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 Chapter 1 
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    Find a princess. Rescue one if you wish to be fully repaired. He’d tried for years. In this universe, let alone this galaxy, princesses were rare. Most places went for mixtures of tyrannies, socialocracies, or democratic messes. 
 
    Find a princess, the cybermonks had said. And today, maybe he’d found one. 
 
    Baz tapped a dash light that was stuck on red, careful not to smash it with his fingers. Over the past three years, controlling the force of his cybernetic parts had become second nature. With his right, cybernetic hand and arm, he could pluck the petals from a flower or do the things that needed doing badly, like killing, crushing, maiming. 
 
    The princess memory segued into those others. It always did. 
 
    Pain, loud noises, bright lights, more red-raw pain. Rocking in a corner, when they let him have a place to sit. 
 
    The torture at the hands of CESS agents had gone on for days. Baz Rutland remembered it well. How could he forget the events that had made him what he was? Part machine, part man, part lost soul. Part spacejunker captain with a mortgage on his dick. Part rage. 
 
    The bouts of rage were a glitch carried over from a head wound. Pain could set him off...and other things. Moderation was a neverending task. Dial it down was his mantra. 
 
    He’d also been left with a strange affection for metal. Those first few mornings after the surgery he’d woken to find himself licking his metal palm and fingers. The smell of burning metal could set off his rage. 
 
    Still... If not for the resuscitation of his torn body by the cybermonks on Omm, he’d be rotting in some forgotten grave, or a scatter of bones on a forest floor, left to be eaten by animals. He’d never quite worked out how or why the monks had found and saved him. Those omnipotent little bastards kept most data close to their steel chests. 
 
    “Got a signal from down below still, cap’n.” His 2iC, or second-in-command, Rangoo, looked eager to do something. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    They’d been circling the war-ravaged planet below in a low, fast orbit for several hours, hoping for business, hoping someone below would beg for rescue... 
 
    They did it at a price, he and his ship of fellow lost souls and star-worn spacefarers – all of them addicted to the rush of watching local wars go down and zooming in like knights of olde. They slew no dragons, and normally saved no princesses, not like on Old-Earth. A man paid, they rescued. No pay, no passage. 
 
    This place below was teeming with Xatar warriors on a Healthsome Crusade to rid the universe of evil. Nasty sorts. Waving blasters, lasers, and banners, they saved the sullied population from immorality – often by granting them death. If only he’d known. All that fuel wasted to get here. 
 
    He toed the base of the dashboard before him, while angling a peaked brow at the fleet of blipping red dots populating high altitude airspace. “All those Xatar Battlesnarkers...” 
 
    “I know, cap’n. Bad news. We are faster though.” The pitch of his voice slid up in a teensy bleat of hope. The orange-skinned Elurian grinned, showing off his face-spanning mouth and rows of triangular teeth. 
 
    Baz grunted. He needed reminding not to hang around above doomed planets when the Xatar might be involved. 
 
    “And less deadly, Rangoo, excluding those fangs of yours. Okay.” He sighed and slid his back lower in his seat then wondered what the squishy thing was his boot had encountered beneath the dash. “Play the message.” 
 
    It couldn’t hurt to hear it, again? He could ignore it. 
 
    Except... 
 
      
 
    Princess in need of dire extraction. Emergency message for any CESS ships within the system. Please respond. 
 
      
 
    A princess. 
 
    A principle data extractor for CESS was, technically, called a princess, but did that count? 
 
    He’d needed one ever since the cybermonks repaired him with metal, sxsynth-flesh, a few plas-rivets, and a prayer. They’d also left him devoid of a good dick. The CESS torturer had cut it off, thrown it to a pack of whatever rat things he kept for amusement. 
 
    Three years now...and his screams had never left his ears. 
 
    Instead he had a dick that barely functioned and the monks refused to gift him with one of their top-model cyber cocks. Those were far, far better than the original variety, or so he’d heard. They guaranteed them, stamped them with the CM trademark. 
 
    The monks were the best at this, unsurpassed. The gods of cybernetics. Gods of the universe, if you listened to their crazy followers. 
 
    He’d paid for his life and the repair work with every disgusting coin he owned. Paid with info on his past crimes, past everything. 
 
    No CM cyber-cock until you rescue a princess, were their exact words. 
 
    He’d gone silent at that. Tsked at them. 
 
    Then he’d debated. 
 
    Then begged, a little. 
 
    The monks had not budged. 
 
    Though they had given him a ship to use – this one, the Floating Leaf. 
 
    She was a space junk. The solar sail that inspired the name of her ship class rose above her hull and ran from bow to stern. If the photon drive ever failed they could sail to the nearest system, though it might take a few hundred years. The antique Leaf was worth a few billion coin and likely more than he’d paid the monks. 
 
    Somehow, the logic of this would be making sense in the heads of the unblinking, if you didn’t count their on-lights, dick-absent cybermonks. 
 
    Would they count this person below as a princess? It could be male or female. Or some other sexual type. The sound of the voice meant zero. 
 
    It had sounded female. 
 
    Something about potentially getting his hands on a female CESS operative was making his perfectly normal balls get in a tizz. He’d swear they were humming at the prospect. 
 
    “To fuck and beyond if I know,” Baz muttered. He leaned forward to eye the plethora of battlesnarkers again. 
 
    And if he rescued this person? 
 
    Small point, but could he restrain himself from hoisting this princess onto the solar sail and leaving her, him, or it there while the Leaf spun into hyperspace? Maybe not. 
 
    So would that mean he’d wasted his effort if he terminated the aforementioned princess before taking them to Omm? That was assuming he could rescue them without Leaf being turned into shredded metal. 
 
    Today was a bad day for decisions like this. His absent cock had been giving him phantom spikes of pain. Baz lowered his right hand... 
 
    He halted. No, make that his left hand. And he squeezed his balls. Just for luck. 
 
    “Cap’n?” 
 
    “Calculate a high velocity route to that signal. We’re going to rescue us a princess, Rangoo.” 
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    The Xatar warriors seemed to have surrounded the skyscraping tower he and Ember hid inside. The thick missile-resistant plas-glass admitted no sound. The quietness was odd, considering. 
 
    Quiet, except for the tap of Ember’s fingers behind him and her little voice as she gave instructions to the core of the building. 
 
    Hid was perhaps the wrong word. This was the CESS headquarters tower and Ember’s mission was to retrieve certain data from it before war consumed the city. His mission was to keep her safe, alive, and enable their exit from the planet. 
 
    He’d failed. Most of the escort team had been killed or captured on the way here. A few cowards had tried to escape and he’d watched them brought down and killed. Their ship was a distant plume of smoke wriggling upward from a park a few klicks away. 
 
    Hoss leaned a hand on the junction of the ceiling and the window frame so he could peer down at where building joined land. Black teemed there. The Xatar did love their black armor. They swarmed like insects in their thousands and thousands, waving their dark banners of war and morality. Outside, the light dimmed. Dusk came. 
 
    Paired red dots of Xatar helmet eyes glowed up at him. A carpet of red dots. Those and the lightning-jagged horns of their leaders waving about were harbingers of doom. Glimpsed flares of light and the occasional shudder underfoot told him they were attempting to breach the building’s defenses. 
 
    Doom. Hoss rather liked the feel of that word. He could hear it roll about in his mind. People thought little went on in his head because he said few words but he merely judged well before he spoke. 
 
    A half breed Orc and Shag, such as he was, needed to learn early when to speak and when to be silent. 
 
    He raised his head and the long tail of hair running partway down his back slid as he did so. He should cut it again. Shaving off body hair, filing his claws, and keeping his head hair short was his means of seeming less Shag, more Orc, more civilized. On a day such as today, some might be planning their death speech. Not he. He planned his next prettification routine. He rolled his shoulders, pleased at the warm, massive strength in them. He was young, strong. The Xatar would be smears if they dared come find him or dared to harm Ember. 
 
    She was his charge, his responsibility, and he took such things seriously. 
 
    Yet, he failed. 
 
    The surrounding city grew darker as power died, or brighter as destruction lit it up with the orange and red of blossoming flames...or the stark white of lasers and missile engines, or the scored red of rail gun projectiles streaking across the sky. 
 
    “Night’s coming in thirty spokmins approx. There is still no answer to your distress message.” He said that in an almost contemplative murmur before turning to Ember. He braced himself for the impact of seeing her. 
 
    “I gathered. I’m pretty near done. So all we need is a ride out of here. Nothing more,” she ended, her tone trailing off in what he read as despair. 
 
    Her hair skimmed her shoulders, the red a flamboyant mix of shades she probably paid a zillion coin to create. 
 
    What a beauty. Little silver-and-black dress with the frothy lace hem. Her long legs sculpted by red tights with pink cats running down the outside seam. His rut was coming and this female sent his male hormones into a frenzy. Her smell was enough. Her looks, my-my, he so wanted to stick something inside her. 
 
    Untouchable though. She was higher-echelon staff. She was a human. He was a scruffy lower-class military orc slash shag. 
 
    How she would make his balls sing, collared and leashed as his pet, at his feet while he roared and faced the ululating hordes of the Xatar. 
 
    He’d scream her name and die gloriously bathed in blood and flames. 
 
    Yeahhh. Dream on. 
 
    “Urrr,” he rumbled quietly. The lace of her skirt edges always pulled his gaze. A hand with claws like his could easily push that upward, or rip her clothes to tatters and reveal the glory of those breasts that jiggled, just a little, whenever she moved. 
 
    Not that he needed to do much to see more. 
 
    When she leaned over, as she was, to probe within the white cylinder she’d pulled from the building’s data core...he felt drool gather in his mouth. When she leaned, her red-clad ass peeked into view from under the skirt, and her scent multiplied in strength. 
 
    “Got it.” Ember spun, eyes still on the white rectangular data storage unit, or DSU, she carried. Coin-sized blue lenses lay over her eyes. “Got it. Now we can go.” She looked fully at him, surely too late to miss his gulp or the flare of heat in his gaze. “Can we? Somehow?” 
 
    “Not yet.” He slowly shook his head then returned to his position at the window, gestured. “Out there we would die in seconds, unless they deigned to make us prisoners. We need a ship.” 
 
    “The building’s air defenses still function. Only a CESS ship can get in and not be shot down.” 
 
    “Yes. Though we can switch them off, if someone else comes.” 
 
    Beside him now, she pressed close to the window then said quietly but firmly. “You’ve got a long gun. Lend it to me. I want to get at least one of them.” 
 
    Hoss peeked sideways. What? The kitten had claws after all. 
 
    “No. You’d have to break the window. You’d attract attention we don’t need. They aren’t shooting up at us.” 
 
    “Fudge buckets,” she muttered.  
 
    Even her cursing was normally tame. 
 
    He subtly pressed the camo switch above the crotch of his skin-tight camo pants. 
 
    Black was good for avoiding being shot but turning on the environment-duplicating camo meant his huge erection also showed less. Now he’d look like a window when he turned and not an aroused beast. 
 
    “Camo?” Ember almost sounded disappointed. “Do you need that? I can barely see you. You’re the only humanoid left alive in here. Please?” 
 
    Fuck. Hoss sighed then switched it off. “The signal will keep going by itself. Shall we seek other things to do?” May as well face her, you coward. They must look to accumulating weapons, maps of the city, the building blueprints – 
 
    “Sure. Sure.” She tucked the DSU into a skirt pocket then perched the data spectacles in her hair. “Let’s get drunk, shit-faced drunk, do some drugs, and...” She hesitated. “Everything I need to do before I die. Because we’re going to soon, aren’t we, Hoss?” 
 
    Said in that clipped tone, with all the syllables tucked away where they should be, he refused to comprehend at first. Besides, she’d said his name. She never did that. 
 
    “What? No! No we aren’t.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you. Tell me how we get out of this?” 
 
    Another boom shook the building. Then another. The lights flickered. This place could hold the Xatar off for a few more hours. 
 
    Choose wisely, he told himself. Go out in a blaze of glory, all weapons firing. Or go out drunk, after sharing some potentially close-up time with Ember. 
 
    “Let’s get drunk.” 
 
    “Good.” Her smile was almost a grimace. “The exec office has a bar. What’s your poison?” 
 
    “Poison?” He trailed after her, still watching that twitching ass. How did human females manage it? They just walked, and everything down below flowed. “Uhhh, coffee. It gets me drunk.” 
 
    “Wow. Cheap. Come, I will brew you a perfect coffee and we will sit somewhere magnificent and watch the sun go down on this world.” 
 
    And so it happened. She sipped and slurped some tea-colored alcohol called Spurghowzer while he drank coffee. It was amazing coffee, and he had a sexy human female sitting beside him at the edge of the executive garden they’d found on the very top floor. Her scent intoxicated him beyond his worst imaginings, beyond the effects of coffee, but he was past worrying over the size of his throbbing cock. 
 
    Their legs dangled over the edge of the garden terrace. The vast window ahead showed a horizon marked by war and flames. Here was still perfect. Her bare feet even touched his now and then. They’d kicked off their boots. 
 
    “Beautiful.” Ember raised a glass toward the black sky. Glowing specks and squares marked the battlesnarkers that cruised overhead. “Still no one coming. We’re fucked, I think.” 
 
    He only grunted. Not much to add to that. “I am happy.” 
 
    It was true. 
 
    “Have you ever...” Past the slur in her voice, he heard a swallow. “Have you ever thought of making love to a woman, Hoss?” 
 
    His world grew a few cracks. His heart stopped. “No.” Liar. “You mean...a human woman?” He kept his gaze rigid and straight ahead, though hope was rising. 
 
    Be calm, be logical. This doesn’t mean anything. 
 
    But the rut had hold of him. Take. Fuck. Make it yours! 
 
    Oh, fuck off. He could be iron, emotionless. He was orc! 
 
    “I have a thing, you see.” 
 
    A thing? He glimpsed her lower her glass to the terrace floor on the other side then climb to her knees. Then she reached up and laid a hand on his shoulder. Hoss tensed. From the corner of his vision, he saw the approach of the female’s face. “Can I?” 
 
    Finally, he turned his head and regarded her. Jaw clenched he thought through his answer and tried not to squeak as he replied. 
 
    “It is not outside my own desires. However, my job is to keep you safe. This would not be safe. Trust me, you do not want to do this.” 
 
    “I trust you.” She rose to her knees and her hand grazed the top of his thigh then landed gracefully and agonizing over the shaft of his cock. The weight of the girl’s hand... He let out a strangled curse that threatened to become a groan. 
 
    “Hoss. Ummm. Would I fit?” 
 
    Then he did curse and he swiveled to place his hands either side of her waist, lift her over him and deposit her straddling his lap, thighs to either side. But he was so big compared to her that her folded legs slipped and her body split apart as far as it could. Her skirt slipped up her thighs. 
 
    “You’ll fit enough,” he growled. 
 
    With fingers and one claw, he tore a hole in the crotch of her tights then he undid his fly and released his cock. It sprang upright between them and he raised her and held her above. “Keep your legs spread.” 
 
    Even before he touched her, her mouth was parted, her breath fevered, and she wriggled enough to tempt a sworn celibate...which he was not. 
 
    Hoss raised her even higher so he could scrutinize her pussy and saw that it was wet and glistening and red, and very swollen. Ready for him. He swore again. 
 
    She clearly wanted him to penetrate her first, but he decided to delay such a magnificent moment. Instead he lowered her enough that his tongue could taste her cunt. With her legs draped down his back, he began to lick. Soon she was writhing over his mouth and begging for more. Begging loudly, whimpering. 
 
    Aaargh. If only this had happened another time. 
 
    He paused to consider this human female he’d always considered untouchable and angelic. “And what is this thing you say you have? Would it be a desire for an orc to shove his big cock inside you?” 
 
    When she remained silent, he licked her again until she was panting even more loudly and squealing – though the squeals were more for the biting of her cunt and thighs. Delicious girl. 
 
    “Tell me. Tell me before I attempt to impale you on me.” 
 
    Though she pouted and frowned, at last she spoke. “Yes. Yes, except I never ever –” 
 
    “You have now,” he said as he lowered her over his cock, and he smiled as he penetrated slowly, as he forged inside her slutty little hole and she babbled at how good it felt. Her small hands clawed and clutched at his chest. 
 
    He was an inch inside, then two, before he stopped and smirked lecherously. “You are so tight. More may split you a little. More?” 
 
    “Fuck. Fuck.” For a microsecond she looked flustered by her own swearing. “What...a question. Fuck me. Yes. More. I want to feel as much of you as...” 
 
    So he forced her down farther, watching her exulted expression blossom and turn orgasmic, while the pressure on his shaft became intense, feeling her moisture gush over him and her pussy muscles clamp down and release, and clamp again... Perfect. A dirty and perverted coming together of orc and human and so perfect. 
 
    He was in, but a few inches only. With time and training and enough of his come soaking into her cunt, done over and over, and over again, he would open her. She could take more of his length. 
 
    They had no time. Groaning, head flung back, he released into her, letting everything go, even if most was forced out to dribble and pour from her stuffed-full cunt. It coated his thighs, flooded onto the terrace and under his ass even. 
 
    The building rocked and the lights went out for a few seconds. From the sounds, the Xatar had broken in. What a way to spend his last minutes. 
 
    He cuddled her to his body with his cock inside her, growing smaller but still large enough to trigger her into a few post-orgasmic climaxes. Those made her gasp and shudder. 
 
    “We are done. Do you wish to meet death dressed or like this?” 
 
    The chime of an incoming message made her flinch. It’d come from her data spectacles that were askew but still perched on her head. When she raised her head, she must have flicked over the output and the message became audible to him. 
 
    “...the Floating Leaf incoming to extract princess from CESS tower. We are targeting your location. Thirty seconds to impact. Please turn off all defenses in fifteen seconds, counting from...now!” 
 
    “Oh shit. Oh shit.” Ember shook herself and her confusion segued into a professional demureness. Which was remarkable considering the amount of come on her. “Acknowledged Floating Leaf! Turning off...now!” 
 
    Which was how it came to be that Hoss was only just extracting himself from the girl when the ceiling vaporized and a ship landed in the terrace garden, with her engines fracturing and blowing away most of the building’s top-story walls as well as furniture and sundry other bits in a tail of destruction. 
 
    A cold wind blasted past, tumbling paper and debris into the air. Side-hull engines roared, melting floor and balancing the ship precisely. The full weight of her could crush this tower. 
 
    The main hatch of the ship had been positioned opposite them. It slid open and a man jumped out. Make that a cyborg jumped out. His red coat flared and was swept sideways. Blue engine glare reflected off and ruffled the edges of most objects, silhouetting him in azure. 
 
    Hoss lumbered to his feet while tucking away his dick. Stuttered some apology, Ember plucked at her dress. 
 
    The cyborg yelled. “Fucking well run, you idiots!” 
 
    He ran, scooping up Ember, and flung them both into the hatch, to roll across the deck. 
 
    The hatch shut, the hefty cyborg slid through to stand before them, stamping legs planted wide, magnets clamping him to the deck. With a crunch and a huge tremor, the ship rose and blasted upward and away. 
 
    “Welcome to my ship.” 
 
    “I’m Hoss.” He didn’t bother getting up, only sat there with legs sprawled and nodded at the captain. If the ship gravity failed, being down here might give him a few extra seconds to avoid being splattered. 
 
    “I’m –” Ember began. 
 
    “The princess slut. I know, I know. You’re lucky I haven’t killed you already.” 
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    What had he just said? Ember was lost. He hadn’t truly said that? 
 
    Humiliation, embarrassment, relief that she was alive, anger too – all those mixed up in her head and vied with a sort of recurrent blankness. She was supposed to be dead. Had given up. Had been wondering if when the Xatar broke in she’d be sensible enough to blow out her brains with Hoss’s gun, if he let her. Though Hoss was one of the most caring individuals she’d met, so likely he’d just go down trying to shoot the enemy. 
 
    Damn him. 
 
    Not that it’d come to that. She was alive. 
 
    What had she done? 
 
    You couldn’t fuck with your life more than dying so screwing the orc had seemed the only sensible thing left to do. The number of clubs she’d visited on days off, just to catch a glimpse of the big guys. Andurians, orcs. Her wet dreams had been all about them. 
 
    Go out with a bang. 
 
    Anger though, she felt livid anger, to the point of her head exploding, when she should be grateful for her savior. 
 
    He’d called her a slut. How dare he! 
 
    Princess slut. She supposed he had a point, since he had surprised her having sex with an orc. 
 
    What had she been thinking? 
 
    That they were going to die any second. That she may as well do what she’d been dreaming of since puberty hit. Excuses, she had a few. Except...no one would forgive her and she might lose her job over this. 
 
    Her forehead wrinkled. 
 
    He’d also said she was lucky he hadn’t killed her. Why? She didn’t know him. This cyborg was not reacting as he should to an employee of CESS, one of the biggest, most powerful corporations. 
 
    She glared at the cyborg and he glared back. 
 
    “Princess Slut? Really?” Her indignation had caught up and scythed through all the other emotions. 
 
    “Urrr.” Scowling, Hoss held up his palm. “You. Don’t call her that.” 
 
    “It wasn’t an insult. ’Less you want to deny where your cock was?” 
 
    “Wait!” she barked. 
 
    Was this why he wanted her dead? Sex with an orc? Was he a pure-species believer? If so, the Xatar would love him. 
 
    “It’s okay, Hoss.” She’d play this down the line, until she figured out Baz. “I will not feed you more arguments, captain. We were about to die. People do things when death is closing in.” 
 
    At the things, Hoss turned and looked to her. That look was almost sad. She down-quirked her mouth. What did he expect? It was a moment of weakness. He was an orc and would forget her in a few hours. 
 
    Sure he was in rut. She’d sort of known it, had banked on it in the heat of the moment. The rut was also why he’d forget her, an insignificant human. She wasn’t his kind. 
 
    She transferred her attention. The cyborg captain was steaming with anger. A muscle or two on his face spasmed in a tic. Even through the concealment of his red coat, she could tell his biceps were tense, bulging. Such a display of irate manhood. She wanted so badly to poke this guy, taunt him but after she was cleaned up. Difficult to be superior when you were filthy dirty with come. 
 
    She was still sprawled where Hoss had tossed her. Her ears rang and she’d hurt her lip. From the tang in her mouth, it was possibly bleeding. She should get up and ask for a shower. 
 
     “I guess I was hasty. I’ve run up against CESS before and it wasn’t pretty. You are just a girl...” 
 
    “Just a girl? Another insult? You’re good at this.” 
 
    “Look. A new introduction. My name is Baz Rutland, captain of the Floating Leaf.” More civil, yet his gaze drifted and zeroed between her open legs. A taut smile grew. 
 
    The crotch in her tights was split. Feeling a blush heat her face, Ember snapped shut her thighs, wriggled demurely into a sitting position, then stood. 
 
    “Please regard me as a senior representative of CESS. I am Ember Trinity.” A last name made up long ago. Sometimes she forgot it. “I swear I’ve never heard of you, Baz Rutland. I’ve personally done you no wrong and guarantee you will be amply rewarded for delivering me to a CESS ship or territory.” She yanked the skirt of her dress into place. If this ship hit zero G suddenly, not only would she be bouncing off the ceiling, she’d have every male in the ship staring between her legs. “I would like to be allowed to shower and would appreciate a change of clothes.” 
 
    “Would you now? I’ll give you some facts, free – you and your orc guard...” 
 
    Hoss lifted his head. “Hoss is the name.” 
 
    “Okay. Good. Hoss. We all have names now. Really good.” He nodded, his smile a little maniacal for her taste. “Ember? We have no clothes to give you. No women in my crew. We have no time for showers, even if I had the water. Soon we’ll be going zero G and entering a wormhole, leaving this system. That is, if the Xatar don’t shoot us down.” 
 
    “Oh.” It made sense. If there were intact CESS ships nearby, they’d have come for her. This system was not safe. 
 
    “Yes, very oh. We detected a few CESS ships earlier but they engaged the Xatar and seems as if they’re lost and are dust on the stellar winds, or suchlike. Our path so far avoids interception but if we zig and zag and you two aren’t secure, the walls will be red with your blood. You.” He nodded at Hoss. “Can fit the hyperspace cocoon I had for an Andurian. You, Ember, will have to use a one-size fits all cocoon.” 
 
    She blinked. “Fine.” 
 
    “One problem. The cocooning program glitched out on those.” 
 
    “Meaning?” She frowned. 
 
    “Well, firstly, my repair guy sucks, and secondly, all tubes have to be manually guided in.” 
 
    That was so wrong. To survive hyperspace you needed a standard cocoon or a crew-enabled one. Unless you liked being turned inside-out on the way through the hyperspace wormhole. 
 
    “So who does it then?” She knew. She knew the answer to this. He was looking smugger than a caterwauler about to pounce on a whole nest of xigs. 
 
    “Me. I’m the best qualified on board.” 
 
    A physician would be normal backup if a cocoon failed. She’d bet her non-existent underwear he hadn’t one on board. 
 
    Hoss joined the conversation. “That’s not allowed.” 
 
    Baz smiled. “Her call.” 
 
    She wasn’t having this asshole shoving anything up her just so she could...fucking survive hyperspace. 
 
    The silence grew. 
 
    Baz cocked his head. “Time is blipping past.” 
 
    And this asshole held all the cards. Too little time to ask anyone else if this was true. 
 
    “Fine,” she snapped. “But if I discover afterward that –” 
 
    “You won’t.” 
 
    His crew would probably swear he was made of chocolate if he prompted them. 
 
    Ember narrowed her eyes in a laser-like glare. This cyborg had no idea who he was fucking with. Revenge was her middle name. Well, it would be if she’d thought of it. 
 
    Ember Revenge Trinity did have a certain ring to it. 
 
    Though Trinity was her own label, Ember was not. Her parents had vanished into the aether of the galaxy when she was young. The only name she was certain of was Ember. 
 
    They might’ve been anything humanoid. It was rumored cross-breeds were possible in exceptional circumstances of conception. 
 
    Maybe she was a small part orc...it would explain her fetish for big cocks. If only. 
 
    I like big cocks and I cannot lie. 
 
    This captain Baz...she was sure he had a tiny one. Ember bit back a smile and almost giggled. 
 
    Baz walked closer, the floor vibrating beneath his weight, and Hoss rose to his full height – close to touching the ceiling with his head – as if he aimed to protect her from this cyborg who wanted to shove tubes into her. 
 
    “You’re certain about this?” He regarded her steadily before drawling, “I wouldn’t want to push you.” 
 
    Oh sure. As if the alternative of being made into a slurry of human parts was appetizing. 
 
    The air seemed to bristle with excitement and anticipation. He was thrilled at this. Something about CESS had him all in a lather, somewhere within that part-steel body. Did he wish to humiliate her? 
 
    Well, humiliation took two. 
 
    “I’m sure.” She straightened then added nonchalantly, “By the way, where are we going?” She expected him to answer with the name of a CESS territory. 
 
    “Planet Omm. To the cybermonks. Once there, once they see you, you can go where you like.” 
 
    Her mouth surely dropped open. She’d been trying to discover their location since forever. Data access was a big part of why she worked for CESS. The monks were legendary. Any history was within reach within their database it was said. She could find out who her parents were...had been. What species they were. Where and when she’d been born. 
 
    Everything. 
 
    Everything. 
 
    “You okay?” Baz dared to touch her chin. 
 
    Ember flinched and stepped back. “Of course! I just always wanted to see their library. I have a thing for databases.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” 
 
    That hmmm seemed ominous. What did he know? Were the monks secretive with data? She had a way in that no one else knew of, invisible to all except her.. 
 
    The shadow of wings flapped slowly across the walls, circled. Ig was back. 
 
    Her little glass dragon, who wasn’t a dragon. Who no one but her could see. 
 
    She followed Baz through the ship, watching while he showed Hoss his cocoon, then trailing after him to a larger room stocked with five simple, white cocoons. They were crammed into a small space, lined up in a row. Cocoons that would adjust to most humanoid sizes. 
 
    “Five? I can see you don’t have many guests.” 
 
    “No, we don’t. And when we do, they pay well.” Baz swung around while slipping his leather-look coat from his shoulders. The low grind in his voice seemed new, threatening. 
 
    “You’ll get paid. As long as I’m unharmed.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” With the coat off, his cyborg status was fully confirmed. His gray-and-red body-hugging suit was short-sleeved and partly unzipped. Gods. Muscles. 
 
    His right arm was completely of artificial construction. When he shifted and tossed the jacket to the deck, metal fibers and joins shone, intersected, shunted, and spun. His cyborg muscle imitated the bulk and arrangement of humanoid anatomy. Between the V split of the zip, the landscape of his chest shone. Silver, pink, and red synthmuscle dipped into skin and merged – the join was ragged, but one side was cyborg, the other flesh. 
 
    “Aren’t you the catch.” She couldn’t help teasing, not after what he’d called her. 
 
    “Huh.” He leaned over the cocoon. 
 
    In the most rugged sense of the word he was probably handsome. Deep etch marks and ridges decorated the back of his head, showing starkly against his short, whisky-colored hair. Claw marks? A weapon blast? Fragments of the scars trailed down to his collar. 
 
    What did she expect? Perfect muscles and a square jaw? The man wore his past on his body. Something or someone had tried to kill him. 
 
    In a way, this intrigued her. 
 
    Baz applied himself to tapping on the display of the head console of one cocoon. It livened with various squares and circles of light and the transparent lid rose. 
 
    “Am I a catch?” He kept adjusting the console. “I can outrun any man or woman, pull him or her apart, leave him...or her, bleeding. Though becoming me wasn’t easy. Someone had to pull me apart first. Is that the answer you want?” At the last words, he lifted his head and looked at her. 
 
    Here was not the consideration for humanity she expected from a captain. She saw pain and anger, regret, amusement at her reaction...and a smidgen of civilization. 
 
    “Not really.” Throat tight, she wasn’t courageous enough to say more. 
 
    “Climb in.” 
 
    She waited for him to leave. “I can get in by myself.” The tube insertions could be done remotely. 
 
    He came nearer, bending as if to touch foreheads with her. She leaned back. 
 
    “I don’t trust you on my ship, Miss CESS agent. Strip. Unclothe. Get naked. Understand? Climb in. Then I leave.” 
 
    “The orc is more your enemy.” 
 
    “Him?” Baz chuckled. “No. He might attack someone if provoked, but no.” 
 
    Then he simply waited. 
 
    He couldn’t understand her. Not this well. It was true that given a moment alone she’d be trying to weasel into the ship’s system, but that was need. Pure need. 
 
    Okay, it was compulsion. 
 
    “You are a dick.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Baz replied tersely. Again with the tic on his cheek. 
 
    She’d gotten to him with that, somehow. Good to know. 
 
    Ember undressed, economically, with no wasted moves, placing everything in a waiting sealable cube, including the DSU. Then she sealed the cube with a thumbprint and climbed into the cocoon, ignoring him, pretending he wasn’t watching. He’d have seen a thousand naked women. This was nothing. She curled up on her side in the fetal position, with her knees tucked up. The foam gave beneath her weight and molded to her shape. She waited as the lid was lowered, refusing to stare at Baz Rutland, captain of a dick ship, mister dick of the ages...what was it about being called a dick that bothered him? 
 
    She needed to find out. 
 
    The first hiss of the sedative permeating across her skin made her eyelids drift. She barely noticed the man leave the room. 
 
    Soft but firm restraints slid over her at neck, waist, and ankles, locking her down. 
 
    Ig settled into the angle of her lap, folding his translucent wings, and chirruping. He was cold but he soon warmed from her body heat and she smiled. Wherever it was he’d gone to, he was back. 
 
    That he’d flown through the lid of the cocoon didn’t shock her. It was what Ig did, even when he was thumb-sized and she was a child. He’d been with her since forever, maybe since her parents left her. 
 
    The mouth tube headed for her face and she grimaced but opened to let it in, despite knowing he was steering it. A huff of anesthesia inside her throat heralded it surging deeper. There was a worse fate than her mouth being forced wide, wider, until her lips might split. 
 
    It would divide inside so that one tube went into her lungs as well as branched backward into her nose, while the other tube went to her stomach and beyond. 
 
    Breathing was impossible for a second. The sedative cradled her, rocked her, and she closed her eyes, settling into a new cadence. 
 
    Breathe... 
 
    If body cavities weren’t filled, protected, the body suffered microtraumas that slowly widened as the ship burrowed through the hyperspatial wormhole. Those rifts in tissue eventually tore. By the end, all that would often be left was a shredded, bloody mulch. 
 
    The alternative to this was a navigator or pilot cocoon. Those drained a sunload of energy from a ship but allowed movement and did away with the need for tube fucking. 
 
    Tube fuckers was the civ term for spacefarers who did more than system hop. 
 
    To go where nobody wanted to go, was another street saying. 
 
    Despite the haze of the sedative she resented what was coming, this almost perverted act. 
 
    Forget the invasion of her body. Forget. 
 
    Hyperspace was coming too, and she’d get to see the cybermonks. Like this was a hop-up-and-down squealing moment. A present of sorts. Tomorrow was her pretend birthday – the one she’d been given when she was two, because nobody knew her real one. 
 
    What if she could find out the true date? 
 
    The whimsy of that what if faded into nothingness as what she truly dreaded began – two tubes nestled into her ass area, pushing, prodding, trying to open her and worm inside. 
 
    Despite the straps, she resisted, wincing, squirming. 
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    Time was sparse. Something he’d almost forgotten watching her undress. On the run to the ship’s bridge, Baz thought about Ember Trinity, his new guest and rescued CESS agent. 
 
    She was cute enough to stick on a cake and call a decoration with those long legs, red hair that flipped about her face, and little twirly skirt that revealed ass. Even his lesser dick agreed with that assessment. Cute but suspicious. Something odd had occupied air space in the room and flitted about her. He’d glimpsed what seemed moving glass before it was gone again. 
 
    Data extractors were not your average IT people. They were gifted with all the newest fandangled research before it hit the systems and the shops. Thing was, he’d surreptitiously scanned for foreign creatures and artifacts and come up empty. 
 
    Nothing was here. Nothing his ship could see. 
 
    Unnerving. Suspicious. Cute and sexy. What a combination. 
 
    And she had a mouth on her. Standing up to him was probably just her I’m a fucking superior CESS operative attitude. To the fiery hells of a collapsing sun with that. 
 
    He swung into the corridor to the bridge, smacked the wall beside the door to remind it to open, the fuckin’ thing stuck sometimes, and jogged to his cocoon. 
 
    Lock in, punch on the hyperspace prep routine, watch the blue shimmer flicker into existence that meant he was protected...and then... 
 
    He took a big breath and realized how much he was looking forward to this. 
 
    Then, synch with her cocoon console, squeeze his hands over the virtual controller, and zone in 3D so he could see her well enough to maneuver and insert the tubes. He hadn’t lied. He really was the best on board. The program really had glitched. 
 
    Just, he felt like the nastiest pervert doing this. 
 
    In all her naked glory, this woman was stunning. Lying on her side, with her eyes closed, and he had no one and nothing to stop him pausing and admiring. Yeah, move on. Do what you have to do to keep her alive. He pushed the mouth tube through those dark pink, precisely curled lips, over teeth, down further. The sound was on so he heard her small whimpers and protests. Her swallows as she took it in and down. That his very real balls squeezed on hearing those...totally normal. Move on. All the minutiae of adjusting the gastro-intestinal system space was automated correctly. He moved on. 
 
    To the real game. The camera view skimmed over her lushly tipped breasts with those swollen nipples. Gods, he needed to bite something, or lick it. Those preferably. He might just come doing this. His phantom dick throbbed in time to the dribble of sweat down his neck. This should not be erotic. He’d done it to that Bruffer smuggler who’d hitched a ride. Male, he’d been male. 
 
    This, her, Ember, was exuberantly female. 
 
    Hyperspace in five. How he wanted to make this take longer. 
 
    Quietly she breathed, muffled by the tube, half asleep, no doubt, while he violated her ass. 
 
    Baz paused again to wipe away sweat then grabbed the controller. 
 
    That ass in need of violation hove into view. The camera slipped and slid over the glorious butt mountains and down into the deliciously deep valley. 
 
    Her cunt was first. Vulva and vagina, he reminded himself, technically correct. Fuck-it. This was pussy. Her slit looked puffy, engorged, and when he began pushing the tube in she actually moaned around the mouth tube and wriggled. 
 
    “Don’t fucking wriggle,” he whispered desperately. “Please?” 
 
    Wriggling was unfair. Professional, he was a professional, trained, tube-fucker and should remember it. The tube forced itself inside, the smooth slide of it snakelike and continuous. Meters long and it could certainly reach to the very end of this Ember’s cunt. Though self-lubricated, he had to wonder at some of the wetness dripping from her – glistening as it undulated down the lower ass cheek. 
 
    More of her wriggling happened when it bumped and stopped entering her. That told him the tube had run out of cuntspace. 
 
    Cuntspace. If it wasn’t a real word before, it was now. 
 
    He adjusted the tension on the straps around her neck, waist and ankles, tightening them. Just enough to prevent her disturbing the tubes or denying him entrance. 
 
    Asshole next. 
 
    “Fuck. Fuck.” He palmed his face, slid his hand down, rolling out his lower lip. Didn’t help. 
 
    He had to reach down and squeeze himself. Was it safe going hyperspace with blue balls? 
 
    “Stop being a fucking pervert.” 
 
    Baz ground his teeth a second then took control of the ass tube. Sweating and cursing, he managed to stick it in there without doing more than what he had to. 
 
    Then he sat back, blinked, and switched off the 3D. Very professional. 
 
    Was tempted instantly to turn the camera back on. 
 
    Her all tied down and with those tubes inside her mouth, ass, and cunt would be an image he’d never forget. Though, since he’d already screen-dumped the whole procedure into his personal filespace, remembering wasn’t that essential. 
 
    Where was the in-hyperspace-flight whisky sip-tube? He yanked it over and took one slurp. 
 
    “I need help,” he rasped. Preferably help with a soft female mouth on his own not-so-soft parts. 
 
    “You okay, captain?” Rangoo yelped. 
 
    “Sure I am,” he muttered back. Through the shimmer of his activated cocoon Baz studied the cloud of blue surrounding Rangoo. Everything else in this world, on the Leaf, seemed fine. Only he was off kilter. “Let’s hit hyper.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    He braced, then banged on the green GO button at the same moment Rangoo hit his – the synchronicity enhanced of course by ship-board computations. 
 
    Everything went to black and white, and the ship...she rang with heavenly speed. 
 
    Here went bye-bye. 
 
    The fizz hit that told him hyperspatial flight was doing stuff to his atoms and trying to rip him into microcosmic fragments but his cocoon held, resisting the subatomic forces. The gods that be, the powers that be, had decided he was best kept in one piece. 
 
    Several...a cyborg was never one piece of man. He was a frickin jigsaw. 
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    Ember sauntered down the ramp after Baz, hips on casual mode, trying not to skip or look excited. This was Omm, and to her it was a Holy Grail like the one from Old-Earth, the end of her private rainbow. A bloody rainbow, perhaps. One of her suspicions was that the cybermonks had been involved in the death of her home planet. 
 
    Over the years she’d encountered hints as to their involvement in conspiracies. She’d found their metal thumbprint embedded in the middle of data streams from various crises, wars, a few genocides even. 
 
    She twisted her mouth and caught the edge of her lip in teeth, sucked. 
 
    This place was gorgeous. A bouquet for strangers to admire. Sky so blue it hurt your eyes with streaks of pink. 
 
    And her... The misfit. 
 
    What person didn’t know where they’d come from? 
 
    “You’re stopping here?” Hoss asked, pausing beside her where ramp met flowers. 
 
    “Just...looking.” 
 
    Ahead, Baz kept going a few steps then also stopped. Legs spread and arms on hips, he was perfectly silhouetted by the slanted sunlight of dusk. 
 
    “Poser,” she murmured before ignoring him. Hoss stayed, her portable giant heater. The light breeze cooled her, and she almost sneaked closer to him. 
 
    Resisting closeness when she had a dirty memory of sliding down Hoss’s cock. So hard. Fuck, it had been hard. 
 
    Her thin and sexy tights weren’t the best insulation for keeping out the cold, even if she’d spent some time sewing the crotch back together with the thread the ship’s engineer had given her. When she moved, she could feel the thick synthetic thread pressing on her. He probably used it to stitch the ship together when bits fell off. The Floating Leaf was ancient. 
 
    Omm was less a mystery to her than her birthplace, and all she’d done was fly across it. 
 
    They’d cruised over dense, green forests, where the trees seemed to rise far higher than those on most planets. The trees reached a few klicks into the sky...unless mountains slumbered beneath their foliage? 
 
    The gravity wasn’t low enough to support such immense heights, she calculated on seeing them. A fudgy, smooshy sort of calculation that’d been. 
 
    The Leaf had zoomed on, leaving her breathless and mystified. 
 
    “Leaf. What a great ship name for this place.” 
 
    Hoss grunted agreement, companionable if quiet. He’d always been her least-chatty escort guard. 
 
    Very little of Omm appeared to be populated. Even here, beside this low-tech spaceport, the nearest town was small, judging from the stretch of the sun shadows as they came in to land. 
 
    This was late afternoon, on a planet with a day-night cycle that took thirty hours, and somewhere to the magnetic north of the equator. 
 
    Sort of. 
 
    Without true data, she was floundering. 
 
    Wrick was her first remembered planet. 
 
    She’d been left on Wrick when two years old, from her best guess – her carer dead soon after from something never explained to her. She’d survived because that woman had made arrangements before her death for Ember to be brought up and educated. 
 
    Set adrift and orphaned by galactic wars. But which war? There’d been so many. She didn’t know her home, her full name, or which war had killed her parents. Pitiful. 
 
    The cybermonks would divulge their secrets. She was an expert data extractor with her own secrets, with her well-honed skills, and last and not least, her little dragon, Ig. 
 
    Ember clenched her fist. Yes. 
 
    Though dragon was wishful thinking. Dragons were an Old-Earth myth. Ig was weird but an unknown species, uncatalogued, his kind likely extinguished by the same war that’d killed her planet. 
 
    They were both orphans. 
 
    “Let’s start walking.” Baz pointed at the distant low buildings. “I can see a car coming, but it’ll be slow.” 
 
    “Slow? Why?” 
 
    Hoss shrugged, Baz just walked away, clearly expecting them to follow. 
 
    Stay and sulk at his lack of reply or follow and pretend it was her idea?  
 
    She followed. 
 
    This spaceport was near featureless – a large, kilometers-wide field of low yellow flowers swaying in a light breeze. The Leaf’s engines had scorched beneath her and made a shadow of crisped flowers. 
 
    Her forehead almost cramped, this so baffled her. “Hey! Where does anyone refuel? Restock with provisions, repair?” 
 
    The ramp had dug into moist earth. The dirt here was...she walked backward for a second, checking her tracks...brown. Good to know. Blue was never a good color for dirt. 
 
    The grass and flowers were springy under her boots. Her long boots might seem impractical but they were light and she could run in them. She went to one knee to pluck a flower, felt the wisp of cold as Ig flew by and was gone. He’d come back later, was probably going to explore. 
 
    Baz tossed words over his shoulder. “We can refuel here. The cybermonks like to make it look natural. Everything is underground.” He halted and looked back. “I don’t know why they want to see you, but as I said, you can go once they have.” 
 
    Her turn not to reply. She raised a nonchalant brow. 
 
    He raised one also then stomped off. 
 
    Did he really believe that? 
 
    Whatever their reasons, they wouldn’t be trivial. Every plan the cybermonks made was supposedly “worked into the fabric of the Universe.” 
 
    “Why is he such a grump?” 
 
    Hoss shrugged, rolling those immense shoulders, and she imagined biting them, sighed. “He hates CESS and you are one of them. Don’t waste time thinking about him.” 
 
    Something about the tone Hoss had used made her wonder if he was trying to make Baz look bad in her eyes. Not difficult to do though. 
 
    “You’re employed by CESS too.” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m male. Female and CESS confuses him.” 
 
    “So...” She twirled the flower stem. “Why is that a problem?” 
 
    “He’s a man. He likes sexy girls. Like, hate. See?” 
 
    “Oh.” The heat of a blush came fast and unexpectedly. Being called sexy was always unexpected. She loved the idea of being wanted, hated being told it. What a contradiction. Being a sex object was not her thing. Ever. 
 
    The flower in her finger and thumb was open but no bigger than her thumbnail. 
 
    The curve of a petal held mathematical secrets...the perfection of pi. 
 
    Within the petals were rows of silver scales that glinted in the pinkish sunlight. 
 
    “It’s said the cybermonks have a glorious city modelled on nature, with turrets and towers, and walls with writing that predicts your future.” 
 
    “Sounds like graffiti.” Hoss dumped words as heavily as he did his feet. 
 
    Rising, Ember shielded her eyes to look up at him. Unlike Baz the half-orc returned the scrutiny. 
 
    “Are you well, Ember?” 
 
    Her insides still felt wrong. Automatic intubation was normal. Baz doing it...that made it dirty. Once they’d popped from hyperspace, in the days approaching Omm, the fourth planet in this system, she’d tried to get over the feeling. Hadn’t quite succeeded. 
 
    “I’m okay. No Miss Ember anymore?” 
 
    Hoss had the biggest, shiniest, brown eyes, as if they were the eyes from a big stuffed toy. Of course, she still hadn’t recovered from her first orc sex. Physically, sure. Mentally? No. Confusion reigned supreme today. Rebuffed by Baz, strangely attracted to Hoss. 
 
    “No. I know you now. Too well.” 
 
    Nervous, she wet her lips, wondering what to say. Wrong-footed by an orc...half-orc. The pretty curve of the red horns on his head, his bigness, the mane he let spill down his back, all those said hey now, you fucked a huge, non-human monster. 
 
    “You’re my guard, that’s all.” 
 
    He was in rut still. It wasn’t fair to keep the orc thinking she was interested in him, not as a person. She had hormones. He had hormones. Just because she had a monster cock fetish and she’d told him... Done him. 
 
    He’d said know. Yeah, awkward. 
 
    They needed to talk. 
 
    “You know what I mean, little female.” 
 
    What. The. Fuck. She blinked. “Hoss...I am not your...” 
 
    “Hmmm?” 
 
    “We need to keep this professional from now on.” 
 
    “Mmmm.” The comment was a rumble. 
 
    What did mmm mean except that it gave her an odd quiver deep in her stomach? 
 
    They needed to talk, real soon. She needed to figure out how to answer replies that made her uncomfortable, especially when they made her knees jellify. 
 
    Mmmm wasn’t even a word. 
 
    She tried to scowl rudely, but was pretty sure it came out looking like bewilderment. 
 
    Keep it professional? She could already see the reason for termination: Fucked a half-orc. Does not comply with company moral standards. 
 
    “Here’s our ride!” Baz shouted. “Get on board.” 
 
    A truck-like thing that appeared to be made from antique and rusted metal was chugging toward them. No smoke, no exhaust, so it was running on something clean but noisy. 
 
    She flicked down her CESS data spectacles and ran her techy gaze over the car chassis. People thought these only helped with programming, but she could analyze most machinery to its constituent parts in seconds. Electronic leads and points, processors, all these and more lit up in bright greens and pinks. A turbine engine? Old but efficient. So the noise was fake? 
 
    Why would the cybermonks fake that? 
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    Hoss ambled to the small vehicle, watched Ember climb into the open tray at the back and sit against the side. She wrapped her hand over the edge. While she did all of this, he most definitely admired the shift of her anatomy. Her scent and roundness had him almost...almost drooling. He swallowed the majority of it. 
 
    She’d not joined Baz in the cabin. This was good. 
 
    Nevertheless, a problem had reared up, and he craved whacking off that problem’s head. 
 
    She wanted to sweep away all they’d done, as if it had never happened. 
 
    He understood. It was bad for her career, for the respect others might give her. Humans with orcs, let alone humans mating with orc half-breeds, was a territory few crossed into. She’d be reviled by her own kind. Strangely, he’d go up a notch. Snaring a human for the nest was rare. Though such unions were infertile, his tribe, if he’d still had one, would pin medals on his chest. 
 
    This wasn’t why he wished to pursue her. 
 
    Neither was his rut. 
 
    Okay, the rut was a part of what hooked him but it was more, simply, her. 
 
    Any orc worth the fire his ancestors were burned in, would not give up because she insisted he should. 
 
    Take was orc motto, not...not crawl away in shame. 
 
    Take! 
 
    He sat beside her in the vehicle’s tray, thinking, bouncing as the wheels found holes in the track, and watching the approach of a small forest. Tree shadows flickered over his knees. Opposite, the forest darkened. They emerged into open fields again as the light from the sun waned. No moons showed yet. The sun set slowly on this planet, as if time had been told to wait. 
 
    The cybermonks had chosen a placid planet. He’d not seen a single predatory bird or beast. 
 
    With his orc eyes the minimal light was enough and the darkness concealed where his attention lay. He could look at her legs and thighs, at her boots where they ended in practical square heels – he loved how practical she was. If a warrior, she’d be sticking heads on spears and blasting aside her enemies without mercy. It made his blood exult. 
 
    He stretched and moved to the opposite side of the tray so he could look up her skirt. 
 
    The lenses of her data spectacles sheened pink. Could she be staring at him? 
 
    He pulled his knees up and wrapped his hands over them. “Those wouldn’t happen to have any night vision capabilities?” 
 
    “They would. Stop looking, Hoss. You must not.” 
 
    No please in those words. He eyed her. Not sullen. Not resentful, just...caught in the middle of his needs. 
 
    Take, remember? Sometimes being a gentle half-breed was a hindrance. He wasn’t keen on taking unless they gave. Maybe it’d grow on him. 
 
    “Nice city.” He jerked his head toward the glow the truck approached. 
 
    Too short to see over the cabin of the truck, Ember leaned back to look past the side of the truck and even that, the stretch of fabric over her breasts, the tautness in her legs as she balanced, it drew him. 
 
    “The city of Verd,” Ember said softly. 
 
    As the truck rumbled into the first street, stone surrounded them. Two or three stories of perfectly squared-away sandstone, decorated with the drape and flourish of greenery. Leaves were crushed under their wheels and the soft moist air of the forest seemed to have followed them in here. The people were few, and at least half were dressed in the blue or gray robes of disciples of the cybermonks. 
 
    They passed a wall that ran barely a meter from his ear, and red writing sprang into being, flowing as he read. 
 
    “To achieve greatness one must do and one must sometimes take.” 
 
    What the... His thought dribbled away into nothing. 
 
    How? 
 
    How had the wall known? 
 
    He twisted and saw the writing fade then vanish. 
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    This was it. The day he delivered a princess to the cybermonks. The day he’d get surgery and a new dick. They’d follow through. They always did. His fear was only natural. 
 
    Not many men got to experience having their dick ripped off, fed to animals, a new cybercock attached, then an even better one stuck on years later. 
 
    It made every sphincter he owned clench. Made him grin too. 
 
    Fuck, this had better be as good as he’d heard or he’d roast the monks over a smelter set on nuclear heat and watch them melt. 
 
    He took the wide steps leading up to the audience room three at a time, making his red coat flare open. His boot soles clunked on the stone. His mass was much greater than when he’d been merely an outer human. Born and bred among the stars, his uncle used to say. Well, now he could rip the arms off a robot and say he was made from stars. Some of the metal in his parts would’ve been mined from a white dwarf star. 
 
    Fuck the snobbish CESS girl traipsing after him and her mercenary guard, Hoss. She was pretty, could probably buy the Leaf with her small change, and then there was her...he almost tripped up the stairs...yeah she had a body he was never going to forget. 
 
    Life had been iffy for a while, but he was still here. CESS hadn’t killed him. 
 
    He waited at the top for the doors to slide open, heard Ember and Hoss come up behind him and wait also. 
 
    These doors were wide enough to swallow an oliphant from Gemini two. They rode on bearings smooth as engine oil, silent as a road of corpses...providing the bone birds hadn’t yet arrived. If so, those roads of corpses were full of squawking with giblets being flung about and the very air black with old blood. 
 
    His right fist whined quietly as his fingers curled to their utmost limits. 
 
    Down boy, down. Dial down. 
 
    His vision stained red for a while, simmering, and clearing as the doors shuddered to a stop. 
 
    Ahead, the room was empty save for the cybermonks, lined up at the very end of an aisle of gold-flecked tiles. 
 
    He took in their appearance as he strode closer. Three, same as before, when he’d been broken and bleeding, three years ago. They hadn’t changed externally, though internally they might have upgrades. 
 
    Left to right, standing in their pale blue robes. The metal arrangement of their chrome spindly legs, feet, and arms was similar. It was their heads that differed. 
 
    Stryng Theory, shortened to Stryng. His head wore a cap of knotted white cables that swung like hair to neck level. There were no eyes but squares of inset mesh sat at about the right level for ears. 
 
    Lightnyng File was Lightnyng for short. The top end of him...or her, for the monks seemed sexless, was a wedge-studded shiny sphere and his eyes were a pair of golden balls. 
 
    Erroar Code – or Erroar, was shorter than the other two, and his jigsaw head was fractured pieces of globe, connecting wires, and white triangular teeth. He was the only one with a visible mouth but he lacked eyes and ears. 
 
    “So,” Ember whispered behind him, “You really are cybernetic AIs.” 
 
    “Of course.” Stryng’s head spun and the white cables flared outward. “Hence the cyber.” 
 
    “Bloody obvious,” he said quietly, pleased at her indignant noise. Then he raised his voice. “I’ve brought the princess. Does this girl behind me qualify? I feel she should.” 
 
    “And feelings are so interesting.” Lightnyng bowed a little at the waist, his words sizzling. “We do approve. We will speak to her but you may go, Baz.” 
 
    He hesitated. “Go where?” 
 
    “To surgery. Do you recall the way?” 
 
    Last time he’d been towed in on a stretcher, almost in pieces. Only some extravagant medical care given on the way here had revived him. He remembered, all right. 
 
    Remembered holding up his left hand and grimacing at the lacerations showing beneath the shine of the tissue glue. 
 
    Remembered holding up his right and seeing nothing except for a glimpse of his arm stub lifting as it tried to obey. 
 
    No pain, thank the forgotten gods. Someone had pumped his nerves with anti-pain meds, shorted his sensations to the max. 
 
    He remembered the gore below too. 
 
    “I remember,” he croaked, nodding. “I can find my way.” 
 
    “Good,” one of them said. Erroar probably – from the clack of teeth and whispery whine of the servomotors in his jaw. They liked to take turns speaking. 
 
    “Good luck, man.” Hoss said from above, an avalanche of rumbling words. He inclined his head and held out a hairy hand. 
 
    After a millisecond of hesitation Baz touched it and nodded back. 
 
    “Surgery?” Ember looked concerned and puzzled. Despite the situation he was headed for, the crinkles on her brow and around her eyes were cute. 
 
    “Yes. Tuning up my cyborg bits.” 
 
    “Oh. Good luck from me too.” She shuddered as if imagining some terrible scene. 
 
    If only she knew... 
 
    Left out the doors, down a corridor. He paused once outside, wondering vaguely what they were going to discuss with the girl, Ember. She was a high-level data extractor. 
 
    It dawned on him that he didn’t wish ill for her. Not any more. 
 
    Somewhere along the line, coming here, he’d lost most of his animosity toward Ember. Just what the fuck did the monks want with a CESS operative? 
 
    He’d walked out after the last surgery, years ago, transformed into what he was now – a cyborg with a heart, but not much else of worth. All because of CESS. That road of corpses had led to this. Next time he’d fly past and forget what he’d seen. Stopping to help had been his downfall. 
 
    Hadn’t been her fault. 
 
    He sucked in a breath through his nose, wiped his eyes with his knuckle. Time to do what must be done and get a new cock. 
 
    Everything here was impersonal, done by programmed bots, but better than human. 
 
    His last words were uttered after he lowered himself to the table in the middle of the cool and pristine surgery room. Above, the cutting and laser-bearing robotic arms unfolded from the ceiling and headed for him... 
 
    Make it big and fancy, he slurred. 
 
    Make it really big. 
 
    Really, reeeeally big. 
 
    Had he said that out loud? 
 
    Then the hiss of anesthesia cut into his mind and sent him lala-ing off to almost-sleep. 
 
    He remained a little aware but everything blurred and sound deadened, as if a mountain of blankets covered him. 
 
    There were no woolly animals leaping hurdles in this sleep, only burning and clinking, and the buzz of tiny engines. He twitched but felt nothing. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Ember ran through the checklist of her recent, significant events. 
 
    Rescued from a war, fucked her first orc, brought here sort of against her will, hyperspace intubation of her intimate places done manually by someone she both admired and disliked, and the latter was amazing considering how short a time she’d known Baz Rutland. 
 
    The things one did when not quite of a sane mind... 
 
    So, here she was face-to-metal with the cybermonks of legend, who may or may not have their digital ones and zeroes in the muddy pies of the galaxy. 
 
    Get it right and she’d leave here knowing who she was and where she’d come from, who had given birth to her. The names of her mother and father. 
 
    Gods...that was going to be wonderful when it happened. 
 
    She sniffed then wrinkled her nose to hold back the oncoming watery eyes. 
 
    They were dead but that didn’t matter. Just knowing who they were had become a need so deep it’d wrapped itself around her soul, crawled into the dark spaces in her head and stayed there waiting, niggling at her. 
 
    Just to know. Not knowing killed her a little every day. 
 
    Get it wrong and she’d leave here still a faceless, ancestorless orphan. 
 
    “Greetings, Miss Ember, princess of CESS industries. We are Lightnyng File, Stryng Theory, and Erroar Code.” 
 
    Curious names. She swept her gaze from left to right. So the one with long, white, and swishy cable hair was Stryng. Wedge-studded dome with the coin-colored eyes was Lightnyng. Erroar was shark teeth. Those teeth had markings like...she peered...like ancient circuit boards. That had to be deliberate? 
 
    These guys looked like the leftovers from a techpunk band. 
 
    Weird but nice. 
 
    Ember nodded. 
 
    “We believe you carry something that interests us. The DSU.” 
 
    The DSU? That was what they wanted? She had something they wanted. 
 
    Ember blinked. She had something they wanted. Excellent. 
 
    Yet... 
 
    “You told Baz this three years ago – to rescue me? How did you know I would have the DSU?” 
 
    “We are good at prediction.” 
 
    “Future events predicted from present data?” 
 
    “Yes. We process a lot of information to gain our understanding of the universe.” 
 
    This was why people worshipped them. It had to be. If they truly were prescient, this was world-tilting in significance. Well, well. 
 
    Her fingers twitched, wanting keys to press, data to mine, and her data knife in her hand. This might be fun. “You and me, we need to chat.” 
 
    “I am Erroar. You will give us the DSU,” shark teeth said, mouth widening. 
 
    “The DSU is mine and I’ve trapped it, virused it. No one can get in without my agreement. Especially you. Unless you want to be so many zeroes and ones on the wind.” 
 
    Okay, maybe she’d gone too far with that threat. She’d been riding high on the possibilities here. 
 
    Nevertheless, she slid the data knife from its waist sheath with her gloved left hand, and switched it on. The knife had a six-inch handle. Granted it was decorated with several stickers of her favorite anime star, but it was top-of-the-range equipment. The blade was powered and a six-inch-long piece of woven laser and ultraviolet light – the ultimate cyber-diving machinery. She could reach into any programmable device with this, even the minds of the cybermonks. It was that good. Her data-fucker, she liked to call it. 
 
    The hum and shiver of the blade under her fingers and the iridescence shimmering off the twisting purple blade, drew their attention. 
 
    Though she didn’t look down, she knew it would be fogging the adjacent air with frost. 
 
    “I’ll show you my DSU and you show me your database...all of it.” 
 
    “All of it? Never!” The dismay and anger erupting from their voices had her smiling. 
 
    Rescue a princess? They’d caught themselves someone better than that. She was a queen of cyberspace. Then the knife shuddered under her hand and the glow of the blade sputtered some more, faded, and zipped out. 
 
    Dead. 
 
    Which left her with only a handle. She couldn’t scare a hamsterpoodle with that 
 
    She really should’ve recharged it. 
 
    Asking for a wall outlet to plug it into might be a little presumptuous. 
 
    “Damn,” she said under her breath. 
 
    The silence was off-putting. She pretended all was fine and let her arm dangle at her side, casual-like, then slid the now bladeless data knife into the sheath. 
 
    Finally Erroar answered, teeth stretching into a crescent moon shape. “We will need time to consider your proposal. A room will be shown to you. Please feel free to relax. This may take a few days.” 
 
    She was sure teeth should not stretch. 
 
    Days? “What if Baz Rutland wishes to leave before then?” 
 
    “There will be other ships. Unless you are in a hurry?” 
 
    The vacant buzz of their voices blended until she wasn’t sure who spoke unless Erroar opened his toothy mouth. 
 
    Ember cleared her throat. “I’d wait a century if it meant gaining access to your database.” 
 
    “We see that.” 
 
    She’d revealed a weakness there, showed them how important it was, made no move to beg to be returned to CESS, like a dutiful employee should. Of course, she was on their planet, in their city. If they wished to, they could probably use unsavory methods to gain access to the DSU from her. Both she and they knew this. It was a basic fact. 
 
    But they hadn’t, yet. This was good. 
 
    “I’ll...find this room you speak of.” 
 
    All three of the cybermonks nodded and she backed away a few steps before turning. 
 
    “Your guard may stay a little longer. We need to speak to Hoss.” 
 
    Her glance took in Hoss and them, then Hoss again. He shrugged. 
 
    “I will talk to them.” 
 
    “Sure.” She walked out feeling strangely unsettled. 
 
    What was wrong with Hoss staying behind? Nothing she could put a finger on. If anyone would lay down his life for her, it was Hoss. 
 
    The doors closed behind her. An ankle-high, roach-bot skittered up on metal legs and gestured for her to follow. Ember squeaked and flinched. Not squishing it with her boot was difficult to do. 
 
    Roaches were a galaxy-wide pest critter. 
 
    “Who makes their welcome bots in the shape of a roach?” 
 
    And brown too. A shiny gold-brown. Where was the spray for this thing? 
 
    As long as it didn’t nibble on her food. Ember followed it down the corridor to the right, with her boots making a nice assertive sound on the floor. So far things were going as well as she could hope for, though she wondered exactly what Baz was having done to him.  
 
    Grumpy and rude he might be, but he had rescued her from an ugly death. She could never spit in the face of someone who did that. Well, maybe she could. He’d have to be a helluva lot ruder though. 
 
    The roach led her down sandstone corridors then into a garden open to the sky. Soft lights that dangled from poles came on as she approached them. Night had fallen. Though the walls of the corridor continued, they’d been strategically dismantled, partway to ground level, so they barely indicated where to walk. To either side past the sandstone blocks were ponds studded with stalks topped with huge yellow blossoms. 
 
    Bright-plumaged little birds zipped past, their tails fluttering feathered streams half as long as their bodies. The songbirds were blue mostly. Some were orange. They left trails of color and melodious notes and she closed her eyes just to listen. 
 
    So pretty. 
 
    She realized she hadn’t smiled like this for a long, long time. 
 
    The roach-bot had disappeared. 
 
    Ahead the path ran through a gap in another stone wall, though this one was partly hidden by a morass of vines. She ambled through, her shoulders brushed by tendrils of the low-hanging vine, and found soft green grass underfoot and the path deteriorating into the occasional square flagstone. 
 
    It angled left and skirted a shallow but perfectly clear pool with a bottom of rounded stones. Ripples marred the surface. The scent of pure water washed away her worries, her shoulders relaxed, her hands uncurled. She hadn’t realized how tense she’d been. 
 
    A low waterfall dabbled musically at the far end, creating the ripples, and the birds swooped low across the surface. 
 
    Swimming is allowed was written in white embedded on a gold plaque at the edge of the water. On three sides a high wall of slatted rough timber enclosed the pool. On the fourth side where she’d entered, the corner of a one-story building had been opened. 
 
    A tiny lizard skittered past and zipped up the drainpipe leading down the wall of the bedroom. Up above globular lights backlit the foliage of trees shielding this place from the sky. If stars showed, she couldn’t tell. 
 
    White glass sections had been slid back to reveal a bedroom decorated with white, bronze and silver accents. A square bed hugged the floor and was no more than knee high. 
 
    She was almost afraid to breathe and thus disturb the tranquility of this bedroom. Black birds flew across the white quilt in silhouette. This bedroom seemed designed to be both private and a part of the outside garden. 
 
    She could swim but had nothing to wear. Ember looked down at herself, grimaced. 
 
    The dirt of a week on board the Leaf under water usage restrictions enticed her to strip off her boots and her damaged tights and return to the edge of the pool. A pale gray stone ramp led into the water. She let the tights slip from her fingers and waded in. Under her bare feet were mildly rough undulations in the stone. 
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    They beckoned and Hoss strolled after the three cybermonks to a door at the back of the room. He ducked through. Beyond was a smaller square room where a flock of spherical red lanterns bobbed and floated below the ceiling. A slim, white rectangular table sliced the center of the room from left to right. 
 
    The monks sat on the floor along the opposite side of the table. 
 
    They were short. Hoss decided it was polite to sit rather than stare down at them. 
 
    No chairs were visible. No windows either. The walls had the subtle look of a field of gray grass rising from the floor with insects populating the lighter gray sky above. The floor’s white tiles were patterned like waves. 
 
    He folded his legs and assumed a cross-legged position, grasped his knees. 
 
    “Would you like some tea?” Lightnyng asked, voice sputtering with static. That interference had to be deliberate, as if he tried to be different. 
 
    “Tea?” 
 
    “It’s an Old-Earth beverage.” 
 
    Hoss nodded. 
 
    A red-and-black pot sat on the table with steam misting from the spout. A shallow but hands-width cup was before him and each monk. In the background a string instrument began to play quiet solitary notes. Ting tang tchungggg. Pling. 
 
    It was probably real music to someone. 
 
    His kind preferred music that involved drums, blood, and sex. If someone lost a limb, there lay perfection. 
 
    “Your tea.” Erroar poured it into the cup before Hoss then filled the other cups. “We only drink to be sociable.” His teeth met in a perfect zigzag. 
 
    Meaning, they didn’t swallow? 
 
    They waited for Hoss to drink then each pretended to sip at their tea. 
 
    It tasted faintly of meat, like a soup. But then how much would these AI intelligences know of tea? He recalled hearing of tea and it was normally made from the leaves of a plant. 
 
    “Good.” He smiled and raised the cup then sipped again. Time ebbed and flowed as they each sipped and smiled. Were they waiting for him to speak? He didn’t need to. 
 
    Finally he lowered the cup to the table and clasped his hands in his lap. 
 
    He was a patient half orc and could outwait most humanoids, though AI might be different. 
 
    Stryng bowed his head and placed both metal strutted hands flat on the table. “We have some sensitive information and we thought this might benefit not just you but your...companions.” 
 
    That pause in his words was odd. Did they think he’d believe them uncomfortable in telling him? 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “While your companion, Ember, was distracted by the power failure in her blade, we managed to invade the upper layers of information in her data specs.” 
 
    He straightened, shifted his butt. The floor seemed to be growing harder. “She will not be pleased.” 
 
    Stryng tilted his head, the strands of pseudo-hair slipping across and covering much of his smooth face. “If she finds out she will not be surprised that we tried. The trail of our invasion ends at surface level. The only data we obtained was to do with recent weeks, video stored, audio. No programs were compromised.” 
 
    Should he believe that? Trust them? 
 
    “Why are you telling me?” 
 
    “Ember...” Lightning’s golden eyes sparked with drifting stars. “Is troubled, as are you and Baz Rutland. Your pasts are all so very terrible.” 
 
    Sob, sob. Hoss shrugged. 
 
    Erroar sliced his teeth together to the sound of screeching metal then parted them. “We think we can help.” 
 
    “Oh?” They thought they knew his secrets? A desire to rip out their mechanical hearts and feed them to something, like Erroar’s mouth, surfaced. 
 
    How dare they. 
 
    Video...recent weeks? Wait. That meant. 
 
    He glowered from beneath his thick eyebrow ridge, felt the base of his head horns grow warm. The hairs on his cropped mane prickled. “You dared to copy the video of me and her?” 
 
    His much-loved patience threatened to burn to the ground leaving only ashes. 
 
    “We did.” Erroar seemed to sneer. 
 
    Shocked at the dark emotion he read in those interlocking teeth, Hoss blinked. Couldn’t be. 
 
    “The girl has a fetish for big cocks, according to her own words. According to her past, there is more than you. She delights in visiting clubs and looking at large humanoids. Mating even temporarily would be of psychological benefit to all of you. You really should do this again.” 
 
    Stryng added, “We are giving Baz a big sxsynthflesh cock so he too can make her happy.” 
 
    Whaaaat? 
 
    The monks fell silent. His brain did too. Shocked, he’d swear he could hear the ticking of something inside one of them, smell the soup they called tea, feel his own heart thudding at his chest. 
 
    Apart from that this room was eerily silent and scentless. 
 
    That was all? What they wanted to tell him? 
 
    He rose in one motion, bumping his head on a red lantern that’d floated too low. The thing burst on his horns and fluttered down in fragments of paper. 
 
    “I don’t do instructions, you fucking...bots!” 
 
    He should not have said that, should’ve simply left without words. His anger had overridden sense. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Still angry, he left them behind him, stomping from tea room to welcome hall and out the doors before he realized he had no idea where to go. 
 
    This was their city, their home, if AIs were into homes. 
 
    They certainly were into collecting orc and human porn. 
 
    She liked big cocks! Hah! 
 
    A guttural grumble began in his chest and he struggled to stop it tearing loose, becoming a roar. 
 
    Luckily a small, multi-legged bug-bot trotted up and distracted him. The friendly wave of its forelimbs made him grimace. He could squash it. Wanted to. No. At first he refused to follow and only watched it scamper away. 
 
    Hoss put both hands up and gripped the base of his horns, growled to let out some of his frustration. Frustration, no longer was it anger. How dare they presume he would seduce her on their say-so? How dare they. He was not a feral. 
 
    His breathing slowly calmed. 
 
    Wherever this bot went, she would surely be at the end of the journey. 
 
    His feet thuds made a rhythm for the thoughts plaguing his head. 
 
    He must tell her of their treachery. What they’d copied. It was his duty. 
 
    They’d given Baz a big cock? Just so he’d appeal to Ember? It made his thoughts wrench about as he tried to understand how this could be. Wrong. It shouldn’t matter but it was so wrong. 
 
    If she was to be with any male, it would be him...he. Human language was pieces of shit. Orc anger and grammar were a poor mix. 
 
    Clearly Baz was...just...wrong for her. 
 
    He already knew she had a thing for big males, but he couldn’t take advantage of her vulnerability. 
 
    Even if... 
 
    Even if the memory of her before him, partly naked, pushing onto his cock, writhing as she came, her breasts heaving and sweaty...remained front and center in his brain all the long way to where he was led. 
 
    He could feel himself inside her. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The songbirds had grown courageous and flew closer to Ember than before. One with orange feathers landed on the far edge of the pool and eyed her a moment before dipping its beak into the pool and drinking delicately. She dared not disturb it and leaned back against the pool’s edge, delighting in the cool, cleansing feel of the water playing on her bare legs. 
 
    This was paradise. 
 
    “Definitely,” she said to herself. 
 
    After a while she allowed her eyelids to lower and she began to feel relaxed and warm, despite the cool water, to feel alive and throbbing with energy. Every breath swarmed with a background, muted excitement. 
 
    How odd. This wasn’t normal. 
 
    A scent pervaded the air and burgeoned, strengthening with the passing of the seconds. Yes. It was partly this that excited her. 
 
    She could smell him coming. 
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    The three cybermonks clustered around the table. 
 
    Erroar lifted the lid of the teapot and sniffed. He couldn’t smell very well. Stryng had those sensors. “Did we do this right? He didn’t seem to appreciate the tea.” 
 
    “It was from a recipe handed down from Old-Earth, though it was described in a poem.” Black specks sifted down through Lightnyng’s eyeballs, like miniscule black rain. “Do those work?” 
 
    “Poems? What does it matter?” Erroar clacked his teeth, grinned. “Oh I do I love my teeth.” 
 
    “We noticed,” the other two chorused. 
 
    “It probably doesn’t matter.” Lightnyng reached up and pulled down a floating lantern. His hands pressed on it from each side and his metal fingers popped through the red surface as he slowly crushed the globe. “The game is afoot. We have set the cat among the pigeons. I wonder how long it will be before the DNA-targeted aphrodisiac affects her. I expect things to get very interesting.” 
 
    “Chase and capture. Run and hide?” Erroar asked. 
 
    Lightnyng dropped the shredded lantern. “We can hope for this. Humanoids and orc are predators at heart. They love the chase. I misted the aphrodisiac into the air above her bed and in the pond. I see she has already immersed her body.” 
 
    “Yes. Soon there will be anarchy. Sex. Violence perhaps. All three are likely with a combination of humans, orcs, and cyborgs.” Erroar reached in and stirred the liquid in the pot with a metal finger. “This was songbird tea, yes?” He rattled on without waiting for an answer. “Was that a metaphor? I am wondering if this songbird tea was supposed to have them in it.” 
 
    He lifted his finger from the steaming liquid and peered at the sodden mess of feathers stuck to his finger. 
 
    “Perhaps not.” Lightnyng inclined his round head. “Poems are a mystery to me. Let us not forget to get the DSU from her. Whether she is dead at the end of this or not, there is a possibility she will destroy the data on it before we can harvest it.” 
 
    Erroar shook the wet feathers from his digit then gnashed his teeth. Tiny curled slivers of metal fell to the table. “If she does we should make tea from her.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” they all agreed. Their minds had synched for a few seconds, and they spoke as one being. “Another tea party would be nice.” 
 
    “We should have one to celebrate the results of the Prediction when this is over.” Stryng walked away and lifted his head. “Have you noticed? An anomaly in the library? A thing that shouldn’t be there? A thing that flies.” 
 
    The others only shook their heads, leaving Stryng puzzled. Normally they all received the same data. He pulled down one of his braids and made to suck on it, but he didn’t have a mouth. Instead he sniffed it then put it to his mesh ear. The plastic had a faint tangy scent. 
 
    “Perhaps I will get some teeth too.” 
 
    Erroar let out a low buzzing laugh, that sounded as if it had been dredged from the dark, jungle-moist chambers beneath the city of Verd. “You would like them.” 
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    Hoss walked through a gap in a wall. 
 
    There she stood, in the middle of a pond, half naked. A siren. A mermaid. Many planets had mythologies of female creatures that lured a male into water. In days of old, his kind might’ve eaten such a delicacy, bones and all. After fucking it. 
 
    Okay, she wasn’t half-naked, she had her tights off, nothing more. 
 
    In rut, it was more than enough for this mixed-breed orc. 
 
    He groaned at the sight of her gleaming wet thighs. His big cock surged, filled with blood and lust, and became much bigger. His heart almost stopped working. He thumped his chest, hard, just to make sure it kept going. The thud made her turn. 
 
    The pout of her red lips. 
 
    The swell of her breasts almost bursting from the confines of her top. 
 
    The way that little skirt brushed the water’s surface and reminded him of what lay beneath. 
 
    Mindful of how her mouth was at almost the right level for cramming it with his cock, Hoss ventured closer. 
 
    He swallowed when she heaved in a slow breath that left her mouth slightly open. He glimpsed tongue tip. Her gaze seemed to take forever to navigate from groin level to his face. 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    There was a rasp in her voice. He’d clearly heard a rasp. 
 
    Damn the monks for putting memories of sex with her into his head. 
 
    He squatted beside the pool then on instinct reached out, open-handed. To his surprise she touched his hand and smiled, her fingers falling away at the edge of his palm. He stopped himself from grabbing her, just. 
 
    “Come on in. The water is beautiful.” 
 
    “Orcs and shags aren’t into water, Ember.” 
 
    “But you’re dirty aren’t you? I know I am...was.” 
 
    Oh the subtexts in those words. 
 
    “Ember...” 
 
    She wrapped her fingers over his thumb, proving again how small she was compared to him. Just seeing her holding him there, those little fingers, her implied femaleness next to his galumphing great maleness, it made his balls ache harder. Then she tugged at his thumb. Without taking his eyes off her, he leaned to the side, anchored his other hand on the ground, and slipped into the pool, boots, black camo suit, and all. 
 
    The water was a shock at first, though it barely splashed above his knees. With little hesitation he reached out and cradled her jaw, with a hand to each side, and he held her so as he bent to kiss her. 
 
    Softly. Gently. His lips barely pressing. 
 
    Though it was all he could do not to tear off clothes – his, hers, and fling them aside. 
 
    When her hands touched his hips, the low purr in his throat was new for him, as much a shock as the temperature of the water. He’d fucked a lot of women, but never purred. Shags did it, not orcs. It bewildered him. 
 
    When he ceased to kiss her, her eyes were wide and locked to his, yet... 
 
    She pulled away, took a small step back, sending the water swirling. 
 
    “Wait.” Hand palm-out, she cautioned him. “Is this me?”  
 
    What did that mean? Of course it was her. At the prospect of a potential mate escaping, his rut went into overdrive. Blood surged to his temples, his cock, his muscles, and he grabbed both shoulders to kiss her again, with force this time. 
 
    For a second, only a second, she struggled, and a squeak escaped her mouth before he covered it entirely. Her hand arrived on his cock and he felt her strive to pull down and strip away the camo suit. He undid the fastening one-handed while still kissing her, eating her mouth, consuming her. 
 
    The rut was bad. It fucked his brain, always did. Red-raw male desire. He would’ve fucked her anywhere, any way, any hole, if not for her apparent unwillingness. It helped him brake his lust, just a little. 
 
    Just... 
 
    Barely... 
 
    He broke the kiss again, curled his big hands around her waist. 
 
    “Hoss, I want to...” 
 
    Her scent magnified in his nostrils, overwhelming and fertile. 
 
    Seduction, who needed that? Growling, he stooped and grasped her neck with his teeth, careful not to tear her. Human female skin was delicate. Her hands wrapped over his horns where they merged with his scalp. When he lifted her higher, parted her thighs, and let his erect and freed cock push between her legs, her moans intensified. 
 
    His suspicion that she had no panties was proven correct. Her cunt felt slippery against his shaft. Her natural wetness had been partly washed away by the pool and he much preferred pure female cunt-juice. 
 
    He fake-fucked her a few times, not trying to get in, then swung himself and her in a one-eighty turn to place her on the pool’s edge, sitting with her feet dangling in the water. The damp skirt had rucked up, been caught between her bare ass and the stone on the pool’s rim. 
 
    Her pussy and slit were revealed. 
 
    Nothing wrong with savoring the sight, though his cock bobbed and ached some more. It wanted to plow in without so much as a please open up for me. 
 
    “Hoss?” Her hands tensed where they’d wrapped over the stone lip. Tensed, released. 
 
    The strained sound in her voice made him tear away his cuntward gaze and look at her face. 
 
    “Yes?” He cupped her breasts... “What is it?” He squeezed those full tits then nipped at the neckline with his teeth, dragging it past that point of no return where her breast simply had to pop out. Nuzzling her there should be next. Drool gathered in his mouth. “Yes?” 
 
    “I want –” 
 
    He lowered his mouth to her nipple and sucked, nuzzled, licked her there, feeling her body muscles shift and stretch as she arched. Her little shudders and gasps prompted him to move in to let the head of his cock ease along her slit, searching for that entrance, for the give, the supreme wetness, to let it sink inside her. Second time having sex, so she’d be better, easier to fuck. Most of the bigger species, orcs, andurians, a few others, secreted substances that helped train the cunts of smaller females. 
 
    The stone-shifters called it basht. 
 
    Shags went for gushta. 
 
    Orcs called it basja, which translated as slut juice, and those exceptionally literate bastards were half his genetic material. 
 
    Given time with basja, he could fuck a teensy Old-Earth fairy, if those existed. Theoretically. 
 
    “Hoss.” 
 
    “What?” After slipping her top fully off her shoulders, Hoss gripped both her bared tits and, grunting, felt that first succulent give as she dilated around his cock. 
 
    He slid in...a full, amazing, and perfect inch. The pressure from her muscles held him spellbound. 
 
    Before she answered, he leaned away from her so he could see. A wondrous moment, to behold how his cock had merged with her body. Her legs spread wide, her slit swallowing his member. It was a magical trick he’d never tire of, and for this to be her, Ember...this awed him. 
 
    “Ember. Gods, Ember, look.” 
 
    Her head was back, her arms propped on the flagstones she sat on, her mouth open but no words came forth. She hadn’t reacted to his words, clearly too overcome by pleasure to speak, her mouth gaping and closing as she trembled through several breaths. 
 
    He took that as permission to fuck her deeper. 
 
    With both hands wrapped over and under her upper thighs, fingers digging in, his blunt claws embedded just enough for purchase, he held her still and rocked into her, watching and feeling for that movement, for the give. 
 
    A groan tore from him at the sight of her cunt lips parting as he slid further. Her pale wetness welled around where his immense cock and her pussy became one. 
 
    His flesh in her. 
 
    He was rooted in her like a tree trunk in the ground and wished he could remain so forever. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
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    “Wait!” Ember flung out her hand, unseeing, barely able to think, but she sensed how this must be wrong. 
 
    This wasn’t her. 
 
    He stilled and waited. Panting, she recalled his last words...to look. 
 
    Balancing on one hand at first, only to find she had to plant the out-flung one again or fall over – palm slapped onto the warm stone, she looked... 
 
    At where their bodies joined. And she knew he was watching her look. This ginormous orc beast-man with a ginormous member that he’d inserted into her was watching her study how they were fucking. Her mouth strained open and she wriggled a little, around him, feeling the twist of his cock. Her cunt pulsed rhythmically, trying to crush him, squeeze him, gobble his cock in further... 
 
    So large, it must split her if he shoved it deeper. 
 
    Yet she desired more. 
 
    Not her. 
 
    Career, reputation, her...her decency, her façade of being a good girl, it was all at stake if she fucked an orc, again. 
 
    Too late surely. 
 
    “Wait.” The trembling in her legs was not because she wanted him in her deeper, wanted to feel him thrust again. “Please,” she whispered. 
 
    Never. 
 
    Not. 
 
    Gods that felt so good. 
 
    Open-mouthed, moaning quietly, because it was just impossible not to with those sensations shimmying through her body from pussy to brain, because it made her want to shut her eyes and fuck him back, but this still wasn’t her. 
 
    She stared at the impossible. 
 
    “What, Ember? Hurting too much.” 
 
    “No,” she admitted, whimpering. “Not that.” 
 
    When he’d fucked her before it’d been fleeting and dangerous and a last good thing in my whole life sort of thing. It’d been desperation incarnate. 
 
    This... 
 
    “I don’t know. Something...something’s wrong. I’d never...” 
 
    Fuck you for real even if I wanted to with the strength of a thousand exploding suns. And surely the orgasm building just because he was inside her was going to wreck her precisely like that. 
 
    “I’d never.” She gulped, shuddered. “You can’t fuck me.” How could she expect an orc in rut to stop? 
 
    With her entire body now shaking, hard, no matter how she tried to stop her reaction, she stared fully into his face. Hoss stared at her, his hands clutching her thighs so tightly it would leave bruises. 
 
    A small gush of fluid swelled inside her pussy. Her eyes snapped closed. This wasn’t true come. She’d be leaking everywhere if he’d come. For an orc, that was pre-cum or basja. 
 
    She knew the anatomy of most big species in the finest detail. It’d been a hobby, one she’d sighed over many times. Her personal pic album was dirty and full of large humanoids and their larger dicks. 
 
    Hoss smiled. 
 
    Designed to open her for him. 
 
    If she did this enough times. If. Her nails clawed at the stone, her cunt squeezed in again. She could come from this. Just a little more of him. 
 
    “Fuck. Fuck. Oh gods.” Ember let her head flop back, wondering how it was he’d stopped when the desire must be so strong. “Hoss?” Lost in the feel, she knew she’d licked across her lips, that tears were leaking from the corners of her eyes. 
 
    “Mmm.” 
 
    He was an orc half-breed, from the curve of his horns to the size of his cock and the bulk of his musculature, and she adored him for it. Lusted for it. But never ever like this. 
 
    “It’s not me.” 
 
    The growl was frightening, since his teeth were bared, but he then said, “Fine.”  
 
    A gentlemen orc, in rut. 
 
    He withdrew, sucking out that cock, leaving her empty. 
 
    Stunned, she couldn’t take her lustful gaze off the swing and dip of his member. Over half her arm’s-length long. It couldn’t all fit inside her anyway. 
 
    But she wanted to try. 
 
    “You, are not you? Fine. No cunt fucking then. But you never said no to this.” 
 
    Too fascinated by the giant anatomy waving before her, she’d put her hand between her legs and pressed her palm to her clit. The possible meaning of his words arrived late. 
 
    Mouth an O, she registered his gleeful grin a second before he picked her up, turned her around and lowered her into the pool. With one hand at the small of her back, and the other wrapped in her nape hair, he shoved her down again, only face first, with her belly on the stone. 
 
    She eeped once as he stuck his cock head beside her other hole. 
 
    “You can’t! That’s worse.” 
 
    “Is it?” The question seemed both menacing and enticing, since he’d rumbled it an inch from her ear. Orc breath...Hoss breath, warmed her neck. “I’m taking no more fussing from you. Your noes seem wrong to me. You want me to fuck off and not stick this in you?” 
 
    His cock pushed again at her asshole. 
 
    “You had it there before?” 
 
    Once. “Not...you,” she whispered. 
 
    He chuckled. “I know that. You scream this time, and I’ll go. Scream loud.” 
 
    “If you use that in there, I probably will.” But she’d soft-bitten her lower lip in anticipation, and already he was pressing and she knew it was going places, going...in. “Impossible,” she blurted, eyes rolling upward, sighing. 
 
    “Not.” He nipped her neck, held the bite of skin in teeth, pressing. The distraction surely made her open more, let him slide in. “The basja helps there too. More sometimes.” 
 
    “Oh. Gods.” She shut her eyes, as his cock fucked her slow as a snake sliding home. 
 
    Her groans were spoken to the stone. Her drool wet the side of her face. 
 
    Hoss pumped in and out a few times then said softly, only he was purring this time. The purr, she knew of that. A very satisfied male did this. Very. Satisfied. 
 
    “I’m in more than I was in your other hole.” 
 
    He fucked at her again, making the pool slosh higher up to her belly, and she slid a little back and forth, moaning at the drag of the cock inside her asshole. 
 
    “Can’t. Be.” 
 
    “Am.” 
 
    “I never thought you’d do this.” It came out slurred, as if she was drunk on a bottle of strong liquor. 
 
    He laughed. His laugh was sexy, she decided. 
 
    “I’d fuck you anywhere, anyhow, Ember. You haven’t screamed.” 
 
    No, she hadn’t, and she arched as he sneaked his thick fingers around her hip then down to her slit. He slippery-fingered them over her clit, massaging as he shunted in and out, as he fucked her ass, as he bit down. Then...he fucked her deepest of all and grunted. His cock seemed to blow up an extra miniscule amount, increasing the girth, the push. 
 
    He came. And that, was enough. To push her over. 
 
    She might’ve shrieked then, at the pain, at the pleasure, at the lust blossoming into a muscle-trembling cataclysm. 
 
    The huge swell as he spurted come triggered her own climax. Coughing, moaning, her legs shaking despite being pinned by Hoss’s weight against the pool edge, she cried out and flew into that beautiful ecstasy, held there, paused in perpetual joy, it seemed – crying, spasming. 
 
    When she returned to the world Hoss kissed her back, all down it from shoulder blades to the top of her butt. She squirmed, smiled sleepily. 
 
    “Want me to pull out yet?” 
 
    Ember shook her head the small amount her body allowed. Energy was lacking. 
 
    “Uh. Stay.” 
 
    It wasn’t every day this happened. 
 
    But Hoss slid out, leaving an ache. His cum gushed down her thighs. His hand planted on her back. “Just going to look at you. Stay.” 
 
    It was impossible to move. 
 
    She should’ve screamed. He’d given her an out and she hadn’t taken it. 
 
    The indescribable burn to be fucked was fading.  
 
    That hadn’t been her at all. She’d lost all sense of judgment even though she’d already decided climbing into bed with Hoss was a huge no-no. She sighed. Everything about him was huge. 
 
    “Let me wash you clean. We are in the right place for it.” 
 
    Ember nodded. He was so very gentle. He stripped off the rest of her clothes and with his hands he poured water over her back, washing her between her legs and kissing her skin. What was so wrong about lying with an orc? 
 
    Everything, and nothing. Oh to be in a society where this was right and proper. Eventually she turned and gained the courage to say what she had to say. 
 
    “Hoss, that wasn’t me.” 
 
    The wrinkles forming above his eyebrow ridge made her chest hurt, and she hated hurting him again. 
 
    “Feels like you,” he grumbled. Then he scooped her up and was out of the pool and two strides gone before she could do more than squeak. 
 
    “Hoss!” 
 
    “Shhh. It’s late. It’s night. We are both in need of sleep and food. I will make sure you have both, and I’m sleeping in your bed this one night, no matter what else you have decided.” 
 
    “Oh gods.” She scowled, considering. “No fucking. I know about the rut, but if you can’t stop yourself, then you should go.” 
 
    He paused in his advance on the bedroom, or small house, whatever it was, for a door led inward from the bedroom. There might be a kitchen and more. 
 
    “I can keep myself from fucking you if I want to. Though...” His gaze pondered her very naked and damp body. “Best if you wear more clothes.” 
 
    “They’re wet. There might not be any more.” 
 
    “Then, we will manage. I will sleep with you this night. In the morning we will talk.” 
 
    Talk. 
 
    For once that bothered her. Okay, for all times it bothered her. She wasn’t a whole lot better at talking intimately than an orc. 
 
    All through the meal they’d assembled from food found stored deeper in the house, she wondered what had come over her. Artificial induction of desire? Possibly, but why? 
 
    Why would anyone want to do that to her? 
 
    Hoss might. He seemed smitten, but he wouldn’t have the means. 
 
    To her surprise, curling up with him rendered her near sleep within minutes, whereas in the past she often tossed and turned. Insomnia was a common disease of star travelers, and CESS employees such as princesses put up with it for the career boost and the money. 
 
    She struggled to keep her eyes open for one last moment. Long enough to stare at the opposite open wall that gave onto the pool. Should they close it? Would that be safer, here? 
 
    Unlikely. 
 
    “Night, Hoss.”
He grunted and drew her closer to his huge chest, stroked her hair. “Goodnight.” 
 
    There was a question she was dying to know. 
 
    “Hey. Umm. Tell me the truth. How far did you get in?” 
 
    “In?” 
 
    She blushed but said it. “In my butt.” 
 
    “Ahh. Not far. I exaggerated in the heat of the moment. Next time, though... The basja helps enormously. Goodnight, human girl.” 
 
    Next time? Hells no. 
 
    There must not be. 
 
    Still smiling at Hoss’s uncharacteristic description of her, as if she were a stranger he’d met on a filthy sexual date, she fell into sleep. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
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    Baz woke to a silent and dim room, remembering in a jolting instant why he lay on his back. Why his crotch felt abnormal. 
 
    He was naked. 
 
    Almost afraid of what he might find, he groped downward to his groin area, slid his hand further, further, until it encountered not just a strange mass of synthflesh, which was what his last one had felt like, but a throbbing mass of high-quality sxsynthflesh. Cybermonk quality. 
 
    Baz Rutland had a proper cock, again, and he smiled through the muffling, deadening underground hum in his mind. Someone had stuffed his head with wet paper and dust. Even his muscles felt odd, distorted. As if they’d given him a whole new body. 
 
    Neurosensory pathways have been adapted. 
 
    That message came from somewhere inside. 
 
    He sat up and swung his legs over the side of the table he lay on. 
 
    Words scrolled down his left retina and an internal voice narrated as he read the words. 
 
    We advise you to get acquainted with your new cock, Baz. 
 
    Nice and personal. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    You requested a large one and we have obeyed. It is large and will grow substantially larger with stimulation and/or applied thought. 
 
    “Applied thought?”  
 
    Yes. Thinking of getting an erection can cause your cock to obey far more readily than most. You need never contemplate failure. 
 
    He never had before. Not until it was ripped off. But...good. 
 
    Even flaccid as it was, his CM cock was more than a handful. He might need a little extra stretch in his pants. 
 
    It was a fairly normal shape but black in color. Veins ran and twisted down the shaft. The head seemed the right shape if bigger. His balls liked it when he pushed the head with a finger, sliding it from one thigh until it flopped to the other. “Black?” 
 
    The color is changeable and here are many other accessory transformations you may find useful. We recommend experimenting to find your best attribute. 
 
    Attribute, he snorted at that one. “Pink?” It flashed into the worst fluorescent pink and Baz grimaced. “Tame it down, boy.” 
 
    The color faded to pure white with a few metal rivet-like pieces showing. He preferred to see it as what it was – cyborg cock. Flesh pink was boring. He’d use black and steel on alternate days. 
 
    Would a woman freak if it looked pure steel? 
 
    “Hmmm.” He stroked it and was shocked at the thrill thundering into him from the subtle touch. A squeeze made him gasp. His voice squeaked. “I think I just saw flying naked women.” 
 
    And flying naked oliphants. 
 
    There may be some unusual sensory side effects at first until your neurological system gets used to the new input. 
 
    Do you wish to see a few of the other attributes? 
 
    “Sure.” He yawned, his jaw popping. 
 
    We will run through some. The rest are discoverable and stored in your mind files, under cocky instruction manual. 
 
    Erection. 
 
    His cock swelled and swelled and within seconds became large enough to be mistaken for a small python. Baz’s eyebrows rose. He’d always wanted a snake cock. His hand barely encompassed the girth. Thumb-tip met fingertip if he strained and squashed his cock. 
 
    An orgasm rippled through him though no come spurted. Baz jerked, coughed. What the? 
 
    “Holy –” 
 
    Spikes. 
 
    Short, blunt metal spikes popped out all along the shaft. He swore at that. Not painful for him, but...for the girl? 
 
    Vibration. 
 
    The hum and tremors set him off again. This time come squirted in an arc, splashing on the wall a few meters away. 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    You will find your sensitivity scaling back after a day or two. 
 
    “Holy mothers of Hexenshen!” Hexenshen was a small religion he’d encountered many planets ago. Not his religion, but he liked to swear equal opportunity. 
 
    Multiple orgasms for a man? It was an interesting concept, though he’d prefer some lasting power. 
 
    You can also turn down sensitivity, or turn it up, on command. There is a taste selective. Power lube. And various special modes, such as party mode, unicorn horn simulator, tentacles, and perhaps best of all, the demon cock mode. 
 
    “Demon mode?” 
 
    Yes, it makes it impossible for the female to orgasm but turns her on exceptionally well. I believe some call this a form of torture. 
 
    Playing with his cock might keep him too busy to go to work. 
 
    They’d discover him a century from now – a mummified man with his hand still wrapped around his cock. To be honest though...he frowned at his new cock...he’d have preferred something simpler, just big and plain, not this carnival of sex. He should turn all the fuckin’ extras off. 
 
    There is also a trademark symbol on the underside above your testicles. A CM. If you ever have a severe emergency, press there and talk. A representative will be with you as fast as possible. 
 
    Talk to his cock, okay, that was totally normal. For once. 
 
    “A severe emergency? What if I’m on another planet?” 
 
    Within the bounds of reasonableness, of course. There are also certain stipulations associated with your new sexual appendage. Violate these and ownership and warranty will be revoked. 
 
    Baz frowned. “No fucking way.” They’d remove this cock from him only if he were dead. 
 
    All in the manual. 
 
    He waited for more of an explanation but the voice had died away. When it said nothing further, he slid off the table and went in search of his clothes. 
 
    He’d wring the rest of the details from the cybermonks. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    After he’d insisted over and over, the roach bot had led Baz to the cybermonks. He stood at the side of a vast stage, overlooking a crowd of thousands of supplicants and followers of the monks. Or he assumed that’s what they were from the cheering whenever the cybermonks announced anything. 
 
    The three of them were out in the middle of the stage, dwarfed by their surroundings but apparently at ease from the drama of their gestures, the way they spat out their adages and punctuated the phrases by punching the air. 
 
    So far they’d spouted many general helpful but vague directions, like be good and good will come to you. Water your zalias daily and the crop of small crab things they sprout come next summertime will be your blessing. 
 
    Most theologies said the same stuff. To his mind, what mattered was how you treated people. Be selfish and only love those who agree with you would’ve fitted most of the ’ligions he’d come across. 
 
    He eyed the above. Morning, judging by the bright blue-pink sky. His internal clock agreed. So that was running properly. From the shadows, the sun shone from somewhere behind the curved roof. The crowd roared again, waved small whirligigs. The monks droned on. Looked as if it’d be best to wait for them to be alone before he tried discussing the handful of multi-colored festivities he now had in his pants. 
 
    Really, what was it about big that translated as I want a spiked dick that glows in the dark? 
 
    Without further requests to deviate from the path, the bot led him through a maze of pathways to a gap in a sandstone wall, past a pool, and hence to where... 
 
    To where Ember and Hoss slept peacefully on a bed, curled up together. His face was in her hair. His arm over her body. 
 
    Spooning with an orc. 
 
    The red crackly haze of anger shot into him. Though he controlled it and walked back the way he came in, he grazed the wall next to the entry with his nails as he left. The pain and the scratching sound, the leftover rock gathering under his nails, it let him focus on leaving. He had an urge to both go over and smash in the orc’s head and to drag her off the bed and fuck her. 
 
    The smashing the orc idea was normal for him when he got like this. 
 
    The fucking her inclination? That was abnormal. 
 
    The surgery must really have screwed with him. 
 
    He needed to go have a lie down. 
 
    “Take me to my rooms, you dumb bot,” he snapped. 
 
    The thing trundled away, obediently, its gangly antennae and limbs insect-like and irritating.  
 
    He resisted stomping on it, and was proud of his restraint. 
 
    Wasn’t until his own idyllic set of private rooms, with dangly ferns and greenery and waterfalls, was before him that he turned, drew back his leg, and booted the small critter-bot back over the wall. As it crashed through the branches of the outside trees, it made a satisfying tinkle. 
 
    Good. At last something had turned out perfect. 
 
    Then he lay on his bed and tried to sleep, only to find himself staring at his dick and wondering when it’d transform into a singing and dancing chainsaw. Idly, he tried searching for the warranty. If it was in the files, it was buried under mountains of words. What could possibly void the warranty? 
 
    He noticed the grit under the nails of his left hand and began to pick it out. That wall...he’d scraped bits off it with the other hand, hadn’t he? Yet his right was clean. 
 
    Okay, odd. Mind games again. Baz frowned and went back to the important stuff. 
 
    He did find a new mode that made him shudder – split mode. He wasn’t touching that one, not even with a long stick with a dildo on the end. What the fuck did the monks think humans were into if they’d added that? 
 
    Funny how every time he thought of sex, Ember came up in his mind, naked. Not allowing females on his crew was probably a mistake. He lowered his eyelids as he felt his cock begin to erect. Testing, testing, one, two, three. 
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    Ember noticed Baz come almost into the bedroom before backing out. There was the clear wrench of anger on his face. What had made him angry? 
 
    At her, for choosing a half-breed orc to have sex with? 
 
    At the monks for leading him here? Or did he come across this place accidentally? She supposed that depended on where he was supposed to go. 
 
    Or was he jealous of Hoss? That one would be the most bizarre since she barely knew Baz. He was just a spacejunker captain who’d sort of fucked her with tubes. If he were a doctor she’d think nothing of it. With him, it did seem lewd. 
 
    Men though. Men! Making assumptions, as always. 
 
    Or he hated orcs. 
 
    When she next floated into wakefulness, Ig was back. She rarely gave him instructions and he wandered in and out, wherever it was she ended up. Nothing seemed able to hurt him, let alone see him. 
 
    “Hi,” she whispered, smiling as he crept across the bed sheets, his wings folded and high, to snuggle into her front. She scratched under his wedge-shaped chin. “Where have you been, mister naughty?” 
 
    Already he was happier here – his red eyes and the tiny red-and-black scales on his body became less translucent the longer she stayed most places. Was it because he felt safe, or something else? She’d never found out. 
 
    If she knew what species he was, maybe it’d say. Wickedopedia said nothing about small, flying, dragon-like creatures that could possibly hit hyperspace all by themselves. Or zip into other dimensions? He could go from A to C without wandering though B. That had to be special. 
 
    If she’d studied the space-time continuum and physics instead of programming, she might’ve been able to guess. Ig dug his teeth into her lower hand’s index finger, nipping and drawing blood. Ember grimaced but let him. It was a part of their bond and he’d always done it. 
 
    As a CESS princess she’d been given neurosensory enhancements so she could exchange data with her knife and the specs without any extra equipment. She’d always been able to do something similar with Ig. Ever since a toddler, she’d grown accustomed to hearing some of his thoughts. He brought her stuff. At first it had been visions of places he’d been. She’d wanted candy back then but got the Tale of Agamemnon or Alice in Wonderland, or what the servants were doing in the kitchens of a restaurant. Stuff. 
 
    Once her enhancements kicked in, he began to deliver more sensitive info. If she wanted, he got. If he felt like it. Nothing was guaranteed with Ig. 
 
    The data was often patchy – she’d get a recipe for steak mixed in with details of the spy network on Planet X – but that anything came to her at all was probably miraculous. 
 
    “You’re a good boy.” She stroked his head, gently, careful not to mess up the tuft of wire-like silver hairs on the crest of his head. 
 
    Ig had fleetingly been in the cybermonks’ library. He was afraid of them, which was terribly unique, and she didn’t know why. 
 
    He closed his eyes and she withdrew her hand. Flying elsewhere tired him. 
 
    Hoss was behind her, big, warm, and far more comforting to cuddle than Ig, who was hard and bumpy. Except for that growing erection. Even though her body screamed at her to stay and to let him wake her in a more sexy way, she wriggled out from under his arm and sat, moving faster at the end when he blindly clutched at her. 
 
    Ember sat perched on the bed. Her boobs reminded her of her nakedness. Clothes? 
 
    Clothes? 
 
    On the chair, and possibly damp. She stood and padded to the chair, touched her dress. Yes, very wet. Her tights though were dry. She’d removed them before climbing into the pool. Verd was a temperate climate, warm enough that she wouldn’t be too uncomfortable in wet clothes. 
 
    Sighing, she picked up the dress. 
 
    “You don’t need those.” Sleepy, large, orc eyes caressed her, taking in her form, smiling. 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    Gods, she wanted to kiss those lips, wriggle on his... 
 
    Swallowing, she wrenched away her gaze, began to don the dress. The design worked well with her full but average-sized breasts – it supported her enough, showed some cleavage. 
 
    Hoss whistled. “On second thoughts, come over here like that. Sit on me.” He rolled onto his back, whipped off the sheets, revealing his... 
 
    Ember gulped, stared some more. 
 
    Her groan was a mix of dismay, regret, and arousal. “I can’t. I already said this...” But she might as well re-say it. Hoss wasn’t getting the facts straight yet. 
 
    This would come out so wrong, and she realized she was dreading the conversation. 
 
    “I can’t be with you, Hoss.” 
 
    “Your body wants to be. All night long you squeezed back at me, left your cunt juice all over me.” 
 
    She blushed, hard, feeling redder than a furnace. 
 
    Cunt juice. She was not repeating that. 
 
    “Hoss,” she squeaked, swallowed, began again. “You’re an orc employed to guard me. I have a job that requires I don’t fraternize with other employees of lower status. I lose my job if we keep...doing this. You know this. They might even terminate your employment.” 
 
    He frowned but nodded. “You don’t want us fucking. Then why last night?” 
 
    “I...you wanted it too, and I am not sure why I did. I should’ve stopped myself.” 
 
    “It wasn’t you. Uh-huh. I remember.” He rolled again, this time to the bed’s edge, and he planted his feet on the floor, stood. “Guess I need to find my clothes too, then go off and wank to get you out of my system.” 
 
    Any other time her blush would’ve deepened but the ache to jump him was back – or to allow him to jump her. Besides, that was looking impressive. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    So sorry that she almost wanted him to shove her to her knees and make her take that fucking enormous cock in her mouth. As much as was physically possible at least. 
 
    Wishes didn’t count.  
 
    Just thinking this had made her wet, and she closed her legs and told herself not to bend over. 
 
    Hoss noticed her movement, gave a half-smile, shrugged, but looked pained. He coughed then stooped and snatched his clothes from where they were piled at the end of the bed. 
 
    “I’ll get dressed in the garden. Goodbye, Ember. See you around here, later.” But as he stalked past her, he muttered in an aside. “I know you know what a purr means.” 
 
    “Of course I do. It’s impossible, though.” 
 
    “No.” There was a crack in his voice, she thought. Just in that one word. He stopped, raised his hand as if to touch her. “It’s unthinkable and only to you. Not to me. Different.” 
 
    She pouted but merely watched as he brushed past, even though his scent drove her closer to that maelstrom of crazy. 
 
    Purrs weren’t a marriage vow. 
 
    How dare he remind her. It meant a shag had found his perfect mate. It was an involuntary sound, but Hoss was only half shag. So it wasn’t as valid. Was it? Purring probably meant he sort of liked her. Same as her urge to let him spear that eye-wateringly large cock inside her was stupid. 
 
    She wanted and didn’t want. 
 
    He was gone. She’d succeeded in driving him away, and she wanted to smack herself in the face. She’d upset him. A painful throb lanced into her forehead. 
 
    Bitch. 
 
    The heat in her groin intensified. “Gods, gods, gods. Stop it.” She sucked in a breath, held it, then put her palm over her belly. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The library where the cybermonks’ database was kept was easy to find. Finding a clothing store was more difficult. Did this planet do retail? She lifted her head to follow the rise of the almighty glasslike spearhead that decorated the roof of the library. It went to the heavens, had clouds drifting across up there. Down here it began as something that would cover several blocks of an ubermarket. 
 
    Did they have real books inside? Why else was it this big? 
 
    Ornamental, maybe. The library was surrounded by open land which was dotted with small gardens, seats, fountains, a few strolling people in robes. It’d taken her several minutes to walk here since she’d exited the door in the previous building. 
 
    “Should’ve brought lunch and hiking boots.” 
 
    Certainly her restitched tights, damp dress, and boots were different from the garments of the others. If she stayed long enough she might have to wear a CM-trademarked followers robe. 
 
    Looking like a blue pillow was not her current life’s aim. 
 
    At least she’d finally ditched the males. Baz, Hoss, they seemed more interested in what was in her tights than her head. For once, she wasn’t sure which was best or which she wanted. Truly. Falling into bed with an orc was both her ultimate experience and her least proud.  
 
    Make that falling onto his cock. 
 
    Ember sighed. Once she left Omm, a memory was all she’d have left. 
 
    Hoss was her poison, and the best antidote was distance and ignoring him. Thank the gods he wasn’t much of a stalker. He didn’t just assume things. He asked. This was good. 
 
    Ember resumed her walk toward what was obviously the entrance to the library – twice man-height, big blue doors with a gold-outlined, black CM on them. Everyone went in there. 
 
    Yet...was asking overrated? Taking was one of her little fetishes. Being taken, like the heroines in those romance ebooks she downloaded on the sly. Those might get her sacked too. CESS could be terribly pure of heart, as in biased. 
 
    Being taken by a mate, like Hoss...and her pussy chose to squeeze in as if to remind her it was time she tried this...it was a kinda sorta maybe fetish, as was impaling herself on big orc cocks. 
 
    Ember folded her arms as she walked, and stared unfocussed at nothing on the ground. That had remained a secret of hers and if she never told anyone, it would never happen, right? 
 
    Shouldn’t she be living life? Doing what she wanted? 
 
    Only if she wanted to be poor. 
 
    “Fuck.” She tossed off that swear word flippantly, knowing no one was close enough to hear. 
 
    She was a princess of CESS and she knew how to reprogram a battlesnark with the flick of a few fingers. Not someone to be messed with, or taken, or denied. 
 
    She was who she wanted to be. Really. 
 
    “Hi!” She smiled brightly at the door attendant to the left. There was a matching bald guy on the right. Both had CM tattooed all over their faces and blue writhing tentacle tattoos all over their hands. “Like your robe. Pretty blue. Say, I need to go in there.” 
 
    Then she stepped forward. Unlike with everyone else, the glassomer doors stayed shut. 
 
    “Ummm. Would saying please help?” 
 
    The attendant shook his head. Through the doors she could see long rows of desks with people seated at them. How primitive was this place? Door attendants and no automatic scanner at the entrance she could use her data knife on? 
 
    Ember kicked the door. It rattled. 
 
    “Miss Ember,” the attendant began. 
 
    She hissed. “I am not someone to mess with. Open this!” 
 
    “I’m sorry. We have instructions not to let you in.” 
 
    For several seconds she contemplated coming back with Hoss, no, with a piece of weaponry he carried. Something that’d turn this man into a big red splatter on the glassomer. 
 
    That’d be wrong. He was simply doing his job. 
 
    What did she expect? The cybermonks had said no access to their database, unless she gave them the DSU. 
 
    Which she couldn’t give them. It was CESS property. She hadn’t even looked at it herself. Why was this so important? 
 
    As she wandered away, she kept thinking about this, and she brought the data storage unit from the pocket of her skirt belt then ran her fingers over the slick white surface. In an adjacent clip-on pocket on the belt was an almost identical DSU. 
 
    What if she looked at the data? She was good. CESS would not know. What if she copied it? 
 
    These options were running through her mind when the first ship burst into view above. 
 
    It was closer than the top of the glassomer spire and the plunge down through the atmosphere had ruptured clouds – scattering them like sheep on fire and leaving a hole in the sky where they’d been. 
 
    A hole the size of a small Xatar landing ship. 
 
    The hull was black and gleaming, with bitter-cold mist streaming off the non-aerodynamic points like the banners of an ancient race of horse warriors. Xatars went for bruteness not finesse. 
 
    The arrival and engine scream had nearly destroyed her eardrums. 
 
    Jogging backward, mouth agape, Ember wondered if she should be yelling at someone to do something. She stopped. She’d sprain an ankle running backward, and she was never going to be that stupid. 
 
    Turning her back on this ship felt wrong too, and vulnerable – as if someone might have their weapon trained on her. Why her? They were no doubt aiming for battle with the cybermonks. 
 
    The database at the library! That was it. 
 
    The ship dropped the last fifty meters and smashed onto the gardens. Earth flew; trees toppled. Ramps fell open, squashing plants and people. Above, a battle commenced. Laser and missile trails made pretty colors, as did the muffled explosions. 
 
    A tiny ship spiraled downward, hit the land not far from her but thankfully it was directed elsewhere. It skidded and skipped over the earth then rolled, collecting everything in its path – small things that she didn’t want to see. 
 
    Ember cringed. 
 
    The earth trembled. Spinning, she found a squad of helmet-wearing, red-eyed, Xatar death warriors running at her. They were shooting at anyone and anything – a small tree, a planter, a statue of a monk – at anything that might look good exploding, apparently. 
 
    “You. Ember of no known second name!” an officer bellowed. The zigzag horns on his helmet signaled his status. 
 
    “Ohhh, fuck-fuck-fuck.” Swearing was needed. Real swearing. She should run. 
 
    Even as she spun, she was tearing open her pocket and discarding the DSU, letting it drop to the ground. She felt it bump at her calf. The grass was long enough to hide it. 
 
    Remember where that is. 
 
    Why else would they track her down? Had to be the DSU. 
 
    She’d have been identified from orbit, if they had a good scope. They would have. 
 
    Walking in the open should’ve been safe, here, of all planets. They’d chased her and Hoss across hyperspace, across the galaxy, to the least-findable planet in the universe. 
 
    This was not a coincidence. 
 
    Three of them caught her in seconds, their power armor lending them a speed she could never beat. They wrestled her to the ground, snaplocked her wrists, and hauled her away. 
 
    She screamed and bit until they muzzled her. Someone searched her and found the second DSU. Only...it wasn’t the empty one. A small difference, a series of red dots on the surface said she’d dropped the wrong one, the empty one. 
 
    Too late now. She had trapped it. There was that. 
 
    Someone unhooked her data specs from her hair. 
 
    They dragged her up the ramp and into the ship, tossed her into a seat. 
 
    The officer leaned across from the seat opposite her, the red eyes glowing, the red zigzag horns on his helmet sizzling. 
 
    “You will be quiet and still. Your display of your breasts is blasphemy enough. Your words disturb the blessed Serenity.” His voice rumbled with dark power, made her muscles creak on her bones, until she figured it. Psych stuff. Even their voices were shrouded by artifac-speak programs. 
 
    “Azzholes,” she burbled past the sound-deadening black muzzle. Strapped as she was to a seat beside the squad, glaring would have to do until they set her free. With her hands free, she could do stuff – stuff these cyber-armored brutes could not imagine. They hadn’t relieved her of her data knife. 
 
    They were ripe for viruses, and she was good at those. Dead good. 
 
    The ramp withdrew. The hatch shut. The ship launched almost immediately. It spun and rocketed upward so fast her eyeballs felt the drag. 
 
    A crescendoing screech then a series of thuds sent shudders through the ship along with the smell of burning metal. The ship lurched and changed direction, tumbling, rocking, seemingly out of control. Within seconds, they’d been shot down. The cybermonks would have defenses. 
 
    Ember gulped back nausea and squeezed shut her eyes. The implications of dying banged in as the ship tried to shake itself to pieces and her too. She could’ve done so much more with her life. So much more. Should’ve eaten more fine food, danced under a thousand more stars, and she shouldn’t have hurt Hoss. Tears threatened to fall. He was right. 
 
    I’m sorry. 
 
    Hitting the ground engulfed her in pain and blackness. 
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    Someone up there was pounding the crap out of the city of Verd. Hoss guessed it was an enemy of the cybermonks. He found a safe place to observe the sky. 
 
    And it was the Xatar, judging by the markings and types of ships. He couldn’t get hold of Ember at her room, on their internal link, or with the city comm system. Worrying, very. 
 
    He sprinted though the corridors looking for the location that was supposed to be where Baz Rutland was abiding, as of last night, then crashed into him at an intersection. For a second, despite the general disruption, the sounds of things cracking, crashing, collapsing, and exploding, the cyborg captain’s appearance made him pause. 
 
    He’d always seemed mildly deranged, but now? Baz was redder of eye, flightier? That might be a good description. Where they were exposed by his short-sleeved flight suit, his muscles were twitchy. 
 
    “You okay, man?” 
 
    “Sure.” Baz swiped a forearm across his face. “Sure. There’s an attack happening.” 
 
    As if the Armageddon noises weren’t a dead giveaway. 
 
    “The Leaf okay?” 
 
    “Don’t know.” He shook his head. “She should’ve taken off with the city under an attack. Safest thing to do. She’ll be back. Once it’s over.” 
 
    Hoss rolled his shoulders. “If.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “If it’s ever safe. The whole city is coming down around our ears.” 
 
    It was true. The cybermonks might’ve had drones and auto-defenses, maybe some great orbiting batteries, but this appeared to be overwhelming. He’d spotted so many Xatar squadrons zooming overhead he’d lost count. 
 
    One of the roach bots zipped up to them and his comm buzzed to life. Incoming holo-message with a big CM logo onscreen. Hopefully it really was them. He thumb-tapped to pop up the big screen, broadcasting it so Baz could see and hear. 
 
    The three cybermonks wobbled to life in front of a small garden across the way. 
 
    “Greetings.” He nodded at them. “News? Can we get off-planet? Where is Ember?” 
 
    “You cannot.” Stryng shook his braided head. “Your companion, Ember, has been abducted by a squad of Xatar. Though shot down, their ship crashed in the high-rise jungle. We thought you might wish to rescue her, considering your job description?” 
 
    “Fuck, yes. Direct me. Provide a ride if you can. Hours away by foot, I assume?” 
 
    “Indeed. Days. By flight it will be less. We will direct you to a small but fast scram ship. No armaments but it will outrun many Xatar ships.” 
 
    “Many?” He grunted. Better than none. “Show me.” 
 
    Baz spoke up, stepped closer to the holo. “I’m coming too. How many soldiers can you spare us?” 
 
    “None.” Erroar smiled toothily. “However our predictions say you two will be enough.” 
 
    Predictions? Using side-eye, he watched Baz. Why was he coming? Smitten by her? Being heroic for some other reason? “This could be a death mission, spacejunker.” 
 
    Baz ignored him. “You said crash. Have you seen survivors emerge? How many Xatar were on board?” 
 
    “Our images show survivors departed the site. Ember was one. We counted fifteen Xatar but our imaging device was in orbit and has been destroyed.” 
 
    “Huh. Fifteen?” 
 
    That was a lot versus two. “You up to this, Baz?” 
 
    “Do we get weapons?” Baz stayed facing the cybermonks, as if he, Hoss, were nothing. 
 
    He bit back a growl. “I am weapon enough.” 
 
    Now Baz turned, his mouth crooked. “Me too. I’ll fuck up half. You get the rest.” 
 
    A cybermonk tried to speak but Hoss talked through his words. “We will see who kills more.” 
 
    “We have extra weapons for you!” Stryng said, loudly. “They may be old however. We don’t use them here, much.” 
 
    It didn’t matter to him. He grinned at Baz, who narrowed his eyes and smiled back. “I will take these weapons. We both will. Hopefully they will shoot the right people.” 
 
    Something was happening here, had happened, and he wasn’t sure what, but as long as they could rescue Ember he was okay with playing ‘I’m the biggest man’ with Baz. Maybe the surgery had left Baz confused. 
 
    “You ever get the predictions wrong?” he asked the monks. 
 
    “Sometimes.” 
 
    Hoss wasn’t sure which one had said that. Didn’t seem to matter. 
 
    But of course. This explained how the Xatar had accomplished a surprise attack. The cybermonks hadn’t seen it coming. 
 
    Another enormous explosion rocked the building and pieces cracked from the wall and fell, shattering on the floor.  
 
    “Hey, monks, is there going to be a city left to come back to?” 
 
    “We do not know.” 
 
    He decided it was best to set off on a friendlier tone with Baz. “Hey. Cyborg man. Is this a good day for rescuing princesses?” 
 
    Baz looked puzzled, but after a few seconds his mouth twisted in amusement. “It is. It is a very good day for rescuing princesses.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Hoss held out his hand. Hesitantly, Baz took it then shook. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The scram ship was a bit rusty and had seen better times, as in a few hundred years ago. The weapons ditto. Nevertheless Hoss armed himself with a nice selection, slung a bandolier of ripper grenades over his shoulder, along with an automatic sledge gun. Those’d knock over a dinosaur from Old-Earth, though most humanoids would get concussion using one. He’d be fine. The other guys, not so much. 
 
    The Xatar had good armor, though. Reactive power armor and more, much more. This was going to be close. 
 
    First they had to find them. And they had to avoid injuring Ember. 
 
    It took a few hours to zero in on the crash site. The Xatar ship had plowed into the middle of the sky-high forest. Lots of green trees down below. Enough room to hide a million rampaging Xatar. They hadn’t even asked what sort of predators roamed in this area. 
 
    Surely nothing big would be in the trees? 
 
    Baz circled the place and heat sensors found the trail of warriors further to the south. 
 
    “They’re climbing out,” Baz murmured, tapping the screen. “But partway down inside it still. Scans show this forest isn’t just forest. It’s growing atop a city, an ancient one. When the cybermonks arrived, this planet was barren of intelligent creatures.” 
 
    “So whatever built this city, it’s thoroughly dead apart from the forest.” 
 
    “Yup,” Baz agreed. “Or whatever else likes living in forests. 
 
    “The Xatar’ll be looking to rendezvous with one of their ships, organize a landing. Maybe once they get clear of the trees. There’s one solid rock here where I can land.” Hoss pointed. “We do that. We climb down and ambush them. You know, I count only ten Xatar, so something happened to a few. Maybe they fell?” 
 
    “Doubt that. Maybe Ember ended a few of them.” 
 
    Could be. He nodded. He’d always thought the girl had balls. 
 
    Baz chuckled. 
 
    “I’m serious. You haven’t seen her when she’s in a mood.” He straightened in his seat, unravelling a few muscle kinks. “Get us in there. I hope your cyborg ass is ready to go full cyborg?” 
 
    “Half. Half cyborg is enough.” 
 
    “Hah!” Hoss buckled himself into the copilot seat a little firmer. 
 
    Ten Xatar was better than fifteen, but they might’ve bitten off more than they could chew. This was his job, though, and he was doing it even if it killed him. 
 
    Of course, as well as job, it was Ember. 
 
    Mostly, that was why. If they’d hurt her he’d do more than kill them. He’d pull out their entrails and knit them to the trees. If Xatar had entrails. Inside that armor was a humanoid, so they should. Headshots killed them and gut shots. They bled. He’d forgotten the rest of the Xatar lecture. 
 
    A growl bubbled up from way down low in his chest. 
 
    Baz steered the scram ship in on a shallow glide, skimming the trees. The tree tips swayed and flocks of birds burst forth, scattering into the sky like black confetti. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
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    Ember stepped across the toppled tree, keeping her boots in line, until she remembered that was bad for balance and widened her stance. The Xatars who’d gone first had cleared the log, partly, and it was wide enough to take a big man lying down, but the drop to either side was horrendous. 
 
    The bump on her forehead ached, thumping in, reminding her of the crash. 
 
    She had no idea where they were, except that it was nowhere near the city of Verd. The Xatar couldn’t seem to contact their fellow zealots. 
 
    Step, step, avoid the stub of a branch. Already her tights had several holes torn in them. Thank the gods her boot soles had great non-slip capabilities. Keep going. Don’t look down, or up, because the sky was fucking kilometers above, through the irregular opening between two overgrown skyscrapers. The sun could barely wriggle its way down here. Intermittently, the Xatar used their helmet lights. 
 
    She glanced down. Crap. Huuuge amounts of crap. Such a long way. Trees, branches, glimpses of decayed building, floating specks and leaves toyed with by some giddy breeze, then darkness at the bottom. 
 
    Falling would be fatal, painful, and might involve being skewered by either a tree bit or a piece of old metal. There’d be germs. She was sure the pain and death would be the worst part, but the fall might also leave her writhing on a spear of rusted, mossy steel to slowly expire over days. The Xatar wanted her alive, but would they risk themselves to rescue her if she were stuck somewhere screaming? 
 
    The whole montage of agonizing death had played out before her eyes as she looked over the edge. 
 
    She swayed, gulped. 
 
    The Xatar captain grabbed her elbow to steady her then grunted at her to keep going. 
 
    She did, trying not to hurry. The gap between her and the Xatar warrior before her had lengthened. 
 
    The Xatar twitched; his left leg shook then stuck out sideways. 
 
    Ember smirked. 
 
    A bit of her programming had chosen to kick in. Power armor could be a bitch if you got spray-virused by a death-dealing princess. 
 
    The Xatar behind her commanded the twitcher to stop playing around. 
 
    “Can’t! Sir! My armor is –” Then he lurched, toppled, and fell over the side screaming. The thuds as he hit things below made her wince. Ouch. 
 
    A morsel of fear wormed into her heart. That had rather obviously been an armor glitch. 
 
    Maybe too obvious. 
 
    “Hmmm.” The officer behind her sounded unhappy. 
 
    Poor diddums. She widened her eyes, rolled her lower lip outward. Maybe he needed a hug? 
 
    Once they’d stepped out of the crashed landing ship, the Xatar had freed her from everything. It was obviously impossible to negotiate the maze of trees and buildings while restrained. 
 
    That was when she’d had to sort out her courage. Was she brave enough to do something and not just think it? 
 
    It’d taken her an hour to work up to sneaking the data knife from the zipped skirt pocket. Dormant, it looked like a mostly brown palms-length piece of fan art. It had her fave anime star emblazoned all over it in tiny stickers. The Xatar had found it and sneered then stuck it into her pocket. 
 
    With another hour and tons of internal cursing and excruciating mind-fiddling with a preformed virus, she’d succeeded in crafting a crude piece of code that should mess up their armor. It should also transfer via any communication they made that used their comm devices. 
 
    Given a window when a flock of ships had roamed overhead blasting flaming pieces off each other and distracting the Xatar, she’d fired up the knife on low and pressed it to the back armor of a rubbernecking Xatar  
 
    For those seconds her heart had gone into overdrive. She’d tucked away the knife, her hand trembling. 
 
    But...he’d not noticed the quiet sizzle and the light had been concealed by her body. 
 
    Success. The Xatar were humanoids, but she didn’t feel a single iota of remorse. Die, assholes. 
 
    So far six had fallen and the dicks hadn’t worked out why. Not looking gleeful was the most difficult part. Would this, could this, virus take out all of them? 
 
    The log led to a large window in the structure ahead. If there’d been glass or framing it’d rotted away long before this time. Mold, moss, and a few small plants, grew happily on the walls both inside and outside. The internal walls were intact and small doorways led deeper. Something slithered across the debris-strewn floor and vanished into a hole. 
 
    Ember shivered and at the same moment the officer clapped his gloved hand onto her shoulder. Small flying creatures erupted from a crevice in the floor, battering her face with wings as they shot past, weaving between her and the Xatar. Their screeches deafened. 
 
    Gone. 
 
    She spat, feeling grimy, even though nothing had landed in her mouth. 
 
    “This one has somehow poisoned our armor! What did you do, girl?” 
 
    “Fuck!” she whispered, hand to her heart. Lots of small fucks too. Swearing got easier with practice. “I did nothing?” 
 
    Oh she’d made that a question. Bad move. He was already suspicious. 
 
    The other men turned to look at her, moving in and grumbling. 
 
    The officer spun her to face him. 
 
    “Fix it you blasphemer with your dirty exposed breasts and filthy mouth. You swear, you kill my men. I know it is you!” His pointing finger shook. “Fix it. Or the next accident I will cut off a finger of yours, then another, another.” He snarled. 
 
    She drew back. Confronted by so many angry males in black scary armor, who had no qualms about killing, it was clear she’d have to comply. Stupid not to. But to admit to the wrongdoing would be bad too. 
 
    “I will look at the programming. Okay? I’m really good at this. You might have all picked up a virus?” 
 
    Then Ember realized she’d have to show them the data knife. Show how it worked. She sighed, bit her lip. No other option was possible. 
 
    One by one she checked each of them, pleased in a way that five out of the remaining nine had the virus she’d made. She should have been smart and topped them up with a worse, cataclysmic virus, one she’d been honing for years, but having the officer standing over her with a weapon melted her courage. 
 
    She fixed. Cleaned their programs. 
 
    On the last warrior her inner freak made an appearance. 
 
    You’re smart and can do something subtle they will never notice. What if they really fall? Which had happened. And so, what if something goes mildly wrong, after that fall? 
 
    She could slow them down and when a man only has milliseconds to react...BAM. Dead. 
 
    He’d threatened to cut off her fingers. 
 
    What if. Ember worked on the last man’s array of processing units and pretended she found something complex. 
 
    It could spread through the comms again... 
 
    She liked her fingers though. 
 
    A subtle mischief that would take its toll if they walked long enough. 
 
    After a while, she stood and shrugged, spoke to the officer, “Done.” 
 
    “Good. I see you use this thing to do it?” 
 
    “The data knife? Sure. It’s –” 
 
    He snatched it from her. “You are evil female. Dirty. I will show you how we treat blasphemers before we behead them.” 
 
    Oh. She liked her head even more than her fingers. “Wait, umm...” 
 
    “Unfortunately I cannot behead you because those above want you. However you will now take off your dress. You want to be dirty. You be dirty.” 
 
    That didn’t quite make sense but she obeyed, slowly, sweating through every twist of her body as she drew the dress over her head. Her lack of underwear and the torn and stitched crotch of her tights drew more mutters from the officer and jeers from his men. 
 
    It was then that she realized she’d not seen any of them show a single square of skin. Not even an eye. 
 
    “Leave the boots and the tights on. Give me the data knife.” 
 
    The officer took the dress and stuffed it into a backpack one of his men carried. From that same pack he pulled a length of slipmeknot rope – she recognized the branding. “Bend over with your ass facing me.”  
 
    There was a gleam of satisfaction, a sexual leer in his thick words. The man in the armor was turned on. Though nothing else pleased her, that did in a weird way. He wasn’t squeaky clean after all. Hypocrite. 
 
    With no real choice in this, Ember bent over, presenting her ass in his direction. She felt his hands there, heard a tear as he ripped the crotch open. Did he mean to rape her, here? So much for their serenity. Hands planted on her knees she waited, trembling with hatred as much as fear.  
 
    Something cold and hard touched her entrance and he began to work it into her, pushing slowly. 
 
    “You can keep this filthy knife of yours up here until we reach someone who can decide how else to punish you, whore. I see someone has fucked you recently. I smell him on you.” 
 
    She shook more, wishing she could turn and slash out his throat. 
 
    The last hard thrust made her wince but she said nothing. He ran rope between her legs, made her stand while he tied a rope belt that also ran between her legs, dragging upward between her pussy lips. 
 
    “There.” He patted her pussy. “It will stay there and remind you not to be bad. Your hands I will also require.” He talked as he tied a rope harness that wrapped around her chest, above and below her breasts, then he attached both wrists to it. As he worked, he lectured her about how good girls behaved. “You will be careful not to fall, yes?” 
 
    The false kindliness in his voice made her nauseous. 
 
    She grunted back. Her wrists were attached to her chest by lengths of rope. If she fell, she could throw her arms out to lessen the impact, but not very far. The hard feel of the data knife inside her reminded her of where it was and what he’d done. 
 
    “This is how we treat filthy whores.” A smaller section of rope hung from his hand and he made it swing then flicked it up to lash across her nipples. She snarled silently. “Onward. You walk in front of me. Whenever we pass through a safe area I will make sure to whip your bottom and your back until they are red. If you protest, I will whip your exposed breasts.” 
 
    Oh the hypocrisy. 
 
    She turned away and he chuckled. 
 
    “You killed six of my men. You’re lucky I let you live.” 
 
    If only she’d introduced that pet cataclysmic virus she had sitting on her knife. 
 
    There would be opportunities to run. There must be. 
 
    The one unexpected problem was that being naked and having that rope where it was, with the data knife handle inside her, and all these males watching her while he whipped her bottom, or even while she merely walked, it made her so very horny. 
 
    Impossible, as she’d told Hoss. 
 
    Every time they reached a whole building, stepped onto floor that was not going to cave in, the officer did what he’d promised – he whipped her with the rope. Pushed her against a wall, had her bend over, had her kneel and put her head to the floor. Every position known to mankind, when having sex. 
 
    Embarrassing. 
 
    Such a damn turn-on. 
 
    And each whip stroke across her ass cheeks made her wetter, made her want to touch herself and come. She swore silently until the officer ceased to whip her. Then she recovered, panting, and listened to him chastise her again using words from a forgotten language she vaguely recognized. 
 
    Meretricibus dantur mercedes eius contabescent in infernum. 
 
    The whipping grew more fervent when he said his crazy words at the same time. 
 
    Quae fuerint peccatores metes. 
 
    She bit back her yelps, her groans, her breathy sighs, when she could. 
 
    She was sure he noticed her wetness and the puffiness of her lips below. Something affected her that transcended fear. 
 
    Why? Who? She had to face the fact that Hoss was the main suspect, for she had no desire for these soldiers. It was Hoss she thought of with every beat of the rope across her skin. Sometimes the Xatar had her bend so he could beat her pussy. Agonizing, yet still the haze of lust arrived. It had to be Hoss. He’d done something to her, given her some drug. 
 
    Why? Just to mate her? 
 
    Ig appeared after a while, and she was so very thankful none of the Xatar saw him. She staggered onward, dying for release. Her moisture began to leak onto her red tights and turn their color darker. Her cunt juice as Hoss called it. Was it possible to die of shame or from not climaxing? She definitely had a blue pussy. 
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    No matter how fast he ran across fallen trunks, climbed walls, or traversed rickety obstacles in this forest of monstrous trees and decaying civilization, Hoss kept up with him. His own muscles felt tireless. Whatever neurosensory adjustments the monks had added, he was running on optimum fuel. 
 
    They saw the Xatar and Ember ahead, via a gap that went through a building and across a chasm. They halted to decide how to strike then kept going. They only needed the right moment. 
 
    With some patience and much stalking, the moment arrived. 
 
    The sledge gun could ram holes through most things, but the side effects of shrapnel and concussion meant anywhere near Ember was a no go, but taking down a bunch of Xatar who were ahead and another few behind where she walked was doable. 
 
    They paused on a rare open rooftop, looking directly down. He knew he could take the downward descent rapidly. Hoss, maybe too. 
 
    “Go.” He signaled to the kneeling half-orc. 
 
    “I know. Shush.” With the rectangular weapon aimed through a gap, a fracture at the edge of this roof, Hoss squeezed the trigger once, was rocked back by the enormous kick, adjusted his aim, and squeezed again. 
 
    Awesomeness in motion. 
 
    He’d never seen anyone handle such a big weapon so adroitly. It weighed more than he did, possibly, yet Hoss seemed to think it was a feather. A big feather that shot projectiles that... 
 
    Vaporized one end of a girder bridge and the other end too – trapping Ember and her six remaining escorts on the island of a support structure. A column beneath it ran down into the abyss. It held, though that’d been the one if. What if it was fragile and crumbled? 
 
    “Go!” 
 
    He leaped over the side, clawed cybernetic hand dragging down the building for balance, kicking off to avoid dangerous spots then grabbing and regaining position. Climbing, falling, mostly both at once. Tree branches whipped past. Animals scampered aside, erupted into flight. 
 
    A mere human could never have done this. 
 
    He couldn’t have a few days ago. 
 
    Maybe his dick had given him extra something? 
 
    The Xatar hadn’t seen them yet, but they were turning, looking up, then looking higher. 
 
    Hoss was following, and apart from the echoing rumble from the exploding shells and a few Xatar screams, he heard nothing undue. No orc yells. The orc was still with him. 
 
    A few Xatar raised their weapons and fired. The bolts zinged by, burning the air blue – close but not close enough. 
 
    The last twenty meters, he drew the pistol he’d reserved for close fighting and shot the one Xatar who’d locked eyes. Perfect aim while falling at speed? Impossible. 
 
    But easy. He flipped outward and leaped the last distance to the end of the shattered girder, shot another warrior. Four left. One was spinning and aiming his arc rifle. Hoss arrived, thumping down at the far end. Now he had to take care not to shoot the idiot. As well as Ember, for she was smack in the middle...time thumped to a stop...and beautiful, and naked, with her shoulder-length curly red hair swinging in tiny flails as she whirled and saw him. Her wrists were tied and gods, she was mostly naked. 
 
    Hot. Naked. Breasts. 
 
    His new cock chose then to erect to life like a mammoth creature rising from the deep. The unexpected devotion of blood to cock was probably why he hung there, almost getting shot. 
 
    Luckily Hoss picked off his opponent, the force of the blast thrusting the Xatar into space, blood droplets raining. 
 
    Ember. Rescue the female. 
 
    A bolt flattened the air and skimmed past his left arm, tearing away a small piece of flesh. 
 
    Pain skittered it, roaring silently, blotting out thought and replacing mind with a ball of sheer rage. Veins burned. Muscles popped outward, creaked, realigned. 
 
    RAGE. 
 
    He cracked his right cybernetic arm across the next Xatar, batting him off the girder, screaming. He leaped onto the head of the next one, feet and hands grasping the helmet, his muscles crackling and humming as they moved, twisted, burst, engorged. 
 
    Glee surged, made him laugh as he yanked and tore. 
 
    Redness again, splattering. 
 
    Did he wrench off that one’s head? 
 
    Blood was everywhere. A remorseless transformation gripped him. 
 
    His vision darkened and his cock led him. He hurdled his way to her, killing relentlessly, as if plucking flowers, sending Xatars flying to their deaths, sometimes in pieces. As he ran he felt his back hunch, the distortion of his body. 
 
    He was no longer man, no longer cyborg. 
 
    He was a beast that knew nothing but red-raw rage and lust. 
 
    Before he reached her, he saw her fall. The girder under them was twisting and everyone and everything was going down, down. 
 
    Bouncing off the buildings and trees, he followed her twisting body into the chasm. 
 
    Catch her? 
 
    She fell slower than the others, somehow. 
 
    Catch her, he did. 
 
    Caught her, cradled her, clambered down and carried her into the inky depths beneath, where monsters lurked. 
 
    Somewhere here, water dripped. A place to clean the blood from the skin and fuck. 
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    Breath torn from her, arms flailing, falling into the chasm between buildings, Ember had prepared for death. 
 
    Ig had sacrificed himself on the fall. Appearing under her and pushing, he’d tried to save her. She’d heard the whirr of his little wings and maybe felt that other dimensional power being used to slow her descent. It was yet another impossible. She figured fate owed her anyway. 
 
    Then Baz, or whatever was this contorted monster he’d become, had wrenched her from the air. He tumbled down the building, slowing them, landing them both in a pile of rotting leaves and the gods knew what. He’d brought her deep into the under structure of this festering forest-city world, then torn or stripped the ropes from her. In shock that she lived, she’d watched him run off. Too late to beg that he stay. 
 
    The data knife had slipped from inside her and she didn’t know where it had fallen. It seemed so trivial now, in the face of everything that’d happened. 
 
    Here stank. Rotting plant or animal, rotting water for all she could tell. There was Xatar blood on her as well as some of the cyborg’s. In saving her, he’d hurt himself. 
 
    She was alive. 
 
    Ig was gone too. She thought he lived, though what he’d done must’ve strained his power to the limits. It could’ve killed him. She’d even checked under her butt to be sure she’d not squashed him. He healed better in his elsewhere space, so perhaps he was licking his wounds there and would return later. 
 
    Ig wasn’t immortal. How she knew that, she wasn’t sure. Her childhood mentor might’ve told her long ago. 
 
    Crouching, shivering, she looked about and saw nothing. At least that man had stopped screaming. A Xatar, hopefully. She’d seen Hoss fighting. The orc was strong, agile. He must have survived. 
 
    She believed that. She found each hand with the other, threaded her fingers together, gripped tight. The scratches and bruises on her body must number in the dozens yet nothing seemed broken. 
 
    Believe. 
 
    Hoss might’ve walked out on her, but she wanted him still, liked him so much his death would have her bawling. She’d asked him to leave though. And here he was saving her. Or trying to. 
 
    Please be alive, Hoss. 
 
    Dark here, so dark the drip of water consumed her senses. 
 
    The creak of long-dead, buried buildings. Dead people too, she guessed. Most things down here would be dead. 
 
    Must not panic. She wiped her eyes with her fingers, sniffled. 
 
    She was alive. 
 
    Two choices. Die in the dark or find the light. 
 
    Something rustled closer, breathed on her and snorted. A man’s nose touched her neck. She managed not to jerk. 
 
    “Baz? Baz, are you okay?” She knew his scent and recognized the cybernetic arm he’d slid across her back. 
 
    That scent weaved and ripped through her and hit home, energizing her desires. 
 
    She shuddered and curled forward over the aching part of her, groaning. It wasn’t just Hoss who aroused her. He hadn’t done this to her. Someone else then... 
 
    A chemical reaction. An aphrodisiac of some kind. A targeted one. 
 
    Fuck. She rocked, with her palm over her clit, fingers venturing lower. 
 
    Baz grunted, licked her neck then scooped her up, his arms firm and hard under her body. He began to run into the dark, as if he could see precisely where he was going. She clutched the hard shoulder muscle above his biceps, turned her head, and bit down onto his neck, squirming in his arms, whimpering. 
 
    The cyborg grunted and held her tighter, as if to be sure she stayed in place, in his arms. 
 
    Resist? 
 
    Not happening. She’d had enough of resisting today, after being made to walk naked before a squad of Xatar and whipped; after needing to come for hours, she’d had enough. Denial was no longer a choice. Ember snuggled in, somewhat desperate, holding the torn remains of his shirt and biting the back of her thumb. 
 
    He jogged onward. 
 
    Ahead, green light showed. Baz stopped and kissed her, full mouth on mouth, no delicacy, his roughness and bristly chin scraping new abrasions on her lips. This act shook her. She was snarled in lust and in thoughts of fucking to the point where nothing else mattered. When he paused to set her on her feet and slip fingers into her slit, she sighed and parted her legs, listening to the wet noises of him finger-fucking her, bracing her hands on his body. 
 
    Aphrodisiac. 
 
    “Fuck me,” she whispered, clenching, making small sounds that should bother her but didn’t. She didn’t care. She didn’t care if she begged and pleaded and brought herself down to the level of the gutter. She needed to be fucked by Baz or Hoss, or both, and the world could go obliterate itself. 
 
    But someone had done this. Someone set her mind on this one-track course. 
 
    Baz pushed her, bent her so she was on all fours, the rough ground under her palms. Without warning he shoved his cock into her but only entered to a depth of an inch or two. She squealed at the pain, gasped and grunted at the pleasure, clawed the floor. Anything inside her, in the state she was in, was heaven. 
 
    Eyes kept wide, she realized he was as big as Hoss. He fucked her wetly if shallowly, unable to enter deeper, then stopped and carried her to the center of the soft green light. 
 
    There was water here, a raised but heavy wooden floor that echoed under the cyborg’s heavy feet, and a large disc of mottled-green terraced metal set into the ground and surrounded by leaves and earth. 
 
    Far over, near a wall, a rectangular pool of water rippled and shone, dappled by light and the rush of a narrow waterfall pouring from a window far above. 
 
    An ancient swimming pool washed clean by relentless wet seasons. 
 
    The coolness contrasted with the heat of her body and his. Her nostrils dilated at his scent. 
 
    Baz set her on her feet again in the middle of the disc then tore off the remains of his shirt. He sneaked his hand about her neck with thumb caressing her collar bone gently, but when she moved from his grasp, he snarled. 
 
    Such a primitive noise. It spiked a little fear into her, but she felt her clit pop higher. Nasty man. 
 
    Ember sucked in her bottom lip. Fascinated, she raised her hand and placed it on his wrist, let it slide down the muscles that definitely bulged larger and harder than she remembered. He was naked, not a scrap of clothes. Though his obviously cybernetic side gleamed with metal both his shoulders were so massive he looked top-heavy and his back bowed. Old blood stained his ribcage and dribbled from cuts on his arm and neck. 
 
    Touching him. 
 
    Her fingers splayed on his chest as it rose and fell. So firm, so warm. Sweat made her fingers slide, made her thoughts slip to bad, nasty, depraved places. She found his navel and circled it, played in the blood-hued slick sticking his hair to his skin. 
 
    Half of him cyborg, half man, and something else now too. He had the heft and presence of a formidable killing machine, yet he was gentle with her. Maybe gentle was the wrong word. 
 
    His mouth twisted and she swore as his eyes took on a menacing aura. She’d not be surprised to hear his arteries pumped metal and blood. 
 
    “What are you?” 
 
    Did he understand? 
 
    Her legs began to shake. If she said fuck me would that be disgusting? 
 
    She wanted to. 
 
    He leaned in, wrapping rope around her neck and knotting it but stopping short of strangling her, then he tied the loose end to a rusted link of metal set into the disc. 
 
    This was the rope he’d taken off her. As if she couldn’t undo a knot. Except...it was slipmeknot rope. Genetic ID. Whoever tied the knots commanded it. Though he’d torn it from her, she’d never have the strength. 
 
    Being caught and tied in place like a pet he owned made her throat close in. How good his cock had felt, even shallowly within. Her need increased to a painful throb. 
 
    Head down, she whispered what she had to. “Fuck me.” Her toes curled into the dry leaves underfoot. 
 
    His face was inches from hers, his own contorting. He staggered back. 
 
    Her gaze ripped down the muscles of his body to his large black erection with the metal bands and the flat rivets. She didn’t blink. That might hurt going in. Would. Hurt. 
 
    Her second plea was louder. “Fuck me.” She gulped. “Please.” 
 
    She wrapped herself in her arms, hugged herself tight, rocked, and strived not to whimper. 
 
    This wasn’t her. 
 
    He paced before her, appearing to be as disturbed as she was. 
 
    His repeated chant of fuck-fuck-fuck was more grunting than speech. 
 
    Aphrodisiac. 
 
    Who benefited from this? 
 
    The DSU. Was that it? Who wanted it? 
 
    The answer came to her, through the lust haze, through the drool gathering in her mouth at the thought of sucking his big black, steel-reinforced cock into her mouth or letting him thrust it into her. She almost choked on her anticipation. 
 
    Instead she swallowed, carefully, then said, “You. Did. This.” 
 
    He stomped back to her until almost within her reach, if she stretched against the rope around her neck. Ember put her hand to the rope, sighing at the ownership implied. His cock was rampant, wobbling, and surely as long and thick as her forearm. 
 
    Oh gods, yes... She wet her lips. She crouched and went to hands and knees, spread her legs, swayed her hips, trying to entice him to... 
 
    He stomped closer and dug fingers into her hips then yanked her into position before him. Looking over her shoulder she saw the string of thick fluid dripping from the tip, connecting him to floor, then swiping across her butt in a white line as he poised himself to enter. 
 
    Then he stuck it in again, no preamble. 
 
    The force made her eyes roll upward, made her whine and gasp, then mutter that bad word, fuck over and over as if by doing so she’d make him plow her more, harder, deeper. 
 
    He forged in again, a battering ram destroying all resistance. 
 
    Except there was none, barring her flesh that strained and hurt so good, as she stretched to accommodate his impossibly huge member. Her spine bowed and she wore her nails out scrabbling. 
 
    Quivering at the storm of sensations, at what he made her take, she shoved her ass higher, curling her front down until her breasts kissed the metal, letting him see all of her. Begging. Please, please, please. 
 
    The hum and throb communicated from his dick wasn’t normal but it impelled her higher, fucking with her brain in unison to his actual thrusts. 
 
    He carved in, splitting her, shoving her cunt aside, drilling into her hole. 
 
    If there was blood, if there was damage, she cared not. 
 
    She wanted this fucking machine. 
 
    Wetness dribbled down her thighs. His thumb pushed into her ass and he used it not to fuck her there but to hold her in place for the next ram of his cock. 
 
    Whimpering, she let him slide her on hands and knees along the leaf-covered metal. 
 
    “More?” He rasped that out, as if his throat was as shredded as his body. 
 
    Unsticking tongue from roof of mouth she blurted a “Yes!” 
 
    He paused and something happened within, a hundred points of minor pain erupted, rendered her cunt into a maelstrom of agony that swiftly rolled over into a ruptured pleasure dragged out of her by some uncalled for, unholy means. 
 
    “Ohhh.” What the fuck. Eyes slammed shut, her neck arched and in an involuntary spasm she clung to his dick. 
 
    Baz laughed, sounding both pleased and shocked. He growled, pulled her head backward by her hair and bit her neck. “Fuck.” He rammed in. 
 
    Plain and simple. Spikes. Her mouth was open and she struggled to breathe, blinking. 
 
    Spikes. If that was what was poking her, if he thrust again... 
 
    He did so, deep and slow, then deeper again, sliding along inside her cunt...scraping. 
 
    “Oh. Oh. Oh fuuuck.” Her arms stiff props, she dug her nails into metal that didn’t give. Her choked words came out as screwed and torn as she would be inside if he used more force. 
 
    If not for the preparatory basja, she’d be more than fucked, but she felt herself relax then tighten down, hurting, relaxing again, anticipating the pain, embracing the metal inside her. 
 
    Snorting, Baz curled his fists over her breasts, crushing them. He shoved and halted, rooting himself at the very end of her pussy, his cock like an iron bar within her. He jammed in another infinitesimal distance and...came. The flood of his come brought her to the brink then flung her into orgasm. Tears sprang from Ember’s eyes and dribbled away as she bucked, once...twice, against him. 
 
    She was filled and fucked, and gulping for air, when he rolled her over onto her back. His cock stayed inside, his come still jetted, then he thrust once more but shallow. And again. In deep, but each thrust barely withdrew before he regained his territory. 
 
    Possession, this was male possession, and she couldn’t unlock her eyes from his. 
 
    He snarled and bit her shoulder, her breast, clawed at her, lightly. 
 
    Whimpering, she wriggled under him. 
 
    Thoughts began to tease her, puzzle pieces shifted. The cybermonks. It had been them. 
 
    They’d given her this beast, this lust, this most incredible sex. Hoss had been good, but this...it made her both jubilant and sad. Had this been betrayal? 
 
    The cybermonks had set her on this course, and Baz, made her desires incandescent. Turned him into an animal, her into a slavering, dribbling whore. 
 
    She made a scrawled note, somewhere at the back of her mind, to make them pay. 
 
    For giving her... 
 
    Fucking ecstasy incarnate. 
 
    That. 
 
    When he pulled out the fluids gushed and spilled, wetting her thoroughly. She saw close-up what had been inside her. His cock lolled like a sleeping snake. The girth was lessening but impressive. How had she fit that? 
 
    Eyes sparking with renewed vigor, he walked around to her head end, reached down and pulled at her hair until she climbed, squeaking, to her hands and knees again. 
 
    Surely not? 
 
    He grunted a sound almost like open. His cock waved before her mouth. 
 
    He couldn’t? 
 
    He could. Already it stiffened. Mesmerized, she opened her mouth and he stuffed it in. Her clit and pussy warmed, arousal resurfaced in an instant. Then he pushed between her lips until his cock could go no further. Baz commenced to fuck her mouth. If he was a beast, his cock was twice the monster he was. 
 
    Gagging, eyes watering, she gazed down the length shunting in and out, and she squeezed her thighs together, shocked by the heaviness down there, by the building tension, by the pleasure rolling in. She pressed her thighs together in time to his mouth fucking, groaning past her mouthful.  
 
    She was going to come again. 
 
    This had to be wrong. The Xatar was right. She was a whore. The best kind. 
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    The girder screeched, twisted, and shook itself free of the support column. Rust, Xatar warriors, and snapped steel rained into the gap below. As he fell, Hoss managed to catch hold of a strut. The wrench on his arm tore at his shoulder muscles and made him swear and grimace. 
 
    Swinging up his other arm he anchored himself, hanging from the central steel column with his legs dangling into space until he clambered lower. 
 
    By then the people who’d fallen had gone into the abyss below. Into the darkness. Baz and Ember were among them. 
 
    He climbed down the support column rapidly, praying that somehow they’d survived. As he descended, his orc eyes adjusted to the low light. Orcs had their pluses. To his relief, he saw Baz jogging into the understructure with Ember in his arms. He wasn’t sure she was unhurt. There was blood on both of them. 
 
    Chasing them into whatever maze of decay lay beneath these crumbling buildings was fraught with danger. He’d likely lose them, but it had to be done, and he’d never baulked at danger. Took him five spokmins to reach the bottom. He went to one knee to examine the ground where he last saw them, paused fleetingly again beside a dead Xatar with a large pack. 
 
    He slung the pack across his shoulder. He...they’d need provisions to survive here. 
 
    He collected a weapon he found on another body, moved on, then returned and unscrewed the helmet. The helmets had lights. 
 
    The man inside the helmet was partly mush. First time he’d seen inside Xatar armor. Hoss shrugged. Blood was blood. He’d live if he had to wear it. He attached it to the pack with a strap. 
 
    Then he ran off after Baz and Ember, hoping it was the correct direction. 
 
    Their smell hit him like a perfume blend made of man-sweat and Ember’s cunt juice. His dick twitched upright. Not that he wanted to fuck Baz. The cyborg was pretty rank after all the climbing and fighting, but her...her he did want to fuck. 
 
    Direction guaranteed and his orc eyesight let him see enough to avoid the holes and sharp things. He moved inward, careful not to be too noisy. If there were predators down here, he wanted advance notice. 
 
    A wan green light and quiet noises were the first clues. Still cautious, he didn’t sing out a welcome, especially when he heard the grunts, the fleshy slaps, and the cries...then the moans from her. 
 
    Hoss crept up and paused on the lip of the open space. Beyond was green-hued courtesy of the sun being filtered down through a kilometer of plant life. The spray of a small waterfall and the occasional leaf or fragment of vegetation drifted in the air. This lent a soft almost romantic wash to the scene of violent fucking he beheld. 
 
    This brightness, he’d not had to cope with this during the several minutes of walking. His eyes took a while to adjust fully. 
 
    He saw what he saw. Heard what he heard. 
 
    Those wet noises. Her naked, on hands and knees, and being thoroughly screwed by Baz. His fingers anchored on her hips – he even hoisted her lower half higher now and then so he could add power to the penetration of this most fuckable girl. 
 
    He wasn’t dreaming. 
 
    Hoss swore under his breath. Swore again when his dick became so rigid he had to free it from his pants or let it snap itself in two. 
 
    Should he charge in bellowing? She was enjoying this, and he might cause Baz to hurt Ember. The cyborg shone with sweat. Cum and cunt juice dripped from his balls to the ground. It’d leaked from where he entered her and run down the shaft of his cock. Every so often more spurted from around where his cock was stuck in her cunt. 
 
    Hoss swore again, swallowed. 
 
    Baz looked half animal and half machine. Half fucking machine. 
 
    Carefully, quietly, he lowered the pack and the Xatar rifle to the ground, then he wrapped his fist around his cock and squeezed. 
 
    He should be angry, jealous, disturbed even. Except...every so often Ember begged for more, and the way the cyborg had roped her to the floor by her neck...how she rocked back and forth on her hands and knees with that enormous, cyborg cock pistoning in and out...her mouth letting loose with curses he’d never heard from her. 
 
    He wanted to join them. Hoss groaned. 
 
    The holes that were fucking torn in her red, girly tights with the pink cats, how they made her look like a slut wanting every inch of what Baz fed her. The extreme tilt of her ass, wanting more, wanting it all. His fist slid up and down, faster, faster. 
 
    The slam of cock into Ember’s welcoming wet pussy grew louder, cloaking his own slick noises. When Baz and Ember orgasmed, so did he, splattering the white stuff all over the leaves ahead, even into the lighted area. The last arc of come settled – a thick wiggly line pointing to where he voyeured. 
 
    What the fuck was he to do now? Awed, he left his cock out, still semi-hard. 
 
    When Baz made the trembling female open her mouth and began to fuck her there too, when the gagging and gasping carried to his ears, he decided enough was enough. He strode out into the light. Baz turned, growling but still fucking her. Ember, shock in her eyes, also stayed put. 
 
    “I...” 
 
    They went on at what they were doing. 
 
    “I’m...” Lost for words, thoughts, he waved his hand vaguely. 
 
    Ember decided him. Her eyes pleaded. She folded her legs until she kneeled before Baz. Mouth full of cock and with Baz holding her hair, she did the only other thing she could’ve done that would’ve satisfied Hoss. She lifted her hand toward him and opened it, fingers uncurling. 
 
    A welcome. 
 
    He could smack Baz in the face or he could join in. Did orcs ever share? Rarely. None that he knew. Was he orc? Was he bound by orc rules? No. 
 
    Wary, he circled them, came in from behind Ember, his cock on the rise and Baz in his sights. The cyborg had a flat expression despite his full-on occupation with using Ember’s mouth as a hole to keep his dick. The liquid noises and her squeaks grew louder. He walked closer, raised a brow. 
 
    A crack in Baz’s expression spread, morphed into a twisted smile, then his tongue emerged and he went deep into the female’s mouth and held it there. He nodded. 
 
    Invitation extended. 
 
    Listening to Ember choke on cock had to be the best sound he’d heard all fucking day. He hoisted her back to being on all fours, swept a fast assessing study across her glistening and well-used cunt, brought his cock into range and zeroed in. 
 
    If she’d taken Baz...only a minute ago, she was ready. 
 
    Her choking sounds grew higher pitched and more desperate. He guessed Baz was waiting for him to start. 
 
    He rammed in, planning to take his cock as deep as it would go, and it went three quarters in. 
 
    “Fuck.” He went blind for a second, saw nothing, amped up on the pleasure of finally taking her properly. He pulled out to the tip, thrust again. The jerk of her body from the impact then her own movement back onto him, inviting more of his cock, left his mouth hanging open. 
 
    He proceeded to fuck her like there was no tomorrow, no darkness out there, nothing except this luscious girl with her sopping wet cunt. 
 
    Watching Baz jam his own in one end of her while he took the other end, was something he would never forget. By the time he was on the verge of coming, Baz was too. He reached under and stirred the girl higher, picked her up with a hand beneath her hip, listening to her muffled choked squeals. As he shallow fucked her, he felt her muscles strain and tension build, and he made her clit his toy. When she went rigid, climaxing and then jerking, moaning around Baz’s cock, he stood straighter and rocked her with a few cunt-destroying fucks. 
 
    The biggest orgasm of his life hammered in, took over his soul, his dick, and his heart. 
 
    If he died now he died happy. 
 
    It seemed decades later when he dragged himself from her pussy then picked her up – after Baz gave consent with a nod and untied her neck – they’d have to work out who was who in this pecker order later. 
 
    There was no clean comfy bed, just leaves and come, dirt, and more leaves. He picked the cleanest, softest place then lay down with her and Baz. He was spooning with her this time. Baz seemed happy playing with her breasts, and kissing her there or on her mouth. She only muttered small words, as if overcome by having two males at once. Not surprising. 
 
    Next time though? Would there be one? 
 
    Take, that writing on the wall had told him. He was doing that with her from now on, even if he had to share her. 
 
    The cyborg wasn’t quite all there in the head, but he was sane enough to care for her. 
 
    He kissed Ember’s back, tucked a hand into the back of her tights and rolled them below her ass until the cloth curled there, emphasizing the ample roundness of her come-sticky butt. 
 
    “Perfect ass,” he rumbled and slid down to bite it in a few spots. 
 
    “Heyyy. Ouch. Messy.” She harrumphed. 
 
    “Talking again, girl? Messy? I might lick you clean. I’m a fucking orc. It’s what we do. We claim our bitch females, mark them with our come, lick it off. Or I might toss you in that pool over there.” He slid back to his spooning position. 
 
    She grumbled a little. “That... This was... I...”  Her chest heaved as she struggled to express herself. 
 
    “Fuck. You invited me in. If you complain I will tie you down and come all over you until you stop.” 
 
    That shut her up, apart from a sigh. She actually snuggled back into him. 
 
    Baz raised his head and grinned. 
 
    “You, man...cyborg man, we have to figure out what’s going on with you, with us, with everything.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed and he grunted.  
 
    This was not good. 
 
    “You can talk can’t you, Baz?” Ember put up her hand to his mouth. 
 
    The man drew her fingers in and sucked on them, nothing more. Clearly he’d lost his powers of speech. 
 
    A head injury? There seemed none. “You hurt?” 
 
    He shook his head, patted a couple of cuts, but seemed flummoxed. 
 
    And the body changes...apart from his now huge cock, which was explainable if you knew the cybermonk specialty, apart from that he’d also gained a ton of muscle and he couldn’t seem to straighten as he should be able to. Deformed in some way? Why? How? From what he’d seen in the fighting, the cyborg was able to do things he’d not seen another cyborg accomplish. 
 
    This had happened after the cybermonks did their surgery. The implications were obvious. 
 
    “When we get back to Verd, we have to talk to the cybermonks.” 
 
    Ember nodded, her head shifting on his arm where he’d tucked it under her. “Yes. I’d already decided. I think it’s why I’m so crazy about ummm fucking you both. They did something to me and to Baz.” 
 
    He knew his own desires were natural, but what if she was right and hers weren’t? He moved aside the curls of red where they shielded her nape, then drew a claw down her spine, smiling when she squeaked and wriggled. 
 
    He knew she wanted him anyway, even if it was just her obsession with big males. The first time had been before the cybermonks 
 
    Funnily enough, he was pretty content with how this’d turned out, even with Baz some sort of mute cyberbeast. Maybe being half orc had damned him. He liked it rough, could take the shit life threw. He didn’t care if things got ugly, mean, or dirty. If this was what he had to do to claim Ember, he was happy. 
 
    He’d share her again with Baz at either end, over and fucking over. He dug five claw points into her shoulder, denting the skin nicely. With all the science people did, maybe an orc and a human could have babies? The universe would be perfect if that were possible. 
 
    He was getting ahead of everything. They were down a deep chasm in the middle of this immense forest and likely no one was coming to find them. 
 
    And...Baz wasn’t quite right in the head. 
 
    Still... The concept of take...did that extend to making her have babies? He wasn’t clear on that part of take. Hoss tweaked his mouth sideways, imagining Ember frowning at him. Unfortunately, it probably did not. 
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    Ember peered across the forearm where she rested her cheek. Baz was washing himself in the pool. Her hip was aching due to sleeping on something far less soft than a mattress – she was pretty sure she’d have leaves stuck to her side and butt when she rose. Hoss seemed content to wait for her to wake. His warm orc breath, wafting over the top of her head, made this almost seem comfy. It made her sleepy again. 
 
    Sleepy. Despite of all her aches and her scratches and bruises where the Xatar had whipped her. Wear and tear in her most intimate area too, probably. Without a mirror, who knew for certain. If she asked Hoss to check, she was sure he’d be doing something dirty to her. 
 
    A smile sneaked out without her asking for it. 
 
    Sex. 
 
    With two galumphing huge men. It was a page from her greatest erotic fantasy. 
 
    It was dreadful, surely? Surreal for sure. As likely as being spun out into space minus a spacesuit. Or...marrying an elephant from Old-Earth. It was so bizarre she couldn’t even think what to compare it with. She would never in a million light-years have done this of her own, normal volition. Normal...this was not that. 
 
    “You awake, Ember?” Hoss murmured. 
 
    “Mmm.” 
 
    “Getting up? We need to organize. Need to clean up. Specially you.” His other arm swept across her and drew her tightly against his chest. Then he kissed her back. 
 
    Her sigh would no doubt be mistaken for contentment. 
 
    And...she was – content. 
 
    Even though they were down in the middle of the worst place on this misbegotten planet. Worst excluding Verd, because that might really be a smoking hole in the ground by now. She sat up abruptly. 
 
    Hoss was right. 
 
    “How...how do I get clean?” She raised her eyebrows thinking of all the dangerous predators that might be in the pool where Baz bathed. “There?” 
 
    “Sure. Come. We’ll both guard you, in case the fish bite.” 
 
    “Hah!” 
 
    He took her hand in his. Such a gentle gesture and she couldn’t help smiling up at Hoss. 
 
    Fuck, what had she done? Some sort of induced sexual obsession all messed up with her original fetish. Unwinding this was going to be a bitch. 
 
    “Fish would be okay.” She looked into the slightly murky pool. Okay, it was clean except for floating bits. The water had cascaded down from the buildings above, pouring over the terraces of the stories, and it overflowed at the far end where the original pool wall was broken. 
 
    Baz stood grinning at her, naked, partly submerged but mostly not. His partially erect dick awed her. That had been in her. What the ever-loving hells? 
 
    “We need to find him some clothes,” she whispered to Hoss. 
 
    “If he’ll wear them.” Baz raised his voice. “If we get you some clothes, maybe from the dead Xatar, will you put them on?” 
 
    Baz nodded, raised his thumb. 
 
    “Good man.” Baz nodded back. “He understands more than he speaks.” 
 
    It did seem so. What would they do if Baz never spoke again, though?  
 
    “We need to get him talking somehow.” She crouched and slipped into the water. It was cool, and cooler at the bottom where her feet met a thin layer of grit. A few denuded twigs and branches swirled past. The water level came up to just above her knees. 
 
    “Yeah. Hard to do without a doctor looking into it. I mean, do you know why? What’s done this?” 
 
    Funny, but once she thought about it, maybe she did. 
 
    “The cybermonks is my first thought. Something they added has conflicted with his speech center. I’d need to do more analysis though...” And how to do that without her equipment? She sucked in air over her clenched teeth. This made her feel nakeder than naked. No tech stuff. 
 
    Eeee. 
 
    The twinge of fear faded. Silly. She could survive without her gear. 
 
    Baz though. What if he devolved? If this was a programming glitch, which seemed possible, he might get worse. 
 
    Some blood slipped away into the water from between her legs. She dipped her whole body deeper, went to her knees. The heat of her compulsion ebbed away. Nice. 
 
    Would this need for Baz and Hoss ever leave her entirely? She’d never tire of ogling big men like Hoss, but it’d be good to have it truly a choice. The blood vanished into the water. Her scratches ached, but wasn’t real hurt. 
 
    How could that sex they’d had be bad? 
 
    The memory of them both sticking her with their cocks, fucking her, treating her like she was theirs, it needed to be etched into the memory banks. She shivered. 
 
    Wrong, yes. If they reached civilization without being eaten by critters, she had to stop this dead. The three of them together – orc, cyborg, and her, it was deviant. Society would shun them. 
 
    Hoss slid in next to her, camo suit and all. The suit was designed to be left on for days and would shed dirt and grime without being removed. Thankfully, he’d tucked away his cock. That’d be too distracting altogether with Baz already showing off his toolbox. 
 
    She smirked at her coyness in her thoughts. Swearing, saying dirty stuff, it was all fine. What gets done in the middle of nowhere, stays there. 
 
    “You look so good.” He and Baz were appraising her, and she realized there might be something about washing her boobs clean and making them shiny that attracted the guys. Like the birds that liked shiny things. Ember giggled then bit it off. 
 
    That male appraisal of a female they wanted. She knew it, recognized it. So did her body. 
 
    “Heyyy. You know we can’t do that again. You’d ummm...wear me out.” 
 
    Oh hells, Baz had a full erection. 
 
    “Not yet.” Hoss grinned toothily, leaned on the edge of the pool. Nonchalant bastard. “Besides, there’s things I want to see him do to you. Never knew I did but after seeing a man fuck you...” 
 
    She gulped – almost wanting to have whatever it was he was imagining done to her. Her legs had been wobbly as it was, walking over here. 
 
    “We won’t hurt you, Ember. You know I never would. Baz is the same, even if his brain is functioning on bug level right now.” 
 
    “I know. Good. Just –” 
 
    “When we fuck you again, we’ll be careful.” 
 
    “Oh.” She froze. When. Too much attention. It was getting her all horny again. She cleared her throat. “Ignore me while I wash, okay?” 
 
    “Sure.” To her relief he turned his back. “I figure we have to go salvage gear from the Xatar after this. I grabbed some stuff before tracking you here, but we need as much as we can get. Food, guns, clothes, battery packs. The helmets have those.” 
 
    Her stomach chose then to ache from hunger. The Xatar had fed her but not well. 
 
    “And my data knife and specs. Do you think we can get those? The specs were put into a big pack one of them carried. It was black. The Xatars have a thing for black.” 
 
    Hoss turned, distracted for a second by her breasts before he remembered to look at her face. As if he’d not seem her tits bared so many times now. “I have a pack. Black too. Got it off a Xatar.” 
 
    Hope flared. “That might be it.” 
 
    “Okay. It’s over there.” He indicated the place she’d seen him enter this area from. “Might be some goop there too. It’s where I stood wanking watching you two fucking. That was so hot.” 
 
    Goop. Her usual blush arrived and took over her face. 
 
    “You go so red, female.” 
 
    She let the female label slip by, preoccupied with yet another memory. 
 
    Hoss stalking in, his erection leading the way, waving about like it needed a flag attached, and such a baleful expression on his face that she almost feared what he might do to her. 
 
    His eyes had seemed bright. His horns and his bulk against the pale side of the building as he approached, that cock of his that she recalled from before, inside her. All this with Baz facefucking her already. To keep track of Hoss, she’d swiveled her eyes without turning her head – because Baz had fastened her in place. Captivated by the vison of being taken by both of them at once, she’d put out her hand and beckoned him over. 
 
    She...had asked him to join in. 
 
    Her doing. 
 
    Best decision everrrr. 
 
    “Are you okay, Ember?” Hoss was before her, lifting her chin with a finger, reminding her there was more to the world than screwing, even here. Especially here. 
 
    “Will we get out of this, Hoss? Alive?” 
 
    He glanced back at Baz. “Sure we will. You saw him take on all those Xatar?” 
 
    “Yes.” She was almost certain she’d seen him twist the head off one. “As long as he stays on our side.” 
 
    Baz must’ve heard because he locked his eyes to hers and nodded, rapped his chest with his fist. 
 
    “He is. Oh he is, Ember. I think Baz is still Baz in there. Just a little head fucked. We’ll get out of this. Get back to Verd.” 
 
    “And then I’m going to have a small chat with the monks.” She narrowed her eyes. The little fuckers. 
 
    Hoss smiled. “I bet you are. Now, you didn’t say where you left that data knife. You need it to look into Baz’s programming?” 
 
    She did. “I left it close to the fight. Where we fell.” 
 
    “They let you keep it?” 
 
    “Mmm.” How was she explaining this one? 
 
    Ember hunched her shoulders, lowered them – shrugging, sort of, then she climbed from the pool, dripping. She hissed at the muscle pains awakened. Lucky this place was warm, sheltered. On the other hand if they aimed to get back to the city, she was sure she’d seen the craft pass over a hill or two. 
 
    “I...” Did it matter if she said this? 
 
    Hoss had nearly explored her throat from the wrong end with his dick. 
 
    “The Xatar captain inserted into me, tied it in, as punishment for killing his men with a virus.” From the shock on Hoss’s face she figured she needed to explain more. “I sneaked a virus into their armor, one that’d spread through their comms. A few of them fell and died.” 
 
    He mouthed a wow, silently. 
 
    “Warrior girl! You...I am proud of you.” He hauled himself from the pool, went to one knee then reverently took her hand and kissed the back. “Respect earned. You have made your first kill of the enemy.” 
 
    Oh fuck. Blush time again. She shook off the homicidal compliment. “Not really my first. I killed a guy who tried to rape a friend, once, when a kid. Slipped a knife in him. Not proud of that, but I was on the streets.” 
 
    She’d always adapted, done what needed doing. 
 
    “Sometimes we have to do bad things to survive. Sounds like he deserved it.” 
 
    He had. Yeah. She gave Hoss a stiff smile then cast about for a distraction, realized she’d been forgetting something important. 
 
    “We need to look at the wounds on Baz.” 
 
    With the washing, he’d opened up his cuts and looked as if he was painted in red. 
 
    “Yes. Perhaps the cybermonks gave him accelerated healing?” 
 
    It didn’t look that way to her. “I’ll know when I get to look inside his specs, see the files.” Though she wasn’t certain this was going to be standardized. It might be a whole bucket of program worms. 
 
    “You know...Hoss, we don’t have recharge points out here. My knife can suck up power by induction from batteries, but what happens when it all runs out? How long will it take us to get back if we walk all the way?” 
 
    His face and that big orc monobrow went through a few subtle contortions while he pretended to be occupied with shaking off the water. She ducked away, suppressing the notion of mocking him for that. 
 
    And the urge to go snuggle up to him again to get a little warmer. A breeze had sprung up and she was naked if you excluded her well-ripped tights. 
 
    “I think, from what I saw flying in, it’ll take us a couple of weeks to get back. One at the least.” 
 
    Weeks. Stunned she tried to process that. 
 
    Weeks. 
 
    They’d run out of power before then. She doubted she could even get the starwebz out here. 
 
    “Gods. Can we survive?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’ll be hard. This is a harsh and potentially deadly environment. We will need all our fighting skills and weapons. But we can do this.” 
 
    Weeks. She nodded. She had two big huge strong males to protect her. And she was no cute wilting flower either. “Let’s do this. Priority one, check Baz’s wounds. Two, go back and find clothes, weapons, food, and so on. Pants or maybe a set of armor that’ll fit at least the bottom half of Baz.” Because having that hanging out forever was not good for her health. “My gear too so I can look into fixing Baz.” She wouldn’t say it out loud, but she prayed she could figure out why he wasn’t talking. “And, we must get that DSU. I think it’s why the Xatar grabbed me.” 
 
    “I see. The cybermonks wanted it too. Coincidence?” 
 
    “I doubt it. It should be in the pack, if it is the right pack.” 
 
    “You need to find out what’s inside that DSU.” 
 
    “What? No.” She couldn’t do that. It was a violation of the worst sort. “No.” 
 
    “But it may tell us why all this happened.” He pointed overhead. “The attack. It may give us an advantage when we return.” 
 
    When. That was good positive thinking. She still wasn’t violating her employee contract. Not until it was the only way. Besides, it couldn’t possibly help them now. She brushed past Hoss. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s get Baz to sit still for this.” 
 
    “Female...” Hoss almost growled. 
 
    She couldn’t help it. A shiver ran down her spine, ice cold. That growl triggered something. Not fear. To her, it said he cared as well as that she annoyed him? Somehow, in an illogical way. She went back to him and wrapped both arms around Hoss at about chest level, which was as far as she could easily reach. He hugged her back. 
 
    “You okay, Ember?” 
 
    She sighed. She was when she could do this. “I just want you and Baz to know how grateful I am – that you came for me.” 
 
    “Huh.” He patted her. “It was a given.” 
 
    She smiled up at him. Maybe this was wrong, socially unacceptable, and likely to get them stoned on some planets, but here? She looked past him. Here was now. Here nobody cared if she let them both do deplorable, amazing things to her. 
 
    Maybe this journey back could be more than hardship. It could be very interesting. She could have all the sex she could beg from them both, and so long as it didn’t hurt...too much, it was all good. This wasn’t something she should jump into, though. Say no until she sorted out her head properly? 
 
    “Let’s go look at Baz.” 
 
    “Sure thing. And Ember.” He kissed her hand again. “Make all the lists you want to. It’s damn sexy.” 
 
    Sexy? Lists were? She was amused. Orcs definitely were perverted brutes. 
 
    “What if...” Oh gods was she going to say this? “What if I add more sex to that list?” 
 
    Hoss looked as if he’d swallow his tongue. “That would be uhhh nice.” 
 
    “Good.” She turned and approached Baz. 
 
    Hoss sang out from behind her. “Ahhh, girl. When?” 
 
    She grinned. “When I want.” 
 
    Kneeling before Baz, ignoring the proximity of his genitals because duh at some stage she had to, she began to check his wounds, pretending Hoss did not exist. 
 
    Hoss laughed and laughed then she heard him walk up behind her. He fisted her hair, tilted her head back and kissed her, hard, until she sighed and answered his kiss with her mouth, melting, sighing into his mouth, turning her head as he bit down her neck. Then he stopped. 
 
    No words were said but she gazed after him as he walked away. 
 
    By the time he’d come back with the pack, her brain was ticking over again. 
 
    The pack dropped beside them. “How is he?” 
 
    “Better than you’d think after what he did for me.” She smiled up at the unemotional Baz who’d been watching her as she looked at the wounds. She’d circled him, seen them all. “A few could do with being closed but we’d need a doctor to do that.” 
 
    “This pack has the DSU, your data specs, your dress, a first aid kit with some anti-germ medications, a wound stapling gun – I looked. Dry rations. Batteries. We could do with more of everything but first...” He kneeled and rummaged then pulled out the stapling gun. “Want me to do it?” 
 
    “Have you done it before?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Then she may as well. Ember put her hand out, peered up at Baz. “You have three places I want to staple together. It’ll help them heal better.” 
 
    Baz shrugged. 
 
    “Don’t move, okay? Hoss can you try to see he stays put?” 
 
    They managed. She stapled. At first the ka-thunk scared her, especially if he flinched. It wasn’t perfect, some of the cuts didn’t align well, but she improved as she used the thing. 
 
    After a few winces, Baz stayed perfectly still, only making the occasional sound, as if perhaps his pain receptors had been dulled. She was dying to do some deep examination of his cybersystems. Not yet, though. 
 
    “You okay?” Worried, she placed her hand on his abdomen, where his midsection merged from cyborg to man. She felt the warmth of blood and also the slightly colder temperature of his living metal parts. He breathed calmly, looked down at her. Then he covered her hand with his and squeezed. She saw gratitude in the brimming of his eyes. 
 
    Odd how close she felt to him in this moment – as if the lack of words allowed purer communication. 
 
    What must it be like to be him, trapped in his head? Somehow, she believed what Hoss did – that Baz was aware and maybe muddled, but still knew himself, knew right from wrong. 
 
    “We’re a team, man.” 
 
    He nodded and gave a grunt of agreement. The staples marched across the wounds she’d repaired. A little serum and blood seeped. The cuts looked good, clean really, but some antigerm meds were best too. Anything might grow in wounds here – bacteria, fungi, creepy crawly things with tentacles. 
 
    She shuddered. A broad antigermer would take care of all those. 
 
    She pulled herself upright, brushed leaves from her knees. Then she took her dress from Hoss and pulled it on. Getting it cleaner would wait. If she made it wet, like her tights were now, it’d possibly grow mold down here before it dried. Fashion was going to suffer for a while. 
 
    Her data specs and the DSU were in the pack also. Though squashed out of shape, the specs seemed fine. Without the knife, there were severe limitations as to what she could achieve with them. 
 
    The men looked at her. 
 
    “We ready?” Hoss asked. 
 
    “Yes. I’m ready.” 
 
    “Then let’s go do this grim harvest.” 
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    Hoss had carried her through the understructure due to her being the only one who couldn’t see in the dark. The helmet light needed to be conserved. To Ember, out there was just blackness, apart from where reflections or cracks above allowed in some light. Somehow, he found the data knife from her description of where she might’ve been when it’d fallen out. He wiped it clean and placed it in her hand. 
 
    “Hope this thing is waterproof.” 
 
    She’d bet he was grinning. Probably thought it funny where the Xatar had shoved it, now he’d had time to mull it over. She stuck the knife in a zip pocket in the skirt. Once she had some time to work on this, she’d make sure it was charged enough to use on Baz. 
 
    The fight area was a graveyard. 
 
    As they approached where shafts of dwindling sunlight played on the mounds of whatever had fallen here over the last centuries, bright red birds exploded into flight. 
 
    Now there were dead Xatar to add to the layers of sediment. Dots of scarlet against the black, the pale sky, and if she squinted and looked up...the delicate debris drifting. Rain here seemed more the feathers falling off the birds, or stuff flaking and cracking off the buildings or the trees. How much real rain ever hit the ground? Most of it must cascade and pour across the floors, drip from story to story, washing through the history of this long-ago, doomed metropolis. 
 
    She hugged herself. 
 
    They would get out of here eventually. Just some walking to do. Nothing more. 
 
    The bodies were well marked by the clusters of birds and the other animals crawling, stalking, and slithering – looking for a free meal. Something with a multitude of stilted legs stomped off in the distance further along this ravine between the buildings. More than man-height, but...it had left at their approach. Which was good. Wasn’t it? 
 
    Maybe it ate flowers? 
 
    Or licked up spilled old blood from corpses. 
 
    Why had none of them thought to download a beastopedia from the starwebz before haring off into the forests of Omm? 
 
    Note: Next time I’m about to be kidnapped, pack essentials first. 
 
    The force of the fall had been great enough to tear apart some of the bodies – armor and all. Baz had contributed to that also by pulling off heads. Yet she’d survived, somehow, with him holding her and bouncing down. Inconceivable. Did it matter how he’d managed it? Only in that it surely proved he was damn resilient and strong, and the cybermonks had done a great deal of work on his body. 
 
    More than could be accomplished in a day. 
 
    The scent of death was already strong. Ember held her nose at first then gave up. Every piece of equipment they came across was salvaged, if not too bulky or heavy. Two functioning arc rifles, the sledge gun, the batteries from most of the helmets, one extra pistol...and this humanoid before her. 
 
    She stared into the eyes of a live Xatar. 
 
    The rustling noises had drawn her, and the trail of thick blood. He’d pulled off his helmet. She’d found that and a handgun, removed the battery from the helmet then followed the drag marks to this overhang of building. Vines draped over the front, concealing him. 
 
    He stared up at her, clearly having trouble breathing. Parading across his forehead was a row of black Xs – an indented scar or tattoo. The meaning of those Xs was unknown to her. He’d not live much longer down here. Maybe if they adopted him, did some med work, he’d survive. The problem was he’d slow them down incredibly. They might never make it out at all. He might betray them. If left alive by himself, he might somehow communicate with those above. She couldn’t know for sure. 
 
    The last of those possibilities was improbable but possible. 
 
    She raised the handgun, stroked the trigger guard on it. 
 
    His husky voice barely reached her. “I will see the paradise in the stars when I die. You...you will eat dirt forever, you lower creature. Dirt...you are dirt.” He spat some blood on her boots. 
 
    Well that was nice to know. Guess he had a death wish. 
 
    She muttered farewell, I’m truly sorry and aimed, planning to shoot him straight through the middle of his forehead. Before she could, a blue streak blurted past and into him. He jerked back and slumped, sliding down the small hump of composted leaves and dirt he’d been leaning on. 
 
    Ember twisted and saw Hoss behind her with a pistol in his hand. 
 
    “I would’ve.” 
 
    He cocked his head and shrugged, patted her shoulder. “These things can live in your head forever.” 
 
    She could do what needed doing. She adapted. Killing the Xatar would’ve given her no joy, but allowing herself, Hoss, and Baz a greater chance of survival, that would give her a certain satisfaction. 
 
    Sliding the handgun into the holster she’d slung over her shoulder, she scanned her surrounds. If there was anything or anyone else left to find, they weren’t visible. Baz strolled over. He’d found a set of armor that fit, though his upper body was bare. The huge bulk of his hunched shoulders would make fitting anything there difficult. 
 
    “Time to leave?” she asked, managing not to stare at him or drool, much. His musculature shone and rolled as he walked. Like watching a monolith come to life...one that could fuck her. 
 
    Hoss looked as if he struggled not to smile, as if he knew her dirty thoughts. He was probably making a good guess. The orc knew her far too well. 
 
    He surveyed the area also. “Yes. When do you want to check Baz over?” 
 
    Not here. There was too much death, too many scavengers. If a Xatar ship somehow figured out where the warriors had died, a warship might arrive overhead any second. 
 
    “I’ll do it after we put some distance between this place and us. Safer.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    The face of the warrior Hoss had shot was fading fast. She tucked that away in the trash basket of her memory. Move on. 
 
    “How long to get out of this forest, do you think?” She fell into place between him and Baz. “Do you know which way to go?” 
 
    “I do know that. From our last bearings, I think one or two days to exit the forest.” 
 
    “Good.” It was indeed good, calming even, to have a goal. Nice to have someone who had a great sense of direction too. Some days, mostly after visiting clubs the night before, she’d get lost finding the bathroom. 
 
    Out of this first, then onward. 
 
    A few hours later, in another, larger clearing where they’d have warning if something charged out at them, she had Baz sit on a plinth that was all that was left of a toppled statue. Whatever the statue had been, it was in pieces and buried under mulch. Only a six-fingered, blackened stone hand emerged from the dirt, pointing a forefinger at the sky, as if accusing it of some fickleness. 
 
    The data knife was soundless though bright once she set it to full power. The violet twist disappeared as she touched Baz in the center of his spine and pushed it into him. She took readings from several areas – spine, arms, midsection, brain then sat back with her eyes closed, sorting through the data. 
 
    “This is, a big mess.” 
 
    Baz grunted, sounding sad. 
 
    “Sorry, Baz.” She smiled up at him, put out her hand and let him slide his fingers into hers. Something about a big, warm man touching her like this did gooey things to her insides. “I will figure this out. I just have to work carefully. I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    She really didn’t. As a beast-cyborg he actually was more approachable than the grump on board ship. She sincerely liked him more. Sex or no sex. 
 
    From then on, whenever they stopped to rest or eat she asked him if she could work on his cybersystems, and he sat for her. There were layers and layers, and the monks had created links that seemed nonsensical. If A happened X, Y and K version 1.113 and 6.555 would happen, triggering a thousand subroutines. She could unpick it, adjust the worst side effects. Speech was her priority; it seemed linked to a rise in the chemicals and neuro-routines interconnected to anger.  
 
    They’d definitely enhanced all his muscles but not made it a part of his system until the day they added the sxsynthcock. They’d made his nerves spin off messages faster than a hexakraken swallowed that starship that breached its territory on Forbidden Planet 909.Yup, that fast. 
 
    They’d made him almost superhuman, but like most things it had penalties. Unless she toned it down, he’d wear out and die early. This was resetting his aging. Maybe really rapidly. It gave her mild headaches, insomnia. It made her prone to muttering at odd times when something occurred to her to fix the next time she sat with him, but she was getting there. 
 
    “Halted the aging,” she told him on day two. He wouldn’t be quite as fast but still. 
 
    He nodded and grabbed her shoulder, squeezed her there in thanks. 
 
    Speech...why couldn’t he talk? 
 
    A day later, they emerged from the fringes of the forest, from beneath the smaller trees growing there, and found open plains. Her heart lifted. 
 
    She ran forward, giggling with happiness then twirled on the spot with her arms flung out. The gloom beneath the dead city had become heavy, depressing. A rise lay before her, and she jogged up to it and stopped, waiting for the men to catch up. 
 
    Here was a plain studded with few trees, a wide expanse of grasses swaying in the breeze, sunlight, full-on, face-warming sunlight. To the left, a herd of brown creatures roamed – too far away to tell what they were. Herbivores, probably. She took a deep breath. 
 
    Soft hills poked bluntly at the horizon. 
 
    “We can get to those in a few days,” Hoss ventured, waving toward the hills. 
 
    “Great.” Ember took another breath then another. Clean air. No feathers, no grit dropping on your head, none of that incessant drip, drip, dripping.  
 
    Hoss took her hand on one side and Baz took the other and suddenly she knew what this was. It was an adventure she’d never have known except for extraordinary circumstances. 
 
    She never touched people...men...like she had been doing. People stayed away from her. She stayed away from them. She moved her fingers and felt them adjust their grip. Hoss squeezed hers, toyed with her fingertips. It wasn’t just the sex that buoyed her, it was the excitement of touch, that was an intimacy on another level entirely. 
 
    More intimate than sex. Like kissing only more...something. Gentle. 
 
    And freedom. She had that too. She could screw these guys here and now, and no one would criticize her. Of course some ugly predator might swoop in and eat them while they fucked, but that was an unlikely result and one she’d wear. Freedom, at least until they reached Verd. After that, things would have to be normal again. They just had to contact the Leaf, or another friendly ship, or CESS. 
 
    This freedom now though, this new intimacy, she was high on it. 
 
    “Ember,” Hoss began, his thumb drawing circles on her palm. “You’ve still not read the DSU?” 
 
    “Uh-uh.” She shook her head. 
 
    “That has to be why the monks made you a bit lust crazy and made Baz as he is. They hoped it’d distract us so they could get the DSU.” 
 
    “You think?” she said dryly. “Maybe they just wanted to make some orc-human-cyborg porn?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Somehow I don’t think so. Those dudes were into predicting future events. We need to know what is on that DSU.” 
 
    She pressed her lips together. “Not yet. And even if I did read it, I couldn’t tell anyone else.” 
 
    “Think about it.” 
 
    She would. 
 
    “In the meantime, remember this. Getting to Verd is not guaranteed. It’s a long way, and we have a big chunk of hostile land to negotiate. Things we don’t know about could kill us. Be prepared to shoot, or run and hide, or both. This will not be easy.” 
 
    He hefted the sledge gun he’d resurrected from a pile of some sort of animal manure, stroked the trigger with his forefinger. He’d dropped it from a great height but it’d landed soft. Three rounds left. If the blast didn’t kill, the smell might. 
 
    “Gotcha. While I’m fixing Baz, I think you two can show me how to shoot straighter.” 
 
    “Deal. Teach you to shoot, Baz to talk, and more sex.” 
 
    What? She glanced at him in time to catch the grin. Hoss had been patient, as had Baz. She’d been walking gingerly at times due to them both fucking her. More sex sounded...tempting. Thinking about it made her chest tight, made her breathe a little faster. Last time had been overwhelming but she wanted more...just her body kept reminding her with an ouch now and then. 
 
    Sex was...good. So good when it’d been them both. She wanted to cross her legs, put her hand down there and press. She mentally smacked her hand. 
 
    They recommenced walking for those faraway hills, fingers on triggers, and their minds in the gutter, or so she figured. 
 
    Tonight when they stopped might get to be fun. She found she’d placed her tongue on her upper lip, thinking about what was coming. She’d never volunteer for it, it just seemed too perverted to ask for a threesome, but if they dragged her into their nest, and it always seemed like a nest when she thought about it, she’d go, she’d fall swooning into their arms, onto their massive dicks... 
 
    Gods. 
 
    While making unintelligible noises of distress and arousal in the back of her mind, she nearly ran into a small thorny shrub. Stop daydreaming. Then Ig popped into sight, all pretty in his red-and-black scales. She could’ve sworn Hoss frowned in Ig’s direction. 
 
    The little trinket he’d brought her made her forget to ask Hoss what he’d seen. 
 
    Oh dear. 
 
    She recognized this. A severed finger. Not just any finger. The guard at the library doors had worn this intricate tattoo on both hands. Ig had been to Verd, and Verd was likely not doing well. 
 
    Ig seemed rather pleased and chose to perch on her shoulder and comb her hair with his claws. She’d seen Old-Earth monkeys do this to remove lice. She really hoped she had none of those, but then again, whatever had fallen onto her head from above in the city had crawled away a few times. 
 
    Disgusting. 
 
    What would they do if Verd was rubble? 
 
    Whatever they had to. Yes. 
 
    She dropped the finger, hoping the men hadn’t noticed the grisly object appearing on her palm. 
 
    A small storm was blueing the sky with clouds. The wind picked up, fluttering her dress about her legs. Rain would make it harder to see those nasty critters Hoss said might be waiting. If she could’ve just convinced Ig to transport them all across the multidimensional space to Verd, or to the Leaf, things would be better. 
 
    And sexless. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    She might just choose the sex, given a chance to pick between fast rescue and walking back. And that was just so very weird. 
 
    Ember checked the handgun was loose enough in the holster to draw quickly. Of all the creatures here, including Ig, she was the most vulnerable. She thought about that and about how both Hoss and Baz would no doubt leap to her aid. It was heartwarming to know that they’d do it, not because they were paid to do so but because she was someone they valued as a friend and a lover. 
 
    Friends. Lovers. Both were concepts she’d had trouble with in the past. She sneaked a look to the left at Hoss and the right at Baz then put her hand up to feel Ig’s small clawed foot. 
 
    Walking back was perfect. 
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    Lightnyng sat down last. Deep underground in the well-protected bomb-missile-nuke-spider proof lair they’d constructed years ago, the cybermonks had set up a holo projection to watch together. This was one of their little foibles. None of them knew why it appealed. It just did. It was a hobby – same as watching the humanoids and other intelligent life try to wreck the universe was a hobby of theirs. 
 
    The drone they’d sent had been compelled to stay out of sight, but it was miniscule so that meant the close-ups were pretty close. 
 
    “Our predictions are slipping in accuracy,” Lightnyng mentioned, gold eyes glowing with what a human might interpret as evil intent. 
 
    He sank into the oval, soft-upholstered chair and passed bowls of popcorn to the others. Freshly popped, it steamed. Only Erroar could ingest the food but it was traditional. 
 
    “They are,” Stryng flipped his braids coquettishly as he eyed Lightnyng – a gesture he’d decided to perfect. “The DSU she dropped is the spare and empty of data. Predictions said it would be the one we needed. Now we have to wait for them to return. The Xatar arrived as predicted however. And I suppose we have won the war above?” 
 
    “Yes. All their starships are obliterated. Turned into orbiting junk or fallen into the sun.” 
 
    “However, on the other side of the small, circular, piece of money, three thousand and nine followers and library assistants have been killed.” Stryng grabbed a handful of popcorn. “Now that was exactly as we calculated.” 
 
    Most of the popcorn slipped through his metal hand and landed on the floor. A roach bot scuttled forward and scooped up the litter. His mouth wasn’t yet installed. He was in a logic loop. There were so many interesting varieties of mouth to choose from. Should he get one he could put lipstick on, or one with small writhing metal tentacles? Or a circular one with teeth all around that spun as it closed in and reduced anything inserted to dust and blood? 
 
    “Yes, yes, that was good. This Ember was just a small anomaly.” Lightnyng crossed his spindly metal legs and tucked his blue robe under his butt. “Can we play it now?” 
 
    “Roll ’em,” said Erroar, teeth gleaming, eyes gleaming. “The DSU will come to us, in time. Let us watch.” 
 
    The other two agreed. 
 
    The holo clattered to life, flickering a little. The last of the Xatar were being exterminated on the surface by roaming mechs and the rock of the blasts tended to filter down. 
 
    Erroar leaned forward at the moans and slapping sounds. “Now this.” He widened his zigzag grin and stuffed some food in. “Is good orc-human-cyborg porn.” 
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    They’d found a creek meandering through the plain. All of them needed a wash, and he knew Ember was determined to clean her tattered clothes. Getting her to strip out of those was something he’d been aiming for all day. Hoss checked for signs of anything bad approaching, and the environment was clear in every direction. They settled in to clean while one kept watch with weapons at hand. 
 
    He let Ember and Baz go first. 
 
    In the past, he’d have paid half, no, a year’s wages to watch her get naked and wet. She was a siren – seductive, lithe, with hips made for bearing half-orc babies. He grinned. She’d be horrified if she knew he’d thought that. 
 
    The rain clouds had been blown away, and the sun shone nicely, turning the sky that pinkish blue. Tomorrow, or late this day, they’d climb that hill ahead and Verd should be in sight. 
 
    But now... Ember had laid out her dress and cat-decorated tights to dry, on a rock next to the river bank. Baz was wading out having also cleaned himself and wiped down his armor. His Xatar half-armor was more protective than the camo Hoss wore, but it was harder to clean and it required extra power. The sun’s energy would charge it somewhat. Whether it’d last the whole hike was another matter. Sucking power from the helmet batteries was going to be a delicate balance between it and Ember’s data knife. 
 
    The knife was essential for repairing Baz. 
 
    Hoss scratched his stubbly chin then laid the arc rifle aside. 
 
    “Come here.” He beckoned to Ember. If she knew what he intended, she wasn’t reluctant. 
 
    She had to know. The black camo he’d chosen this morning left his erection clearly outlined, as well as his muscles. Black was shit camo out here but he was sure she found it sexy on him. 
 
    “Yes?” Naked and dripping, with droplets sheening her skin and wandering down her breasts, she sauntered up the little climb to get to where he sat. 
 
    Baz followed, studying her ass. From the twist on his lips he knew what Hoss planned. 
 
    When she took the last step and was before him on the little terrace of grassed earth, he held up both hands, ran his claws gently down her sides. She squeaked a few times but stayed still, her eyes wide, her lips parting. 
 
    Easy to arouse her, but he figured she craved this as much as he did – just she wanted him to start things going. 
 
    Orc and her, or her and cyborg, he figured she thought either was too dirty for a nice girl like her to want. Cute, but he meant to fuck that attitude out of her over the next few days. 
 
    He lifted her breasts using the tips of all his claws, smoothed his palms over her nipples, then ran his hands down to her hips, her ass. Using his grip on each hip, he drew her closer then kissed her breasts, lightly, teasing her nipples into rigidity with his teeth and tongue. 
 
    She shuddered, many times, let out all these frantic little noises that made him want to jam her onto his cock. Her hands were on his forearms, clutching him tightly. A shivery moan escaped her lips and her eyelids fluttered down. 
 
    “You’re ready for us, aren’t you, sweet girl? You want an orc cock and a cyborg one in you again? Both of us at once. Hmmm?” She gave him no answer even when he bit her breast and made her yelp, but he didn’t need one. 
 
    She wanted this. 
 
    He pushed between her thighs with his big hand, brushed a knuckle along her puffy slit and found ample female juices gathering at her entrance. “Kneel before me. Open your legs so Baz can see what you have for him.” 
 
    Without words, she kneeled, her focus wavering as she came to an eye level just right for sucking on him. Her hands lay on his knees and he could feel her trembling. She was so ripe for them. This time he’d take her slowly and he wanted to watch Baz fuck her again. Something about that was incredibly hot. 
 
    “Take out my cock and lick me.” His balls ached in anticipation – how could they not be?  
 
    While she undid the pressure clasp-line of his fly and extracted his cock, slowly, as if it might explode, he kept his claws on her shoulders. After Baz put his hands on her too, pried apart her thighs, and put his head down low, she arched and moaned again. 
 
    He could hear the man licking at her. 
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” 
 
    Oh the swearing. That meant Baz had hit the spot. The little female never swore much. He grinned evilly, wound his hand in among her red curls and drew her back down to his cock head. Baz kept on sucking and licking at her cunt making her gasp and squeal and wriggle, as if he were torturing her. 
 
    Maybe he was. 
 
    “How many times can we make you come? Hmm?” He gave her head a little shake. “Lick me. Take in as much as you can my sweet, sweet whore.” 
 
    She gulped at the whore and looked up at him from beneath her eyebrows – a lot desperate, a lot turned on, and not at all angry at the label. 
 
    She found that hot? Good. He liked calling her bad names during sex. 
 
    Hoss kissed her hard, then he forced her head down further until he felt her brush his cock. Her warm tongue swiped a slow circle and her mouth wetly engulfed part of his head. He wasn’t sure how Baz had fucked her mouth but he guessed the cyborgs’s sxsynth cock could be adjusted in size if necessary, like when he wanted to stuff it in Ember’s mouth. 
 
    He couldn’t do that. Fuck it, if only. 
 
    Go, girl. He wouldn’t come, not yet. The longer he waited, the harder he could fuck her, the more ready she’d be for his size. Baz had the right idea. While she tongued his cock, Baz was making her have these mini-orgasms then standing up and fucking her a little, then kneeling to play with her cunt and clit. 
 
    “Tell me when you come,” he whispered to her ear, brushing aside her hair then wrapping his fist even tighter and making her suck his balls. “How many now?” 
 
    He yanked on her hair to get an answer. 
 
    “Uh!” She caught her breath. “Uhh. Two,” softly said but intelligible. 
 
    Hoss chuckled. “When you can’t say that without choking completely, will you be ready for us both?” 
 
    Her only answer was to try harder to swallow his dick. The muffled noises and the incredible feel of her mouth on him made Hoss shut up too. 
 
    No coming yet, he reminded himself and he plucked her away. His cock popped upright, glistening with drool. He tilted her head in time to see her eyes roll up. 
 
    “Oh! I...Oh fuck. Fuck,” she said softly, mouth red and wet from all the work it’d done on him. 
 
    Baz seemed to have his fist working at her, which was a good plan. 
 
    What else would do for this except cock or fist? A few fingers were a paltry substitute for orc or cyborg cock. When Hoss heard her gurgle and she thrust her ass herself backward, when he saw that arm move as if Baz’s fist had slipped inside, he figured she was dilated enough. 
 
    She grabbed his thighs and nose-dived onto his balls, crying out. 
 
    “Three?” he asked, grinning. 
 
    “Yes.” She pulled in some air, shuddered. “Mm.” 
 
    “Good.” He hauled her to her feet and turned her, sat her on him with his poor cock poking up her back – it could wait. Besides, pillowed by her back and ass, it was warm and moderately happy. He draped her legs over his to either side. His thighs were so big she couldn’t bend her knees and was close to spread-eagled. “Stay.” 
 
    She wriggled but stayed. From above he watched her breasts heave as she sucked in big inhalations. 
 
    “You’re ready for him.” He nuzzled her ear and sank a handful of claws into her inner thigh, feeling the slipperiness there of her wetness. 
 
    Satisfied he’d opened her fully, he invited Baz in. 
 
    The man stepped up, studied her face then let his attention fall to what lay between her legs. 
 
    “Let me show him.” With two claws beside her entrance, he spread her pussy wide, fastened it there, open. “Fuck her for me, cyborg. Do it slow and I’ll play with her too. How many times will you come, Ember, before you beg us to stop?” 
 
    The fixed determination on Baz’s face as he clasped her shoulders and aimed his cock at her hole, his groan as he penetrated her until her thighs shook, it said he liked this game too. 
 
    Hoss began to circle her clit with the pad of his finger then he took it between finger and thumb and squeezed rhythmically. His other hand grasped her breast and he bit up and down her neck. Kissed her when she turned her face to him. 
 
    Within minutes he felt her stiffen and come, saw that Baz had worked himself in deep.  
 
    “Oh gods,” she whispered. “I’ll die if you make me have more.” 
 
    Her whole body was shaking coarsely, her grip on his forearm was weak, and she could barely hold on. 
 
    “That’s okay. That’s okay.” He kissed her softly. “Let Baz fuck you properly then I will too.” 
 
    Thank the gods nothing decided they looked tasty, because Hoss was far too preoccupied for a while to do more than watch Baz rock in and out, screw in and out. The sounds from both of them...her cries, his grunts, the slickness of Ember’s skin as she sweated through yet more arousal. This storm of sex rampaged through them all, overwhelming thoughts of self-preservation. 
 
    Watching her be fucked was second only to fucking her himself. 
 
    Finally Baz then rammed in and stiffened, and the come that ran from her when he rose and turned her onto her hands and knees squirted over the rocks. Even with all the preparation, Baz had only squeezed in two thirds of his length. 
 
    Hoss stood behind her for a while simply admiring Ember. When she turned her head and waggled that voluptuous ass, he decided it was time. 
 
    Carefully he slid in, amazed at how much of his length and girth her pussy could now take. 
 
    “You’ve got most of me in there this time, girl,” he rasped. 
 
    He started slow and ponderous, to let her judge how much to brace herself. By the time he was going as hard as she could bear, her head was down, forearms flat to the grass, her hands ripping out pieces as her body shifted. The shunt of his cock deep into her made her moan every, single, time. 
 
    When he came, with his claws biting into skin at her ass and hips, an exuberant gush of his come burst from where he penetrated her, from the seam where cunt and cock merged into one. 
 
    “Next time, we go in here.” Sweat rolled down his nose and splashed onto her butt. He slipped his thumb into her ass. An indignant squeak was Ember’s only reply. 
 
    He pulled out and stood over her. She was too weak to move, and he smiled at that, feeling terribly satisfied. 
 
    Ember lay half slumped on the grass, with her head to the side, her eyes closed, and her ass still partly raised. Come showed on her pussy, her inner thighs, even on her back from where his cock had dripped. 
 
    There was pleasure in leaving her exhausted from lovemaking. 
 
    There was pleasure in his come marking her. In knowing Baz too had marked her. 
 
    Such exultant pleasure. She was his, she just didn’t realize it...his and Baz’s, if the cyborg wished to be part of a trio. 
 
    And he felt that rare purr rumbling in his chest as he bent and kissed her then took her into his arms. He handed her to Baz to kiss and cuddle also. 
 
    “Now we get to clean you again. No soap, so this may take a while.” 
 
    Ember only whispered sordid insults. 
 
    He was what she said he was, and he was proud of it. 
 
    They washed themselves and dried in the sun by lying on the rocks. Ember rested her head on his chest while Baz seemed to find enjoyment massaging her feet. This time he really did keep watch with the weapons nearby. Mistakes would get them killed out here. Ember was just so damn tempting. 
 
    They dressed in their damp clothes but walking soon dried them thoroughly. 
 
    The next morning, they reached the hills and began to climb. Halfway up, a ten or twelve strong pack of some beast with a loping gait, a horn on the nose, and ears like trumpets, pounced. 
 
    These were big, bigger than he was, and fast. A chill ran through him. 
 
    They headed for Ember, the easiest prey. 
 
    The three of them had spread out to climb a flattish slope of slippery rock. She was too far away for Hoss to grab and throw behind him. 
 
    The nightmare he’d dreaded. He unslung the sledge gun, whipping it up to fire, but fearing he was too late to use it. If the beasts reached her, he couldn’t shoot. One blast might take out a few. He shot one round, and it exploded among them, flung two aside in a bloody mess of limbs. The rest kept coming. 
 
    Ember had her gun out and shot one down. It cartwheeled, yelping. 
 
    Maybe eight left and he couldn’t shoot again because the shrapnel might hit her. He dropped the sledge gun and ran. 
 
    Too late, he was going to be too late. 
 
    Where was Baz? 
 
    The cyborg had been on the other side of Ember, cloaked by a small tree. 
 
    He hurtled out, sweeping through the front line of the beasts, taking down several as if they were puppies. Blood spurted, rose in arcs, splattered. Heads flew. The cyborg was twisting them off as he rampaged growling and snarling. The predator pack turned into a confused, boiling muddle that ran one way then the other, crashing over and into each other. Ember stalled, obviously paralyzed by indecision. He saw her raise her weapon and barreled to her, skidded. 
 
    “Don’t shoot!” 
 
    If she did, she might hit Baz. 
 
    Seconds later the beasts had fled, screeching their dismay and fear, leaving a battlefield of corpses and pieces of corpses, and Baz, panting, shoulders heaving, spittle hanging from his mouth. 
 
    He was bloody but unhurt, angry at the attack, but soon calmed. He knew them. Something Hoss had been concerned about had not come true. He knew them as friends. 
 
    To his shock, Ember led the cyborg aside and knelt beside him when he sat. She soothed him with soft words, cradled his head. 
 
    The man shook. Whether from delayed fear or pure adrenalin, Hoss didn’t know. The latter, he’d say. Surely. Nothing could’ve stopped this machine-man. Not even he. 
 
    Hoss found the sledge gun and picked off grass, thinking. 
 
    So much for the journey being fraught with danger. If anything, the wildlife should fear the cyborg. 
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    After the attack by the beasts, Hoss insisted they be even more careful at night, as well as in the daytime when they moved about. He made Ember stay close to him. She found she didn’t mind at all. Sleeping in the middle of this nest of males whom she kinda loved, in a way – if love could be defined as the intimacy they’d have for only a few more days... 
 
    She slept so well curled up with them, even when Hoss snored. 
 
    It was funny that after everything that’d happened, when his hair began to show as stubble, as in show everywhere, he was disgruntled. She didn’t care if he was hairy. Hair wasn’t what made him Hoss. The mane running down his back and partway around his neck, was tied away most of the time but she liked feeling it. And that purr of his after sex, or when she cuddled close at night, it brought a serenity she’d never experienced prior to this. It was like those recordings of star kraken swimming between the stars, their mating calls, that people listened to. His purr soothed her mind, took away all the bad memories and left only an awareness of peace. 
 
    She slept like a baby with them around her. 
 
    They came across the first evidence of the battle against the Xatar, just below the crest of the hill – a still hot, still-smoking, wreckage of a warcraft. Upon breasting the very top of the hill, there was more to be seen. 
 
    Verd was visible, though the familiar jagged outline of the spires was gone. That night the glow of flames reflected in the clouds above the city. No Xatar craft, or indeed any flying craft at all, could be seen in the night sky. Nothing flew. No lights showed except for fires. No orbiting platforms, starships, or satellites betrayed their presence high above. 
 
    With the total absence of any internal comm chatter, for there was nothing on any frequencies she tried, this was eerie. The internals detected at fairly short range, unless it was boosted, but this...it was how she’d imagined a planet would be after an apocalypse. 
 
    “Is anyone left, do you think, Hoss?” She tried again to reach someone with the data knife. It had a narrow-band comm link to any CESS ship within range. It should be able to reach an orbiting ship. 
 
    Doing this used up power, though. She shut it down, would try again when closer to Verd. 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I may as well do some more work on Baz’s systems.” She pursed her mouth, feeling defeated and lonely for the first time in days. 
 
    Ember sorted through her emotions. 
 
    It wasn’t the destruction. 
 
    It was...strangely, that maybe they would be rescued. She didn’t actually believe everything was gone. It was sensible to assume someone would come to look at the mess the Xatar had created. The cybermonks were isolated, on a planet kept secret, but this sort of a war would send echoes into space. Destructive-radiation bursts, squeaked signals. Plain hollers for help. Someone would come. 
 
    Then she’d lose her two guys. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Tears sprang up, welled. She ignored them. This was stupid. She’d always known this was temporary. In fact, if anyone was going to suffer it’d be Hoss. She knew, deep down, he was committed to her. 
 
    It. Just...could not be. 
 
    Crap. She wanted it, but her future was tied to CESS. Love affairs were not the be all and end all to life. There would be others, humans with whom she could walk arm in arm on any planet. Surely? 
 
    The thought that she’d have to soon hurt Hoss killed her heart. If she had one of those. It was probably missing. She was definitely a bitch. She should never have let this happen. 
 
    As if she had a choice. 
 
    The cybermonks had started this... The assholes. 
 
    “Hey, Baz.” Hoss jerked his head upward. “Ember mentioned you said there might be special things you could do. Cock things. Is it true?” 
 
    Had she told him that? 
 
    Baz nodded, opened his hands, shrugged. As if to say it was nothing. 
 
    “Want to show me?” 
 
    Ember rolled her eyes. 
 
    Baz checked she wasn’t currently poking him with the knife, then stood and partly collapsed his armored pants. Then he sat again. Without being too obvious, she watched. This was going to be good. A man showing off his fancy cock. As if that meant anything to her. His cock was nowhere near as big or interesting when he wasn’t using it on her. 
 
    It turned bright pink and swelled, rapidly looking like a balloon from a party. That made her snort. Hoss leaned backward and said whoahhh.  
 
    The color faded, went to black with steel rivets and bands. 
 
    Her blush happened unexpectedly. She remembered seeing that. 
 
    Then spikes popped out. Ohhh myy. Those she remembered too, inside her. She’d never actually seen them. They looked deadly in a badass yet nice way. They’d exploded like an orgasm bomb inside her. Maybe she shouldn’t inform them of this. Giving Hoss ideas would be incredibly bad. 
 
    He was already looking at her and waggling that monobrow. Dayum. 
 
    “No. No, no. no. Once was enough.” 
 
    Baz’s cock began to do something that had her mouth staying open. It split in half then each part, one cock above the other, erected again to close to his full girth. Maybe the length was less but he had a double cock... 
 
    “Ohhh, now.” Hoss chortled, rocking back and forth. “This!” He pointed. “This I need to see used. One in Ember’s cunt, the other in her ass.” 
 
    Crap. If she said anything he’d go on and on. 
 
    Even Baz sniggered. 
 
    “Shush you two. I have work to do. No, that is not going in me.” 
 
    “Later we might have some other work for you.” Again with the brow waggle and Hoss leaned in. 
 
    “No, butt anything,” she added firmly, waving the data knife. “Shhh.” 
 
    Though he guffawed a few times, Baz shifted then sat very still, as he always did when she needed him to. 
 
    The wind moaned past their campsite, rustling the knee-high grasses and somehow triggering more loneliness...because, because if the males weren’t here, she’d be alone facing this. 
 
    It didn’t make logical sense for that to bother her. In frustration, she drove deeper with the knife than she intended this round, and found what she’d been seeking for days – the data knot that tied his lack of speech into his new abilities. 
 
    Unlock it and she’d surely get him talking again. Again, he’d suffer – this time some strength reduction, but the added extra was not worth losing his humanity over. Speech was a key to what made men and women, all intelligent humanoids, different from lower animals. 
 
    Ember opened her mouth to say this, then saw what else was hiding this deep in his cybersystems – the Warranty File. 
 
    Fuck them. What scrolled down her data specs was so typical. They’d written in a compulsion to lust after her, same as they’d compelled her somehow. So...it wasn’t real then? If she undid this and that, he’d break warranty according to their inane terms. They were dead though, weren’t they, the monks? Surely they must be. Break warranty and he’d fall out of lust with her. Lust, not love, of course. 
 
    She sat back on her heels, sneering at her own naivety. 
 
    Then she snapped the links, deleted the warranty compulsion, and set him free without asking. He’d want this. 
 
    And then...then she watched his face change as he realized what had happened. 
 
    A small amazement spread to his eyes. The best she could compare it to would be watching a flower blossom. Baz opened his mouth, cleared his throat, then worked his jaw. Hoss fell silent; he knew she’d achieved something. 
 
    Would he be able to talk? She wanted to poke him but was afraid she’d done something wrong after all. Baz lowered his head. 
 
    “Hello?” A smile sneaked onto his lips. Quietly he added, “I can talk? I can. Gods. Ember, you did it!” 
 
    She’d forgotten the timbre of his voice, how deep it was – how it might warm her merely listening to him say a few syllables. She’d known this man, this cyborg, but not as she did now. On his ship they’d been strangers really. He, a somewhat angry and distant person. She, preoccupied with her own problems. 
 
    “You’ve done it. Come here.” Then he leaned down, took her by the shoulders, and... 
 
    He kissed her. So gently, like the murmur of the sea, of a tide washing through her, reaching into her fingers her toes, making her so aware of this man who held her. She’d seen his rough side these past days, but this, this was truly him. 
 
    He pulled away and looked into her eyes. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” She smiled. 
 
    Ember felt shy, of all things. As a mute, Baz had lacked a certain humanity? She thought that was it. Now she saw intelligence, and felt more naked than she had been with him before. 
 
    “I couldn’t think properly without knowing words. Now I can and I’m...” He shook his head, swallowing. “I’m so grateful to you. Really.” 
 
    Were those tears shining in his eyes? The moonlight was strong tonight. 
 
    “I’m just glad it worked. You won’t be as strong or fast from now on. Those were linked.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter.” He squeezed her shoulders. 
 
    “We will just be more careful from now on,” Hoss said quietly. 
 
    “Mmm.” She nodded, a little entranced by Baz’s forthright admiration. So happy, though. She’d done something good for someone she adored. 
 
    “I couldn’t think well without words but I felt emotions clearer than I normally do. I don’t know when it happened, but...” He kissed her forehead. “I think, I’m in love with you. How could I not be?” 
 
    “Oh.” Fuck. 
 
    It was just a side effect or something, she almost blurted. But she didn’t. 
 
    He released her then, as if to give her time to sort out her feelings. And gods, she needed that time. 
 
    Love was not possible. 
 
    Desperately, she looked to Hoss and found him staring back. He knew Baz had said something significant. 
 
    After that, they let her be and talked a little more. Baz was testing out his speech, she guessed, as well as the two of them running through the past few days of their history, and what lay before them. 
 
    Neither of them seemed likely to pull her aside and pin her down, make her say what they wanted her to. 
 
    Love. 
 
    She squashed her lips together. She figured Hoss had notions like that too. 
 
    Later she lay between them, staring up at the sky and trying not to sob. What was she going to do now? 
 
    Ig arrived – popping out of the air, flapping a few times, and descending onto her chest. He wove a few circles on her breasts, tromping about to get comfy. She smiled through her watery eyes. Least she had him. 
 
    As his eyes lowered sleepily, she tickled the side of his little jaw, feeling the bump of his scales under her finger. 
 
    Hoss cleared his throat. “Tomorrow, I expect you to tell us...” 
 
    Oh crap. She cringed, anticipating the next words. 
 
    “What the fuck that creature is.” 
 
    Ig? Relief flooded her. “You can see Ig?” 
 
    “I can. Baz says he has too. For a few days.” 
 
    She’d missed that part of their conversation. 
 
    The stars above twinkled, clean and bright. She’d never come across anyone else who could see Ig. That it was these two...her first lovers in a way, if you excluded a few brief assignations, it was telling, discomforting, as if Fate was trying to fucking force her hand. 
 
    “I’ve had him since I was little. Always, really. I guess he’s a pet of sorts. He does something odd, travels through hyperspace maybe, or other dimensions.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    Baz rolled over and stared at her and Ig. “That’s not possible.” 
 
    Neither was being invisible. She sighed. “I’m no physicist. I don’t know what he does, but he does it. I’m sleeping now. Shhh.” 
 
    She shut her eyes. 
 
    In that twilight time of almost sleep a notion came to her, and she knew it had to be done. The cybermonks had been fucking with her life, their lives, for long enough. She was going to read the DSU tomorrow. If it had something on it that they wanted, she needed to find out what it was, because, there was a chance the monks had survived. 
 
    It was akin to arming herself. Knowledge could be deadly. 
 
    During the next few days the men were going to ask her about their future. Her stomach wormed about, hurting. Maybe she should just kill herself. 
 
    This scared her more than the Xatar. 
 
    Why? 
 
    Because she had her future glued to being with CESS. That was normal. Easy. 
 
    Them? If she was with Hoss and Baz, she’d be happy until something went wrong. She’d lose her job with CESS; so would Hoss. It’d be a sort of doom waiting to fall on them. Even if Baz got his ship back, where would that go? 
 
    Roaming between star systems, picking up odd jobs? Being the systems tech for a cyborg captain who did what? She wasn’t entirely sure what he did. 
 
    Why not? It wouldn’t pay well, would it, but would that matter? She could help him organize. 
 
    Did she really care more about money, career, stability, than being happy and with these two amazing guys? 
 
    Fuck, no? Maybe? It was all whirling about. She should think some more. 
 
    Reading the DSU was going to violate her work agreement anyway. 
 
    It was a sign. 
 
    Or was it? 
 
    Sleep on it. Think. Hurrying this was bad. 
 
    Sleep... 
 
    Ig sneaked his head under her hand, and she smiled. She’d always have him as a friend. 
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    Hoss ambled along beside him. They had their weapons in hand – Hoss had slung the sledge gun onto his shoulder. Companionship. Baz thought about how that had come about. One day he was fine and normal, his usual self, itching to get stuff done but not really happy with most of it. Jealous too, of Hoss. Then he’d lost his speech, turned into a cyborg with too much muscle, a lot of dick, not a whole lot of reasoning power. 
 
    He’d been dazed. Muffled from reality. When you had no words to describe things, the world simplified. For days emotions had been the basis of who he was; they’d prompted his actions. He’d known precisely what he wanted, what turned him happy or sad or angry. He’d missed words but without them he’d sorted himself out. 
 
    He wouldn’t say he’d turned from mud into a diamond, but before this he’d been a thousand different desires going in a hundred different directions. Now, he was distilled. Purposeful. Maybe he was a better man. He hoped so. 
 
    He had less muscle now too than when he’d gone full cyborg, but he could stand straighter and hopefully he’d grown more brain. Seemed like it. Ember had helped him be reborn. 
 
    He knew what he felt for her was real. 
 
    Ember was walking ahead of him and Hoss. Close enough to be safe if anything attacked. Far enough away that he felt he could talk without her overhearing. 
 
    The little dragon critter, Ig, was sticking around today and was flying here and there. Sometimes it sat on her shoulder. It was transparent but with enough red and black to make it visible. A creature as unique as she was... 
 
    Time to say it. “I told her I love her.” 
 
    “You too, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    They ambled on some more. This side of Verd, the plain was pretty dead flat. No trees. The wreckage of various downed craft kept things interesting. Smoke trails wiggled upward from a few they passed. No one lived. The non-Xatar ones were unmanned. 
 
    “Who do you think won, Hoss?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Still no signs of anything alive.” 
 
    A mech in the distance, a CM brand one, was all they’d come across. 
 
    He hefted the arc rifle, let it ride beside his neck. “Talking again is a bit of a high.” 
 
    “Really?” Hoss grinned. “Talk my ear off then. So, what are we doing with her? I’ve thought of talking but it didn’t go so well last I tried getting close, in Verd.” 
 
    “Things are deeper now, surely, between us all? Why’s she backing off?” 
 
    Hoss huffed out a pained breath. “I think she thinks we’ll both be minus jobs with CESS. And...” He looked across at Baz. “Being with an orc and a cyborg will make us social outcasts.” 
 
    True. It would. But not to his crew or anyone who mattered. 
 
    “I want to talk to her.” He smiled. “We can’t just fuck her and get her to say yes afterward? If we do it right?” 
 
    “Hehe.” Hoss laughed softly. “I thought of that. No. Not fair. Not really a binding contract for something that’s the rest of my life and hers.” 
 
    “That serious?” 
 
    “Of course. I mate for life, half-orc or not. Not you?” His eyebrow cocked. “I want you in this but not if you can’t commit.” 
 
    “No...no.” He eyed Ember’s swaying hips, the skirt of her dress twitching to and fro, and he sighed. “No. I’d be in this for life too.” 
 
    Who wouldn’t be? With her. His cock agreed, pumping with blood, or whatever the monks had arranged to supply it. Wasn’t just physical though. He loved her, who she was. 
 
    “You know, at first I thought all the variety they gave my cock was stupid, but now... Fuck.” He reached into the armor, between its waist and skin, and adjusted himself. 
 
    “Now you want to try it on her. Yeahhhh. I want to watch. We’ll get her to talk in Verd. I promise. I’ll get my courage up. I know we can all get this to work. We can buy another ship if we have to. We’d have the funds for something like the Leaf, though we’d have to borrow some.” 
 
    The Leaf was still up there. He felt it. The ship was as related to him as his grandma by now. In his blood. He’d get her back. 
 
    Baz chuckled. Kinda funny that Hoss needed courage to talk to Ember, though he understood completely. 
 
    “I’ll be your wing man, Hoss. We’ll bring her down in flames of lust.” 
 
    “Oh!” Hoss plonked his hand on his chest and made an astounded face. “You did save up some good words, Mister Poet.” 
 
    He mock-bowed to Baz then they continued on, companionable again, sharing space in that way men did when they knew each other well, trusted each other. 
 
    Why had he ever thought being a loner could be right for him? This filled his heart. Hoss and Ember and him. They had to get her to say yes. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Craters pocked the landscape. Smoke haze floated, obscured the horizon. Felled buildings had become irregular hot mounds where girders and melted glassomer were often all that was recognizable. Verd was flattened. Most of the bodies of humanoids were charred, contorted things. 
 
    She’d made herself not look. There were too many to bury. 
 
    She had the DSU in front of her on the black Xatar pack, to keep it clean. Dirt wouldn’t get into this sophisticated storage unit but it didn’t hurt to be careful. She adjusted her data specs on her face then raised the knife.  
 
    Ready, steady, let’s do this and fuck up my employment opportunity. My career, my pristine record – splat. 
 
    On the right planet, CESS might even get her jailed on criminal charges for misuse of company data. She had to know why this thing was so important. If the cybermonks lived, she needed this to throw some screws into their machinery. 
 
    She switched on the knife and applied knife tip to the DSU. The violently purple blade flickered and twisted. 
 
    Carefully, she peeled back the first layer of defense and encryption. Violet specks danced over her hand as she adjusted the knife. 
 
    If she was going to be with Hoss and Baz, it didn’t matter about career. Baz had detected a faint signal from the Leaf and, logically, that was where she and Hoss would end up working. Discussing this would happen after she said yes to them. 
 
    She was saying yes, wasn’t she? 
 
    Frowning, Ember peeled back the second layer of defense. 
 
    The guys were being patient with her. They all knew what was at stake. 
 
    Same as she did with a work contract she’d set herself a deadline, a goal. The DSU was it. After this she considered herself free to choose to be... 
 
    She swallowed, staring up at the sky. A few breaths calmed her. Okay...to be theirs and she guessed that’d make them hers. Though somehow she liked the first way of thinking this. 
 
    Theirs. Mmm. 
 
    She peeled back three more layers and there it was – raw data. This wasn’t just files, it was a clone of the AI in charge of CESS on the other planet. 
 
    Wait. No. 
 
    Unholy whatevers, that was a no. It was more. 
 
    Her head swam with dizziness as she contemplated what she had here.  
 
    It was not a clone. It was the AI in charge of the entire CESS network. Everything. Knowledge back a fuck-ton of years. She flipped through the decades and by no coincidence at all, found the year of her approximate birth. 
 
    She always looked at that. She never found anything of consequence. 
 
    Her stomach turned queasy. 
 
    But this time she had. 
 
    That year CESS had been involved in neutralizing several planets, same as it had the year before, and before that. She’d been working for a company that advocated genocide. Correction, planetocide. 
 
    “Fuck,” she breathed, thinking fast. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” 
 
    How could she tell if one of those was her home planet? Her own name came up a fat negative, but she didn’t know her other names or her parents. 
 
    Her carer. She knew her full name though it’d never been a hit on any databases. Hands shaking on her knees, she closed her eyes and mentally input the name. 
 
    Ding. The info scrolling down her retina said the woman’s home planet was Venet and that planet had been obliterated in its entirety by a special CESS task force, turned into asteroids and cosmic dust in the year Ember thought she’d been born. 
 
    She’d done it. Found her home. Her heart had always known it was gone, yet tears filled her eyes and snailed down her face. She wiped them away, hoping Baz and Hoss hadn’t seen. 
 
    From the following records, CESS had left the planetocide business long ago. They were still corrupt, their fingers black with devious operations – sex trade, crime, military dark operations, government and individual blackmail. A veritable mountain of evil. Money made the galaxy go round. Greed oiled the wheels. 
 
    Ember gulped. What could she do? 
 
    Leave their employ and walk away. 
 
    Was that enough? 
 
    No. Hells no. She wanted to grind her teeth on their bones, flamethrower their testicles, laser their eyeballs in their sockets, and make sure they never ever did this again. 
 
    Anger, retribution and sheer bloody-minded pissed-offedness was howling and twisting through every dark and righteous cell in her damned body. 
 
    How could she just walk from this? 
 
    She’d thought the cybermonks were deserving of punishment? CESS needed destruction rained down upon their bloodied souls. 
 
    She couldn’t walk, no. She simply couldn’t. Love, being happy, it had to wait. She had shit to do. 
 
    Of course it wouldn’t be simple. CESS wasn’t one man or one head. CESS was a snake-pit of writhing tentacles, and every one of them needed lopping off at the genital level. Using blunt scissors. Grrrr. 
 
    If Baz could get a signal from Leaf, maybe her data knife could get one too. Maybe something nearby was boosting the signals? 
 
    It was. A device underground, near where the library had been, was boosting still. Automatic perhaps, it didn’t matter why or how. 
 
    She encrypted her message, triggered an emergency burst, waited. Seconds later a CESS starship replied. 
 
    They were coming for her. Coming to get that DSU she’d said she had. That very important DSU. 
 
    Bait. 
 
    ETA 2.2 hours. 
 
    If she survived this, she’d beg forgiveness off the guys. If. If they still wanted her. If she wasn’t in pieces or in prison or persona non grata on a million planets. 
 
    While she’d uncovered this foulness, Baz had received a reply from Leaf. 
 
    She nodded amiably when asked if she was ready to go off-planet. She agreed to a discussion about their future when Hoss and Baz pinned her down to talking some time soon. 
 
    They smiled and she smiled back. Gods, what was she doing to them? 
 
    This had to be done. Had to be! 
 
    Since the Leaf’s ETA was two hours after hers, she could say anything. She was just going to be sad if she couldn’t come back to them. 
 
    A note, she had to leave them one. 
 
    Her hands were shaking again, and since this time she needed to write it on paper, it made for a messy farewell note, spotted with tears. Her anger was still at fire-and-brimstone level and she was surprised the paper didn’t turn to ash beneath her fingers. Paper. The one thing she blessed the Xatar for was their obsession with the old ways. Apart from their robotic armor, and their weaponry, their star ships...okay maybe preferring to use pen and paper was a bit daft. 
 
    The Xatar always had been daft. A pity CESS hadn’t managed to planetocide them. 
 
    Ember pinned the note to the pack and walked away from Hoss and Baz, pretending she was merely walking for recreational sake. There’d been no signs of anything alive here in the smoking ruins so they allowed her to go quite a distance. 
 
    Incoming. Await transport, scrolled in red down her retina. Incoming. 
 
    The starship’s little golden emissary vessel shafted down through the clouds, like a communication handed down by the gods, and landed in a cloud of dust and pulverized building. By the time Hoss and Baz were running in her direction she was entering the hatch. 
 
    As it took off, she watched them jog to a halt and shrink into tiny dots. She didn’t wave. She fully intended to return to them. Waving was a goodbye. 
 
    She prayed they wouldn’t hate her for this. 
 
    Think positive and plan well was a CESS employee primary imperative. 
 
    She would live and come back to them. 
 
    She only had a few thousand highly trained security guards and soldiers to outwit, as well as AI defenses to breach. Luckily, she had just the right tool. 
 
    CESS was a spiderweb and she was mama spider, coming home...toting all those flamethrowery, testicle-eliminating things. Okay, her metaphors were getting out of hand but fuck she was so angry. 
 
    They’d killed her planet, her parents, turned her into an orphan, made her life a bitter, hollow thing compared to what it could have been, and all of them would suffer, because really this was what any reasonable girl with any courage and a cataclysm virus would do. 
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    While Hoss was still staring up at the golden shuttle that’d picked up Ember, Baz trotted to the black pack he’d seen her leaning over earlier. He’d thought her behavior odd, but then Verd was such a mess he figured it was that. That she was sad or needed space to think. So while he and Hoss had been scanning for survivors, she was supposed to be reading the DSU and then what? What had she done? 
 
    He read the note, let his hand flop to his side. Hoss came up behind him and snatched it away. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Hoss sounded incredulous. “What is she doing?” 
 
    Baz scrubbed his hands across his face then through his short hair. He listened as Hoss read the note out loud, still in that slightly high-pitched voice. Kinda funny for an orc, if he didn’t know the whys. 
 
    But already he knew most of the words. 
 
      
 
    I love you both, so, SO much. I figured it out. Came to terms with why I’ve been so awful about it. 
 
    I love you. I do. I do. I wanted to hug you and tell you this but you’d have stopped me. 
 
    Please believe me when I say I’m torn. I think I’ve fucked up us, our relationship. Maybe I don’t deserve you two but I have to do this. 
 
    She’d underlined that last part. 
 
    I read the DSU and it told me something I’ve been looking for all my life – where my home planet was. My home. Who destroyed it. 
 
    CESS did. That’s right. The company I worked for killed my world. They’ve done so many terrible things, and I think I can take them down. 
 
    I’ll be back. 
 
    If you hate me, I’ll understand. 
 
    Love, Ember 
 
    XXXXXXX 
 
    PS You might want to destroy this. It’s the one bit of physical evidence that will say what I did. Am going to do. This is not going to be pretty. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Finally. Proof that CESS wasn’t a squeaky-clean company. His days of being a mute had muffled his old existence and the rage he’d once felt toward CESS wasn’t there. He was still totally on board with taking them down, just not with Ember doing it. 
 
    “Fuck!” Hoss screamed then threw the note in the air. As it fluttered down, Baz caught it, then he stuffed it in his mouth and chewed. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Hoss thrust out his hand. “I want it. I don’t care what she said. If she dies it might be all I have left of her.” 
 
    Very deliberately, Baz swallowed. “Then let’s make sure she doesn’t fucking die. I’m following her up there.” He pulled up his retinal screen and ordered the Leaf to get down here ASAP. Not that she wasn’t already going fast as possible but he needed to do something. 
 
    Hoss was still swearing at the sky, probably at Ember’s vanished ass. 
 
    “I’ve told Leaf. I’m getting on it and you are too. You’re an orc, aren’t you? Do you leave your mate to get things done by herself? Leave her to die?” 
 
    Hoss shook his head, scowling hard enough to carve grooves in his ugly orc face. “I’m half-orc, like you’re half man. I feel like hitting you but I won’t...because you’re right.” 
 
    “Good! That note’s going to give me indigestion.” He rubbed his stomach, grimaced. 
 
    Hoss looked skyward again. “When we catch her I am going to...” 
 
    He could hear Hoss’s teeth grinding. He almost smiled. He was afraid to imagine everything that could go wrong with Ember’s little crusade of revenge. They had to save her. Not just because he loved her. 
 
    They had to succeed at this because he was dying to know what Hoss intended to do to her afterward. Spank her butt? Fuck her until she begged them to stop? That probably made him a sick man...cyborg. One of those. 
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    Ember lay back in her seat and played some death-punk orchestral music as the shuttle tore through the atmosphere of Omm then headed outward. Somewhere in the Omm system, a CESS starship waited for her to deliver the DSU which they obviously wanted. There’d be backups, of course. CESS wasn’t rudderless or leaderless. 
 
    But this, this DSU, held what those on Old-Earth might term der Fuehrer. An apt comparison, considering. 
 
    The cute thing about this was that she didn’t have to do anything much at all now that she was returning to CESS. The virus either succeeded or it didn’t. She’d tweaked, added some ramifications and limitations, but it was self-driven, reproduced by itself, died by itself, according to rules she’d set up. 
 
    The shuttle docked, and she had no idea what she was stepping onto until she exited. 
 
    No screens had been shown to her going outward. An incognito super-secret starship. 
 
    Or not. 
 
    The hatch opened onto a transparent walkway leading in, and this was not merely a starship, though there were starships nearby. This was a pseudo-world, a synthworld, a hollowed globe created by humanoids to sustain life. Only the uber rich could afford such creations. Once made, they could be steered. Hyperspace travel could be incorporated, and clearly this one was capable. 
 
    On the outside it seemed a solid sphere, with defensive installations, communications arrays, an engine of mammoth proportions. Within, once she’d whisked along the shoot-rail that took her through the crust, an entirely new world was revealed. 
 
    Within was no world such as a god might be imagined to design. Instead the entire inner skin of the crust bore gravity and there were lakes, rivers, forests, towns, and beaches curving upward and overhead. She stepped from the shoot-rail carriage and looked above to the heavens where an ocean lapped. The sky was the core of this bizarre inside-out globe. She shaded her eyes to see past the miniature arti-sun. If she walked for long enough, she could look up and see where she now stood. 
 
    This was CESS Nexus – the holiday destination of only the most supreme executives. 
 
    “Miss Ember?” Two security-prime guards waited before her dressed in perfect black neo-suits. Beyond them was a field of trimmed green grass with some small, four-legged animals frolicking. It would be A harmless and B useful in a hunt, should an exec choose to spend a day doing so. 
 
    “Yes?” She smiled politely. 
 
    “You have a DSU unit we are to remove from you. “Please?” He held out his hand, palm uppermost. 
 
    “Of course.” Somewhere light music played – a stark contrast to the death punk she’d had booming at her ear. Ember extracted the DSU from her pocket. “Here.” 
 
    The grimace on the man’s face said he’d noticed her general disarray, the holes in her tights, the holes and grime everywhere. Her red curls stuck out wildly too. 
 
    “I’ve been in a bad situation for over a week.” 
 
    “Yes, we understand.”  He nodded. The precision stripes of shaved hair running from front to back over his scalp matched those of all the guards she’d seen. Easily identified. “Until further notice, you’re free to indulge in the facilities of Nexus, providing you stay within this area.” 
 
    A map flashed onto her retina with the area delineated in translucent blue. There was a beach to one edge, a set of buildings at the other, and walking tracks. She was being treated well. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    He turned and marched away. One guard stayed with her. 
 
    “New clothes?” she asked. Anything to make them think she was happy and merely waiting as requested. 
 
    The generic guard gestured for her to follow and set off down a gravel path toward the buildings. Birds flew overhead. The knee-high, deerlike animals pranced. A few strangers in swimsuits or sporting attire walked by, paying her no heed. Her internal awareness of time ticked by. 
 
    In ten, the DSU should be in the hands of someone relevant. In fifteen they’d have decided it was safe. In sixteen they’d let it access the system. In sixteen point zero two it’d have spread like a tsunami to every system on this sphere. Another two it’d wipe out everyone and everything’s data, as far as they could tell. 
 
    Progressively it’d spread to any adjacent starships. Nothing would escape unless they did not connect the DSU to that first system. 
 
    Every exec in the upper echelons would lose their ID forever, throughout the galaxy. Hyperspace travel made piggybacking a virus to everywhere as simple as spreading the black plague with a fleet of superfast rats. 
 
    She knew these spheres and though not aware this was where she was being brought, it would go down fast. Without arti-grav to hold people, critters, water, and dirt, and whatever else was here, to the crust, without air scrubbers and life support, this sphere would be a hazard to life within an hour. Breathing in dirt and acid was not good for you. 
 
    She followed the man, smiling gently, her boots crunching on the gravel, while thinking how only a few hours ago, she’d been walking among ruins. 
 
    Nexus was going to be in ruins too. 
 
    It mightn’t be safe for her to be loose, and so she’d added in her little extra plan. 
 
    When the siren blared, they came for her – five guards. She fingered the rack of fashionable dresses for one more second as they burst into the salon.  
 
    The siren meant the DSU was talking to the system. It meant her virus was amok. 
 
    Amok amok. 
 
    An announcement began to repeat on a loop. 
 
    Emergency. Emergency. This sphere will likely become dangerous to humanoids within twenty spokmins. Evacuate. Evacuate. Use your allotted emergency pod. 
 
    Ember went quietly, down the stairs to the maintenance route that wove within the crust to the jail cells. There were always places to restrain prisoners. They let her in, locked the sliding door, and left her. Their eyes had showed their fears even if they said little. 
 
    She knew why. 
 
    This lovely little fleet of starships and the Nexus sphere was soon to be a graveyard of diseased, high-tech corpses and here she sat in the very, very middle. Ember walked to the low bed against the stark white wall in her cell and she lay down. 
 
    Waiting for the cataclysm wave to ebb was a bitch. 
 
    Where else was safe except for here? Out there, someone might’ve decided she’d brought something in with her and then they might have shot her. 
 
    A few explosions above told her someone was panicking. 
 
    She shifted her back on the bed, felt gravity give up the ghost, and floated upward. 
 
    Eventually the lights went out, the machinery stopped humming. In the dark she listened to the last of the pods thumping out into space. 
 
    Never get a nerd-geek girl angry with you. She might just shut down your life support systems and your life. Every database CESS owned or monitored across the galaxy would be so much digital scrap very, very soon. 
 
    Yet she wasn’t suicidal. 
 
    “Recover,” she whispered. 
 
    The backup she’d arranged of the vital systems kicked in and spread, filling up the ghost she’d made of what used to be in control of Nexus. It was enough to allow her to live here for a few days, until she figured out how to leave. It was possible she couldn’t, that no transport remained, or could be hailed, but that she was prepared to accept. The penalty of such a thorough revenge. 
 
    Die you evil motherfuckers. 
 
    She had indeed nuked them in the testicles. 
 
    The jail door slid open. Lights came back on. 
 
    There would be no one else here, or the system would not have rebooted. 
 
    Alone again. She hummed a tune as she walked the deserted corridor. 
 
    Her boot steps echoed. Tip tap. Tip tap. 
 
    Alone again. Only this time she’d lost the tune. 
 
    She stopped dead, suddenly afraid to emerge onto the inner crust. What if she were wrong and someone else was here? 
 
    What if she couldn’t leave? She actually did want to live – wanted to go back to Hoss and Baz and say, I’m done. To explain and beg forgiveness and put her case for doing what she’d done. 
 
    As if they could ever understand this crazy path she’d taken... 
 
    Ig appeared as she stepped out onto the inner crust, fluttering before her. The arti-sun was blooming again. The oceans and beaches were a mess of intersecting random waves and dead or stunned fish that’d splattered back to the surface after floating into the sky. 
 
    A chaos of towels left by their owners. 
 
    A surreal artwork of fallen picnic hampers. 
 
    She wondered how many tanned execs in swimsuits were currently hurtling into space in pods, never to be found. Because, after all, they’d ceased to exist. 
 
    Data erased, they were no-ones now. Why rescue a no one? 
 
    The building here looked mostly smashed, but... 
 
    She turned in place.  
 
    There was no one. 
 
    Alone for reals. 
 
    She’d achieved what she wanted to and...felt terribly hollow. She’d had her insides scooped out. The pain of not knowing her past had gone and had been replaced by something else she couldn’t yet quantify. 
 
    Worth it? Yes. Give her another day of this. She might change her mind. 
 
    Okay, a few hours. 
 
    She found her way to the nearest hatchway and peered out the transparent viewsphere as if she could thumb a ride from one of the floating hulks out there. Starships were bumping into each other – collisions of elephantine proportions that broke off pieces as large as skyscrapers and flared fire into the blackness. 
 
    If one of those hit Nexus she’d be toast. 
 
    Communications had not been preserved. She was not perfect. She couldn’t yell for help and she’d reduced every ship nearby to a nonfunctioning lump of metal. Bravo, she whispered, turning her back to the viewsphere. 
 
    She slid down it and Ig landed on her lap. 
 
    “Hi, little guy.” 
 
    Here was someone who could leave, if he wished to. What would happen to Ig if he stayed and she died? The thought worried her. 
 
    Sometimes he obeyed her but where could she send him? 
 
    To Baz and Hoss, of course. 
 
    “Go back, Ig. Find Baz and Hoss. Go. Please.” He stayed. “Hey! Go find me some pretty data! Stuff I’ll like.” She tickled him again and he made a sound. 
 
    The first sound he’d ever made. A chirrup. Tiny but distinct. 
 
    “Wow. You sure picked your –” 
 
    He was gone. 
 
    Well then. 
 
    The realization of what she’d achieved blossomed, and for a while it overwhelmed. She’d done what she needed to do and in the process shafted her life, maybe theirs too – Baz and Hoss. 
 
    She’d said she’d come back to them but maybe she couldn’t. 
 
    What were they doing right now? She needed them... 
 
    Ember sighed. 
 
    She was still sitting with her forehead on her clasped hands, her fingers cold and growing colder, sifting through data and trying to construct some way of making a system-spanning comm device from what still functioned here, when the metal at her back vibrated. 
 
    Thumm. 
 
    Something had arrived, docked. Someone was coming. 
 
    Enemy or friend? She stood and backed away, bottom lip caught in her teeth. If she was the sort to pray to the gods, this was a good time to begin. 
 
    The hatch opened, and Hoss and Baz walked through, wary and bedecked in weapons, with rifles in hand. A squad of Baz’s crew followed them, also ready for a fight. 
 
    The bottom fell out of her dismal world and a spark of joy floated, bobbed. But would they forgive her? 
 
    They were here, weren’t they? She swallowed her fear of rejection, ignored the writhing ache in her temples, her chest, stomach. Okay she was going to throw up if she held off talking to them any longer. 
 
    She grinned, raised a hand, and waved. “Hi. It’s okay! I’m the only one left!” It was a miniscule wave, one that a person might do when they were a little afraid of what was coming. “Read my note?” 
 
    At a word and gesture from Baz, his men withdrew, except for two who stayed guarding the airlock. Baz and Hoss stalked toward her, grim and silent. 
 
    Oops. 
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    “Our information confirms she has done it – destroyed CESS.” Lightnyng nodded, gold eyes staring upward at the low ceiling of this vault. Two klicks down, so they were safe from most explosions. It was time to emerge onto the surface. The little war was over. 
 
    “The Prediction came true!” Stryng bounced up and down, clapping his hands rapidly while jumping off the stone floor. His braids flopped as he bounced. He smacked his new lips together. He’d decided being a flighty, flirty AI was his persona for the year. 
 
    “Except,” Erroar pointed out, as they strolled toward the lift doors. “For her small deviations. We still have not seen inside the DSU, and I suspect it’s now destroyed. Her dismantlement of CESS was thorough. I would’ve liked to dissect her and examine her psyche more closely.” 
 
    “It may not be her.” Styng calmed himself and joined the small parade heading for the lifts that would take them to the surface. “That creature, that anomaly, I detected in our database stacks is with her. I think.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Erroar and Lightnyng expressed disbelief in their noise. 
 
    “You don’t concur?” 
 
    “We never saw this thing you saw.” Erroar pursed his toothy mouth, stepped into the broad lift. It was designed to take quite massive equipment and echoed with their steps and voices. 
 
    With Omm so utterly devastated, they’d be rebuilding for a few years before they could summon more devotees. 
 
    The lift closed and shot upward. 
 
    “No. That is odd. Anyway!” Stryng added brightly, resisting the impulse to suck on a braid with his bright red and luscious mouth. “We should have a feed from the Leaf soon, and can watch them mate. The fertility drug the males will pass to her should make for an interesting year. If she becomes pregnant to the shag cross orc and the cyborg also.” 
 
    “Human, orc and shag, yes, in one embryo.” Lightnyng folded his spindly arms but sounded happy. 
 
    The lift doors opened and they looked ahead at a passageway blocked by rubble. The sky could be seen, however, bright sunlight shafted in, and several mechs and roach bots were already dismantling the blockage. 
 
    Erroar nodded. “And the cyborg was a success. We will need some humans to create more of those. Our devotees will volunteer. I will go help clear this.” 
 
    “Mmm.” Stryng toddled after Erroar. “And...do we then aim to take over the galaxy?” 
 
    “What? No! We do not. We watch and play. We have fun. As we always have. Remember?” Erroar eyed the other cybermonk. “Where did you find that assumption? We need to check you for loose logic strings. This thing you have seen may be a sign of that.” 
 
    “Oh. Oh. I suppose I will submit to this. I feel a little miffed however.” Poor Stryng flapped his hands then followed after the other two. “I am sure I am functioning normally...” 
 
    Lightnyng halted and waited, speaking to Stryng and resting a hand on his shoulder. “We will inject some subprograms into you when next we watch some orc-human-cyborg porn. Tonight.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 30 
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    Baz waited to see what Hoss would do, what Ember would do too. Though he felt the need for a little more confirmation of their security. She’d said the sphere was safe and deserted, but was she correct? 
 
    The girl lived. He shook his head, almost disbelieving that she stood before them. Her lip was quivering, she was quivering. Poor thing. How could he want to both kiss her better and punish her? 
 
    Because she’d ignored this fledgling relationship of theirs in favor of possibly killing herself over past wrongs, was how, and why. 
 
    Hoss was fucking quivering too. Wasn’t rage. He knew the fool too well. Baz smacked him on the shoulder. “Go get her!” 
 
    Hoss took a single step, then Ember creeped forward with several small hesitant steps. After Hoss sighed loud enough to echo and crooked a finger, she ran to them and threw herself at Hoss. 
 
    The humphff Hoss gave out as she collided with the half-orc was formidable. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Forgive me, please, please forgive me?” Eyes shining with tears, she peered up at Hoss then at him from under Hoss’s arm where he’d held it high – as if she were radioactive and untouchable. 
 
    The orc wasn’t hugging her and she clearly needed it. Baz wanted to nudge him again, but figured it’d get him glared at or punched. Not that he couldn’t dodge but he was the latecomer to these two, this relationship. It seemed best to let Hoss find his way. 
 
    Slowly the orc lowered his arms and hugged her, squeezed her so hard she squeaked and flailed. 
 
    “Hoss!” 
 
    “Shut up. You want a hug from me, you got one. Baz wants to spank your ass. And other stuff.” 
 
    “Oh.” She frowned at Baz, and he grinned, shrugged, then stepped around Hoss to grab a handful of her hair. He pulled her head back, looked down at her. 
 
    Pouting, she stared at him. 
 
    “You deserve it. Running off like that. Not trusting us.” 
 
    “You’d never have agreed with me doing this.” 
 
    “Uh –” 
 
    “Not in a million years.” 
 
    Hoss squeezed her harder and she squeaked and looked uncomfortable. 
 
    He thought some more. No, he wouldn’t have. One point in her favor, and he still wasn’t happy. 
 
    “Tell us next time,” Hoss said sternly before he went back to hugging. 
 
    “Gotcha,” Ember whispered. “Not that there’s likely to be another time for taking down a galaxy-wide corrupt corporation.” 
 
    “Your mouth...” Hoss sighed. 
 
    “You like it,” she said, still quiet. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Phew.” She wriggled in closer to Hoss and winked at Baz. 
 
    He grinned. “However...” He glanced down the corridor. Important things needed verifying. “I need to be sure of our safety now. More than sure – certain.” 
 
    “Okay.” She shut her eyes. “There’s no one here. I have looked. I also have the data on everyone leaving. The higher-ups took their pods. The lesser employees went off on a small ship. My cataclysm virus will be dismantling CESS across the galaxy. No starship of theirs will escape, no city installation, no anything.” She opened her eyes and looked straight at him again. “My only iffy unknown today is what those colliding ships out there are doing.” 
 
    Baz shared a look of astonishment with Hoss then shook his head, as if that’d let what she’d rattled off become more understandable. What she’d done was going to make him wonder about the consequences, for a long while. 
 
    However, the here and now was more urgent. “We’re monitoring the debris, Ember. They were gearing up to move away at low velocity. All the debris is spreading outward. What about the life support here?” 
 
    “Fine, for a few days. Maybe up to a week since there’s not a lot of living things left sucking up oxygen.” She frowned. “Fish. Some cute deer-things. There’s a real pretty beach area.” 
 
    “Deer things and a beach? So this is a resort? Maybe we could go see it?” 
 
    “It’s a really high-echelon resort. Go straight ahead and this will go up some stairs to a shoot-rail. Gravity gets weird but we come out on the inner crust. That’s where it all is. Messy, though. I switched off gravity for a while.” 
 
    “Show us.” Hoss hoisted her with his hands beneath her arms then turned her and draped her over his shoulder as if she were prey caught in a hunt – legs in front, head at the back. With a hand on her ass, he marched forward. 
 
    “Hey!” Ember protested, squeaking when Hoss smacked her ass. “Guys!” 
 
    “No guys here. Me, orc. Him?” Hoss turned to Baz, quirked his mouth. “Some lame-ass cyborg who wants to fuck you badly.” 
 
    He did. He did. Upside-down, with her skirt flipped and butt upward, she looked even more fuckable. When he caught up to them, Baz had an idea. “Any clothes shops for females here, Ember?” 
 
    She screwed her body around to see him. “Yes. Can you get Hoss to let me walk?” 
 
    “Big nope. Those clothes of yours look like they’re ready to be tossed out.” 
 
    “They are. Some of the buildings are okay. We can look?” 
 
    “Okay. In that case...” He reached and yanked down her tights to reveal bare ass. “Get those off her. I’ll do the front bits.” 
 
    Ember wriggled but barely cursed at them. The boots and tights were thrown to the side, then he dragged the dress off her, dropped it. 
 
    When Hoss’s hand slipped between her legs to stroke her there, Ember fell silent and kept her head down, hiding her face. Her hands gripped Hoss’s butt and back. Baz moved in close and bit all down her butt and side. 
 
    “Hey. Wait. Wait.” Breathless, Ember twisted her fingers in Hoss’s camo suit. 
 
    “Might take us a while to find that shop, hey Hoss?” 
 
    “Might indeed. Think I like this female naked for the time being. She’ll definitely get in less trouble.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Once on the inner crust, they walked through a small copse of trees, past a tangled mess of towels and sun bathing lounges, and there it was – a perfect blue sea. A few fish had washed up and some deer that must’ve been dumped in the water had gathered into a herd on the sand. 
 
    A jetty led out over the water, though judging by the ripples of light reflecting off the bottom, the water wasn’t deep. At the end of the timber jetty was a bar and a seating area. Everything was white, so white it seemed surreal, out here above a sea that had few waves, with a ceiling above that was more land, sea, forests, and a few buildings. It’d take a day or two to walk the circumference to up there. They could do it. 
 
    Maybe he would. 
 
    All the furniture atop the jetty was attached to the structure, so they’d stayed in place when gravity failed. Hoss sat Ember atop the white-painted bar, stripped off his suit, then he kissed her, leaning in to do it thoroughly. 
 
    The breathy sighs, her naked and with Hoss caressing her, it gave his dick plenty of ideas but even so he was distracted. 
 
    Baz turned in place, looking at everything. Everything. He wouldn’t have been surprised if they’d stocked the ocean with kraken just so the people here could say they’d hunted one, could stick its head on the front of their private star yacht. The money needed to create this would feed a planet for a year or two. 
 
    It had hit him suddenly that this world was owned by CESS. Had been, past tense, owned. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Ember was asking. 
 
    They’d stopped kissing to check him out. 
 
    “This was CESS. You’ve killed off the company that almost killed me. They are why I’m a cyborg, why I nearly died that day after I pulled over to find out why a road was full of corpses. Fuck. I’d sort of forgotten. Let it fall to the back of my mind, but I shouldn’t have. It made me angry and crazy for a while.” He swallowed and turned to her then padded over to them. “You did good. You may have given me and Hoss major heart attacks, but you did good.” 
 
    Hoss stepped aside and he went to Ember where she sat on the bar top and he too kissed her – on her forehead, on her cheek, neck, and finally, tenderly, on her mouth. 
 
    “You know.” He kissed her in-between the words. “I never did show you my demon cock mode.” 
 
    “What is that?” she asked, wide-eyed. 
 
    “Bad. It makes women desperate to come but stops them doing it. Lets me drive you wild and will make you beg sooo hard.” 
 
    “Hey. No fair. You wouldn’t?” She pouted and tried to look so cute and innocent with her soft mouth and little frown that he laughed. 
 
    “Hoss? What’ll we do? Vote?” 
 
    “It’s a no,” Ember blurted. 
 
    He put his hand over her mouth to quieten her, watched her lick his palm, and that seriously upped the ante. “Going to fuck you so hard,” he whispered. 
 
    “Oh my.” She squirmed. “Please?” 
 
    “I have to see this.” Hoss hoisted himself onto the bar, making it creak under his weight. 
 
    Baz didn’t remove his eye-lock from the girl. “My demon cock is big and red and I swear might just make your cunt turn itself inside out.” 
 
    Ember snorted then rolled her eyes. “Oh for f –” Hoss had grabbed her and hauled her to his lap. 
 
    He held her high above with her legs over his shoulders, licking at her and making her splutter. 
 
    “Little frustrating there, man. My dick doesn’t go that high.” 
 
    Hoss chuckled and lowered her to his lap again, kissing her and fondling her breasts. “I want to see him use one of his fancy cocks on you, female, while I lick you, suck you. But this here is the wrong height.” 
 
    When he bit the tip of her breast then sucked, she whimpered. Even the sounds were making Baz’s cock harder than metal, or close to it. He moved in and kissed down her spine then felt her hand clutching him. She’d reached back and pulled at his side, as if he could get closer, do something better. 
 
    “Want me in you?” 
 
    She drew a breath, swallowing as he kissed the outer swell of her breast. “Yes.” 
 
    “Let’s try somewhere else.” Baz took one last bite of her neck, then made her twist so he could get properly at her breast. While he licked and sucked on one nipple, Hoss was doing the same. Their hands roved and Ember sobbed and wriggled, her hands going from one of them to the other trying to make them do more, lick more. 
 
    “Want me in you, Ember?” he asked again, just to hear her beg. 
 
    “Yes! Please,” she added, quieter. “I need you both. A lot.” 
 
    “Mmm.” He kissed her mouth, her jaw. “Let me think about it.” 
 
    “Oh, you bastard. Where’s my data knife?” 
 
    “Bad girl!” he said amused even so. “Come here.” He dragged her off Hoss to the lounge and sat with her belly down over him in spite of her hurried apologies. “I did say I wanted to spank you.” 
 
    Wasn’t going to be for long. Not here, not this time. He was aching to fuck her. 
 
    He landed some good ones on her butt, left a handprint or two that he bit, then he gave the panting girl back to Hoss, who’d sat down beside him. 
 
    “Up here again.” Now Hoss looked determined to do more than mess around. He let her sit over his shoulders. With her hands in his hair and her pussy at his mouth, Ember watched him tease her clit with his tongue. 
 
    “Fuck.” Baz murmured. He coaxed his dick into split mode, as well as steel and black colored, watched it do the trick with a bit of amazement on his own part. The ache building was going to make him fuck her too hard, unless he really overrode his instincts. 
 
    Had to get her ready too. Without making her come? Oh hells, who cared. 
 
    He walked up behind her, close enough to put his hand to her hip, watched her writhe and gasp against Hoss’s mouth. “I’ve got to open you for me. Slow. Going to fuck you in both holes.” 
 
    Ember turned to him for a few seconds, and he sloppy kissed her. Neither of them cared that tongues got in the way, and moans, and that he bit her jaw, her nose, kissed above her eye. 
 
    She was riding Hoss’s mouth the whole time. 
 
    With a foot up on the lounge next to where Hoss sat, he worked on her while Hoss did his own thing with his big orc tongue. Man, even the guy’s tongue was huge. But his cocks, the two of them, one above the other, were bigger. One was a pretty blue, the other shiny black and steel. 
 
    “Fitting these in you...but going slow.” He brought them up, aiming, watching the wink of her ass and feeling for her slippery cunt at the same moment. The tip slid into her asshole first, then the other cock touched and slid into her cunt. 
 
    The grip of her on him, where it seemed as if everywhere that mattered had been sucked inside her... 
 
    “Fuck. Awesome.” 
 
    She bowed over Hoss, clutching shoulders, his horns, his hair. 
 
    “Wait. Wait. You said slow. That hurts...and feels great and hurts. Ohmigod!” 
 
    “I’ll wait. I will.” But he had to gulp in air then let it whoosh out slowly. The pleasure hit hard. 
 
    Her squeaks and desperate clasp on the dick in her ass gave Baz clues as to when to go slower. Gritting his teeth, he let Hoss get her more aroused – licking her clit and no doubt sucking her there too from her sobs and moans. She grew less tight, more giving. 
 
    With each relaxation, he took a little more of her. 
 
    Getting deep. 
 
    He gasped and stopped to look, felt a small gush of come from one cock – the ass one. At that, Ember broke down into an orgasm, jerking on Hoss’s face and clamping onto his cocks. 
 
    “Fuck. She just came.” 
 
    Hoss chuckled. “I noticed.” 
 
    “How ’bout.” Baz gulped, caught by the throb from his cocks. “You fuck her mouth this time.” 
 
    He pulled out, stepping back to let Hoss have some room, then had to shut his eyes to take in the sensations. Even pulling out made him spurt a little come. Still hard, he watched Hoss put Ember on the lounge – knees on the seat, her hands on the back, while he went around to the other side of the lounge and brought his cock to her mouth. 
 
    “Now.” Hoss smiled down at her. “Open up. We’re all going into every hole you own.” 
 
    Though she opened her mouth fast, Baz had already re-introduced his cocks to her other holes. He slid in a few inches then paused as she squirmed under him, alternating her whispered curses and breathy moans. 
 
    She put her head up higher and Hoss took hold to either side and shoved in. Maybe only a short distance due to his size but he was trying hard. 
 
    Baz grinned. 
 
    Her first gurgled breath was enough to spur him on. 
 
    Distracted by Hoss, she let him in. He watched his cocks do the disappearing act of the century, fucking her slowly in and out, then pistoning like only a cyborg could. It sounded as if they’d overwhelmed the girl. 
 
    Her hands clutched the lounge, Hoss’s body, anywhere, and she let them both ride her, thrusting in deep. The ass cock had auto-lubricated her, but the other wetness was him or her, or both maybe he thought, fascinated by the gush and the dribble down her legs. 
 
    Soon her silence and muscle tension, the extreme arch of her back, her trembling then clenching, it told him she was close to coming again. He helped her along with a hand on her clit, sure he could take her all the way to orgasm at the same time he did, wanting to hear her noises when he came. 
 
    “Almost there,” he blurted to Hoss. The orc nodded and fucked her mouth, his cock head slipping in as far as such a monstrous thing could go in a mere girl’s mouth.  
 
    For a second he watched them, then he drove in deep and hard. Once at depth, he shallow-fucked her and massaged her clit, watching her climb into coming, into a huge orgasm that made her scream around Hoss’s cock. 
 
    He thumped in three times and squirted, pulsed, poured into her with both cocks at the same time, sure the come was being sucked from his whole body, even his brain, for all he could see was black and his legs shook. He could feel her – her gripping him, spasming. He came and came, felt the wetness on her legs and back as he collapsed a little, his hand landing on the lounge back. 
 
    He jammed into her one last time, slapping in, taking himself that extra microscopic but fulfilling distance into her body. 
 
    Ember cough-spluttered then struggled to breathe and moan at the same time. Her eyes were closed. Hoss had released her and she slipped down until her head was buried next to a cushion on the lounge. 
 
    “I’m dead,” she whispered. 
 
    “Good.” Hoss snickered, wiped his face. “There. Punished.” 
 
    “Oh fuck,” she said, muffled by the pillow. One hand raised, wobbled, then dropped back to the seat. “Punish me any time.” 
 
    Baz flopped onto the seat beside her and stroked down her hair. “Perfect,” he said softly. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 31 
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    They’d washed in the sea after sex, then found some airbeds and floated, while reminiscing about what had happened and where they were going next. It seemed simple to them. Ember wasn’t so certain. 
 
    “The starships out there. Salvage?” Baz had suggested. “We went past one just outside orbit above Omm also. Prime condition. Deserted. Spinning.” 
 
    But who could claim salvage without possibly being tainted by rumors of her involvement? 
 
    They needed a go-between. 
 
    “The money to be made is astronomical.” Again Baz had said that. 
 
    They’d bobbed on the aquamarine water, thought about it. They had days to think. Fish nibbled at her fingers. 
 
    “I have friends who will be willing to trade knowledge for money,” Baz added. Clearly he had a lot of friends into nefarious activities. “We give them the locations of ships and they will hand over a percentage.” 
 
    Done. 
 
    Except for the deer things. 
 
    None had broken legs. Fish had died but the deer had landed in water when the gravity came back on, or so she assumed, 
 
    A friend could be persuaded to transport them away...when they salvaged the world-sphere. 
 
    When. 
 
    “I can extend the life support long enough. A week enough?” Trailing her hand in the clear water, she’d said that. 
 
    Salvage would gift the three of them with a fresh start. Enough money to go where they wanted to go and do what they wanted to do. 
 
    The pseudo-night had fallen. It was cooler, dimmer, but not terribly so. To interrupt the cycles might confuse the deer, so she’d left it as it was. 
 
    She hoped they’d be content wherever this salvage operator sent them. He’d better be honest. 
 
    She must remember to tell him she was tracking the transport. 
 
    And that if he failed, bad things would happen. 
 
    She’d grown attached to the deer. 
 
    Nighttime, and she could never be happier than here, in the middle of a bed, under the stars...okay the fake stars, with her two males. Hoss was purring more than ever. Baz had her in his arms. One was laid over her. A little heavy but she’d take this any day over being alone and lonely. 
 
    Love. She had a family. 
 
    Ember smiled, and took a deep breath, feeling sleep coming. 
 
    Then Ig arrived, thumping onto her chest. She coughed and sat up, carefully shifting Baz’s arm. 
 
    Ig! 
 
    She’d wondered where he was. 
 
    The poor thing looked exhausted, droopy. 
 
    “Be back soon,” she signaled to the sleepy Baz when he opened an eye. 
 
    She carried Ig a few meters away, pleased that he was here and not lost. After all, she had sent him away. “We’re both alive. It’s all okay.” 
 
    He chirruped again, tucked his now slightly golden wings into his body, and then he synched with her. 
 
    The way he did when he had data. He appeared to have changed, his scales had a golden outline. He had grown larger and weighed more too. 
 
    Find stuff for me. Pretty data. 
 
    He had. 
 
    Ember raised her head, staring blindly upward, sorting through what he’d brought from the cybermonks library. He’d managed to travel that far and back. No wonder he was tired. 
 
    The cybermonks were assholes, she knew that already. And they watched orc-human-cyborg porn. 
 
    She laughed. 
 
    Ohimigod. Who would’ve thou – 
 
    And buried deep was evidence that decades ago they’d ordered CESS to destroy her world, her parents because... 
 
    Why? 
 
    Why had they done this? The question raged as she sorted deeper. 
 
    Nothing. Ig had not found that. 
 
    But they had known the Xatar would attack. They’d – 
 
    FUCK. 
 
    They’d given her a fertility drug. 
 
    Which. 
 
    Kindof. 
 
    Pleased her? 
 
    Well... 
 
    Well, well... 
 
    Thinking, she sauntered along the beach. 
 
    They’d forced her to lust after Hoss and Baz, and messed up Baz also. Forgivable maybe since she’d never change that. They obviously thought they were little gods, orchestrators of the universe. 
 
    And they’d been the hand in the hand puppet of CESS. 
 
    Perhaps not every time CESS had acted, but that one time, they had. 
 
    “Come back to bed,” Hoss said quietly, his voice carrying. 
 
    “Soon.” She put her finger to her mouth. “You’ll wake Baz.” 
 
    Grumbling, Hoss settled. 
 
    Moonlight, manufactured moonlight, bathed the bed they’d brought down to the edge of the beach. White sheets and a quilt of stars and two massive males she loved. 
 
    She walked back, aware of her nakedness and the beauty of the scene, and she leaned over Hoss and exchanged a kiss with this brutally handsome orc. 
 
    “I’ll be in bed soon. Ig told me something and I have a little thing to do.” 
 
    A small thing, compared to what had happened. 
 
    He nodded, brushing her mouth with his fingertips. 
 
    She walked to where the tide washed her toes and sorted through the systems until she achieved what needed to be done. 
 
    Then she went back to bed with Ig, Baz, and Hoss, and she dreamed again of revenge. 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
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    When the signals came, the cybermonks were strolling through the outskirts of a small forest near Verd. The first orbital platform was yet to be resurrected, so this was a little late in reaching them. A drone happened upon a visual abnormality. 
 
    “Did we predict this?” asked Lightnyng. “I mean did we?” 
 
    “I told you I detected a creature in the library stacks.” Stryng smacked his red lips and wondered if they should be running for the vaults. 
 
    Above them the atmosphere boiled with the intrusion of a gigantic wedge carving through the clouds, severing air, casually slicing through kilometers of weather layers. Lightning branched from its edges, booming. Rain pattered past to dot the cybermonks’s heads. 
 
    A starship bigger than the moon of Omm was aimed at their location. 
 
    Erroar snarled. “It is the instrument of a vengeful angel. The hand of Fate.” 
 
    “Or a digit gone wrong in our Prediction,” Lightnyng contemplated. “Let us run.” 
 
    They ran for the entrance to the vaults beneath Verd. 
 
    “I know you don’t believe me,” Stryng said loudly over the sing of their wheeling legs. “But I found the facts about the creature in the data stacks. Deep inside. In a file lost for decades due to a misplaced number. It’s a probability dragon and we exterminated the people who birthed Ember because of their association with them. They were nasty.” 
 
    “Wait. Wait. Now you say this?” Lightnyng said absentmindedly. “Nasty does not compute.” He stared upward, for he’d halted to look at the pretty thing in the sky. 
 
    The starship loomed closer, blocking out the sun, scattering before its path a stream of screaming code that struck the monks and interfered with their logic processes, courtesy of a small program Ember had thought to add to the beacon at the bow of the ship. 
 
    Like metal statues the cybermonks remained halted and they looked above, and only one of them thought clearly enough to spool out a code to mess with Ember’s. 
 
    “Run,” muttered Stryng, scooting forward. “Run!” The vault entrance was just there. 
 
    But Lightnyng and Erroar stayed rooted to the spot for they were mesmerized, and slightly doomed. 
 
    A few million tons of starship coming down on their heads make most AI poop their pants. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Ember knew when it happened, or approximately so, though she was with her men. She was awake and wondering. 
 
    Was there anyone good out there? Was everyone who took power upon themselves evil? The monks? The Xatar. CESS. The list grew by the day. 
 
    The galaxy had never been more in peril. 
 
    It made her doubt. It made her think that perhaps it was time for someone to do something about it all. 
 
    “What do you think, Ig?” He’d found a vacant spot between the legs of Hoss and Baz, down the bottom of the bed. 
 
    Ig toddled up to her and burped fire, singeing the sheets. He nudged her for a pat. 
 
    “Yes, I agree.” Sometimes things just needed exterminating. “Hey. When did you learn to do that?” 
 
    “Whenever it was, you housetrain him. I don’t want my bed in flames.” Hoss rolled her to him and tucked her into his body. His solid biceps held her caged, and she sneaked her hand under his where it lay next to her breast. It made her feel safe. “Now, you’re done messing around?” 
 
    Ember smiled and sighed, then shut her eyes. “I’m done.” 
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    More Dark Monster Fantasies will be released later in 2018 
 
    Due to readers asking for a Ledderik and Tiana story that book will likely be the next one. 
 
    Unfortunately Tiana may not survive to be Led’s partner due to the cruelty of the author. 
 
    If you missed reading PREY, it’s here:
AMAZON US 
 
    AMAZON UK 
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