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      “All hands on guns,” Captain Manta shouts across the gunship.

      I fidget as the civilian ship floats silently into view. I bite my lip as my ponytail pops out from under the collar of my uniform. It floats up, rising above my head in zero-g. I take my hands off the turret controls to push my hair back in to my uniform, trying to adjust it quickly, before –

      “Airwoman!” Manta snarls at me.

      “Captain!” I shout, putting both hands securely back on the turret controls. “All hands on guns, Captain!”

      “Fucking useless,” he grumbles.

      The Martians have been using EMP attacks lately that shorted our ships’ electric and computer systems, and in response, Earth has started sending out old gunships to patrol the asteroid belt. A ship of this size with four turrets used to be fully run by one human pilot and a specialized A.I. But now there’s Captain Manta, and four of us lowly gunners, crammed into a ship the size of a small apartment building.

      Captain Manta is not pleased with this arrangement. He’s gone from commanding an advanced, state-of-the-art gunship, to being in charge of a cramped and sweaty flying bucket. Probably the only time I see him smile is when I’m changing my clothes–when I catch him leering at me.

      I shudder just thinking about his beady eyes, and my sweaty palms slip against the turret controls, but I don’t dare let go of them again.

      “Identify yourselves!” Manta shouts into his headset.

      He grumbles, then shouts to me. “Airwoman!”

      I’m the only woman on the ship, so I know that’s he’s talking to me.

      “Yes, Captain?”

      “The headset’s not working. Come fix it!”

      I’m the only one on the ship with a knack for repairing the older technology. It should work to my advantage and give me an edge over the others, but lately it only gives Manta more reason to order me around. And to get close to me.

      I remove my harness, kick off the seat, and float toward him.

      I brake against the wall of the cockpit, checking the hard-wire from the console where it connects to Manta’s headset.

      “No,” he says, “I think it’s on this end.” He points to his headset.

      I wait for him to remove the headset and hand it to me, but he leans back instead. I draw in a deep breath and check the connection where it hooks onto his headset. I have to lean in close to him. He smells vile–as all of us do with no shower on the ship–but it’s not the smell that bothers me, it’s his breathing.

      As I unscrew the cable, his breathing gets heavier, and his icy blue eyes seem to stare straight through me. A small grin creeps across his face.

      I finally get the cable out of the headset, and immediately I shrink away from him. I exhale, thankful to be away from him.

      When I check the cable, I can see it’s not only corroded, but bent.

      “Cable’s no good,” I say. “Captain.”

      I turn the knob on the console, and the voice from the approaching ship crackles. “We’re just passing through. We’re unarmed...but we have valuables on board. Maybe you can look the other way?”

      I point toward a button on the console, and nod to Manta. “Hold this to talk.”

      “Fix the fucking headset, airwoman!” he hisses. “This correspondence is above your security clearance!”

      The other three gunners shoot me knowing looks, but no one speaks up for me. They’re all assholes too, but next to Manta, they’re at least bearable to be around.

      “Captain,” I say, trying to keep the frustration from seeping into my voice. “It’s broken. If you gave me ten, twenty minutes I could fix it, but–.”

      He swats a hand at me and holds down the button. “I am Officer Manta of the Imperial Earth Space Force! Are you insulting me with a bribe?”

      I use the opportunity to push away from the console and float back toward my turret. Manta is in a sour mood, and it’s best to get away from him while I can.

      “No, no,” the voice crackles back in response. “Nothing like that. It’s just…we only want to pass through. We have no ill intent–.”

      Manta slams the button back down so he can issue a retort. “No ill intent? Tell me, where are you from?”

      The static cracks off, and there’s a pause.

      “Fucking cowards,” Benson mutters from the turret next to me. “Abandoning their home planet to go red.”

      Just like my sister Aura, I think. She would have come to Mars on a ship like this, smuggled in as a refugee. I got off Earth by joining the Space Forces, but every day I regret my choice. My sister made the smarter decision.

      The static cuts back in, and then the voice speaks once again. “Captain, with respect, we are trying to start a new life on Mars. We have no interest in joining the war effort. If you let the rest of these people go...I’ll join the war on your side. I fought in the invasion of Greenland, I know how to fight. The rest of these people are women and children, they just want a safe place to raise their kids–.”

      Manta cackles, but forgets to hold down the button. He slams it on mid-laugh, but he loses his breath and starts coughing into the speaker.

      “Captain?” the voice says. “Do we have a deal?”

      “We do not,” Manta says, and he lets go of the button.

      “Airwoman,” Manta orders. “Shoot them down.”

      “Sir,” I say, “he said they are mostly women and children, we–.”

      He slams his hand on the console and turns his chair to face me. Everyone else looks intently out their windows, leaving me to fend for myself. “This is war! Women can fight, or so I thought! Not all are as soft as you. And children? We were all children once! The bastards who bombed New Reykjavik, they were children once, too!”

      He leans forward and points to me. “Now, if you refuse the order, I’ll court martial you and make someone else shoot them down.”

      I cross my arms in defiance. “Court martial me then.”
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      My ship awakens, and so do I.

      There are finally two ships within range of my limited fuel reserves, and one looks ideally suited for entry into the red planet’s atmosphere.

      My pod arrived before the other two assassins, but with limited fuel, I had to coast slowly toward a place with traffic, but not too much traffic.

      And now the situation is ideal. The pod’s computer informs me no other ships are anywhere within range, so I order it to initiate a small burst of acceleration.

      The pod jolts for a moment, and then it begins floating on an intercept course toward the two ships.

      One ship looks like a military craft, and it’s too large for atmospheric entry. I’m not interested in stealing it, but first I’ll need to get onboard and kill all the humans inside. Only then can I safely hijack the civilian shuttle without triggering any alarms.

      My pod is sealed and windowless, but the computer overlays the view from outside directly onto the pod walls, and it feels as if I’m naked and drifting through space.

      The two ships grow, filling my field of view. The pod makes micro adjustments to intercept the military craft.

      The humans’ technology is not far enough advanced to notice my approach. If they were watching for me, they might be able to see me, but they’re distracted as my pod latches itself to the outside of their airlock without difficulty.

      The pod’s wall slowly melts open and fuses itself to their airlock. I’ve used nearly all my remaining biofuel to move the pod into position, but my biosuit has just enough extra fuel remaining to make short work of any humans inside.

      The biosuit covers me, though it’s too drained to shield me from more than a few attacks. I will need it to melt partially through the small seal in the airlock, and once enough of my liquefied suit has seeped through, I solidify it on the other side of the airlock–like a third hand. I grasp the airlock with the biosuit, and pull.

      The airlock opens, and I melt my third hand back into myself. I open the airlock wide and float inside.

      Before I shut the hatch again, I order my pod to detach and disappear once I’m sealed back inside.

      I shut the hatch and seal the airlock. The pod detaches and floats away. There’s no going back now. I watch the pod float away...the last link to my race. The other assassins may not arrive for several cycles–if at all–and the full fleet is still two years away. If my biosuit were fully stocked with anti-matter, I might be able to move around in a vacuum for a few hours, but it wouldn’t be enough to get to a planet from here. I need this civilian shuttle.

      From the edge of the window, I see the shuttle float into view. Its engines are turned off, and I can only see it because of a faint glint of sunlight reflecting off its hull.

      Suddenly, a gaping hole blasts open on the gleaming metal of the shuttle, and black figures are sucked out into space. One. Two. Three. The shuttle explodes before more humans are sucked out through the hole.

      The explosion propels the humans who were sucked out farther into space, and I see their arms flail back and forth for a few moments, until they finally grasp at their necks and stop moving. They’re dead.

      I slam my fist into the window and roar. My pod is gone, and now the shuttle is, too. What good is the military craft if it can’t get me to the red planet and the traitor I’m meant to kill?

      I calm my breathing and consider my options. There’s little to do but kill the crew of this craft and do what I can with their ship. And the sooner, the better.

      I fuse my blade to my upper shoulder, then pull the hatch on the inner-door of the airlock.

      I enter what looks like a crew’s living quarters. The smell is alien and revolting, but under the thick blanket of that alien funk, I smell something else...something incredible.

      I sniff, but then the source of the wonderful scent shakes.

      There’s some kind of fabric bag attached to the wall, and the human inside is screaming and shaking. Is it really so weak that it cannot tear itself out?
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      “O’Shea!” Manta says in a level voice. “Take her to the crew’s quarters and restrain her.”

      “Yes, Captain!” O’Shea says, undoing his harness. He pushes off his seat and floats toward me.

      I sit still with my arms crossed defiantly, and O’Shea grabs my shoulder and whispers. “It’s war, Fiona, we can’t disobey orders. Tell him you’ll do what he says and he might–”

      I tear off my harness. “I refuse the order! Do what you must, O’Shea.”

      He nods and pulls me toward the door heading to the crews’ quarters. The cockpit and the turret controls cover most of the ship, and the cramped crews’ quarters barely have enough space for three people to sleep, so we do it in shifts. Beyond the crews’ quarters is an airlock, but it’s small and used only for exiting into vacuum to do emergency repairs.

      There’s no brig of any kind, so the crew’s quarters is their only option to confine me. It’s better than getting thrown out of the airlock, at least.

      O’Shea opens the door to the crew’s quarters, and starts to shove me to move faster.

      “Fire! Airman!” I hear Manta shout, and then then the ship jostles as the turret fires its big railguns at the civilian shuttle.

      In the quiet vacuum of space, I can’t hear the civilian ship explode, or even feel the vibrations as they succumb to horrible deaths, but I know they’re gone.

      I resist O’Shea as he manhandles me into the crews’ quarters, and shout back into the cockpit. “You’re all fucking killers! War doesn’t justify murder, you–”

      O’Shea shoves me through into the crews’ quarters.

      I start fighting back, hitting him, but he gut punches me. Before I can even gasp for breath, he has shoved me into an equipment bag. He pokes at me, forcing me into a fetal position before he fastens the zipper on the top of the bag.

      When he closes the bag, it blocks out nearly all the light, and then I hear the sound of a lock and then chains rattling.

      Moments later, the door to the cockpit slams shut, and I’m trapped in near darkness.

      I hear nothing but my own heavy panicked breathing and cursing, and the sound of my body rustling against the confines of the bag. When I stop moving, the eerie quiet echoes in my head.

      I kick and shake, but the bag seems to be chained to a handrail. I try to pry open the top of the bag, but it won’t budge. At least there’s air coming through the material. I’ll get to breathe a while longer before they vent me out of the airlock.

      I keep struggling against the bag. I know it’s futile, but I’m not the kind of woman who just gives up. Even if I get out of the bag, then what am I going to do? The gunship has no shuttle, and no one will take my side in this disagreement. They’ll just restrain me again, but at least I’ll get a chance to take a clean shot at Manta. Preferably it will be a shot to his balls.

      I continue shaking, but then I hear something. It’s not the door to the turret room and cockpit. It’s the airlock.

      Could someone from the civilian ship have escaped undetected? But how would they have had time to suit up, and have the skill to break into our ship’s airlock? Putting myself in their shoes, why the hell would they walk right into the lion’s den rather than turn tail and bolt?

      The hissing stops, and I hear the bolts of the door squeak open.

      I shake and scream. Whoever has broken in, if they’re an enemy of Manta, I’m going to get their attention and help them. It’s my only chance to get out of here.

      I feel something pull on the bag, and I hear the chains rattle. Light floods in from above, and I look up to see the last thing I expected.

      An alien’s face.

      It furrows its brows at me, and despite its purple skin, the expression looks almost human. And it’s definitely a he. He has high cheekbones and strong brows. His face is all hard, confident, and angular planes, and his expression breaks into what almost looks like a smirk as he peers down at me. His expression oozes confidence, but there’s also a hint of curiosity and wonder.

      Then it speaks. In English. The accent is unlike anything I’ve heard before...the vowels are too long and the consonants are clipped.

      “Press the bag out away from your body,” he says.

      I obey. Something in his voice makes me feel compelled to follow his orders.

      As soon as I push the bag out, something hits it, and light floods through just below my hands. I hear the bag ripping, and soon I see a sharp blade tearing through the bag.

      The bag breaks open and strong hands grab hold of me. I can’t even get a good look at him before he spins me around and shoves me, face forward, into the wall. He presses a muscular arm into my back and head, not to inflict any pain or damage, but hard enough that I can’t turn my head to look back at him.

      “You’re from the invading fleet?” I ask. “How could you have arrived so much--?”

      “Quiet! Female!” he rasps. “I ask the questions.”

      I struggle against him, but he pushes me more forcefully into the wall. “How many human males are through that door?”

      “Four,” I say. “I’ll help you–.”

      He flips me around, and I finally get a good look at him.

      He tilts his head at me, and I see that not only is his face purple, but he has bear-like ears on top of his head. Aside from the ears and purple skin, he looks...mostly human. But I feel my heart racing as I look down the length of his body, which is covered by some kind of skin-tight armor. It’s teal in color, and it hugs his eight-pack abs and all his other bulging muscles, leaving little to the imagination. The crotch armor has a huge bulge, and my own eyes bulge at that sight, but then I realize it must be purely decorative–exaggerating his masculine features–as there’s no way his cock could actually be that large.

      His ears pull back, and his head tilts. His nostrils flare, and he invades way too far into my personal bubble when he shoves his nose right up next to my face and inhales. He sniffs further and further down my body, and I feel...uncomfortable? I should be creeped out, but instead I feel my heart racing, and I can’t keep my eyes from admiring his chiseled body and beautiful face.

      “Five men to one breeding female?” he asks. “Cygnus and Aegus spoke highly of the fertility of human females –so I can only assume your men are weak and infertile.”

      “Excuse me?” I snort. “A breeding female? I don’t know what kind of fucked up society you come from, but I am not just for breeding.”

      He yanks me close into his body and sniffs deeply into the crook between my neck and shoulder. “Then why would you have this scent? You smell like strong breeding stock, you–”

      “Listen,” I interrupt him. “There are four assholes on the other side of the door. Are you going to do something about them, or do you just want to sniff at me and creep me out?”

      “My faction wants to destroy all humans,” he says, “but I’ve been sent here to kill one of my own kind. Where can I find Great Brother Cygnus? Is he still on the red planet?”

      Great Brother Cygnus. An alien from the invading fleet who–along with his brother–purportedly arrived ahead of the others and started some kind of cult on Mars. I had dismissed this story about the brothers as rumors, but standing here hearing about it from a real live alien who is sniffing my neck, I start to believe the rumors might be true.

      My first instinct is to lie, but his jade green eyes peer deep into mine, and I’m worried he’ll snap my neck if he decides I’m not telling the truth or can’t be useful to his cause.

      “The rumors say he’s still there,” I say. “We don’t have hard intel to confirm it, though.”

      He lets go of me and pulls himself along the handrails toward the door leading to the turret room.

      “Wait,” I say. “What are you going to do? I thought you were only here to kill Cygnus? Take me back onto your ship, and I’ll help you get to Mars.”

      He looks back at me. “My ship is gone. I am permitted to kill any human I need to in order to reach my target. Can you pilot the ship?”

      His tone makes me think that if my answer is “no,” he might just kill me on the spot.

      “Yes,” I say. “It’s operated using manual controls, and I–.”

      “Are any of the males on the other side of this door critical to operating the ship?”

      I owe these assholes nothing. And they just destroyed a ship carrying civilians...including women and children. I’m not the judge and jury, but they should be tried according to Imperial law.

      “They’re all critical,” I lie. “It takes all of us to–.--”

      “You’re lying,” he snarls. “You must be emotionally attached to these men who have attempted and failed to impregnate you. And even after they imprison you like this? You are softer and weaker than they are! I will show them no mercy!”
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      I turn away from the woman in disgust. Her scent still lingers in my nose, and its powerful effect is still tingling in my head. I understand now how Aegus and Cygnus were deceived and trapped by such weakness, but I’m stronger than them. I have a mission to carry out, and a mountain of shame debt to clear away.

      I check the door, and find that it’s unlocked. I jerk it open and pull myself through into the cockpit.

      I grasp the blade in my hand, and the moment I turn the corner I see the four of them. They are gathered around the captain’s chair at the far end of the room. None of them appear to be armed.

      I hit the wall, and while they are still staring at me with their mouths hung open in shock, I kick off the wall and launch myself straight at them.

      Two of the men scatter, but two stand still in disbelief.

      I have just seconds before impact, but I focus on the two who scattered. One has grabbed a gun, and the other is pulling a bladed weapon from racks on the wall.

      The ones who stood still are weaklings, but killing them first will cost me but a moment.

      I raise the blade in my hand and  will my other hand to form a sharp point. I slash the blade and cut open the first man’s neck, while my hand pierces straight through the other man’s forehead. When I feel the pointed biosuit penetrate into the center of his skull, I will it to flare out in all directions, mincing his brain to mush.

      I feel heat trying to penetrate the back of my armor–it must be from a laser-based weapon–but my armor reflects and converts the beam to harmless light.

      I fling the bloodied blade at one of the other men approaching me with an axe, but he blocks the blade in mid-flight with his own weapon. It clinks against his axe and floats uselessly away through the cockpit.

      The heat on my back fades away, and I feel fingers wrapping around my neck.

      I will the armor on my back to transform into a lance, and I shove it through the attacker’s gut. I hear him gag, and the warm wetness of his blood splatters across my neck.

      “I’m Captain Manta!” the axe-wielding man shouts. “We can negotiate! I speak for the Empire!”

      “Tell me,” I say, feeling the perverse urge to torment my prey before I kill him. “How a man who cannot even impregnate such a fertile breeding female as the woman you have imprisoned in the crews’ quarters can consider himself worthy of being called captain?”

      And then I smell her scent filling the room, and I see Manta’s eyes widen.

      The clothes on his arm burn away, and his skin melts down to the bone.

      “You fucker!” the female shrieks behind me.

      I will my armor to snap back. It forms a long tendril that slaps the gun out of the female’s hand.

      It reaches back around and coils itself around her waist. I hold her in place with the tendril, as she has shame-debted me for interfering in business between males.

      “You fucking bitch!” Manta screams, clutching the gaping wound on his shoulder,as blood seeps out forming shimmering spheres.

      I’m worried this so-called leader will bleed out and die before I can interrogate him, so I reach out with a new tendril and grab the laser from his grasp.

      I place it into my hand. Checking the weapon, I see it has a knob, and I turn it to what looks to be the lowest setting.

      “I will cauterize the wound,” I say, “and then you’ll tell me everything you know about Great Brother Cygnus.”

      I aim the gun at the wound. “Move your hand away from it!”

      He obeys, and I pull the trigger.

      His entire arm melts away, and he grunts and wails in agony. The arm floats through the cockpit.

      “Ah,” I say, looking down at the knob  with furrowed brows. “I seem to have set the weapon to maximum power. My mistake.”

      The laser cauterized the wound on both ends, and there’s no longer any more new blood floating up into the air from his wound.

      Manta twitches violently, and I see thick, black bile beginning to seep out of his mouth.

      “Female!” I say. “Is he really so weak? This killed him?”

      “You melted off his fucking arm! Of course you killed him!”

      “You shot him first,” I remind her, releasing the tendril from the gun and turning to face her.

      “I was mad at him! He had just brutally murdered a bunch of innocent women and children! I was just giving him a little burn to punish him.”

      “So you desire revenge,” I say, “but yet you are too cowardly to fully act on your convictions?”

      Her skin flushes red, and she kicks herself off the wall, floating in the direction of the pilot’s seat. “Out of my way!” she lashes out at me.

      I move aside, and she stops herself when she reaches the pilot’s seat. She presses some buttons on the control panel, and I hear the hiss of air leaking out.

      “You’ll kill us both,” I say.

      “I’m venting out all the blood,” she says in a neutral voice, pointing at the man whose throat I slit.

      The blood starts to float up toward a vent, and I switch the knob on the laser to the low setting. I’m sure I turned it in the right direction this time.

      I burn the severed skin to cut off the blood flow.

      She shuts off the vent. “We just lost a lot of oxygen from that,” she says, scowling at me.

      I lick my lips absentmindedly as I watch her. She’s bent over the seat so she can reach the buttons, and her butt is large and shapely. Her anger accentuates her soft features, and even her smell becomes sweeter.

      “I minimized the blood as best I could,” I say, “but your interference made things difficult.”

      She straps herself into the seat and hits a switch, causing the engine to rumble.

      The acceleration throws me back. I feel as if I’m falling, and I slam back first into the tail end of the ship. I’ve set my armor to low consumption mode. This setting fails to brace me against any non-lethal damage, so the air is knocked out of my lungs.

      Just as I begin to gasp for breath, she cuts power to the engines, and I float back into the center of the room.

      “You arrogant bastard,” she says, her eyes narrowed at me in fury.

      I catch myself smiling at her outburst, and force myself to look away from her. I force a neutral expression on my face and hope that she didn’t see me smiling at her.
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      I cut the engines, and the cocky asshole alien floats back off the wall. I accelerated at over 1g, and he hit the wall hard. It would have knocked out a human, but he’s...smiling?

      He looks away just as I catch a glimpse of his shiny white teeth, and he looks back at me with his same smug and superior look he’s been giving me all along.

      “I now control the ship,” he says, grabbing hold of a handrail on the wall.

      “I’m pretty sure I’m in the pilot’s seat,” she sasses. “Or would you like me to slam you into the wall again?”

      He smiles again, but this time he doesn’t try to hide it. I feel myself blushing, and my stomach churns with frustrating and annoying….feelings. I grit and grind my teeth at the stupidity of feeling anything but utter hate and disdain toward this murderous monster.

      “I control the ship by proxy,” he says.

      “What does that mean?”

      Another freaky teal tentacle shoots out of his armor, and it rips me out of my restraints. It pulls me toward him, and when I’m just inches away, it melts back into his armor.

      “I control you,” he says, “and thus the ship.”

      I roll my eyes. “What if I refuse to fly it?”

      “You will obey me,” he says. “And in return, I will spare you.”

      “I thought you wanted to kill all humans?” I challenge.

      “After my faction wins against the race traitors, we will arrive and destroy all of you. I can spare your life until then. It changes nothing.”

      “Wow,” I say. “That is sooo generous of you. I will be sure to obey you soo much more now, master.”

      His grin stretches from ear to ear, and his ears pop up until they’re standing perfectly straight. “Excellent. Though you can call me Captain Fenrir.”

      “Captain…” I say slowly, deliberately drawing out the word. “You seriously want me to call you Captain?”

      “Captain Fenrir,” he says.

      “What are you going to call me? Breeding female?”

      “Is this what they called you?” he asks.

      No. They called me airwoman, which was almost as bad.

      “Fiona,” I say. “You can call me Fiona.”

      “I see,” he says. “I know your language has many dialects, but I am not familiar with this one.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Human Fiona!” he barks. “Guide the ship to orbit the red planet.”

      “It’s just Fiona,” I say.

      “What do you call this ship?” he asks.

      “The Broom Closet,” I say.

      All the low-tech ships have names like this, but I withhold the information that we’re using lower tech ships. I don’t have a lot of loyalty left for the Empire, but when dealing with an alien who wants to destroy all of humanity, I’m still going to side with humanity.

      “This name is not suitable,” he says. “As Captain Fenrir, I rename this ship Cygnus’s Bane.”

      I bite my lip. Fenrir really seems to have it in for Great Brother Cygnus. If the rumors are true, Cygnus and Aegus are fighting against the invaders who want to exterminate humanity. I used to think their faction just consisted of the two Great Brothers, but from the way Fenrir spoke, it sounds like there are more of them, and they’re dispersed among the invasion fleet itself.

      I decide it’s best to obey Fenrir for now. He’s so arrogant that he may continue spilling useful information like this. If I somehow manage to escape unscathed, I could give everything I figure out to Mars-Venus...or to the Great Brother himself.

      “So,” I ask, “what is your plan once we are in Martian orbit? You know this ship can’t enter the atmosphere or land, right?”

      “Of course I know this,” he snaps. “I have everything planned out, you need not concern yourself with this. How far to the red planet?”

      “Twelve hours or so,” I say.

      Through the window, Mars looks about as large as the moon does from Earth’s surface.

      “So take us there!” he shouts, looking through the cockpit’s window. “It looks close, it cannot take twelve of your hours to reach it!”

      “We’re at war with Mars,” I say. “I’ll need to boost us hard and fast, just enough to get us moving, then cut the engines. We’ll have to float into orbit to get there undetected.”

      “This sounds like a cowardly approach,” he says.

      “We’re one garbage gunship against the full defense forces of Mars. Do you want to be cowardly and alive, or brave and dead?”

      He starts to grumble under his breath in an alien language, but he finally says, “I agree to the cowardly Fiona plan. Another small amount of shame debt pales to my great burden.”

      The cowardly Fiona plan. The nerve of this guy! I pull out an ancient tablet from the main console and start programming in the stealth orbital approach. It’s a very delicate maneuver, and there will only be one chance for us to do it. If our thrust vector is off by even a single degree, we’ll miss the Martian orbit entirely. And if we make an adjustment burn near Mars, they’ll see it’s an Imperial ship and blow us apart.

      I finish the calculations, and the computer starts to run its proofing algorithms. It will spit back any possible wrinkles and a percentage margin of error. With the Broom Closet’s--no, Cygnus’s Bane’s--shitty computer, it usually takes two or three polishing runs to get a safe flight path.

      From looking over the report it prints out, the main issue with this flight path is the intense g-force required on initial burn. It will use up most of our fuel, and I’ll have to use an acceleration couch, as the pilot’s seat isn’t rated to handle anything above 3gs for more than a few seconds.

      Fenrir’s shadow looms across the console. “What is a thrust vector?” he asks.

      “You can read?” I ask, taken aback.

      “Yes, your writing system is primitive, just like everything else about you.”

      “Okay,” I say in disgust, shoving the tablet into his hands. “If you’re so damn advanced, you do it!”

      He takes one look at the screen, then jams his finger into it.

      The engines rumble.

      Oh, shit.

      The burst is huge, and Fenrir’s armor launches tendrils in all directions in response.

      The long projections grasp tightly to the handrails on both sides of the ship, and they hold him in place like some big, purple and ripped-as-hell spider.

      The tablet flies out of his hands and shatters into hundreds of pieces when it lands against the back wall.

      My seat is facing backward toward Fenrir, and it locks in this position as a “safety” precaution against the intense g-force.

      The restraints tear into my skin as my body pulls against them, and as the acceleration intensifies, I hear the straps begin to tear. If they break open, I’ll slam into the back wall and be mashed into a pulp.

      Fenrir launches out a tendril that grabs hold of my seat, spinning it to face toward the window. I catch a glimpse of him grinning wildly at me just before my seat starts spinning back toward the window.

      My vision blurs and turns blood red under the intense g-force. With the seat locked forward, I’m at least getting pulled back into it rather than out of it. The restraints are no longer cutting into me, and there’s a smaller risk I will get pulled into the wall and die.

      Though, maybe the acceleration will just squash my organs against the back of my ribcage instead. What a lovely thought.

      My eyes water, the salty tears streaming back across my face. My jaw rumbles, and I clench my teeth together to avoid biting my tongue off.

      The chair starts to vibrate, and I worry it’s going to rip off the floor.

      Would Fenrir grab me with his tendrils before I died? He at least turned my seat around when he saw the restraints tearing.

      He’s protected me –in a very roundabout and frustrating way–twice now. Though this second time I only needed his protection from a situation he created through his stubborn arrogance.

      My vision narrows to a small pinprick, and I begin to feel light-headed.

      There’s a loud, violent jerk, and suddenly I’m weightless. The chair has torn off the floor.

      My vision floods back in a rush, and I see Fenrir zipping across the room, dozens of tendrils connecting to the handrails. He darts out of my way just before I slam into him.

      Great, he’s done with me. I’ve plotted the course for him, and he has no use–.

      His armor stretches out into a thin, teal membrane, and I slam into it.

      The membrane stretches out as it surrounds me, and I pull through it. I still see myself dropping down, farther and farther, Fenrir’s tall silhouette disappearing above me.

      Just before I hit the ground, the membrane pulls me back up toward him. It tugs against the acceleration, but it’s wrapped itself entirely around me now, and it’s somehow insulating my body against the intense g-force.

      And now Fenrir is inside the membrane, as well, being pulled toward me. And he’s totally fucking naked.

      Did I die already? Or am I hallucinating? Because his dick is just as big as the “ornamental” crotch armor hinted it would be, and it’s fucking teal.

      And the creepy armor-turned-membrane is pulling us toward each other.

      Our bodies slam together, and I feel his warmth envelope me as his arms wrap tightly around me. My face presses into his chest. It’s hard and wide, but I suddenly feel safe and protected.

      The membrane encircles us completely, and the g-force cuts off. I can no longer even feel the violent jerking or vibration.

      But then I do feel a vibration. Something big, long and hard is pushing into me, trailing from my belly button up to my breasts...and it’s vibrating wildly.

      I look down to see the head of his teal cock shoved between my breasts, and even though blood is rushing through my whole body–from my cheeks to my lips to my...other lips –I can’t help but reach up and slap him.

      I slap him as hard as I can up-side the head, but instead of causing him any pain, it just hurts my hand. So, I ball up my first to punch him. I hit him a few times, but end up hurting myself more than I do him.

      Each time I strike him, I feel his cock vibrating even more rapidly against my body. It’s not just beating or pulsing faintly like a human cock, it’s literally vibrating.

      “Damn it!” I shriek. “Stop it!”

      I tell him to stop only because my body seems to disagree. I feel my nipples hardening against my bra, and I worry that with his keen sense of smell, he’ll smell my arousal and guess just how wet I am.

      The membrane melts away, and we’re floating again in zero-g.

      “The engines have cut off,” he says.

      He’s still holding me tight, and his cock is still vibrating against me.

      “Let go of me!” I gasp, my face flushed in embarrassment.

      He lets go of his hold on me, and I shove his chest, pushing myself away from him.

      As I float away, I see his big, hard, teal cock in its full size and glory. I stare at it like an idiot, my eyes widening in amazement. Even as I float farther away, it still looks so fucking big.

      “Hmmm,” he says, looking down at his dick. “Are you not able to shut off your pheromones?”

      “Excuse me?” I say incredulously, grabbing a handrail and stopping myself.

      “Your pheromones have distracted me, made me erect, and now I’m wasting valuable calories with this vibration.”

      “So it’s my fault you can’t keep your teal dick in your pan--–in your...where the hell is your armor? Why are you floating around naked with a big alien boner?”

      “My biosuit is nearly depleted,” he says. “Give me the most protein-dense rations available so that I can recharge it.”

      “Can you at least put that crotch piece back on?” I ask, shielding my eyes with my hand.

      “No,” he says. “If you don’t like my penis, don’t look at it.”

      “Fine!” I say. “If you don’t like my fucking pheromones, then don’t smell them!”

      “They disperse throughout the whole ship,” he says matter-of-factly. “I could secure you back in the sack, or in the airlock–”

      “Okay,” I say. “Forget it. Keep your dick out all you want.”

      The corners of his mouth twitch and rise up into a grin, and his cock, still fully erect, bobs up and down..

      “So,” I ask, changing the subject, “why do you want to kill Cygnus, exactly?”

      Considering that his existence has mostly been based on rumor, I have a hard time imagining that killing Cygnus will accomplish much of anything.. I don’t tell Fenrir this, as I’m happy to have him waste his time. I might even be able to warn Cygnus and his human followers before Fenrir strikes. I can use Fenrir to get closer to Cygnus, which in turn could get me safely onto the surface of Mars. It’s not exactly where I wanted to end up, but as someone implicated in the murder of an Imperial officer, I have little choice.

      “My shame debt compels me to kill him!” Fenrir grunts.

      As hard as I try to keep my eyes off his big teal cock, they feel like they’re drawn magnetically toward it. If my concentration starts drifting, my eyes fall right back down toward it. Even though his cock is getting softer now, it’s still fucking massive.

      “I have no idea what that means,” I say. “Shame debt? Does that mean you’re embarrassed or something?”

      He’s talking to me with a straight face and his huge teal dick hanging out, so embarrassment seems unlikely, but it’s all I can even remotely tie this alleged “shame debt” to.

      “Only a warrior could understand,” he says.

      I shake my head and kick off the floor, toward the turret I used to man. I slap the turret and widen my eyes at him. “Do you see this?”

      “It’s a primitive kinetic weapon,” he says.

      I scoff. “And how many of these primitive weapons do you see in this ship?”

      He squints and scans the room with his eyes. “Four.”

      “How many men did you kill?” I ask.

      “Four,”he replies.. “One for each weapon.”

      “No,” I say, “the last one you killed ordered the rest of us around and piloted the ship. He didn’t fire the weapons.”

      I sit down into the turret’s chair and grab the handles. I turn the controls from side to side, showing him I know what I’m doing.

      Fenrir’s eyes bulge. “They had their breeding Fiona operate a weapon?”

      “Did you seriously just call me ‘their breeding Fiona?’ For real?”

      “It’s not your fault you couldn’t bear them a child,” he says. “These men were weak. Whoever arranged these flawed pairings owes you great shame debt for having wasted your fertility on them.”

      “You’re lucky I can’t turn this primitive kinetic weapon around so it’s facing into the ship so I can blow your cock off,” I screech angrily.

      I push off the wall and head toward the door leading to the sleeping quarters. I pull the door open, and then turn back to him, willing myself not to look at his chiseled body or his massive cock. “You sleep in this room. I will sleep in the other room.”

      Before he can spit out some other pigheaded insult at me, I pass through the doorway and slam the door shut loudly behind me.
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      The female–no, the Fiona–slams the door before I can order her to bring food to me.

      I still cannot understand why she calls herself a Fiona. When we first pieced together the scattered radio waves from Sol, we realized that the humans had only one language. There were some regional variations depending on where the speaker came from–remnants from old, dead languages–and some words would change in certain dialects. Female...Femelle...Frau...I remember these variations of the word, but not “Fiona.” This dialect is unfamiliar to me.

      My penis twitches when I think of her slamming the door. She was angry, and her face was red, but her eyes clung to me. My heart pounds in my chest, and the taint and corruption of her Seraphic Form tempts me.

      I bow my head down and mutter a silent prayer to Phyria. I focus on what matters, pushing the temptations of the Fiona’s alluring scent and body from my mind. Her shapely hips, her large breasts, her slightly asymmetric smile. Why should such imperfections draw me even more to her? This whole race is a corruption, a trap laid down for us. A test. If the blasphemers Cygnus and Aegus have their way, we’ll take this bait, and our race will perish along with the humans.

      My stomach rumbles. The biosuit has shrunk down to the size of a pinhead and attached itself to my back. Dampening the acceleration drained the last of the suit’s power. And my stomach.

      I push off the wall and float toward the cockpit. There are several compartments lining the walls on either side of the pilot’s chair, and I pull each compartment open one by one in search of food.

      The first compartment contains a tablet, and it floats out. I grab hold of it to stuff it back in, but when I touch it, the screen comes on.

      Filling the screen is a fully naked human female. My eyes bulge and cock twitches. I shove it back into the compartment and slam the door shut.

      Yet the image is burned into my mind. The woman on the screen was not as attractive as the woman on the ship. She was too malnourished, and though her breasts were large, she seemed somewhat artificial, while the ship Fiona is...real. Yet the hard nipples and the look in the screen woman’s eyes made me wonder what the woman on the ship would look like with her clothes removed.

      “No,” I say to myself in Marauder language. “It’s best that her clothes stay on...I must order her to remain clothed.”

      If I saw the Fiona like this, it might be too difficult to control myself. To stop myself from giving into the worst temptation. I would be no better than Cygnus or Aegus.

      I open the next compartment and a bar-shaped object floats out. I sniff at it, and from the compelling scent, I know it’s food.

      I jam half of it into my mouth and chew it eagerly. At first, the bar’s texture feels harsh on my tongue, and it has no flavor. But then, beneath the outer skin covering the bar, the most delicious thing I’ve ever experienced explodes within my mouth.

      I spit the skin out, then pull the bar out of my mouth. The skin shimmers like metal, but the bar itself is black like the starry void, and it melts onto my fingers.

      The taste explodes across my tongue, and the sensation is so powerful that it fills my nose, as well. My ears jolt erect and upright, and my mouth hangs open. Some of the godly elixir drips out of my mouth. I catch it with my finger and lick it off.

      I swallow the entire bar and the taste stays in my mouth long after. I can taste hundreds of other flavors from that one bar as the taste in my mouth changes moment by moment.

      I tear into the bar again, forgetting to first peel away the skin.

      The door slides open behind me, and I turn to see the Fiona tilting her head at me.

      “I was going to give you this,” she says, holding up a bag. “Dehydrated pork substitute.”

      Then she squints at me, her face breaking into a smile. She laughs so hard that she curls up into a ball, spinning in zero-g as she laughs.

      I stop chewing, and the skin from the food hangs from the side of my mouth as I study her.

      “You found the chocolate,” she says, still laughing. “And you ate the wrapper.”

      I pull the skin out of my mouth and shove it into the compartment. “The skin is not appetizing, but the fruit itself is...there are no words for how good it tastes.”

      I’m holding the rest of the bar in my hands. It’s melting onto my skin. I should eat it before it completely melts–I need every last calorie–and I want to savor every last bite.

      I look up at the Fiona before I bite in, and she’s no longer laughing. She’s gazing at the fruit–she said it’s called chocolate–the same way she gazed at my erect penis. She must want it as much as she wanted my penis inside her before.

      I could not give her my penis, but perhaps I should give her the chocolate? I still need her in order to reach Mars, and building goodwill with her might be worth sacrificing the delicious food.

      I hold what remains of the chocolate bar out to her. “Here, you eat it.”

      “Really?” she says, her eyes bright. “You’re going to share it with me?”

      “Eat it!” I say. “I order you to. And don’t forget this gesture of goodwill!”

      She laughs again, though I don’t know why, and she snatches the chocolate fruit from my hand.

      She holds it by the skin, not touching the fruit itself with her hand. She squeezes the skin just enough to press the fruit out, and she takes a bite of it, avoiding the skin.

      Ah, so that’s how it’s done.

      She closes her eyes as she chews, and a smile fills her face. I feel satisfied, but for the wrong reasons. Instead of knowing she owes me for this, I feel glad that I was able to provide her with this happiness.

      “Go back to your room!” I command her.

      “Why?” she asks, opening her eyes and staring at me in confusion.

      Because you’re corrupting me! Because the Seraphic Form should never be attained, only held as a divine ideal. She’d not understand any of these explanations, so I do not speak them aloud.

      “Give me the food,” I say, pulling the bag out of her hand.

      “I have what I need,” I add, “so I have no need of you.”

      I shove her lightly on the shoulder, and she starts drifting off toward the door.

      “Did you just shove me away?” she says, grabbing a handrail and propelling herself right back to me.

      “I’m stronger than you,” I say. “And you were not obeying me.”

      “Why should I fucking obey you?”

      “Because I’ve chosen not to kill you,” I say. “But I could easily change my mind.”

      She grabs hold of the pilot’s controls to stop herself just short of reaching me. She reaches out and shoves me.

      She’s weak, but anchored to the controls and in zero-g, her weak attack pushes me slowly toward the wall. I bounce gently into the compartments, and the top one slides open.

      The image of the naked woman floats out of the compartment and as it floats in her direction, it spins around so that the image appears directly in front of her face.

      Her face turns bright red with embarrassment, and she swats it away.

      “So you were in here looking at porn? Seriously?”

      “Porn?” I ask.

      She grabs the tablet from mid-air and sticks it in my face. “This!”

      “This malnourished woman is a mother?” I ask.

      How could such a small woman have had a child and earned her mother’s name?

      “I see,” I say. “You are upset that this woman, Porn, despite being much smaller than you, was still able to bear a child.”

      Her face turns as red as my birth star, and though it shouldn’t matter to me, I find myself struggling to calm her.

      “Calm yourself!” I shout. “Porn is less fertile than you!”

      I point to the screen, running my fingers along the weak curves of her backside.

      “She must have been paired with an especially fertile male, and been lucky even then to be impregnated. The men I killed who attempted to breed with you were–.”

      “I did not fucking breed with them!” she hisses.

      She slaps the screen out of my hand and raises her boot to attack me. She rams it into my stomach, anchoring herself on the control console with her hands for greater effect.

      She attempts to squash me against the wall, but I feel no pain.

      “I realize the breeding was not successful,” I say, “but–”

      “No!” she shouts. “I didn’t… Jesus! Why am I even talking to you about this?”

      I know the answer. She wants me to breed with her, and she’s seen me effortlessly slay the men who could not get her with child. She knows I could succeed where they failed, but some form of shame debt prevents her from asking me to do it.

      “You should know this,” I say. “I will not breed with you. I believe, with great conviction, that breeding with human Fionas means the end of my race. I will not contribute to that.”

      Her boot moves down, and it slams roughly into my balls.

      Now I feel pain.
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      I’m back in the sleeping quarters, and I’m fuming mad. The nerve of him! Thinking I want to...breed with him. Not only does he think I want to fuck him, he thinks I want to have his weird alien baby?

      I check my tablet and see that we’re a few hours from Martian orbit. I’ll have to go back into the cockpit soon to monitor the instruments.

      Maybe I’ll just make him stay in here while I run things. It’s probably the smart move, considering how bad he screwed us over when he launched us into full thrust before I could double-check the trajectory.

      I keep a close eye on the margin of error as we approach Mars. It was at 5% margin of error shortly after launch–already much higher than normally acceptable–and it’s climbed steadily toward 20% as we get closer.

      By the time I’m able to suppress my anger and go back in to face Captain Fenrir again, it’s risen to 30%.

      I take in a deep breath, open the door, and head back into WHERE to face him.

      When I enter the room, I see his feet hooked into the handrails. Even though there’s no gravity–meaning no up or down–he’s oriented so that he looks upside down from my point of view. With his pointy ears and purple skin, he looks almost like a bat hanging from the ceiling. Though no bat I’ve ever seen has the body of a Greek god or such a frustratingly perfect face.

      “Human Fiona,” he says. “I have not changed my mind, I will not breed–.”

      “Shut up!” I shout. “Look at this!”

      I shove the tablet in his face.

      “40%?” he says. “Your chances are much lower than–.”

      “Shut! Up! This is the margin of error. It keeps going up. Your hasty launch has probably doomed us.”

      “We will not orbit the red planet?” he asks. “Our women control the fleet, while our men fight. It seems that your men are poor fighters and your women are poor pilots.”

      “No,” I say. “You idiot. You started the acceleration burn before I was finished, you’re the one who is a poor pilot!”

      “I never claimed to be a good pilot,” he says. “It shame debts me to even imply I could pilot a ship.”

      “ “Let me explain the situation we are in,” I say. “There’s still a chance we will enter a stable orbit. It’s a 60% chance as of now, but it keeps getting lower. The longer we wait, the more fuel we need to make a corrective burn. In the next ten minutes, I guess this is going to hit 50%, and that’s our point of no return.”

      “So fix it now,” he says. “Or are you too poor a pilot to do so?”

      “If I make any burn at all now,” I say, “the Martian defense grid is going to see us. We’ll no longer be in a stealth orbit, and we’ll no longer be able to get smuggled down onto the surface.”

      “A 50% chance is high,” he says. “We will risk it. I have decided. If we fail to enter orbit, where will we go?”

      “We’ll slingshot off,” I respond, “and slowly fly out of the solar system. The life support will shut off within a few weeks, and we’ll die.”

      A smile engulfs his face. I hate myself for thinking how insanely gorgeous he looks when he smiles.

      “Why the hell are you smiling?” I say, shoving at him.

      “I told you I’d not breed with you,” he says. “But there’s now a 50% chance.”

      “What?” my eyes widen and I shake my head in disbelief. “Who said anything about breeding?”

      “If it works and we enter the stealth orbit, then I can succeed in my mission.”

      “And if we don’t, we both die. You understand that part, right?” I ask.

      “Yes,” he says, his smile growing wider. “I cannot breed with you if there’s any chance we will survive. However, if we both will die, and if there is no chance of producing offspring, I can give you what you want.”

      He looks down at his cock and my eyes follow. It’s hardening.

      “Who said I wanted to have sex with you?” I say, redirecting my eyes to avoid looking at him or his big teal cock.

      “You don’t have to say anything,” he says smugly. “I know it.”

      “Hmm,” he says. “It seems there’s now a 70% chance I will know you from the inside.”

      What? Fuck!

      I grab the tablet from him and look at the screen in panic.

      The margin of error has climbed faster than I expected, and we’re almost sure to die now if I don’t make the burn immediately. I’ve already mapped out the thrust vector, and without giving it a second thought, I shove Fenrir hard, propelling me toward the control console.

      I input the thrust vector and slam down on the button.

      The engines shake the ship and the slight acceleration throws me backward.

      The back of the ship feels suddenly like it’s down—like the floor—and Fenrir is already waiting there for me.

      I fall into him, and he catches me.

      He holds me tightly against him as the engines burn. Again I feel his hard cock pressing into me, but this time it’s pressing right up against my ass.

      “It cannot happen now, human Fiona,” he says. “For we both may survive. Do not tempt me with your large backside.”

      I want to backhand him for that comment, but he lifts me and holds me up above him.

      I grind my teeth and decide to just ignore him. It’s completely pointless arguing with him. I remember–before the Marauder fleet had been spotted–reading various speculations of first contact.

      The first theory indicated that if we were to encounter an alien race, the most likely outcome would be that they would be so different from us that we could never understand them. They might be so far advanced that it would be comparable to an ant trying to understand a computer.

      The other theory implied that evolution likely would produce similar outcomes across the galaxy, and that whomever we encountered would mirror us closely.

      Seeing Fenrir in the flesh, my first reaction had been that aliens mirrored us quite closely. If anything, they had evolved better than us, as I’d never seen a human man who looked as gorgeous and perfect as Fenrir.

      It seems now, though, that the truth lies somewhere in-between both theories: aliens evolved similarly to us, but we can never understand them. It’s not that they are too alien or too advanced from us, but simply that they are so fucking cocky and full of themselves that true, meaningful communication is impossible.

      The engines cut off, and I start to float out of Fenrir’s hands.

      I look over to him, and he’s holding the tablet.

      “What’s it say?” I ask.

      “We now have a 0% chance of mating with each other,” he says.

      I breathe a sigh of relief. Yet I do feel a tinge of disappointment. To have sex with Fenrir would be...complicated. He wants to wipe out my entire species, so it would have to be the ultimate hate fuck. And the size of his ego already rivals the size of his cock; I could only imagine how much worse he’d be if I admitted that I actually am curious what it would be like to do it with him.

      Whether it’s the Empire, the habitats, or Mars-Venus who gets their hands on me, my best case scenario is life in prison; the worst case is execution. To the Empire, I’m a traitor, to the habitats I’m surface scum, and to Mars-Venus I’m a war criminal.

      Drifting off into oblivion, and fucking Fenrir until we ran out of air was–in some ways–the easiest and most comfortable outcome.

      But it was the coward’s way out, and I’m not a coward.

      The console starts to flash.

      “We’re being hailed,” I say.

      “This is New Copenhagen,” a voice crackles over the intercom. New Copenhagen is one of the orbitals. “A Martian frigate is on an intercept course with you. They’re saying you’re a war criminal.”

      Fuck.

      “Fenrir,” I say, “let me handle this.”

      Fenrir grabs the tablet and jabs it with his finger. “Hello!” he says in greeting.

      No. No!

      “Fenrir! Give the tablet to me!”

      He grins up at me. “I am ready to negotiate,” he says. “We have four large guns, and I am a powerful warrior. Bring us aboard your orbital or we will destroy you.”

      I kick myself off the console as hard as I can, shouting into the tablet before they end the connection.

      “Ignore him!” I say. “He’s...a Marauder. I have a captive Marauder on board. Get the Martian ship to stand down and grant us safe passage, and we can talk.”

      There’s a brief pause, and then the voice says, “Jettison all your arms and make sure the Marauder is fully restrained. If you’re lying, we’ll hand you right over to the Martians.”

      The channel cuts off.

      “We had the upper hand,” Fenrir says, “and you surrendered it! Foolish Fiona!”

      “You realize the orbital is out of range of our turrets? And you being a powerful warrior does nothing if you are hundreds of kilometers away from them and trapped on this ship.”

      “I didn’t realize we were out of range,” he says. “But it’s never wise to avoid a show of force.”

      “Yes,” I say. “It is wise. Now listen. I’m going to start jettisoning all of our primitive kinetic weapons and you need to let me tie you up.”

      He grins at me. “You’d like that. If I’m fully restrained, you could finally have your way with me.”

      “No,” I say, “I’m subhuman to the orbitals, and you’re…”

      “Better than human,” he says.

      I shake my head, but I realize he’s right.

      “Yes, fine, you’re valuable to them. This was our only choice, okay?”

      “You use me as a thing to be traded?” he asks.

      There’s no malice in his voice, but I feel immediately ashamed. “I’ve...been shame-debted. But yes, using you was the only way to stop us both from getting blown up.”

      “What do they want from me?” he asks. “Do their females want to breed with me?”

      “The orbitals don’t want war,” I say, “and you want to destroy us all. If you care about saving yourself–at all–you might want to consider negotiating with them. And I mean giving something up, compromising, that kind of thing. If you are as stubborn with them as you are with me, you’re as good as dead.”

      “I understand,” he says. “You are wise.”

      My jaw drops open. It’s the first legitimate compliment he’s given me. I’m not fertile; I’m wise.
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      The woman wraps the chains around me. They feel cold against my skin, but when her hand brushes against me, it’s sinfully warm.

      I close my eyes and try to fight the temptation, but I feel my cock rising and getting harder at her mere touch.

      “Okay,” she says. “I got some extra pants. They’re pretty gross and dirty...but I don’t want you walking around naked on the orbital.”

      “Another wise choice,” I say. “I don’t want to tempt their females and make their males feel jealousy toward me. Tell me about the dialect spoken on New Copenhagen. Do they say ‘female’ or ‘Fiona?’ What other terms should I know?”

      “I’m just going to ignore you, okay?” she says. “Keep your legs straight, the pants are going on now. You’re too damn tall, so I had to rip the bottoms off each leg, and I tore out the elastic on the waistband...but they should fit.”

      I straighten my legs, and I feel her pulling the cloth onto me.

      “Shit,” she says. “I should have had you put these on before I chained you up.”

      “I can break these chains,” I say. “Easily.”

      “They don’t know that, just pretend you can’t.”

      She tugs the pants up my legs; my arms are chained behind my back, but my bottom half is naked and unrestrained. My cock is hard and vibrating slightly, as the human Fiona’s sinful pheromones are flooding my nostrils and her soft and warm skin is constantly touching me as she chains and clothes me.

      She gets the pants pulled all the way up to my waist, but my hard cock stands tall above my abdominal muscles, poking far out of the strange cloth confines.

      “Jesus,” she snorts. “You have to be joking.”

      She starts to pull and tug on the waistband, and the movement stimulates my penis.

      “I can’t get it in,” she says, referring to fitting my cock into the pants.

      I long for her to touch my cock, and I bite my lip until I draw blood. The pain does nothing to erase my temptation.

      An alarm buzzes, and red lights begin flashing.

      “Shit!” she yells in a  panic. “They’re boarding now. If they see you popping a teal boner out of your pants, they’re going to think we were...they’re going to think I was…”

      Without warning, her warm hand wraps tightly around my masculine rod, and I vibrate wildly beneath her hand.

      My cock secretes lubricant immediately, coating the shaft, and causing her hand to slide down my length.

      Her face burns red. She pulls the waistband out, and then swiftly shoves my throbbing penis down until it’s below the waistline.

      She lets go, the pants snapping against my waist, but my cock presses against the pants. I can see every last bulging vein through the tight pants. As the lubricant begins to seep through, I can even make out some of the teal color of my cock.

      “I think this will still tempt them,” I say.

      She’s already turned her back to me, and I can see her hands shaking. I’ve had quite an effect on her, yet the need to breed with her has completely overtaken me.

      I too begin to tremble, and I worry that sinful lust will utterly consume me. That it will bring me so deep into shame debt that no act could ever redeem me. This feeling toward the human Fiona–if left unchecked–could bring me to betray my race, I realize.

      The humans truly must be destroyed.

      The airlock hisses, and then it pops open. A tall human female with golden blonde hair pulls herself onboard. Her features more closely align to the Seraphic Form than those of the female who has just chained me up and touched my penis. Though this new blonde female’s features are supposedly more ideal...I’m less attracted to her than I am to the Fiona.

      I find myself suddenly in a strange situation–there are two motherless females–and I don’t know their function. On our Marauder fleet, childless females–and among a Marauder invasion fleet, that meant all the females–were referred to by their duty among the fleet: Antimatter-containment engineer 6, maintenance worker 3, training room operator 12, and so on.

      I consider briefly thinking of the female I am most tempted by as “The Fiona,” but using her special dialect in this way feels blasphemously close to giving a childless female a mother’s name.

      Turret Woman, that’s what I’ll call her.

      And this new one?

      “What is your role on the habitat?” I shout the question to her.

      She grips the handrail and looks down at me with wide eyes. Then her eyes stray farther down until she’s gaping at my bulging penis.

      She looks back up, turning to look briefly at me, and then shifting her eye contact over to Turret Woman. I catch her glancing back at my hard penis, and then she shakes her head. Her long hair floats through the air like golden flames dancing in slow motion.

      “I am Dr. Lisbeth Kristensen, Chair of the New Copenhagen University of Xenology, and I’ve been designated to–.”

      “Jesus!” Turret Woman says. “You’re worse than an Imperial general with all of the titles and pomp–.”

      “You are childless?” I ask her.

      Xenology Woman pulls her blond hair back and tucks it into her collar. She’s wearing a high-collared shirt that looks almost shiny, and it clings tightly to her large breasts. Comparing it to Turret Woman’s dirty military uniform, I can see there is some kind of cultural or status difference between the two of them. And as they are females, this has made them immediately hate each other.

      Xenology Woman shakes her head and says, “You’ve got nothing on your mind but knocking up as many of us as you can? How disappointing. I’d hoped the rumors were false and there’d be more to your culture than fucking.”

      Xenology Woman sneers at Turret Woman and says, “He’s done with you already. He knocked you up, and he’s already asking me if I’m childless. I hope you were just into that alien cock and hadn’t felt anything for–.”

      I growl and fight against my chains. They jangle, and my muscles flex. I kick off the wall and propel myself toward her in anger, but she dodges my advances. With my arms restrained, I simply ram ears first into the airlock door.

      “Hmm,” Xenology Woman says. “Maybe he has decided you’re his lifemate? This could be interesting to study.”

      My head and ears hurt, but I feel terror at this woman’s words. Why did I try to attack Xenology Woman for insulting Turret Woman? Is my temptation to breed with her developing into something more? Is it true blasphemy?

      “I can’t say I don’t understand, why you’d let him fuck you,” Xenology Woman says. “He’s...a striking sight to behold. I’m going to examine him now.”

      “What is your name?” Xenology Woman asks me.

      I glare at her. She has no need to know my name.

      “Let’s restrain his legs,” Xenology Woman snaps to Turret Woman. “I’m sure he can kick harder than a horse.”

      “Just bring us onto New Copenhagen,” Turret Woman says. “We’ll negotiate then–”

      Xenology Woman seizes Turret Woman around the neck, and my inner bear begins to roar.

      The same genetic code that allows me to hibernate through the decades-long journey to Sol also allows me to transform into a bear at will, and at this moment, I allow the bear to take full control.

      My body grows in size, tearing the clothes apart and ripping them from my body. The chains dig into my skin, but soon the tension is too much and they snap apart. Before I can shift fully to bear form, I force it back down and revert fully to my original form. I don’t want these humans from the habitat to know I can shift into a bear.

      Unrestrained, I launch off the wall and slam Xenology Woman against the opposite wall. She releases Turret Woman so she can try to push me off her, but I grab her by the neck. Though she uses her full strength to hit me, I swat her blows away effortlessly.

      I squeeze her neck with my bare hands, hoping to kill her.

      “Fenrir!” the Fiona–no, Turret Woman–screams. “Don’t kill her, we need–.”

      She keeps speaking, but through my blinding rage, I don’t even hear her. But then I feel her hand touch my back and my arm. She squeezes my arm, and her warm soft hand feels so gentle on my back. Her touch forces me to listen.

      “She’s dying!” Turret Woman screams. “Please, Fenrir!”

      I let go of her, and though the Xenology Woman gasps and chokes in agony, she’s not dead.

      “Do not harm the Turret Female!” I warn. “Or I will kill you!”
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      Fenrir shouts into Lisbeth’s face, but then the airlock doors fly open and two men with tasers float through and onto our ship.

      “Stand down!” they order.

      Fenrir spins toward them and raises his hands in front of him, not into fists, but his stance almost gives the impression that he’s preparing to claw the men.

      “Leave the Turret Woman unharmed!” he says, “and take us both aboard your habitat. Do this and I won’t kill all of you.”

      I feel a rush in my chest in response to the way he defends me. Even if he’s calling me Turret Woman when he does it. I realize I should try help him with his “negotiation.”

      “He’ll do it!” I caution. “He boarded our ship and killed five Imperial airmen, and they had guns!”

      The men look at each other, and clutch their tasers more tightly.

      Lisbeth nods to them, then says, “You promise to stand down?”

      “We’re in zero gravity!” Fenrir says. “There is no down, and how could I possibly stand?”

      “You won’t kill us,” Lisbeth repeats, enunciating each word clearly, in an exasperated tone. “That’s what I am asking.”

      “If you lay a finger on Turret Woman again,” Fenrir says, “I will.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Fenrir holds to his word, and Lisbeth and her security team bring us onboard their shuttle. It’s total luxury compared to Cygnus’s Bane, with plush faux-leather seats.

      Fenrir watches me strap myself in to one of the empty seats, and the two men each position a hand on the tasers–which are now strapped to their belts–as Fenrir remains floating freely around the cabin.

      “Everyone sit down,” Lisbeth says.

      “Them first,” Fenrir says, glaring at them.

      Lisbeth sighs, and turns back from her seat to look over her shoulder at the men. “Anders, Peter, sit down.”

      The two men pull themselves into their seats and strap in.

      “Sit down, Fenrir,” I say.

      He pulls himself down next to me and straps himself in.

      He’s close to me, close enough that I can smell him. I can’t let myself forget that he wants to kill all humans, but he’s protecting me. For now at least.

      And then rich and luxurious smell of tanned animal hide hits my nose. “This is real leather?”

      “What is leather?” Fenrir asks.

      “Of course,” Lisbeth says. She’s facing the window–which is a 3-D screen rather than a primitive glass window–while the two guards face us.

      “You actually have cows on New Copenhagen?” I ask.

      “What is cow?” Fenrir asks.

      “An animal,” I say. “It’s extinct on Earth. I remember seeing one as a child. It was behind thick, bullet-proof glass. Hermetically sealed so no pathogens could get to it.”

      “Speaking of pathogens,” Lisbeth says, “we’re going to have to deep-scrub you both before you are allowed onto the habitat.”

      “She thinks I am dirty?” Fenrir whispers to me.

      “She thinks we’re both filthy,” I say, loud enough for them all to hear.

      “It’s not personal,” Lisbeth says. “But we couldn’t have you bringing on the bug that killed all the cows on Earth.”

      “Aren’t you all pumped full of little robots anyway?” I say. “They’ll tear apart any bug or virus that gets in before it can even think of multiplying.”

      “Yes,” Lisbeth says. “Our cows are, too, but you’re still getting deep-scrubbed. We take no chances.”

      The New Copenhagen habitat is a massive O’Neil cylinder–a 50-kilometer-long spinning tube in Martian orbit. Inside the tube are long strips of land alternating with empty strips to let in the sun. Each strip of land is fifty kilometers long and three kilometers wide, and bridges run from strip to strip across the gaps. The rotation of the cylinder creates artificial gravity. It’s effectively a slice of old Earth floating above Mars. Just over one million people live inside the habitat, and they live much better than anyone else in the solar system.

      We studied the habitats in school, though the Imperial education system portrayed them as decadent elitists, traitors who sealed themselves off from the rest of the filthy masses rather than working to save Earth. Even through all the propaganda, I knew that anyone with half a brain would kill to live on a habitat. Especially New Copenhagen, since it’s one of the largest and richest among the habitats.

      They had cows, which meant they had beef. My parents had told my sister Aura and me about eating real beef, how it melted on their tongues and exploded with flavor.

      “The scrubbing is not going to be pleasant,” I whisper to Fenrir, “but we might be able to bully them into giving us some really nice food.”

      Bully. I’m already letting Fenrir’s brutish negotiation tactics influence me too much.

      “It must be beautiful inside New Copenhagen,” I say.

      Lisbeth just nods.

      “Or do you all take it for granted? Not knowing what you really have?”

      “When you see it,” Lisbeth says, “you’ll know it’s too beautiful to ever be taken for granted.”

      I cross my arms and sigh. Aura and I used to look up at night, wishing we could see the stars through Earth’s toxic atmosphere. The only thing we could make out on a relatively clear day were the habitats in the Earth orbit. They felt so close, yet they were unreachable for surface scum like us.

      The Empire claimed to have sovereignty over both Mars and Venus, which–especially lately–was not the case. The Empire wished it had control of Mars and Venus, and that is largely what this war is about, but the habitats–even the ones in Earth orbit and at the nearby Lagrange points–even the Empire doesn’t pretend to control them.

      The shuttle approaches New Copenhagen head-on, and the angle makes it impossible for me to see inside the habitat. If we approached from the side, I’d be able to see through the strips that let in the sunlight, but from Lisbeth’s window I can only see a big metal sphere: the end-cap of the habitat.

      “We’re going to dock on the end-cap,” Lisbeth says, “and you’ll both go through decontamination. I forgive you, Fenrir, for trying to kill me.”

      “Forgive?” Fenrir says. “I did not ask for this shame.”

      “Jesus,” I hiss, grabbing his arm. “Just say ‘thank you’ and be done with it.”

      “Thank you!” he roars.

      Lisbeth raises an eyebrow at him. “And I’m sorry I insulted you, Fiona. I have to admit...I understand his appeal.”

      My face burns red. “We didn’t I say, it just–.”

      She holds up a hand. “Most of us are not judgmental on New Copenhagen, our mother culture on Earth was very tolerant, and we continue that custom here. However, more...conservative...elements have gained a lot of influence here since the war began. I can’t promise you that everyone will be as tolerant as I am.”

      “Will you stay with us?” I ask.

      “I will push to be the principal researcher and liaison,” she says, “but if Lindgren gets his way, I may never see you again.”

      “Lind. Gren.” Fenrir says. “Is this man dangerous?”

      “Yes,” Lisbeth says. “He’d cut you open if he thought it would give us an edge over your fleet.”

      “It will not,” Fenrir says.

      I hold my breath, worried he’ll say that he wants to destroy humanity.

      The end-cap has nearly filled the window now.

      “Tell me honestly, Fenrir,” Lisbeth says. “What is it you want from us?”

      Fenrir crosses his arms, and his massive muscles bulge. He presses his lips together in a tight line and says nothing, but then he turns to look at me and his mouth falls open.

      He looks quickly away from me and down at his feet.

      “I see,” Lisbeth says. “Maybe there’s still hope for us then.”
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      They throw us into some kind of holding cell, which is still somewhere within the endcap and thus in zero-g. Marauders do not typically train in zero-g. We sleep in hibernation while our fleet moves under constant acceleration, and once we enter a solar system with which we wish to conquer and interbreed, the bulk of any conflict happens on the surface of various planets. Or in habitats like this one.

      I am different. After my shameful negligence, I and two other Marauders, Minos and Kaius, who had owed great shame debt, were trained as assassins. While the rest of our kind slept, we trained. For two years. And then–as if my shame debt were not enough–precious reaction mass was given to us so that we could reach the human system in advance of the main invasion fleet.

      And now I float in a zero-g cell, with a human female’s intoxicating pheromones filling the tiny space. I’m crushed beneath a massive mountain of shame debt, and still I find myself tempted–again and again–to give into my most primal desires.

      My cock twitches and beings to harden and grow. I close my eyes and focus on my breathing.

      “Fenrir,” her voice says.

      I ignore her, focusing harder on my breathing. Perhaps the humans of New Copenhagen will separate me from this female, and when I’m no longer in close proximity to her...I can forget her and focus on my mission.

      “Fenrir!” she says, louder.

      I open my eyes. “Yes?”

      “Let’s assume you even make it to the Martian surface, which is already a big assumption.”

      “I will make it,” I say.

      “Okay, so if you do, what is your next step? How do you plan to find a hidden Marauder on a planet that basically worships them? If one person notices you and tells Cygnus, he’ll know you’re coming.”

      “I need food,” I grunt.

      “I’m hungry, too,” I say, “but answer the question.”

      “I have a plan,” I say, “but to execute it, I need a lot of food.”

      She looks at me in a peculiar way. Her eyebrows compress together, and she tilts her head. Humans have such small ears, and they have to work so much harder to express their emotions to make up for it.

      “What does this look mean?” I ask, referring to her cocked head and squashed brow. “I don’t understand.”

      “The first thing they will try to do,” she says, “is separate us. Under normal circumstances, I’d be fine with that, but I have a bad feeling that my only actual value is my relationship with you–.”

      “We have no relationship!” I shout, flicking my ears at her angrily. Even without big ears, she must know what this type of gesture means.

      “You need food,” she says, “and even if you don’t want to admit it, you know I’d be a huge help to you on Mars. So let’s work together.”

      “Why would you work with me?” I ask, crossing my arms.

      My eyes cling to hers. I try to look in her eyes as she speaks, but her gaze overwhelms me. So I look down, and the sight of her breasts overwhelms another part of me. I lose control, and suddenly I’m staring hungrily at her body with almost total abandon.

      I don’t want to work with her. I want to mate with her. I need to get away from her. I can only resist her allure for so long.

      “I’m not going to bullshit you,” she says. “I want to stop the invasion. I don’t really trust Cygnus or Aegus. It feels like a ploy. Get everyone to believe these two–convince humanity that Marauders want to be friends–and then BAM! Hit us with a sneak attack. I won’t help you kill him...but I won’t be sad to see him go, either.”

      “You want to stop the invasion,” I say. “I want to ensure it happens and that we eradicate your race. I don’t think this partnership can work.”

      “But you are a powerful Marauder assassin, and I’m just a useless female who you can’t even call by name. The benefit I’d provide you would far outweigh anything I could do to work against you.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. The primal part of me screams at me to accept her offer. To stay together with her until my body overrides my mind, and until I betray everything I stand for.

      “No,” I say.

      I turn my back to her and close my eyes.

      She starts to speak again, but the airlock begins to hiss.

      “Fenrir!” she pleads. “They’re coming. Please, reconsider. They’re going to get you alone, and at least you know you can trust me...even if it’s as your enemy. These habbers will tell you all kinds of lies to manipulate you; it’s what they do.”

      The airlock opens, and three tall figures–likely male–wearing strange, sealed orange suits drift in. Their uniforms seem like extremely primitive spacesuits, but the material they are made from seems to be too flimsy to insulate through vacuum. They’re holding what look like weapons, and I tense up in preparation for attack.

      I can shift into a bear and claw them apart.

      “We’re here to scrub you down,” one says, speaking through some kind of voice amplifier. “It’s not going to be pleasant, but if you cooperate, it will be over faster. You first, Marauder!”

      They all press buttons on their belts, and their shoes magnetize, pulling and attaching them to one of the walls.

      I growl.

      “Fenrir,” she says. “They are worried you’re contaminated with something. They just want to clean you off.”

      “My race’s immune system is strengthened through thousands of invasions!” I bark. “My body destroys all pathogens! Bringing me aboard will destroy any contaminates on the habitat through my highly evolved immune–.”

      “Spray him!” one of them orders.

      Their weapons open up, and a compressed liquid blasts at me from three directions.

      The pressure knocks me down and pushes me into the corner, and since the three humans are anchored to the wall, they stay steady while I am slammed back. I soon realize they’re shooting me with  water, though I inhale a faint scent of some chemical. The force of the spray pins me down, and each time I attempt to press back off the wall, it throws me–hard–back into the corner.

      One of the spray guns shuts off, and the man walks toward me, his boots magnetizing on and off the wall with each step. He extends a rod, which is actually some kind of brush, and he presses it onto my body. Then he begins to scrub.

      His motions are rough, and I can feel it scraping off my skin.

      The water is nearly drowning me, but they cut the flow every few seconds, allowing me time to gasp for breath.

      They soon cut off all the flow, and the man holding the scrubber shouts through his amplifier. “Will you cooperate, or–.”

      I snatch at the scrubber, but before I can grab complete hold of it, the water comes back on and hits me like a tidal wave. I gasp, and a thick lungful of liquid chokes me.

      The scrubbing continues as I continue gasping for breath. Finally, it’s turned off.

      Once I catch my breath, I see the female waving her hands at them.

      “You assholes! You didn’t have to do that, you–.”

      “Do not defend me, woman!” I shout. “My shame debt is high enough without you adding to it!”

      “Oh, all right,” she says, “Never mind, men. Spray him all you want.”

      “We’re done,” one of the men answers.

      She grabs the sprayer from his hands and lets loose, turning the water on full blast to drench me.

      Just one sprayer is not enough to pin me down completely, and I’m able to kick off at an angle from where I’ve been cornered to evade the blast. For a Turret Woman, her aim is quite poor, and I snatch the sprayer from her hand before she can hit me with it long and powerfully enough to force me back.

      I do not retaliate, as it would be cruel and petty to take action against a woman.

      “Are you willing to cooperate?” one of the men asks her.

      “Yes,” she says.

      “Great, follow us. We’ve got a pretty pleasant system for people who cooperate.”

      “He needs to go with me,” the female says, pointing to me.

      “You’ll have to undress,” the man says. “I don’t think you want–.”

      “He’s bonded to me,” she says. “If he’s too far away from me, he’ll die.”

      A lie! I’ve not bonded to her, and even if I had, my body–the peak of evolution in the galaxy–would not be so frail as to die because of separation from my mate.

      “She’s lying,” I say.

      They give each other a few looks and start to mutter to each other. I see their mouths moving, but since they are not speaking through the amplifiers and the helmets they are wearing must be soundproof, I hear nothing.

      Finally, one of the men moves to the wall with his magnet boots and presses a button. A small compartment opens.

      “It’s a small pressure bath,” one of the men says. “Maybe the alien can just...stay close to the door. You can still have priv–.”

      “No,” she says. “He goes in with me.”

      I start to object, but they raise the spray guns at me.

      It would be more shameful to fight and fail. I need to save my strength for another time.

      They gesture for me to follow the female into the small compartment, and I do.

      The door shuts behind us.

      “Welcome to the pressure bath!” a voice proclaims. “What’s your name?”

      “Fiona,” she says.

      “Great! I’m Sudsley, your bath bot!”

      “Jesus,” she says. “Why the fuck do I need a bath bot?”

      I squint at it. “It’s a surveillance tactic. They want to make you feel comfortable so you will talk. They are listening in.”

      She gives me a wide-eyed look. “Maybe you’re not a total idiot, Fenrir.”

      “I assume you brought me in with you to conspire with me,” I say, “but since the bath bot is listening, you’ve wasted your time.”

      “No,” she says, “I know you want to kill yourself because of your shame debt. Now that you’re bonded with me, the easiest way for you to end your life is to convince them that you’re able to be apart from me. You’ll kill yourself by separation from me!”

      “They’ll not believe your lies,” I snarl.

      She looks right at me, smiling wide, and she gives me an exaggerated blink. With just one eye.

      Before I can ask her what that expression means, she pulls off her top.

      Her luscious breasts spill out, and I’m stunned into silence.

      I should close my eyes. I should turn away. Leave the bath.

      But no, I stare at her, my eyes bulging wider than ever.

      “Sudsley,” she says, “I like a really hot bath.”

      “Sure thing, Fiona!” the bath bot says.

      “Do you like it really hot, Fenrir?” she says, her voice suddenly changed.

      Her voice has become softer. It seems like some kind of auditory pheromone, because even with her miraculous breasts pointing out, right at me, her voice seduces me even more.

      Then, she drops her pants to the floor, and my cock springs to attention. It’s bulging and vibrating so hard, that I worry the veins could burst. Through thousands of generations of conquering and invading and interbreeding, my cock has not evolved to be this hard.

      It’s the Seraphic Form, naked before me. Blasphemy has manifested itself, and its name is Turret Woman.

      Her hips are impossibly wide, and her curves pull me deeper and deeper into temptation.

      I begin to reach up, but a glass panel slams shut in front of me. It separates us.

      The bath bot’s voice says, “Oops! Sorry! Looks like you already got cleaned, friend!”

      “I am not your friend,” I growl. “Open the glass and allow me through.”

      “No fucking in the pressure bath!” the robot says. “You can watch, but don’t jack off or you’ll make a mess!”

      “I will jack your face off, you stupid robot! Open the glass!” I roar.

      “Yikes!” Sudsley says. “I don’t think you know what ‘jack off’ means!”

      I slam the glass using my full strength, but it just bends and absorbs my punch. I hit it over and over until my fist bleeds, but it doesn’t even crack. There’s not space inside here to shift to bear form, and even if I could, I don’t want to reveal that I can. I might need to save that ability to surprise them later.

      And then I stare through the fogging glass at the female’s body in all its glory. She’s not only naked, but she’s rubbing her body with soap. When she rubs her breasts, I can see them moving and jiggling. It’s hypnotic.

      Somewhere, buried in the depths of my mind, I am still aware of my mission, but under the influence of this divine body, I cannot look away.
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      I almost feel bad. Almost.

      I see the way he looks at me. I know what his race is built to do. To invade and breed with the species it invades.

      He claims he doesn’t want it, but he’s hard-wired to want it.

      I look through the glass at his massive and erect teal cock. Hard-wired.

      I don’t want to exploit him like this...but I have to tempt him enough so he will stay with me. I saw it in his eyes just before the scrubbers came in: he wanted me gone, and he was going to make a clean break.

      But now? Now he’s staring blatantly through the glass at me. He can’t take his eyes off me, and I blush as I realize just how often I’m looking down at his naked and rock-hard body as I scrub myself.

      Why? I’m not actually going to...do anything with him. Right?

      No. Of course not.

      I just need him to protect me from the habbers, and I need to get him to agree to take me down to Mars. Once I’m bundled up for Martian atmosphere, he’ll be less tempted by me, and I’ll make sure his cock stays in his shapeless pants. I’ll help him find Cygnus, and then I’ll get the hell away while those two to do whatever it is they want to do to each other. Kill each other, conspire together? Whatever their real plan is, it’s nothing I can stop on my own or by myself.

      Once I’m free of him, the Empire and New Copenhagen...I can try to find my sister Aura. We can find a way to fight back against the invasion, or at least try to stop the pointless war between the Empire and Mars-Venus.

      He’s still staring at me. What happened to me corrupting him? What happened to me being the end of his race? Is he testing himself? Is this some form of religious flagellation?

      “Fiona!” Sudsley chirps over the sound of the rushing water.

      “Yes?”

      “You’re free of contaminants!”

      The water cuts off.

      “We wouldn’t want to waste any water,” he says.

      I look down, and there are still soap suds dripping all down my body.

      “Can I get another few seconds to wash away the soap?”

      “Nope!” Sudsley says. “You’re not a citizen! Thanks for using the pressure bath; New Copenhagen appreciates your cooperation.”

      The glass pane slides back up, and suddenly I’m standing dripping wet and soapy in front of Fenrir’s naked body. I can hear his big teal cock vibrating as it stands impossibly tall and erect, right in front of me.

      He’s grinding his teeth and his ears are twitching.

      “Here’s a towel!” Sudsley says.

      A rack shoots out of the floor between us, and the towel positions itself between Fenrir and me.

      I grab the towel off the rack and quickly wrap it around myself. “Do you mind?” I ask.

      I see him sigh visibly as the towel covers my body, and he turns around, away from me.

      “Why were you staring at me the whole time I showered?” I ask.

      “It’s part of the bonding,” he says. “I must look at you when you are naked, or I will die.”

      Oh, so he’s going to play along with me now? And not only that, but he’s going to embellish the lie?

      I sigh and nod. It’s what I was trying to make happen with this stunt: get him stuck with me to protect myself. Mission accomplished...but I realize that I really am stuck with him.

      And his big teal boner.

      The towel is clean and fresh, but the soap suds are slimy, so I don’t feel totally clean. But after several days aboard the Cygnus’s Bane without a shower, I’m sparkling clean compared to how I was before.

      “Now,” Sudsley says, “here are some clothes!”

      The rack sinks back into the floor, and pops back up with a utilitarian jumpsuit for me and a super-trendy, high-fashion outfit for Fenrir.

      “Sudsley,” I say, looking down at the gleaming platinum buttons and the smart-fabric tie. “Why am I wearing a glorified prisoner outfit, while Fenrir gets to wear...that.”

      “He’s too tall!” Sudsley says. “None of our...erm...guest outfits will fit him. We had to give him some citizen clothes. Enjoy!”

      Habbers are, on average, a few feet taller than surface dwellers. Not because of gravity or anything like that–habs spin and generate Earth-like gravity–but they are taller simply through superior nutrition and genetic modification. They’re almost as tall as Marauders. Almost.

      “I will not wear clothes,” Fenrir says.

      His cock has fallen and is hanging between his legs, still semi-hard. I do my best not to look, but there’s only so much I can do to stop myself from staring.

      I point to the clothes.

      “Put them on,” I say.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We wait at the airlock, fully dressed, me in my prisoner outfit and Fenrir in his fancy threads.

      “This is ridiculous,” he says, looking down at his tie.

      It’s transparent when he looks down, but as he furrows his brow and bats his ears, the tie starts to turn teal.

      I roll my eyes. “I guess I know what you’re thinking about.”

      “Yes,” Fenrir says. “My penis can barely fit in these ridiculous pants. Do human males really have such small cocks?”

      I blush, realizing that compared to him, they do have small cocks.

      “Maybe if you ask nicely,” I say, “they will give you something more comfortable to wear.”

      His pants are tight on his muscular calves, but poufy on his thighs–typical habber fashion–and they tighten again as they reach his waist. I can see his cock bulging through the right pant leg. It really does look uncomfortable.

      “Nicely?” Fenrir says. “But I’m angry! Why would I be nice?”

      “You want pants that won’t squeeze your dick, right?”

      “Yes,” he replies.

      “So if you rage and throw a fit, do you think they will give you what you want?”

      “I may have to kill a few of them first,” Fenrir says, “to show that my rage is more than a bluff.”

      I sigh. “You can’t kill anyone here, Fenrir. You might be able to take a few down, but they will make sure you never walk free again if you start killing people.”

      “So what do I do?” he says.

      “Say please?”

      “Please?”

      “Yes,” I say. “You ask for something, rather than demanding it. Then you say ‘please’ to show you are being polite and respectful.”

      He looks at me with furrowed brows. “I need pants that can hold my penis. Please.”

      Suddenly his tie blinks, and a voice says, “Coming right up!”

      He looks down at his crotch, and I see the pants loosen around his dick, until I can no longer see it bulging through the pants.

      “Jesus,” I say. “They really have it made up here…”

      “Interesting,” Fenrir says. “It’s like a primitive biosuit. Suit! I would like a bladed weapon the same thickness as my forearm, and I would like you to begin converting solar energy into producing as many kilocalories of chocolate as possible. Please.”

      “Sorry!” the tie says. “We’re a peaceful habitat. No weapons allowed.”

      Fenrir grabs the tie and holds it up to his mouth like a microphone. “Please make chocolate.”

      “Uh,” the tie says, “I can make your clothes a nice chocolate color, but I can’t make food! Sorry!”

      “I am hungry, Turret Woman,” Fenrir says.

      “Can you please just call me Fiona?” I ask. “Please, Fenrir. Please.”

      “No,” he says. “It may confuse the other Fionas on the habitat.”

      “The other...how do you know there will even be another Fiona on the habitat?”

      “We’ve seen one already, so it’s safe to assume there is an even mix of genders aboard New Copenhagen.”

      “That was a Lisbeth, not a Fiona,” I say.

      He narrows his eyes at me. “I see. I’ve made a mistake. This is not a dialect...it’s a blasphemous practice where childless women have names. ‘Fiona’ does not mean ‘female,’ it’s...your name.”

      I almost laugh, but I worry that if I insult him, he will go back to calling me ‘Turret Woman,’ which is even more annoying than ‘The Fiona.’

      I keep a straight face and say, “Yes! Now could you please call me by my name?”

      “No,” he says. “I will call you Turret Woman.”
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      Men nearly as tall as me, and women nearly as beautiful as Turret Woman—nearly, but not quite–escort us onto a small vehicle.

      The vehicle is attached to some kind of metal rail, and it moves us quite quickly along the center of the habitat’s end-cap.

      I’m familiar with habitats as a concept, though I’ve never been in one. My mother’s race was quite advanced, and they’d built a massive series of habitats that had surrounded my birth star. My mother’s race–whose name we must no longer speak–was advanced enough to think they could fight back against the Marauder fleet.

      My father’s invasion fleet hurled enough anti-matter into my birth star that it swelled and overloaded. My father’s fleet helped them evacuate the swelling sun, and thus he met my mother.

      By the time I was born, the habitats had all been destroyed, and I grew up on one of the ships that now races toward the human’s system.

      “Holy fuck!” Turret Woman says, jumping out of her seat and looking through the window. “Fenrir! Look!”

      The sides and top of the vehicle are all glass, and the rail that we are travelling along seems to be located dead center in the habitat, thus we are in zero-g and surrounded on all sides by New Copenhagen.

      I float up by her side, and as I look out, I feel something stir deep within my chest. The humans are primitive, but...this is more than mere engineering. It’s art. Blasphemous, but moving.

      On all sides I see green pastures and houses with bright red roofs. There are even small clouds floating a few kilometers between the central spine and the land, and some of the strips of land have big lakes. The lakes are filled with boats, and the boats have sails colored bright yellow, light blue, and red. And all of the ground and water and space is all curved. I look out across our 180-degree field of view, and see 180-degrees of New Copenhagen. It’s as if the human’s home planet of Earth were hollow, all of the cities were built on the inside of the crust, and I could look up and see all of humanity from the earth’s core.

      “No wonder they are so fucking full of themselves,” Turret Woman says. “I had no idea…”

      “Welcome to New Copenhagen,” one of the men escorting us says. “We will take one of the spokes down, so you’ll need to strap in. As we descend, you will begin to feel the gravity of the centripetal force.”

      Turret Woman lets out a raspy breath of air, which I know by now is a sound indicating annoyance. “Yeah, I may be from Earth, but I know how basic physics works, asshole.”

      The man grins and points down at our seats.

      She kicks off the window, finds her seat and straps herself in.

      “Please, sir,” the man says to me.

      “You are indicating niceness,” I say, “but you have not made a request of me.”

      “Please sit down and buckle in,” he says.

      “What are your ships like?” Turret Woman asks me. “Your big fleet ships?”

      I answer her as I buckle in. “Marauders make no concessions toward…” I look up and see the beautiful red of the houses and the emerald green grass and fluffy white clouds. “Aesthetics. Beauty. Frivolous things.”

      “So your ships look like shit?” she asks.

      “No,” I say. “We have evolved to produce very little waste, and what little we do produce is filtered through highly efficient sewage and waste–.”

      “No,” Turret Woman says, “I mean...your ships look bad. Ugly.”

      “They are neutral!” I say. “As soon as we have interbred with a host race and produced offspring, we must immediately resynthesize reaction mass from the host sun and gas giants. Decades of scraping and refining anti-matter to sustain us and bring us to the next star system.”

      “Why not relax?” she asks. “Get a few nice decorations built so the trip isn’t so dreary?”

      “If our offspring don’t conquer and interbreed with a new race before they die of old age, our entire race will perish.”

      “If you’re so advanced,” she says, “shouldn’t you be able to figure out a way to fix that little glitch in your DNA?”

      “It’s what makes us strong,” I say. “The need to conquer, to interbreed, it’s what makes us Marauders.”

      “You really think so little of us?” one of the women counters, turning back to face me.

      I can feel the gravity increasing as our vehicle nears one of the strips of land. I can even see animals grazing in one of the fields and small vehicles moving across roads on the ground. They are small dots still, but growing larger.

      “What?” I snap back at the woman.

      “You’re just going to tell us everything? Shouldn’t you withhold information, or do you think we pose no threat?”

      “I would please like to cooperate with you, please, to see how we can work together. To arrange a bloodless interbreeding.”

      Turret Woman glares at me.

      I was not polite enough, I realize. I remember my studies from back on the fleet, and add another politeness word. “Thank you.”

      The woman scoffs. “You think you’re hot shit, huh? You think we’re just going to throw ourselves at you?”

      “Why are humans so interested in shit?” I ask. “Is it because you produce so much of it?”
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      I snicker at Fenrir’s accidental insult. It shut the stupid habber up, but I know Fenrir well enough by now to know that it was a coincidental burn. Or is he way smarter than he comes off, and he’s just playing me with his dumb caveman act?

      I’m still staring in awe at the habitat. It’s what Earth must have looked like in its prime, at the height of relatively peaceful human civilization. I still hate the habbers for their elitism, but seeing New Copenhagen, I can’t blame them for protecting this. If I had been born here, I’d never want to leave either and  die to protect it.

      I can see some of the cows as we get closer and closer to the ground. It looks like this spoke we are traveling down will take us directly into a tall building. I want to get outside and feel the grass on my bare feet, but I worry that the building will be our last stop on New Copenhagen. I’m already wearing my prison outfit, and this small glimpse of paradise may be all I ever get. So I open my eyes and drink it all in before it’s gone.

      The building finally swallows up our tram, and the view suddenly disappears.

      “What is this building?” I ask.

      “The Sortitiary,” one of the women says.

      “What does this mean?” Fenrir hisses at me.

      “It’s where their leaders meet.” I say. “I guess you’re important.”

      “Their emperor?” he asks me.

      “The habs don’t have emperors,” I say. “They have triumvirates.”

      His ears pull back, and his chiseled jaw tightens. He narrows his eyes at me.

      “Three people working together to rule,” I say.

      “I see,” he says tersely.

      We’re at full Earth gravity now–something I haven’t felt in a while–and the tram slows to a crawl in a modern-looking lobby ornamented with smart walls and other extremely fancy decorations.

      Fenrir narrows his eyes, and the walls turn purple and teal. He grins.

      “Very important,” I say, rolling my eyes.

      “You’ll be meeting the triumvirate shortly,” one of the women says. “I must caution you that this particular triumvirate was drafted just yesterday. Your timing is...unfortunate.”

      “Sorry,” I say sarcastically. “I should have waited a few more weeks to betray the Empire and become an alleged war criminal on the run with a 7-foot-tall purple alien asshole.”

      “I was not judging you,” the woman says. “Just understand that these three are still learning the ropes.”

      “If these three were powerful enough to become rulers,” Fenrir says, “I trust they will make the correct decisions. Though however powerful they are, they will find me difficult to negotiate with!”

      “That’s for sure,” I mutter. “Or just difficult in general.”

      “I’m glad I challenge you, Turret Woman,” he says, leaning back smugly in his seat with a grin.

      The doors open, and the habbers escort us through the lobby. None of them are armed, though I’m sure the building itself is. If Fenrir is planning something totally stupid–which I would not put past him–I suspect a swarm of drones or automated turrets would make short work of him before he could take down a single habber.

      I should probably have warned him about that ahead of time.

      The lobby reminds me somewhat of the official imperial buildings on Earth: big rooms with high ceilings and bustling with people who look important and busy.

      But aside from almost every single person stopping to gape at Fenrir and scowl at me, there’s a number of differences. The people are tall. Fenrir is a giant, but he’s only a few inches taller than most of the habbers. The women, without exception, are stunning. And the men? If I hadn’t spent the last twenty-four hours or so with the peak of galactic evolution, I’d find their rugged good looks almost superhuman. They also lack a certain...paranoia...that I was used to seeing on Earth. If you let your guard down in the Empire, chances are you’d get a knife in your back. New Copenhagen gives off the vibe of a big party where everyone is friends.

      Some drop-dead gorgeous habber women block our path. They are chattering with Fenrir.

      “Which one are you? Cygnus or Aegus?” one asks.

      “I offer myself to you,” another flirts. “Welcome to New Copenhagen.” She opens her shirt, and two perfect breasts stand perkily before us.

      Fenrir ignores the woman and turns to me. “You see, Turret Woman? I could have any woman I want.”

      I cross my arms. “So? What’s your point?”

      Isn’t he going to destroy us all? Or does he just want to be a huge fucking asshole before he does?

      “Move your breasts aside, female!” Fenrir commands. “I have business with the triumvirate!”

      Another woman grabs hold of the first, and a third takes hold of her as well. “We have formed a triumvirate!” the second woman squeals. “And we offer ourselves–.”

      “Fucking move!” I growl. “Or I’ll get my surface scum germs all over you!”

      They look down at me and scrunch up their noses. The middle woman closes her shirt and scoffs. They start giggling with each other and walk away.

      “When Marauders are jealous,” Fenrir says, “we get angry. It’s the same for humans?”

      I’m already mad, but my face flushes crimson at his implication. “I’m not fucking jealous! I just can’t stand these smug habbers sneering at me.”

      “They are quite taller than you,” Fenrir agrees.

      I ball up my fists and clench my teeth. I start to count backward from ten. If I say anything more to this frustrating alien, I’ll completely lose my cool.

      And I need to keep cool for the meeting with the triumvirate. The habbers implied that this triumvirate was somehow difficult. The habbers’ crazy system works like a lottery: everyone of legal age on New Copenhagen is eligible to be drafted into the triumvirate, which has near absolute power–provided the three can reach a consensus. I roll my eyes just thinking about how cocky of a system it is. It makes the assumption that every single person on the habitat is competent enough to rule, or at least that one in three will be competent enough to overpower two bad apples.

      “This way,” our escort gestures. “You’ll meet with the triumvirate in the great hall–.”

      “No,” I say, cutting him off. “We’ll meet them outside.”

      Our escort’s perfect face scrunches up into an odd expression. “That’s quite irregular…it’s much easier if–.”

      Fenrir’s clothes suddenly shift to a blood red color, and he leans in close to the escort. He reaches up toward her neck, and suddenly turrets pop out of the walls from all directions.

      “Stand down!” a voice shouts over the loudspeaker.

      The habbers all turn toward Fenrir and gawk. Every last one stops walking to watch the spectacle materializing before them.

      Our escort presses her lips together, and though I can see her trembling, she does her best to remain outwardly calm. “Fenrir,” she says. “If you touch me, the turrets will kill you. We don’t want that to happen, so please, stand down.”

      “Please can be used in a threat?” he says. “Then please listen to the Turret Woman and set up our meeting outside.”

      I’m close enough to reach out to him and place a calming hand onto him, but I’m afraid I might set him off even more. I settle for a gentle whisper. “Fenrir, it’s okay.”

      “No!” he yells. “Turret woman wants to see your habitat! Outside, now!”

      “Step away,” the escort says, “and I’ll convince the triumvirate.”

      Fenrir grins wide, then takes a big step backward.

      The turrets sink back into the walls and the crowd begins to murmur. Some continue on their way, but most stare at Fenrir.
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      My expert negotiation succeeds, and we’re brought down to the ground floor and finally outside. The footpaths and plazas outside the big building are all made of white marble, and I see huge white columns as tall as human transport ships towering up along the pathways.

      Far in the distance, I can see green fields, lakes, and animals roaming behind fenced-off pastures.

      I sniff the air, and it’s crisp. By the time I was born, all the planets in my mother system had been ravaged, and never have I felt such a clean and refreshing scent as this.

      “I could sniff this air all day,” I say absently.

      “And I could stand and watch this for the rest of my life,” Fiona says. “It’s magnificent.”

      “Your home planet is not like this?” I ask.

      “No,.” she says wistfully, adding no details.

      “You really want to destroy this?” she asks me. “All of it?”

      I look away from her, not answering. I don’t know what I want. What I want is irrelevant. I am enslaved by my shame debt.

      From the building, a number of important looking men and women wearing fancy clothes begin walking down the marble steps. Behind all the suits, I see three robed figures. Two men and a woman.

      “A woman leader?” I ask.

      Fiona just scoffs at me.

      I wonder if it’s a ploy. They pretend a woman is leading, only to throw me off guard. I’ll not take their bait.

      Almost a hundred humans had already stopped to stare at me, but when the human leaders are spotted heading toward me, a massive crowd gathers.

      As the crowd grows, the marble pathway begins to expand outward tile by tile. It is some kind of smart surface, adapting its width to the volume of traffic.

      The triumvirate and their escorts finally reach us, and I wonder if they expect me to bow down to them.

      “I will not bow to you,” I say preemptively. “A Marauder bows to no human.”

      Fiona elbows me. “Can you please try to keep your mouth shut?”

      The man in front is tall and spindly, and he looks more like an insect than a man. He has darker hair than most of the habbers, and his grin is lopsided. He smiles at me. “This isn’t the Empire, Fenrir. You need not bow. The triumvirate is nothing more than three common men and women selected randomly to rule for a time. No one bows to them.”

      “Weak leaders,” I say. “You’ll–.”

      Fiona elbows me again, this time harder than before. “Come on!” she says to me in an urgent tone.

      “I’m Lindgren,, Minister of Science, and this is Allara, Minister of Peace,” the lanky man says.

      “You think Science and Peace can defeat us?”

      Fiona tugs my arm, and I allow her to pull my ear down to her. She doesn’t realize I could hear even her faintest whisper from across the room.

      “Fenrir,” she says, “this science guy wants to cut you open. Watch out for him. And Minister of Peace means Minister of War. They don’t like to admit they have weapons or soldiers, but they do.”

      I nod. Another ploy? If she were the Minister of Peace, I could understand it being a woman. Women of most species want to avoid violence, though a female Minister of War? I can’t believe it.

      The triumvirate moves forward, and I notice the woman scowling at one of the men. These two are young. I can’t tell human ages as well as I should be able to, but I would be surprised if they were over 20 years old. The third member of the triumvirate is an old man with grey hair.

      “I’m Joachim,” the old man says, “and the happy couple behind me is Miriam and Thorsten.”

      Miriam snarls at Joachim, and Thorsten looks down at the ground.

      I can’t make sense of it. These two are a couple? The female seems to hate the male, and the male seems weak and inept, not even brave enough to face her.

      “Let’s have a seat,” Joachim says.

      The tiles open up, and enough stools to seat everyone present raise from the ground.

      I notice the stools for Fiona and me are side-by-side, while the stools for the Ministers and triumvirate are arranged in a semi-circle facing us. It’s as if we are on trial.

      “I will stand,” I say.

      Fiona grabs my arm and tugs at it, trying to force me to sit on the stool.

      I break away from her grasp and look down at her. “I will stand, woman!”

      She shakes her head and crosses her arms. Does she really want to give up the high ground? And even worse, does she want these leaders of New Copenhangen to think she can force me to sit with just a weak tug on my arm?

      I notice that the female leader is seated next to Thorsten, and she has slid as far off her stool as possible so she doesn’t have to be near him.

      “So,” Turret Woman says, breaking the silence. “You seriously drafted in two teenagers who have just broken up with each other to rule with absolute power?”

      The woman general looks stone-faced and Lindgren flashes his teeth at Turret Woman.

      “I dumped his ass!” the female leader gloats. “Breaking up implies it was mutual.”

      Thorsten crosses his arms.

      Fiona laughs. “You habbers are something else.”

      “They will learn to work together,” Joachim says, sitting straight in his seat. He bites his lip, then adds, “At least I really, really hope so.”

      I notice Lindgren and the woman general are...embarrassed? It’s similar to the look on Turret Woman’s face when she looked at my erect cock, though less sexual, of course. These Ministers’ faces show raw embarrassment and shame.

      I stand tall and pull my shoulders back, towering over these weak leaders. “My demands are as follows. I demand you allow us access to the elevator. We will travel down to the Martian surface and you will give us enough local currency to make a trip to polar settlements. I will carry out my mission–the details of which do not concern you–and you will never see me again. In return, when my race obliterates humanity, I will make sure your habitat is destroyed swiftly and painlessly.”

      The woman general narrows her eyes at me, while Thorsten’s eyes widen.

      Thorsten blurts out, “You’re going to kill us? Why?”

      “They’re alien invaders, you idiot,” Miriam says. “What did you think they were going to do?”

      “Cygnus and Aegus have expressed a desire to co-exist with us,” the woman general says. “Are they lying?”

      “They are a weak splinter faction,” I say. It’s a lie, as each faction is roughly the same size, splitting the Marauders in half.

      “Or maybe you’re the weak splinter faction,” the woman general says.

      I stare at her, not letting my face reveal anything.

      “I heard you have taken Fiona as a mate?” Lindgren says. “You’ll destroy her, too?”

      Now my face betrays me, my ears, specifically. They pull back defensively, and I hope these habbers do not know how to read that reaction. No, I realize, I would die under a black hole’s mass of shame debt before I would lay a hand on Turret Woman.

      “It doesn’t concern you,” I say. “I’ve made my demands clear.”

      “Here’s what I demand,” Lindgren says, standing up, “And I hope the triumvirate will hear the sense in my argument. I think you’re too dangerous to let loose, and I think what we could learn from you is far too valuable to pass up. If you truly want to destroy us, we need every edge we can get to fight your faction when they arrive.”

      Lindgren turns toward the triumvirate as he speaks, and the angry female seems even angrier when she looks at Lindgren.

      Lindgren continues. “Our initial scans of the alien show that he is wearing a biosuit. It can use regular food for fuel, but ideally it runs on anti-matter. We may be able to reverse-engineer this suit, and it might give us a chance to fight against the Marauders when they arrive–and need I remind you they will be here in just two years? We’re running out of time.”

      “I don’t know,” the angry female says, looking me up and down. “He might have taken this dumpy surface bitch as his mate, but are these guys really monogamous? I wouldn’t mind keeping him here to play with.”

      She looks at Thorsten as she says this. I suspect she’s saying this just to hurt his weak feelings rather than out of true desire for me. Though I’m sure she’d take me if I were willing, what human female wouldn’t?

      Thorsten’s face turns red. “Alarra,” he says. “What was your plan again?”

      “I want you to convince Cygnus to come meet with us,” the female general says. “He’s ignored us thus far...I don’t think he trusts us. The Great Mother is from the surface, and she surely doesn’t trust us either. I fear that distrust has spread to Cygnus. The two of you are well-suited to convince him. Fiona, you can convince the Great Mother that we just want to protect the solar system, and Fenrir can convince Cygnus that we won’t capture him.”

      She glares at Lindgren.

      “So I send Cygnus up here...to...negotiate” I say. “This is just something you say to sound polite? In reality, Lindgren will cut him open and experiment on him? I can agree to this, as he is my enemy.”

      “No,” Thorsten says. “Lindgren won’t touch either of you unless the triumvirate agrees on it. If we say you’re off limits, then he can’t as much as look at you.”

      “Ooh,” the female leader says. “Look at you, Thorsten, such a badass leader suddenly. I’m just sooo impressed with your fearless authority.”

      Thorsten tries to ignore her, but he’s weak, and I can see the desperation in his eyes. Though the female was clearly speaking sarcastically, Thorsten is holding out hope that she meant at least part of what she said.

      “Well,” Thorsten says, “I agree with Alarra’s plan. Joachim?”

      Joachim hunches over and mumbles, “I don’t know...I mean...this Fenrir guy seems dangerous. Can we really let him loose? We’ve got him here, right now. His faction wants to kill us, so how can we let him loose on Mars? We might never get him back.”

      “Yeah,” the female leader agrees. “I’m with Joachim.”

      I feel the tide changing. Lindgren sits up straight.

      I need to give up something to get what I want, I realize. “Two more assassins are coming–or they may already be here. We left the main fleet all at the same time. I’m the least of your worries.”

      They all look at me wide-eyed. I grin.

      “He’s full of shit,” Lindgren says.

      “What if he’s not?” the female general asks.

      “He’s telling the truth,” Turret Woman says. “I can read him. Fenrir talks a tough game, but he won’t hurt me, and when it comes time to pick a side, I think he’ll stick with us. These other two though? They’re way more dangerous.”

      I scowl at her. “You can’t speak for me, woman–.”

      “Enough,” Thorsten says, standing now. “We have to go with Allara’s plan, it’s obvious.”

      Joachim runs his hand through his silver hair, then says, “Yeah, I think I agree.”

      “Well,” the female leader says, “if Thorsten sides with Allara, then I side with Lindgren. Let’s cut this bastard open.”

      Allara stands and looks toward us, “You two can go sightseeing. We will call you back when we’ve reached a decision.”
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      I make Fenrir go with me to see the cows. We walk in silence toward the fenced-off pastures. Every five or six steps I look up to see the settlements above me. I’d seen old Earth’s blue sky in old movies, but seeing lakes and grass and towns miles above my head is almost as good.

      We reach the fence, and the cows slowly move toward us.

      “What do they want?” Fenrir asks.

      “Food,” I say. “I think so, at least.”

      “It’s inefficient,” Fenrir says. “You have to feed the cow many more calories than you get in return.”

      “Did you like the chocolate?” I ask.

      “Cows produce chocolate?” Fenrir asks, studying the cow.

      “No,” I say, “but chocolate is even more inefficient. Cows produce all kinds of delicious stuff: cheese, milk, yogurt…”

      “You spoke for me,” Fenrir says. “It made me look weak.”

      “When negotiating,” I say, “sometimes you have to bend a little bit so that you don’t break. Do you understand?”

      “No,” Fenrir says.

      “You didn’t tell me there were more assassins. Was that true?”

      “I don’t have to tell you anything,” Fenrir says.

      “Giving up that information to them,” Fiona says, “that was bending. If you had stonewalled them, Lindgren was going to win, and you’d be on an operating table right now.”

      I watch Fenrir’s eyes. They are locked on the cow, and his ears are standing rigid. He’s deep in thought. He reaches through the fence and puts a hand on the cow, right between its eyes. He runs his hand up and down along its face, petting it.

      The cow lets out a low hum, and its tail whips back and forth.

      “When Aegus and Cygnus fled the fleet,” Fenrir says, “my best friend, Zarek, had been suspicious of Aegus ever since we all awoke from hibernation. He told me that we should keep an eye on him, but I found it shameful to be suspicious of such a strong warrior…”

      Fenrir keeps petting the cow as he speaks, refusing to look at me as he tells his story. I can tell he doesn’t really want to tell me this, but feels he has to. I’m not sure why.

      “To suspect a fellow Marauder of treason...it’s unheard of. I was furious with Zarek for forcing me to choose between my best friend and a warrior as respected as Aegus. It put me in a difficult situation: I couldn’t just keep silent, I had to fully back either Zarek or Aegus.”

      “Aegus didn’t know that Zarek suspected him, and I went to Aegus. I told him Zarek was mistaken and suspected him of treason. I urged Aegus to try to forgive Zarek and somehow convince Zarek that there was nothing to fear.”

      Fenrir stops petting the cow and turns to face me. I know that Aegus fled the main fleet, meaning Fenrir was wrong. Not only was he wrong, but he warned Aegus.

      “So you owe all this shame debt,” I say, “because you warned Aegus and helped him commit treason?”

      “Yes,” Fenrir says, “and because when Zarek went to go stop Aegus, I was not there. Cygnus killed Zarek to protect his brother, and then he fled as well.”

      I feel my stomach churn. “So that’s why you have to kill Cygnus?”

      “Yes,” Fenrir says.
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* * *

      We’re brought to the Sortitiary for the triumvirate’s final decision. The huge room is full of habbers, all curious to see what kind of decision their new leaders have made.

      We are brought to sit in seats in the front row, and we sit–well, I sit, while Fenrir stubbornly insists on standing–across from the triumvirate and ministers.

      “The triumvirate,” Joachim says, standing up with shaking hands, “has decided...after considerable discussion,” he looks back at Miriam and Thorsten with a scowl, “that we will back the Minister of Peace’s plan. Fenrir and Fiona will be sent to the Martian surface, and they will be tasked with convincing Cygnus to meet with us on New Copenhagen.”

      Fenrir looks down at me with a smug grin. Will he really kill Cygnus? And should I do anything to stop him? Or will he come to his senses and stop himself in time?

      The habbers all start muttering, and Joachim quickly continues, silencing them. “However! One more thing! We don’t trust an alien who wants to destroy humanity, so...um....I gotta’ say I feel really bad about this part, but–.”

      “Jesus, Joachim!” Miriam snaps. “I’ll say it if you don’t have the balls!”

      Miriam stands up. “Since we don’t trust Fenrir, if he does anything on the surface other than convincing Cygnus to come meet with us, we’ll alert the Martian authorities that the war criminal Fiona is on the surface.”

      Fenrir’s ears twitch rapidly, and I feel my chest tighten.

      “I don’t know what that ear flicking shit means,” Miriam says, “but just in case it’s not clear to you, Fenrir, that means the Martians will kill your mate. Now, like, I know this sounds cruel or whatever, but if you do what you’re supposed to do, there’s no risk, okay? New Copenhagen has already agreed to get Fiona off the hook, so unless you fuck up and double cross us, there’s no reason for us to withdraw our protection.”

      Miriam smiles out at the stunned crowd. “Any questions? No? Great! Off to the elevator with you!”

      “I agree to these terms, but first I will need at least 100,000 kilocalories of food,” Fenrir says. “Preferably in the form of the following food items: chocolate, yogurt, cheese, and milk.”
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* * *

      After Fenrir’s all-you-can-eat dairy and chocolate buffet, we are loaded onto a shuttle and flown to the space elevator.

      There’s an elevator tram waiting for us, and the habbers gently remind us that I will be killed by the Martian authorities if Fenrir fucks them over.

      They shut the door, and we’re suddenly being lowered down on a nanowire toward Mars. It will take several hours to reach the surface, and the tram is set-up like a small hotel room.

      The question is right on the tip of my tongue: will Fenrir prioritize revenge and clearing his shame debt over protecting me?

      But I’m afraid to ask that question. “How can you move after eating all that food?”

      He smiles. “Truly delicious. Most of the food went to feed my biosuit, which is once again active. When the Martians come for you, I will destroy them.”

      I guess that answers my question.

      I’m sitting on the bed, and he’s standing alongside me in his habber clothes, brooding, with his arms behind his back.

      “Or,” I say, “you could just do what the habbers asked you to. Don’t you think it’s hypocritical to protect me?”

      “No,” he says briskly.

      “You will protect me now, but for what? Your fleet will arrive in about two years, and I’ll only be in my late 20’s, but I’ll be killed–along with the rest of humanity. Will you protect me from that? By helping the faction that wants to kill us all? You’re doing the complete opposite of protecting me.”

      I pull on his arm, and he sits down on the bed next to me.

      “I think you’re a good person–or a good Marauder–Fenrir. You’re just misguided.”

      “A good Marauder does not betray his friend,” Fenrir says.

      “But you’ll betray me?” I say. “What if Aegus and Cygnus are right? I’m sorry your best friend died, but you’re not forced onto one side. Listen to your heart.”

      I put my hand on his chest, not even sure his heart is in the same place as a human’s. It is, though, because through his shirt I can feel it pounding fast against my hand.

      “You heard of the Great Mother?” I say. “The human woman that Cygnus chose as his mate?”

      “Yes,” Fenrir says. “The habbers mentioned her.”

      “We can meet them,” I say, “and see their child. Why don’t you go see what peaceful coexistence looks like before you choose a side?”

      My hand is still on his chest, and he grabs my wrist. I expect him to pull my hand off him, but he just begins stroking my arm.

      “Or,” I say, looking up at him, “I can show you what it feels like.”

      He locks eyes with me. His teal eyes burn deep into me and his grip tightens on my wrist.

      “Good mating is not peaceful,” Fenrir says. “It’s a battle.”

      “But it’s still coexistence,” I say, feeling my cheeks flush.

      Giving him what he wants can possibly put him onto the right side, which can help to save humanity. It’s a noble reason to do this, but I realize that–deep down–I want to do this for entirely selfish reasons. I want him all for myself.

      I put my free hand on his chest, and I feel his muscular body tense through his shirt.

      “Shirt,” Fenrir says, “remove yourself.”

      “Sorry!” the shirt says, “I can’t–.”

      He grabs the material with one hand and tears it. The shirt rips off from his body, revealing his chiseled muscles.

      My eyes fall down his body. I’ve seen him naked plenty of times already, but never in this context. Never knowing that I can actually have him.

      “I assume the pants can’t remove themselves either,” I say, standing up from the bed.

      I grab his pants by the waist and pull, tearing them off. Now he’s naked again, and his teal cock is standing hard and tall. It springs back and forth as the pants fall away from his body.

      I see the Martian surface through the window of the tram. The wispy clouds of the weak atmosphere are still below us, and I can still make out the curve of the sphere. There are still many hours to go–hours before we have to start our mission. Hours for us to fuck.

      I pull my shirt off and unfasten my bra. I’m surprised at how hard and pointed my nipples are already, and Fenrir’s cock must be as well, as his jaw hangs open wide. His ears are nearly as erect as his cock.

      “The Seraphic Form…” he mutters.

      I take my pants and panties off in one pull, not wanting to have to fight with them later, and not wanting Fenrir to rip them to shreds like he did to his own shirt.

      The moment my pants hit the ground, he leaps from the bed and grabs me forcefully. He shoves me against the window, my ass hitting the cold glass. His lips crush into mine, and his warm tongue finds mine. An electric shock pulses down my body as he kisses me, and his strong body shoves me against the glass window.

      His hand first makes contact with my wide hips, and slowly he moves his hand up along the side of my body. It dips down to the curve of my waist, and then up toward my breast. He looks down at me with intense desire as he touches me, and I see hunger in his eyes.

      His hand reaches over to my breast, and he squeezes it gently. I’d never expected such tenderness was possible from the brutish alien, but his light touch on my tender flesh shows a softer side.

      I grip his waist as he touches me, feeling his hard and muscled purple skin. He’s warm as a furnace, in stark contrast to the cold glass pressing against my backside.

      He’s so tall that his hard cock presses against my sternum, and I feel it vibrating against me as his fingers begin circling my areola.

      I reach down and touch his ass, gently at first. But as soon as his finger touches and tweaks my nipple, I moan and squeeze the globe of his ass hard.

      His cock suddenly feels wet between my breasts, and I press them together around his hard teal rod.

      He lets go of my breast and grunts. He begins slowly thrusting between my tits, and it feels beautifully warm and incredibly wet.

      “How is your dick wet?” I ask, astonished.

      “Lubricant, of course,” he says.

      “I didn’t see you...it’s self-lubricating?”

      “Of course,” he says. “Why would any female want a dry cock?”

      I can’t argue with that logic, and feeling his wet cock vibrating between my breasts further convinces me. He pushes my hands away and grabs hold of my breasts. He thumbs my nipples as he fucks me between my breasts. I feel wetness pooling between my legs, and my pussy burns hot and aches with desire to feel Fenrir inside me.

      He sniffs once, and I see his eyes look down. He lets go of my breasts and falls to his knees.

      Before I even realize what’s happening, his head is positioned between my legs, and I feel his warm slick tongue press against my wetness.

      I gasp in surprise, and pleasure. He grabs hold of my thighs roughly with both hands, and his tongue runs rhythmically up and down my wet pussy lips, slowly and thirstily.

      He reaches his hands around and grabs hold of my ass, squeezing both cheeks.

      I moan as his tongue finds my clit, which is swollen, sensitive and soaking. I buck my hips against him.

      “It’s too sensitive,” I gasp.

      He presses harder into it, and I twitch violently against him.

      “It’s not ready yet,” he says.

      And then his tongue enters my center, leaving my clit to recover.

      His tongue fills my soaking wet channel, and just when I think it’s all the way in…it keeps going. It slithers up inside me, filling me entirely, wet and warm–and it’s fucking long.

      “How the fuck–,” I start to say, but I moan as his tongue swells against my g-spot.

      He can’t respond to me, obviously, not with his tongue angled so impossibly deep inside me.

      He swirls it back and forth, and it laps up my wetness while rubbing blissfully against my sensitive insides.

      He lets go of my ass with his right hand, and slides his finger over to my clit.

      He fingers it ever so gently while his tongue continues filling me and pulsing within me. His finger rubs my clit in gentle circles, and I feel my wetness flooding out so much that he must surely feel it running down along his tongue.

      I buck my hips against his tongue, urging him to finger my clit with more pressure.

      He obeys my unspoken command, and then suddenly his tongue pulls all the way out, and his lips press against me. His tongue, soaked with my juices, presses firmly against my clit. I feel a gentle suction, which increases steadily as his tongue moves purposefully all over my most sensitive part.

      I scream loudly and without abandon, and Fenrir has to grab tight hold of my waist to keep me from falling.

      I start to tremble, and a strong orgasm starts to overtake me.

      I feel my inner walls pulse, and a fresh shot of adrenaline floods through me. My heart races and I hold my breath as the overwhelming orgasm increases in intensity with each beat of my heart.

      When it finally overwhelms and consumes me completely, I gasp for air, and then let out a moaning wail.

      “Fenrir! Fuck! God! God!”

      I scream, no longer able to get real words out. His tongue is moving faster and with greater precision than any human tongue could. He’s hitting my clit with just the right rhythm and the perfect amount of pressure. Two or three fingers slide up inside me, and I clench my inner walls against them.

      My inner walls squeeze as I continue to come. I cry out, his fingers moving rapidly in and out of me,  matching the frantic rhythm of his tongue pounding against my clit.

      My whole body trembles and clenches up. My legs go weak, and Fenrir’s strong arms are the only thing that keep me from sliding down against the window and falling to the ground.

      I look down and see my white-hot juices dripping down his fingers, all the way down to his palms.

      He pulls his fingers out, and with this next orgasm, I come so hard I squirt. He moves down and slides his tongue back into me, and  greedily drinking my orgasmic juices.

      When I finally stop gushing, he pulls his tongue out of me and carries me to the bed, holding me tenderly in his strong arms.

      I’m breathless and my heart is slamming into my chest. I’m wetter than I’ve ever been, and exhausted as I am, I still want more of Fenrir.

      “Is it true, what Aegus’s message to us said? Human women can come more than once per cycle?”

      “Of course,” I say, laughing weakly with exhaustion. “How ridiculous and awful would it be if I could only come once per month!”

      Fenrir pulls his ears back and looks seriously at me. “You take for granted the gifts given to you…”

      “Sorry, Fenrir,” I say. “I didn’t mean to make a joke of it...it’s just…”

      “Enough talk,” he says, silencing me.

      He grabs me and flips me over onto my stomach, and then he pulls me up onto my knees. I hold my upper body up with my arms, but Fenrir pulls my arms out from under me.

      “No,” he says, pushing my upper body flat and pulling my ass further up. “Like this.”

      I smile, but he can’t see my face. And even if he could, I’m sure he’d be looking elsewhere anyway.

      I feel incredible warmth–and wetness–slide against my pussy lips. I gasp as the vibration of his enlarged cock hits me with full force.

      “Do all of your cocks vibrate?” I ask.

      “What woman would want a cock that doesn’t?” he asks.

      “And you take your gifts for granted too…” I say.

      He presses his shaft onto my clit, and rubs slowly back and forth against it. I twitch involuntarily, and I feel intense pressure building up within me.

      “Fenrir,” I say. “No...I can come more than once per month, but I’ll pass out if I come too much. I want you inside me.”

      He slaps his hard cock against my wet lips, and I shudder.

      “Excellent,” he says. “We’re of one mind...and soon of one body.”

      “That’s some poetic dirty talk.”

      “Dirty talk?” he asks.

      “Like…” she says, “I want to fuck you like an animal. That’s dirty talk.”

      “I see,” he says. “How did you know about my bear form?”

      “Bear form?” I ask.

      “Never mind,” he says, stroking his hand through my hair.

      He reaches down across the nape of my neck,  then to my shoulders, and finally he cups my breast in his hand. His cock is still vibrating against me, but he’s relieved some of the pressure so that I won’t come...at least not yet.

      He’s huge, and I’ve never had a dick even close to his girth inside me. I feel a thrill just thinking about it, but I’m also scared.

      “Don’t worry, Fiona,” he says. “I will never hurt you.”

      “Did you just...you just called me Fiona.”

      I turn to look at him, but he slams his thick, long cock inside me, nearly splitting me wide open.

      I cry out, and my head plunges back into the pillow. I gasp for air, but he doesn’t press further in. The head of his dick is wet and warm inside me, and I can even feel it swelling and pulsing.

      “Jesus,” I say.

      “Fenrir,” he says.

      “What?”

      “I am Fenrir.”

      I snort, and he slides deeper in, silencing me once again.

      His veins are so thick and bulging that I can feel them pressing against my inner walls, and we’re both dripping wet, so despite his incredible girth and thickness, he slides right in. But fuck, it’s a tight fit all the same. And the vibration is incredible...even though he’s waiting and not pushing deeper, the sensation is constant. The low hum of his cock as it vibrates is constantly stimulating me even when we’re both perfectly still.

      “Can human males do this?” he asks.

      Suddenly I feel his dick growing inside me, even though the rest of his body remains still. It’s stretches me even wider, until I worry I might burst.

      “Fuck, careful!” I shout.

      “I only expanded a few millimeters,” he says. “Human women–or at least you–are too tight for anything more.”

      I laugh again. “Are there women out there for whom you need to expand that much?”

      “It is written in our histories,” he says. “Though fortunately you are already a perfect fit.”

      “Fuck me,” I say.

      I’m so wet around him, and his vibrating teal monster cock feels so damn good inside me. I’m no longer afraid of his size, and I yearn to feel his full power thrusting into me.

      He presses in, and I feel him slide deeper and deeper into me, until his balls–which are slightly cooler than his burning hot furnace of a dick–push up against my body.

      “I can’t believe I took the whole thing,” I gasp.

      “A perfect fit,” he mumbles, seemingly to himself.

      And then he begins pulling back out, and with each inch he withdraws, I anxiously anticipate his re-entry. I finally feel the ridge of his glans sliding across my entrance, but then he bucks his hips and slams back into me, pounding me until he reaches my center.

      His balls slap hard against my skin, and I cry out in a perfect fusion of pain and ecstasy..

      Before I can recover or adapt, he slams into me again–and again and again.

      The wet slapping sound of Fenrir fucking me fills the whole room, and as our tram lowers slowly down toward Mars, Fenrir and I rise together toward orgasm.

      I’m dripping come all over the bed as he continues ramming into me, and suddenly he shoves me down flat and covers me with his body. I can feel his hard abs pressing onto my back, glistening with sweat. He drives his cock down into me, deeper than ever, and from this new angle his vibrations and the ridge of his head hit my g-spot with each thrust. Any moment now I will pass the threshold and it will be impossible not to come.

      He presses deep into me and just...vibrates. He bites my ear and nips and licks my neck as the vibrations keep me just on the edge of orgasm. I wonder if he really knew how close I was to coming, and if he stopped just short of it to prolong this moment.

      “God, Fenrir,” I say. “How did you…”

      “You should always listen closely to a woman’s body,” he says.

      “But just not to the woman herself?”

      He grunts, and starts thrusting once again.

      I guess I pissed him off.

      An icy hot chill fills my heart, and then surges up and down my body. My channel walls clench hard against his cock as it keeps sliding in and out of me, and I feel growing wetness beneath me. I must be coming so hard that I’m dripping down onto the sheets.

      The clenching pulses along his dick, and he fucks me harder and faster. His hips slam hard against my ass with each impact, and my own hips begin to buck wildly against him. My body moves of its own will, craving that hard teal Marauder cock.

      Fenrir’s vibrations intensify as I start to come. I feel insane pressure within myself, and I realize I must be squirting again, but Fenrir makes his cock swell inside me, creating a seal.

      “Fenrir!” I shout through thick moans. “Please! I need to come.”

      “Beg for it,” he says.

      “Please, God!”

      He’s laughing above me, and each time he pushes into me, the pressure increases. I need to release.

      “Please, please, please!” I plead.

      “Good enough,” he says, and his cock shrinks just enough, and then I feel it pulse, and Fenrir’s own come shoots into me.

      I feel my own white-hot come explode out, surging across his cock. He moans loudly as I come, squirting all over him, and I feel a thick puddle of wetness pooling beneath me.

      When I finally stop squirting, I realize that Fenrir is still coming. Every second his cock twitches, and a new thick load fills me up. He must have shot at least ten loads into me already, each as big as the first.

      He grunts as my orgasm begins to die down, and still he keeps pumping me full of Marauder seed. Only when I fully collapse and fall limp does he pull out. I feel a thick load blast across my ass and back, and finally he falls down beside me.

      “Fiona,” he says, rolling onto his back and pulling me up against him.

      I want to say his name back...but my body is spent and my eyelids are heavy. I know I won’t wake up until we’re on the Martian surface.
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      Everything has changed. I am still burdened by my shame debt, yet I begin to wonder if there is another way.

      Could our endless invasions of other star systems, and endless interbreeding and evolution, be our final purpose? What point is there in constantly becoming stronger if not to...do something with it? To settle down?

      Is it not a sign? The Seraphic Form is real and not just an ideal, and given that truth, what is more logical? That it’s a test made to tempt us into ruin, or that it’s the one thing we’ve always been striving toward?

      Aegus was right, and I’ve chosen the wrong side.

      But I can undo that.

      I owe shame debt to my fallen comrade, Zarek, but he was wrong. Stopping Aegus was wrong. Even if he was wrong, I loved him like a brother.

      I look over at Fiona, my mate. She’s in the deep blanket of post-orgasmic slumber. She embodies the Seraphic Form, and even after I said I wanted to destroy her race...she still had patience and saw the potential in me. To clear my shame debt, I must protect her above all else. I must help Aegus and his brother Cygnus. I must protect humanity.
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* * *

      When our tram is ten minutes from reaching the surface, and the red Martian horizon is high in the salmon-colored sky, a voice wakes Fiona.

      “Ten minutes until disembarking! Please gather your belongings! Neuvo Quito is fully insulated and pressurized, so feel free to leave your masks and surface clothes in your suitcases. Welcome to Mars!”

      Fiona sits up, and I stare at her breasts. I begin to wonder if ten minutes would be long enough to fuck her once again...but I dismiss the idea, as she will need her energy once we are on Mars.

      “What’s this about masks?” I ask.

      “Nuevo Quito is a modern equatorial city,” Fiona says. “One of the first Martian settlements. The air is good, and there’s never been so much as a minor leak in decades. You’re going to have to wear your mask, though, and cover yourself...it will draw a lot of attention, but it beats walking around as a Marauder.”

      “Oh,” I say. “This is why I asked for all the delicious food on New Copenhagen.”

      I will my biosuit to disguise me, and it melts across my skin as a transparent film, only a few micrometers thick.

      When it’s fully encased me, it begins to fill with pigment, and soon I see my arm is entirely human-colored.

      Fiona gasps. “You’re like...a really tall human guy with elf ears.”

      “Yes,” I say. “I will need a hat.”
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* * *

      We exit the tram and find ourselves in a great domed city. The beanie I’m wearing presses my ears uncomfortably down onto my head, and I keep fidgeting with it.

      Fiona pulls it up so that my ears can point and move. “A lot of people wear them like this; it’s not a skull cap.”

      I don’t know what a skull cap is, but I’m happy to have my ears less restrained.

      The city has many tall buildings, and it’s much more densely populated than New Copenhagen. Rather than seeing the other side of the city in the sky, there’s just a large dome above everything. The city is so packed that buildings on the edge of the dome curve inward to conform to the dome’s shape.

      We’re in the combination space elevator and train terminal. It’s elevated above the surface, and the walls are glass, giving a full view of Nuevo Quito. Fiona explained earlier that the trains only reach the other equatorial cities, which are heavily dependent on trade with the orbitals. The polar cities are much more sparsely populated, and also self-sufficient. They rely largely on polar ice rather than outside trade. Cygnus reigns there.

      “It’s crowded,” I say.

      As if to prove my point, people jostle and shove past us, all rushing to space elevator trams and equatorial trains.

      I grab Fiona’s hand, for fear she could somehow be separated from me.

      “Come on,” she urges. “We need to get a buggy.”

      “A what?” I ask.

      “A vehicle with four wheels,” she says. “We’ve got a good chunk of money, and we’ll need to spend a lot of it for a long-haul vehicle.”

      “I see,” I say.

      I expect the horrible crowds to die down when we leave the station, but walking out onto the streets, I realize it’s just as crowded everywhere. My wide shoulders and size help me shove people easily out of my way, but this also means I’m forced to shove much more often. Fortunately, I can shove people before they bump into Fiona. I’m leery of thieves and pickpockets.

      As we reach the main street, incredible smells fill my nose.

      “Fiona,” I say. “Can we afford this food?”

      “Yeah,” she says. “I’m hungry too. What do you want?”

      “What is there?” I ask.

      She looks around at the numerous roadside food stalls. “Well...there’s not very good meat here. It’s too crowded for that, but do you like noodles?”

      “I’ve eaten only what you’ve seen me eat,” I say. “What are noodles?”

      “You’ll like them,” she says. “Come on! Over here.”

      She pulls me toward a stall, and I look as the woman behind the counter takes a huge iron wok and sets it onto an open flame.

      “Mushrooms?” she grunts to the customer in front of us.

      The customer nods, and she grabs a handful of strange fungi from a bin. She takes a knife and attacks the fungi like a skilled warrior, slicing it into uniform pieces. She throws the pieces into the wok and splashes them with a black liquid. I hear it start sizzling immediately, and then she chops up a long, green vegetable. The smell of the fungi hits me, and I shove the customer out of my way to lean in closer.

      I sniff. “I also want mash rooms!”

      “Wait your turn, asshole,” the man says.

      Fiona pulls me back. “Sorry,” she says. She gives me a pissed off look, scowling at me.

      When it’s finally our turn, I ask for the mash rooms, the green long vegetable, and I order the cooking woman to show me more of the available choices.

      “I will have the meat sticks, as well as the bird egg–that is a bird’s egg, yes? –the red thing with the stem, and the white thing with the powerful smell.”

      The cooking woman gives me a strange look, but throws everything I ask for onto her cutting board. She slices and dices, then tosses it all into the wok.

      “And you?” she asks Fiona.

      “Same as him, but no onions for me.”

      I grab my bowl of noodles, and I’m so hungry I dig right in.

      I grab a handful of the long strips in my hand, and then I tear off a piece of the fried egg and place it into the center of the noodles in my palm. I add in some onion and one whole mash room. I wrap the vegetables up with the noodles, and then squeeze it into a bite-sized clump. I put the whole thing into my mouth and chew. The mash room juices and the salty sauce dances on my taste buds, and then the fatty taste of the egg joins the flavor explosion. As I chew, the strong onion smell fills my nose, and the onion gives a satisfying crunch to the mixture.

      Before I finish chewing, I begin to prepare another ball of noodles, this time wrapping them around one of the meat sticks. My hands are covered in the black sauce, oil, and fat from the egg. I’ll have to lick it all off when I’m finished eating.

      I look up and see Fiona laughing at me.

      I swallow my first bite of noodles and arch my eyebrows at her. My ears are twitching beneath the beanie, but she can’t see the full extent of my confusion.

      “Here,” she says, handing me two little wooden sticks.

      I sniff them, but they seem inedible.

      “You eat with them,” she says, demonstrating. “See?”

      She takes another pair of wooden sticks from the counter, and holds them in her right hand. I watch as she somehow grasps the noodles and pieces of vegetables with the tiny sticks, then raises them to her mouth.

      “No,” I say. “I eat this my way.”

      I toss the meat stick balled with noodles into my mouth, and savor the taste.
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* * *

      Three bowls of noodles later, Fiona and I begin shopping for a buggy.

      We find a high-rise that sells buggies on the first five floors–they are visible from the windows. Some are small and open to the elements, while others are quite large and seem capable of remaining fully pressurized and climate-controlled.

      Just before we go inside, Fiona turns to me and says, “Can you wait here?”

      “I need to get us a good deal,” I say.

      “These buggy salesmen are scum,” she says, “and they assume women don’t know anything about buggies.”

      “So you need me helping you.”

      “Do you know anything about buggies?” I ask.

      I narrow my eyes at her.

      “That means no,” she says. “I’ve researched the prices on these things, and I think I can use my...feminine charms...to get us the best deal. If they see that I’m already with a hot guy, that method will be less effective.”

      “So I will stand outside uselessly, while you take charge like a man should?”

      “No…” she says. “Look, if my plan doesn’t work, then you can go in after me and use your...Marauder charms to try to brute force a good deal. Sound good?”

      “I look forward to proving you wrong,” I say. “Try your best.”

      She rolls her eyes at me and goes inside.

      I stand outside and keep my eyes open. I watch the people passing by, and I realize that there are some habbers here. I can identify them by their height and facial features. Everyone must think that I’m a habber as well, I realize. I’ll need to play that role to sell my disguise. Not knowing the proper names of the food I order can hurt my ability to pass for a habber. I will need to learn all of the correct words, and I will have to rely even more on Fiona to educate me.

      I don’t like the idea of relying on a woman, but to properly protect her, I must rely on her help as well. We have to reach Cygnus and convince him to meet with the habbers, and if I blow my cover, it will be incredibly difficult to discreetly reach the polar settlements.

      The crowds part around me, as I refuse to move out of the way or to make myself small. Though everyone is shoving and jostling each other, they make space for me. Even disguised as a human, because of my size, no one wants to risk angering me.

      I look back up at the building, seeing if I can spot Fiona through the windows, but I cannot.

      And then someone shoves me.

      I spin around, ready to shove them back, except much harder.

      And I’m met with a familiar face–though white-skinned rather than purple. It’s my fellow assassin, Minos.

      “Fenrir,” he says. “I finally caught up to you.”

      “Minos…,” I say, alarm bells ringing in my head. I need to get him away from Fiona.

      To get him away, I need to pretend I’m glad to see him.

      We grab each other’s’ forearms and flex–the Marauder handshake–and nod to each other. He’s wearing a hat similar to mine, and even the way he moves seems human to me.

      “You’ve been here longer than I have,” I say.

      “Yes,” he says. “Six months already.”

      Does that mean he’s completed his mission?

      “You found Aegus?” I ask.

      He scowls, a fully human scowl. I don’t even need to see his ears to make out his disappointment and shame.

      “No,” he says. “He’s hidden himself too well. More than I can say for Cygnus.”

      “Come,” I offer. “Let’s get something to eat, and we’ll discuss our plans.”

      I start to walk away, but he grabs hold of me and stops me. “You’re going to abandon the human female?”

      “I–.”

      He smirks. “I’ve been tempted, too, but I’ve resisted. I can’t say I blame you, but we still have jobs to do.”

      Shit. He’s seen me with her...and he knows. I can’t tell if he suspects me of betrayal, but he most certainly does. I’ll have to work hard to gain his trust, and it will be harder still to keep Fiona safe with Minos’s sights set on her.

      “You guys shopping for a buggy?” he says.

      I nod.

      “Well,” he says, “there’s no need for us to get two, so let’s share.”

      “Don’t you need to find Aegus?” I ask.

      He leans closer into me and smiles. “You’ll have to hold off on killing Cygnus...we need him to give up his brother before you pull the trigger.”

      Before we can go in, Fiona comes outside.

      “Fenrir, good news, I–.”

      She stops dead in her tracks when she sees Minos. Her eyes widen at the sight of him, and the color drains from her face.

      “Yes,” Minos says. “You can tell what I am, yes?”

      She nods.

      “Turret Woman,” I bark at her. “Did you get the buggy? It had better hold three.”

      She narrows her eyes at me, but I see a flash of understanding–and fear. She realizes the danger Minos represents.

      “It does,” she says. “Whatever you wish, Fenrir.”

      She lowers her head to me, and Minos cackles.

      He slaps his arm onto my back and whispers to me, so low that Fiona can’t hear, “You broke her in well. Good work.”
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* * *

      The buggy is sealed against the elements, and it’s spacious enough for one of us to sleep in the back compartment while two of us sit in front.

      We exit through the sealed gates of Nuevo Quito, and we take the road south. After only a few hours the road ends, and we begin trekking across the untamed Martian surface. There are a few algae blooms and wispy trees–the result of two centuries of human terraforming–but the surface is still mostly a rusty red desert.

      Minos and I have both removed our disguises to conserve biosuit fuel, and when his disguise falls away, his human-like movement is gone as well. He’s in full Marauder form again–full predator–and I can tell he does not trust me.

      “Turret Woman,” he commands. “Get in the back.”

      She looks at me, and Minos snaps, “Don’t look at him, obey me!”

      “In back, female,” I grunt.

      She bites her lip and climbs into the back compartment. Minos flips a switch and seals the back compartment. The seal is designed so that whoever is sleeping can have peace and quiet, but it now serves to cut us off from her.

      “I was plugging into the signals from all the habs,” Minos says in Marauder language. “I pieced together what happened since you arrived. I understand why you needed her, but we need to get rid of her after she gets us in with her sister and we take out Cygnus. We should probably kill all of Cygnus’ followers while we’re at it.”

      Her sister? Shit. The Great Mother is Fiona’s sister? Minos has too big an advantage–he’s been here longer than me and has gained a lot more information than I have. He has the upper hand in almost every way. I doubt I’ve fooled him at all, and likely the only reason he hasn’t tried to kill me yet is because he needs Fiona to make contact with her sister–to get us both in with Cygnus.

      I nod, not letting my surprise show. I wish I had the hat on to hide my ear movement.

      “So you knew, right?” he says.

      “Of course,” I say. “Why else would I keep her around?”

      “For her miracle pussy?” Minos says, laughing.

      “So how did you find out?” he asks me. “You didn’t tell her, right?”

      “One of the habbers mentioned the name Aura in passing,” I lie. “I overheard it...they didn’t know I could hear so well.”

      Minos nods. He knows I’m lying, but he doesn’t let it show.

      “Well,” he says, “I’m going to tell her then. It’s best if she still trusts you. You can act like you didn’t know all along. We just need to get you two inside. You can work him slow, figure out where Aegus is. Once you’ve got the information, you can kill Cygnus and clear your shame debt. I’ll help you eradicate the whole town, and then we can go take out Aegus together. Sound good?”

      “Yes,” I say, nodding.

      He hits the button, and the divider falls down.

      “I’ve got some good news for you, woman,” Minos says. “Your sister is with Cygnus. You’re an aunt.”

      Fiona bolts upright, and her eyes widen. “Why are you telling me…?”

      She glances at me for a brief moment. I can tell she doesn’t believe or trust Minos, but I nod to her, letting her know it’s true.

      “Here’s the deal,” Minos says. “We let you go to your sister, and you pretend you’re all lovey-dovey with Fenrir. Get them to trust you, and that’s it.”

      “What do you mean, that’s it?” she asks. “Why would–?”

      Minos slams his fist on the dashboard and says in a cool whisper, “You don’t ask us ‘why,’ we tell you what to do, and you do it. You’re on borrowed time. Enjoy the last years of humanity with your sister before we eradicate you. Why do you need to know the reason behind any of it?”

      I widen my eyes at Fiona, and she looks down, sadly.

      “Yes,” she says. “I understand. Thank you, Minos.”

      “Dumb bitch,” he sneers, and looks back toward the road.

      I resolve then that I will kill him. My biosuit is designed for close-range killing, while his is better suited for long-range targets. I should be able to do it quickly when he is distracted, but it’s best if I can contrive a reason to keep Fiona out of his sight while I risk the kill.

      I feel my lip trembling with rage, and my ears pull all the way back. I consider jamming my fingers through his eye sockets, I could–

      “Fenrir,” Minos says in Marauder, so that Fiona cannot understand. “One thing I forgot to mention. I’ve put a kill switch on myself. The moment my heart stops beating, I convert all my biofuel to pure energy. Boom. And if you try to get me away from her, I can manually detonate.”

      I clench my teeth to suppress my rage. I need to get to Cygnus. He’ll let us both go into their settlement, and Cygnus will have to help us find a way out of this.

      And then I start to consider all the hundreds of different ways that Minos could go back on his word at the last minute, and I mentally prepare for each and every one.
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      The days pass slowly, and when we’re only about two days from the pole, we notice we’re going to run out of water before we reach Cygnus’s settlement.

      The buggy has a condenser on the roof, and it slowly grabs the minimal moisture from the Martian atmosphere, condensing it into water. But it’s not enough, as the Marauders chug water like animals.

      “Way station up ahead,” Minos says. “Time to get some extra supplies for the last leg of the trip.”

      I’m lying in the back compartment, pretending to sleep. Since Minos is speaking English, however, I know he wants me to hear.

      He’s never gone into the back compartment to sleep, never let me and Fenrir have a few moments to talk. Even if he had, I doubt I’d feel safe saying a word for fear he’d somehow overhear it.

      I can tell that Fenrir is preoccupied–hopefully he’s planning a way to get free of Minos–and I don’t buy for a second his sudden change of attitude toward me.

      Unfortunately, I don’t think Minos buys it either.

      “Let’s show Turret Woman here what Marauder bartering looks like.”

      Fenrir looks back at me, giving me a worried expression.

      “Fenrir,” he says. “You guard the buggy, the female and I will barter together.”

      I see Fenrir’s jaw clench at that, but he doesn’t object. He must be biding his time until we are out of the buggy. I don’t know what the full plan is, but I figure our best chance to take action is when it’s time for us to go to Cygnus’s settlement. To my sister. I still can’t believe it’s really her, and I try not to get my hopes up too high, as Minos might be dangling that in front of me to keep me compliant...though Fenrir seems to believe it’s true as well.

      “Mask up,” Minos says.

      His biosuit begins to cover him and change into a tanned white skin. He slides on his own oxygen mask and tank, though he doesn’t really need it.

      I affix my mask and open the tank. I need the tank, as I can’t survive with so little oxygen. Human bodies aren’t as adaptable as Marauders’ bodies, and despite centuries of terraforming, the Martian surface is frigid and barely has any oxygen. It’s a miracle that humans have managed to get the atmospheric pressure high enough that we can forego full pressure suits.

      “Let’s go,” Minos gestures.

      I zip my coat all the way up and tighten my scarf.

      He opens the door and freezing Martian air rushes in. We both get out of the buggy. The doors shut behind us, leaving Fenrir alone inside.

      The way station is just a small building. It looks like it could hold a maximum of three or four people , and most of the structure seems designed to pump polar ice. There are long tubes and pipes jutting out of the building and plunging deep into the Martian soil.

      “I couldn’t find any weapons in Nuevo Quito,” Minos rasps through his mask. “Laws are too strict there, or I didn’t know where to look.”

      I ignore him and trudge toward the way station. I’m getting used to walking in Martian gravity by now, but the heavy coat, tank, and mask all weigh me down and make it difficult to walk with full mobility.

      Minos doesn’t seem slowed down, as he quickly overtakes me with long strides.

      “Try to keep up, woman,” he grunts.

      It makes me want to walk slower. Even when Fenrir was ordering me around after we first met, I could at least feel a modicum of respect in his voice. With Minos, there’s only hate.

      “Water, food, and weapons,” he says. “If all goes well, I’ll be able to raid Cygnus’s and your sister’s stores after we kill everyone, but–.”

      “I thought you said you’d let Aura and me go.”

      “Everyone except you two, I mean.”

      “So you’ll let us go with no supplies, to wander around the poles to freeze, starve, or die of dehydration?”

      “Would you rather I kill you now?” he asks.

      “You would if you didn’t need me. But you need me.”

      He shrugs his shoulders and keeps walking.

      “Why do you want weapons, by the way? Don’t you have your biosuit?”

      “It’s best to conserve as much biofuel as I can, for the massacre.”

      A chill goes through me, and it’s not from the Martian cold.

      When we’re a few hundred meters from the way station, three armed figures step outside. They are holding large rifles, all pointed right at us.

      “Hands up as you approach, and drop any arms,” one of them shouts across to us as soon as we are within earshot.

      Minos raises his arms, and I do the same.

      “We’re unarmed,” Minos shouts. “And how about you? You got any more weapons or men in there?”

      “Plenty more where that came from inside,” the man in the center shouts across to us. “But all it takes is one bullet, so don’t get any ideas.”

      Minos speaks in a low voice, barely audible to me a few meters behind him.

      “On three,” he says. “Drop tits first to the ground.”

      “Why–?”

      “One, two, three–.”

      I fall to the ground, and I hear gunshots roar out.

      As soon as I hit the ground, I look up.

      Minos’ biosuit has hardened like armor in front of him, though it’s still thin in back. The bullets are bouncing and plinking off his thick armor, and there’s something flying through the air toward the shooters.

      It looks like it may be disc-shaped, but it’s moving so fast that it looks more like a blurred streak.

      When it reaches just to the right of the shooters, it cuts suddenly left at a sharp 90-degree angle. I see the heads of two shooters fall off their bodies, and their guns keep firing as they fall limply to the ground.

      The third shooter’s gun falls from his hand–no, just part of it falls, the front half–and he’s left holding just the grip and stock of the rifle, which he tosses to the ground.

      Minos is rushing toward him now, and just when I think he couldn’t run any faster, he...turns into a bear.

      A massive, purple bear. He moves even faster toward the man, who dives in desperation toward his fallen comrade’s rifle.

      Just as he reaches for the gun, the disc flies back around and cuts off his hand.

      “Fiona!” Fenrir’s voice calls out from behind me. I turn around to see Fenrir behind me. “Run back to the buggy, get in, and drive as far away as you can!”

      I look at him with wide eyes, though he can’t see my fear through the tinted face mask.

      “Go! Minos is rigged with a kill switch! My biosuit can shield me from the blast, but I need you to get far away. Go! Now!”

      I take a deep breath and then run back towards the buggy as Fenrir told me to do. When I look back, Fenrir has transformed into a bear as well, and he’s rushing toward Minos.
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      I shift to bear form and charge toward Minos. I need to get closer to him to use my biosuit’s full power, and bear form will get me there fastest.

      Minos shifts back to Marauder form as he reaches the rifle, and he rolls into it and snatches it up off the ground.

      Still in bear form, I will my biosuit to form a long tendril. One of the fallen men’s rifles is much closer to me than it is to Minos–who is still out of range–so I stretch toward the weapon with my tendril.

      The biosuit stretches to its limits, and it reaches so far that my whole body is left unprotected for the duration. I’m almost one-hundred meters away, and my tendril forms a hand as it approaches the second rifle.

      Minos turns back and notices what I’m doing. Suddenly his bio-disc–which was heading straight toward me–cuts wide and severs my tendril.

      I pull back the remaining mass into myself as I shift back to Marauder form. The severed tendril pulls itself into a sphere, and continues rolling toward the rifle.

      The disc arcs back around, and before it can even start toward me again, Minos opens fire with his rifle.

      My tendril fuses back into me just in time, and I form a hardened shield. I don’t have enough mass to shield my whole body, so I form it into a handheld one.

      I raise the shield toward Minos and fall to my knees, shrinking my massive body behind the teal shield.

      I feel the impact of bullets hitting the shield a few times, and then, out of the corner of my eye, I see Minos’s disc zoom into view and make a sharp turn.

      Just before it reaches me, bullets slam against the shield again.

      Right before the disc is on me, I swing the shield around toward it and dive into it. I will the shield to shrink down and become denser, to become stronger. The shield is so small that I barely manage to move it in front of the disc. Just before I slam the disc with it, a string of bullets tears into my leg.

      When I hit the disc with the shield, sparks fly, and the disc bounces hard away from me, wobbling precariously. It will have to arc around for a while before it gets enough speed to strike again.

      I grow the shield once again and cut off the gunfire before more bullets can cut into me.

      My leg is oozing blood, and when I try to stand, pain lances through my entire body. I try to move through the pain, but my leg goes numb and I fall back down. I keep the shield held in position, and Minos holds fire. He knows it’s a waste of bullets to hit me when I’m shielded; he won’t fire until I have to split my defense to deflect his disc again.

      But before that can happen, I transfer my focus to the severed sphere of my biosuit.

      It’s dangerous, because I can barely keep my body holding the shield at the correct angle, and there’s no way I can deflect the disc with most of my consciousness in the spherical biosuit fragment.

      I shouldn’t need to deflect the disc again though, because the sphere is right on the fallen shooter’s body, next to his rifle. I shape two hands out of the sphere to grab the rifle. From the sphere’s vision, I can see Minos with his rifle trained on the shield in my hand, and the disc circling back around for another attack.

      Though I have just a few moments,  it’s more time than I need.

      The sphere’s hands aim the rifle right at Minos, and the movement alerts him. It’s too late though: all his biosuit mass is in the disc and I pull the trigger before he can even move.

      I don’t let go as the gun rattles off, and bullets cut through his body. When I see a shot blast right through his skull, I bring full focus back to my body.

      With Minos dead, his disc falls uselessly to the ground and slides across the ground dozens of meters away from me.

      I pull my knees into my chest and slam the shield onto the ground, bracing myself against it. I spare a look back and see our buggy as a mere speck on the horizon. Thankfully the Seraphim Fiona listened to me.

      I pump all of my remaining energy into the shield, and my stomach roars with hunger as I drain all my energy. The hunger makes me dizzy and lightheaded. I’ll likely pass out soon, but hopefully I can stay awake for–

      A brilliant flash of light, like lightning cutting open the black of night, erupts, and though I’m pressed against my shield with my eyes clasped shut, it still nearly blinds me through my eyelids.

      And then I feel the first force of the explosion. Small pebbles of Martian soil slamming against the shield like a dust storm. The shield begins to shake and tremble in my grasp, and I can hear and feel, deep in my rattling bones, what seems like an earthquake roaring across the ground, straight toward me. The shockwave.

      When it’s just a few dozen meters away, I spend the rest of my energy and order the shield to encircle me. It cuts out all light and hardens around me. I spend every last bit of biomass to harden the shield. There’s nothing left for inertia dampening, and the sphere is blasted away by the shockwave. I’m sent flying like a barrel dropping over a waterfall.

      My back slams against the sides of the shield, and my leg, still full of bullets, sears in pain.

      The worst of the shaking starts to die down, and I can tell the sphere is losing momentum as the shockwave weakens with distance from the center of the blast. And then, without warning, the sphere stops dead. The last thing I feel before totally blacking out is my skull slamming against the inner wall of the sphere.
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      I drive as fast as I can, though I still feel like a coward for running away while Fenrir fights that monster. I let my rational thoughts win out though: if I try to be a hero, I’ll get in the way. Even though I’m “Turret Woman,” I don’t have any form of weapon, and I sure as hell don’t have a way to fight something as dangerous as a Marauder’s biosuit-turned-death-boomerang.

      And I have to drive fast and can’t waste a second, because there’s going to be a huge explosion.

      Irrationally I want the explosion to not happen at all–for everyone to be safe. Fenrir told me he could shield himself, but what if he was just telling me what I wanted to hear? Saving me while sacrificing himself?

      And rationally...rationally, I need there to be an explosion. If I keep driving and nothing goes boom, then it means that Fenrir lost the fight, doesn’t it?

      I order the rear-facing camera to zoom in as I drive, and just as the camera finds Fenrir–a small speck on the horizon–a huge dome of white light materializes behind him.

      I watch it grow, but within seconds the camera is flooded, and the screen is nothing more than a bright white light.

      I keep driving, and moments later I feel a deep rumble. I’m at least two kilometers away now, but Mars is still shaking...and Fenrir can’t be more than a few hundred meters from the center of the blast.

      I slam on the brakes. A few more dozen meters won’t make any difference, and I need to get back to him as soon as I can once the dust settles.

      “Dust storm approaching,” a voice speaks out from the dashboard.

      “It’s not a dust storm,” I mutter, as small debris begins to slam against the outer hull of the buggy.

      The white light begins to die down, and based on the fact that I’m still alive, I realize I cleared the worst of the blast.

      But what about Fenrir?

      I whip the buggy around in a furious 180-degree turn, and I drive full speed ahead toward the epicenter of the blast.

      There is a thick cloud of dust lingering from the explosion, and some medium-sized boulders are glowing red from the heat of the blast.

      “Fenrir,” I say, “Please be okay. Please…”

      He’s strong. He’ll survive. I keep telling myself that over and over as I drive.

      Soon I make out the ruins of the way station. There’s almost no remaining evidence of the building itself, just a small square of regular-colored soil framed in singed black. And then I notice snapped-off pipes spilling out of the soil like gutted intestines. They are spewing water out into huge pools. At least we’ll be able to get something to drink.

      Once I reach the station, I pop the door open and jump out.

      I turn back in the direction I came from, and I walk toward where Fenrir would have been. Where he will be.

      The dust was too thick to see while driving, but outside of the buggy, and after some time has passed, the dust begins to clear. The pale sun becomes visible again, and I see the molten rocks cooling from fiery white-hot to a cooler orange.

      Anxiety builds in me as I search with no success. I’m standing right around where Fenrir was when I saw the blast erupt, but there’s nothing here. I see only a patch of tall rocks in the distance, and so I head toward them.

      After a few minutes of walking, reaching a few hundred meters from the rocks, I see a purple shape rise up in front of the rock wall.

      Fenrir.

      He takes a few steps toward me, then collapses to the ground.

      I rush toward him. I run as fast as I can in my heavy clothes, and I breathe heavily into the oxygen mask. The mask begins to fog up as I pant hot breath into it, but I don’t stop running.

      “Fenrir!” I shout, almost on top of him.

      “You did well,” he says, his voice rasping.

      “Are you okay?” He’s well enough to stand, but I can’t help but worry.

      I slide down on my knees beside him, and I look at the bloody pulp that is his leg. It’s oozing blood and full of gushing holes.

      “Shit, Fenrir…”

      “It’s fine,” he says. “I heal fast and fully. Just bring the buggy around and get me.”

      “You got shot like…” I count the holes. “Five or six times! And you got literally blown up.”

      He laughs, but it turns into a wheezing cough.

      “Stop laughing, you idiot.”

      He smiles. “No, I didn’t get blown up. I encased myself in my biosuit. The plan was to let the shockwave just roll me safely away while shielding me from the heat.”

      He looks back up at the tall rocks. “But I guess I slammed pretty hard into these...bashed my head really hard and knocked me out. Basically just a bad bump. It will heal.”

      I nod. “All right. I’ll go get the buggy.”

      “Fiona!” he calls out, grabbing my wrist. “One more thing.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m starving, do you have anything–.”

      I reach into my pocket and pull out a half-eaten stick of jerky.

      “Sorry, this is all–.”

      He snatches it from my hand and devours it. As soon as he’s done chewing, he closes his eyes and starts to snore.

      “I guess that’s how he heals…” I say to myself, before turning back toward the buggy.
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* * *

      By the time I get back, I’m able to wake Fenrir, and he’s able to pull himself into the buggy.

      We stop by the leaking water pipe and fill up our reservoir. We have plenty of water, but we’re low on food. Cygnus–and my sister–are only a day or so drive away, so I can deal with my hunger until then.

      Fenrir’s stomach rumbles every few minutes though, loud enough that I can hear it from the back seat.

      “Are you going to make it?” I ask.

      “I need to stay alert to protect you...in case…” he mutters.

      “How are you going to protect me if you can’t hear, and if you’re too hungry to even sit up?”

      He narrows his eyes at me.

      “I need you alert for when we arrive,” I say.

      “I can hibernate,” he says. “Conserve what’s left...promote healing.”

      “Do it,” I snap. “You should have done it hours ago.”

      He grabs my hand and runs his thumb across my palm, pain filling his eyes. “I thought Minos would take you from me…”

      “He’s gone,” I say softly. “You killed him.”

      “Kaius is still out there though…” Fenrir mutters.

      “For all we know, his pod never even made it into the solar system. Maybe it sling-shotted off Neptune and flew into interstellar space.”

      “I will keep you safe, Fiona,” he says. “I see you.”

      And then his eyes close, and his stomach finally stops rumbling.
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      Fiona shakes me awake. “We’re here.”

      “Where?” I say. My throat is dry and my voice is hoarse.

      I grab my thermos, sit up, and chug some water.

      I’m still starving, but my leg is halfway healed. I can feel a big bruise on the back of my head, but my raging headache has subsided, as well.

      “Ready to smooth talk?” I ask.

      I look out the window and see two armed guards approaching. We’re parked outside a tall gate.

      We open the doors, and they raise their guns at us.

      “Who are you?” one asks. “We don’t recognize you.”

      “I’m Aura’s sister,” Fiona says.

      They give each other looks. “Any proof of that?”

      “Look at her!” I shout from the back seat.

      They finally notice me, and they cock their guns. “Don’t move!”

      The man to the right starts shouting–into some kind of earpiece, I assume, ”We’ve got a fucking Marauder here–not Aegus–and someone claiming to be the Great Mother’s sister!”
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* * *

      After bringing us through the gate, everyone stops what they are doing to stare and gape at me. Some even bow.

      I turn to Enrico, the guard who is escorting us through town. “What are they doing?” I ask.

      “Word spreads fast,” Enrico says. “A third Marauder…”

      “But why are they bowing?” I ask.

      “Belief is a powerful tool…” Enrico says. “Great Brother Cygnus tried to fight it at first, but you can’t stop people from having faith.”

      “But in Fenrir?” Fiona says, snickering.

      “I think they just recognize me as stronger than Cygnus,” I say. “It’s only natural.”

      “No, no,” Enrico says. “There’d be even more bowing for Cygnus.”

      Fiona smiles and sticks her tongue out at me.

      I grab her hand and squeeze. “Come, let’s go find your sister...and the Great Brother.”

      Enrico points ahead. “He’s on family time, on one of the farms I think.”

      “Family time?” I ask.

      “It means we’re not supposed to bother him...but I think this would count as an exception.”

      “Yes,” I say. “Fiona is family.”

      Enrico narrows his eyes at us. He’s still holding his gun, and I suspect he doesn’t completely believe us. Though I doubt he wants to be the one who held the Great Mother’s sister at gunpoint.

      I notice more guards following closely behind us.

      “Have you eaten yet? Fenrir?” Enrico asks casually.

      At the thought of food, my stomach churns.

      His eyes widen, and he smiles. “I guess not.”

      “What you’re really asking me is if my biosuit is armed,” I say.

      Enrico nods. “Well, since it’s not...we can take you to see him.”

      The whole town is domed, but the dome is much lower and smaller than the one covering Nuevo Quito. As we walk down the street, the buildings start to thin out as we near the end of the dome. Everyone is still gawking at me, and some are still falling and bowing as I pass. I smile at Fiona each time someone bows to me, and she scoffs or rolls her eyes back at me. She must be dizzy from so much eye rolling.

      We reach the end of the dome, but there’s another larger dome through a small tunnel.

      “The farming dome,” Enrico says, pointing. “Having two separate domes acts as a nice safety measure. In a pinch, the whole settlement could move to the farming dome while we repaired the other.”

      We pass through the airlock and into the second dome. I can’t see any of the farms, as there is a steep hill in front of us blocking the view.

      “I’m not sure which of the farms the Great Brother and Mother are on…” Enrico says.

      I sniff, and I smell Marauder in the distance.

      I follow the scent, climbing the hill, and as I reach closer, I smell something else. It must be the child...and from the smell alone, I know that Aegus was right. That the children humans and Marauders bear together need not be Marauders. It means we can settle here, end our old way of life.

      If only people like Minos could really stop and think what that really means. My shame debt had blinded me from the true freedom that the Seraphic Form represents, but Fiona cleared the fog from my eyes. Just as her sister Aura must have done for Cygnus.

      We clear a small hill, and I see them first. Cygnus and Aura are standing side by side, and the child is jumping over tall stalks of corn. She’s laughing and happy, and I realize she’ll never need to leave this place. She’s the first child of a Marauder who can stay where she was born and build a peaceful life.

      I turn back to Fiona and Enrico, and I point around the hill. “Just around the hill; come on.”

      I slide down the hill and guide them around the edge. As soon as Fiona sees her sister, she breaks into a run.

      Cygnus hears first, and he spins toward us.

      As soon as he sees my purple skin, I smell fear radiating from him. He’s not afraid for himself, but he’s afraid for his mate and child.

      I smile and relax, and I hold up my hand, mimicking the human greeting. His fear slowly subsides, and when he realizes that Fiona is his mate’s sister, I see a smile fill his face, as well.

      “Fenrir?” Cygnus says, as I move closer toward him.

      And then I smell guilt pouring out of him.

      “I was sent to kill you,” I say. “But I’ve chosen Fiona over revenge.”

      Fiona and Aura grab hold of each other, hugging tightly. I see tears in Aura’s eyes, but they’re both laughing.

      “Just revenge?” Cygnus asks. “I didn’t want to kill Zarek, but I had to.”

      “I know,” I say. “No, not just revenge. Half of the fleet has welcomed Aegus’s message...but the other half has not.”

      “Daddy!” the child says, jumping into him.

      He catches her and cradles her in his arms.

      She turns to me and says, “Is that uncle Aegus?”

      “No,” Cygnus says. “This is Fenrir, but that woman is your Aunt Fiona.”

      Sara looks up at me cautiously, and then at Fiona.

      Fiona smiles. “Hi, Sara…”

      I can tell she doesn’t know what to say. But it’s more than I can manage.

      Sara has pale pink skin, and her ears are on the side of her head like a human’s, but they are pointy like a Marauder’s. She lacks the cool, calculated ruthlessness that Marauder females are known for even from a young age.

      “Say hello!” Aura says, taking Sara from Cygnus’s arms and putting her onto the ground.

      “Hello, Aunt Fiona,” Sara says, blushing.

      “She’s shy with new people at first,” Aura says, “She’ll warm up–.”

      “I’m not shy!” Sara whines. “Don’t make fun of me!”

      I still can’t believe what this little girl represents. No longer must our people endure brutal journeys across the stars...each time I look at her, I’m reminded of it.

      “I am shy, too, little Sara,” I say.

      “I’m not little either!” she shouts.

      “No…” I say. “The Seraphic Form is infinitely large…”

      “You’re weird, Fenrir,” she says.

      And then everyone laughs at me.
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      “We’ve got a few thousand people here,” Aura says. “But there are more and more every day. We’ll have to build new domes soon to hold everyone.”

      I keep looking at Sara. Every time I look at her, I try to imagine what my own kid might look like...with Fenrir.

      “I see that look,” Aura says. “Have you...done it?”

      “Done what?” I say, feeling my face flushing red.

      “Felt the...teal vibration,” Aura says, smirking.

      My face burns hotter than the sun, and Aura grins. “Yep, you have!”

      “Is Sara the first?” I ask, trying to get the topic off my sex life.

      Fenrir and Cygnus are talking in the other room, or rather Cygnus is talking and Fenrir is devouring enough rations to feed ten men for a month.

      “Yes,” Aura says.

      “I thought Aegus…”

      “Aegus is...difficult,” Aura says. “He tricked Cygnus and many others into believing he’d taken a mate.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “Well,” Aura says, “it’s hard to get done what needs doing if you have a wife and child to protect.”

      “But why trick Cygnus? Why lie about having found his mate?”

      Aura bites her lip. “You saw the look on Fenrir’s face when he saw Sara, right? It’s one thing to believe something–and I don’t doubt that Fenrir truly believed it–but many Marauders will need to see it with their own eyes.”

      I nod.

      “So you tamed a badass assassin?” Aura says, laughing. “He must really like you.”

      “I haven’t tamed him,” I say. “He’s still like...90% barbarian.”

      Aura laughs. “I know what you mean, and don’t expect that to change too much. I’m reminded every time we sit down to eat that Cygnus is never going to be a mild-mannered guy, he–.”

      Enrico bursts into the room, cutting Aura off.

      “Great Mother! Great...Aunt...you need to see this! We’re intercepting a broadcast from somewhere in Martian orbit.”

      We both stand up and follow him into the communications room. Fenrir and Cygnus are already there.

      A Marauder I’ve never seen fills the screen.

      “It’s Kaius…” Fenrir says. “The third assassin.”

      “I am Kaius. The Marauder brothers Aegus and Cygnus claim they are here to save humanity, but I will destroy you by the millions if they do not turn themselves over to me. I will first destroy the elevator, and while the cable falls and destroys Nuevo Quito–as well as countless other equatorial cities as it wraps around the equator–I will begin destroying your precious habitats one by one until the brothers have surrendered to me. I care nothing for human life, and I will gleefully kill humans by the millions. If Aegus and Cygnus truly care for human life, they will turn themselves over to me. If I haven’t heard from you within twenty-four hours, and if you both have not surrendered to me within a week’s time, the elevator is gone.”

      The screen fades, and everyone starts muttering and shouting.

      “Quiet!” I demand, forcing the room to silence. “I will stop him.”

      “How?” Fiona asks me. “It will take us days to reach the space elevator again, and we don’t even know where he is!”

      “Actually,” Enrico says, looking at this screen. “He’s near...New Wessex? Can that be right?”

      “And where is Aegus?” I ask.

      Cygnus and Aura look at each other.

      “Where?” Fiona asks.

      “We don’t know,” they say together. “He keeps his movements secret...we can’t even contact him.”

      “Will he make contact with Kaius?” Fiona asks. “Or will he value his secret movement over all those human lives?”

      “He’s my brother!” Cygnus snarls. “He’ll do what’s right!”

      Aura pulls Cygnus back, stroking his forearms.

      “I’ll have to meet him,” Cygnus says. “Turn myself in…or at least pretend to. Maybe I can take him out…”

      “He doesn’t seem to know about me,” I say. “He might have just reached the solar system.”

      “Who was he sent to kill?” Cygnus asks.

      “He was backup. He was meant to help where he was needed most. I turned my transponder off, and Minos is gone. He must think he’s on his own now, and that this is his best shot.”

      “Can he really blow up the elevator and all those habitats?” Fiona asks, grabbing my arm and pressing into me.

      “If he still has anti-matter,” Cygnus says, “then yes, he can.”

      “Do you have ships?” I ask.

      “No,” Cygnus says, shaking his head. “Not really...we recovered one ship a few months ago, but it’s an old junker. It has no A.I. or advanced navigation systems–they are fully manually–no one can fly it.”

      Aura looks up, her mouth hanging open.

      “I can fly it,” Fiona says.
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* * *

      I’m sitting on the bed, and Fiona presses her body up against me. I move away from her.

      “Fenrir,” she says. “Come on.”

      “Why did you offer to fly that ship?” I ask.

      “Because I’m the only one who can!” she says, grabbing my arm. I don’t push her away this time, but I refuse to look at her.

      “The most likely scenario is that Kaius will destroy the ship as soon as he has a clear shot.”

      “What if he wants Cygnus alive? To force him to broadcast a new message to the fleet? To say Aegus was lying–.”

      “What if?” I shout, finally facing her, my ears pulled back in anger. “You want to throw your life away on a ‘what if?’”

      “And do you want to throw millions of lives away on a what-if?” she fumes. “I’m a soldier, Fenrir, a turret woman. I signed up to risk my life to save others...even if the imperial space fleet didn’t end up doing that. This is my chance to do it for real, to really save people...and you can help us do it.”

      “Cygnus and I can do it alone,” I say. “We can take the elevator to New Copenhagen, and–.”

      “Seriously, Fenrir?” she says. “As soon as he spots you two on the elevator, he’ll just blow the fucking thing up. It was likely his plan all along, to get Cygnus at least on the elevator. Taking the ship straight to orbit will give us a huge edge, and that relies on me being involved.”

      She presses her breasts into me, and through the thin layer of her clothes I can feel her nipples hard against my back. Her warmth and her softness pull the fight out of me. She has not convinced me to let her go through with her foolish plan…she’s only convinced me to stop arguing with her...for now.

      I turn back and kiss her passionately. There are thousands of things that can go wrong in the coming days, but being mad at Fiona shouldn’t be one of them. She’s one of the only things that is right just how it is, and I need to show her I feel that way.

      She shoves me down onto the bed–well, I let her shove me–and she straddles me. My cock springs up and presses against the silk cloth of her panties. I feel myself vibrating against her ass, but my eyes are closed and my lips are locked to hers.

      “Tomorrow, Fenrir,” she says, pulling her lips from mine. “I will drive.”

      I scowl at her.

      “But tonight, I will ride,” she says, grinning.

      “I don’t understand–.”

      She pulls her panties to the side and lowers her wet tightness down my thick and soaked shaft.

      “Oh,” I say, eyes widening, “Ride...I understand.”

      She presses her hands down hard onto my chest and begins to buck her hips. I can feel her thick ass slamming against me with each thrust, and I work my long girth deeper and deeper into her with each thrust. The wetness floods around my cock and allows it to work itself smoothly into her deepest places. Her glorious tits are bouncing above me, and her hard nipples are poking out. I reach up and grab her breasts as she rides me, and I caress them gently in my hands as she bounces wildly up and down on my cock.

      My cock’s vibrations intensify, and Fiona stops bouncing up and down. She leans forward while I clasp and tweak her nipples, and my dick presses its full depth into her. I can feel the swollen warmth of her clit firmly pressed up against my shaft as it vibrates with lustful intensity. As I stimulate her clit, I feel her walls tighten and throb against me. I close my eyes and focus on the feel of her soft breasts in my rough, calloused hands. I relish the tight embrace of her pussy squeezing me for all its worth. And I open my eyes and take in the radiant beauty of her smiling face. I understand that I could have mistaken such beauty for blasphemous temptation, but nothing this beautiful could ever truly be a bad thing.

      I enjoy the feel of her on top of me, but a primal urge to take charge rises up within me. I grunt, sit up, and shove her over and down onto her back. I pull my cock out from her slick channel just long enough to rip off her panties with a forceful tear. She gasps, and I look down at my cum-soaked teal cock and her dripping wet pussy, and then I pull her legs back and plunge forcefully into her soaking wet hole.

      Her legs wrap around my waist, and I feel her heels pressing into my back. Our bodies are molded together and intertwined, her lush breasts pushing into my abs, and her warm lips wet against my chest.

      I begin to fuck her–I’m fully in control now. With each thrust I plunge deep into her, and I take on a slow and forceful rhythm. She moans and grunts with each re-entry, and my cock’s vibrations work to stretch her inner walls. I adjust myself so I’m positioned at a deeper angle so that the vibrations can press against her clit as I continue fucking her raw.

      “Fenrir, God...it’s so good, your big teal alien cock…” she moans before she can finish speaking.

      “You are a strong warrior, Fiona,” I find myself saying. I slow down, and rather than pushing hard in and out, I slow my movements to a gentle sliding. I move just enough to let her know I’m still inside her.

      “You’re just saying that because we’re fucking,” she sighs.

      “No,” I say. “This is not fucking, Fiona, we’re making love.”

      Her lip trembles, and I see tears pool in her eyes. “Really? Are you saying…”

      “Yes,” I interrupt. “I love you. You are my mate, and also my beloved.”

      The tears flow down her cheek. “Beloved? That sounds so old-fashioned…”

      “Ah,” I say, “so you don’t love me?”

      I slide deep into her, and she gasps.

      She catches her breath and says, “Of course I love you...idiot.”

      “I give you ‘beloved,’ and you give me ‘idiot.’ This is truly an equal relationship.” I start peppering light kisses down her neck.

      She laughs and digs her heels harder into my back. “Show me how much you love me, Fenrir.”

      I fuck her with renewed fury and intensity. Each time I slam deep into her, my purple skin slaps against her pale whiteness, and sweat soon drips down my body. Her mouth opens wide as she screams and moans, writhing beneath me, her thighs are hot and sweaty against my skin, and my glistening abs slide almost frictionless against her warm breasts.

      Her inner walls tighten and pulse around my cock, begging me to spill my seed deep inside her. I resist the urge...at least until she raises her head from the pillow and pulls my nipple between her luscious lips.

      She sucks on me as I pound her, and then her pussy clenches impossibly tight around me, and I know she’s about to drop off the edge.

      She bites down hard on my nipple, and the sharp pain gives me renewed strength. I sink in and out of her soaking and squeezing wetness as she bites me again and again, but soon the orgasm overpowers her, and she falls back flat on her back, writhing violently. Her hips buck wildly against me, and I feel gushing juices flowing all over my cock.

      It’s too much for me to bear, and my balls release. As my first blast of come explodes deep inside her, I let out a powerful roar. I feel the beautiful warmth of release wrapping tightly around my body, and then I come over and over again, and again.

      It’s as if my body knows I may die tomorrow, and that it’s critical I fill her with as much of my seed as possible. My body has evolved to get a woman pregnant in one try, and thus I blast five, ten, fifteen loads of sperm into her. I fill her pussy to the brim, and we collapse together onto the bed, fully spent, but still entwined in one another’s arms.

      My cock twitches a few more times, but it’s unloaded everything it can. I see Fiona’s eyes filled with tears beside me, and her body, too, twitches in post-orgasm aftershock.

      “Fenrir,” she says. “We’re going to kick his fucking ass tomorrow, okay? And we both make it back safe and happy.”

      I nod and pull her up against me. We fall asleep, me holding her tight in my arms, and I awake with her still pressed up tight against me.

      “I promise we’ll make it back safe,” I whisper to her.
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      “There’s an abandoned orbital orbiting Mars,” Cygnus says, pulling up a screen in the command room. “New Wessex. They never even finished building it. They ran out of money early on, and the materials they used to build it are already so outdated that it’s no longer cost effective to do anything with it. It’s just been floating around for almost a century…”

      “So you think he’s in there?” I ask.

      “It looks like it,” Cygnus says. “It’s close to the space elevator and the orbitals.”

      “How is he surviving there? If it’s been abandoned for one hundred years, I doubt there’s any atmosphere.”

      “There’s barely even artificial gravity,” Cygnus says. “The centripetal spin has decayed so much that it’s like walking on the moon. He probably re-pressurized some of the buildings they were using for construction...set up a makeshift headquarters.”

      “So Fiona flies me close,” Fenrir says, “and I float into the orbital, figure out where he is, and we blast him to hell?”

      “Won’t he just blow up the elevator as soon as he sees you?” Fiona asks.

      “I’ll be as sneaky as I can,” Fenrir says. “Remember how I snuck onto your gunship?”

      I remember. I heard him opening the airlock, but no one else reacted in time to stop him.
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* * *

      I strap myself into the pilot’s seat, and as I reach for the flight stick, Fenrir grabs me by the hand.

      “Fiona,” he says. “You’ll be careful?”

      “Of course,” I say. “And you?”

      “I’m a Marauder,” he says.

      “That means you won’t be careful?”

      “It means I’ll do what must be done.”

      I scowl at him, and his ears pull back.

      “Okay,” he says. “I’ll do what must be done...as carefully as possible.”

      Thousands are gathered on the sides of the runway, watching us depart.

      I said goodbye to Aura and Sara, but I promised them it was only temporary. That I’d be back.

      I hit the throttle, and the acceleration slams me against the back of my seat. I pull up off the runway and start to climb.

      Fenrir is suited up in his biosuit; it’s fully fed and ready for combat. His face looks stoic.

      “Can’t you at least pretend to be nervous?” I ask.

      He looks at me earnestly, with rigid ears. “I am terrified,” he says. “Of losing you.”

      When I reach maximum altitude, I fire the booster rocket.

      It’s a primitive way to get into orbit, but it works. My jaw rattles and my stomach churns as we accelerate up into orbit, and I look over at Fenrir long enough to see him closing his eyes and bowing his head.

      He really is worried.

      After a few minutes, we’re in orbit and microgravity. I stay strapped in my seat, but Fenrir unbuckles and floats through the cabin.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “Pacing,” he says.

      “You can’t pace in zero-g,” I shout back at him.

      “Then I’m floating back and forth,” he says. “It helps me think. Much like pacing.”

      I was never big on pacing. Spending so much time in tiny ships, I had to settle with motionless stewing and fretting...which is what I realize I’m doing now. It’s bad enough that we could die going after Kaius, but if our failure causes him to bomb the elevator, millions of deaths will be on my hands. Fenrir must be thinking the same thing.

      Cygnus’s team is doing the calculations for us back on the surface–it’s faster than using the ancient computer on this ship–and there’s nothing for us to do but wait. Once we have the calculations, we can plan our course toward New Wessex.

      I unstrap myself and push off toward Fenrir.

      I slam right into him, and he grabs hold of me.

      “We’re going to approach with no thrust,” I say, “and you’ll sneak right in.”

      “Yes,” he says.

      “I won’t be anywhere near him,” I say. I’ve reassured him of this at least twenty times now. “You’ll be the only one in real danger...but you’re better than him. You’ll win, just like you did against Minos.”

      He widens his eyes at me and strokes my wrist. “I hope it’s nothing like Minos, I barely stopped him. I almost died...five times, at least. There was the boomerang, the bullets in my leg, the rocks I slammed into…”

      We both laugh, but I’m terrified.

      The console blinks, and I see that Cygnus has sent me the thrust vector.

      “It’s time,” I say.

      Fenrir nods.

      We strap back in, and I input the thrust vector. We accelerate briefly, and begin our drift toward an intercept course with New Wessex.

      It’s similar to how we attempted to drift undetected into Martian orbit on the old gunship, but hopefully this time I won’t get detected at the last minute. None of the orbitals should be monitoring traffic into New Wessex anyway. The main concern is Kaius detecting us.

      “We’ll be there in ten minutes,” I say, after the thrust dies down.

      Fenrir grabs his railgun and floats toward the airlock. I follow him to the hatch.

      He kisses my forehead, and I pull him in and kiss his lips. Our tongues meet, and my heart aches. For a moment I consider aborting the whole mission, but reality hits me before I can give it serious thought. We could run away and be happy together, but for how long? The Marauder fleet will soon arrive, and if we don’t start fighting now, there will be nothing left to fight for later.

      I pull away. “You’ll need about three minutes to cycle the airlocks, so you need to get going.”

      He pulls me into him and kisses me again, this time more deeply. He nibbles on my lip and massages my tongue with his. He grabs my ass and then pulls away.

      “Okay,” he says. “Now I’m ready.”

      “I love you, Fenrir,” I say.

      “I love you, too...Turret Woman,” he says.

      He opens the hatch, and he looks deep into my eyes as he shuts it. When the door closes, I feel suddenly alone in the ship.

      But there’s no time for second guessing now. I kick off the hatch, float to the cockpit, and strap myself back in.

      I can see New Wessex now. It’s a big dark tube–and getting bigger. It’s not lit up at all, and I can really only see it as an absence of light covering the stars. A fitting place for someone like Kaius.

      Fenrir’s voice comes on over the communications link. “Fiona, I’m ready.”

      “Okay,” I say. “You promised you’d come back to me safe. Don’t forget that…”

      “Don’t worry.” Fenrir says. I hear him take in a deep breath, and then he shouts, “I’m out! Brake now!”

      My console tells me the airlock is open, and I hit the thrust, braking my ship completely as Fenrir flies on toward New Wessex, naked to the vacuum save for his biosuit.

      The ship’s camera locks onto him, and I watch as the huge Marauder shrinks down to a tiny figure. I see him pass through the gap in the orbital, and then he’s gone. Kaius is waiting somewhere in that hollow shell, and I have to just pray that Fenrir can kill him before he can detonate the bomb, or take my mate away from me.

      “I’m in,” Fenrir says. “Hooked my suit onto the edge and I’m walking along the interior now. This place is so depressing compared to New Copenhagen...it almost feels like it’s haunted. No sign of Kaius.”

      My console blares, and red lights flash.

      “Evade! Evade!” the console whines.

      A modern ship’s A.I. would assess the threat and begin automatic evasive maneuvers, but this hunk of shit leaves all of that up to me.

      Well, almost all of it. The screen shows an incoming ship highlighted in red, and I can see its engines are burning hot behind it. It’s accelerating right into me.

      And then something detaches from it. A torpedo.

      “Shit!” I scream.

      It’s about four kilometers away, and New Wessex is only about 500 meters from me on the other side. I slam the throttle to max thrust and race into the orbital.

      “I think Kaius is outside, Fenrir,” I shout. “And he just fired a torpedo at me…I’m going to have to use the orbital as a shield!”
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      I drop to the ground and stabilize my railgun onto the gap where I expect Fiona to enter.

      “Fly through,” I say, using all of my focus to keep the terror from my voice, “and I’ll cover you.”

      I see her ship shoot through the gap. The orbital has only rotated enough to put me a few hundred meters from where she enters. I’m barely far enough away to not get burned by her engines.

      As soon as she clears the gap, she banks away from me, toward the orbital platform on the other side of the gap from me.

      And then the torpedo, which has tracked her heat trail, hits the platform beneath her. I see the metal bulge and buckle up in a dome shape, and Fiona pulls up and away from it. The orbital platform has shielded her from the torpedo.

      The bulging dome explodes open, and fire and shrapnel blast through, but her ship is clear.

      “He’s about to enter,” Fiona’s voice shouts into my earpiece, “Three...two…”

      I steady my railgun just past the gap. My biosuit does the calculations for me, telling me where to aim and when to pull the trigger.

      The moment the nose of Kaius’s ship enters the gap, I pull the trigger.

      In the weak gravity, the recoil from the railgun knocks me off my feet and into the air. I have to form a tendril to pull myself back onto the ground.

      I see an explosion on Kaius’s ship, and then I notice that Fiona has turned her ship around to face it.

      The machine guns on her ship are firing into his ship, tearing it to shreds. There’s a huge hole where my railgun hit, and air is venting out.

      Kaius’s ship turns toward me, and though it’s getting filled with machine gun fire, it still manages to change its course. Straight toward me.

      Fiona stops firing.

      “Shoot him!” I yell. “Fucking shoot him!”

      “I might hit you!” she says. “Shit, Fenrir, run!”

      I abandon the railgun and form dozens of tendrils. The tendrils, like spider’s legs, pull me along the ground and scurry me quickly out of the way.

      Kaius’s ship slams into the platform just behind me, but there’s not enough momentum to blow a hole through it. It explodes, and the fire tears across the ground. Chunks of shrapnel fly toward me, and my tendrils reach up to bat away the bigger pieces. Smaller chunks of burning debris burn across my shielded skin, and just as I think I’m safe, I see Kaius himself hurtling toward me.

      He’s covered in his biosuit and it’s completely teal. He must have ejected from the ship just before impact.

      When he’s nearly on top of me, I attack with three sharp tendrils, all firing from different angles.

      He shields himself in a hardened sphere, and the tendrils slam into it, but fail to penetrate.

      The sphere crashes into the ground, landing just next to me, but it doesn’t dissipate and reveal Kaius.

      “Fiona,” I say. “Get out of here, I may need to–.”

      “I can’t get out,” she says. “There’s like...twenty Martian gunships surrounding New Wessex now. I’m trying to talk them down...but they won’t let me out.”

      The teal sphere slowly becomes transparent, until finally I can see Kaius through it.

      “Fenrir,” he says.

      I focus my biomass around my fist, forming an incredibly dense bludgeon. I slam it down onto this transparent sphere, but it only dents the sphere by a few centimeters.

      “You fucking coward,” I growl.

      “You heard your human bitch,” Kaius says. “I’m surrounded by the Martian fleet. I’m not getting out of here alive.”

      I shift to bear form, and my biosuit stretches and conforms to my new size. I claw and maul the sphere, but Kaius just laughs.

      The sphere can’t hold forever. Even if he uses all his energy to sustain it, I eventually will break it open. I slam it with my claws over and over, and when my arms get sore, I back up and start to ram it with my head.

      “I’ll take down as many Martians as I can with me,” Kaius says. “The bomb is set to detonate. There’s no way I can stop it. I wish I had thought to set this orbital to blow up as well, but I only had enough anti-matter left for one good explosion…”

      I slam my paw into the sphere, and my claws tear through, but when I try to pull it apart, I can’t get it to tear away.

      “The sphere is failing because I’ve routed all remaining energy to one powerful beam. My life support will fail me, and I’ll die, but at least I’ll bring your fucking mate down with me…”

      He raises his hand, and it’s glowing purple. He’s pointing straight at Fiona’s ship.

      I shift to Marauder form and leap above him. I harden my biosuit and divert all focus to form a shield in front of me.

      Kaius’s sphere melts away, and the beam slams into me. I feel immediate acceleration and my vision blurs to a blood red.
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      There’s a blue-green explosion down on the orbital platform, and suddenly I see Fenrir accelerating through the hollow space inside the habitat.

      “Fenrir!”

      Mere moments after the initial blast, Fenrir whooshes right past my ship, and he flies straight through one of the gaps between orbital platforms.

      “What was that?” the Martian admiral asks me. “Are the aliens firing on us?”

      “No…” I say. “That is the alien. My alien, and you have to save him!”

      “What about the hostile–?”

      I look at my screen that has a magnified view of Kaius. He’s floating lifelessly through the vacuum.

      “He’s dead! Now save Fenrir!”

      “He’s long gone,” the Admiral says. “He’s moving too fast, none of our ships could catch up to him...even if we wanted to. He’ll be well past Uranus in just days, though I’m guessing his life support will fail before then.”

      “Fiona,” Fenrir’s voice cuts in. “I don’t think I can keep my promise…”

      “No!” I shout. “There must be a way. Can’t you use your biomass to slow down? We can find a way for you to slingshot back toward us…we could–.”

      “The tank’s running on fumes,” Fenrir says. “I’ll be out of air in an hour or so...I could slow myself down by a tiny bit, but then I’d be out of air right away…”

      “You promised,” I say, my lip trembling. Warm tears pool in my eyes, and they float out into the cockpit.

      “Part of me will always live on in you, Fiona,” his voice says, crackling, “I–.”

      “Comm link lost,” a robotic voice says. “Try getting closer–.”

      I rip the earpiece out and throw it across the cockpit.
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      “I love you,” I say.

      “Comm link lost, try getting closer.”

      I laugh. If only it were that easy. If I could just reach out and touch her hand, and she could pull me right back to her side.

      Absorbing Kaius’s blast consumed almost all my biofuel, but all that energy still had to go somewhere, and it accelerated me like a bullet. Faster than any human ship can travel.

      I watch as Mars slowly shrinks from my view. The orbitals are just small pinpricks of light, and I know that somewhere among them, Fiona is there.

      I wait for an explosion, for Kaius’s bomb to destroy the elevator. I hold out hope that it somehow won’t detonate, that he was bluffing, or that it’s a dud.

      At least I protected Fiona, and at least I got to say goodbye.

      I know that at least Cygnus will do what he can to watch over her, and to protect humanity.

      “And what about Aegus?” I mutter. “That fucker is so mysterious that he ends up being totally useless. We sure could have used his help somewhere during all of this–.”

      “I was just about to help you,” a voice cuts in. It’s not coming from the earpiece, but from the biosuit itself. “But if I’m useless, maybe–.”

      “Aegus?” I say in disbelief.

      “Lucky for you I was coming from Jupiter. I’m sending you my location.”

      A map overlays onto my vision, and I see my projected trajectory. It looks like I’ll get whipped around Jupiter, and then accelerate even faster out into interstellar space. Aegus is close, but not close enough.

      “I’ve got a small pod stocked with antimatter,” Aegus says. “I’m going to blast it toward you...you’ll have one chance to catch it. Here goes!”

      The map shows the pod, a little green dot, shoot out from Aegus. It will be on me in two minutes.

      “So,” I say, killing time, “why’d you wait so fucking long to come help? Not even your brother knew where you were.”

      “I’m always looking at the bigger picture,” Aegus says. “And I did help.”

      “Could have fooled me,” I say. “Millions are going to die on Mars.”

      “No,” Aegus says. “I had a team on the elevator. They moved the bomb. Look over your shoulder.”

      I look back toward Mars, and I see a pinprick of white form and expand outward.

      “Boom!” Aegus says. “Far enough from everything. No one got hurt. It would have all been perfect if you hadn’t gotten shot and made me waste valuable anti-matter. Do you know how hard it was to get all this skimmed with human technology, it took me–.”

      “Shut up!” I interrupt. “I need to focus!”

      The pod is thirty seconds away, and I realize I’m slightly off-course from intercepting it.

      I burn the rest of my biomass to make a minor adjustment. Warnings start to flash that I’m out of air, and I can feel the deep cold of vacuum begin to warp around me.

      I reserved just enough fuel to form a wide net, and when the pod is just seconds away, I deploy it.

      The teal net shoots out beside me, and only at the last second do I see the pod with my own eyes. It rockets past me like a bullet, and my net stretches tight.

      The net strains as it stretches into a thin filament behind me, barely clutching the pod, and just before it tears, I jam a tendril into the pod to suck the anti-matter up out it.

      I get about half of it in before the pod tears and rips away, but it’s enough.

      The low air warnings shut off, and I feel heat coming back in. I burn the fuel and initiate counter thrust, which begins to slow me down relative to Aegus’s position.

      I watch on the map as Aegus draws closer to me.

      “Nice catch,” he says. “Looks like my useless ass was be able to save you after all.”
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      When I land on Mars, I’m greeted by new and old friends alike.

      Fiona rushes to Fenrir, and he lifts her into the air and spins around and around. He squeezes her so tight it seems almost as if he’ll never let her go.

      My brother Cygnus, his wife Aura, and my niece Sara greet me next.

      “Uncle Aegus!” she shouts, leaping into me.

      I catch her and hug her back. “You’re so big now,” I say to myself in disbelief.

      “See! I told you Uncle Fenrir, I’m not little anymore!”

      “Fenrir’s not really your uncle,” Cygnus says, smiling.

      “He will be,” Sara says, jumping out of my arms. “After he marries Aunt Fiona!”

      Fenrir looks at me with wide eyes, but I nod to him.

      “Fiona,” Fenrir says, voice confident. “I will ask you something now. Understand the way I am going to do this is not how a human man would do so…but it’s the only way I know how.”

      Fiona looks at me, and then at Cygnus, confusion overtaking her face.

      I smile at her, hoping it will reassure her.

      Suddenly Fenrir grabs her and lifts her up above his head, holding her to the sky.

      “I raise this female above myself!” Fenrir shouts to the gathering crowd.

      Sara starts to laugh, and Aura gives Cygnus a knowing look.

      “I acknowledge her strength and power, and her ability to protect and nurture our future offspring!”

      Aura laughs now too, but there’s tears in her eyes.

      I feel a tightness in my own chest, and a burning emptiness in my gut. This is not something I can have, at least not while the Marauder fleet still threatens humanity.

      “And now, for the—” Fenrir cuts off, looking confused.

      “Improvise it!” Cygnus shouts.

      Fenrir furrows his brows, and his ears pull back. He’s still holding Fiona above his head, and she’s beaming with a wide smile, but I can tell she’s slightly nervous that Fenrir will totally botch this.

      “Normally,” Fenrir says, “I would now speak this female’s Mother Name for this first time! As a promise for future children and her future role as a mother. But this female already has a name. Fiona. I’ve called her many things, but mother or not, she has earned this name already! I proudly call her Fiona.”

      Fenrir puts Fiona down on her feet and draws a blade, pointing it into his own chest, just above his heart.

      I see her eyes widen and she takes a step forward, but Fenrir holds her back. “This too is Marauder tradition. I ask this female—Fiona—to marry me and have children with me. If she should reject me, my shame debt will be so great that I will fall on my own blade, and this female should live on without me--free of all shame debt—to find her true life mate. Do you—“

      “Jesus, Fenrir,” Fiona says, laughing, “Put down the blade, of course I want to marry you, you idiot—“

      He throws the blade down and grabs her, and they hug and kiss each other to thunderous applause.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After the wedding, and before Fenrir and Fiona’s honeymoon on New Copenhagen, I finally let Cygnus—and now Fenrir—into my full plans.

      “It sounds to me like we already won! This plan is brilliant, except for the part about you leaving for Venus, Aegus, I disagree with this.”

      Fenrir shakes his head. “I agree with the Great Brother. We owe shame debt to humanity for this invasion, and it sounds like your plan has fully absolved us of this debt. The civil war is not our fault.”

      I sigh. “I’m making this sacrifice willingly. My plan is not foolproof—“

      “Then don’t leave us two fools to stay back here and see it through!” Fenrir says. “Help us carry it out, and settle down…”

      “I can’t,” Aegus says. “You both know I’m right. Even if everything goes perfectly, two or three ships from the enemy faction could still make it into the solar system. And assuming the friendly ships can arrive early as planned, what happens when they arrive and see civil war? How many Marauders will still believe that humanity is the end of our journey when they arrive and see them killing each other?”

      Fenrir and Cygnus look at each other with lowered ears.

      “You’ll do your part,” I say, “By loving your wives and children. Show humanity that we can help to heal them, that we bring hope with us, and not war.”

      “And what about your mate?” Fenrir says. “You think you don’t deserve one, after all this?”

      “Maybe I’ll find her on Venus,” I say.
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      The rockets cut off, and I feel zero-g for the first time in my life. Free from the gravity of Venus, I pull off my safety harness and leap out of the seat.

      “Hey! Sit back down,” Rikon, the smuggler captain, barks at me.

      They’re used to this: being able to fly. But I won’t stay strapped down for this once in a life-time chance.

      One of the smugglers starts unbuckling his harness, but Rikon grunts and waves him off.

      “Let her do whatever, the spoiled brat,” Rikon grunts.

      Kicking off the seat floats me through the tiny shuttle’s cabin, but I misjudged the trajectory and am heading straight toward a seat. With nothing to stop me, all I can do is hold my arms out and brace for impact. I dampen the force with my arms, but I bounce off the seat and hit the ceiling.

      Rikon huffs and crosses his arms.

      “I’m not spoiled,” I say.

      “There’s an old saying...” Rikon starts saying.

      I push off the ceiling and fly through the air again, I feel my stomach churn from the weightlessness and the excitement of finally being free.

      “The grass is always greener,” Rikon says.

      “What does that mean?” I ask, “The grass on Sankt Petersburg is plenty green.”

      “Right,” Rikon shouts, “And Mars doesn’t even have any grass. You’re Spoiled, and you’ll regret this.”

      “You sound like my father,” I mumble to myself.

      I catch hold of a handrail at the back of the shuttle and look out the side window. The thick clouds of venus block out the surface, and as bright as Sankt Petersburg and the other floating cities are, they can’t cut through the thick atmosphere. I start to wonder if I’ll ever see them again, but I stop myself. I’ve made a decision to leave everything behind. For Mars.

      If my father hadn’t decided to marry me off to that pig, maybe I’d have stayed. But giving up my life and happiness to strengthen my family’s position with the Empire is not what I was destined to do.

      “Alright,” Rikon says, “You really need to strap back in now, we’re going to start maneuvering burns to dock into port.”

      I hear a low rumble, and I go from floating gracefully through the cabin to ramming headfirst into the wall.

      “Oops,” Rikon says, “Guess I didn’t warn you in time.”

      He laughs as I crawl into a seat and struggle with the restraints.
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      I enter the Venusian spaceport in disguise. My bio suit has covered my purple skin with human tan, and I wear a pilot’s helmet to cover my pointy ears. I’m still too tall to pass for Venusian, Earthling, or Martian--but I’m not too tall to pass for a habber. What would someone from the habitats be doing in a pilot’s helmet--alone--on a Venusian spaceport? I hope that no one will ask questions like this, or if they do, I hope that I’ll have stolen a shuttle and be on my way to Sankt Petersburg by then.

      I’ve been in the human system long enough that my biosuit is adapted to their primitive computer systems, and I approach a terminal and put my hand right onto it.

      I’m not supposed to be doing this, but I act like I own the place, and dozens of people walk past and ignore me as I hack into the flight logs.

      There’s a shuttle about to dock, and based on the fudged credentials it looks like smugglers. Stealing from smugglers is ideal, because they won’t report it.

      The terminal tells me they are docking in Terminal 12, so I walk toward it with purpose. As long as I move with purpose, I minimize the risk someone will ask my what the hell I’m doing on the spaceport.

      General Bahamut--from the Empire--is still on Sankt Petersburg, and security on the spaceport is higher than normal. Anyone with ties to Mars is especially suspect...and my travel pass shows that I just arrived on a long-haul rig from the red planet.

      I suddenly notice a wide, stocky man planted right in my path. I move aside and don’t slow down, but he shuffles himself right in front of me. I stop in front of him.

      My first instinct as a Marauder is to punch his nose so hard it jams into his brain, but I have to remember I’m supposed to be a habber.

      “Excuse me,” I say, acting impatient.

      “Yeah?” the man grunts, moving back into my path as I try to pass around him.

      From his muscle mass, he must be from Earth or Venus. I’m guessing Earth. No one is more disdainful of habbers than Earthlings, and the hate goes both ways.

      “Fuck this,” I grunt, shoving him and passing by.

      I give him a light shove--a mere fraction of my full power--but it sends him hard enough back that he loses balances and falls flat on his back.

      I keep walking toward Terminal 12, not bothering to look back as I walk.

      If I hadn’t shoved him, I risked that he’d ask for my credentials, and then I’d be one weak lie away from being caught as a Marauder, and the Empire has a huge bounty on my head. Dead or alive.

      With his ass on the ground, I hope that he’s humiliated enough to just walk away before he makes things worse for himself.

      When I near Terminal 12, I see through the window that the shuttle has already docked.

      I find a place to sit tucked away in the corner of Terminal 13. When the smugglers enter the spaceport, they won’t even see me unless they look back. And even if they do, they’ll think I’m just waiting for another shuttle.

      They start to enter the spaceport from the loading tunnel, and one look at them is all I need to confirm they are indeed smugglers--or at least men who operate outside of the law. They have scraggly beards, tattoos all up their necks, and they move like men who know how to fight.

      Not one of them spares a look back at me, but then I see a woman.

      She’s dressed like the rest of them, in a greasy jumpsuit, but she looks out of her element. The jumpsuit looks wrong on her, and she tugs at it as if she’s never worn something so dirty and utilitarian in her life. And she does turn around, looking right at me.

      My visor is up, and I’m sitting with my shoulders back, but the piercing blue of her eyes, and her striking features make me sit bolt upright.

      She’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, and to accomplish my mission, I need to ignore her. To let her go.

      I hit the switch on my helmet, and the visor falls down, covering my face from her view. But I can still see her, and though I know I should close my eyes or look away, I can’t make myself do it.

      She stares a moment longer, but turns around when a bigger smuggler tugs on her arm. She starts to walk away, and I start to breathe again.

      “Not yet...not yet…” I mutter to myself. I have to finish my mission--my duty--before I can allow myself a mate.

      But what if she was the only one for me? And what if I never see her again?

      As if in answer, the whole group of smugglers stops dead in their tracks, and I see them waving their hands up and down.

      Soon they start to look backward, and finally I see someone pointing. Right at me.

      It’s the guy I shoved over.

      I stand up and raise my visor to get a clear look.

      The woman has turned back around too, and she frowns as she watches the smugglers start to step toward me.

      I do stand up now, realizing what has likely happened.

      The smugglers fan out, with their leader in the middle. The leader is a big man with a big gut, but he has a cunning look in his eyes, and he still looks strong despite his heft.

      As difficult as it is, I let the woman fall to my peripheral vision, and I assess the threat before me.

      Five men--six if you count the guy I knocked over earlier--all moving toward me. From the way they reach behind their backs, I assume they’re armed. Security here is tight, so at best they are packing shivs.

      I grin. They may as well fight me with toothpicks.

      There’s plenty of room behind me to run, but the shuttle I need is right here, and I’ll have to steal it immediately after I kill these men--before they can lock down the port.

      Terminal 12 and 13 are less populated than most of the port, and after taking one look at the smugglers’ scowls, all onlookers start to scurry away from us. They know what’s going to happen here.

    

  


  
    
      
        3 Anya

      

    
    
      The beautiful man lowers his visor.

      Shit. Was I staring at him? Yes, of course I was staring at him. I’d seen habbers before, but they must have stepped up their genetic engineering, because this one looked absolutely stunning.

      Even from so far away, I could see his high cheekbones and the perfect symmetry of his face. His visor has been down for many heartbeats now, but still I can imagine every line of that beautiful face through the thick tinted glass. I may never forget that face. His nose was strong, and his beautiful green eyes peered deep into my soul despite the distance.

      But I have a ship to catch—I need to leave everything here behind, including insanely hot guys who literally stop me dead in my tracks with one look.

      Rikon elbows me. “Come on!”

      I nod and follow Rikon and his crew through the terminals. The ship we are taking to Mars is waiting for us, but it won’t wait forever.

      I can feel the man’s gaze on me as I walk, and with each step away from him, the urge to turn back and see him again grows. What if I just imagined him? If I turn around, I may see nothing but empty seats, and it will make it so much easier to leave.

      But if I turn around and he’s still there, each step away will feel...wrong.

      Just before I give in and turn around, a man runs up toward us shouting.

      I see the smugglers reach toward their belts, where their shivs are tucked away, but Rikon waves them down

      “It’s him!” The man says as he stops in front of us, panting.

      “Me?” Rikon says, pointing. “You don’t want to recognize me, and if you do, my boys will make sure you realize it was all a misunderstanding…”

      “No,” The panting man says, huffing. “Not you, him!”

      He points back, and I know where he is pointing.

      I turn back around, and the beautiful man is still there. He’s real, and he’s standing up.

      His visor raises, and I feel my heart burn as I look at his face again. It’s as if it’s grown even more striking in those few moments since I last saw it.

      But now the smugglers’ hands really are on their shivs, and they’re all moving toward him.

      “Who?” I ask. “Who is he?”

      “It’s one of them,” the panting man says, “A Marauder!”

      Suddenly the smuggler’s stop, leaving Rikon to move forward alone.

      A Marauder? But didn’t they have purple skin, and--

      The man pulls off his helmet, and tall, bear-like ears pop up above his head. I see his skin begin to melt away, and I realize it’s not really his skin. Beneath the false white skin is a deep purple, and the Marauder grins, flashing gleaming white teeth at Rikon, who approaches him alone.

      “Rikon,” Nate, one of the younger smugglers, says, “These guys can shoot plasma out of their hands, and cut people open with crazy sharp tentacles. They got like...nano-tech suits, and we just got these shivs…”

      Rikon doesn’t break eye contact with the alien, but he speaks back to his men. “You got your balls too, don’t you? If you don’t have any balls, feel free to run, but this alien, Aegus, has a bounty on him so juicy that—even split six ways—we’d all live like kings for the rest of our days. I’m too old for this smuggling shit, and the rest of youse are too young to be that smart.”

      Nate turns and runs. He sprints down the terminal at full speed, not looking back even once.

      “If you believe everything you hear,” Rikon says, drawing his shiv, “These guys can even turn into big purple bears. Chances are that if the five of us bumrush him, we might just take him down. Even if he kills all but one of us, that’s a nice one in five chance at winning the fucking lottery…”

      Rikon’s four remaining men pull their shivs out and start to follow Rikon’s lead.

      The alien tears his clothes away, and the tan skin has hardened to a thick armor, which begins to turn teal as the smugglers approach him.

      “I’m hungry,” The alien, Aegus, suddenly says.

      The smugglers stop approaching.

      “What?” Rikon grunts.

      “I’m hungry,” Aegus says, “I don’t want to waste biofuel on you pieces of shit. So I’ll take you all down with my bare hands.”

      “He can turn into a bear!” A smuggler shouts, “Fuck!”

      “B-a-r-e,” Aegus says, “Balling his hands up into fists. Shifting takes up a lot of calories too.”

      The smugglers all give each other looks, and I start to back away, one slow step at a time. I should turn around and bolt like Nate did, but I can’t take my eyes off this powerful alien warrior.

      Suddenly he rushes toward the smugglers.

      One drops his shiv and runs, shoving me as he runs past.

      I fall to the ground, and when I look up, the fight has already begun.

      Aegus has disarmed one of the smugglers, and he jams the shiv into his throat.

      Two more charge him, but Aegus throws the dying man into them.

      The dying man’s body knocks them flat on their backs, and Rikon throws his shiv at Aegus.

      The weapon is heading toward his neck, but Rikon threw too low, and the shiv bounces harmlessly off Aegus’s teal armor.

      Aegus rushes the two downed men while the another decides to follow in Nate’s footsteps and run away.

      I’m still on the ground, too afraid to move, but when the smuggler begins running in my direction, I scurry to my feet.

      Rikon grabs the runner by the collar, whips him around, and slams him to the ground. He tears the shiv from the man’s hand and jams it into his neck.

      He pulls out the bloodied weapon and looks me dead in the eyes.

      I start to run, and behind me I hear a man grunt as Aegus slams his head against the wall.

      Rikon snatches me by the waist and pulls me up against him. The sharp end of the shiv presses against the soft skin of my neck, and as I fight against his grasp, the sharp point draws blood from my neck.

      Aegus looks up, and he throws one of the smugglers back toward Terminal 13. The smuggler flies at least ten meters before rolling and crashing against the ground.

      Aegus’s green eyes are locked onto me, and I think I see fear in him for the first time.

      “Ah!” Rikon says, laughing. “I didn’t think I could believe everything I heard about youse, but I guess at least some of that shit had to be true. I guess you really do like human sluts!”

      He pulls me harder against his body. I can feel his fat and sweaty gut pressing into me, and his bad breath is hot on my neck.

      “She means nothing to me,” Aegus shouts.

      “Alright,” Rikon says, “I’ll slit her throat then!”

      I feel the shiv cut through my throat, and when I draw breath, it gurgles through the wide, bloody cut.

      But before I can even draw another dying gasp of air, I see Aegus’s armor melt away and rush toward me in a teal blur.

      The last thing I see before his armor covers me is his naked blue body, tall and sculpted and perfectly muscular in all the right places. And I notice his cock is still armored...or is the cock itself teal?

      My last thoughts as I bleed and suffocate out will be of teal alien cock. People have died thinking of worse things.

      The armor covers me completely, and I feel it rush cool into my neck.

      When I try to breath again, I feel the air come blessedly out of my mouth and nose.

      The armor has covered me completely, and I can’t see a thing, but I can still hear.

      “Fuck!” Rickon grunts.

      And then I hear Rickon’s voice gurgling, and I know Aegus has slit his throat.

      When the armor pulls away from me, my throat stays healed, but none of the other smugglers were so lucky.

      Aegus looks up at the blaring alarms and klaxons, and then those perfect green eyes peer deep into me as he holds his hand out to me, and he speaks to me for the first time. “Woman, what is your name?”

      “Anya,” I say, mouth agape.

      “Anya,” he says, “Take me to Venus.”
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      War rages between Earth and Mars, and an alien fleet from a distant star barrels toward our solar system. I’m laying low in the asteroid belt, as far from the war as I can get, but so is one of the aliens. And I’m the first to find him.

      Second to find him? Pirates. A whole lot of them. The alien kills every last one to protect me, and we barely escape before reinforcements arrive. Now my life is in the hands of this savage, purple-skinned killer.

      Not all of his skin is purple though, his...thing...is teal. And it’s nearly as big as the rest of him. His shoulders are as wide as Valles Marineris, and he’s tall as Olympus Mons. His ego is way too big for my tiny ship, but one look from him with that insufferable grin, and my cheeks burn hotter than Venus.

      He’s protected me fiercely and without question, but which side will he take when the rest of his race comes to destroy us all?

      Buy on Amazon or read free on Kindle Unlimited
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      He said he’d protect me. But I know he’s going to ruin me.

      I live as a refugee on an alien planet swarming with killers and thieves. I keep my distance, and they keep theirs. It’s the only way I can survive.

      But when my shuttle is shot down and an exiled alien king claims me as his, I’m not sure if he’s rescuing me - or abducting me.

      He has the blue skin of an angel but the temper of a devil. He’s brutal, merciless, and fiercely protective of what’s his.

      If I’m going to survive, I’ll need to let him take me and claim me. But murderous plots, betrayals, and the threat of a war will force me to make a choice: ally myself with the frightening Primus or risk failure and death without him.

      Trusting him is my only chance to live, but how long will I survive him?
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      The Shifter Kings of Kartak Series by Delores Diamond. This series is Dune meets Mad Max meets some big, thick, sexy alien cock. The Shifter Kings are alpha and protective as hell, and they aren’t afraid to take what they want.
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        RENEGADE ORION

      

      My personal fairy tale had almost come true. I was a powerful merchant princess with my own Mercantile House. I had a title, servants, and unimaginable wealth. I was missing just one thing... a fated mate. A Prince Charming, if you will.

      But life on Kartak is hardly like a storybook.

      Betrayed on a mission to unearth an ancient technology, I fell into the clutches of Kartak's barbaric skinner forces.

      Now, my only hope for survival is a Tulani mercenary, a savage alien with a short temper and a lusty fire in his eyes. One touch, and I'm worried we'll both burn alive.

      Could this brutal alien be my fated mate? Or will he betray me to my worst enemy?

      My life is in the hands of my own personal Renegade.
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      Aya Morningstar lives in Denver. She writes with a hot cup of Earl Grey and her loyal were corgi by her side. She writes both paranormal and sci-fi romance.
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