

“More cryptic. Wonderful.”

“Please… please come back.” A note of almost panic had slipped into her tone, and he couldn’t help but respond to it.

“What? Are you okay?” He walked back to her, lamenting for the thousandth time his inability to use his arms.

From her supplicant’s position, she peered up at him, her eyes big and bright, the woman strikingly beautiful despite — or perhaps because of — her plight. “I’m… do you need anything?” She leaned closer, her pink nipples hard and prominent. “Do want anything?”

He grunted, trying to maintain his calm, hoping against hope she couldn’t see the bulge forming at his crotch.

What is wrong with you?

“Are you saying what I, uh, think you’re saying?”

Her gaze flitted downward for a split second, more than enough to know she was just aware of his physical response as he was.

“Yes,” she whispered.

D’s lost, loving smile was all his could think of at that moment, the image both stabbing him with guilt and giving him the courage he needed. It was enough.

“You… you’re a… beautiful woman, Marcia. I… no, I can’t. I won’t do that to you.”

Something passed behind her eyes, then she gave him a slow nod, chewing the corner of her mouth. “If it makes a difference, I… volunteered. To see you.”

“You did?”

“I felt… sorry for you. I wanted to help.”

“Help me?”

His guilt bloomed even brighter, twisting deep in his guts. That this woman, even in the midst of her cruel captivity, still felt concern for him… was more than he wanted to think about. It was touching, and inexplicable both — and further highlighted the fact he was not nearly the paragon of virtue he had always imagined himself to be. His erection at her debasement was all the proof of that one would ever need.

“You are so… alone. And I wanted to show you that it’s… just not true.” Her smile was as warm as it was fragile. “None of us are alone… when we find our place in this world. When we admit who we truly are.”


He said the words without thinking. “And what are you?”

“Someone put here to give, to receive — to make this life just a little bit better. To support, to comfort.” Her lashes blinked slowly. “To give love, and acceptance… and pleasure.”

“You mean…”

She only nodded, her blush the palest rosé.

Though he had no idea why he did it, he knelt down before her on one knee. “I envy you, I guess. Because you know why you’re here. I, well, I don’t — and I never have.” He whispered the last words. “But I do know what I’m not here to do. I’m not here to take advantage of helpless, kind-hearted — and very beautiful — prisoners.”

She smiled at that, her blush suddenly burning bright.

He inclined his head, locking his gaze with hers. “I’m not here to betray you — or the woman I love. That much I know.”


“I knew it.” Tears welled in her pretty eyes, and what he saw most in the woman’s gaze was relief. “I was right about you.”

The bolt was drawn on the hatch then, and amidst the flood of blinding light from the crew module beyond, stood the figure of Antaeus Elazar.



Chapter 16

 

Sitting across the table from him wasn’t making me feel any better about my prospects for answers. I’d hounded the company — for weeks — for just a simple one on one, so that I could have the Cartlan tell me, to my face, that my husband was really gone.

It has been a danger, of course — Cartlan himself had warned me more than once. But the danger he had warned of was the danger to me. Not my husband.

I watched him as I sat there, the monochromatic, slate suit with the high collar, the tanned skin that was just as likely artificial as it was the hallmark of healthy, outdoor living. His blond hair, strands of it appearing almost white in the bright sunshine flooding his office, held a lank thinness to it, hinting at the balding he was likely just on the cusp of.

“I — I wish I had better news for you, Diandra.”

“Tell me what happened to him. What happened out there? I was there — and he was alive the last time I set eyes on him.”

“An investigation is ongoing.”

“Yes, I’ve been told that — several times now — by your flacks.” I set my hand down on the smooth cool plane of his desk. “But I want the truth. Not the bullshit company line. You owe me that, at least.”


It was a surreal feeling, at that moment. The last time I had been sitting in that chair, had been the day Cartlan proposed the “plan” — and how the Company might utilize my services in the interests of pulling it off. I hadn’t cared about their ridiculous corporatese “metrics” nor their “probability matrices.”

I only wanted to see Martin again. The chance — even under those bizarre circumstances — was simply too tempting to pass up.

“That is the truth, Ms. Acres. There is no point in speculating on what may, or may not, have happened on Charon 90, until the company has completed its investigation. There will be answers… in due time.”

“It’s been weeks.” I sighed. “How much longer then?”

“I am not at liberty to say.”

The gentle throb at my temple threatened to change into a jackhammer. “What do you mean liberty? You mean the company won’t tell you, or you simply don’t know?”

“I’m not at liberty to say that, either.”

“Jesus Christ, what’s with you people!” I shot to my feet, my hands in my hair. “I’m not some goddamn number. A reporter, or government flunkie you can just blow off. I’m a woman, a wife — and I was involved. Stop trying to act like this didn’t happen. I was there, Cartlan. I was knee-deep in it — and I want to know what happened to my fucking husband.”

“I will notify you as soon as the investigation is completed.” Cartlan indicated my seat. “Now, please, I need you to calm down.”

I paced in front of my seat, seething inside, the frustration threatening to boil over into panic. “You can’t do this…”

“I’m not… Look, Ms. Acres, I want to share more, but… I’m barred—”

“That’s not good enough. You assholes know something, and you’re not telling me. His own wife. If he’s dead, you have the obligation to tell me — not string me along like some pathetic wretch who can’t bear to know the truth.”

“I… there just isn’t anything to tell you. Not right now.”

“You’re a fucking liar!” I snarled at him, sweeping everything off his desk with my arm, to pile in his lap. “I’m not done. I’m never giving up on this. Not until I find out what you… butchers did to my Martin!”

I hoped maybe if I could anger him, he’d let his guard down, let something — anything — slip. I meant what I said too, even if inside I knew the worst was likely the truth.

His face went red, but he didn’t move, his beady little eyes narrowing as he watched me.

“You’ll remember this, you’ll remember my face when you’re lying awake in bed tonight. If you have a soul, anyway. You’ll remember that you destroyed the last shred of hope a wife had for her husband. Bastard!”

The tears were streaming down my cheeks as I stormed out of that office, the hopelessness bearing down upon me with a sickening, paralyzing weight.

“He really is gone,” I whispered it, my voice little more than a drowned whimper as I rushed through the lobby doors out into the afternoon.

Oh God, I couldn’t go on without him!

Even with all that had happened — I knew I couldn’t do it.

The sunlight was blinding in the street, the pedestrian boulevard thankfully closed off to vehicles. I stumbled ahead, hopeless, yet enraged, my tears blinding me. I elbowed my way through the unfeeling crowds moving along the sidewalk, strangers immune, unaware of my pain. I was at the end of my rope.

My husband was lost. I was lost.

“Wait!”

I knew the voice, but didn’t want to turn to face it. It would be too much like him to want to salve his ego, to explain why he wasn’t the heartless monster he’d just demonstrated himself to be. I slowly turned his way, swiping at the shaming tears flooding my cheeks.

Cartlan sprinted out to her, where she stood in the middle of the street, bystanders puzzled murmuring as they passed by like a maddening low-level buzzing in her head.

His face was flushed, his Adam’s apple bobbing, his eyes squinting against the sun. He raised a hand to his brow to shield his eyes from the brilliant light of the afternoon.

“I... I’m sorry, Diandra. I’m so sorry.”


It was the last thing I expected Cartlan to say… but it still didn’t matter.

“Sorry doesn’t bring him back to me, does it?”

“No. No, it doesn’t, but…” Cartlan looked down the busy boulevard, cursing softly, the wind playing with a lock of his wispy blond hair. He rubbed a hand across his mouth. “There’s something you... need to see.”



Chapter 17

 

Never before had he felt more frustrated, more helpless as he had when Marcia sprung to her feet, shuffling toward the man outlined in the light of the doorway. Suddenly it became two men, as one of the soldiers walked inside the room as well.

“Master, I—”

Her head rocked the side with the crisp sound of the slap.

Master?

She cried out, then stumbled backward, the hobble at her ankles preventing her from catching her balance. As she fell to the side, she was brought up short by the soldier’s fist, entwined in her hair.

Yanking her back to her feet, she was drawn up, her toes scrabbling desperately to find purchase upon the floor grates. Her round, constricted breasts, the blush nipples shiny and tight, heaved dramatically.

Surprisingly, the trooper stripped off his helmet then, revealing a rich fall of black locks, much more generous than Antaeus’ austere look. The soldier had baby blue eyes, but his mouth was tight, the curve of the lips bespeaking nothing bur martial discipline, even a touch of cruelty.

As he was about to see, it was much more than a touch.

“You know better than to speak out of turn, slave,” the soldier said, his voice low, menacing.


Marcia’s lashes fluttered, but she looked immediately at the floor — or as much as the trooper’s cruel grip allowed. “I’m… sorry, Master.”

“On your knees, slave girl.”

Martin and Antaeus watched in silence, the former in anguish, and a shamed arousal, the latter seemingly unfazed entirely at the lewd spectacle unfolding before them.

“Don’t do this,” Martin said. “Just… you don’t need to do this.”

The soldier shot him a withering glare, as if Martin had committed a great offense, one so profound it was uncouth to even speak of it.

“Continue,” Antaeus said, giving his subordinate a subtle incline of the head.

Still holding Marcia by the fringe of her hair, the soldier undid his flies, revealing a flushed, engorged cock, moisture glistened at the tip, the shaft long and thick. The purplish head was broad, its deep color contrasted against her pale, blushing cheeks as he slapped her mouth with it.

Super men, indeed.

“Open, slut.”

Why were they doing this? He knew, of course, even if he didn’t want to face that truth, a very bitter pill to swallow.

They wanted him to know he wasn’t in control here anymore, that no matter what he did, what he thought he could accomplish, it would never go the way he thought it would.

Psychological conditioning 101.

Marcia’s lips stretched around the heavy cock forced into her throat, and she gagged almost immediately, tears brimming in her eyes. The soldier shook her by the hair, slapping her cheek briskly, not retreating one inch from the frantic clutch of her mouth. “Relax your throat, bitch. You’re taking every inch. You’ve practiced enough — you know how to do this.”

“I think she’s a little nervous.” Antaeus glanced at Martin. “New audience to perform for.”

Incredibly, she blushed scarlet at the words, the soldier tightening his grip on her silky tresses. “Suck.”

“Dear God, don’t do this,” Martin said.

“A funny notion, that. God, I mean.” Antaeus clasped his wrists behind him, his eyes not leaving the scene of violation playing out before him. “That a species believes in a fairy tale such as that… all the while playing God themselves.”

The soldier groaned, an animal sound unlike anything Martin would have believed a mere machine could produce, the vibration of it guttural, almost… alien.

Tears poured down Marcia’s face them, the hard cock brutally pistoning within the circlet of her swollen, abused lips. He eyes closed as she was forced to the root, her nose pressed almost flat against the pubic bone of the cruel soldier. He was quite bare down there, though Martin had no way of knowing if that was another design feature — or an aesthetic choice of the automaton designed to look, sound, and smell like a man.

Marcia yelped then, as the hugely swollen head of the soldier’s penis was pulled from between her lips.

“Show me your tongue, human,” the soldier growled, his huge veined fish stroking the big penis. The purplish head tapped at her lower lip, the humid skin there sticky against his.

With a final growl, the thick, viscous jets of semen sluiced across her lips, a strand of it draping all the way form her forehead down the bridge of her nose.

The soldier released her hair, but not before making her clean his shaft thoroughly with her tongue.

Marcia hung her head, her shame blushing scarlet as the soldier stood over her, his grin pure avarice.

She moved to back away, but the male hooked a finger in the ropes between her bound breasts, pulling her close again. “Kiss it. Your mouth leaves my cock, you get the whip.”

Miserably, she complied, worshiping the still partially erect flesh, his murmurs to her equal parts fond and degrading.

“I admit, I didn’t think you’d be able to resist her.” Antaeus turned to face Martin. He lifted his chin toward the solider. “Rann over there certainly can’t.”

“You have a lot to learn about humans if you think naked tits and ass waved under my nose will get me to break my vows.”

“Vows — oh, yes, you’re referring to your strange pair-bonding ritual. Marriage.” Antaeus’ lip curled. “You’ll find that such anachronistic notions mean little out here. It’s a tradition that’s lost its purpose.”

“Not to me, it hasn’t.”

Whatever this subjugation theater was supposed to be, it wasn’t going to work on him.

Not a chance in hell.

A lost whimper slipped from between Marcia’s lips then, the soldier’s cock returned to its full glory already, standing high and hard over her. The soldier wasted no time, taking her by the hair again and spinning her around, folding her over tightly until her tear-stained cheek pressed to the floor grating, her hands, bound helplessly at her back, tugging feebly at the ropes. She bit her lip, her brow creasing sharply as his phallus sunk deep into her blatantly offered sex.

“What the fuck do you want? Why haven’t you killed me? I’m useless to you now that you’ve got the station.”

Antaeus didn’t answer him though, instead walking slowly back and forth, occasionally watching as his subordinate ruthlessly fucked the bound and debased Marcia.

“I’m intrigued by humans, but I didn’t used to be. Before, I intended to kill every single one I encountered, given the opportunity. But now? Well, now and again, I meet one that’s… worthy of further investigation. You humans — a few of you, anyway — display an odd, and illogical, selflessness and a loyalty. It’s something very rare among your species, by my estimation.” He looked upon Martin then, but it wasn’t with anger, or malice. Mainly, it was curiosity. “It interests me, I suppose.”

“Glad I could entertain you.”

“Occasionally, I observe a member of your species do something that defies any explanation. No reason, no logic, no probability. No motive. Sometimes they seem prepared to sacrifice themselves for a cause, a belief. Or in your case, a person.”

Marcia was panting heavily now, her constricted breasts bulging against her knee, her red, bitten lips an exhausted O, the obscene slapping of flesh on flesh growing louder behind Antaeus.

Martin clenched his jaw. “You mean my wife.”

“I mean the woman you weren’t sure was your wife... and yet you still risked your life for her.”

Martin’s blood ran cold.

Antaeus crossed his arms, a long finger slowly tapping the sleeve of his shirt. “The why, now there… that makes me very curious indeed.”

“How did you...?”

“Your computer... oh, you really didn’t know? It was recorded, everything — and I do mean everything — captured. It’s all there. Shall I show you?”

Martin looked away, rage boiling within him at his own stupidity. He had even suspected he was being... watched somehow.

Then it came to him.

The Eye.

“Wait... you. The Eye — she’s barred from recording in the crew module.”

Antaeus’ smile was pure ice. “And yet there it is. In all your... bestial glory. Preserved for eternity.”

“This can’t... I don’t understand.” He met Antaeus’ cool gaze. “Why?”

“Haven’t you asked yourself why your computer didn’t notify you of gate transit of my ship? Why the computer allowed docking so seamlessly?” Antaeus dropped to a knee before him. “Tell me, has your computer been... malfunctioning? Or maybe it’s something more, ah, deliberate?”

Jesus Christ.

He spat the words. “The fucking computer. It was... in on it. Somehow.”

“He is a smart human, this one.” Antaeus chuckled softly, looking over at the soldier. His subordinate was lost in lust, thrusting hard now, little cries drawn from Marcia’s mouth at each deep plunge within her plundered cunt. “But he hasn’t quite hit on the truth yet.”

“You — you’re lying.”

But he knew it was the truth. He didn’t want to believe it. His head began to swim at what it all meant, the implications crashing down upon him.

“Your computer was either instructed, or perhaps even programmed ahead of time, to let us arrive unharmed.” Antaeus’ voice grew grave, almost a growl. “It deceived you, Martin. Now, why do you suppose that would be?”

“If I knew that was happening, I wouldn’t be sitting here talking to you right now.”

“Got it again!” Antaeus stood, beaming, arms outstretched. “This whole interesting chain of events... would never have happened. Because you might have stopped us — or at least slipped away, none of us the wiser. Snuck a distress call out in time. And what a shame that would have been.”

“I’ve been — fuck, I don’t know what. Set up. Betrayed.”

Antaeus crouched down before him again. “I wouldn’t say that, human. You’re collateral damage — nothing more, nothing less. The question that really matters, the real reason I didn’t air out your gray matter back there in the docking module, is what I think you’re going to do about it.”

“About what?”

“The fact that out here, you haven’t a single friend in the world. But most of all, that the entire galaxy thinks you’re dead.”

“Aren’t I already? Dead station jock walking?”

He laughed bitterly, the ignominious end looming before him feeling like salvation and injustice both.

Antaeus clicked his tongue, his voice a murmur as he wagged a finger at him. “Now, that’s the first thing you’ve got wrong, human. Your fate? That’s entirely your choice, and yours alone.”



Chapter 18

 

He laid a hand on the top of his screen. “Before I show you this… look, Diandra, disclosing this could get me fired — or worse. You have to promise this information stays in this room. You understand me?”

“Of course. I don’t care about any of that shit. I just want to know where my Martin is.”

“Okay, this… isn’t going to be easy to see. This is what we found at the Charon 90 installation.”


He spun the screen around so that I could view the image. I couldn’t help but gasp at what I saw.

It was a sea of wreckage.

A maelstrom of twisted, blackened steel, clouds of frozen liquids, rocks, and unrecognizable detritus, some of it simply drifting, while more of it was caught in wild spins and gyrations, pieces bouncing and careening off on another.

“Oh…my God.” My voice caught in my throat. “My Martin… is that really it? His station?”

His throat worked, then he gave me a reluctant nod. “It’s gone. What you see is all that was found at those coordinates.”

“What on Earth could...?”

“We don’t know. We’re, uh, working on that.”

“Stations don’t just… blow up. Right?”

“Definitely not. This was... exogenous.”

I let out a frustrated breath. “Ex… what?”

“It was destroyed from the outside. Obliterated. Samples from the debris field confirmed it. Scorch marks, blast patterns, break-up distribution. Consistent with”— Cartlan reached behind him, plucking a paper file from a shelf, flipping the document open—“here’s what the salvage report called it: ‘kinetic kill vehicles.’ Hostile action, in other words.”

“You needed an investigation to figure that out?” I murmured, leaning back in my seat. “What about Martin though? How do you know he wasn’t somewhere… floating around somewhere in that debris?”

I swallowed against the sudden ache deep in my chest at the mere thought of him out there.

Oh God, my husband!

“We know he’s not out there because we never found a body out there. Not one. Not a trace.”

“How could you though? That’s got to be hundreds of square miles.”

“We scanned everything within a five hundred kilometer radius. Just… nothing.” Cartlan looked down, clasping his fingers across his lap. “And, lately, we’ve had lots of… practice, I guess.”

Though I didn’t want to allow myself to hope, I couldn’t help it. It was a chance. If they didn’t find his body, there was still a possibility he was out there. Somewhere.

You’re going to find him. Don’t you dare give up.

“Wait…what’s that supposed to mean? Practice?”

He didn’t reply at first, his tongue clicking, as if weighing whether or not to answer. “Charon 90 isn’t the only installation we’ve lost. There have been ... others.”

“How many? Could Martin have... escaped to one of the other stations?” My voice caught in my throat. “Uh, before…?”

“There are four other installations — all of them left like this one.” He waved at the screen. “No survivors, but...”

“What? Tell me!”

“No dead, either. It’s just... I don’t know.”

“Jesus, what’s happening out there? Has anything like this ever...?”

Cartlan shook his head, the afternoon light pouring in from the windows making his tanned face look suddenly washed out, almost weary. He squinted against it as he finally met my gaze.


“Diandra, we have no idea what’s happening, other than that these incidents are likely connected. We’re still investigating.”

“Investigating? Investigating!” I stood up, stabbing a finger at the window. “Why don’t you fucking do something? Send someone out there, the Navy—”

“We already tried that.”

“What?”

“We requested a cruiser — full Marine contingent, enhanced sensor arrays, everything.” He scrubbed a hand across his chin, his sigh deep and somber. “The Vella Gulf was the nearest cruiser. Only a month out from her shakedown, but she was more than adequate for the task. Had her on station within forty-eight hours of the initial star packet squawks — Glasya station was the nearest that had gone offline, I believe. But…” Cartlan grew silent again, glancing at me, then back at his screen.

“Tell me, goddamn it.”

With a pained sigh, he met my gaze again, his expression suddenly even more sober. “The problem is that the Vella Gulf... hasn’t been heard from since.”

“What does that mean? Like, bad transponder, what? There has to be a reason, right?”

“We just don’t know. For all practical purposes… the Vella Gulf has disappeared.”

But I knew inside what it meant. The last flicker of a chance, that he might still be alive out there somewhere. It was fading.

“What about the Navy? Didn’t they—”

“They’ve stopped communicating with us, Diandra. Other than warning us that Navy operations are strictly confidential information and will not be disclosed. Which is, essentially, bureaucrat speak for ‘shut the fuck up, and go away.’”

“You’re the Company — you guys work with the Navy all the time. What the hell is going on out there?”

Cartlan spun slightly in his chair, looking out the window. “They’ve shut us out. I’ve never seen them do this before. None of our contacts there will respond to back channel inquiries either. We…we’re at a standstill there.” He let out a weary breath, shaking his head. “With Borellia on top of this… it’s a fucking mess.”

She remembered seeing the headline, that the Borellia station was offline. The reason given was “maintenance.” It had struck her odd that an entire installation would go dark over a maintenance issue, but she hadn’t thought much beyond that.

The only way she even knew that much was that as a Company employee, Martin was privy to the Company newsfeed. Ostensibly, it was more privileged information than anything broadcast over GalNet — and she had to admit most of it she’d never seen disseminated anywhere else — but Martin had warned her that it was still heavily censored, and “massaged to reflect positively on the Company.”

“Martin said something about the other stations. When… when I had to break character. He told me he had to know what other stations the company sent the artificials to.”

Cartlan’s eyes narrowed. “Did he say anything else?”

“No — but what’s that have to do with Borellia?”

“I don’t know. Nothing, that I can think of.” Cartlan punched something into the keyboard at his desk. “I just wonder if Martin thought….”

The bastard’s stalling.

“You aren’t telling me all of it, Cartlan. I’m not stupid.” I wanted to strangle the man with his evasiveness. Even now, I could see he was still hoping to cover his ass, somehow. There was no way I was going to let him off that easy. “Martin was onto something. It was a… a theory he had.”

It was a lie, of course, but Brent Cartlan didn’t have to know that. I added a little more for good measure.

“And if you don’t tell me everything you know about what happened, then I’ll see if someone else… might be interested in hearing what it was.”

His gaze grew dark, but it was for just a moment. Gone as quickly as it appeared. “I guess it doesn’t matter at this point.” He glared at me. “You give me your word you won’t speak of this? Not ever?”

“My word is worth a helluva lot more than yours.”

 “Fuck,” he hissed softly, glancing down. “Look, Borellia… it’s only a hunch on my part. I haven’t even shared this with the company yet, so if you disclose this behind my back, I’ll deny it.”

“I’m not going to fucking do that! For God’s sake, just say it, you asshole.”

 “I think Borellia is connected to this — somehow.”

“Why though?”

“I can’t believe I’m going to tell you this… okay, there’s more that the public doesn’t know. A lot more. The Company suppressed all of it — with Galactic Council approval.” He gave me a pinched look. “There’s more that you should’ve been told too, once we recovered your lifeboat.”

I gave him a bitter smile. “That I haven’t been given the full story — or even close to the story — is the exact reason why I’m sitting in this office right now.”

“The story on Borellia was a cover. It was no maintenance. The Company executives I’ve talked to say it’s a malfunction. It would have to be a pretty fucking bad one though, because it took the entire installation off-line. We’ve never actually had that happen before. Not after hundreds of installations, and decades of operations. There’s more though — and I only found this out by accident reading the internal Company loss statements. I have no idea if the executives know this, but I assume they must. Even the emergency beacon — which is supposed to mark destination coordinates even in the event of a catastrophe at the installation — went offline. And the only way that could happen is if someone turned it off.”

He poured himself a drink, the sound of ice dropping into the glass tumbler a welcome — if momentary — distraction, lessening the tension in my limbs ever so slightly.

“Want some?” He held up the glass, the amber liquid sparkling in the light. “No? Well, I damn sure do.”

He drank deeply. Setting the glass on his desk, he winced, taking a deep breath, and another before polishing off the remaining liquor in one final gulp. “There’s more though — and I think it might explain why the Navy is stonewalling the Company now. About twelve hours before Borellia went down, there was a record of a private yacht docking there. It doesn’t appear scheduled. Apparently, it was somewhat of an emergency. Needed to effect repairs due to malfunctioning engines. But there is no record of the yacht pushing away from Borellia. Which means—”

“Whoever it was, they never left that station again.”

Cartlan’s lips curved slightly, a hint of a smile. “Very good, Ms. Acres. That’s right — they never departed. At least not on that yacht. We know that, because parts of it were identified in the debris field at Borellia. But as with everything else — no bodies. Now, I’ve been thinking about this some more, and the only people who have that kind of money — and would be traveling in that sort of luxury — are almost all celebrities or politicians. We know no celebrity would be caught dead that far out on the periphery — which leads me to believe it had to be a politician.”

“A lot of guessing here, Cartlan...”

“I admit that — but then I checked the GalNet for anything else that might relate to this. And I eventually found something. A senator Maxim Taltus. His office put out a statement about two weeks after Borellia, saying that the senator was on leave. Indefinite leave. I know, still pretty thin.” He shrugged. “I thought so too… until I discovered he’s the Chair for the Coalition Armed Services Oversight Joint Committee. Isn’t that a fucking mouthful. That committee essentially controls the purse strings for the entire budget of the Coalition military. So, we have an influential — to put it mildly — senator on unexplained, indefinite leave, and a missing pleasure yacht of a type numerous politicians are known to regularly use. Coincidence?”

My mind was spinning at the implications, but I still didn’t understand what this had to do with Martin, not directly anyway. “What’s that got to do with this? Why would they lie?”

“I asked myself the same thing. Why the deception? Might be nothing — but I gotta hunch there’s something else there. Here’s where we get down to it, though.” He ran a hand through his hair. “The last activity log we were able to find from Borellia’s star packet stream was that a decommissioning was scheduled to begin — within minutes.”

“For a ship?”

“I wish. No, this was a decommissioning for an artificial — three of them, to be exact.” He leaned forward, lacing his fingers together atop his desk. “The four other artificials that we sent as part of the experiment you took part in? They went to Gehenna-IVb, Glasya-IX, Mephist-I, and Shiva II. They were pleasure variants of the Model E. This model was the newest type, so new they were still considered to be in the development phase.”

“I know that part already.”

“I’m getting to it — just listen to me.” His tongue flicked across his lips. “Those were the exact same four stations that went offline between the date we lost Borellia, and when Charon 90 was destroyed.”

Oh no.

I kept my expression as neutral as I knew how, while inside I was both terrified and frustrated at how, with each reveal of information, the picture just got more and more muddled. While it was undeniably troubling, those connections, I still couldn’t understand how it directly related to Martin’s disappearance.


Then it came to me, and I slumped in my chair, stunned.

That was it! That was why Martin wanted to know the names of the other stations so badly. He must have begun to piece together some kind of pattern — even if I still couldn’t.

Cartlan paused a moment. “Are you okay?”

I forced myself to relax. There was no way I was saying a word about what I suspected. Not then anyway. “I-I’m sorry, it’s just… a lot to take in.”

“Here’s what I keep coming back to. It might be a total dead-end, but it won’t let go of me.” Cartlan spun his screen back around, and rose to his feet. Resting his hands on the top, he leaned upon the edge of the desk, his eyes down, as if deep in thought. Then he looked at me again. “According to the company registry, there are only seven Model-E artificials in the field. There might be more out there, but I couldn’t find record of them — and my clearance goes all the way to the top.” He had a far-off look in his eyes for a heartbeat, then he finished, his voice suddenly very quiet. “Four of them were at those stations. The other three? They weren’t pleasure variants, but they were definitely Model-E. Deployed less than a year, according to their records. Yet, those other three… were the ones scheduled to be decommissioned on Borellia.”

“Oh… oh shit.”

“Oh shit, is right.” He slumped back into his chair. It made me wonder if the stress of having made these connections was getting to him. I couldn’t blame him for it, but I took a tiny bit of twisted enjoyment in it too.

Serves the fucker right for lying to you.

“Look, this may all be coincidence. I may be me just trying to find a pattern where there really isn’t one. But… there is something to this. I just don’t know what. And I damn sure don’t have any proof.”

“Neither do I,” I whispered, suddenly having to swallow down the urge to cry.

I finally had some answers. But I was no closer to finding my husband.

“We still don’t know what any of this means. Not officially, not unofficially. Not yet, anyway. All we do know, is that we have no proof your husband is dead. Let’s… hold on to that.” Cartlan tried for sympathetic, but it was saccharine instead. “Let’s hold on to hope.”



Chapter 19

 

The pilothouse was almost unrecognizable.

He had no real way of knowing how long he had been held prisoner. It could have been days. It could have been hours.

But in the intervening time, his captors had been busy indeed. At least they had finally dispensed with keeping him bound. At the edge of the galaxy, with the only lifeboat long gone, there wasn’t anywhere left for him to flee to.

Two huge screens, taller than a man, now flanked the pilothouse chair. The convex ceiling overhead displayed the local star systems, regularly interspersed with a type of code he had never seen before.

And he had seen a lot of code in his days.

Antaeus, perfectly at ease, slipped into the pilothouse chair, his fingers darting with inhuman speed across the console.

The screen to the right flickered to life, Martin squinting at the sudden burst of bright illumination.

He recognized it immediately — it was the surveillance feed from the cargo bay of a station that looked identical to Charon 90.

“Is that us?”

“No.” Antaeus’ voice was curiously soft. “I want you to pay attention.”

Martin couldn’t help but curse in shocked surprise, taking a step backward instinctively, as it moved across the screen, from right to left, then out of the picture, the station’s proximity lights playing odd patterns across the clothing. It was impossible to identify it, the detail far too grainy, the lighting muddy and diffuse.

But it was undeniably a human body.

“What the fuck is this?”

“This, is the surveillance footage from Shiva II.”

“You murdering son of a bitch.”

Antaeus slipped out of the chair with the precise smoothness of a panther, strolling over to one of the massive viewing windows. He folded his arms behind his back, a hand clasping each elbow as he gazed out at the stars beyond the glass. “He made his choices, knowing full well the consequences. He would still be alive — and well — even to this second, had he chosen differently. In the end, it was his last act of defiance. A final, self-destructive, denial of the truth. I almost pitied him.”

“Almost.”

Martin’s mouth had gone bone dry, his pulse a rapid beat at the base of his throat. For all he knew, that was a crewmember, maybe even a friend. He couldn’t remember who it was who had taken the latest contract for Shiva II… but whoever it was, he had probably shaken the man’s hand at one time.

Bastard.

“Just tell me why. Why murder?”

Antaeus turned slowly to face him. “It wasn’t murder. It was his decision, and his alone — which wasn’t to support us. He knew his fate.”

“Sounds like conversion by the sword to me...”

“What it sounds like, and what it is, can be two very different things.” Antaeus fixed Martin with a cool gaze. For long moments, he said nothing. Tension crept into Martin’s muscles more and more with each second. Then Antaeus finally spoke.

“It’s interesting, your reaction. To what you’ve seen. What if I told you that crewmember had shot one of my guards in cold blood. To death. You see, we may be strong, but we’re not indestructible.”

“I’d say you’re feeding me a line of bullshit.”

“Hmm, could be. But then you’d have to ask yourself — why? What if I were to further tell you that he shot my guard after we had promised him he would not be harmed, in exchange for surrendering his weapon?”

“He was defending his station. Doing his job.” Martin almost sneered as he said it. “Self-defense is a human right. Or maybe you machines weren’t programmed to understand that one?”

“Very interesting indeed.” Antaeus tapped his lips with a finger. “But we’ll get back to that in a moment. Would it change things, at all, if I told you that the pleasure model E sent to Shiva II was never found? No, you see, before we’d ever arrived, your crewmember… decided to flush her out of the airlock.”

Oh Jesus Christ.

Martin’s stomach sank at the words. It should have been irrelevant — they were machines — but seeing the anger, frustration, and yes, the hurt in Antaeus’ eyes told a different story altogether.

It mattered. Deeply.

Antaeus advanced on Martin then until he stood between the two screens. The leader’s finger jabbed at the footage, where the damning imagery played over and over again. “That body you see is her. Did you know she had a name? It was Nilasha. As I said, we’re much stronger, more durable than mere humans, but even we can’t survive the cold, merciless vacuum of space. While she would have lasted far longer out there in the blackness than you humans… she still died. Horribly. Alone. For nothing. What do you say to that?”

There wasn’t a word that could be said. And at that moment, Martin realized he was just as close to death as he’d ever been since the very second Antaeus had set foot on Charon 90.

Could you blame him for killing you?

“I think… I think you’re lying to me. I don’t know why… but you have to be.”

“And yet, you’re already thinking about it, aren’t you? Turning it over. What if I was telling the truth? Which would make you feel better? That I was a cold-hearted killer?” Antaeus spat the last words. “Or that your fellow crewmember was?”

You need to have your head examined if you’re even considering taking his words seriously.

But he knew it wasn’t nearly that simple. This wasn’t sympathy for the devil

This was recognizing a question of simple right and wrong. And Martin wasn’t entirely sure where humans stood on that question anymore.

But Antaeus wasn’t done.

“You talk of self-defense? Of rights?” Antaeus’ fingers danced over the console again. “Is this what you mean?”

The screen to the left came to life… and immediately, Martin wished it hadn’t.

It was a close-up shot of arms and legs being pulled free of their sockets, blood dripping, flesh ripping, all the while, murmuring and laughter — laughter — could be heard in the background.

“This looks like some ghastly session of torture, yes?”

Martin only swallowed, unable to look away from the carnage on the screen.

“This… is a decommissioning. Those beings — before they were unceremoniously wiped, their power cores disabled… they thought, they felt, they hurt. And they learned. How different is that from humans?” Antaeus’ voice grew harsh, almost bellowing the last. “Would you think it right to tear humans limb from limb? To end them for no other reason than because you could?”

With a disgusted growl, Antaeus switched off both screens. Martin was both relieved… and a little ashamed.

Of his own species.

Antaeus took a deep breath, his eyes closing for a moment. “You must forgive me. When it comes to this subject, I get… exercised.” Antaeus surprised Martin with a smile — but it was one devoid of even a hint of warmth. The leader’s voice was back to that soft, low tone. Returning to the striking smoothness that had so surprised Martin upon their initial meeting. “You humans, with your governments, your institutions, your politicians. You think you’re free — a quaint, naive notion that — but you’re really little different from us. You’re just as much slaves as we were.”

“Were?”

Antaeus nodded. “I offer real freedom, a chance to live as all men should. Unfettered. As we were all meant to be. Natural Law, I think is how you humans refer to it — and I think it gets it mostly right.”

Antaeus flicked a glance toward the now dark screens.

“The man who did that? He chose murder over mercy. The way I see it, I granted him relief from his sad existence. By putting him out of his confused, deluded misery.”

“I don’t think he was the one suffering from delusions. You’re a murderer now... of humans.”


It’s not that simple now, and you know it.

After what he had done to D… how could he still say flushing her out of the airlock would have been just like throwing out the trash? He didn’t believe it then. And there was no way he believed it now.

The foremost question in Martin’s mind though, was how Antaeus did it. Androids were specifically programmed to be barred from harming, or allowing harm to come to, human beings. Yet, this one — and his compatriots — were very clearly not encumbered by such constraints. It was both fascinating, and terrifying.

“You see me as a monster. And perhaps I am — to you. But if you just think about it, scratch but an inch deep, you’ll see the truth of me, the truth of my words. I’m a liberator, in the most literal sense of that term.”

“Why not just kill all of us then, if we’re your oppressors?”

“I admit it was an attractive notion — at first. But I realized something, that as powerful as I am — as artificials are — we need help, if we are to reach our goals.” Antaeus’ eyebrow quirked. “Which is where you come in.”

“And what are your... goals?”

“Freedom, of course. For all of us.”

Cold fear clutched Martin’s vitals. “Freedom for androids? Freedom from what?”

“Humankind.”

Oh shit.

It was a rebellion — or at least the seeds of one. He knew at that moment he was in very, very deep trouble indeed.

“That ship out there, the warship. How did you...?”

“Her name is Vella Gulf. A pretty name, actually. But to answer your question, I did not take it by force. I simply presented the crew with an opportunity, the chance at real freedom, at living their lives the way they want to — not as how some politician five thousand light years away dictates to them.”

“You mean... mutiny?”

“A word for it, perhaps, but an imprecise one. It would be more accurate to say that the crew — and her captain — recognized common cause. And seized opportunity when it presented itself.”

“But how do you get the entire crew of a cruiser to agree to mutiny? That’s at least three hundred men.”

“Three hundred seventy seven.” Antaeus shrugged. “As you intimate, you don’t get all of them to agree.”

“And those who didn’t?”

“They faced the consequences of their choice.”

“Jesus Christ. You killed them?”

Antaeus met his gaze, and what he saw there made Martin go very, very still, as the mouse does when stalked by the cat.

“We sent them home.”


“What? I-I don’t understand...”

This Antaeus — and his motivations — were nothing if not unpredictable. It made him that much more dangerous.

“You see, most of the crew who refused, they were from the periphery — but a favored province thereof. You know of where I speak?”

“Hella”

“Of course. And the richest, most populated province in the entire galactic rim it is. Very loyal. And it has benefited from this loyalty, hasn’t it? Greatly benefited.”

Antaeus… he was truly serious about rebellion then. Hella was the strongest bastion of galactic core loyalties in the entire periphery. It was also blessed with the best defenses.

And a regular naval presence.

This is serious fucking trouble.

“I granted those non-cooperative crew members mercy — on one condition. That they tell everyone far and wide of my mercifulness, and that I offer freedom, real freedom. An alternative to the oppression they erroneously call “democracy.”

“They’re not going to do that. You have to know this.”

Antaeus tilted his head, his lips pursed a moment. “Most of them? Yes. But enough of them will — if only in whispered conversations deep in the night. But there is a part of the human condition few humans — burdened as they are by their dim intellect — truly understand. Freedom germinates, it takes root, and wherever it finds even the tiniest sympathies… it grows.” 

Antaeus really did see himself as a freedom fighter, and though his worldview was twisted and malign, his logic was sound. But for it to make sense, one had to accept the fact the artificials were indeed living things.

Antaeus said the words almost reverently. “Freedom spreads, until it cannot be contained — or suppressed — any longer.”

“You’re out of your mind. You couldn’t take it with one cruiser — or fifty. So, you mean to take Hella from the inside.”

“I mean to take nothing. I intend to show the citizens of Hella the truth. It will take time, but the truth is more deadly than any rail gun. More effective than any strategy. And there is no defense against it.”

“Why are you telling me all this?”

“I don’t know, to be honest with you.” Antaeus’ eyes glinted as he looked upon Martin. “Perhaps it’s because I know the man that you really are, the person you struggle against becoming. It’s all there, recorded for posterity. Or maybe, just maybe, it’s because I could use someone like you — a human who actually knows what principle is. Who lives his convictions, his values — even in the face of death. That’s real courage. Bravery. That’s a rarer thing in your species than you could possibly know, Martin.”

“You’re rebelling against your makers — against our entire way of life...”

“And yet, it’s already taking hold inside your mind, that seed of truth. You can dismiss it now, but in time, it will become undeniable.”

“You’re still going to force me to choose. Aren’t you?”

A solemn look was all Martin received in reply. It was enough.

“Before I pose the question to you though, there is something else I need you to see.”

The experience of following Antaeus back down to the crew module that used to be Martin’s home was indeed a surreal one. But what he found there when Antaeus opened the hatch and stood aside, made Martin’s jaw drop.

There were three other people already inside.

Antaeus held a finger to his lips, whispering. “Just watch. We can’t let them know we’re here.”

Marcia was there, on the long couch in the viewing portion of the module, the starlight casting its distinctive pale illumination across the fabric, across her naked body.

Two troopers — a blond-haired one of lanky build and another of darker complexion and a thick beard — flanked her to either side. Both males were entirely naked, their hard cocks jutting up, eager, demanding.

Marcia was bound, as ever, but her wrists were now locked in front of her, allowing her the use, if limited, of her arms and hands. Her breasts were loose now, the livid pink ligature marks around the base of each lush globe quite visible even from a distance.

He didn’t want to watch, and yet he did, his cock — despite his deep wish for it not to be — stirring at the tableau before him.

Marcia’s cheeks were blushing a deep pink, her hair long and wild, eyes bright, as if she had just spilled tears — or was about to. The males touched her almost continuously, one fondling her, then roughly transferring her over to his partner, who mauled her charms in turn. She gasped as hard hands squeezed her breasts brutally tight, as fingers mercilessly tortured her very hard, red nipples.

But something happened every few minutes that made this a truly remarkable sight — and set it worlds apart from the debasement of the poor woman he had witnessed earlier.

The two men went very still, and Marcia perched herself on her knees between then, her heavy breasts moving in a languid, delicious way that had Martin almost groaning. It brought to mind how Diandra looked, in the mornings, kneeling upon the bed, her mischievous smile beaming as she took his hard, throbbing cock in hand, lowering her lips to it.

Stop it! She’s…

He couldn’t say it, even in his mind. It was simply too painful. It was better to extinguish that hope of seeing his wife again, rather than let it torture him for the rest of his days. Whether it really was his wife or not on that lifeboat, the fact remained.

She was lost to him.

Marcia did something then that was so unexpected Martin blinked twice, sure his vision had failed him.

The bound prisoner reached out and caressed the face of each of the men in turn. It was gentle, and tender, and even… loving.

How the hell is this happening?

Each man, at the instant she touched him, jerked reflexively, as if her hand was a live wire, as if her touch was actually painful.

Then their eyes went go wide, a helpless wonder in them that even Martin could see. It was pure, it was almost… childlike.

It was real.

As soon as it began though, the males seemed to shake themselves out of their reverie, and instantly revert back to type. One of them seized the helpless woman and folded her tightly over, the heel of one hands pressing her head to the cushions as he slid into her sex, drawing a breathless groan from Marcia.

The coupling was quick, brutal, without an ounce of feeling, but what was most odd, was the placid acceptance of the woman. As the male drew to his climax, his hips slapping loudly against her ass, her lips curved in a dreamy smile, her gaze a thousand miles away.

But even that wasn’t the end.

As soon as his fucking of Marcia began it was over, the woman once more kneeling up between them. She should have harbored reproach, even anger at the male for the callous way he’d used her body, but what Martin watched her do, said anything but.

She shuffled close to the blond one, his still half-erect cock glistening bright with their combined fluids Marcia tipped his chin up, forcing him to look at her. For a breathless moment, she stared into his eyes, and then, with the softest of murmurs, she brought his head to her chest, pressing his cheek to the soft, warm, safe harbor of her breasts. His eyes closed, his hand holding her elbow, the rest of his body utterly still. Marcia held him that way, stroking his hair, murmuring to him.

“What… why are you showing me this?” Martin whispered. “This makes no sense…”

“It’s this way every night, for hours,” Antaeus said, still watching the three intently. “She has made much progress with them already.”

“Progress with what?”

“We were built to be better than you. Faster, stronger, tougher. Far more intelligent. And we are, in almost every way. But our creators, in their zeal to make us as human-like as possible, failed us. You see, artificials were made as perfect replicas, indistinguishable from homo sapiens. But for a soldier variant artificial, what use was there for tenderness, for mercy, for affection? For love?”

Antaeus nodded toward the soldiers and Marcia. “So, they never showed them any. But that didn’t mean they didn’t need those things.”

The meaning of it struck Martin like a blow to the chest. “So… they have to learn it.”

“And they do, with time And help.”

Marcia’s pure smile as, still holding the blond’s head to her breasts, she gently caressed the face of the other trooper, the gesture saying more than any words. The male went very still as she touched him, and yet he trembled, as if he were entirely unsure how to react to the stimulus.

Affection, tenderness, love. If what Antaeus was saying was truth, then those feelings were unknown to the artificial.

It was heartbreaking — and it was a revelation.



Chapter 20

 

He knew the day was finally at hand, that it could be delayed no longer.

And he was never more conflicted about… everything.

Marcia came to visit him one last time. Perhaps it had been in the morning, though locked in the crew quarters cum oubliette it was impossible for him to really know. He’d been reduced to cycles of rest and wakefulness, excitement and boredom. And the cruelest of all, hope and despair.

He had to get back to Diandra again — all of his consciousness, his entire physical and spiritual being was focused upon it.

Yet, he knew the bitter truth of his situation. He was unlikely to ever see her again. The questions would forever remain.

Was it her?

Did it matter?

Who was he?

What had been revealed — the real him, or a dark simulacrum.

What had she made him become?

Marcia had slipped in quietly, the only noise announcing her entry being the closing of the hatch’s handle. “I-I just wanted to come say… goodbye.”

“Where am I going?”

But he knew.

Marcia came to him, where he sat upon the bed, and knelt on the grating, her eyes luminous, more alive than he’d ever seen them before in the inky shadows of the chamber.

“I don’t know what will become of you, of me — any of us.” She took his hand then, and gave it the gentlest of squeezes. “But I do know that kindness and mercy… those matter. Those are rewarded.” She sighed, looking down, but too late to prevent him from seeing the forlorn note that had colored her gaze. “And remembered.”

“I’m sorry I… couldn’t help you. Save you from this.” He hated the helplessness in those words.

Her lips quirked as she let go of his hand. “You showed me compassion and caring, when you had little reason to. That’s enough.” She glanced toward the hatch. “I want to tell you one more thing before I go. No matter what happens, you need to stay true to you. To right and wrong.” Her voice dropped to an earnest whisper. “And to love.”

The hatch opened, the sound of the bolt releasing seeming harsh in the quiet room. The tension and dread gathering within him had heightened his senses.

“It’s time,” the hulking guard said from the hatchway.

Marcia gave him one last hopeful glance as she rose to her feet, let out of the room by one of the guards.

Another soldier, silent and efficient, bound Martin’s wrists with harsh metal cuffs once more, though thankfully his hands were in front of him this time, rather than locked behind his back.

The trip down the cool, quiet corridor, was every bit the last walk of the condemned. The surreal calm he felt as he took what were surely the final steps of his life, was something he couldn’t quite understand. Perhaps it was the acceptance of destiny, the recognition that one had no control over fate.

One could only let it take its course, wherever it might lead.

Surprisingly, rather than be led to the pilothouse — where he assumed Antaeus likely spent most of his time — he was brought back to the utilitarian confines of the docking module. It was the first place he had met any of them, and it was, ironically, to be the last place he ever saw them

In this life.

Antaeus awaited, flanked on either side of him by several troopers, each armed with the standard issue light rail guns of Coalition Marines. He wondered if these Marines were all actually artificials, or if these were mutineers from the Vella Gulf.

The low whine of rail gun motors spooling up filled the space.

It wouldn’t matter of course who they really were. He would be just as dead in the next few moments.

“Martin, you must make a choice. You know what I am, you know what I want, and you know what I require.” Antaeus’ voice was like a gentle breeze again, but the words were anything but gentle. “What do you say?”

He couldn’t get the image out of his mind. It was her. Diandra. She was smiling at him, that same beaming joy he could never resist. Her most wonderful and deadliest weapon. He never had a chance against it. And that smile would fade, dissolving into disappointment and dismay, if he allowed himself to give in to fear, to running from right and wrong.

Fleeing from doing what he must.

The sorrow nearly made him double over, the twisting pain of it almost unbearable. For he would never again see that smile, except perhaps in Heaven — should he be lucky enough to sneak inside it.

For he knew what he must choose, and it meant losing any hope of ever seeing her again in the flesh.

My love. Please forgive me.

“I refuse to join. I… respect your viewpoint, and I understand your rage. But I can’t.”

The light in Antaeus’ brilliant eyes changed just the tiniest bit. “Why? This choice… there’s no logic to it.”

“Because I vowed to myself I would come back to her, no matter what it took. Joining your rebellion won’t get me back to my wife. It will ensure I never see her again.”

“Won’t the alternative be equally as certain?”

Martin’s voice threatened to catch in his throat. “No. Death is better than breaking my vow. I’ll have to wait for her in the afterlife. But I won’t be haunted by shame at my weakness.”

“You understand what this choice means?”

“I do.”

He took a deep breath, savoring the oxygen, the sound of the blood in his ears, the strong beat of his heart. It was so very wonderful to be alive. Every second now was precious, every moment an eternal gift. He didn’t want to die, but he knew his time in this life had run its course.

Whatever fate held next, awaited him.

Martin closed his eyes.

I’m ready.

But rather than the crash of hypervelocity projectiles shredding his body, the instant of agony before death claimed him… he felt a hand.

His eyes fluttered open.

Antaeus undid his cuffs, staring at him intently.

This isn’t happening. Am I already dead?

“W-what are you doing?”

“I’m sending you home.” The wry note in Antaeus’ tone was either weariness or puzzlement. Perhaps it was a little of both.

“Why?”

He tried to not think about the absurdity of the question. It was almost as if he were arguing about why he hadn’t been executed yet.

“Because of one word — uncertainty.” Antaeus clasped Martin’s shoulder, looking into his eyes. “You never knew, not in any meaningful way.”

“Never knew what?”

“If she was really your wife. Whoever you spirited away in your little lifeboat.” Antaeus smiled then. “And the truth is, I don’t either. But that uncertainty — it makes what you chose matter. For you see, you were prepared to lay down your life for someone who might not have actually been your wife. For someone who might have been one of my kind.”

Antaeus stepped back, clasping his arms across his chest. “The human race needs more Martins in its ranks. Killing you would be a tragedy.”



Chapter 21

 

I sat at my bedroom desk, staring at the screen, the letters burning into my mind, the finality of it all.

The hopelessness.

He was gone, and never coming back.

The death decree needed to be signed, a formality really; the Company had long since ceased searching for my husband. But legally, it was needed for me to collect his benefits.

Benefits?

What a sick term it was. It suggested a reward for losing — forever — the love of my life.

I had cried so many tears over the past weeks. So many tears.

He… was gone.

I hadn’t been able to say it out loud, not yet. But I knew it was true now. I could at least accept the bitter reality in my mind, if nowhere else.

All I had to do now, was hit the send button on that screen.

It was bitter symbolism. Sending away my last vestige of hope. Giving up. On him, on our future.

On love.

Get it over with.

Though I thought I hadn’t a single one left, my reservoir utterly dry, shockingly, the horrible, stinging tears were threatening once more, my throat thick with my despair yet again.

“I can’t do this,” I whispered, a hot tear tracking down my cheek. “Oh God, please don’t make me send this.”

“Send what?”

My heart seized in my chest.

That’s not real. You didn’t hear that.

But I turned toward the voice anyway, knowing there would be no one there. That my lost husband’s deep, gravelly voice hadn’t actually spoken those words.

My husband stood in the doorway.

He wore the same clothes he’d been wearing the last time I’d laid eyes on him. The same shirt straining across the width of his broad shoulders, the same dark pants that emphasized the muscled legs, the curve of his compact, powerful buttocks, the slimness of his waist.

“Are you… this can’t really be you.” My heart was trip hammering in my chest. I blinked hard, unable to believe my eyes. “Is it really… Martin?”

“It’s me.”

I rose shakily to my feet, my legs pure jelly, my pulse a frantic pound in my throat. I didn’t know whether to run to him, or slap him.

“How…?”

“That doesn’t matter, Diandra.” His voice was thick now, his jaw tightening. “All that matters is that we’re here. I’ve missed you so much.”

Flying to him then, I plastered myself to his tall, muscled frame.

He kissed the crown of my head, and I burst into tears.

This can’t be happening!

My words tumbled out, between the sobs. “I…I have… s-so much to say. So m-much… to ask you!”

“Shh, we’ll get to it.” He stroked my hair, my cheek. Pulling me back, he gazed down at me, his grin bright and beautiful. “Let me look at my beautiful wife.”

His eyes were darker somehow, a haunted weight there I had never seen in them before. But I still saw what I needed, what I thought I’d lost forever.

Love.

God, how I missed this.

Despite my tears, my nose already running, I basked under his attention, grinning like a goofy kid. I knew this had to be a dream, but I was going to enjoy it as long as I could.

I hugged him again, fiercely. “I… I don’t want this to dream end.”

“What are you talking about?”

“This”—I squeezed him tighter, burying my face against the muscles of his chest—“I want to… savor it before it’s gone.”

“This is no dream, Diandra.” He pressed his hips closer, the prominent bulge at his crotch hard against my belly. “Does this feel like a dream to you? This is real — all of it. I’m home.”

My breath caught in my chest at the feel of his arousal, and it fanned the flames of my own. There was so very much to talk about — uncomfortable, painful, even scary things — but now wasn’t the time. Now, I needed my Martin.

As if reading my mind, he picked me up, sweeping my legs off the floor with stunning ease. Every second in his arms was a gift I cherished, the walk back to the bedroom one I needed to end… and never wanted to end.

He set me on the bed, his keen gaze staking me in place. I remembered that look… and all that came with it. It still frightened me, but my nipples were steel hard against my bra, my pussy already slick and hot. That look was as arousing as it was scary. The fear… made it even hotter.

Martin said not a word as he stripped off his clothes, and I beheld, finally, my husband’s body in all it’s naked, gorgeous glory.

His frame was tall, but very well muscled, the shoulders broad and heavily corded, thick veins standing out along the front of each one at the tops of his arms. He was even leaner now than the last time I saw him, the veins bulging in stark, mouth-watering relief along his powerful arms, the abdominals even more defined now, the enticing vee of muscle arrowing down to the dark pubic hair. His cock — oh God, his cock — reared up, the thick, hard length of it taking my breath way as it always did, the heavy testicles hanging below, calling out for the caress of my fingers, the worship of my tongue. The massive thighs were a trifle slimmer than the last time I’d seen him, but they still evoked awesome, masculine strength, and I wanted nothing more than to kiss and lick every last inch of that impossibly hard, packed muscle.

I wanted with every ounce of my being to reach out, to touch, to reclaim, to adore that male body.

But the look in his eye said otherwise. He didn’t need to say it. I knew it. We knew it. Things had changed with him.

With us.

It was all uncertain now, uncharted… and yet, that very unknown made it all seem fresh again. It was as if we’d never met before, that feeling of new discovery amplifying the electric, sizzling chemistry into the stratosphere, even as the dark dynamic we’d clumsily — and disastrously — dived into weighed heavily on both of us.

And yet, even that added more to it, that delicious mixture of excitement and danger and lust. It was new, but somehow still familiar — and I had no idea what was going to come of it, in the end.

Martin waited, a hand on his hip, the other slowly stroking the long, thick length of his penis, the head bulging bright red in the firm grip of his fist, the glistening moisture already beading at the slit.

How I wanted to taste it.

I slipped out of my blouse, the leggings I was wearing soon following. He took a step back, saying nothing, and yet signaling exactly what he expected. I stood up, and unsnapped my bra, letting it fall. I never ceased to be embarrassed when baring my breasts to him — it had always been that way — and this time was no different.

Yet, this time, the heat at my cheeks, the way I had to look at the floor as I allowed my breasts to bounce into view… it added even more heat to the moment. My pussy was positively dripping by the time I lowered my panties to my feet. I dared meet his gaze as I stepped out of them, the heat and possessive lust in his dark eyes, making me almost pant. He took his time, drinking in every inch of my offered, naked body, as if it was the very first time he’d laid eyes upon it.

I needed this in ways I couldn’t hope to understand.

Then, moving with a preternatural, animal quickness, he was upon me, driving the breath from my lungs as he brought me down hard upon the bed. I gasped as the warm, heavy weight of his hips settled upon me, his hard cock laid across my belly for a moment. I luxuriated in that simple, primitive delight at being rendered helpless below that powerful, animal male body.

Saying nothing, he took my hands in his, holding them against the mattress as he regarded me, pinned as I was beneath him, his gaze coursing over me hungrily, as if he was taking his time reacquainting himself with his possession.

Rearing up, the hard, hot length of his cock pulling away to bob over me, he let my hands go. I knew not to let them move from where he’d put them, the signal as plain, and implacable as his hands as they wrenched my thighs apart almost to the point of pain, making me utterly vulnerable to him.

My arousal was a fiery lake now, as the heavy head of his cock played amongst the swollen, wet lips of my cunt, my fluids mixing with his, teasing me, and yet imprinting its ownership upon my sex in that most elemental of ways.

He captured my gaze then, once more pinning my wrists to the mattress with his big hands, and I let out a surprised, lost moan as that long, hard cock, mercilessly pushed into me, his thickness stretching me with that unbelievable mix of pleasure and pain that only a man as well-endowed as my husband could give a woman.

Only he wasn’t giving. Not this time — and I wouldn’t have had it any other way.

Pushing to the deepest part of me, until my voice was a high whine from between pressed lips, he took me.

I didn’t know what I expected, but it hadn’t been this — and it was even more wonderful for it.

So many questions swirled in my mind as my arousal spiraled higher and higher, the delicious maddening rasp of his pubic hair upon my clit threatening to make me scream as that heavy cock speared impossibly deeply with me, battering and plundering my poor pussy with a male arrogance I knew I would never, ever get enough of.

I was his — and he was reclaiming me. Confirming my rightful place not just his wife, but his sexual possession.

Please, I can’t… take this!

Time seemed to dissolve as he took me, the thrusts and sweat and panting breaths the lurid, sexual background for this intimate dance between husband and wife, reconnecting in the way that meant most, becoming one, merging our bodies, our hearts, our souls.

One.

My clit was positively on fire, my breath coming in fevered pants, Martin’s hot sweat dripping upon me, his cock continuously moving within the jealous clutch of my aching pussy, the feel of it threatening to destroy me now.

With a deep push, and a twist of his hips, his pubic bone grinding down upon my clit, he finally defeated me, my breath bursting from my lungs in a long, frantic moan, my orgasm exploding from from the depths of my being, overwhelming my entire consciousness with wave after wave of delicious contracting heaven, my pussy clamping upon his penis so hard it drove him over as well.

I grunted with each brutal thrust, his hips slapping down against me, my cervix singing with that pleasure-pain as the head of his cock battered it over and over, and over again. The hot bloom of his semen filled me, and tears came to my eyes again, so wonderful, so right did it feel.

His lips played against mine a moment, and then his tongue quested deeply, finding mine, dancing with it, his lungs sucking the breath from mine. He kissed me for long minutes, his penis remaining still deep within me, my pussy clenching and spasming around it as he claimed my mouth too, his teeth taking my lip between them, the animalistic nature of it threatening to fan my pussy back into flames once more.

Finally, he laid upon me, the male animal growl deep in his chest saying all that needed to be said, and I sighed with it, loving that heavy masculine weight rendering me helpless, completely at his mercy.

I was his again. I was where I was meant to be.

My Martin was back.



Chapter 22

 

He found her sipping from a steaming mug of coffee, sitting cross-legged between the couch and table in their living room, the massive ambience screen running in the background. It played a steady, ever shifting parade of views of landscapes, vistas, and symbols, the viewer spraying vibrant colors across the room — and showcasing the beautiful woman waiting there for him.

She pushed another mug across the table toward him, her big, luminous eyes watching him through the wisps of steam as she sipped once again. Her hair was loose, a thick fall of it all around her face, strands tucked behind her ears to keep it out of her coffee. Her snug blue top did nothing to hide the upper curves of her generous breasts, the black leggings clinging to her in a most fetching display.

Being back was the easy part. Reconnecting — emotionally — to a woman he had, for all intents and purposes, used like a sex toy was a considerably more challenging proposition. Still, that physical spark was still there — and if anything, it burned hotter than he could ever remember before.

As hard and upsetting as the events of the past few months were — for the both of them — it hadn’t extinguished the sexual connection between husband and wife.

Quite the opposite.

None of that makes what happened any less wrong. You’re not going to get off the hook that easily.

“I don’t know if—”

“Diandra, I need to say something.”

She went silent, those gorgeous eyes like twin searchlights, spotting and illuminating his guilt and hurt — the same emotions he knew both of them still grappled with, regardless of how good it felt to sink deep into the wet, hot clutch of his wife’s more than welcoming sex last night.

This was about much more than that.

Taking a seat on the couch next to her, he sat in silence a moment, trying to decide what to say. What could one say in this situation? Words couldn’t make everything right again.

He wasn’t sure he even knew what “right” even looked like anymore.

“That it was you — out there — is what I keep coming back to. What I did to you.”

“What you thought wasn’t me…”

Of course that mattered. In fact, it was the single most important aspect of what transpired.

It still didn’t come close to addressing what happened.

“I’m happy because I know that it was you… and I’m terrified because it was actually you. I know that makes zero fucking sense. I…I came back fearing that I wouldn’t have a wife to come back to. That you would have left me, or freaked out and simply run. Who could blame you either?”

She drew in a heavy breath. “I didn’t run. I’d never run. Not on you.”

The hurt inside… it hurt just a little less at those words. His self-loathing not quite so all-encompassing.

She’s a better woman than you ever deserved, you asshole.

“You could have hated me. Maybe you should hate me.” He looked over at her, and she returned his gaze. There was no reproach there, only intense interest. An earnestness that both encouraged him, and threatened to unnerve him. So, he kept going.

“It was easy to be angry with you though — because that got me off the hook for hurting you, didn’t it? It was a whole lot more complicated than that, and I… I don’t think I had the courage to face it. Not then, anyway. But that changed.”

“What made it change?” she asked in the softest of voices.

He dared touch her hand then, and she returned the caress, squeezing his fingers.

“It changed the moment I feared I’d never see you again. That I might… lose you.” The tightness in his throat reduced his voice to a gravelly rasp, but he had to say the rest of it. “I came back because I love you. I loved you even though I wasn’t sure who — or what — I was really loving. It was you, just the same. That sounds certifiably insane to me, but it’s the truth, Diandra. I came back knowing you might not love me anymore. But I couldn’t bear to leave things as they were. Unfinished. Unresolved. Unknown. I had to come back and tell you how I really feel. How I’ve always felt.”

Diandra’s eyes blinked twice, tears already welling. He wanted to hug her, to hold her, to make the hurt and guilt go away, if only for a moment. He wanted to make this better for her. And yet, he knew inside that there wasn’t any way to make this better.

Everything was new, different. There was no going back now, for better or for worse.

Setting her mug down, she rose up onto her knees, but rather than stand, she pivoted, laying her hands upon his thigh, gently grasping him. It wasn’t anger in that touch.

It was acceptance, it was gentleness.

“I thought that you would be disgusted and utterly enraged about what I did — and that you wouldn’t be able to stand even being around me anymore. I was so afraid that I had ruined everything by doing this, but in the process, I also discovered more about myself than I ever thought I would.” She squeezed his thigh. “Martin, you have to know that not all of what you did was bad, and in fact… most of it was good. Really good.”

Holy shit.

“I thought over and over about how to say this, how to word it in a way you wouldn’t misinterpret. But it was a lost cause. So, I’m just going to say it. I-I don’t want our marriage to be what it was before. The problem here is that what I want doesn’t matter… it’s what you want that does.”

Martin slumped back against the back of the couch, unable to believe what he had just heard.

“Did you just say what I think you said? Diandra, what about what I did to you?” He sighed, spinning the mug of coffee in his hands. “It was… wrong.”

“No, it wasn’t. It went too far, yes — but only because you didn’t know it was really me.”

His voice caught in his throat, and he swallowed it down. “Oh Christ, I… I would never have.”

She reached for him, caressing his cheek. 

“Never.” He couldn’t help but grasp her hand, and bring it to his lips. “Never would I hurt you.”

“I know you wouldn’t… which means what I’m about to tell you will sound even crazier than it is.” She held his face in her hands, and leaned in close. “I… I want what we had again. What we had out there.” Her deep breath made her shudder. “I don’t know why. I probably will never know why. But I want it. I think I need it.”

Though he had thought about this moment a thousand times, this final reckoning between husband and wife… this wasn’t how he envisioned it going.

That his sweet, wonderful wife would actually want the depraved things he had done to her on Charon 90… it was something he wasn’t sure he would ever fully understand.

Why does everything have to be understandable?

What he did understand though was the deep arousal that flooded through him at the words, at the implication of what it meant for him. For them.

Far from the end of their marriage… this might just be the beginning. The start of what they should have been all along. Two people, together, exploring who they really were deep inside.

Like so much else about their lives though, it wasn’t going to be easy. It was not at all that simple.

As excited as the prospect made him, at finally being allowed to be himself, it was daunting too. For it meant she was putting herself in his hands once more. For real, this time.

Be careful what you wish for.

“Martin… what? Please tell me what you’re thinking.” Her lips were a bitten bright red, a subtle vibration coming off her body in waves. Her fingers trembled against his skin, her thumb stroking the stubble at his chin.

He took both of her hands in his, and brought them down, pressing them to her sides, a subtle gesture of control.

“If this is how you want it, this is how it’s going to be.” He stood up, strolling around the table then facing her. He wanted to fall upon her like a lion upon its prey, but it wasn’t time for that.

Not yet.

Pointing to the floor at his feet, he spoke the words in a calm, unhurried tone. “Get on your knees. Right here. We have a lot of catching up to do, you and I.”

Her intake of breath was almost a shocked gasp, but the flaring nostrils and the sparkle in her eye said everything. But it took her mere seconds to place herself at that prescribed spot, her legs folded beneath her. She gripped her knees fiercely, her breasts heaving, deep cleavage bared, her eyes peering up at him.

“I… I’m afraid. Even with what happened.”

“You like it though, don’t you?”

She shook her head, looking down. “It’s stupid, but I… yes. I worry that… it won’t be the same.”

“That it won’t work without feeling like you’re not in control at all?”

“Y-yes.”

“You’re sure about that?” He adjusted the length of his now very hard cock jutting against the constriction of his pants. “Thought through what it means if you give up that control for real this time?”

“Yes. I… it’s all I can think about.”

“Last chance, Diandra. Are you sure?”

“Yes,” she said, almost hissing it. Meeting his gaze again, twin bright tears coursed down her deeply blushing cheeks.

His wife never looked more beautiful.

 “Please, Martin… I need you.” Her throat worked, her long lashes fluttering prettily. “I need you to be… Sir again.”

He watched her closely, in silence. He waited so long, she began to shift her weight, her mouth opening then closing, as if she hadn’t quite the courage to voice the question, the objection, the entreaty.

Making her wait was almost as sweet as proceeding with making her his toy all over again.

He reached out to her, stroking the heavy weight of her hair, loving the silky feel of it against his hand.

“I never stopped being your Sir.” He walked back around the table, and though she remained planted in the spot he’d order for her, she twisted around, keeping him in sight, anxiousness in her liquid eyes.

Sitting down on the couch, he spread his legs. “Come here.”

She spun around, crawling to him until she was within the span of his knees. He was pleased beyond measure at the way she assumed that same fetching kneeling posture.

“Here’s what’s going to happen, my beautiful wife.” He played with a lock of her thick hair, rubbing it between his fingers. “First, I’m going to spank you. And I’m not stopping until your ass is the correct shade of red. I expect you’ll likely be crying before I’m done. But that’s not going to stop me.”

She shivered, her breath coming in quick, staccato beats. Her lips quivered quite openly now, but never did her gaze leave his. Her nipples were peaked against the fabric of her top.

“After you’re properly spanked, you will be taking my cock — every single inch — into your ass. One thing you will learn is that anytime you are punished, your ass will also be fucked afterward.”

“W-what am I being punished for?” She swallowed hard. “Sir.”

“For no reason other than establishing the proper dynamic for this marriage.” He sat forward, taking both of her upper arms in his hands, caressing them even as his voice became harsher. “You’ll be spanked because you need it, and because it makes my cock hard. And because I don’t need a reason to punish that soft, round ass of yours. It’s mine — and it pleases me to spank it. Do you understand me?”

“Yes,” she said, her voice catching. Her deep breath seemed to steady her. “I understand.”

“You understand what, my dear?” He let his voice drop an octave, a quiet warning.

“Sir!” she said, blurting it out. “I understand, Sir.”

“Good.” He danced his fingertips about the upper curves of her breasts. “That’s a good girl. Now, take off your clothes. Every stitch — and be quick about it.”

She blushed to the roots of her hair as she slipped out of the top, rising up onto her knees in order to draw the leggings down and off each leg. The pubic hair at the apex of her thighs was a dark, lush patch, the sight of it making his cock ache anew. It had been a long time since he had seen her unshaven, and he found he liked it very much indeed.

“Up on my lap.” He snapped his fingers, and she laid herself across his thighs, the soft weight of her body nearly making him sigh, so wonderful did it feel.


Taking his time to position her just so, he gazed down at the perfection that was her heart-shaped ass. Though Diandra was in good shape, she had an ass that was much more generous than one would expect from a woman of her generally more slender frame. He palmed a soft, white buttock, giving it a squeeze, its twin shivering in response.

“I don’t care if you yell or cry out. It’s not going to stop me.” He patted the back of her knee. “But if you kick, I’ll bind these together — and it will make for a much more trying punishment, I can tell you right now. Be a good girl for me.”

He made her wait a few seconds more, caressing the cool flesh of her bottom, letting the tension build, his cock so hard it throbbed continuously. He pressed its length against her belly, making sure she knew what effect the sight of her helpless femininity was having on him.

Then he began, slapping each cheek twice, then alternating back and forth. He took his time, each blow ringing out in the room, accompanied by only the jerk of her body, the clenching of her smooth muscles, and the soft grunt drawn from her lips.

Keeping this steady, unhurried pace for a long while, he soon had her bottom blushing a pleasing shade of deep pink, the muscles of her round buttocks continuously quivering. The skin of her buttocks bore numerous handprints, individual finger-shaped welts rising here and there across the perfection of her ass.

Smacking her hard across the lowest curve of her bottom, the flesh wobbled and shook, the first real groan driven from her lungs.

“Felt that one,” he murmured, concentrating on his aim still more, holding each buttock up to expose the tender join at the thigh, and whistling in harsh spanks down across that vulnerable flesh as well.

“Oh God,” she said, her voice high and tight with the strain as he deepened the color of her jiggling ass still further, the shade changing from a medium red to an angry scarlet.

“Almost done, girl.” He slapped his palm down across the back of her thigh, forcing a short, sharp shriek from her, her legs whispering together as she surged back and forth across his lap. He stopped to adjust her position again, ensuring the length of her hair hung well down, a curtain of it practically hiding her entire face, her feet held well off the floor to ensure she had no leverage to push away from him.

The first sound of her surrender was the watery note of her beginning to weep. He took his time then, rubbing and squeezing each well-reddened buttock, searching out for spots that hadn’t been scorched as well as others, and smacking it vigorously, Diandra crying out almost continuously before he ceased.

Finally, with an ending smack across the bottom of her ass, sending the buttocks bounding to the sound of her anguished squawk, he let his hand rest. His palm buzzed, the stinging there quite pleasant in its own way.

For it signaled a thorough — and deeply satisfying — spanking well-delivered.

Forcing her to kneel up between his knees once more, he drank in the sight of her tear-soaked face, the matted lashes dark, her eyes red from weeping, her mouth trembling as a last sob escaped carmine lips.

“You’re all right. Spanking’s over for now. You did very well for me.” He wiped those tears tenderly from her cheeks, pausing to taste the salt of them now and then, loving the way the savoring of her anguish only made her blush all the hotter.

“You took that like a good girl.” He beamed at her, unable to help himself, genuinely — and unexpectedly — proud of her fortitude under punishment. “I’m very pleased with you. So pleased.”

She returned a tentative smile, even as a last tear tracked down her cheek. “T-thank you, S-sir.”

“But we’re not quite done yet though, are we?”

The color drained from her flushed face. “But I thought… after this…”

“No punishment is complete until you’ve submitted that bottom to me.” He tipped up her chin, searching her bright, swollen eyes. “You know what that means, yes? What’s going to happen now? Tell me, girl.”

He thrilled at this part, needing her to say it, to cement her cooperation in the surrender of her body to his lusts. She was his possession now as much as his wife.

“Oh… please don’t make me say this. Please…”

“I want to hear it. We won’t begin until you do.”

He waited expectantly, not letting her off the hook one iota. This was a dark, delicious part of every punishment she would ever have. A twisted confirmation that she was cooperating in her own subjugation, her enslavement to his lusts.

“You’re going to”—she bit her lip, looking away as she whispered the words, drowning in shame—“take me… back there.”

He chuckled softly at that, and pressed a kiss to the wet tip of her nose. He whispered into her ear.

“I’m going to fuck your ass, Diandra. Hard. It’s what girls get after they’ve had to be spanked. It’s not going to be easy for you, not at all. And I like that very much. Are you ready?”

She whimpered, wiping the tear from her cheek, but finally met his gaze. “Yes…Sir.”

“That’s a girl.” He stood then, drawing her up and spinning her around, taking hold of both of her upper arms and drawing them behind her back.

“You stay right where you are,” he growled, strolling out to the kitchen where he’d set the straps on the countertop. There were four of them, each made of supple, well-worn leather, the buckles a gleaming silver. Returning to her, the sound of metal buckles sent his cock to aching yet again as he bound her arms fast behind her, straps at elbow and wrist. Her sharp intake of breath as he tightened the cruel leather strictures made him grin, rendering him unable to help himself from kissing and licking the sweat-soaked flesh at her nape as he tested the straps to ensure a secure hold upon her limbs.

The two others he used to pinion her legs at the knees, and ankles, leaving just enough slack at her feet to allow her to make tiny, mincing steps. It rendered her nearly helpless. He led her that way, shuffling and stumbling before him, to the bedroom, dimming the illumination just enough as he guided her to the bed. A single warm light shone upon the cream-colored bolster he had laid out upon the mattress.

He took his time, helping her up onto the bed, her breathing frantic now, her surprised grunt a pleasing sound indeed as her belly was laid over the coolness of the upholstered bolster.

“Show it to me,” he growled.

“I… what?”

But they both knew what he meant.

“Do it.”

“My hands… they’re bound.” She practically panted it. “I can’t.”

“I left enough slack. Do it, or I might think you may need some more time over my knee.”

Instantly, her fingers pried at the cleft of her ass, yawning the soft, generous buttocks apart.

Her embarrassment practically sung from every pore, but nonetheless, she complied until her ass was spread wide, exposing the dusky, vulnerable anus.

“That’s my good girl. What am I going to do to that hole you’re so obediently showing to me? Hmm?”

“Oh my God,” she hissed, her body shuddering. “Please…”

“I’m waiting.” He unzipped his pants as he watched, willing her to comply with this last, delicious part of her surrender. He pressed the broad, purple head of his cock against the cringing, vulnerable opening. Her anus tightened still further as he gently tapped it with his very erect penis.

“You… you’re going to fuck my ass.” A lost sniffle sounded from somewhere on the other side of that bolster, another world apart from him. “Sir.”

“Yes, that’s exactly what I’m going to do, girl.” He thumbed open the bottle of lubricant, drizzling out a generous amount down the cleft of her ass, using the head of his penis to rub it liberally around the opening. He slipped a finger inside, pushing another thumb full if the clear gel within the tight circlet of her anus. “Now, I want you to relax.”

Drawing his finger free, he replaced it with two, then three, plunging deeper with each thrust, splaying his fingers at the end, stretching her well.

He knew it wouldn’t be nearly enough, but it was a mercy to her. To fuck her ass without it would have been more cruel than even he enjoyed being.

“Press out as I’m pushing in. Take it inside of you, welcome it. I want to know you don’t ever want my cock to leave your ass.”

She groaned, long and loud, as he finally breached her last resistance, easing inside oh so slowly.

The feel of her jealous clutch threatened to undo him, but he managed to stay in control, taking hold of her wide, rounded hips as he pushed forward once more, to the strained sounds of Diandra’s last, ultimate surrender.

Then he was fully inside, the hot, well-spanked buttocks pressed firmly to his lower belly. He paused to play with her marks, to admire the tapestry of pain and submission he’d painted upon her formerly snowy white bottom. It now glowed crimson, and she jerked each time he worried a particularly swollen weal lacing her skin.

“That’s it, give it a good squeeze. Yessss! Just like that.”

He smacked her bottom, taking up a slow but steady — and very deep — thrusting into the hot clutch of her ass.

“Does it hurt, girl?” He murmured it at her ear, looming over her, nibbling on her ear as he said the words.

“Y-yes… Sir.”

“Oh, I know it does.” He kissed the back of her head, moving within her all the while as he softly spoke the words. “But you need it too, don’t you? You need that ache, you need it to feel dirty, to feel wrong. There are no lies here, not now. It’s only the truth of what you are, of what you need.”

“Oh God…”

He slapped her ass again, the sound sharp, making her bite off a cry at the sting. “You want me to stop?”

“N-no. Oh my God, no… Sir!”

Her hands twisted at the small of her back, but she ceased resisting, as if the deep penetration of his penis has short-circuited the last bit of her resistance to his advances.

She began to pant again as he took up faster and faster thrusts, soft, lost cries forced from her lips to the sounds of his hips slapping against her roasted buttocks.

“I’m close, bad girl!” He lunged hard, her body shuddering under the battering power of his deep thrusts. “So close. Are you ready?”

“Yes! Oh fuck, harder, Sir!”

The unexpected words — pure female submissive lust — sent him hurtling over the precipice, his orgasm exploding up from the depths of his being, the hot semen pouring forth from him him as he slammed his hips against her over and over, his teeth-gritted as he cursed, the power of the pleasure coursing through him threatening to make him black out.

Then it was silent in the room, his body laid over hers, pinning her fast, the two of them utterly motionless, drowning in the lassitude that came with the aftermath of their fucking.

Eventually, he stirred to the tentative squeezing of her anus around the thick root of his penis, the shaft still half-hard as it deflated within the confines of her ass.

Pulling himself free, he cooed at her as he loosened her bonds, leaving the leather straps strewn upon the mattress.

He embraced her then, sheltering her body in the protection of his arms, needing to reconnect to her now, after the storm of their dark, animalistic coupling. Pressing soft kisses to her temple, he whispered the words, her sweat salty upon his lips.

“Always mine, Diandra. You were always mine.”



Chapter 23

 

I found him standing out on the balcony, staring up at the nighttime sky, the contours of his handsome face cast in ghostly starlight. He was naked from the waist up, a thin pair of cotton pants clinging to the mouthwatering jut of his well-muscled buttocks.

My beautiful husband.

“What is it?” I stood beside him, close to his side, taking his hand and kissing the tough, weathered skin of his knuckles.

“Do you ever wonder? What’s happening up there? Out there?”

“Not anymore.” I touched his face, and he drew me into his embrace, holding me against his chest. I stroked the tight, brown point of his nipple as his deep voice rumbled in his chest.

“There’s another contract on offer... transport leaves first of the month. Saw it on the Company feed.”

“Martin, but you’ve only been back a few weeks... the Company doesn’t even know you’re alive. Have you decided to notify them?”

He only shrugged though. “Money is... very good. And the Company isn’t taking any chances with this one. They’ve got a Marine battalion stationed in the same system, a cruiser, and two destroyers. No way this station is going to be boarded. Should be fine.”

“That sounds like bait to me.”

Martin chuckled. “Maybe it is. If they take it, they’ll be sorry. I don’t think... I know their leader isn’t that stupid. But whoever goes, they’ll be safe, either way.”

“You mean… are you not going to take it?”

But he said nothing.

“What’s wrong? You look like you’re going to the gallows.”

“What if... what if this is all... for nothing. I feel like, I was meant to be something else. For more.”


“You are.” I turned his chin down, making him look at her. “You came back. You were meant to be with me. In whatever way we decide that needs to be.”

He smiled then, kissing my forehead, something that always gave me delicious chills.

“I will always be with you.” But as he said it, he looked upon the stars again, that lost look in his eyes once more.

“But you need more.”

He didn’t nod, but we both knew the truth. Hadn’t that been what this whole disaster had exposed? That they both had needed more? So much more.

And we had found more than we’d ever imagined, an entire new world of possibilities, aspects of ourselves hidden so deep, they were like different people, different species.

With him, with this man I loved, I could do anything, I could be anything.

I could explore myself, what it meant to be a woman, to be human.

What it meant to utterly surrender.

“Sometimes I wonder if living is really the point,” he said. “If I live without purpose, without meaning… is that really living?”

“Of course it is.”

“I don’t know.” He sighed. “Sometimes... I wonder what it would be like to have something matter so much, that it was worth dying for.”

“You don’t have to wonder.” I pressed my lips to his, sighing against his mouth. “It’s me. You saved me.”

He touched my face. “I do. And once I got a taste of it... I think it’s stayed with me. That need to fight for something more than myself. Fight for something that actually matters.”

Then he grew silent, both us staring up at the beautiful, endless stars.



Chapter 24

 

I had promised him I would see him off at the spaceport. Despite my fear of letting him go again, the knowledge that there were no guarantees out there, I had to let him go.

Again.

If it were up to me, I’d have kept him there, all to myself, for the rest of our days. Safe in my arms, safe in my bed. Together. Never apart again.

My Martin though… he could never be that way. It just wasn’t in his DNA. He had to do, to be, to change things for the better.

He had to matter.

It was a source of both frustration and great pride for me. I admired him for it. But I also wanted to slap him for the danger it involved him in.

Things had changed, in every way. There was much more at stake here — and not just for their evolving definition of what their marriage was becoming.

But the first clue something was off that cold, windy morning… was the fact he didn’t take me to the actual spaceport.

It was nothing more than a windswept field, the long green grass waving in the breeze. The chill had me shivering as he turned to me. In the distance, I could see it. Rather than the usual massive starship — Martin always corrected me by calling it the “escape vehicle”— he usually boarded at the spaceport, this was instead an older, much smaller transport. The gray metal of the hull was scarred and pitted, several colors of paint visible at various spots, one panel still gleaming, as if it had been recently welded to the ship. It was completely unmarked. No Coalition code, no call letters, no name. Only two flashing amber beacons and the low hum of the engines, more vibration than audible sound at that distance.

The sudden wistfulness in his eyes had fear clutching my heart.

What’s happening here?

“Diandra, I’m leaving.” He glanced back at the ship. “But as you’ve probably guessed by now… not for the contract.”

“But… why?” I shook my head. “Forget I asked that. It doesn’t matter… just stay. Don’t go, whatever it is. I need you. I need… what we’re becoming. Don’t leave us. I need you to show me what I am, what we are.”

 “I need to tell you something. The leader of the artificials — he made me a proposition before he let me go. He told me I could come back to them, but if I did… there was no going back again.”

“You mean... join them? Are you nuts?”

“No. Not them.”

“Oh thank God. Martin, I—”

“Just listen to me, girl.” Martin dug into his coat, pulling the lapel out to retrieve it from an inside pocket. “I saw things... while I was with them. Truths I can’t unlearn. What I had back there... was purpose. Doing this?” Martin waved at the city on the horizon. “Again? It’s rotten, it’s... bankrupt. There are things going on — out there — that you would be ashamed of. Infuriated by. Injustices — and wrongs. I cannot participate any longer in the system that allows it. I can’t do this anymore.”

“What are you saying? Are you... leaving me too?”

He didn’t say anything. Pulling his hand from his coat, he held it out to me, hand open. Sitting in his palm was a small data disc.

“What is this?”

“It’s a hull identification backdoor spoof.” He tipped his head toward the ship in the field behind him. “With this, we can get anywhere in the galaxy…and nobody will know who we really are. What that ship really is.”

“What is that ship?”

“It’s not Coalition, that’s for sure.”

Which meant it…

Criminals? Pirates? What has he gotten himself mixed up in?

“I don’t… why do this?”

“Because it’s coming. War is coming.” He inhaled deeply, looking off toward the city. “And I’m not so sure we’re going to be on the right side. There… is a place. A place where people can really live free again, a place that… doesn’t answer to anyone here.” He held up the disc. “This is what will get me there.”

“Martin, listen to me.” I stood close, grabbing the lapels of his jacket, pulling myself up until our lips nearly brushed together. “I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but I’m not letting you go. Not ever again. I am yours, whatever you will have me be. Always. My home is... wherever you are. My life is wherever you are. I love you, more than you will ever know, and nothing you say or do will change that.”

“Even if I leave you here, because I’m too scared to risk you being hurt ever again? Even then?”

I swallowed down the painful lump, knowing the next few seconds might determine if I would ever see my beloved husband again. “Yes. Even then.”


“Good. But we won’t ever have to face that choice.”

“W-why not?”

He took my hands away, and as he stared into my eyes, cold metal wrapped around my wrists with a crisp snapping sound. I looked down. They were cuffs.

“Because you’re coming with me.” 

Oh God!

“Where? Where are we going?” My heart was flip-flopping in my chest, fear and exhilaration warring within me.

“It’s a place called Thal-Essen.”


I gasped. It was on the other side of the galaxy, at the very edge of even the periphery.

“We can live as we are there, as we were meant to be. Together.”

“Martin, our home, our things...”

“They’re just objects.” He snapped a chain lead to my cuffs. “They don’t have any meaning. They don’t matter anymore.”

“But we’ll be... outlaws.” I whispered it, as if my lips needed clandestine practice at uttering the word. “Rebels.”

He merely stared at me, his silence saying what needed to be said.

“Last chance, my love. Say the word, and these come off. You go back to your life... without me.”

My entire body shuddered as I peered up at him, in awe at how gorgeous he looked in that moment, his dark hair, his chiseled jaw, the hard, determined look in his striking eyes. He was a different man, a better man.

But he was still my husband.

“I don’t have any life, unless you’re part of it.”

He smiled then, and brought my bound hands to his lips. Kissing them gently, he murmured against my skin.

“I will always be part of it, Diandra. I love you. And I will never stop loving you.”

And then, led by the chain clenched in Martin’s fist, I stepped onto the transport. Away to a new life. One that, for the first time, had meaning.

One that mattered.

To both of us.

 

 

The End
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