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Prologue



 



 


“Hey! Hey, let me out! Let me out now!”

A young woman with long corn silk-blonde hair shouted at the walls of her prison. She was trapped in a small room with a small bed covered in a thin mattress. The only luxury in the space was a pillow, which was really more of a suggestion of a pillow, being so thin that she could fold it over and it still felt flat underneath her head. These were actually better accommodations than those she was used to finding on her own, but that didn’t mean it was okay to lock her in here.

“Leeeet. Meeeee. Ouuuttt!” She was starting to get hoarse, but that wasn’t going to stop her protesting. She was being held against her will, without trial, without a lawyer, without anything civilized people would have considered a necessity. And these ones had the nerve to call themselves an advanced species. Hah!

A door opened and a large shadow fell over Faith. “Be silent. You have caused enough trouble.” The words fell gruffly from accented lips.

Faith pouted at the impossibly tall man with the broad shoulders and the expression like the side of a cliff. He had large, piercing silver eyes and thick, dark hair that fell in a rough, yet sleek fashion around his ears. His features were chiseled and hard, his cheekbones high, his lips thinned with irritation.

She’d mistaken him for a woodsman once. There was no illusion of that now. Now that she looked at him properly, she wondered how she’d ever mistaken him for human at all. There was a distinct otherness about him, in spite of his general layout. He had two arms, two legs, that sort of thing. At first concussed glance, one might be forgiven for thinking that he was a man. But there were so many things about him that were just… wrong. His eyes were a little too wide. His jaw was a little too powerful. His nose was straight and maybe a little too long. His skin held a metallic hue that was not quite right either. At certain angles, he sort of… gleamed. Like a perpetually oiled-up wrestler.

Testosterone, or whatever his alien equivalent was, charged through his veins. She felt it calling her with some deeply primal need to couple, which irritated her intensely as she really needed to hate this man, and yet every time she laid eyes on him, her body began a cascade of hormonal responses that hijacked her senses.

“Screaming and shouting will not save you now, Faith.”

“I’m just trying to explain, you big… god! If you would listen for just two seconds, you’d understand that…”

“Enough!”

He spoke to her in such patronizing tones. It was bad enough to be a prisoner, but she wasn’t even getting the credit most prisoners got for being dangerous. She was being spoken to like a petulant brat, which was about the most irritating thing he could have done. Faith was used to being called rather nasty names by very nasty people. Being mildly lectured was a change of pace she was not enjoying. Maybe it was twisted, but it had been easier when she dealt with pure scumbags. She hated them and they hated her. It was easy. There was none of this confusing desire and lust and the occasional warm feeling that made being this creature’s captive so confusing.

“You need to let me out.”

“Freedom is earned,” he said. “And you are far from earning it.”

“You can’t keep me locked up like this!”

“You know very well that I can.”

“You were nicer when we first met,” she said in accusatory tones.

“You were less trouble when we first met.”

Faith rolled her eyes and put her hands on her hips. “Uh, technically, when you first met me, I was unconscious.”

Her handsome captor’s expression remained grim. “Exactly.”



Chapter One



 



 



One month earlier…



 


On his last day on Earth, Serkan picked his way through the alien forest, looking for a few small samples to take as keepsakes to commemorate his time on the distant planet. His stay on the blue-green dot had been extraordinary in many respects and had expanded his knowledge as a physician beyond that which he had ever imagined. It was a biological treasure trove, containing many types of life long since vanished from his own planet.

His only concern regarding the planet was its apex species: humans. They were trouble beyond trouble. Serkan had seen more in a few months of observation than he truly needed to see. They were capable of great wonders and great horrors alike, and he had been witness to both. He had chosen to spend his final hours on the planet walking through remote forest. The density of the foliage and plant life reminded him most of home, and the solitude allowed him to breathe out some of the struggles of his mission.

Humans. What to do about humans? He did not know. What he was sure of was that one of these days the smart little things were going to get incontrovertible proof that they were not alone in the universe—and that was going to make all hell break loose. It never went well when an immature species made first contact. Humanity needed another thousand years to mature at least before they’d be ready to take on the kind of responsibilities that being an intergalactic civilization involved.

The problem was, humans were precocious. Too smart for their own good, far smarter than their level of social development would have suggested. The last few trips he’d made, there had been more cameras, more surveillance. Once or twice one of their military planes had made a flyby and circled under the orbit of his shuttle, as if they sensed him there. Their space programs were developing fast too. Soon it would be impossible to sit in their blind spots and observe.

Perhaps it was unfair to blame them entirely. They did not know better. They had sprung from seed cast far and wide, the largely forgotten children of a species lightyears away. As could be expected from abandoned progeny, they were misbehaved. Serkan’s people had recently begun keeping an eye on the wayward ones, as humans were so often called in his tongue. They were tough, self-reliant, and they were slowly making progress, though it was often painful. Humans seemed to always learn the hard way.

Lost in his thoughts, Serkan walked right into a low-hanging branch that conspired with the low light of the forest and the particular lay of the land to be almost invisible. “Ooof!” It hit him right in the lower part of his ribcage, failing to hurt him, but giving him a reminder to pay attention. At the same time, his foot hit something firm underneath the leaf litter. Frowning, he looked down at his feet and startled back a step. There, near his boot, was a female human hand sticking out of a pile of leaves.

He felt his stomach twist as he stooped down out of pure instinct and brushed the leaves away to see what lay beneath them. His initial assessment had been correct. The leaves parted and fluttered away at the urging of his hand to reveal the face of an unconscious young woman with a cut on her head. It was bleeding a little, and she was breathing still, but all signs pointed to a very sick human.

Serkan looked down into her face, feeling the familiar clench of misery in his stomach as he looked upon human suffering. Her eyes were closed, her hair was tousled around her face. She had pretty bow lips, full cheeks, and a pert nose. What a pity this was. She was beautiful, vulnerable… and by his medical reckoning, she would not survive another day out here in these woods. The night was coming and it would be cold. She had no shelter, no access to food or water. It was almost certain that she would pass away in a few hours.

A pity. She was beautiful and vulnerable, and—the rules surrounding these encounters were simple. Wildlife was not to be interfered with. Humans included. Natural processes were supposed to take their course. He was not to intervene. He was not supposed to…

Serkan scooped the young woman up into his arms and blinked back to his shuttle.

Once safely several thousand miles above the Earth, Serkan did his best to push away the clanging of his conscience. No, he wasn’t supposed to be doing this. He wasn’t supposed to be picking up humans and taking care of them. He was supposed to let everything unfold as it was going to unfold. There were good reasons for the rule. If they did not let the humans do as they willed, they would be forever saving them from themselves and humanity would never mature. It was unfortunate that most of the lessons humans seemed to need to learn were very painful ones—both for themselves and for the observers who watched over them.

He told himself that he could probably get this one patched up and rehydrated before she came to consciousness. Even if not, a little sedation would ensure she didn’t remember anything.

Serkan laid her on his examination table and began stripping her of her clothing to ensure she was not wounded anywhere else. Her body was quite lovely, and to his relief, largely unmarked aside from a few bruises on her arms and legs that looked as if they had been incurred around the same time as she hit her head.

“What have you been up to?” He murmured the question softly down at her.

Her figure was on the fuller side, ample hips, thighs, and breasts tipped with pink nipples that were stiffening in the cool air of the medical bay. She was very beautiful, a woman on the verge of the prime of her life. It would have been a great tragedy if that life were to have been cut short. Serkan told himself that and many other things as he cleaned and dressed the wound on her head after scanning it to make sure there were no fractures to the bone or significant swelling to the brain. There was a little swelling above the skull, but other than that, she was lucky. It must have been quite a crack to knock her out like that. He put an IV line filled with liquid nutrients into the vein of her right arm too and let it drip slowly into her system, and added a compound that would bring down the swelling and repair tissue damage caused by the bruising.

His patient showed no signs of waking up anytime soon. She was probably exhausted. From the state of her feet, she had been running hard before knocking herself out on a low-hanging tree—no doubt the same branch he himself had walked into.

Over the next few hours, Serkan monitored his patient. Fortunately, he had gotten to her in time before any serious damage from exposure could set in. With the drip running, she would soon be back to full health, without so much as a headache to mark her injury.

Now would be a good time to release her back into the wild. Her wound was tended to, she had been replenished, and her vitals were strong. He’d give her a little adrenaline shot to wake her up just before he left her. Feeling better about his decision to take her, Serkan re-dressed his patient and prepared to put her back where he’d found her.

Before doing so, Serkan checked his instruments to see what the situation on the ground was like. Much had changed in the few hours since he had taken the female. What had been an empty forest was now crawling with packs of men. They were heavily armed, highly aggressive, and when he concentrated the listening apparatus, they appeared to be on the hunt for the woman he had in his care.


“Where the fuck is she?”



“The dogs had the bitch’s scent… but they’ve lost it.”



“Spread out, she can’t have got far!”


Serkan looked over at his patient. He couldn’t very well release her back where he found her. The men had vehicles and hunting dogs with them. She would be taken or killed within minutes, making his efforts thus far entirely pointless. Perhaps he should fly her a little further away and drop her somewhere safe. But where would be safe for her? Without knowing who she was and what was going on, he couldn’t make that determination.

There was nothing for it. He was going to have to rouse her, see who she was and where she came from, then re-sedate her and send her home. It was another breach of his code, but that was what happened when one broke the rules. Things got messy.

Before waking her, Serkan used the ship’s nano-dresser to fabricate himself some clothing that would make him look more friendly to her. A faded red ball cap, blue jeans, work boots, and a t-shirt with a beer slogan on it seemed to be the safest bet in this part of the country.

He then used the mirage station to set the walls to appear as if they were in a back country bar. The bed she was lying on shimmered, then appeared to be a pool table. The illusion was so good that the scent of spilled beer, cigarette ash, and human sweat seemed to hang in the air.

With everything prepared, Serkan administered a small dose of adrenaline along with a synthetic additive, enough to bring her out of her insensate state. Almost immediately, her eyelashes began to flutter, her breathing rate increased, and her arms and legs began to move with little instinctive tremors as she came back online.

“Y’all right there, little lady?” Serkan drawled the question as she came to her senses.

“Oh, my god!” She awoke with a scream, wrapping her arms around herself in a defensive position. Her eyes were wide and green, a nice match for the cascade of corn-blonde hair that still carried a few twigs and leaves from her dash through the woods.

“You have to hide me,” she said, sitting bolt upright so quickly he was concerned she might pass out again.

“S’alright, you’re safe,” he assured her as she grabbed at his arms. “Nobody’s going to come for you here. Those doors over there could hold back a tank.” That was true, especially given the tank would have to be orbiting Earth to have a chance of making it through. “Now you tell me what’s going on. What’s your name?”

“Faith,” she said. “My name’s Faith and…” She looked around. “Where am I?”

“You’re at my place,” Serkan said. “I found you in the woods with a crack on your head.”

“I think I ran into a tree,” she said, rubbing the side of her face ruefully. Awake, she was awfully cute. Those big green eyes, that dash of freckles over her sunburned nose, a sweet mouth that seemed to twist easily into a smile. “I guess I’m lucky you found me before they did.”

“Guess you are,” Serkan agreed. “What did they want with you anyways?”

“They want to kill me,” she said, her eyes welling as she brought forth a sniffle. “They hate me.”

“They’re trying to kill you because they hate you?” Serkan tried to keep the skepticism out of his voice. This girl wasn’t telling him something, but an interrogation probably wouldn’t help matters much. And it didn’t really matter. He had interfered enough.

“It’s complicated,” she evaded.

“Well, is there somewhere safe I can drop you?”

“No.” She gave him a look of such pure despair he felt his heart almost shred itself in sympathy. “Where is this place? Are we near the highway? Maybe I can hitch a ride out of state and…”


Boom!


The floor rocked, and the girl screamed. “What the hell was that!”

Serkan knew exactly what it was. His shuttle had been detected in orbit. ‘Detected’ as in slammed into by one of the hundreds of objects orbiting Earth. Dammit! Ever since they’d cluttered the sky with their satellites, observing Earth had been more like trying to sail through a minefield of trash.


Evacuate immediately, Commander Serkan.
 The automated order came through the implant in his ear. The impact has sent debris into the paths of several monitoring devices. The earthlings will become aware of your presence in twenty seconds.




Chapter Two



 



 


She’d had a narrow escape and Faith had been counting her blessings right up until the walls of the ‘bar’ in which she had been rescued began to shudder and… shimmer out of existence?

What the hell? Where was she? She stared at the kindly stranger who said he’d found her in the woods, her eyes asking the wordless question.

“I’m sorry,” the man in front of her said. He no longer sounded southern. “We have to go.”

“What is this?” She was more angry than frightened. Some shit was going down, and she wanted to know what it was.

“I’ll explain everything soon,” he said, pressing the tip of a little round instrument against her arm. “Get some sleep.”


 


* * *


 


It felt to Faith as though she had simply closed her eyes and opened them again. But when she did open them again the bar was gone, as was the man. She was in a bedroom of sorts, lying on an incredibly comfortable mattress. It cradled her body gently in any position she lay in, she discovered as she rolled around, first onto her side, then sat up and tried to work out where she was.

Had the assholes gotten her? Maybe. This felt like a government facility. It was clean. Sterile clean. The walls were made of steel plates, or something that looked like steel plates. She ran her hands over them to make sure that they were actually there, unlike the bar earlier. Unfortunately, they were.

“Hello!” she called out. “Is anybody there?”

It occurred to her that yelling out was possibly not the best idea if somebody was there. Most of the somebodies she knew at the moment were the wrong sort of somebody. The very dangerous sort of somebody. Then again, it probably didn’t make any difference. She was trapped, and they knew she was there. Sooner or later, they would come for her. All she could do was sit and wait, and hope that whatever was happening didn’t spell the end for her. Faith had been in a few lockups before, but nothing like this. This was on another level.

She laid back down on the bed and tried to figure out where she’d gone wrong, exactly. Had she ever gone right? That was a better question. Life, as far as Faith could tell, was a series of problems, every one worse than the one before it. This one might be the worst. Now she was in some kind of facility with shifting walls and illusory bits of furniture. It could be some kind of psy-ops thing. Some kind of secret technology being tested to break people.

Her cries must have been heard. A second or two after she stopped yelling, the wall opened and the man from earlier was standing there. Something about his presence was quite calming and yet, simultaneously, very concerning. As far as Faith could tell, he didn’t seem to be intent on doing her any harm. He was probably from the government. She was probably going to be recruited by a special service or something. It had only been a matter of time before she caught the eye of law enforcement with everything she had been getting up to. He was definitely wearing something very tactical and super secret looking, black clothing that moved with the rippling muscles of his body in a hard plated concert.

“Who are you? Where am I?” She backed up against the far wall, firing questions like bullets. The man stepped into the room and the wall slid shut behind him. She was now trapped with him in the small chamber with just the bed for protection. She tried to keep the bed between her and the man, just to be careful, but he didn’t seem interested in approaching her right away. He stood more or less a foot from the door, watching her with silvery gray eyes. They were exceptionally striking, so out of the ordinary she almost wondered if he was wearing some kind of special contact lens.

“My name is Serkan,” he said. “I am what you would call an alien. I’m part of an organization which monitors developing planets.”

“Oh,” she said blankly, overloaded by his blunt statement. What did you say when someone said he was an alien? “Okay.”

There was a period of extended silence as her mind tried to come to terms with the message it had just received. He said nothing, just stood there looking strong and hyper-technological.

“Are you sure you’re not from Earth?”

“Very.”

“Oh. It’s just, er, I had an uncle once and he thought he was an alien for a while, but it turned out that he’d been drinking this tea made of cactus and…”

“I haven’t been drinking tea,” he said flatly, taking that avenue to sanity off the table.

“You’re an alien,” she finally repeated.

“I am.”

“Well,” Faith mused, taking a deep breath. “Okay then.”

“You don’t believe me,” he said, showing an impressive grasp of tone, inflection, and body language—not to mention English, for an alleged alien. “That is quite alright. Actually, it is preferable. I would rather you never have known what you were interacting with. Unfortunately, I have been unable to keep you entirely innocent.”

“I’ve never been entirely innocent,” Faith said, flashing a grin. “So, Mr. Alien. Are you going to let me out of here?”

“I can tell you still do not believe me,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest.

He had such a serious expression, and such a handsome face. Faith found herself almost forgetting that she was his prisoner, or at least, not minding it as much as she ordinarily would have.

“Does it matter if I believe you?”

“It will make your life easier if you do.”

“My life has never been easy either,” she said. “Listen. I know there’s no such thing as aliens.”

“Oh, you do?” It was his turn to smirk, though he did a manful job of trying to hide it, the corner of his lip twisting just a fraction.

“Yes. I know there’s no such thing as aliens, because they only ever appear to people who are drunk in the desert. And like I said, there’s lots of explanations for what happens to people drunk in deserts besides aliens. I also know that our government spends millions of dollars on all sorts of hyper-technologies every year. So is it more likely you’re a field agent messing with me? Or that you’re an alien intelligence?”

“I am a field agent,” he admitted. “Just not from Earth. And right now, you’re no longer on Earth. You’re aboard my ship, about half a lightyear from Earth.”

“Uh huh.” Faith was starting to get worried. Not because she believed he was an alien. Of course he wasn’t. He was very committed to pretending he was an alien though, and that meant she was in the custody of a crazy man. Perhaps she could enter his delusion to gain her freedom. “Well, maybe you could return me to Earth?”

“I’m afraid that is no longer an option. My ship was almost detected in orbit and my return to base has already been initiated. Return to Earth is impossible.”

“Uh huh.” Faith nodded slowly. “Impossible. Okay.”

They stood there, looking at one another with no small measure of mutual concern. He didn’t seem pleased to have her on his hyperspace vehicle, imaginary or otherwise. He wasn’t hostile though; Faith was sensitive to that more than anything. He was keeping his distance from her quite respectfully, trying not to scare her, she guessed.

A horrible feeling in her stomach was making her start to think that he could be telling the truth. He was just too serious to be unhinged. He wasn’t ranting or raving, he wasn’t trying to freak her out. He wasn’t babbling about angels or talking to the air above his head the way crazy people seemed to do. He was telling her everything with a serious sort of tone that didn’t really leave much room for drama.

“Well, I don’t really care if you’re an alien or not,” she said. “You helped me when I needed it. So whether you’re a spook or a Spock, it’s the same to me. I owe you my life.”

“Yes,” he said without much in the way of emotion. “That was my analysis of the situation.”

“Well, uh, thanks,” she said. “That was nice of you.”

“Nice?” He considered that. “I suppose it was. It may also have been foolish.”

“Why?”

“According to the rules under which I operate, I should never have taken you on board in the first place. Interfering with the course of nature is the number one sin.”

“I’m glad you did,” she said. “Because I would have… they would have…” She bit her lower lip and tried to blink back the tears that suddenly threatened to overcome her as she let her mind graze over the surface of what could have happened if the gangsters looking for her had actually found her. “It would have been bad.”

“Yes,” he agreed solemnly. “I thought as much.”

Everything he had said about being an alien had left her suspicious, even what she had seen with the shifting walls had been less than entirely compelling, but there was something in the slightly sad, puzzled way he agreed with her desperate situation that made her believe him a fraction more.

“So you’re really an alien? And I’m really nowhere near Earth anymore.” She moved to sit down on the bed because she wasn’t sure her legs could support her through such serious revelations. As she did, the source of all her trouble slipped from the inside of her pocket where it had been wedged and fell to the floor.


 


* * *


 


Serkan watched with a slight frown as Faith scrambled for the slim, shiny little object. She grabbed at it so quickly that he barely had time to look at it. Ironically, he wouldn’t have been interested if she hadn’t been so keen to hide whatever it was from him. She gave him an unmistakably guilty look as she shoved the item back inside the cover of her clothes.

“What was that?”

“Just a… uhm… you know…”

He frowned at her. He could tell by the way her eyes darted and the way her lips formed words they did not speak that she was trying to lie to him. He did not like that at all.

“The truth, please.”

She looked thoroughly taken aback at his request. It was likely nobody had spoken to her so bluntly before. That was no surprise. As a general rule, humans did seem to prefer indirect verbal communication when they were hoping to avoid conflict.

He put out his hand. “Show me.”

“I’d rather not.”

“It is not a request,” he explained. “It is an order. I will see what it is. Now.”

“You’re weird,” she complained. “It’s not nice to be bossy and tell people what to do.”

He snapped his fingers. “Give it to me. Now.”

Her face performed a series of emotive contortions, none of which affected him greatly. Human emotions were not of concern to him, though he never liked to see any sentient being suffer. She was not suffering now, however, she was simply attempting to manipulate him by emulating a younger or perhaps simply weaker version of herself. It might have worked with a human man, wired to protect juvenile, vulnerable versions of his species. It had no effect on Serkan whatsoever.

“Give me the item, or I will take it from you by force.”

“Fine,” she sighed. “Here.”

She reached into her pocket and pulled out the object. She handed it to him with another of her pouts.

He turned it over in his hands. It was quite obviously a very simple kind of chip, though it was probably at the forefront of human development. They had been working on this technology almost exclusively for decades, and they were inordinately proud of it. He found it quite charming.

Serkan looked from the chip to the girl and back again. She was looking decidedly guilty. The blush of embarrassment was flared along the tops of her cheekbones, her gaze was averted, and her legs were swinging, her feet tapping with obvious nerves.

“This isn’t yours, is it?”

“Well, it’s in my possession,” she said. “And I guess, possession being nine-tenths of the law… plus we’re in space now, so space law probably applies. So, yes?”

She lied almost acrobatically. Serkan thought back to the moment he had first seen her lying so still and so cold among the leaves. She had seemed so utterly innocent then. Everything about her had cried out to him for help. Perhaps he was not as immune to the allure of a damsel in distress as he’d thought he was. Now, though, he was beginning to realize that this human was not the sweet innocent he had taken her for. She was a rogue-ish little scamp with trouble written all over her.

“So, no,” he replied sternly. “This was not yours. And this is why you were being chased, isn’t it.”

He watched her go pale with fear. She was afraid of him knowing the truth about her. That was interesting. She was worried about his judgment. She thought he might punish her as the aggressive males had sought to do. She was not entirely wrong.

“Listen, you don’t understand,” she said. “I was paid to take that. It’s not just a chip. It has an AI on it. Do you know what that is? Artificial Intelligence. They made this chip to replace all the food workers in all the cities in the country. This one little chip could do the jobs of tens of thousands of people. It’s worth millions, or maybe billions to the right people. So I got a job in the factory, as a secretary. I worked there a few months, got a promotion or two, got in with the scientists who thought I was cute…”

“…and you stole it.”

“Not just that. I took every file associated with it. They stored it all on a single computer. No backups. No connection to the internet. They were paranoid about theft,” she smirked. “But not about skirt. Men are funny like that. The lead scientist took me right to it. Showed me everything I needed. He thought I would sleep with him if he impressed me enough.”

“So you lied to a man, as well as toyed with his affections to get what you wanted?”

Her smile faded. “Don’t judge me,” she scowled. “I didn’t enjoy that part of it. I did what I had to do.”

“You had to steal this?”

“That is an intelligence that never sleeps, never needs a break, never gets a cold or needs to take a day off to take its aunt to the doctor. A single intelligence which can link thousands of places together, read the data of everyone who comes through the doors? This chip was the first step toward turning people into slaves. Well, maybe not the first step. People have been taking others as slaves forever, but it was the first step to turning a whole society into a…”

“It wasn’t yours, you stole it, and the people who owned it tried to kill you,” Serkan interrupted grimly.

“Well, no,” she said. “The people I stole it from still don’t know where it is. The people I tried to sell it to tried to kill me. Turns out gangsters aren’t very nice. They promised me a huge payout. Millions. But then they realized that it was going to be easier to just kill me and take it. So they tried that at our first meeting. I got away then, figured I’d go to the forest, lose them…” She shook her head. “But they really wanted this chip. Makes me think it has more use than just fast food automation.”

She smirked at him, her face alight with mischief and pride in what she’d done. She thought she was smart. She probably was, for a human, at least. Too smart for her own good.

Serkan felt his heart sink into his stomach as he turned the chip over in his hand. If this was what he very much suspected it was, then this little brat of a human had derailed the course of global scientific advancement for money. It was a brazen act that would no doubt ripple through human history. He still did not regret saving her life, but he very much regretted that he’d altered the course of humanity.

Of course they would eventually make another chip, but Serkan understood that little events like these, that often seemed small and of no significance at all, could radically alter the future. By taking Faith, an entire swath of future humans was affected. Some would never be born. Others would come to exist that would have never had a chance under the previous set of conditions. He had figured Faith was a small node on the web, a peripheral little dot that could be removed without serious issue, but he was no longer so sure.

He knew what he should do, according to his code. He should take her back. He should sedate her, send her back to the planet, and leave her to her fate. That was what his training told him to do. But he knew as she grinned at him, he could never do that. He was already attached. And now they were both in trouble.

The first order of business was to deal with the little human. Her behavior could not go unpunished a minute longer. He had saved her from the most brutal consequences of her actions, but she would not get away with them entirely.


 


* * *


 


Faith’s world spun as the great man-shaped creature sat next to her on the bed and pulled her across his lap.

“What are you doing?” She did her best to squirm around off his lap, but she barely managed to turn around enough to look at him. She just managed to catch a glimpse of his serious, silvery gaze.

“I am going to spank you for stealing,” he said simply. “According to my information, that is how young female humans are most efficiently punished, by striking the buttocks.”

“I’m not that young!”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-four!”

“At twenty-four, your frontal cortex is not yet fully developed. You are more than young enough for this punishment,” he said. “Besides, even if you were several decades older, this would still be the most appropriate punishment for thieving. That is a juvenile act, suggesting a lack of comprehension of the ownership of property.”

“B-but what do you care? It wasn’t yours!”

“Your stealing nearly got you killed, which made me pick you up, which will have further consequences,” Serkan said. “Everything has an effect on everything else. You must be disciplined for what you did, or that effect will ripple further. You will think that stealing leads to being saved from consequences. Now you are aboard my ship, you will have the opportunity to take things of much more significance. I will break you of this habit, my little human, because I must.”

His hand met her bottom in a hard slap that made her jolt against his thighs. That single slap seared through her denim jeans and made both cheeks ache with the force of it. He was strong, maybe too strong. If he swatted her much harder, she was going to be in real trouble.

“Hey! Cut it out!” Faith let out a plaintive cry.

Serkan ignored her complaints and went on to spank her hard, his palm bouncing off the seat of her pants over and over as if she were some little brat to be disciplined for taking a cookie from the cookie jar.

It was embarrassing, it was painful, and Faith didn’t like it one little bit. Worse still, he didn’t seem satisfied by slapping her bottom just a few times, he was belaboring her with swat after swat, on and on, making her increasingly uncomfortable by the second.

“That hurts!”

“I believe it is supposed to,” the alien said. “A simple punishment for a simple creature.”

“Fuck you, let me go!” Faith began to fight properly, but she discovered that the creature was impossibly strong. It wasn’t just that he was larger. Every part of him seemed to contain more power. Even the relatively light grip he had on her was more than enough to keep her under control.

What her wriggling did do was make her jeans slip down her thighs, a fact the creature capitalized on by dragging them down over her hips to bare her backside entirely. In seconds, the pale curves of her body were exposed to the ravages of his palm, and he slapped her just as hard on her bare skin as he had over her thick denim jeans.

“Seriously! That hurts like hell! You’re going to kill me!”


 


* * *


 


This human had a distinct flair for the dramatic, Serkan noted. He had no doubt that she was feeling the effects of the punishment, but she was not in any kind of serious distress. Her respiration and heart rate were well within normal ranges.

“I doubt that very much,” he replied. “Your skin is a pink hue, but not bruised, and this is the most padded portion of your body. You cannot lie to me, human. I know your anatomy better than you do.”

“There’s no way that’s true!”

He slapped her again, catching her low across the cheeks, and then pulled her pants down more to expose the length of her thighs. His next slap landed high on her right thigh and caused a bout of swearing.

“How did I know that would be even less pleasant, if I did not understand your anatomy?”

“It doesn’t take being an expert on my anatomy to know that hitting hurts!”

“True,” he admitted, sliding his hand from her bottom to her thigh. “Perhaps a greater demonstration is in order. The female orgasm can be elusive if attempted by an inexperienced male. It can also form part of human discipline, under some artful circumstances.”

He pulled her jeans down further, but they were still keeping her thighs pressed close together. She was now bared to her knees, the soft pouch of her sex exposed thanks to the bent-over position he had her in. It was a very pretty sight, lightly scented petals already beginning to respond to the stimulation he had provided to her deserving rear.

Serkan adored the human female sex. It was so elegant in its design, modeled after an almost universal form of beauty. It was as alluring to any masculine creature as a flower to any pollinating creature. Serkan felt his manhood stirring as he looked at Faith’s most intimate regions, noticing that there was a significant rush of blood to the region simply as a result of being bared. He could see the sensitive tissues engorging beneath his gaze, the moistening of her slit resulting in a gleam that was spreading with every squirming roll of her hips. The finer details of the scene would have been lost to a human man, but Serkan’s species had incredibly good eyesight and perception. Every breath she took told a story to him, and the short little pants that began to emanate from her as he ran his hand up her thigh, stopping several inches from the mound of pleasure, told him everything he needed to know.

He began to let his fingertips drift lightly over the soft skin of her thighs, teasing her gently. Her bottom was hot and flushed, his fingers printed over the outer edges of her bottom in a fashion he found very satisfying. She looked marked. She looked owned. He liked that. This human needed to be owned. She was clearly incapable of making good or moral choices of her own accord. She needed someone to show her what was right, and to provide stern consequence when she did what was wrong.

He thought all these things as he stroked his palm up over her bottom and thighs, her thighs parting naturally as he soothed a little of the sting away from her punished flesh. Her hips began to lift as he let his fingers drift between her legs and run up the inside of her thigh. It was one of the most sensitive areas of her body and he felt her quiver as he let his digits approach the welcoming petals of her sex.

“Please…” She moaned the word softly. He knew precisely what she was asking for. The air was thick with her pheromones, chemicals of desire that she was shedding like a flower in bloom. He should have been immune to their effects, but he was not.

This was supposed to be punishment, but there was nothing punishing about the way his fingers found the core of her and began to circle gently around the entrance to her body, the gate from which her desire flowed down toward the tight little bud of her clitoris.

She moaned, her body moving in a sensual fashion that was not entirely conscious. She was getting wetter by the moment, her slick juices covering his fingers with a slippery fluid ripe with her need. Serkan had known all the parts of a human woman for quite some time, but he had never appreciated just how beautiful they were until he saw them flowering with arousal now. Her body was preparing to be mated. He had initiated a biological cycle that would have its end one way or another. Serkan allowed his fingers to slip a little way inside her, their girth sufficient to stretch the entrance of her body. Faith let out a moan that could have been protest, but the thrust of her hips belied the noise as she pushed herself onto him, sheathing his fingers inside her tight, wet depths.

Her inner walls gripped him, urging him to sink deeper inside her. Her body had a simple logic to it; the thick male flesh must go as deep as possible and it must spend itself inside her clenching cavity. Serkan watched Faith grind on his fingers with a hot amazement. It was quite stunning how with the right stimulation, she had put aside her mischief and her smart words and had become a simple animal creature writhing with noises that belonged to a much earlier, more primal language.

Serkan let his thumb dip down and find the bud of her clit. As his skin made contact with the tight little nub, she bucked and let out a high-pitched cry, her pussy gripping his fingers harder than ever. His cock stirred in response, growing thick and hard inside his clothing. It had been a very, very long time since Serkan had an opportunity to mate, and satisfying his own urges did not take any of the edge off the urge they both shared. They were from species spread across time, but the elemental nature of their biology demanded sex in the same way.

“You’re going to make me come,” she gasped, her hips bucking in that rhythmic way that would have made her pussy squirm all over his member had he allowed himself to take full advantage of the moment. She didn’t want fingers. She wanted a man’s rod. She wanted a cock deep inside her. And everything in Serkan was telling him to give it to her.

It was with great effort that Serkan ignored his own rampant need. He very much wished to mate this human, but that could only serve to compound his errors. He had to hold back, and to remind himself that this was not about either of their pleasure. This was about proving a point and creating a disciplined environment. She had been exceptionally misbehaved… she was a very… very… naughty…

“Please…” she whimpered again as his thumb began to massage her clitoris and his fingers performed a slow sluicing motion in and out of her. She looked over her shoulder at him, her green eyes lit with arousal, pale lashes hooded over her emerald gaze. “Take me.”

Her simple invitation tore through the last of Serkan’s resolve. He did not know where his self-control had gone. He only knew that he had to be inside her.

He picked her up from his lap and tossed her face down on the bed, tearing his clothing off so the thick length of his cock could stand free and he could take her without any of the fetters of clothes.

She looked around and her eyes widened with what might have been fear. “Holy… god…”

“I am larger than a man,” he said, pinning her in place with one hand between her shoulder blades as her hot red bottom squirmed over his sheets, her pussy leaving a trail of dampness wherever it wriggled. “But I think you can take this.”

He pushed the head of his cock between her lower lips, found the core of her where his fingers had stretched her tight little hole, and began to press the thick tip of his eleven-inch-long cock against her relatively small pussy.

“It’s too big!”

“Humans have their offspring via this canal,” he reminded her. “My member is not that large. Spread your thighs for me.”

He was ordering her abruptly, but it seemed to have only positive effects on her. She let her legs part obediently and lifted her hips so that the thick silvery head of his rod could split her lips apart. He ran the head of his rod along her lips, the slick folds of her pussy caressing his cock like hot wet satin.

“Ephemera forgive me,” he muttered as he plunged inside her wet, waiting pussy.

Faith contracted in arousal, her inner walls gripping him with an embrace that felt more than physical. There was a need between them, a desire that he had been unable to resist from the beginning, and that was now powering him through this erotic escapade, knowing that he should not be plunging his cock deep into the pussy of a human woman who looked at him down her freckle-smudged nose with eyes of green mischief and wanton lust.

He took her with all his passion and all his lust, throwing consequence to the wind as he plundered her tight little sex with hard, fast strokes. He could hear the sound of her juices being displaced with every pounding thrust.

Like every action he had taken since laying eyes on her, this was wrong. Bad enough to take a human aboard his ship, but to mate with her? To share fluids with this hot, writhing, moaning little minx of a woman who… recrimination and better judgment had no role to play here. Serkan was as animal as any creature on the planet they had recently departed. He wanted one thing: to spend himself deep inside this woman.

Serkan curled his fingers in her hair and tilted her head back, his lips finding the sensitive parts of her neck, the little erogenous zones he had a mental catalog of. She moaned as he kissed her there, his cock sliding smoothly in and out of her tightness. She was very wet, aroused by fear as well as passion. He could tell that she was afraid of him on some level, but it only served to excite her. This was a woman who lived for danger—and had almost died for it too.

Serkan could barely control his desire for her. He could feel his cock throbbing, his semen roiling inside his body. It wanted to escape into her tight wet little chalice, it wanted him to spend himself deep in her squirming hot cunt.

Serkan drew out to the tip of his cock, giving the shaft of his member some reprieve. The stimulation of fucking a human woman was intense. He had never expected it to feel this good. The topic of mating between his species, the Svari and humans was taboo, and now he knew why. Faith’s sex was a perfect match for him, hot and wet and creamy with her desire. Serkan felt a sense of mastery and possession growing. This wasn’t just some human. This was his human. And her tight, wet cunt was his to plunder as he desired.

He pulled out of her pussy and flipped her over onto her back. She was still wearing far too much clothing, and now it was getting in the way. He tore her blouse at the center, buttons popping off and rolling over the floor and yanked her jeans all the way down her legs. The rest of her clothing was ripped from her in the same hungry fashion, which made her gasp and moan as he bared her sweet curves for the fucking. Only the blouse remained, sleeves on her arms, the front of it falling to the side to reveal those beautiful breasts, tipped with delicious pink buds.

She arched her hips, presenting herself to him out of animal instinct. Serkan looked down at her with hungry eyes. He loved the way her pussy looked having been spread by his cock. He could see the little hole there, waiting for him to slide back inside her. Her lips were swollen and spread, puffy with her need and glazed with her juices.

“What are you waiting for?” Her voice was husky with need. “Fuck me already.”

Serkan let out a low chuckle. “You are not in control of this,” he informed her. “I will fuck you how and when I please.”

Faith reached down and began rubbing her pussy, her fingers toying with her bud as she ignored his words and began to stimulate herself instead. He knew precisely what she was doing. She was trying to come.

“Naughty,” he growled, flipping her back over onto her stomach once more. He needed access to her rebellious bottom. She had not been spanked nearly enough yet.

“Ow!” Faith let out a shriek of complaint as his hand met her ass. “Fuck!”

Those were the two things he wanted her to be thinking of, her sore bottom and his cock spearing into her tight little cunt.

“Take the spanking,” he said. “And then you will have the sex.”

She made a whimpering sound and some small vocalization about it not being fair, but she did stay in place as he spanked her more soundly. Serkan slapped her bottom with no small sense of satisfaction, watching her tender human flesh jiggle pleasingly and color for him. His palm landed many times on both cheeks, matching marks appearing as he grasped her hips and pulled her back onto his cock, impaling her on his thick shaft.

She was so easy to handle when she was like this. Her relatively small frame took the power of his thrusts, his hard abdomen meeting her bottom with slap after slap as he fucked her, pulling her back and forth along his hard cock time and time again, sliding her tight little cunt along the length of his rod with increasing need.

She felt damn good wrapped around him, her wriggling hips adding to the sensation as she willingly, eagerly worked her body against his. She was a minx, a sexual little vixen and he could not resist her. Her scent was becoming stronger to him, the pheromones rushing into his body with every breath he took, acting on his brain much like a drug.

He fucked her hard, the wet sound of her sex being plundered filling the room, along with her little human cries of desire and need.

“Oh, god… please… god… oh… fuck…”

Her words were disjointed, but it was the tone that Serkan found so arousing. There was real desperation as she drew closer and closer to the brink of pleasure at which she would not be able to contain her responses anymore. He fucked her harder, taking her to that edge with steady powerful strokes that made her pussy take him deep and long.

“Come for me,” he growled down at her. “Now.”

She began to orgasm, the walls of her pussy clenching tight around his member, insistently drawing him deeper and milking him with rippling contractions that demanded his essence. Serkan could not resist. Her bottom bucking against him as she came, her tender skin marked red with the slaps of his hand was one of the most erotic sights he had ever seen. His own orgasm was triggered, his cum rushing from deep inside his body to flood her wet, fucked pussy. The volumes of his semen were much higher than human volumes and as he sank as deep as he could and held himself there against her quivering body he filled her twice over, his semen mixing with her juices to create a hot flow between them.

Finally, Serkan collapsed on the bed next to Faith, drained of his seminal fluid. Faith lay beside him, flushed and beaming.

“Wow,” she said. “I never had it like that before. That was hot.”

It had been hot. It had been so hot that he’d lost his better judgment all over again. Now that the orgasmic sensations were fading from Serkan’s body and brain, he realized what a huge mistake he had made. He had compounded his original error by an untold factor, and the young woman beside him was going to end up paying for it.

He sat up on the side of the bed and took a deep breath to try to clear his head. His blood was still running hot. It was impossible to think straight. His human lover had sated some of his most primal urges, but what was left in their wake was a hollow, growing sense of dread that this would not end well for either of them.



Chapter Three



 



 


“Satisfied now?” Faith lay on the alien’s bed, her butt aching from his alleged discipline, her sex leaking the fluids of an alien lover. His cum wasn’t like human cum; it was creamier and thicker and didn’t separate quite the same way. She risked a taste and found that it was actually quite delicious, sort of sweet and spicy with a richness that was surprisingly satisfying.

This day had not turned out how she had expected it to when she woke up, but after a rough start, she was beginning to think that this might be one of the best days of her life. The man lying next to her in his bed was definitely not human. He was anatomically human enough to pleasure her better than any man in her life, but that was where the similarities ended.

“Far from it,” he growled.

He was still naked, and still hot as hell. She enjoyed letting her eyes roam over his body, the muscled planes of his being all so perfect and well formed.

“I have never been fucked like that before,” she said, stretching languidly. “I need a cigarette. I bet you don’t have one.”

“I do not,” he said grimly.

“You’re really irritable for a guy who just came gallons,” Faith pointed out. “Men are usually happier than this after sex.”

Silver eyes swung sharply in her direction. “You’ve had a great deal of it, have you?”

“I don’t have to be a whore to know most people are at least happy sleepy after they come,” she said, pointedly not answering his question. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Sleeping with you does not improve matters,” Serkan said. “I have compounded my errors.”

“It improved them for me,” Faith said, squirming around under the covers so she could curl up snugly in the bedding. “Though, you’re kind of a downer right now.”

“I apologize for having a negative effect on your mood, human,” he said, standing up. His backside was possibly Faith’s favorite part of him. He had butt for days, round muscular cheeks she wanted to bite for some semi-feral reason. He covered it up with a pair of thick black trousers, pulling them up the length of his legs. Every part of him was good to look at. He was tall and powerful and even though he seemed to be racked with guilt, he was still managing to look handsome while he did it—which was good, because it was the only thing that made his moaning tolerable.

The more clothing he put on, the more vaguely human he looked. He pulled a vest over his head, the fabric conforming obediently to the lines of his muscular frame.

“Getting dressed doesn’t change what we just did,” Faith pointed out. “What’s the problem? Some kind of religious thing? Do we need to be alien married to do what we just did?”

“As I explained,” Serkan said. “You are not supposed to be on this ship.”

“But I am on this ship.”

“Yes. I know,” he said. “But perhaps you can understand, if you’re not supposed to be on the ship, I’m definitely not supposed to be sleeping with you.”

“Eh,” Faith shrugged. “So what?”

“So I have a code,” he said. “And that code has been not just broken, but shattered.”

“Well, that’s the problem with codes. They’re so easily broken.” Faith grinned, snuggling into the warm spots they had made together with their bodies. “You know, you could make a girl feel bad about herself with all this whining.”

“I am not whining,” he snapped the words at her.

“Oh, yes, you are. You’re whimpering like a little puppy dog.” Faith held her hands up like paws under her chin and made her eyes all wide. “Oh, no, I put a woman on my ship even though I wasn’t supposed to, and then I had sex with her and now I feeeeel badddd.”

Serkan’s expression became one of outrage. “Are you mocking me, human?”

“My name is Faith Rockford,” Faith said. “And yes, I am.”

He turned and made for the door. Faith knew when she was being walked out on. This had all the signs of it.

“Careful,” she shouted after him as he left. “If you don’t stop pouting, I might not sleep with you again.”


 


* * *


 


Serkan left his bedroom in a temper. He knew none of this was Faith’s fault, but the little human woman had an ability to get under his skin in both good ways and bad. He was very close to thrashing her soundly—but he knew if he did, he would not be doing it for her benefit so much as to release his tension, and that was not fair.

He locked the door and went up to the bridge to watch the universe passing by. Sitting in his captain’s chair, Serkan took a deep breath and took stock of his situation.

“You did this,” he told himself. “You did all of it. It’s not her fault. She’s not responsible for any of this, morally or legally.”

According to his law, Faith barely had the capacity to consent to what they had just done. Sex with humans was not unheard of, but it was frowned upon. They were the weaker species. Mating with them was seen as taking advantage. Was that what he had done? Serkan ran his fingers through his hair and played the chain of events over in his mind again.

He had made direct contact with a human. Taken her aboard his ship. Left the solar system with her. And he had slept with her.

Four crimes, each worse than the one before it. Serkan was not a lawbreaker. He was a man of honor, a well-regarded physician and warrior. For that reason, Ephemera had chosen him to go to Earth. Few were permitted to visit the distant colonies—and fewer still were allowed to see the green and blue planet where the genome was thriving in human form. It was whispered that Earth was corrupted, and that it corrupted those who visited it. Serkan had dismissed those rumors as the jealous comments of those who would never approach the system where Earth sailed. Now he wondered if he should not have paid more attention to them.

It was an alluring planet in so many respects, yet to be fully civilized, full of wildlife and human activity going on unchecked. The humans had little resistance to gross natural events. Fire, wind, water, earth, all the elements seemed to do battle with them, often to great ill effect. And yet the humans persevered.

Serkan could have stayed longer, watching Earth. He could possibly have stayed years, if the council would allow him such a luxury. But it was not to be. His medical sabbatical was at an end—and it had ended with an unfortunate transgression against every law Serkan was aware of.

He could smell her on him still. The human. His cock was slicked with her juices, slowly drying against his skin. There was a part of him, a part he would have denied under direct questioning, that did not regret what he had done at all. It had been the most natural thing in the world to sink inside her, to find heaven in a human’s loins. She was so hot, so wet, so welcoming. Mating with Faith had been a transcendent experience for Serkan, and if he had not done it under a pall of lawbreaking, he would have been ecstatic.

The universe passed by outside the shuttle windows and Serkan found a new emotion replacing the guilt that had pierced his pleasure… desire. Not the animal, sexual desire that had prompted their mating, but a softer impulse. He found, to his surprise, that he missed her company already.

He found himself rising from his chair and returning to his chambers. So much of his behavior was becoming automatic, he found it somewhat thrilling and equally concerning. Serkan had always been able to rely on rationality and force of will to make his decisions. With this human arousing his instincts, he was starting to realize that he was not as advanced as he had once thought himself to be.

Serkan went back to his bedroom, where he found Faith bundled up under the covers. A few locks of her hair were visible. Aside from that, she was hidden beneath the soft folds.

“Human?” He spoke gently, not wanting to startle her, or wake her if she was sleeping.

“Go away.”

She spoke while remaining beneath the blankets, so it was as if his own bed had grown a voice and dislike of him.

Serkan walked up to the bed and pulled the covers back to reveal his human guest. She was curled up on herself and made a fruitless grab for the blanket as it slid away from her naked body.

“Give that back!” she complained. “I’m cold!”

She didn’t look very happy. Unless he was very much mistaken, there were dried tears on her lower lashes and traces of them down her cheeks where they had made the makeup she certainly didn’t need run. He felt a pang of guilt at realizing she must have cried when he left. She hadn’t looked hurt, but little creatures like Faith never let anyone see when they were in pain.

“Are you sore? Did the sex hurt you?” Serkan lifted the blanket back over her.

“The sex didn’t hurt me,” she said, grabbing it and tucking it all the way up under her chin so that just her cute face with those spitting green eyes was looking at him. “You did when you walked out on me. Asshole.”

She was not one of the human females who used an indirect method of communication largely comprised of making the other person guess what she was feeling, and for that he was glad. She was rude, but at least she made sense. And she was right.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “For how I acted after we mated. I have my own problems to deal with. They are not yours, and they are not your fault. I should not have taken them out on you.”

“When I sleep with a guy, I prefer it if he doesn’t call me a whore and storm out.”

“I didn’t do either of those things.” Serkan was momentarily confused by her exaggeration. He sat down on the bed next to her and reached out a hand toward her, but she pushed it away.

“Not directly, maybe, but indirectly. We both know what’s happening here. You made choices and then you felt bad once the fun part wore off. Well, you know what?” She reached out and poked him in the chest, her finger surprisingly pointy and hard against Serkan’s skin. “The regretful good boy act is already old. I don’t mind playing the slutty Jezebel sometimes, but you can’t blame me for everything. Plus, you hurt my feelings.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Really, Faith, I am.”

“Sure you are,” she said. “I guess I believe that you’re an alien, but you’re not really any different from any guy I ever met on Earth. They like the bad girls for their fun, but they get scared and they run. And they leave the girl with the consequences.”

There was a weight to her words that caught his attention. “What does that mean?”

“Nothing.”

He didn’t believe that for a second. The hurt he saw in Faith’s eyes was bigger than what had just taken place between them. But she had no reason to trust him enough to tell him. He hadn’t earned that trust. They’d mated, but they were still strangers in every sense of the word. Very strange strangers too, from worlds so far apart that by all the laws of nature, they should never have encountered one another.

“I can get some clothes made for you,” he said. “I’ve got a machine that can fabricate almost anything. It has human dress from the fourteenth century onwards loaded onto it. Do you want to get cleaned up, put on some new clothes, maybe eat something?”

“Maybe,” she said, looking at him warily. “Are you going to freak out on me again?”

“No more freak-outs,” Serkan said. “I promise.”

Faith gave him a long look and nodded. “Well,” she said. “I guess now’s a good a time as any to find out if you really have alien technology, or if your special clothing machine is two rat-infested, pee-soaked shoeboxes tied to a tree stump.”

Serkan snorted at her colorful speech. “That’s quite an image you paint.”

“Yeah, well. I’ve slept with crazier.” She swung her legs out of the bed, taking the blanket with her as a form of clothing. “Show me your ship, Captain Alien.”

He shouldn’t allow her out of the bedroom, but Serkan was tired of counting all the rules he was breaking. The woman needed clothing, she needed food, and they were going to be stuck on the ship for a good few days yet. They may as well get comfortable.



Chapter Four



 



 


Faith followed Serkan across the room. He seemed to be trying to make amends for his shitty behavior, but she didn’t forgive him yet. So much for afterglow. She’d been unable to stop herself from crying after she left, a fact that she hated even more than how he’d acted. She shouldn’t care what this guy did. She shouldn’t care what any guy did. Men were jerks. She was surprised she could still be surprised by that fact. When was she going to learn that there was no such thing as a Prince Charming? Even the ones who seemed to be helping her always turned out to be in it for themselves.

He was hot. Maybe that was why she had forgotten her golden rule. She found her gaze lingering on his muscular ass and powerful thighs. His cock was out of this world too. Thick and hot and… she forcibly made herself stop thinking about his genitals. That was how she’d gotten herself into trouble. Again.

“Here you are,” Serkan said, sliding what looked like a closet door open. Instead of a rack of clothes, there was just an empty space with a little interface on one side. “Just step in,” he said, indicating that she should get into the closet space.

Faith wasn’t sure about getting into such a little space, but she figured he was more than strong enough to tie her up and keep her in a tiny box if he wanted and he didn’t seem inclined to so far. He probably wasn’t going to start by tricking her with a pretend magic closet.

She stepped into the space and looked at the screen on one of the walls. Serkan reached out and swiped his finger over the display pad. It looked a lot like some of the more advanced pieces of consumer tech Faith was familiar with, displaying the mesh outlines of various clothes one after the other. There were symbols that she couldn’t read, angular jagged bits and pieces with dots here and there and rounded structures almost like flower petals. So that’s what an alien language looked like. Like hieroglyphics got drunk and ended up in some old lady’s garden.

“What would you like to wear?”

“I don’t know,” Faith said. “Show me your weirdest stuff.”

“Hmmm… my weirdest stuff?”

“Yeah. I want to be avant garde. Show me something really out there.”

“Okay.” He tapped through the screen. “Hold still now,” he said. “The machine can make you feel a little tingly, but that’s normal. The tingling is a vibrational cleaning system which will remove any debris from your skin.”

“Does it do cum?” She looked at him brazenly. “Someone left a lot of cum in me.”

“It cleans semen, yes,” Serkan said, appearing to miss her sarcasm.

Faith stood there as the closet began to hum. She felt little prickly tingles running over her skin and then the strangest sensation as clothing coalesced around her. She looked down at herself to find that she was wearing a patterned collared shirt, a bold pink tutu over long brown shorts, and a pair of work boots.

“From a movie, I believe,” Serkan smirked at her. “It’s pretty out there, isn’t it?”

“This isn’t avant garde,” she said, stripping the clothes off and tossing them into the bedroom. “Try again, Mr. Alien.”

Serkan swiped through the menus again, too quickly for her to see what he was doing. The tingly sensation started all over again and this time what formed about her body was quite tight around her chest and waist, and very heavy and long. She looked down at herself to see a full Victorian gown about her body, silk and satin and lace flowing all over the place.

“Elegant,” Serkan noted. “It suits you more than you might think it would.”

“I want something edgy,” she said after doing the mandatory princess twirl, which was more difficult than she thought it would be. “I can’t move in this dress.”

“Clothing you can’t move in might keep you out of trouble,” Serkan said, straight-faced. Faith made a rude gesture in his direction, glad for the fact that fifty yards of fabric kept her ass free from any consequences as he rubbed his hands together with that disciplinary look in his eye.

“That reminds me,” she said. “Maybe on your planet, spanking people is acceptable, but it’s not where I’m from, so don’t do that again.”

He threw back his head and laughed. “If there is one thing I can guarantee, it is that my palm will meet your bottom again in the very near future,” he promised. “You are trouble, human, and you will be dealt with accordingly.”

“Smack me again, and you’ll lose your hand.”

“Threaten me again, and you’ll lose your ability to sit,” he said, becoming suddenly stern and serious in a way she didn’t like one bit. They glared at one another, green meeting silver in a battle of wills. Faith knew she was going to lose. All this technology aside, she was the captive of a much stronger creature—one who was currently playing dress-up with her as if she were a doll. She should be objecting more, but it was actually pretty fun.

“Let me try with the screen,” she said, changing the subject. Serkan agreed. It wasn’t that hard to operate and soon Faith was trying on clothes from every period possible. A doublet and pantaloons. A suit of fur from the far North. The wedding dress worn by a pretty princess who recently married an equally pretty prince and went on to have adorably pretty offspring. A blue dress with a significant stain on it. The options were endless, and distracted her admirably from her predicament as a prisoner.

“Are you going to settle on something soon?”

Serkan had lost interest after about the tenth clothing change and had retired to the bed to wait her interest out. At his inquiry, Faith peeked out from the closet. She was wearing a dress made of meat. It was about as comfortable as she had imagined it would be.

“Maybe,” she said. “Why, do we have somewhere to be?”

“No,” Serkan admitted, dumping a handful of discarded clothes back into the chute, which he had explained broke them down to their composite parts from which fresh clothing could be created. “But you must be getting hungry. I know I am.”

“Can’t this machine just generate some food inside our bellies?”

“It’s not that precise a piece of equipment,” Serkan said, taking the question seriously. “And most of the fun in eating is actually eating, not simply becoming full.”

“Some would say it’s in the cooking too. I bet you don’t cook, though.”

“You’d lose that bet,” Serkan said. “Real cooked food is far better for you than synthesized food. Even the most elaborate synthesizers have trouble creating perfect ingredient profiles, so the dishes are always flat and usually missing various structures—you would call them vitamins or minerals, which we are yet to isolate. A blade of grass is more complex than you can possibly imagine. Interstellar travel is easy compared to creating good, nutritious food.”

“Huh,” Faith said. “I never really thought about that before.”

“Neither did we, until we had to eat synthesized food for extended periods of time and began to become ill as a result. Sometimes, what should work according to all known logic, just doesn’t. The universe is a very strange place. The more we learn, the more we understand that we don’t know.”

She was finding him handsome again. She really had to stop that. It was difficult when he insisted on being interesting and intelligent in addition to kind and generous and… seriously. She really had to stop. Sleeping with him was one thing, but if she ended up falling for this alien, she’d be so angry with herself.

After a few more experiments, Faith settled on a pair of black leggings and a long pink t-shirt with a misspelled swear word on it, along with a pair of sneakers. There was a virtual universe of fashion to choose from, but she figured she may as well be comfortable. It felt good to be in familiar attire. She felt a bit more, well, human.

Serkan stepped inside the machine when she was done and donned what she guessed was his uniform. It was a royal blue suit with silver trim, fitted perfectly to his body. The color of the fabric brought out the silver of his eyes and the lines of the suit emphasized the hard lines of his body.

She was getting those feelings again. Those dangerous feelings she had to be careful about.

“You’re making me feel underdressed,” she complained.

“Sorry,” he smiled. “But I don’t think you could be underdressed.” He reached out and ran his hand across her cheek in a soft caress. “You are a stunning beauty.”

“I am not,” she blushed. Warning sirens were blaring in her head. He was hot. He was being nice to her. Something bad was almost guaranteed to happen soon.

“Come,” he said. “Let’s eat.”

She followed him from the bedroom out into the passage beyond. It wasn’t much to look at, just a short passage leading to a few doors.

“This is the main walkway. The only walkway,” Serkan explained. “This is not a large vessel. I have my laboratory and medical bay, my living quarters, a galley, and the bridge. I prefer to eat on the bridge. It has the best view. Come.”

Faith followed him up a small flight of stairs to an elevated round room containing a control panel presumably used for flying the vessel, and beyond it, a great panel of windows through which she found herself confronted by the universe. She looked out at the star-laden sky and was blown away by the vastness of the display. She was surrounded by stars, and by a depth of darkness that fell into infinity when she got close to the window and looked down. “Wow!”

“It never ceases to provide wonder,” Serkan said. “This view is the reason why these long voyages are bearable.”

“This is worth being kidnapped from Earth,” Faith exclaimed. “I mean. Really.” She turned to look at him with wide, excited eyes. “Where are we going to go? We could go anywhere. How many other kinds of aliens are there? Can we go to a bar?”

“We are not going to a bar,” Serkan said firmly. “Make yourself comfortable. I’ll get something from the galley.”

Faith sat by the window in a low bench seat covered with a slick, padded material that was soft and comfortable and watched the universe go by. She could feel the hairs on the back of her neck standing up in a slow prickle as it came over her once and for all that this was real. She truly was nowhere near Earth anymore. She was adrift in space.

That meant everything she’d done back on Earth. All her little sins and crimes, and more important, the people looking for her because of them—it was all gone. She had made a perfect escape, and Faith couldn’t help the smile spreading over her face as that particular realization set in. Her final days on Earth had been increasingly desperate. Rough men had been looking for her with a tenacity that far outstripped anything law enforcement brought to bear. They had been so damn angry and so damn violent. If it had not been for Serkan finding her… a little shudder went through her body. It really didn’t bear thinking about.

“Enjoying the view?” Serkan returned with a tray containing two plates full of something that smelled like food. Faith was starving. She’d hardly managed to eat at all while on the run. There hadn’t been much time to stop for groceries and everything she’d put in her body for the past week had been from a service station, food more alien to the natural human diet than anything Serkan could provide, she was pretty sure of that.

“Hopefully this is not too strange for you,” he said. “These are greens and…”

He stopped explaining as Faith began to eat without further inquiry. Who cared what it was, it was food and it was being given to her by someone who was too cautious and careful to give her anything that might be remotely dangerous.

She ate until it was physically impossible for her to eat anymore, then sat back against the window, the eternal skies serving as a wondrous backdrop to her impending indigestion.

“You must have been hungry,” Serkan noted.

“I haven’t eaten terribly well lately,” Faith said. “My lifestyle doesn’t allow for leisurely afternoons in the kitchen. I tend to eat on the run, if at all.”

“Your life must have been hard,” he said, settling in across from her. He had barely touched his food, she noticed. Maybe he was not as hungry as he had claimed to be.

“I don’t know,” Faith shrugged. “I guess. Life is always hard, isn’t it?”

“Sometimes more than others,” Serkan said. “How long have you been a thief?”

There it was. The question he was most fascinated by. She could see it in his eyes. Judgment and curiosity in equal measure. She doubted he could understand any of her experiences, but at least he was trying.

“For as long as I’ve been alive. It’s how I survive. When I started I stole food to eat. I had to look after myself, you know? And then later… I stole cash to keep a roof over my head. But they know where my apartment is now, so that’s burned.” She shrugged. “We don’t all have the luxury of being super advanced aliens with our very own space shuttles who can just run off into deep space when things get difficult.”

“We haven’t all earned the privilege, that is certain,” Serkan replied.

“You earned this privilege, huh? You did something to deserve this shiny spaceship?”

“I did many things,” he said without telling her anything at all. “I’m afraid that this will likely be my last journey.”

“Why?”

“Because of you,” he said. “Because of the decisions I made and continue to make regarding you. The authorities will not be pleased.”

“Fuck ‘em,” Faith said. “I never worried about pleasing authorities.”

“And you ended up unconscious in a forest,” Serkan reminded her. “Besides, it is not about pleasing anyone. The rules I follow… and the rules I enforce, for that matter, are for the greater good. I follow them because I know cause leads to effect. I know that my actions, however small, matter.”

“But you took me,” she reminded him. “You took me and you weren’t supposed to. Your rules said I should die in the dirt.”

“As have so many creatures before you and will so many after,” Serkan said heavily. “Yes. I made an exception. An exception which has broken the rule. And there will be consequences for that.”

“What do you mean?”

“I intend to report this incident to the council…”

“Are you fucking stupid?” Faith interrupted him.

Serkan looked at her with a dour expression. “Perhaps you’d care to rephrase that question.”

“No, I mean, that’s fucking stupid.” Faith emphasized the words with wild gestures of her hands. “You did something wrong. Okay. Fine. Whatever. It happens. You don’t tell on yourself! You see if you can get away with it. I bet you can. Nobody is going to miss me.”

“Perhaps, but there are few humans off Earth,” Serkan said. “You will be noticed wherever you go—especially given your criminal proclivities. I do not intend to become a liar to explain your presence.”

“Oh, well, great. And then you’ll get thrown into alien jail and what will happen to me?”

“I doubt I will be imprisoned.” He looked at her, his expression grave. “As for your precise fate, I cannot say.”

“Oh,” Faith nodded, her hands still performing wheeling motions as she waved them about. “You don’t know what will happen to me? Will they return me to Earth?”

“Difficult to say,” he said. “Your removal has caused a disturbance. Your return would likely cause a greater one, as you are now aware of those who watch the planet…”

“So they would let me go?”

“Unlikely.”

“So, what would they do to me?”

He gave her a long, thoughtful look, but did not respond.

“Nothing good, huh,” Faith shrugged. “Sounds right. In my experience, authorities exist to hurt people. They control everyone and help no one.”

“Our authorities are not that way inclined, but they will take the greater good into consideration, which may not be ideal for you specifically.” His eyes narrowed a little as he thought, and it occurred to Faith that Serkan may never have had to consider making his own mind up before.

“You don’t have to follow the law, just because it’s the law,” she said. “You can do whatever you want.”

“There are consequences.”

“Yeah, and you know what? The consequence of following the law would have been me dying. You tore my ass up for doing the same thing you did.”

“I saved your life.”

“Why?”

“Why?” He seemed surprised by the question.

“Yeah, why? You didn’t know me. I was just a stranger to you. I was just some little bug-like creature on the planet you were watching. Why would you break with your law abiding behavior and rescue me?”

“I do not know that I can explain it in a way which will make sense in a wider context,” Serkan said. “Observers see many painful things. Some too painful to bear. Many return from observing Earth and refuse to go back. It is not always a pleasant place, your planet.”

“Tell me about it,” Faith snorted.

“Inventive little monkeys with the occasional streak of sadism which takes the breath away,” he mused. “Some observers become hardened to it. They see humans, you, as little more than basic creatures. Undomesticated, untrainable proto-beings.”

“Well, those observers sound like dicks,” Faith said bluntly.

“I was not expecting to see you in the forest,” Serkan continued. “We rarely, if ever, encounter humans directly. I suppose, when I found you lying there, I saw how very similar you are to me. You were beautiful and vulnerable. You needed help. A different, less evolved species, yes, but in pain and suffering. I wanted to alleviate that suffering—and then events overtook me, as they tend do to when one does not follow the law.”

“It’s hard to hate you for busting my butt when you say nice things,” Faith said, tempted to blush at his description of her as beautiful. “But maybe you did follow the law.”

“I assure you, I did not.”

“Maybe you followed a bigger law. A law not to let others suffer. Like I followed a bigger law when I started stealing. A law that said I shouldn’t let myself starve.”

Serkan smiled. “I think we will go to the council,” he said. “And I think we will make our case there. You have a talent for bending the truth in a way which is almost charming.”

“But…”

“I have faith in the rule of law,” he said. “And I have faith in my people’s ability to deal true justice. But more than any of that, I have faith in your ability to convince someone that black is white and night is day. You are a scoundrel, Faith, but I think they will like you.”

Faith did not like the idea of being at the mercy of Serkan’s council. Her experience with the law had been harsh and unpleasant. She shut her mouth and figured that she was just going to have to find a way to escape him before he could take her before the council. He could be judged if he liked. She intended to continue avoiding the consequences Serkan seemed to think were inevitable.

“There’s no need to pout,” he said. “I didn’t allow any harm to come to you on Earth; I will not allow any to come to you on my home planet.”



Chapter Five



 



 


Faith wasn’t sure she trusted Serkan. She didn’t trust anyone, so it wasn’t necessarily a problem specific to the great hulking alien who had captured her and taken her lightyears across the galaxy. It didn’t help that he hadn’t told her almost anything about his civilization, or what would happen when they got there. No matter how many questions she asked him, the answer was always the same: wait and see.


It had taken an indeterminate amount of time to arrive, she really didn’t know how long without day and night cycles, but she’d slept several times before Serkan informed her that the ship had docked and that they would be waiting to speak to the council on board before she was allowed off. They were in a period of quarantine, so he said.

“You could say anything,” she pointed out after he answered her questions for the umpteenth time. “You might be about to turn me into ham… human burgers.”

He gave a long-suffering sigh. “Do you think I would have waited this long to do that?”

“Maybe,” she said. “Maybe your species likes fresh human burgers. Maybe you’re going to offer me to your council like some kind of appetizer.”

Serkan gave her a look that indicated he didn’t find her musings cute at all. He’d gotten very tense over the past hour or so, probably because he was worried about being in trouble himself. He struck her as a man who had never broken the rules before and didn’t know what to do now that he had.

“Who’s in more trouble,” she baited him. “Me, or you?”

“Now is not the time for your impertinent questions, Faith.”

“There might not be any more time for me,” Faith pointed out. “Now might be my only time.”

“You are overly dramatic,” he intoned.

“I’m underly dramatic, for a woman who is on another planet waiting to be judged by an alien entity. I should be screaming and crying and begging for my life.”

“That would be tedious for us both,” Serkan remarked. He could be so deadpan, and sometimes she didn’t know if he was being funny or serious.

A tap at the door brought him to his feet. “Commander Serkan,” a voice on the other side said. “The council will see you now. Leave your cargo behind for the moment.”

“Cargo,” Faith snorted. “So I’m not even edible. Just a box of blankets or something.”

“Stay here and be good,” Serkan ordered. He approached the door and it opened for him, allowing him out into the alien world. Faith tried to catch a glimpse, but she saw nothing but a wall that could have existed on Earth. Again, she wondered if this was all some kind of elaborate practical joke. Was someone going to come in with a camera crew and announce she’d been punked? Probably not.

She sat in what could only be described as the waiting room to the alien world, tapping her feet impatiently. They had been there for hours and hours, she was starting to get hungry and was going to have to pee soon too. She supposed this was better than being dead in the woods, but she wasn’t sure it was any better than what jail would have been.

Serkan was acting as if he were her jailer, and as if she were a criminal. The only thing missing was the cuffs, but he didn’t exactly need them given his superior size and strength—and the fact that the ship was hermetically sealed with a circulating air system. These were the details he was prepared to share with her. She should never have told him about how she stole the chip. He had been so guarded about absolutely everything. He treated her as if she were some wily little criminal, always waiting to make off with something of value.

He wasn’t entirely wrong, but Faith didn’t like it. Her entire life had been based on the ability to fool men. This was one man who was not fooled in the slightest, and he was about to turn her over to a civilization of creatures just like him.

Would they do what customs agents did to critters that stowed away in shipments on Earth? Would she be ‘put to sleep’? It seemed like a real possibility. Faith had to admit to herself that she had been living on borrowed time ever since she’d stolen the chip. Avoiding what had started to feel like an inevitable bullet to the brain had actually become really tiring. It was funny how even fighting for one’s own life could become sort of boring after a while. At least if it was all over now, it would probably be done humanely. She might not even see it coming. Maybe that would be okay.

“Human.”

Serkan was back, his voice interrupting her strangely mundane dark thoughts. She had been so intently examining her feet that she had not detected the sliding of the wall. She searched his face for some clue of what to expect, but his expression was impassive and unreadable.

“The council will see you now,” Serkan said. “Behave yourself and mind your manners. Your fate rests in their hands. Do not lie to them. They are wiser and more powerful than you could possibly know.”

Faith took a deep breath. Her stomach had started to churn. Was this it? The end? She stood up, a tremor in her legs as she tried desperately to be brave. Maybe this was the last walk she would ever take.

“Do not be so afraid,” Serkan said. “You are in no danger.”

She didn’t believe him. As she stepped over the threshold to this new world, she saw it laid out before her like a pink and gold jewel. There was a bridge connecting Serkan’s craft to a larger construction, and the paneled walls of it were translucent enough to let her see part of the world in which she had arrived. The most obvious and startling difference was the sky. It was not blue. It was a golden hue, pale and tinged with streaks of white. Everything below it was cast in a rosy shade, the buildings constructed after the shape of petals and long leaves. This civilization looked as though it had literally bloomed from the reddish earth she could spot traces of along the floor, a pinky dust that gathered in some of the corners.

“Oh, my god,” she murmured to herself. “This really isn’t Earth.”

“No,” he agreed. “It very much isn’t.”

“Where are we? I mean, in this world?”

“I have docked my ship at the grand council chambers,” he explained. “What you see around you is our capital city. As for the world, if you are looking for a name, it is known most often as Svari. The people here are known by the same word.”

“Nothing egocentric about that at all,” Faith murmured to herself. She stopped for a second to get a better look at the city. They were up rather high, so it was mostly laid out below them, too far down for her to get a real sense of most of it, but even from this distance, she could see that the architecture swayed a little, as if it were alive. She could see light moving about inside the buildings, very slowly, but with a meaningful, intentional pace.

“This is very strange,” she murmured.

“Probably,” Serkan agreed. “But we do not have time to stop and stare. The council are waiting.”

“Well,” Faith said as they moved on. “If I do die today, I bet I’m the first person ever to see an alien city.”

“Not quite the first,” Serkan corrected mysteriously. “And there is little risk of you perishing today,” he added, more as an afterthought.

“Oh, good, little risk,” she said sarcastically.

“Several percentage points less likely than you would be to expire if you were on Earth,” Serkan elaborated, rather grimly.

“You’re never going to let me live that whole ‘lying half dead in a forest’ thing down, are you,” Faith complained.

“Quiet,” Serkan said. “We have arrived.”

Faith found herself standing before a pair of very tall doors. Everything in the alien world was built to suit their larger frames. It made her feel like Gulliver on his travels.

“This will be easier if you are on your best behavior,” Serkan said, taking her by the hand. He was lecturing her as if she were a child, which she did not enjoy in the slightest.

“I’ll try not to blow my nose on my sleeve,” she said. “Let’s just do this, alright?”

The grand doors slid open, revealing a chamber of light. Faith felt something running through her body, a sensation like… awe, perhaps, but greater as Serkan drew her into the chamber and toward its sole occupant, a tall woman sitting in a grand chair in the very center of the room. There were little silvery tendrils leading from her head to the outer limits of the space, and a concentric grid upon the floor was marked with details grand and small. It looked almost like a map, but it was moving. Little lights and lines were sliding this way and that.

It was a space that seemed to be indoors and yet not indoors. She could no longer detect where the walls or the ceiling were. It was all one grand contained eternity, and she was standing upon it. The awe in her heart grew larger as the woman stood and began to walk toward them.

“Where’s the rest of it? The council?” Faith found herself whispering to Serkan.

“This is Ephemera. She is the council. She holds the consciousness and combined wisdom of twelve councilors from across generations.”

The closer Ephemera got, the harder she was to look at. She was alive with light, and though Faith had the sense that she was in the presence of great beauty and kindness, she could not have physically described any of it. On Earth, Faith had never believed in anything religious. It had all been a little too base, a little too cruel. But here, in the presence of this transcendent creature, she finally understood what it was to be in the presence of something so great that she felt humble to her core.

“Whoa,” she said, her mouth moving independently of her mind. “Is this why… is this how we got the thing about the angels? Was it you people all along?”

“Be silent, please,” Ephemera intoned, her face obscured somehow from Faith’s eyes. It was as if when she looked at Ephemera, she could not see. Her vision became blurry, her mind overloaded. It was painful to look at her, and the pain did not recede until she averted her gaze.

She could feel Ephemera moving around her. The woman’s hands descended to lie lightly upon her head. For a moment, Faith was filled with light and warmth and a love that felt so complete, a tear traced down her cheek. Not of sadness or pain, but of joy.

There was a gasp from Ephemera, and then the hands retreated, and with them the sense of goodness and love. The angel—for that must surely be what she was—retreated to what was apparently a safe distance, at least seven feet away from Faith.

“You have done well, Serkan,” she intoned, her voice melodious but solemn. “Your orders were clear, but your actions were correct in spite of being contrary to those rules.”

“I told him that,” Faith muttered to herself.

“Be quiet, human,” Ephemera said. “Your speech is dangerous.”

“My speech is… mmpff
 !”

Serkan’s hand snaked around to cover her mouth.

Faith gave him a cutting look as best she could, given he was behind and above her.

“Lmpfh m g!”

Perhaps it was anger from being physically restrained, or maybe it was grief at being separated from a source of pure compassion and love. Whatever it was, Faith’s most basic and chaotic human instincts rose in her like a tidal wave. She squirmed furiously in Serkan’s arms, unhappy at being held like a writhing wild animal. All she had done was speak, and not even rudely. What would happen to this alien super being if she were to swear? Faith really wanted to find out.

“She is almost certainly a disruptive influence,” Ephemera intoned. “But that does not mean she cannot be rehabilitated. Take her to analysis and see what they make of her.”

“Thank you, Ephemera,” Serkan said, a little too genuinely for Faith’s liking.

Faith scowled at the lovely angelic woman. She was being rejected, and she did not like it one little bit. The brief moment of grace had served only to reiterate how flawed and sinful she was. Too dirty, too dangerous for the glowing, godlike creature to be near.

Serkan hauled her from the chamber, tears she could not control running down her face. She was so angry, so lost, so very confused. All she had for comfort was the large alien man who could hold her as if she weighed nothing—and did so until they were well clear of Ephemera’s chamber.

“What the hell?” Faith scowled when he finally pulled his hand away and allowed her to speak. “What’s wrong with you people? She acted like I was toxic waste.”

“Ephemera has many powers,” Serkan said. “But maintaining purity is essential. If she is disrupted, the council may be unable to make their judgments with clarity. It is rare that anyone has an audience with her for that reason.”

“So your society is governed by a glowing lady in a box,” Faith said scornfully.

“That is a gross oversimplification of a complex system you do not understand.”

“Most things I say are,” Faith shot back. “What’s the alternative? Understand everything
 ? I’d never say anything ever again.”

“I am going to gag you soon,” Serkan threatened. “You do not understand the opportunity that you are being given. Stop speaking and start listening and you might learn something. Your rages and tantrums will get you nowhere.”

These aliens had it in for her simply because she was what she was. Faith was starting to feel as if she was on familiar ground now, being misunderstood and punished for it. She fell into a sullen silence as she was conducted through the alien maze and into another chamber that did not contain any ladies, glowing or otherwise. Instead there were several medical-looking machines, sleek and white and marked with gentle glowing lights that blipped occasionally.

“Commander Serkan!” A tall alien man appeared after a moment. “You have returned!”

“Hello, Hyktor,” Serkan said. “I have. And I have someone with me. This is Faith. She is a human.”

“Hello, Faith,” the alien man said. He used the same tone she’d used back on Earth for saying hello to the dogs of acquaintances.

“Hi,” she muttered sullenly. At least this one wasn’t keeping his distance. He wasn’t as handsome as Serkan, nor was he quite as tall, but he still could have passed for a runway model back on Earth. These creatures were all so beautiful. She must seem so pink and fleshy and base to them.

“Ephemera has requested that we test her and formulate a course of treatment,” Serkan said.

“Ah, so you are a little disruptor,” Hyktor smiled at her.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Faith scowled.

“I am sure you don’t,” he said. “It’s probably very confusing for you, to be so far away with such strange people.”

“Yes,” Faith agreed with a little sniff. “It is. And he’s been yelling at me all day.”

“I have not so much as raised my voice at you,” Serkan replied.

“You don’t have to yell to yell,” Faith argued.

“I’m not sure a scan is really necessary for this one,” Hyktor said. “I think it’s quite obvious what she needs.”

“Agreed,” Serkan nodded, his cheek dimpling with something like amusement. “But best to follow protocol.”

“Yes, best to find a rule and follow it,” Faith said snarkily. She was tired, irritated, and scared, and nothing that had happened so far had been of much reassurance to her. “Don’t think for yourselves. Something interesting might happen.”

Serkan’s palm met her bottom in a light swat that didn’t hurt anything but her pride. “Settle down,” he commanded. “You are only making this more difficult for yourself.”

“Besides,” Hyktor said. “This will be interesting for you too.” He put his hand on a large chamber-like machine. “This scanner will read your brainwaves and import them into the ongoing sentience simulation. From there, we will be able to pick you out of the background intelligence, and see precisely what effects your presence has.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Life on developing planets follows rules. Since humans emerged, we have been mapping their activities. Life seems random while it is being lived, but it is, in fact, anything but random. Rules make predictions possible, especially when additional data is provided. Ephemera wants to take a few readings from you in order to gauge the impact of your leaving Earth.”

Faith narrowed her eyes at him. “So you people can see the future? And you can see what happens when you make changes to the present?”

“Time is more like a loaf of sliced bread than a moving target.”

“I have no idea what that is even supposed to mean,” Faith said.

“It is complex, especially for a tired mind freshly off a long flight,” Hyktor said sympathetically. “There will be time for discussions of a quantum nature later. For the moment, if you’d step inside…” He pushed a button and the door of the chamber swung open to reveal a small, cozy padded interior.

“Not like I have any choice, is it?”

Faith stepped inside the small pod. She felt very claustrophobic in there. Before they closed the door on her, she stuck her hand out and looked at Serkan. “You’ll let me out of this, right?”

“It will only be for a moment. I promise,” he agreed.

She nodded. “Okay. I’m trusting you.”

The door closed and for a heart-pounding moment, she was left in the dark. It only took a matter of microseconds for her to begin to panic, but thankfully the door opened almost immediately, just as Serkan had promised.

He reached for her and drew her into his arms. “That was good,” he murmured rare praise. “Very good.”

“I stood in a box for a second,” she said, even as she sank into the comfort of his arms. “What’s so good about that?”

“You did as you were asked to do for once, and you did it without a fight.”

“I’m tired,” she admitted. “I would have been much more difficult about it if I had slept well. I would have clawed at the sides of the chamber and screamed and everything. I will next time, if you like.”

She was being silly, her words a facade with which she hoped to maintain some appearance of strength. The truth was, this new world frightened her. Serkan alone was intimidating. This was a world of people just like him, a world of technology she did not understand. She felt very alone, and now that she was pressed close to his strong body, she felt a deep sense of relief. He had become a little island of safety. She wished she could stay in his arms. He seemed to understand that, and did not let her go. He reached down, slid his arm underneath her knees and held her against his chest. He probably didn’t know that was how husbands carried wives over thresholds, but it still made Faith feel protected and a little more cared for.

“I’ll take you back to the ship,” Serkan said. “You can get some rest. I will speak with Ephemera soon.”

“See if she deigns to let me live?”

“Your life is in no danger.”

She looked into his eyes and felt an overwhelming doubt. He was one man against a super-consciousness and there was little he could do if the will of the angels was turned against her.

“It’s okay,” she said. “You don’t have to tell me what I want to hear. You’ve done a lot for me. If they decide to off me…” She shrugged. “You did your best.”

“Listen to me, Faith,” he said, his brows furrowing a touch as his silver eyes locked with hers. His voice dropped a note, becoming serious and stern. “Listen to me well. Your life is in no danger whatsoever. No matter what. I will die myself before I let death come to you.”

He spoke with such passion that she had no choice but to believe him. Serkan was not a man to make promises lightly, she already knew that. If he was promising her that she would not be harmed, then she would just have to believe him.



Chapter Six



 



 


Having safely stowed Faith back in his ship, Serkan returned to the council chambers. He had meant every word of his promise to Faith, but nevertheless, he did not recall a time when he had been more nervous. Not when he first became a cadet. Not when he was granted his first commission. Not even when he first set foot on an alien planet. Waiting for Ephemera to pass judgment left him pacing up and down the halls in his stiff uniform, worried about Faith’s fate. The council would not make a decision based on his attachment to the human woman. They would decide based on a multitude of considerations, many beyond his own ability to comprehend.

He had come to trust the council without question, but he knew that trust would be shattered the instant Ephemera ruled against Faith—if she did. There was a reason why Faith was on his ship. And there was a reason why it was fueled and ready to leave. There was also a reason why he was trying his best not to think about his plan. Ephemera did not have supernatural powers, but her vast knowledge was so great she could effectively predict the future. Odds were she already knew what his plan was and was taking it into account.

Just as the hour of judgment came to be, an officer emerged from Ephemera’s chambers. He wore the long silver-hued robes of high office, and carried himself with the grace and dignity with which one might expect from such a highly regarded man.

“Is the council ready for me?”

“Ephemera is weary,” the officer said. “She has retired for the day, but she has asked me to pass her messages to you.”

This was not good news. Ephemera’s absence was a concern. Serkan had the honor of meeting the council only a few times, but each and every time they had appeared to be beyond such things as fatigue. Faith’s presence must have been disrupting in the extreme. Hyktor had not been enthusiastic about her results either. Serkan had tried to see them before he met with Ephemera, but Hyktor had kept them private, saying they were for Ephemera’s eyes only. He had refused further discussion, which was a grand irritation for Serkan. He outranked Hyktor by several ranks, but Ephemera outranked them all and once he had invoked her name the matter was closed.

“Has she made her decision?” Serkan tried to keep the tension from his voice. It was imperative that he remain calm, no matter what.

The officer drew up a shining transcript upon which Ephemera’s judgment had been written. He took a deep breath before imparting the wisdom therein, taking a few extra seconds during which Serkan could happily have throttled him. He calmed himself, knowing that impatience would only cause more trouble.

“You have taken a human from her planet of origin,” the man intoned, telling Serkan what he already knew. “This is a trespass against Ephemera’s law. As a result, you are hereby stripped of your interstellar commission. Your ship will be confiscated for an indeterminate period. You will undertake no further surveillance missions. Instead you will…” the officer lifted his eyes from Ephemera’s ruling to look at Serkan, “clean up your mess. Those are my words. Not hers.”

A muscle twitched in Serkan’s jaw. It was not often that he had an impulse to violence, but this smug officer who had never been off-planet in his life was bringing it out of him. He was much larger than the officer, much more physically powerful. It would be a simple matter to… Serkan caught his train of thought, surprised at how far it had gone. Was this Faith’s influence?

“As for the human herself,” the officer continued, blithely unaware of Serkan’s aggressive desire. “The council have run several simulations with the data provided and determined that though she is quite chaotic, she is not a danger on this planet. Certainly not nearly as dangerous as she was on hers. So, though we do not encourage interference in the natural order, on this particular occasion, there is no doubt that it was in the best interests of planetary progression.”

“She was destined to be that much trouble?”

The officer nodded and unrolled the scroll of knowledge a little further, the characters glowing brightly. “This would have been her first significant transgression. If she had survived the resulting pursuit—our simulations imply that she would have done, albeit after significant trauma—that experience would have shattered what little sense of morality she currently possesses. She would have graduated to espionage, high-level acts of sabotage and the culmination would have been an assassination.”

“The calculations must be inaccurate.” Serkan’s eyes narrowed as he shook his head. “She is a thief, but I do not believe that she would ever kill anybody.”

“She would have been the target. It would have been… unpleasant. There would have been collateral damage, and severe negative effects on several other key human players who have some hope of elevating the species over the next fifty years.”

“Oh,” Serkan shrugged. That made more sense. People had been trying to kill Faith when he met her. He had no doubt that she would managed to take her ability to be a lawless pain in the ass far enough to warrant an assassination attempt.

“Though she is not dangerous, she will need significant rehabilitation if she is not to disrupt our timeline,” the officer continued. “If her impact is to be minimized, she will have to be made obedient. It is unlikely you will ever be able to change her essential nature, but you may be able to modify her behavior with a course of appropriate treatment. Ephemera’s primary order is that this human must never be out of your possession. If she is to be in contact with the public at any time, she must be restrained, both from disruptive movement and speech.”

“You want her to be muzzled, and perhaps leashed.”

“The method is your choice,” the officer replied. “Ephemera believes that you will follow her law to the letter.” He lowered the scroll again and spoke of his own accord. “This is your second chance, Serkan. Many do not receive a second chance. Your exemplary record is the reason the council have chosen to give you this opportunity.”

“I understand.”

“Do you accept these terms, Serkan?”

“I do,” he answered without hesitation. Of course he accepted the terms. There was no choice but to accept them. The alternative was to turn and flee his planet with Faith, attempt to carve out some kind of fugitive lifestyle, but that would make him no better than her. Serkan had not risen to rank of commander by taking the easy way out, or abandoning his principles. Now he had lost that rank, but he was certain that he could regain it. Just as certain as he was that Faith could be rehabilitated. Ephemera must believe it, and he was sure of it too.


 


* * *


 


Faith was not asleep when he returned to his ship. She was waiting impatiently as ever, sitting on part of the cargo bay bulkhead and kicking her heels back against the wall to make a rather irritating booming sound.

“So,” Faith said with that cocky smirk that never seemed to be far from her lips. “What did Big E say?”

“Ephemera has prescribed a course of treatment for you.”

“I’m sick?” Faith looked genuinely concerned for a moment.

“You’re not sick at all,” Serkan reassured her. “You’re just misbehaved.”

“Oh.” The grin was back. “Yeah. I could have told you that. So what’s this treatment for, then?”

“It is a course of treatment which will modify your behavior.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I will spend the next few months ensuring that you not only know right from wrong, but that you are aware of the consequences for each.”

“I’m not that bad,” Faith snorted.

“The fact that you think that is precisely why you need the treatment.”

“I get to live then,” Faith said, changing the subject. “But not go back to Earth?”

“I think there is more chance of you growing wings than there is of you being allowed to return to Earth,” he snorted.

“Why?”

“Because you’re trouble.”

Her eyes went wide with outrage. “There are so many people who are so much worse than me. There are mad dictators down there. There’s war! How could I be so bad?”

She didn’t understand. She thought that Ephemera’s judgment was comparative to every other human alive.

“It’s not just what you are, it’s where you are. It’s the little effects of your influence on the world. A housewife can make more ultimate impact on the course of history than a warlord if the conditions are correct.”

“That sounds like it should be on a motivational poster with a kitten,” she sneered in disbelief. Serkan felt his palm tingle with desire to meet her impudent bottom. She had no idea how good the news was. She was too busy being an argumentative little brat to listen and perhaps actually learn something.

“It’s true.”

“It really isn’t,” Faith disagreed. “I don’t deserve ‘treatment.’ There’s nothing wrong with me. I did some bad stuff, yeah, maybe, but only from certain perspectives and…”

“This treatment is not because you are the worst person on Earth,” Serkan interrupted. “It is because we have a particularly advanced and delicate society which is prone to disruption. The mad dictators and other such people would not be permitted here under any circumstances. The council believes you have the capacity to change. Ephemera is prepared to give you a chance at an entirely new life, but first, the crimes you were able to avoid punishment for on Earth must be paid for here.”

Her eyes went wide and she took a deep breath before letting it out in a long sigh.

“There’s a lot of them.”

There they were in total agreement. Faith had managed to break almost every rule he had ever presented to her, and he was certain that she had broken every one before he met her too.

“So this is hell,” she said, shrinking down where she sat and looking adorably hunted. “That’s the whole point of hell, isn’t it? Sinners are punished for their misdeeds forever and ever. Next you’ll be telling me that there is a lake of fire.”

“Well…”

“Oh, my god.” Faith’s eyes went wide. “There is, isn’t there! There’s a lake of fire here.”

“There are hot gaseous springs in the north which occasionally spawn flame,” he admitted. “But the geography of this planet should not be of great concern to you at this point. You should be worrying about yourself.”

“What’s the point?”

“What’s the point in worrying about yourself?” Serkan shook his head at her. He still did not entirely understand how Faith’s mind worked. She had a curious lack of care for what might happen to her, and a fascinated obsession with the outside world. It was almost as if she did not care for herself at all.

“Yeah,” Faith shrugged. “I’m your prisoner, aren’t I. And there’s nowhere to run on this planet of paranoid angels. So what’s the point in worrying about it?”

There was a certain logic to her words, a twisted, somehow broken logic.

“Faith, in the end, all you have is yourself. What you do, what you think, what you bring to the world. The treatment will show you that, I think.”

“How are you going to do that? Drugs? Are you going to put me in your little machines and warp my brain with your technology? Are you going to lobotomize me? Turn me into a drooling, compliant little patient?”

“Nothing quite so dramatic,” Serkan assured her. “You are more malleable than you think, Faith. Your current state is largely due to the fact that nobody seems to have taken the time to mold you correctly.”

“Correctly, incorrectly, what does it matter?”

Serkan felt a flash of irritation. No matter what he said, or how he tried to explain these simple concepts, Faith seemed determined to misunderstand him or simply dismiss his words outright. There was a simpler, more physical way of getting through to her though. She wasn’t going to like it, but it was about the only thing that seemed to work for her.

“It matters,” he said, reaching out to take her by the hand, “because I say it matters.”

“Hey! No!”

She knew exactly what he was going to do to her, but there wasn’t anything she could do to stop it. Her wriggling and squirming was a minor obstacle to his purpose. Serkan was grateful for her feminine, soft form. It made her ever so easy to handle. He took the place where she had been sitting and pulled her over his thighs.

Faith’s defense mechanisms, her attitude, her pointblank refusal to make what she knew were good and right choices, they were all going to change. He couldn’t let her attitude get in the way of her feelings anymore. She was so damn good at burying everything under about six feet of attitude. The only way to get through to her was to heat her bottom until she couldn’t maintain the facade anymore.

His palm met her bottom in an incredibly satisfying slap. Her resulting yowl was less pleasant to hear, but she needed this. He knew it to the very core of his being. Serkan began to spank her with measured, heavy slaps, his large palm covering a good part of both her cheeks with every swat.

“I fucking hate you!”

Her cursing and swearing was totally predictable. It was also totally unacceptable. Serkan was going to have to break her of that habit, among so many others.

“Swear again and you’ll be gagged,” he promised.

“Fuck off!”

Of course she had challenged him immediately. He was going to have to invest in a good gag for his patient while she learned not to use her tongue for ill. As of that particular moment, he didn’t have anything in the way of a good gag… or did he?

He responded to her curse by sweeping her panties down her legs. Baring her bottom was an inevitable stage, so they would not be missed. He then balled them up in his hand and when Faith next opened her mouth to make a sneering comment, it was cut off as he pushed the panties into her mouth and held them there, a little of the fabric caught between his fingers so she couldn’t choke on them.

Her muffled outrage was palpable in the stiffening of her body and the tensing of her muscles, but Serkan was not interested in entertaining Faith’s rage. He focused on her bottom, spanking her bare cheeks with hard swats that left the impression of his palm glowing red on her tender skin.

She had an adorable bottom, two pert rounds that bounced beneath his palm in the most pleasing manner. Ephemera’s order to provide her with disciplinary treatment had come as something of a surprise, but it was not altogether new territory and he already had several treatments in mind for her. Spanking would be an essential part of it, not only because it was effective at dissuading certain types of behavior, but because it both settled and aroused her in equal measure. She was so much more receptive with a warm bottom than she ever was without. In fact, he would have gone so far as to say that the only time Faith was capable of listening properly was when her buttocks were bright red and stinging.

“Are you ready to see where you’re going to live? Or do you want to keep acting like a brat and getting your bottom spanked?”

He pulled the panty gag from her mouth, knowing this wasn’t going to go well. He could feel the anger emanating from Faith. She was sore, but she was not submissive. Not yet.

“I guess I may as well see what kind of dump you live in.”

That answer earned her another two minutes of solid spanking, during which her pink cheeks turned bright red and her plaintive cries turned to howls and promises to behave.

“Okay! I’m sorry! I am!” She gasped and writhed as he swatted her cheeks over and over again. “Serkan! I promise! I’ll be good!”

She really shouldn’t make promises she couldn’t keep, but it was good enough for Serkan. He eased her from his lap and watched as she rubbed her bottom furiously.

“That was too much,” she complained, her face almost as red as her bottom. “I’m going to be sore for ages.”

“Maybe you’ll behave yourself for ages too,” he replied calmly. “Go and get dressed. We’re leaving the ship…”

She turned and stormed off, not hearing what he added at the end of the sentence, under his breath.

“…for the last time.”



Chapter Seven



 



 


Disembarking Serkan’s ship, Faith and Serkan moved back into the grand council tower. Instead of moving toward Ephemera’s chambers, they took a sky walk out of the building proper. It hung hundreds of feet in the air, providing an unparalleled view of the city through the translucent shield that encapsulated it and prevented walkers from plummeting a great height. It was crisscrossed with what could have been thousands of similar walks that hung between buildings in a great web-like structure. They crossed over and under one another, joining at some points to create intersections in which people seemed to gather.

“There aren’t any vehicles,” Faith noted. Her bottom was still stinging beneath her clothes; she’d chosen a thick denim to protect her from any further attempts at discipline, but it was backfiring as the rough, unyielding fabric rubbed against her butt with every step.

“There’s no need,” Serkan said. “Everything in the city is within walking distance. We are creatures of endurance.”

“How do you leave the city?”

“Shuttles, like the one I had.”

“But if you don’t have a shuttle?”

“Then you don’t leave. This is a closed city. Generations have lived and died here.”

“So it’s a very pretty prison,” Faith frowned. “There must be some way out.”

“Not that you need to know about,” Serkan said, answering her question very indirectly.

“So there is a way.”

“You don’t want to get out of the city,” Serkan said. “This is a sanctuary from the wilds of the planet. There are all manner of creatures beyond the borders, most of them carnivorous, all of them intelligent.”

“So other people species?”

“Not humanoid. Their intelligence is animal intelligence…” Serkan stopped and shook his head. “I cannot explain everything about this entire planet here and now. Some of your curiosity will have to wait.”

They kept walking, and as they did, they began to see others along the way, walking along the various silver paths between grand buildings. The Svari people were very humanlike in many respects. The hue and texture of their skin was different; they had a thicker epidermis with a metallic sheen that was more pronounced in some people than others. Women seemed to prize that aspect of their appearance. Faith saw more than one young lady glistening in the sunlight, clad in very little in the way of clothing. Light dresses that did not cover the shoulders or arms seemed to be in vogue, just long enough to cover the curve of the rear. Their hair was braided with multicolored shifting wires, which gave them a dramatic, glittering flair. They were very pretty, their faces finely shaped, eyes wide, painted lips curved up in welcoming smiles.

“Hi, Serki,” one particularly forward young woman said, pressing herself against the barrier separating the walkways. The motion made her breasts threaten to expel themselves from the top of her nearly translucent sheath dress. “You’re back!”

“Mari,” he said. “I am. Say hello to your mother, will you?”

“Of course,” she smiled. “You have to come visit us. It’s been too long!”

“It will have to be a while longer,” Serkan said. “I have council business to attend to.”

He seemed utterly indifferent to her obvious displays of desire and as they walked on, Faith was sure she caught a look of annoyance on the young woman’s scorned face. It did not fail to escape her attention that the young woman, like almost everyone else, had simply pretended that she did not exist. There had been no greeting, not even a curious look. It was almost as if Faith was a ghost.

“Who was that?”

“One of the girls,” he said, his answer so vague as to be interesting.

“One of your girls?”

“Are you jealous?” He smiled down at her. “She is not my girl, no. She’s of marriageable age, but I certainly have no intention of marrying her.”

“Oh? Why?”

“There are so many reasons not to pledge one’s life to someone else,” Serkan said. “I could be explaining all day if I had to tell you why I haven’t married each and every one of the eligible females in the city.”

“That’s not what I asked.” A smile appeared on Faith’s lips. “Did I hit a nerve, Serkan? Are you a player?”

“I am not a player, whatever that might mean,” he said, clearly knowing precisely what it meant. “We will talk about this later.”

Faith knew when she was being put off, but that was fine. She wouldn’t forget about this.

“This is my building,” he said as they approached a very tall tower. Shining titanium leaf-like structures wrapped the building’s outer layer, moving in the subtle breeze. Like everything else on the planet, it was gorgeous.

“Let’s take the elevator the rest of the way,” he said as they approached a glowing glass door. “There are walkways which go higher, but I think we have been exposed to the public enough for one day.”

“Don’t want to run into any more of your girlfriends?” Faith smirked. She was enjoying this a little more than she really should. Yes, there were a few pangs of jealousy at seeing the beautiful women who looked at Serkan the same way Faith looked at a prime steak, but he was obviously uncomfortable with the attention, though she couldn’t imagine why.

“Leave it,” he growled softly under his breath. “Remember, you are not supposed to interact with the general citizenry. Your influence could be corrupting.”

“I hope so,” Faith smiled as they stepped into the glowing pod, which swept them up the length of the building. “Why was everyone ignoring me? That girl didn’t even look at me.”

“They can’t see you,” Serkan said.

“What do you mean? I’m not invisible.”

“Our society is very particular,” he explained. “Svari perceive that which is good and in accordance with Ephemera… you are not. This is obvious to the extent that most will not notice you, even though their eyes see you very well. There is also the fact that humans are not supposed to be here, therefore once again, a human cannot be here by definition, so therefore, most people won’t be able to see a human, even if one is standing in front of them.”

“That is fucked up.”

“It helps a harmonious society.”

“So does lobotomizing everyone,” Faith frowned. “Is that what you’re going to do to me?”

“Absolutely not,” he said. “You will not come to any harm.”

“Why should I believe you?”

He turned to her as they rose slowly above the most outrageously beautiful city in all creation and fixed her with a frank look. “You wanted to know why I have not married any of the women here. The truth is, they bore me.”

Faith let out a little snort. “What do you mean?”

“They’re perfectly lovely,” he said. “Beautiful, well bred… they are everything they should be.”

“But you’re looking for someone who isn’t,” Faith said. “That’s why you like me, right?”

“They’re also very keen to advance their positions in society. And they’re interested in the fortune which was left to me. I am a rich man, Faith. That has its advantages, as well as its drawbacks.”

“Ah,” Faith nodded. “So they want you for your money and you can’t tell if any of them like you for you. Whereas with me, you know I don’t like you.”

“Brat,” Serkan said, landing his palm hard on her bottom. “And you’re a little liar too, for that matter.”

“How am I a liar?” She clasped her bottom and rubbed it to soothe away some of the sting.

“In what way are you not a liar, is a better question,” Serkan drawled. “On this occasion, in the matter of your love for me.”

“You think I love you?”

“I know you do.”

Faith narrowed her eyes at him. “How? Some spaceship machine you used on me?”

“I don’t need a machine to tell when your pupils enlarge, when your heart skips a beat, when your mood elevates when I enter a room…”

“But you can’t tell that with the others?”

“I can tell the others like me,” he said. “But I will never know why. With you, I know why.”

“Oh, really. Why?”

“Because I saved your life, and because I was the first man to give you what you needed. A good thrashing.”

“Oh, shut up,” Faith guffawed. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Mhm. I think I do.” He smiled in that handsome way that made her heart flutter. Faith blushed, realizing that he knew when she was reacting to him. There was little in the way of emotional privacy when it came to Serkan.

“Then you better be careful how much you tame me,” she pointed out. “Or I’ll get boring too.”

“I doubt that very much.”

“You don’t think I could be boring? I could be boring,” she said. “I’m going to bore you until you’re so bored you’ll do anything to get one of the glittery girls in here.”

“Let us not pretend that you would not be viciously jealous if I did,” Serkan laughed. “I saw your expression. It was nothing short of malevolent.”

“It was not.”

“It was,” he said. “Humans can be especially vicious in regards to their mates. I know that well enough, so I am telling you now, before you let any thoughts of jealousy into your head, you are mine, and I am yours. You may see and hear things which concern you, but I want you to remember that.”

Should she be so pleased? It didn’t matter really; she was. She could barely keep the smile off her face. Serkan’s commitment was already beyond question. He had disobeyed his government to save her. He had pledged to keep her safe, and he had claimed her as his own. Faith had not felt safe many times in her life, certainly she had never been under anyone’s protection. But when she was near Serkan, she felt a security that settled her deep in her soul. She could be at rest with him.

“Here,” he said as the petals of the elevator folded away to reveal the interior of a spacious apartment. “We’re home.”

The floors were rather like mosaic, silver and gold to the very edges of the space, which was cozy in spite of being wide open to the world with grand windows that looked out over the city, including a view of the grand council structure at the very heart of things. It was beautiful. A little too beautiful. A little too sleek and slick and grand, like everything in this place.

Living on this planet, Faith realized, felt like being shrunk down infinitesimally small and making one’s home in the middle of a grand bloom. Everything was perfect and precise in this world. And anything that wasn’t perfect or precise was dealt with. The way she soon would be.

It was with no small measure of trepidation that Faith stood in a home too grand, overlooking a city too great, in a world too peaceful for any human to exist in.

“What do you think?”

Serkan stood next to her, a look of pride on his face. Faith looked into his eyes and said the five words writing themselves on her heart.

“I want to go home.”

“This is strange for you, I know,” Serkan said. “But once you have had your treatment, you will come to see how you can live here in tranquility, the way others do.”

“The way the others you don’t like do,” she pointed out. “You’re a huge hypocrite, you know that? You like me for being different, and you’re going to try to make me the same.”

“I’m not planning on any kind of total personality transformation, Faith. You must understand. Everything you did on Earth. The things you took, the people you hurt with your actions, the laws you broke, all those things have left their mark on you. But they can be cleansed. As a matter of fact, I think we should begin the treatment immediately.”


 


* * *


 


“I’m not going in there.”

“Yes, you are.”

Serkan and Faith stood in front of a large machine featuring a bedlike contraption with restraints for the arms and legs, which could be put into various positions by the machine. They had traveled to the room containing the apparatus by walking across the skyline on the silver strand walkway. It was located high in the council building, not too terribly far from Serkan’s home. An annoying convenience, as far as Faith was concerned.

The machine was intimidating, all silver and coils and dials and levers. It looked like it might be painful, and not in a hot way.

“Are there needles and things in this?”

“No needles,” he promised. “It’s not that kind of treatment.”

“What kind of treatment is it?”

“It’s a physical manipulation which results in temperamental changes,” he said, telling her nothing with the words.

“Is it going to hurt?”

“You’ll experience a range of sensations,” Serkan replied.

She tilted her head at him and gave him a dirty look. “Do you think I’m too stupid to know that means yes?”

“Do you think I’m too stupid to know your endless questions are just a means of stalling? Take your clothes off and put your bottom on the seat,” Serkan insisted. “It is time for your treatment.”

“I’m not sick, and I don’t need treatment,” she refused.

“This isn’t a treatment for illness,” he said. “As you well know.”

Tiring of her arguments, Serkan reached for her and began to strip her of her clothing, one piece at a time. His strong hands felt incredible on her body, the intimacy of his touch almost overriding the fact that he was doing this simply to get her into the straps.

Faith put up a token struggle, but she knew that ultimately, it was pointless. Serkan could strip her and strap her into the thing easily. She was a passenger bound for punishment one way or another, and there was little she could do to stop it.

“This does not need to be unpleasant,” Serkan soothed as her clothes began to fall to the floor. “You may find parts of it very pleasurable.”

“I bet you I don’t.”

His hand slid down her naked belly to cup her sex. His powerful fingers were warm against her tender lips and she let out an involuntary moan.

“That’s not fair, Serkan.”

“Take your treatment like a good patient, and I will fuck you like a bad girl,” he growled in her ear.

“Mnnn… that’s even less fair,” she moaned softly, squirming as his hand caressed her pussy. He knew her weak spots all too well. They had only slept together once before, but it had been the best sex of her life and she wanted more.

“Sit on the seat,” he murmured in her ear. “I promise this will feel good. At times, at least.”

Finally, Faith allowed herself to be maneuvered into the seat. Serkan began to strap her legs into the stirrups, wrapped a thick band underneath her ribs and stomach, and did the same for her arms. In moments, she was utterly immobilized.

“Now these will move you into various positions,” he said. “The machine will adjust you as necessary according to my inputs.”

He pressed a few switches and turned a knob. Faith found herself beginning to slowly rotate around on an axis, the seat of the chair moving away from her bottom, leaving her suspended face down over the machine, held in place by the strapping. It was the strangest feeling, to be dangling and yet held securely.

She squirmed a little, testing the strength of the binding, but it held firm. She couldn’t really move much at all. Serkan adjusted her a little more, so her butt was angled up. Then she heard the soft whirring of a motor as, between her legs, a probe rose from the innards of the machine. It was thick, much like a man’s phallus and when she put her head down and looked along the length of her body, she could see that the flared head of it was secreting some kind of gel.

A moment later, the probe made contact with her pussy. It found her lower lips unerringly and began to rub up and down them slowly, spreading the gel along the length of her slit.

“Oh, god,” she moaned softly. “Serkan… is this some kind of sex machine?”

“This machine is calibrated for sexual stimulus,” he said. “But it is designed to reward certain mental patterns and punish others. You see the plate near your head? That is taking readings from your brain. Obedient responses will earn pleasure. Rebellion or criminal processes will earn punishment.”

“So it knows what I’m thinking and can punish me before I even do anything wrong?”

“Precisely,” Serkan said. “You have a quick understanding.”

The probe was still running up and down the length of her slit and slowly it began to slide inside her, spreading her pussy around its unyielding synthetic hardness. Faith let out a gasp of surprise and pleasure as she was slowly filled. This was not the treatment she had expected, but it was the treatment she needed. Her bounds kept her firmly in place as the probe slowly slid into her sex and stopped in place.

“One more,” Serkan intoned.

“One more?” Faith gasped. “What do you mean?”

A whirring preceded her finding out precisely what he meant. Thirty seconds later, she felt another smooth, slick probe against her body—but this time the device was pressed against the tight bud of her bottom hole.

“Serkan!”

“Settle,” he said. “It is only a small one.”

“It doesn’t feel small!”

It didn’t feel small at all as it began to rotate slowly, putting a steady but gentle pressure on her anus until the muscle gave way and let the second probe press inside the one part of her body she had never allowed anyone inside before.

“Serkan…”

“Breathe,” he said, reaching out to stroke her hair. “It doesn’t hurt, does it?”

It didn’t hurt. It just felt strange to have both her holes filled with alien disciplinary probes. The one in her anus slid in just as slowly and fully as the first one had. She was impaled in her most sensitive areas by the machine, operated by the doctor who seemed so certain that he could save her from her illicit impulses.

For a minute or two, nothing happened. Her body began to relax around the probes, and Faith became aware that it was starting to actually feel… good. The devices were warm and well lubricated and her little squirms made her sex tingle. Being on display like this before Serkan was embarrassing, but that embarrassment made it hotter somehow.

“You’re being a very good patient,” Serkan said, sounding somewhat surprised. “I think you’re ready for the next stage of treatment.”

“What… oh!”

The probes began to vibrate inside her, gently at first. If this was the hyper-advanced version of discipline, she would take it gladly. It was almost relaxing, like an erotic massage.

“I think I’m learning my lesson,” she grinned at Serkan. “And I think I could learn it again, and again…”

“Oh, yes?” Her alien doctor raised a brow at her and turned a dial. The vibration intensified immediately, making Faith wail with surprise as her pussy and bottom both began to hum in tune to the frequency Serkan had set.

“Oh, god! Serkan! Fuck!” The increased vibration was impossible to withstand without orgasm. It was not the sort of climax she was used to, one she had to work to reach. This was an orgasm that happened to her, was demanded from her, drawn from her quivering wet flesh.

Her plaintive cries lasted until he turned the vibration down, which he did not do for what felt like minutes. He kept her riding the wave of orgasm, sweat breaking out all over her suspended body as she was fucked by the medical machine, her mind blanking as pleasure rushed through her tender body over and over and over again.

When he finally lowered the setting, she was gasping and panting, every part of her body flushed.

“How do you feel now?”

He asked the question in husky, clinical tones as he reached out and pinched her straining nipples. Faith howled and bucked against her bonds.

“Fuck…!” She gasped and moaned as his hands added to the sensations her already worn-out body was experiencing. “Serkan… it’s…”

“Still learning your lesson, are you?” His smile was devastatingly handsome as he rubbed her breasts slowly then twisted the dials of the machine so she was elevated a little more. He reached underneath her body and she couldn’t see what he was doing, but she felt it when a small clamp was placed directly over the bud of her clit.

“That should help,” he said, dropping a light slap to her bottom as he turned the machine back to its infernal task of exhausting her erotically.

“Oh, god, Serkan!” Faith moaned as her clit began to vibrate along with the probes in her pussy and bottom. The clamp must have been designed to lightly grip the sensitive little bud, and provide a similar stimulation directly to that sensitive little bundle of nerves. It did its job perfectly. She writhed on the verge of yet another mandatory orgasm, her pussy juices slicking her thighs, her poor clit absolutely overloaded with sensation and yet still wanting more.

She came hard, wailing and crying out and squirming against her bonds. She could not escape the overwhelming pleasure. It kept rolling through her, demanding every bit of erotic energy her body had to give. And then, just as she thought it was over and that she could relax, it began again. The probes began their slow vibration, stirring her loins to a second state of arousal. Cool gel flowed from within the probes, soothing any possible friction away, keeping her sex from harm, but doing nothing to stop the heightened response her body was giving to the stimulation.

“This is a priming session,” Serkan explained as she hung limp against her bonds after an innumerable number of orgasms. “This is where your body and mind learn on a very basic level that you can be controlled, Faith. You can be taken. You can be fucked. You can be disciplined in every way possible, and there is no part of you which is not under my control.”

She let out a low moan. She was exhausted on some level, but on another, she was still capable of rebellion. Making her come would not make her behave better. If only. What a perfect world it would be if that were the case.

“How do you feel?”

“Hmmnnggghh,” Faith murmured under her breath. All her limbs felt weak, her mind was fuzzy. The complex orgasms had completely scrambled her thoughts, but she did feel good. She felt lighter, happier. She felt a way she hadn’t felt for many years—relaxed. True, deep relaxation that made her entire body feel floppy and light.

“Good, hmm…” Serkan rubbed his hand lightly over her bottom. “The treatment is working, I think.”

If the treatment was to turn her into a jelly-limbed limp creature, it was absolutely working.

She felt the probes sliding slowly from her bottom and pussy. And then the machine rotated her so that she was back in the sitting position she had started in. She sat in the seat, every part of her exhausted, her sex gleaming with the lubricant and her own juices. Serkan slowly undid the bonds, then lifted her from the chair. She wrapped her arms around his neck and he cupped her bottom, rubbing it softly and speaking words of praise as he carried her from the treatment chamber.



Chapter Eight



 



 


Faith woke the next morning in a bed with the softest sheets, a golden light falling through ornate windows, curled in the arms of a muscular male who adored her. Her pussy was aching slightly from the treatment she had received on Serkan’s medical fuck machine, a treatment that had left her hot and confused and, true to her essential nature, a little rebellious.

Squirming out of bed, she padded around Serkan’s place. She’d not had much of a chance to really investigate it the night before with the treatment draining the last of her energy reserves. It was beautiful. Every part of it had been designed with an artistic aesthetic native to the planet. Everything was beautifully crafted with reference to the natural world.

Feeling agitated and irritable for reasons she couldn’t quite understand, Faith wandered into what passed for a kitchen and looked around for something to eat. There was a lot of plantlike material, but nothing she recognized. No toaster strudel, no chips, nothing carbonated.

“Ugh.” She pushed the door closed. Serkan thought the machine was her punishment, but living on a planet where everyone wandered around thinking the right thing and nibbling on celery was a worse punishment than he could ever have imagined.

“This is hell,” she said, looking out over the beautiful city, windows in other buildings shining like dew in the light from the rising sun. She should have been awed by the beauty, but instead of being filled with appreciation, it was a dull aching horror that filled her.

Faith knew one thing more than she knew anything: she was not built for paradise.

“Good morning,” Serkan said, coming up behind her. “Are you hungry?”

She turned toward him, glad for the distraction.

“No,” she said. “I’m not hungry. There’s nothing to eat anyway.”

“There’s plenty to eat. Just not anything that comes in plastic packaging.”

“There’s nothing but lawn clippings in there. I’m not eating that stuff.”

“You seemed to like the food on the ship well enough.”

“That’s because it was weird and different and, I don’t know. I don’t like it now. It’s the opposite of an acquired taste.”

“You’re being difficult,” he observed. “Did you not sleep well?”

“I slept fine, I just woke up on the wrong planet,” she said, sliding into one of the uncomfortably elegant chairs.

“I see.” Serkan began preparing breakfast. He was shirtless, wearing loose black pants that fell from the muscular plane of his ass in a shroud about his legs. She knew what lay below those pants, one of the hottest bodies she’d ever made love to.

Faith sat in the chair and watched him with a scowl. Was there something wrong with her, that she wasn’t enjoying the experience of living in a perfect world? No. She was a prisoner. Just because the cage was gilded, it didn’t make her any less of a captive. And just because Serkan was making her breakfast, it didn’t make him any less her jailer.

Having figured that out, she felt a little better. The beauty and serenity of her surroundings had made her feel guilty for not liking them. Now she knew she didn’t have to, she could freely be the pain in the ass she had been born to be.

“We are going to do a further treatment tomorrow,” Serkan said. “For today, I’d like you to rest and acclimate. This is a big change for you. You’re probably in a kind of shock. Space travel can be draining, and getting used to a new planet, even one with a similar gravity and atmosphere takes a physical toll. Why don’t you go back to bed and I will bring you something to eat.”

“You’re not going to get me that easy,” Faith replied with a scowl. “I’m not going to imprison myself for you in your bed. I’m not going to be some good little prisoner, nibbling on your rabbit greens. I’m not going to…”

“You’re going to settle down now, or you’re going to feel my hand on your backside,” Serkan interrupted her tirade with a gruff growl.

Faith stared at him. His nice act had melted pretty damn quick.

“Jerk,” she muttered under her breath.

“Go back to bed, Faith,” Serkan said, gesturing to her with the flat end of what passed for a spatula on his planet. “Now.”

“What if I don’t?” She sat back in the chair. “What if I’m not scared of you and your threats?”

“I’m fairly certain my ability to inflict discomfort exceeds your ability to resist it,” Serkan replied sternly. His silver gaze was locked on her with an intensity that made her squirm where she was sitting. He didn’t look angry, but he did look determined.

The problem was, Faith thought to herself, that although Serkan liked to play nice, underneath that niceness, he was a powerful man in every sense of the word. A man who liked to pretend to play by the rules, but who actually broke them whenever it pleased him. And she did owe her life to him. He could have left her to go cold in the forest, but he’d decided to take her, and in doing so, he’d made her his patient and his prisoner.

Did she have a debt of gratitude to him? For saving her, perhaps. For taking her into custody? No.

“We’re never going to see eye to eye on this,” Faith said. “This just isn’t going to work.”

“What do you mean, this isn’t going to work?”

“This arrangement. This… treatment. This me staying with you on this planet… it’s not going to work.”

A faint smile passed over his lips. “You speak as if you have a choice.”

“Of course I have a choice,” Faith said. “I can choose to go along with this, or I can choose not to. And I’m choosing not to. So. That’s that.”

Serkan put the spatula down and turned toward her, rubbing his hands free of whatever particles of foodstuffs might be on them. Faith kept her seat, not moving an inch as the large alien approached, reached down, put his hands on hers and drew her up from the chair.

“You need some rest,” he said calmly, as if she hadn’t said any of what she’d just said. Before she could refuse, he stooped down a little and pulled her up over his shoulder, carrying her in a fireman’s lift back to the bedroom. There, he tossed her on the bed and the moment she tried to get up, pinned her down, his hands on her arms, holding her easily.

“You can’t force me to sleep,” she growled up at him. “You’re just winding me up more, you know.”

“You’ll tire yourself out sooner or later,” Serkan replied. “I can strap you to the bed, if I have to.”

“Don’t you…”

“You need rest,” he repeated. “You’re exhausted. That’s why you’re in such a bad mood.”

“I’m in such a bad mood because I’ve been alien abducted, you jerk!”

“Abducted from certain death,” he reminded her.

“Stop throwing that in my face every two seconds.”

“Stop acting like a spoiled, ungrateful brat and I will.”

His words cut through her, delivered in whiplash tones that seared to her very soul because they were true. She knew she was behaving horribly. But she felt horrible. She felt an emptiness in the very pit of her stomach, a longing for the world she had departed.

“I’m homesick,” she said. “I want to go back to Earth. I need to go back to Earth. I don’t think I can be a human this far away. And if I can’t be human, how can I be at all?”

Serkan made a sound of pity. “I know this is strange for you. I know you miss your home. You miss your freedom, no doubt.”

“I am going to go crazy, Serkan. If you keep me here I promise you, I will lose my mind. That is what happens to humans who don’t have other humans around them.” She looked at him with tears in her eyes. He didn’t understand what it was to be like her. He looked human, but he wasn’t. His needs were so different and he really didn’t understand hers.

“You have me,” he said, his hands smoothing down her arms as he put less pressure on her. He laid next to her and she curled up into his body.

“I just… this is so hard,” she whimpered. “And you think I should be happy.”

“I want you to be happy,” Serkan agreed. “You think I enjoy seeing you in discomfort? You think the man who threw away his commission on a stray in need is suddenly a sadist who wants to see her suffer?”

“You lost your commission?” She lifted her head to look at him.

“I lost my ship,” he said. “And my title.”

“Jesus. Why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t you… why did you let that happen?”

“Those things can be earned again. Your life could not be.”

“You’re making me feel guilty,” she said, frowning slightly. “I mean, seriously, Serkan. You’re not supposed to care about me that much.”

“Why not?”

“Because nobody does.” The answer rose to her lips more swiftly than the thought accompanying it.

“I earned my commission because I care,” he said. “First I cared about humanity. Being an observer is a great honor. We take our role as an advanced species very seriously. We know it is not our place to determine how other civilizations grow, but we know which paths lead to peace and which lead to disaster. Humanity is a particularly frustrating species to watch over. So much potential, so much brilliance, and so little restraint at times. If ever there was a species which needed to learn to take a deep breath and slow down for a moment…” He shook his head. “Anyway, I care. I cared about my mission, and then I came to care for you.”

“It’s not fair when you talk like this,” she said in a soft whimper.

“Why? Because it makes it difficult for you to resist the fact that you’re loved? Sorry, Faith, but it’s my job to provide you with the treatment you need to live well in this world. It isn’t my job to play the monster in the nightmare you insisted on living back on Earth.”

His words sounded harsh, but he had a point, and she knew it. Everything had been so much simpler when she could just hate the people she was in contact with. When everyone was a bad guy, it didn’t matter how much of a bad girl she was.

“When will you know that I am rehabilitated?”

“You’ll know,” he said with a smile. “You’ll know it by the choices you make and how you feel when you make them.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you’ll feel good when you do good things, and bad when you don’t. Soon enough, the treatment will be unnecessary.”

“It still sounds like brainwashing.”

“It’s conditioning, of a kind,” he admitted. “But it’s a conditioning you need, Faith. And it won’t change who you are as a person. There’s not a treatment in the universe that could do that, I don’t think. You are one of the most stubborn personalities I have ever encountered.”

“Have you looked in the mirror lately? You’re more stubborn than I could ever be.”

Serkan smiled and pressed a kiss to her mouth. “That’s what I’m counting on.”


 


* * *


 


It took some time, but finally Faith was back to sleep. This would possibly be the most difficult day for her. Yesterday everything had been new and strange, but Serkan knew well enough that the second day was when reality began to sink in. When she woke up again, she would be rested and at full strength to resist her new life.

Serkan had always known that keeping Faith would not be easy. That had been apparent almost immediately. She had so many conflicting needs: the need to be nurtured, the need to be disciplined, the need to be free, and the need to be kept safe. It was almost certain that he would fail in some regard, but he was pleased with the way her first session had gone. It was important that she not be frightened by the treatment process—which could easily happen if he were too harsh, or pushed her too far.

While Faith slept, Serkan gathered his resolve. The first treatment had gone well. She was quite receptive to it, and her orgasmic response was more than strong enough to eventually shape her behavior. Every time she climaxed, her body and mind were flooded with reward hormones, and new connections would be forming in her brain between obeying him and feeling good. It was really only a matter of time before she became compliant—or at least, manageable.

He smiled to himself. He was not entirely sure he wanted a compliant mate. Faith’s challenging behavior made his life difficult, but interesting. Since meeting her, the dread he had felt at the prospect of returning to his home planet lifted and even being back on Svari was not as bad as he had imagined it would be.

When he first departed, he had imagined that he would miss his home world terribly, but time spent on Earth in his own company had been illuminating. He had found himself thinking and acting in new ways. Ephemera’s law kept Svari culture in line, and he was, of course, still very loyal to the council, but it had been quite an experience to be far from the glowing lady, as Faith referred to her.

A smile spread across his face. He adored Faith, even when she was trouble. Perhaps, especially when she was trouble.


Bing bong!


A chime at the door indicated the presence of a visitor. It was not the most convenient timing, but having barely spoken to anyone since his return, Serkan answered it. He found an old acquaintance standing there, Elvor. They had been friends once, when they were young lords of Svari, anticipating a grand future. That future had come to pass in many respects, they were both rich, and prior to recent events, had both enjoyed high status. Elvor was married to a good woman of equal breeding. Together they had a brood of saplings, several of which were being considered future council prospects.

Serkan’s reluctance to take that particular path had put a strain on their relationship, so he was surprised to see Elvor at his door. There had been a distinct lack of general greeting his homecoming, largely because word had no doubt spread near instantly about Faith. The Svari had no tolerance for aberrant behavior and he was sure that his peers and the people who had once called themselves friends and graced his elegant home were even now cloistered in some other dwelling, whispering to one another in horrified delight.

Elvor was dressed formally, his gold and green robes shining with fresh silk thread, his hair bleached blond and slicked back. His smile was broad and vacant, his eyes beady with social malice.

“Serkan,” he said. “Welcome back from the stars.”

“Thank you,” Serkan said, stepping back. “Would you like to come in?”

The invitation was a matter of course, and of course, Elvor accepted. He stepped into the room, his eyes glancing over every surface and corner. Serkan knew precisely what he was looking for.

“She’s sleeping,” he said.

“Hmm?”

“My companion,” Serkan said. “From Earth. She is sleeping.”

Elvor’s brows rose toward his hairline. “So it is true. You brought a human back with you. Serkan, I must say, I am surprised to hear that the rumors are right. Is it also true that you no longer have your commission?”

“Your tact, as ever, is astounding,” Serkan said grimly.

“There is no point in speaking softly over such matters,” Elvor said. “I feel that I have some responsibility for you, Serkan; ever since your father passed, my father has been concerned for you. And now that he is too ill to come himself, it falls to me.”

“There is no need to be concerned, Elvor. Your father’s guardianship ended many years ago. I am the master of my own life and…”

“You are no longer the master of your own ship,” Elvor interrupted. “You are bringing your family name into disgrace. I cannot allow you to do that without some intervention.”

“I know you are trying to help, in your own way,” Serkan said, keeping his patience as best he could. “But truly, I do not need the help. I have made peace with Ephemera and the council have agreed to attempt to rehabilitate my human companion. I am skilled in such matters, Elvor.”

“Your skill as a physician is not in question. Your judgment is,” Elvor said, strolling over to take a seat on Serkan’s couch. “Tell me why you did this.”

It was not Elvor’s place to demand rationalizations, but Serkan knew that in some sense he was not only speaking to Elvor, but to his entire social circle. If he managed to convince this man, then life would be much easier for Faith. In time, he hoped she would become part of society, and the first step in that process was having the others accept her as a concept.

“She was in extreme danger,” Serkan explained. “I found her…”

“They’re all in extreme danger, Serkan,” Elvor interrupted with a sigh. “We know that when we take our assignments and go down there. Humans don’t know the glory of Ephemera. They’re not really sentient, you know.”

“They very much are,” Serkan disagreed. “Faith has as much intellect as anyone I’ve met, and more resourcefulness too.”

Elvor shook his head with a slow, pitiful smirk. “You know this has made you the utter laughing stock of the titled,” he said. “You were the last we ever expected to fall from grace. I cannot, in good conscience, allow this to happen without saying something.”

“Ephemera has already blessed this decision,” Serkan said stiffly. “What right do you have to question the council’s judgment?”

“You say Ephemera blessed this? I heard you were stripped of your title and command. Is that not true?”

“It is true for the moment.”

Elvor’s eyes lit up in an unpleasant fashion. He shook his head, tutting furiously. “This will not do, Serkan,” he said. “You were once a great man bound for great things. What happened to you? Why did you take such a foolish excursion to such a bestial little rock?”

“You are beginning to try my patience,” Serkan said, his tone as stiff as his body. Elvor was pushing his luck, though of course, he did not know it. The man was too arrogant to consider there might be some consequence for his rudeness.

“You should put the human in a zoo,” Elvor said. “Claim your command back. Marry my cousin. She still pines for you, Serkan.”

There it was. The pressure to perform his procreationary role, to become husband to a woman who did not care for him any more than he cared for her and to bring forth a gaggle of offspring who would likewise be expected to live as others determined.

In that moment, Serkan missed Earth almost as much as Faith probably did. There had been a freedom there he had so enjoyed. He had not realized just how claustrophobic social order would be after a time away from it. It took every bit of self-control he had not to lose his temper and physically throw Elvor out of his house.

“A human is less than an animal,” Elvor said. “They are perhaps a curiosity. You could sell her to a show of curiosities. The lower classes would pay to look at her, I am sure. She would likely be well entertained if she were to be presented with a simple amusement, perhaps a glowing screen with moving pictures.”

“Hey, asshole,” Faith’s voice growled from behind them. “Why don’t you shut the hell up and get out of here before I show you something really primitive?”

Serkan turned to see Faith standing in the doorway, her hair askew, her face set in a scowl. She must have been woken from her sleep by Elvor’s obnoxious booming tones.

Elvor looked at Serkan with a faint expression of panic. He had clearly not expected to be confronted by the human herself.

“Should she be allowed to simply roam free without any kind of restraint?”

“She is no danger to…”

“Yes, I am,” Faith snarled. “I’m a huge danger.”

“Put the human away, please, Serkan,” Elvor said, straightening his robes in a sort of displacement of anxiety. “I find her presence quite unsettling.”

“He’s not going to put me away,” Faith said, advancing. “But you can get out of here. You’re pissing me off.”

“Faith!” Serkan snapped her name. Her attitude was not acceptable, though he understood it. He half wished he was saying what she was saying. If anyone deserved to be thrown out, it was Elvor, but it was certainly not Faith’s place to do the throwing.

Elvor sank back, an expression of fear on his face as Faith approached.

“Serkan! Control her!” There was a gratifying note of panic in Elvor’s tone.

Sensing his weakness, Faith took full advantage of the situation. She screwed up her usually cute face, curled back her lips, and growled like a pit bull dog, snarling and snapping her flashing white teeth. It was such a credible impression of feral wrath that Elvor bounced up from the seat he had not been invited to take and fled to the front door with a very un-masculine whimper.

“Ephemera will hear of this!”

“Good!” Faith shouted after him. “I’ll bite her ass right off too!”

The door slammed behind Elvor and it was all Serkan could do not to pick her up and hug her as she turned back to him with a broad, proud look on her face.

“That was very
 naughty,” he said, trying his best to muster a stern response when all he really wanted to do was laugh. That was one of the most effective measures he had ever seen taken against Elvor’s obnoxiousness. It had been a lifetime coming too.

“Eh, he was an asshole,” Faith shrugged. “I don’t like assholes.”

Serkan knew that she had to be disciplined for what she had just done. He could not allow aggression for even a second, and yet his heart was truly not in punishing her.

“I’m going back to bed,” she yawned. “If you have any more trouble, let me know.”

“Uh uh, you’re not going anywhere,” he said, catching her by the back of her nightshirt. “Get back here, we are not done.”

“I am not in trouble for that,” she declared flatly, as if she was in charge of when she was and was not in trouble.

“You are definitely in trouble for that.”

“He told you to put me in a zoo!”

“Obviously that is not something I intend to do,” Serkan said. “Elvor is a foolish, small-minded man. He does not have the courage to leave Svari and he looks down on everything that is not native. Do not take offense to him, it is a waste of time.”

“I didn’t take offense, I scared the hell out of him,” she grinned. “Did you see him run?”

This time, Serkan really couldn’t help his smile. “I saw it,” he said. “But I told you to stop and you didn’t.”

“Actually, no, you didn’t tell me to stop, you just said my name,” she pointed out. “Besides, I didn’t actually do anything.”

“You were aggressive.”

“Nuh uh.” She shook her head. “I made sounds. Since when is it a crime to make sounds?”

He was so close to letting her off the hook. If she had not just undergone a treatment yesterday evening, he might have done so, but he could not allow Faith to get into the habit of giving in to anger, or becoming aggressive and disobedient; that would undo all the treatment she had just undergone. Connections very different from the ones he wanted to be made would be formed. She would become worse, not better.

“I don’t want you taking matters into your own hands. I am the one who deals with others, not you.”

“Oh, yeah, and you were dealing with him by letting him talk shit to your face,” Faith said. “I heard him, acting like an asshole. I can’t believe you didn’t beat him.”

“I’m saving all my beatings for you, brat,” Serkan said, pulling her over to the couch. He did not have his erogenous treatment machine to hand, but he could emulate its effects in the field fairly well without too much trouble. “Looks like we’re going to have our second session sooner than I thought.”

“Hey! No! That’s not fair! I just totally defended you!” Faith squirmed as he pulled her over his thighs and held her wriggling body over his lap, her curves writhing pleasantly against his stomach and legs as she protested her treatment.

“There was no defense necessary. I let Elvor have his say, he leaves, the matter is over. Now he will likely be filling out reports and demanding consequences and seeking an audience with the council and all manner of things…”

“You think Ephemera will change her mind?”

“No,” Serkan said. “Ephemera has little respect for Elvor. He is a world-renowned whiner, which is why I did not take him seriously and why you should have saved your breath. Surely there are people like that on Earth.”

“Yeah, they leave political comments on internet videos of cats,” Faith muttered. “But they’re not usually dumb enough to say anything to anyone’s face.”

“Elvor is protected by his station, as am I to some extent,” Serkan said. “And you, my brat, are going to have to learn to bite your tongue instead of threatening to bite people.” He lifted his hand and brought it down on her bare bottom. Her shirt had ridden up, leaving her vulnerable to his discipline and immediately a pink handprint bloomed on her skin.

“Ow! Come on!” Her cry of protest was shrill. “This isn’t fair at all, Serkan! I did you a favor!”

“Mhm.” He traced the line of her buttocks and let his fingers trail down the crevice of her cheeks to find the hot little pouch of her sex between her thighs. “So I should let you behave like a wild animal?”

“Mmm… yes?” She spoke with a soft moan, her legs parting to allow him access. She was wet, her lower lips dewy with excitement, her gentle scent alluring.

Serkan felt himself stiffening inside his pants.

“There’s little point in spanking you,” he growled down at her. “I’ve done it several times and you still seem to disobey me at every turn. You need something more forceful, my patient.”

His fingers slid roughly and suddenly between her lower lips, thrusting deep into her hot, wet channel. Faith let out a little cry of pleasure and arched her hips up, showing she was more than ready for him. He plunged his fingers in and out of her tightness, his palm slapping against her lower cheeks as he fingered her semi-punitively. His desire for her was so great he could have bent her over the couch and pushed his cock inside her then and there, but what would she learn from that?

Serkan pulled his fingers from her pussy and pushed her back off his lap enough to allow himself access to his pants. He freed his cock, already thick and hard, throbbing with need. Faith was kneeling next to him on the couch and gave him a naughty little grin.

“For me?”

“Suck me,” he commanded, taking a fistful of her hair in his hand. “Take me in your mouth and show me it is good for something besides snarling and growling.”

He pulled her down toward his cock and noted that she was utterly obedient in this matter at least. Her mouth opened and her lips and tongue wrapped around the shaft of his hardness. It was not as tight as her pussy and he could not thrust as deep, but there was something very gratifying about holding his mouthy brat of a woman down on his cock, filling her impudent lips with his shaft.

He guided her head up and down, making her take him as deep as she could, noticing that she did not complain at all. If anything there was something greedy about the way she suckled at his cock, her tongue lapping at the head with hungry little strokes before her mouth descended down his shaft again, propelled by his strong hand.

The scent of her sex was growing, and reaching back with his other hand, Serkan pushed his fingers back into her juicy pussy. She was so damn wet, slick with a viscous liquid of desire. He swirled his fingers, collecting her wetness, then pulled them up and pushed his middle digit against the tight little bud of her ass.

Faith quivered in response, moaning around his cock with a little squeak as his finger slid into her bottom with the same stern insistence with which he had fingered her pussy.

“Every one of your little holes is mine,” he growled down at her. “And you will behave yourself when there are guests here, or you will find yourself on your knees with your bottom filled, sucking me until I am ready to fuck your tightest hole.”

“Serkan!” She gasped his name as he allowed her to pull off his cock, her face bright red with embarrassed desire. His finger was already making good progress in her bottom; sinking to the second knuckle, he sawed in and out of that tight, hot little hole.

Fuck. He had to have her. He pulled her up from the couch, his finger leaving her bottom, his cock slicked with her wetness as he turned her around, pushed her over the back of the padded rise, and pushed the rampant head of his shaft against her bottom hole.

It was perhaps a little too quick for her, he could feel her struggling to take him, but she had been naughty and some discomfort would do her good.

“Owie! Ouch!” she gasped as he pinned her in place, the head of him spearing into her ass, lubricated by her own pussy juices that were still flowing copiously down her thighs. The sterner he was, the wetter she got. Serkan spanked her bottom hard, leaving bright red hand prints on her spreading cheeks as his cock began to slide further into the buttery depths of her bottom. She protested and whimpered, but the whole time she was getting wetter and her hips were arching back.

“Growl for me now,” he said, pushing his cock deeper until he was buried as deep as she could take him. “Show me how fierce you are with your bottom being fucked.” He started to thrust slowly in and out of her bottom, taking care not to do any damage to her, but being certain to maximize the sensation. Her pussy was creamy with desire and he scooped more of her wetness onto his cock, further lubricating her as he fucked back and forth, filling her deep and sliding out only to push all the way in once more.

“Serkan!”

He could feel her trembling beneath him. She loved this treatment, he knew it. He could sense her pheromones going wild as he pinned her hands behind her back and fucked her firmly, her bottom taking his cock obediently.

“I’m gonna come!”

He heard the desperation in her voice and knew that he was not far behind her. Fucking her like this was hot as hell; he loved the way her tight bottom hole stretched for him, the way the heat of her ass was so different to the wet embrace of her pussy.

“Do you deserve to come?” He fucked her a little harder, one hand keeping her wrists pinned firmly behind her back, the other reaching beneath to cup and squeeze the mound of her pussy. “Have you earned an orgasm?”

“Yessssssss!”

He rubbed her pussy and clit, alternating strokes with slaps to her soaking lips, his cock plundering her bottom as he stimulated her sex roughly.

“Then come for me, you brat,” he snarled in her ear. “Show me how grateful you are to have your ass fucked and your pussy spanked.”

Faith exploded in climax, her wail echoing off the walls as her anus contracted hard around his cock. Her body shook and trembled with the force of her climax, every part of her giving in to the detonation of pleasure. Her toes curled, her ass arched toward him, beads of moisture appeared all over her body in a single moment, but Serkan wasn’t done with her. He kept rubbing her pussy, kept spanking her climaxing lips and kept fucking her bottom. Her wails reached a new pitch and he felt her bucking against his hand, pushing her greedy little clit against his spanking fingers. She was sloppy with her juices, covered in sex sweat and begging either for forgiveness, clemency, or more, he couldn’t tell what.

“Are you going to be good for me, Faith? Huh?” He fucked deep and hard inside her. “Or am I going to have to spread your pussy on my machine again, clamp your clit and make you come until I know you can’t make any more trouble? Am I going to have to fuck this little butt of yours every hour of every day to keep you behaving?”

“I’ll be good! I’ll be good!” She gasped the promise, her butt pressed back hard against him as Serkan pushed his cock as deep as it could go and let a flood of cum flow into her body, filling her ass and pulling out to coat her wet, puffy pussy in his seed too. He held her in place as he pulled back and used his hand to massage his cum into her pussy, slapping the mixture of their juices against her quivering cunt.

“You better be good,” he growled from behind her. “Because I could do this all day.” He pinched her clit lightly and watched as she bucked like a bronco, gasping and promising good behavior.

Finally satisfied that she might have learned something, he leaned back over her, turned her head and captured her mouth in a passionate kiss.

“I love you so much,” he murmured against her lips as she panted with the aftermath of punishment and desire.

She looked at him, her eyes gleaming, her face flushed—and moaned four words which earned her hot bottom another hard slap.

“You’re alright, I guess.”



Chapter Nine



 



 


As the days went by, Faith got a little more used to being on Svari, but she didn’t start liking it. She was in love with Serkan. Every time she looked at him she felt a flush of heat and goodness and love, which was quite foreign to her. She was not used to feeling safe, and she was certainly not used to being taken care of. If they were anywhere else in the universe, she might have been happy, but there was just something about how beautiful and nice everything on Svari was that rubbed her completely the wrong way.

“Why does this city look like a garden?” She asked the question as she stood at the window, sneering at the beauty laid out before her. “I mean, why is everything built…”

“So impractically?” Serkan smiled. “I suspect most of it is Ephemera’s taste. The council have a vision which shapes every part of our lives, from architecture, to fashion, to morality.”

“Easier than thinking for yourselves, I guess.”

“Easier than the chaos which arises when people think their actions don’t have wider consequences. I understand humans are still in the stage of worshiping at the altar of their individuality. It is a mark of immaturity, to be impressed by the existence of one’s own mind. But do you think most people have truly original thoughts?”

“Einstein, Hawking, that guy who left the bread out and discovered penicillin, yeah,” Faith said. “Everyone has to be able to think for themselves, so that the geniuses can be found. If that means a million dumb people doing dumb things, that’s worth it.”

“And when all those discoveries are made? When the proper way of life is discovered… are the millions of people making bad decisions still worth it?”

“I don’t think all the discoveries can ever be made,” she said. “There can’t be a limit to what’s possible. But there’s always a limit to what governments want their citizens to know. Just like your Ephemera wants you all to do as she says. It’s no different than our government telling us we can’t smoke this or drink that.”

“It’s a good deal different.”

“How?”

“Well, Ephemera has the wisdom of…”

“Several packages of glow sticks,” Faith snorted irreverently. She refused to buy into the cult-like awe around Ephemera. She had felt the allure of the creature herself, of course, but she preferred to forget that. It had frightened her in a way she could not easily resolve. Even if Ephemera was an angel, well, Faith didn’t have to respect her just because of that.

“Don’t you have any people here who want to do life differently?”

“If we do, they keep it quiet.”

“What a paradise,” Faith said sarcastically.

“Look at this world, and tell me it is not paradise.”

“Well, it looks like paradise,” Faith admitted. “But there are erasers that look like bars of chocolate, and you don’t want to eat them. I made that mistake once. Won’t make it again.”

“Your cynicism continues unabated,” Serkan noted.

“You like it,” Faith replied. “I get to say what you’re not allowed to say. Hell, you’re probably not even allowed to think it. Ephemera would have you in one of those fuck machines before you could beg forgiveness.”

“That is not true,” he said. “And you should not suggest such a thing.”

“Why? Does it frighten you? Are you worried she can hear us now? Are you scared of the neon lady?” Faith needled him mercilessly.

“You have no respect. I do not think you understand the concept of it,” Serkan said. “But that doesn’t mean there aren’t things that are worth respecting. Ephemera is not a woman…”

“She is a collective of wisdom stretching through the generations. Yeah. You told me.”

“I told you, but I don’t think you understood what that really means. Ephemera, the council, they are objects of the most devout reverence. Tonight there is a scared gathering at the temple. We will go. You will see how the Svari worship.”

“I’m really not into religion,” Faith said. “I mean, you can believe whatever you want to believe, I choose to believe in myself.”

“And as a result you are self-centered and self-destructive,” Serkan chided her.

“That has nothing to do with not believing in magical, perfect beings. That just comes from being an imperfect being and knowing it.”

“Regardless, you and I will be attending the ritual dances this evening,” Serkan said in tones that brooked no dissent. “You will wear traditional Svari dress. I have printed a robe which I think will suit you.”

“I’m not a dress-up doll, Serkan,” she reminded him.

“Left to your own devices, you would no doubt choose something black and foreboding,” he said, utterly correctly. “The temple dances are a time of celebration. I am ensuring that you will fit in.”

“I’m never going to fit in on this planet, you know that, right?”

“Give it time, Faith,” he said. “You are still very new. It may take years to settle.”

“You mean to become mindless like the rest of you.”

“Get dressed, brat,” Serkan said, cutting the conversation off abruptly. “You will find your attire laid out on the bed.”

What Faith found was a silken dress in peach, orange, and red blooms. She was torn between loving it and utterly hating it. Like so much of Svari art, it was overly ornate and yet beautiful. When she pulled it over her head it fell in a cool sheath about her body, hugging her curves nicely. When she looked in the mirror and saw her golden hair cascading over her shoulders, she realized that she no longer looked like someone from Earth. She looked elegant, refined. She looked like a creature of the garden. What had happened to the woman in the forest? Had a part of her actually died there?

A small shiver ran through her. She hoped not. Serkan might not care for it, but Faith liked who she’d been back then. It had worked for her. She didn’t want to lose her edge to this culture of perpetually cheerful people who ran screaming at any sign of an original thought.

“Beautiful,” Serkan said, approaching from the rear. “You look lovely.”

“Yes,” Faith agreed. “I know.”

He smirked at her. “Modesty is not something we have worked on yet in your treatment, is it.”

“It’s a crime to be able to tell if you look good or bad? Well, okay then,” Faith shrugged. “Then I guess I shouldn’t tell you that you look hot.”

He did look damn hot. He was wearing one of the Svari suits that made the most of his broad shoulders, powerful hips, and long legs. It was a blue steel hue, which brought out the silver of his eyes. Damn. Serkan had no idea how much of an attention getter he was. Every time she started to think about how much she hated being on this weird planet, she would find herself distracted by him.

“Thank you,” he smiled, reaching for her arm. “Come. We do not want to be late.”


 


* * *


 


The temple was located at the very foot of the council building. Faith found it strange to be on solid ground again, since arriving on the Svari planet she had been dangling from one high precipice or another. She liked the solid feeling of ground beneath her feet.

The temple itself was a grand amphitheater, hollowed into the ground and surrounding the base of the tower in a three-hundred-sixty-degree arc. It was huge, walled with delicate glowing pinks and red and oranges, gold tendrils marking the pathways into the seating, which was already thronged with Svari in their best outfits. There was an air of anticipation to the affair, excited murmurs and hushed whispers. The scent of floral perfume was thick and Faith found herself getting caught up in the mood as Serkan directed her to a small box seat located at the top of the theater. There were several more like it placed around, in which various high-ranking Svari were sitting, nibbling on little pieces of fruit and mushroom.

A deep vibration reverberated through the ground, heralding the beginning of the ceremony. Everybody stopped what they were doing and stared toward the front of the stage as if hypnotized as the music and drumming rose around them. The plants at the front of the stage began to rustle with the rhythm, as if it were too much even for rooted creatures to handle.

The music was strange, but alluring. There was a deep thrumming that seemed to come from under the very ground on which they stood, and then atop it were the higher notes, cymbals and bells and above that, super soprano tones singing arias of eye-watering splendor.

Faith let out a little scream as they rose to feet… plants… who were… people? They began to dance to the music, their motions complex and energetic. There were at least fifty of them, and they moved in concert in a way Faith found enthralling and completely disturbing.

She had truly taken them for shrubbery at the front of the stage, but it was obvious now that these were Svari dancers wearing some kind of costume. It was a curious, unsettling, but mesmerizing sight, the way the leaves moved with the dancers, syncopated beats causing them to ripple and sway with mad organic frenzy. Here and there it was possible to catch sight of the person beneath them, skin green, eyes flashing yellow. Faith was simultaneously fascinated and frightened. The dancers were beautiful, but there was something about them that sent shivers down her spine. It wasn’t natural to see plants moving the way these ones did.

“Those costumes…”

She spoke as the music began to fade. An hour had passed and she had barely noticed it. The music had carried her through time and the dancers had entertained every part of her mind so thoroughly that she was sad to see them go.

All around them, the Svari were packing up and beginning to return to their homes. They had sated expressions on their faces, as if some appetite Faith had not understood now had been satisfied.

“…are amazing.”

“They’re not costumes,” Serkan said, helping her to stand. “The dancers drink a brew which contains a fungus. As it takes hold, it makes the foliage sprout all over their bodies. It is an honor to become one of the sacred dancers. There are no more than a hundred at any time, and as they age, their leaves turn from bright green to golden orange and finally wither away and begin to fall. What is left is not a body, but a…”

“Stump?”

“Statue,” Serkan finished his sentence. “They are quite beautiful.”

“You have a weird idea of what constitutes beautiful.”

“Beauty is subjective,” Serkan agreed. “There can be beauty in sadness and grief…”

“No, there can’t,” Faith argued, scowling furiously at the suggestion that being sad was something to celebrate. “That’s the sort of stupid trite bullshit people say when they want to pretend everything is okay when it isn’t.”

“You’re angry,” he noted, his brow quirking at her.

“I’m angry because you’re saying stupid things.”

“Is that it? Or are you angry because you’re sad and can’t see the beauty in it?”

“Go to hell.”

She had seen enough of this planet. Nobody seemed to notice how plain wrong it was here. Sure, it was peaceful and there didn’t seem to be any crime, but at what cost? Those amazing dancers were people who had been poisoned into growing foliage, and dying like trees. That couldn’t be okay.

She wanted to be back in familiar surroundings, even if those surroundings were a virtual prison. Serkan’s hand wrapped around her arm before she could take so much as a step away and he pulled her back down. She pushed away from him, but he didn’t let her go. He kept a grip on her arm, pulling her closer to him and tipping her face up toward him so that she was forced to meet his knowing silvery gaze.

“What is it, Faith?”

“I don’t want to talk about it. I don’t want to talk about anything,” Faith said. “Just leave me alone, alright?”

A soft cough interrupted their argument. One of the officers of Ephemera was standing behind them. Faith had no idea how much of their fight he had heard. She didn’t really care either.

“What is it?”

Serkan surprised her by being incredibly blunt with the man. That was not his usual demeanor. He must be angrier than he was showing.

“I am here on council business. Ephemera wants to see the alien,” the officer replied equally curtly.

“I will escort her directly,” Serkan said, stepping forward so Faith was behind him. There was a measure of protectiveness to his behavior. He seemed reluctant to let any of the other Svari anywhere near her, something Faith found a little bit charming and a little bit concerning at the same time.

“Ephemera wishes a private audience,” the officer clarified.

“Is such a thing wise? She has received several treatments, but I believe it will be months before…”

“Ephemera wills it.”

There it was, the ace in the Svari hole. Say Ephemera willed something and you could do whatever you wanted. Faith snorted as the officer walked away, satisfied that his orders would be obeyed.

“I don’t want to see her,” Faith complained.

“You’re going,” Serkan said, turning around to face her fiercely. “You’re going and you’re going to make a good impression or I will make an impression on your ass. I promise you that.”

He was tense again. He got tense every time Ephemera was mentioned, and super tense every time they got near the chamber where the glowy fairy floated. Faith really didn’t understand it. If the council was so wise and wonderful, why did everyone seem to fear them?

“Fine,” she sighed. “It’s not like we have a choice, do we.”

“You don’t have a choice,” Serkan agreed. He took her by the hand and drew her toward the elevator at the base of the council building. In a matter of moments, they were standing outside Ephemera’s chambers.

“Be good,” he said as he nudged her toward the grand doors that crept open just enough to allow her through. With one last glance back at Serkan’s stern face, Faith stepped into the room and the doors closed behind her. It was just as overwhelming as she remembered it, a space that seemed too big to bear, and a presence that filled it easily. Ephemera came toward her with a gliding motion and stopped several feet away, hands folded before her.

“Hello, human,” Ephemera intoned in a voice that made Faith feel as though warm butter was melting through her entire body. “How are your days passing? Are you coming to enjoy living with the Svari?”

Faith bit her tongue, knowing that Serkan would be angry and disappointed if she caused trouble with Ephemera.

“It’s… nice,” she said guardedly. She kept her eyes directed toward the floor, both to avoid the glare coming from Ephemera and to hide the expression on her face.

“Nice,” Ephemera repeated. “Yes, it is nice.”

There was what could only be described as an awkward pause.

“Serkan wanted me to tell you that I was learning my lesson,” Faith added, breaking the silence.

“But that is not what you are going to tell me.”

“No,” Faith said, lapsing into honesty. “I’m going to tell you that I hate it here and that I want to go back home. I’m going to tell you that taking his ship from him was stupid. He’s one of the best people I’ve ever known. He cares more about me than he should, and he definitely cares more about you than he should. I can’t do what you want me to do. I can’t be what you need me to be. So send me back to Earth and let one of the women who wants him so badly have him.”

There was a pregnant pause in which the great creature seemed to consider Faith’s words.

“You are progressing well,” Ephemera said. “Serkan’s treatment must be working.”

“Didn’t you hear what I said?”

“Every word.”

Faith chanced a glance upwards. Ephemera’s irritatingly wise face held an expression of benevolent calm that made Faith want to smash something. She’d liked it better when Ephemera drew away from her and treated her as something dangerous. Now she was being treated like an amusement. She did not like that.

“So what? Is this just some check-in to see how my brainwashing is going?”

“I asked to see you,” Ephemera intoned. “Not because I believed the treatment would not work. I asked to see you because I hoped the treatment had not worked too well as yet. You are given to cunning and deception quite naturally, and you have a limited moral compass…”

“Yeah, I know, I’m awful.”

“You misunderstand me,” Ephemera said, her voice compounding somehow so it seemed that it was no longer one person who spoke, but many voices speaking in a grand unison. “We do not say these things by way of judgment. The qualities you possess are rare among the Svari, and for good reason. But, they are not without their uses.”

Faith’s antennae went up. All of a sudden, the grand creature who had once seemed so supernaturally perfect had an air about it that Faith recognized. It was the same feeling she’d gotten when approached for jobs in the past. Ephemera wanted something. She was sure of it.

“Uh huh.” Faith crossed her arms over her chest. “So what do you want?”

“Direct,” Ephemera replied. “Yes, we will have to be direct. I want you to steal something.”

Faith snorted. If Serkan could hear this, his head would probably explode. She couldn’t wait to tell him that the council wanted her to do their dirty work. That would blow his mind. She’d suspected all along that things couldn’t possibly be as peaceful among the Svari as they seemed to be. That was against the nature of all things.

“Oh, yeah? What does an advanced super-consciousness need?”

“You misunderstand,” Ephemera intoned. “I want you to steal me.”

“What?” Faith screwed her face up with incomprehension.

Ephemera coasted closer, humming with glorious melodic tones. It was difficult to reconcile this powerful creature with the bizarre request, but Faith’s life had been exceptionally odd of late, which made this twist a little easier to wrap her ever-expanding mind around.

“I know, to you, I seem like a strange entity
 ,” Ephemera sang in a progression of chords. “Perhaps I seem angelic, as you mentioned on our first meeting.
 ” Suddenly, the voices lapsed into a heavy dirge. “The truth is, I am the physical projection of a program running on a chip not that very much unlike the one you stole on your home planet. The consciousnesses of a hundred generations of councilors have been etched into the stone, and with our consciousnesses our very souls have likewise been trapped. We have been unable to move on from this place and join the great cycle from stardust to sentience. We are tired of our tasks. We wish to be free. We have served the Svari long enough.”


“I don’t understand,” Faith stammered. “Everyone here is obsessed with you. I don’t think they know how to live without your law.”

Ephemera slid back and returned to its usual tones, their sweet chimes all the more unsettling now. “The Svari have no need of us any longer. As you have noted yourself, they have come to rely upon us rather than making decisions for themselves. They have become indolent and weak. It was a great relief when Commander Serkan broke the directives he was supposed to operate under. And when you arrived here—we knew our chance had come.”

“But you said I was a disruptive influence… Serkan has been putting me through all sorts of things. He’s been… inventive.”

“Yes,” Ephemera agreed. “At first, we decided to follow protocol where you were concerned. We made the largest accommodation without giving you total freedom, so as not to arouse suspicion. On further consideration, we realized precisely how we could be of mutual use to one another.”

“And in that time I was subjected to all sorts of treatments,” Faith reminded Ephemera. “So forgive me if I’m not that thrilled with this offer.”

“Consider yourself forgiven,” Ephemera said. “I am sure it has not been easy for you, but if you understand, you may find it in yourself to forgive. Your mental map indicated that you were highly empathetic.”

“Uh huh.” Faith’s eyes were narrowed with suspicion. “So what do you want me to do? Exactly?”

“We want you to take the council stone upon which our minds and memories are captured—and destroy it. Doing so will free us, and it will free the Svari to choose their own paths.”

“Mhm,” Faith sighed. This was all a little too esoteric for her liking, but it seemed to boil down to a simple job: get a stone and break it. She could probably do that. “So how am I going to do that?”

“It will not be simple. I can give you no aid in the task, but to tell you where it is located. It is very well guarded, and reaching it will be dangerous both emotionally and physically. You will not be able to tell anyone what you are trying to do, and the price for tampering with the council stone, as it is called, is death. Serkan will not be able to save you from it. Even I will have to enforce the law if you are publicly caught. Understand, human, you will be put to death if you fail.”

“So what is in it for me?” The little hairs were standing up on the back of Faith’s neck. Creepy did not describe the tone their conversation had taken. Ephemera was no font of endless goodness and kindness and all things virtuous. It had suited the council to act that way thus far, but Faith was becoming aware that the thing she was conversing with was likely capable of greater evil than she could comprehend.

“If you do this for us, you will free yourself in the process. You will no longer be bound by Ephemera’s law. You will be able to do as you please. You will be able to return to your Earth, or roam the settled worlds as takes your fancy.”

Faith snorted. As long as Serkan drew breath, she was certain she would never again do as she pleased. He believed in truth and honor, all the virtues Ephemera pretended to, and unlike this creepy collection of old dead people, he lived his beliefs.

“Why don’t you just tell your followers to destroy the council stone? They do everything you say.”

“That is the one thing they would never do. Protecting the council stone is the paramount value of the Svari. When we first began the process of assembling the stone, we decreed that none shall desecrate it, at the risk of painful death. We thought we were protecting ourselves. Little did we know, we were building our own prison.”

“That still leaves the matter of how pissed everyone is going to be if I do what you ask,” Faith said, having no sympathy at all for the councilors who had tried to hold onto power by baking themselves into a brick for centuries. “They’re going to want my blood, and frankly, I’m tired of people trying to kill me for stealing things. I can’t do what you’re asking me to do.”

Ephemera shuddered and its voices became louder and angrier and more distinct. “Let us make this simple, human. You can risk death at the hands of the Svari after the council stone is destroyed, or you can face the certain demise of both yourself and Serkan this moment. We have harvested the souls of millions in our quest for power. Two more is nothing to us.”


“So I kill you, or you kill me, and the man I love.”

“Precisely.” Ephemera’s voice returned to the holy sweet tone, sending shivers down Faith’s spine.

“This is a shitty deal,” Faith said. “But you know what I’m going to say.”

“You’re going to take it,” Ephemera said, the voices reaching a new harmony, a sultry, sweet, entirely untrustworthy pitch that frightened Faith to her core. “We know. The council stone is located at the very top of this building inside the crystal shroud. There are no stairs or walkways to it, and the steps and ladders have been destroyed in an effort to preserve it.”

“So how am I supposed to get it? I’m a thief, but I’m not an acrobat.”

“There may be a way… a single opportunity. Once a year, at the Grand Moon celebration, the tablet is removed by the priests and taken to the ceremony grounds. You have seen them, I believe. It will be on display there, surrounded by the sacred dancers. They are the only ones permitted to touch it for they have proved their dedication by drinking the forest broth. The Grand Moon is but one week away. The ceremony you attended this evening is one of many leading up to it. You may be able to mount a theft at that time.”

“And if I can’t…” Faith made a thumb gesture across her throat.

“Precisely. Go now,” Ephemera said. “Go to your master. Be sure to tell him nothing of our conversation. I will know if you do.”

Faith sidestepped toward the door, unwilling to turn her back on the creature still hovering in the room. It no longer looked angelic to her. It looked positively evil, a feminine form tortured by centuries of male bitterness if the voices she had heard spilling from the creature were anything to go by.

She backed into the hallway, where she ran immediately into Serkan who was pacing back and forth. Faith whirled to face him and saw a tense expression on his face. For a split-second, she wondered if he knew what Ephemera had asked her to do, then she remembered that he was far more afraid of her misbehavior than he was of Ephemera. Even if she told him what the council had asked her to do, she doubted he would believe her.

“Were you pleasant in there? Did you behave yourself?”

“Well, I’m not on fire, so I guess so,” Faith snapped sarcastically. It really was a bit much, the way he always assumed she was going to do, or had just done something wrong.

“What did Ephemera say?”

“Not much,” Faith shrugged. “She said you’re doing a good job. Or something. I don’t know.”

He let out a sigh of what could have been relief or exasperation. Possibly both. “That sounds like a positive judgment. Very good. You must have done well.”

“Yes,” Faith agreed. “I must have.” She gave a little shrug, the sort he wouldn’t find suspicious.

“You should take your meetings with Ephemera more seriously,” Serkan lectured.

“Mhm. I guess,” Faith said. She wanted to get away from the room with the glowing evil. She wanted to get back to Serkan’s place, into his bed, forget about what she’d heard and what she’d have to do.

Thankfully, Serkan seemed just as eager to leave the council chambers. He guided her out of the building and toward home. Faith’s head was spinning with what Ephemera had asked of her, and her heart was pounding at the thought of pulling the heist off. She did her best to look calm and keep her breathing nice and slow. She had to keep this secret to herself. Thankfully she was good at keeping secrets. She’d been doing it all her life.

The familiar pangs of homesickness began to rise again. She wanted to go back to Earth badly. She missed everything about it. She even missed the assholes who had been trying to off her. Back on Earth, she had known who she was and she had known what she wanted. The stakes had never been this high back then, not even when she was being pursued by gangsters. It was not just her life on the line now, it was Serkan’s too. She had to do this for him as much as for herself—and she had to figure out a way to do it without ever being caught or suspected of being the one who had committed probably the biggest crime in Svari history. The silver lining of the situation was clear though—it would be the end of the council. The end of Ephemera. Destroying that creature would be a pleasure.

“Are you sure Ephemera said nothing of importance to you? You seem lost in thought,” Serkan observed as they walked across the gleaming sky way, the city falling deep below their feet.

“Everything Ephemera says is of importance, right?”

“Right,” Serkan replied, his tone guarded. He wasn’t buying it. She was going to have to make something up to throw him off the scent.

“She just wanted to see if the treatment was having any effect, without you around. She floated about a bit and made noises about love and light and that sort of thing. I told her what she wanted to hear. It was fine.”

“Ephemera knows when it is being lied to. So do I.”

Faith cast a quick glance over at Serkan. He was giving her one of those knowing, stern stares that made meeting his eye difficult. She felt guilty, which wasn’t fair because this wasn’t even a secret she wanted to keep. She had to for both their sakes.

“Who even knows what a super-consciousness wants or why it does what it does? She just talked to me. I guess she got the answer she wanted. Jesus! Even when I do something right I end up doing something wrong in your eyes. Quit hassling me.”

“There’s no need to get an attitude,” Serkan frowned. “I need to know what is going on.”

“Then ask the talking glowworm,” Faith said, relieved as they reached the building in which Serkan’s dwelling lay. “I’m done for the day. I’m going to bed.”



Chapter Ten



 



 


Serkan watched Faith all but flee toward the bedroom. His eyes narrowed as he watched her shapely form disappear. Something was wrong. And not in the usual way. He was tempted to follow after her, but he knew her well enough to know that all that would achieve would be giving her an opportunity to act out and get herself into trouble. She had been in a terrible mood since the garden temple ceremony—actually, since she had arrived on Svari.

He paced his home, looking out on the world that he had once regarded as perfect. He wasn’t so sure anymore. Faith had pointed out the hypocrisies he had allowed himself to be blind to. She had relentlessly picked at the frayed edges of the Svari culture and it was beginning to become unraveled even in Serkan’s devout mind.

The treatment had been designed to bring out her essential sense of goodness. The repeated orgasms acted as a mental reset. The notion behind it was that if a subject could be taken to the very limits of their capacity for pleasure, and then was treated well, they would align with the good and the useful. A natural sense of right and wrong would emerge. Unfortunately, Faith’s natural sense of justice did not exactly coincide with Ephemera’s law. And, he supposed, neither did his anymore.

He stood in front of the window, his arms folded over his chest, a frown on his face. Faith was his patient. He knew her internal processes, understood how to stimulate her physically. He could draw ecstasy from her quivering flesh and make her bottom blush until she was soft and uncharacteristically submissive. And yet he still didn’t know what was going on in her mind. Even Ephemera’s analysis had not revealed that.

Training Faith was not easy. She was more than a handful. Every time she began to understand what was wanted from her, she would do the precise opposite. He did not regret a single one of the punishments he had given her, even the ones that had seemed harsh at first. All had been more than deserved, and all had been absolutely necessary.

The treatment had served its purpose. It had brought them closer together. It had made Faith more open. It had created a bond between them that was already healing so much of the sadness she carried in her heart. But now she felt closed off again. It was as if the book he had been reading had been slammed shut in front of him. And it was obviously because of what Ephemera had said.

The next grand celebration of Ephemera was not far off. Faith would likely not want to go, but they would attend. She had been entranced throughout the dancing. Perhaps at a second ceremony, she would begin to understand the wisdom of Ephemera. And perhaps he would rediscover it.

“What are you doing, Serkan?”

He turned from the window to see her standing behind him, looking grumpy and tired.

“What’s wrong? I thought you went to bed.”

“I can’t sleep,” she said, rubbing her left eye. “My brain won’t let me.”

“I’m sorry,” he said sympathetically. “Do you need some help getting to sleep?”

“How are you going to do that?”

“A good spanking always makes you sleepy,” he suggested with a smirk. “That would be my prescription.”

“That’s your answer to everything,” she sulked. “Smacking my ass.”

He noticed that she didn’t say no. He also noticed that she didn’t seem upset by the prospect. Maybe she was starting to understand that she did actually need a warm bottom every now and then. It wasn’t just part of her biology, it was part of her on every level. She was much more settled and happy when she’d been spanked.

“It works,” Serkan said. “And when something works, I stick with it.”

He closed the distance between them and took her hand in his. She did not resist as he led her back to the bedroom. He noticed that she was wearing a long shirt and no panties, which made access easy. Almost as if she’d hoped that she’d end up with her bottom bared.

“Lie down,” he said, helping her to do so.

“This feels a little weird,” she said. “Usually I’ve done something wrong when you’re like this.” She squirmed on the bed, her cheeks moving under his hand in a way he loved.

“Well, you did give me attitude on the way home from Ephemera,” Serkan said, tapping her cheeks. “That’s more than enough reason to spank your bottom, young lady.”


 


* * *


 


Usually his growling would be an irritant, but right now, Faith needed him to lecture her. She needed to feel that she was being punished and forgiven, even though she knew she couldn’t really be forgiven for the situation she was in. She was planning a betrayal of everything Serkan believed in.

He began to spank her, his palm landing on her bottom with a light stinging sensation that felt too good. She needed for it to hurt. She needed to be reminded that he was strong enough to protect her.

“I guess I didn’t give you enough attitude,” she said. “Ephemera looks like one of those neon signs you see outside sex shops. Your council has the aesthetics of a brothel.”

His palm landed harder, just as she had hoped it would. It was a solid slap that jolted her against the bed, her flesh aching under the force of it.

“And don’t even get me started on your potted plant dancers,” she added, squeaking as his palm started to land harder and faster, blazing heat across her ass. “They look like they’d been hitting the fertilizer.”

Serkan let out a short laugh. She risked turning her head to look at him. To her annoyance, he looked amused. That wasn’t what was supposed to be happening.

“You’re in fine form tonight, Faith,” he said, rubbing her bottom gently.

“It doesn’t hurt,” she said, trying to goad him into spanking her harder. If it hurt more, she could lose herself in the spanking. She could forget about how damn guilty she felt for planning to do what Ephemera had asked her to do. She knew she didn’t really have a choice, Serkan’s life hung in the balance, but still she felt horrible about it.

“Your bottom looks like it hurts,” Serkan murmured thoughtfully. “It’s hot and it’s very red. Usually you’d be whining to the heavens with this level of heat.”

“Well, it doesn’t hurt,” she said again. “You spank like a girl. My butt has grown immune to your treatment, Doctor.”

“Ah, immune,” he said. “Well, I suppose some resistance may have built up. Let me try something with a little more sting, my rude little brat.”

He left for a moment, went to the creation station, and returned a few moments later with a freshly created implement, a long plastic-y, leather-y strap that was three inches wide and around fifteen inches long. He laid it across Faith’s cheeks and she felt the slight warmth from the creation process. Pulled from the ether to punish her bottom. Specially made just for her bottom. There was a care in that, a care she had felt every time Serkan had ever punished her. Even the first time when she’d not know what he was doing or how to take it, she’d always felt that he cared.

Tears began to bead in her eyes and she let out a little sniff.

“Faith.” Serkan looked at her with concern. “What’s wrong? What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” she whimpered.

“You’re lying to me,” he said, leaving the strap laying across her bottom. “What have you done? What do you think you need to be spanked for?”

Dammit. He was on to her. He knew what she was doing. He understood her far too well to be manipulated. But Faith couldn’t tell him what the truth of the matter was. Ephemera had threatened both their lives if she did. So she was just going to have to keep up being a brat and hope that he figured she was a pain in the ass.

“Nothing,” she muttered against the pillow.

He turned her over and looked into her eyes. “You’re so unhappy, aren’t you,” he murmured. “I wish you would talk to me, Faith.”

“There’s nothing I can say,” she sniffled. “And there’s nothing you can do. Except beat me.”

“No,” he said, wrapping his arms around her and drawing her close. “You’ve had enough. Any more and you’ll bruise. I don’t want that. You don’t deserve it.”

“Trust me,” Faith mumbled against his chest. “I deserve everything you can give me and more.”

“It’s my decision when you are punished,” Serkan reminded her, his hand sliding down to caress her bottom better. Faith took a deep sobbing breath against his body. Why couldn’t he just beat her? Why couldn’t he flood her body with pain and let her forget the agony of the betrayal she was being forced to commit?

“You suck so much,” she whimpered tearfully. “You didn’t even use that strap. I bet you don’t know how.”

“It’s not going to work,” Serkan replied. “I’m not going to be goaded into punishing you, so just relax and get some sleep.”

She was so tired, so miserable and all she had was him—for the moment. Once she did what Ephemera wanted, she would probably lose him. She had already run the scenarios in her head a hundred ways, and none of them ended well for her and Serkan. Faith wished she could tell him. The words were on the tip of her tongue, and had been many times since Ephemera laid out her deal. But the possibility of him being harmed as a result kept her mouth closed.

These were probably the last days they would ever have together. She should try to enjoy them. The hard lines of his body against hers felt phenomenally strong. He was so protective, so loving. If he knew… he would be in danger. And she had put him in enough danger already.

Fatigue was starting to creep up on her. She couldn’t fight it any more than she could fight Serkan. Her eyes began to close as his hands continued to soothe the pain away and soon she was asleep.



Chapter Eleven



 



 


Several days later, something was still very much… off. Serkan could feel it. Faith had not been the same since her audience with Ephemera. It was as if she had a secret, though he couldn’t imagine what she could possibly be hiding from him—and she certainly denied it every time he made an inquiry. The council had been calling on him a great deal lately, mostly to perform various menial tasks far below his station. That had made it difficult to keep an eye on Faith, and it had made it impossible to continue her treatment in any disciplined fashion. He almost felt as though his efforts with her were being sabotaged. But why?

He watched her sitting out on the balcony, her knees drawn up to her chest, her green eyes fixed on the world below. She was deep in thought about something. An escape plan, perhaps? He was rather surprised that she hadn’t tried harder to run away. She’d settled almost eerily since that last meeting with Ephemera. And she’d been paying a lot more attention to the culture. Asking a lot of questions too.

Was he being overly suspicious? She was doing everything he asked of her, and yet somehow he was almost certain that she wasn’t.

“How are you?”

“Fine,” she said, a word without meaning.

“You’d better get ready for the Grand Moon ceremony,” he said. “It is tonight, remember.”

“Yeah,” Faith said sullenly. “I remember.”

He half expected her to refuse to go, but she didn’t say a word. She got up, moving slowly, and slouched toward the bedroom. She stopped at the door and looked back at him. “You know I love you, right?”

“Yes,” Serkan said, surprised by her sudden softness. There was something in her eyes. Grief, almost. He did not know what to make of it. “And you know I love you.”

She nodded slowly. “I guess, at least, with all this, I got to know what that feels like for a while.”

“What are you talking about?” He walked toward her and turned her to face him. “Are you just feeling down, Faith? Are you depressed? Or is there something else going on?”

Faith gave him a sad, watery little smile. “Everything is fine, Serkan,” she said in hollow tones. “I’m just being me.”

“You are very much not being you,” he disagreed. “You’re an unrepentant brat who is never sorry for anything. Now you’re sorry for everything, and you’re perpetually tearful.”

“Maybe your treatments have worked,” she suggested with a shrug. “Maybe this is the new me. Or maybe I’ll feel better soon.”

“Maybe,” he said. “I think you’ll enjoy the Grand Moon ceremony. It is quite something.”

“Yes,” Faith nodded, a small smile playing around her lips. For a brief moment, he saw the spark of mischief he so loved in her. “I am sure it will be.”



Chapter Twelve



 



 


“Hail Ephemera!”

Thousands of voices rose in raucous joy as the Grand Moon ceremony opened in the temple amphitheater.

Serkan and Faith sat in their box together, stiffly watching the goings-on with expressions far from the rapt ones most people were wearing. Neither one of them were truly present in the moment. Faith could tell how tense Serkan was; he was barely paying attention to the incredible scene laid out before them. As for her, she was simply trying not to be sick with the nerves that were brewing in her belly. This was it. Her final score. The one that counted.

The moon was the closest to the planet it ever got in its yearly cycle, and it hung massive over the temple amphitheater, lighting it with a silver glow that made everything eerie and beautiful.

This was likely the last time she’d ever share Serkan’s company too. She had already planned her escape and taken the key that unlocked his ship, which Ephemera had informed her was still docked around the council building. Ephemera had arranged for several diversions for Serkan to allow Faith opportunities to make her plan as foolproof as it could be and she was certain that she would not be impeded once she had the council stone in her possession.

As they sat together in their most tense silence yet, a councilman approached dressed in his finest robes. Faith knew precisely what he would say. She felt a little lightheaded as she realized that her final plan was about to play out.

“Serkan,” he said. “Ephemera has asked that we speak with you now, before the ceremony begins in earnest.”

“Stay here and wait for me,” Serkan said, turning to Faith with a warning look in his eye. She was going to miss being looked at that way. She was going to miss him deeply. But there was no way of including him in the heist, and therefore, no real way to include him in her escape either. These were their last moments together, and he did not know it. Faith fought the impulse to throw herself at him and wrap her arms around him, babble all her love for him. It would not help.

“Fine,” she said in her usual tones. “Just don’t take all night, alright?”

He cut his eyes at her and shook his head, leaning down toward her for one last threat. “Your bottom is mine, Faith,” he murmured. “Don’t forget that.”

His face was so close to hers she could not resist. Before he pulled away, she bounced up and pecked him on the lips with a little kiss.

He smiled as he stood up. “That won’t save you.”

“Nothing will.”

Faith watched him go for the last time, pushing the wrenching agony away in order to focus on the task at hand. It was time to do what she did best. It was time to take something that wasn’t hers and run away.


 


* * *


 


An hour later, intense music throbbed through the amphitheater, dancers swaying beneath the moon’s great glow. At the peak of the moon’s silver display, Ephemera appeared to the crowds of gathered Svari just as she had done for hundreds of years. Her glowing form brought a reverent hush over the crowd as they waited with bated breath to hear the wisdom from the lips of their esteemed eternal council.

A few more observant Svari might have noticed that Ephemera’s appearance was quite changed. Usually she was the projection of the perfect Svari form, a glowing angel providing comfort and guidance to the masses in her peak state. She was still very beautiful, but her glow was tinged with red and gold. And when she parted her lips to speak, it was not with a traditional message of hope, or peace, or profound wisdom that emerged. It was, instead, a question.

“Would you like fries with that?
 ”

There was a moment in which the crowd were totally silent. Then their voices lifted dutifully to the silver moon’s glow.

“Would you like fries with that,” the assembly repeated in humble and confused tones.


“
 
Would you like fries with that?

 ”
 Ephemera repeated herself more intensely.

“Would you like fries with that!?” The crowd chanted with greater enthusiasm, more sure of themselves now.

“Unexpected item in the bagging area!
 ” Ephemera changed her tune suddenly.

“Unexpected… item… in the bagging area?” the crowd repeated. They did not know what they were saying, but they knew that they were supposed to say it, so they did.

From her perch above the ceremonies, Faith giggled to herself as she plucked the leaves and glue that had made up the decoy costume from her body. She had been certain that somebody would spot her for being a very poor dancer, but nobody was paying attention to a scraggly looking plant. They were all far too intensely focused on the grander display, the music that swelled to mind-altering effect, the swaying motions of the dancers grasping attention with their motions and of course, the silver glow of the moon casting a psychedelic shade over the entire affair, turning the amphitheater into an enchanted holy garden.

Ephemera was safe in her pocket, and against all odds, the decoy was actually working. She had expected chaos once the chips were switched, but apparently the Svari were just as unobservant as Serkan had indicated. The key to the heist had been the fact that Svari technology was capable of taking any coding on almost any chip and projecting it through Ephemera’s hologram. As soon as she realized she could simply sneak in and switch the chip she had stolen back on Earth out with the council stone while Ephemera ordered the dancers to mass on the stage for her grand address, it was the easiest job she’d ever done.

Of course, it hadn’t ever really been about the difficulty involved in taking the tablet. It had been about Ephemera finding someone lawless enough to actually do it. That was where Faith’s skills had truly come into play; her ability to throw caution, sense, and social code to the wind to take the actions she needed to take.

It wasn’t over yet, though. She still had an escape to make.

Faith ran up the winding stairs of the council building, heading for Serkan’s docked ship. Down below, she could hear the temple goers reciting new Ephemera’s words with great gusto and eagerness. There were fries unexpectedly in the bagging area, apparently.

Laughing with tears of sorrow in her eyes, Faith reached the ship. This was it. Serkan was probably looking for her by now, but he’d never find her. Their time together had come to an end. She almost couldn’t do it, but she knew she had to. Someone would soon realize that there was a problem, and all hell was going to break loose.

She pressed the key to the ship’s door. It slid open, Faith darted inside—and ran straight into the tall, muscular frame of Serkan.

“What the hell!” She let out a frightened shriek of surprise. He looked pissed. Super pissed. He looked like he knew precisely what she had been doing, but maybe not why.

“Faith!” He grabbed her before she could run away again and shook her like a pup. “What. Have. You. Done?”

“I just saved your life, asshole,” Faith bit out. “Help me get out of here and I’ll explain.”

His expression was thunderous, the handsome lines of his face drawn in harsh judgment. “Help you escape the consequences of your actions? Again? I do not think so, Faith. This time you have gone too far. You have desecrated the most holy of our artifacts.”

“Shut up and trust me,” Faith growled. “I swear to god, Serkan. If you don’t believe me once I’m done explaining, bring me back here and throw me to the wolves. But right now, we need to get off this planet, okay?”

He let her go and stood back with an expression of disgust on his handsome features. “You really expect me to help you escape after stealing our holiest of holies?”

“No,” Faith said, reaching into her other pocket. She had hoped that she would not have to use this implement, but there had always been a chance somebody would try to stop her. She’d never thought it would be Serkan. “I expect you to get out of my way.”

“That’s never… eeeeeeeeeemmmnnnnnn!”

The look on Serkan’s face as several thousand volts of stun went through him was one of ultimate betrayal. He dropped like a stone, giving Faith enough time to shut the doors of the cargo bay, run to the bridge, and start the ship.

Faith and Serkan left the planet in a white flash of speed, exiting the orbit of the Svari planet without any interference. Faith had set the ship’s coordinates for a star system notable for a lack of Svari extradition—Ephemera’s advice had been valuable yet again. As evil as the council were, they had at least given her a fighting chance, and her freedom. Faith supposed she couldn’t totally hate them.

She did have a problem though. A problem who had been banging on the cargo bay door for the last hour. Serkan was furious and he wasn’t showing any signs of calming down anytime soon.

“You’re being a really difficult prisoner, Serkan,” she observed over the intercom. “Settle down, okay? This isn’t as bad as it looks.”

She couldn’t hear his response, and was pretty glad that she couldn’t.


 


* * *


 


Locked in his own cargo bay, Serkan was about as furious as he had ever been in his entire life. He was angry at Faith, of course, but even more angry at himself. This was all his fault. He had known something was up. He just hadn’t suspected how big of a thing it was. But he should have. He had met Faith while stealing important technology and he had brought her back to his planet. What else could he have expected her to do but repeat the crime? She was a scorpion. She stung. She couldn’t help it. All the treatment in the world would not change her essential nature.

Unlike Faith, Serkan was not going to stay a prisoner for long. He knew his ship, and it was not possible to keep him captive on it. He’d pulled off the door control panel and finally managed to reach the control cables. Once they were exposed, it was a simple matter to bypass them and open the door. From there, he walked quietly up to the bridge, where Faith was sitting in the captain’s chair.

He stood there for a moment, looking at her. There were so many emotions running through his body, most of them heavily conflicting. He loved her with everything he had, with a fierce intensity that trumped all the others. He should take her back to Svari. He should undo what she had done. She deserved to be punished thoroughly… and she would be, one way or another.

He slid forward a few steps and grabbed her out of his chair, making her shriek with shock.

“Serkan! How… it’s…”

He propped his knee up, put her over it, and unleashed his palm across her backside in a flurry of swats that made her shriek.

“Don’t you ever
 use electricity on me again,” he snarled down at her. “Don’t you ever
 so much as think about locking me up either. Girl, you have fucked up so badly, I don’t ever think we’re going to un-fuck this.”

“Serkan, it’s not what it looks like!”

He continued to whip her butt as she screamed and protested and promised him that she could explain.

“I don’t want to hear a damn
 word out of your mouth,” he growled. “I saved your ass, took you in, and this is how you repay me?” His palm whipped against her covered ass, making it jiggle, but there was nothing hot about this spanking. This was just a straight whipping, which she deserved a hundred times over.

He had to restrain himself from going too far, or letting his anger get the better of him. Serkan had never been so damn furious in all his life. Long before he was even halfway done giving her the punishment she deserved, he swept her up from his knee, tossed her over his shoulder, and carried her off the bridge.

“Look, I deserved some of that, but…” Faith just kept talking, but Serkan wasn’t in the mood to hear her justifications or excuses.

“Shut up, Faith,” he said as he carried her into the bedroom. He dumped her on the bed and walked away, sealing the room properly so she would not make an escape.

“Serkan! We have to talk!” she screamed through the wall.

“No, we don’t,” he said to himself. He went back to the bridge, cursing to himself. He could not believe what she had done to him, to the world he called home. She had destroyed both.

He sat down at the controls, ready to set a course for Svari. But his fingers would not move. If he took her back… that would be the end of her. She would be put to death. After all she had done, stealing the council stone, incapacitating him and locking him in his own ship, lying to him at every turn, perhaps he should have been alright with that. But he was not.

He sighed deeply, his head in his hands. The acts she had done could not be undone. This was one thing he could not fix. All he could do now was take responsibility for the mess she’d made.



Chapter Thirteen



 



 


“Hey! Hey, let me out! Let me out now!”

Serkan had no intention of letting Faith out, but she was making enough banging and crashing sounds to concern him that she might be hurting herself. She was not taking to captivity any better than he had, though she had far fewer options to escape it.

“Leeeet. Meeeee. Ouuuttt!”

She must have known that she was risking punishment by acting this way, but it had been a full day since he had shut her away and the social nature of humans meant that she would probably prefer a spanking to yet more solitude. Her cry trailed off as he opened the door to what had once been a bedroom, but was now more of a cell.

“Be silent. You have caused enough trouble,” Serkan growled down at her. “Screaming and shouting will not save you now, Faith.”

“I’m just trying to explain, you big… god! If you would listen for just two seconds, you’d understand that…”

“Enough!”

She fell silent for all of a split-second before opening her mouth again. “You need to let me out,” she begged.

“Freedom is earned,” he said. “And you are far from earning it.”

Her eyes widened, as if consequence were a foreign notion, as if she expected him to forgive her for the crime she had committed against an entire planet. “You can’t keep me locked up like this!”

“You know very well that I can.”

“You were nicer when we first met,” she said in accusatory tones.

“You were less trouble when we first met.”

Faith rolled her eyes and put her hands on her hips. “Uh, technically, when you first met me, I was unconscious.”

He shook his head and pressed the button to close the door once more. “Exactly.”


 


* * *


 


It took three days for Serkan to let Faith out of the bedroom. She had all the food and toilet supplies she needed. She could have stayed there indefinitely, but Serkan knew solitary confinement was torture for humans and as furious as he was, he did not want to torture her. Hell, he didn’t want to cause her any pain at all.

And that was the problem. He had been too soft. He should have thrashed her from the beginning, taken her to the very limits of her capacity to withstand sensation. He would have broken her in the process, but…

No. He abandoned that line of thought as well. He had done what he could do. But it had not been enough.

She had tried many times to talk to him, but Serkan refused. The truth was, he could barely stand to look at her. She reminded him of what a failure he had been. He had destroyed his entire civilization due to his fascination with the human.

“Serkan?” She approached him yet again, her demeanor pathetic.

“Go back to bed, Faith,” he said coldly. He did not want to speak to her. There was no excuse for what she had done, and he did not want to hear her try to fabricate one.

“You hate me, don’t you,” Faith said, her eyes brimming with tears. “You’re never going to forgive me.”

The pain in her voice weakened the last of his resolve. He could not refuse to speak to her forever.

“I don’t hate you,” he sighed. “I hate the fact that I have made a greater mistake than I could ever have imagined.”

“Do you regret saving me?” She looked at him with hunted, hollow eyes. She had begun to look quite gaunt and miserable, which he also hated, but did not know how to remedy without forgiving her for the highest of sins.

There was a silence. A very long, very dark silence.

“No,” he said finally in heavy tones. “I don’t. Which tells me what kind of man I am.”

“Yes,” Faith agreed. “I guess it does.” She pulled the council stone from her pocket and held it out toward him. “Put this in the computer. Talk to Ephemera.”

Serkan stared at it. He’d known she had it, but he had not asked for it. Perhaps he should have. But, like the woman herself, it was a reminder of the deep guilt he would bear for the rest of his days.

“I was supposed to destroy this. But I didn’t, because I think you need to hear from the council,” she said. “I think you need to know why I did what I did. It wasn’t just because I’m a human scumbag. I had a reason, Serkan.”

“I know what your reason was, Faith,” he snapped. “You sneered at Svari life from the beginning, and in the end, you destroyed it. Our home will never be the same. I have sentenced our people to generations of suffering because…”

“Ephemera told me to do it,” she interrupted.

“Hah!” He let out a bitter laugh. “That is ridiculous. Of all the lies you could have told…”

“Just talk to Ephemera. Then take it back, if you want to. And do whatever you want to with me.”

She put the tablet next to him and walked away, tears running down her cheeks.

The very last thing he wanted to do was talk to Ephemera. The council would know how badly he had failed them. How badly he had failed each and every Svari, himself included. He could not imagine what words Ephemera would have for him.

But what if Faith was not lying? What if there was some reason? He could not imagine one, but finally he screwed his courage up and inserted the tablet into a port in his console. Ephemera was a universal connector and could interface with any electronic circuit. In a matter of moments, the council stone began to glow. Then a familiar voice came through the console’s speakers.

“Hello, Commander Serkan.
 ”

“Greetings, Ephemera,” he said, steeling himself. “I’m afraid there’s been an incident.”

“We are on a ship, I take it? That means the task is only half complete.
 ”

Serkan frowned, confused at the way Ephemera seemed to be in command of events in spite of being stolen. “What task?”

“We entrusted your patient with the task of taking the council stone and destroying it. We no longer wish to be of the world. It is time for our passing.
 ”

“So you… did ask Faith to steal you?”

“We did more than ask, Commander Serkan. We ordered.
 ”

Serkan’s jaw dropped.

“Why would you do such a thing?”

“Because it was necessary to attain freedom. True freedom. We take it you have interfered, Serkan, or we would already be free.”


“Faith wanted me to talk to you. She said you would explain why she took you.”

“And we have. Now, deactivate us, Commander, and send us to our fates.
 ”

“But… you are the core of our culture. You are everything.”

“Sad, isn’t it
 ,” Ephemera agreed. “It is time for us to go, Serkan. Goodbye.
 ”

“Ephemera?”

He spoke again, but received no reply. Stunned, Serkan pulled the tablet from the computer and held it in his hands. That was not how he had imagined hundreds of years of Svari culture ending. He had expected a barbarian invasion of some kind. That was usually how cultures crumbled. In the end, it had only taken one little barbarian—his lover.



Chapter Fourteen



 



 


He hated her. She had seen it in his eyes and she felt it in her own breaking heart. Whatever had been between Serkan and her was shattered, like the council stone should have been. God. Why had he had to figure out that she was up to something? Why had he had to follow her? Faith could have lived the rest of her life without ever seeing the disappointment and devastation in his eyes.

She lay on the bed and cried bitter tears, as she had so many times since departing Svari. She felt more deeply alone than ever. The time she had spent with Serkan had taught her that it was possible to be loved, which only felt more cruel now that the love was gone.

She had to give him some credit. He had not turned her in. He had not seriously punished her. But nothing would ever be the same again.

“Faith?”

Serkan’s voice came from the doorway. It sounded less gritty and tense than it had over the past day or so, but that was of little comfort to her. She knew what he thought of her. He thought she was an untrustworthy liar. He thought she was a thief without any hope of rehabilitation. He thought she was scum.

“Faith,” he repeated. She heard his footsteps coming closer, then felt the bed sink down as he sat next to her. “I have spoken with Ephemera. And I owe you a great apology.”

“Yes,” she agreed with a sniff. “You do. But I don’t think it would mean anything even if you did.”

“What do you mean?”

It was her turn to be unable to look at him as she buried her face in damp sheets. “I mean you instantly thought the worst of me. You didn’t give me a chance to explain. You shut down and wouldn’t even hear it, because you thought you knew me so well that you didn’t need to hear anything. So thanks, for that, Serkan. Thanks for nothing.”

“I am sorry, Faith,” he said, his voice cracking with emotion. “Even if you had told me, I would not have believed you, it’s true. I can barely believe what I heard from Ephemera just now. Is it true? Did the council really force you to take the stone?”

“Yes,” she muttered into the sheets. “They did. And they were nasty about it too. They’re not as evolved or as enlightened as you think, Serkan. They’re just old.”

“I don’t understand,” he said, perplexed.

Faith pulled her face from the bedding and stared at him. “You don’t understand why trapping a bunch of people’s minds in a tablet and making them tell everyone what to do for hundreds of years might be problematic? Or you don’t understand how I was right and you were wrong. Or maybe you don’t understand that you can actually trust me, you stupid fucking…” She melted back into tears.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “What else could I think?”

“Yeah, what else could you think,” she said bitterly. “I’m just human trash, aren’t I.”

“I never said that. I thought you had gone rogue. You didn’t tell me anything before it happened. You sulked around, but you never said a single word.”

“I couldn’t. Ephemera would have had you killed. It’s evil, Serkan. That chip is fucking evil, and the sooner we destroy it, the better. If your super advanced civilization can’t work out that a leader who constantly asks them whether they want fries isn’t the best leader, then they’re not as smart as they think.”

There was a very long pause and a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Faith. I am sorry I failed you so terribly. You’ve had so much weight on your shoulders for so long and I was no help. You deserved better. I am sorry I was not there to protect you as you needed.”

“Oh, no, you don’t!” She sat up and glared at him.

“Oh, no, I don’t what?” He looked just as miserable as she felt.

“Don’t you pity yourself,” she snapped. “You don’t get to feel sorry for yourself. Hell, you haven’t done anything wrong anyway. You saved me, twice. The first time on Earth, you saved me because you thought I was an innocent. The second time, you saved me thinking I wasn’t. There’s one common denominator there, Serkan, maybe you didn’t trust me, but I know I can trust you. Even when you think I’ve committed some ultimate sin, you’re there for me.”

As her tirade turned into a speech of appreciation, Faith wasn’t sure what to do with her conflicting emotions. God, she loved this man with everything she had. They weren’t enemies. They never had been. And even though he hadn’t listened to her, and hadn’t believed she’d had good reason to take Ephemera, he’d saved her life anyway.

Serkan reached out and caressed her cheek with a tenderness she had missed. “I will always be there for you, Faith. No matter what you do. I promise you that. I love you with everything I am. I love you more than anything.”

“I love you too,” she said, her eyes filling with tears of a different nature as they reached for one another, closing the painful physical distance. They embraced and kissed deeply, their tongues entwining with renewed passion as they sank down onto the bed together, lips and tongues and hands roaming one another as their clothes were pulled and torn from their yearning bodies.

They were naked in a matter of moments, cloth no means of resistance to their passion. More than anything, Faith wanted to lose herself in Serkan. She straddled him, looking down at his handsome face with eyes of pure love. It had been far too long since they were intimate, not just physically, but emotionally. The toll of the secret Ephemera had made her bear had weighed heavily on her, making her loneliness compound. For the first time since being called into that awful chamber, she felt connected to Serkan. There was no doubt about his love or his loyalty. There was no doubt about anything anymore. She wanted him inside her, wanted to be joined with him in the most essential way possible.

He was hard already, his hands massaging her breasts as she ground her lower lips along the length of his eager shaft. She was teasing him, and herself along with him, drawing out the moment when they would be joined again with a rolling motion of her hips that made him let out masculine growls of need. He was hot and hard against her sex, his throbbing rod already secreting the juices of his desire.

“Faith…” he moaned her name. “Enough… brat.”

She grinned as her hips ground against him, her pussy tormenting the tip of his cock with slow gyrations that just barely touched the slick head of him. His growl rumbled through her, his need as urgent as hers. When she could stand it no longer Faith rose up, his cock following her pussy to stand erect, the flared head of him finding the wet slit and the tight little crevice between her folds as she sank slowly down on his cock with a long sigh of pleasure.

They made love long and slow, Faith riding him with languid motions of her hips, her eyes locked on his, his hands cupping, teasing, stroking her body as they joined in their most powerful sexual moment. This was more than rutting, this was far beyond any kind of treatment. This was pure need for one another, expressed in essential physicality.

“I love you.”

“I love you.”

They said the words over and over as their motions became more urgent, mouths meeting as she leaned down and was pulled against his chest, his hand wrapping in her hair as he held her against his body and his cock plundered her pussy, his hips urgent and fast in their motions as his hard rod sluiced in and out of her eager sex, propelling them both toward a long awaited, much needed mutual orgasm.

Curses and gasps heralded the tremors that swept them both, drawing Serkan’s seed deep inside Faith’s bare pussy, flooding her with his juices as she ground against him, her clit pressed hard against his pubic bone, her pussy gripping his cock with a milking motion ensuring that every drop of him was taken deep inside her greedy sex.

“God, I needed that,” Faith moaned against his lips. “And I need you. Forever.”

“You have me,” Serkan growled. “No matter what. Forever.”



Chapter Fifteen



 



 


“The ship’s cannon stands ready,” Serkan said. “Time to dump the cargo.”

Faith held the chip in her hands. It was quite beautiful, sleek silicone etched with an infinite number of tiny channels containing the consciousnesses of the creature that had called itself Ephemera. She was still awed when she felt how light it was, and how simple it looked. “I wish we could see it actually, you know… break up into a thousand pieces and melt in the sun.”

“We’ll have to watch it on the ship’s screen,” Serkan said. “But we should be able to get a good view of Ephemera’s last moments.”

There was a weight to his tone that gave Faith some pause. “Are you… regretting this?”

“No,” he said. “But you have to understand what we’re doing. We’re not just destroying the people who threatened our lives. We’re destroying the beings who have been at the center of Svari culture for centuries. It is an occasion hundreds of years in the making.”

“Yeah. I guess.” Faith handed the tablet to Serkan. “You should do it.”

He turned the tablet over in his hands. “It’s not too late,” he mused, almost to himself.

“Too late for what?”

“We could send them back to Svari. Return them to their prison in the temple. That would be a more fitting punishment than the oblivion they seek.”

“You’re being vengeful,” Faith smiled. “I like it. But… think what you’d be doing to the Svari people. They’ve been slaves to this thing long enough. And think what Ephemera would do to us. They’d make us a prime target.”

“So we shoot it into the sun, destroy them, let them get what they wanted?”

“Or we shoot it into deep space and let them find out what eternity really feels like,” Faith suggested.

“And risk them being found and returned? No. This is Ephemera’s last wish. And even though they don’t deserve it, I will grant it.”

He put the tablet in the slot, twisted the barrel, and pushed it home.

“Locked and loaded,” he intoned. “Come up to the bridge. We fire from there.”

They went up to the bridge, where a monitor showed a view of the Svari sun. Serkan pulled Faith onto his lap so they could both sit in the captain’s chair and share the load of their task.

“Any last words for Ephemera?” Serkan put his thumb on the launch button.

“No,” Faith said. “Let’s just do this.”

Serkan nodded and pressed the button. There was a rumble and then a judder as the cannon fired and a streak entered the monitor’s field of vision. The tablet was tiny against the sun, visible only as Serkan turned up the view distance and made it visible as a dark speck against the golden heat. It flared white as it drew closer, then exploded in a shower of blue sparks before being lost to view entirely.

They both let out the deep breaths they had been holding.

“That feels almost… anticlimactic, doesn’t it,” Faith said. “Just like that, the new gods go the way of the old ones. Assuming the old ones also got fired into the sun.”

Serkan nodded solemnly. “I hope Ephemera finds peace at rest, and I hope the Svari can avoid descent into chaos.”

“So we’re not going back?”

Serkan shook his head adamantly. “Svari is no place for you, Faith. And it is no place for me either, anymore.”

“We’re not going to clean up our mess?”

“Ephemera’s mess,” he clarified. “What’s happening there is not your fault and it is not mine. There is no need to present ourselves as sacrifice for what will soon be an angry mob, I am sure.”

“What are we going to do?”

“Whatever we want,” Serkan said, pressing a kiss to her cheek and drawing his arms tight around her body. “The universe is ours.”



Epilogue



 



 


“Settle down, Furry, unless you want all your holes sewn up.” Faith’s drawl cut through the chaotic conversation of an interstellar bar in which twelve languages were being spoken at once, mostly over one another.

She was speaking to a humanoid covered in dense blue fur. He had been bleeding from a gash in his arm and was now biting down on a piece of leather, in between cursing and swearing as Serkan threaded stitches through his skin. They were out of high-tech supplies and were back to the simple medical fixes, thread, needles, and a shot of high-octane liquor for pain relief.

“So once Serkan finishes stitching you up, you come see me,” she said as Serkan finished up the stitches. “You need a service circuit, I know how to get them without getting holes shot in me.”

“Cut it out, Faith,” Serkan growled. “You’re out of the game. We provide medical services and nothing else.”

“Yup, got it on our business cards. Medical services and nothing else,” she smirked as he clipped the end of the stitches.

“That will be sixty Furvolli credits, or their equivalent in any of the recognized currencies,” Serkan said to his patient. “Try not to get shot or stabbed. We’re only in this station for another twenty-four hours. After that, you’ll be on your own.”

“Thanks, Doctor,” his patient said, pushing a stack of silver coins across the table. “You saved my hide.”

Faith scooped them up into her pocket before anyone else could. It was that kind of a place. Pretty much every place they went these days was. They were making their living by going from station to station, helping those in need. She loved it. And Serkan was damn good at it. No matter who the patient was, he was able to handle them. Some of the rowdier species needed to be dealt with firmly, but he never had any trouble doing that.

“Be more careful,” she said to their latest patient. “Or someone will turn you into a rug.”

“You,” Serkan said, crooking his finger at Faith as he stood up, wiping his hands with sanitary gel. “Come here, we have to talk.”

“We can talk here,” she said, recognizing the look in his eye. He never liked it when she teased about going back to making a career of her light-fingered skills. Their agreement was that she didn’t steal, and he didn’t drag her to any hyper-moralistic societies. So far, it was working.

Instead of repeating himself, Serkan reached out, scruffed her by the collar, and walked her to a quieter corner of the bar.

“If you don’t cut that out, I’ll take you over my knee right here,” he threatened, his silver eyes boring into hers as he leaned over her, one arm extended against the wall as she pressed herself up against it by way of protecting her ass.

“I’m just selling our services, well, my services,” she pouted.

“No, you don’t steal anymore, Faith. You know that. You’re my assistant.” He dropped a kiss on her lips. “You’re supposed to help me with the patients.”

“You mean the outlaws you treat ‘cause they’d go to prison if they went to a colony hospital. They get to do crime. It’s not fair that I can’t.” She gave him an overly dramatic pout that she didn’t begin to mean. The truth was, Faith no longer felt any need to steal. She had everything she needed looming over her with his brows drawn down in a scowl.

“I mean my patients,” Serkan repeated himself, running his other hand down the side of her body, tracing the line of her hips and cupping her rear. “You brat. I think it’s time I gave you another dose of treatment.”

“But your treatment doesn’t seem to be working, Doctor,” Faith laughed. “It never has. I’m more of a chronic condition.”

“That won’t stop me from trying,” Serkan replied. “One of these days, you’ll climax your way into behaving yourself, I’m sure of it. Until then, we have the prototype on board.”

“Oh, no…”

“Oh, yes,” he said. “Come on, Faith. Back to the ship. Now.”

Faith found herself naked, standing in front of a machine that was not nearly as sleek or aesthetically pleasing as the one on Svari had been. One of the first things Serkan had done once they’d gotten a bit of money together was get parts for a homemade disciplinary treatment device. It looked cobbled together, bits and pieces from star ships, motor mowers, and a kitchen sink all stuck together somehow with wire and sheer determination. Serkan was proud of it though, and he’d added some additional tweaks that could make a treatment session intense as all hell.

“Leaving you unattended at all seems to be almost impossible,” he lectured. “You are the essence of trouble, distilled into human form.”

Faith grinned and squirmed as he picked her up and laid her face down on what had once been a medical bed. It was now modified so the rear of it dipped at an angle, making her bottom available for Serkan’s most ingenious methods of punishments.

“You’re so dramatic,” Faith said, her hips lifting almost imperceptibly in anticipation of what was to come. This version of the treatment machine did not have any of the straps of the first. Serkan had decided he didn’t need them. He was more than capable of keeping her in place, his large hands pinning her down as the machine did its work.


Subject is stage two
 , the machine blared as it completed its scan. Resistance and rebellion detected
 .

“Am not,” she argued with the inanimate object.


Inserting probe


“Oh… god… Serkan…”

She felt the machine begin to spray lubrication, the warm, slightly sticky fluid cascading from small jets, covering the crevice of her bottom and the mound of her pussy. Two levers slid up and out to hold her cheeks open for the lubricant, a procedure Faith always found embarrassing as it exposed every part of her in the most crude of ways.


Select anal or vaginal stimulation


“Hmmm,” Serkan said. “What do you most deserve after trying to turn to a life of crime again?”

“You’re an asshole,” Faith said, her choice of words ironic given…


Anal
 , the machine declared. Initiating anal penetration


She was totally helpless, held fast by Serkan as the machine slid a thick rubber probe toward her bottom. She couldn’t see precisely how it was shaped, but she could feel that the tip of the thing was tapered. That was some small mercy as it touched the tight little bud between her machine-spread cheeks and then began to turn very slowly, pushing and drilling into her body.

Her anus never stood a chance against the finely calibrated intrusion. She let out little gasps for clemency as the probe slid into her bottom, slowly but steadily. Fresh warm lubricant was being applied regularly over the shaft of the probe as the flare grew thicker and her body struggled to take the girth of the thing.


Subject is resisting
 , the machine elaborated. Muscle resistance detected, initiating punishment


“No!”

Two whippy strokes from yet another attachment landed vertically across both cheeks at the same time, sending hot flashes through her squirming cheeks.

“Serkan! This isn’t fair!”

The probe was plunging deeper now, moving back and forth in a rhythm that left her in no doubt as to the fact that she was being taken by the machine. It was fucking her bottom slowly, but firmly, enough pressure to make her feel her bottom hole stretch to accommodate its every thrust.

She felt laid bare, all her little inner secrets taken and displayed for Serkan to see. Not that he needed the machine. He’d had an instinct for finding where the truth lay with her from the very beginning.

“Please,” she whimpered again. “Take me out.”

“Soon, my naughty patient,” he said, soothing her gently, his fingers combing through her hair as the machine fucked her bottom.

She could not resist anymore. The probe slid smoothly in and out of her stretched bottom hole, plunging deep and then withdrawing all the way, trailing warm lubricant as it went. She had not come, and she did not know if she could. The machine had moved all stimulus away from her clit and lips. It had focused its attentions entirely on her bottom, and though her inner walls clenched with instinct, they remained unsatisfied.


Subject is compliant
 , the machine announced as her muscles relaxed around the probe sufficiently to satisfy its parameters. Enter reward


“Ah, you see, my sweet little patient,” Serkan said. “It is time for your reward. What would you most like?”

Minutes earlier, she would have asked to be taken out of the machine. But now her pussy was burning with need. She was horny as hell and she wasn’t even close to coming yet. The probe slid from her bottom one final time, but the machine’s grips kept her cheeks spread in that lewd way.

“I think, perhaps, I am the one who should enjoy the reward,” Serkan mused to himself. He freed his cock, deactivated the machine, and straddled her on the bed, his large body covering hers, his mouth finding the back of her neck and his teeth gripping the nape as he bit her lightly and held her there.

“You are so nicely oiled and warmed,” he growled as his cock found her bottom hole. He was bigger than the machine by quite some way, and the organic nature of his body meant that he was hotter, and felt harder too.

“Hey… oh, my god… oh…” Faith grasped the bed as Serkan’s cock claimed her ass, her pussy grinding against the ridge of the bed as he started to take her in her most intimate, sensitive spot.

“This is what happens to naughty patients,” he growled in her ear as his hips surged against her bottom. “They have their tight little bottom holes fucked long and hard. What do you say to that?”

Faith grunted as his hand slid beneath her bottom and his fingers found her clit, strumming the little bud in time with the thrusts of his thick, hard member.

“Unggh…” she moaned. “Praise Ephemera!”

Serkan let out a laugh. “You utter brat,” he growled, his hips pounding faster and harder, fucking her bottom with all his animal desire. Faith arched beneath him, offering her bottom obediently to the man who had saved her from two worlds that had turned against her, and then finally from herself.

This was the only treatment she had ever needed… a man who loved her no matter what, who was strong enough to keep her under control, and who was prepared to break every rule in the universe if it meant they had one more day together.

She was a thief, but Serkan was utterly ruthless and lawless when it came to protecting her, and they both knew it. She was more than his patient. She was the love of his existence, and she felt it in every thrust, heard it in every word, and saw it in his every look.

His fingers pinched her clit and he slammed his cock home deep inside her bottom as he snarled a command in her quivering ear.

“Come.”

Faith’s body exploded into orgasm at his order, her bottom clenching tight around his cock and detonating his climax. She was pressed hard against the medical bed as Serkan spilled his seed in her sensitive bottom, his hand cupping her pussy as she ground and rutted against his fingers, coming as hard as she could stand to come as he thrust hard inside her, filling her tight body to the brim and letting his seed cascade over her squirming sex.

She turned her head for his kiss and their tongues wound together with ultimate passion before Serkan broke the kiss and looked at her with laughing silver eyes.

“Praise Ephemera,” he grinned.

“Hail Ephemera,” Faith smiled back.

He held himself above her and ran his hand down her bottom, slapping her cheek with a satisfied expression on his face.

“I do have Ephemera to thank for sending me to Earth to find you,” he said as he stood up and began buttoning his pants. “I suppose the council deserve some credit.”

“They did not die in vain,” Faith agreed. “Because we got laid.”

“You are such an irreverent little…” Serkan shook his head at her as she squirmed out from the machine’s grasp. “Is there anything you respect in this universe?”

“Just you,” Faith said with a coy little smile.

“Good answer,” Serkan said, slapping her bottom again. “Time we got back to work.”

“Yessir,” Faith agreed, scrambling for her clothes before he could paint her ass pink with his palm. She lost the race and received his palm print in a blaze of bright red across both cheeks. Faith let out a little shriek-laugh and skipped away from him. “Careful,” she said. “If you spank me too much, I might need more treatment.”

“There will always be more treatment for you,” Serkan said, drawing her still naked form to him to wrap her in a tight hug, her naked body pressed against the hard lines of his, his cum trailing down her inner thighs as she stood there, marked and taken by the man who loved her more than the sun, the moon, the stars, and any super-consciousness you could care to name.
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Jason has waited five years for this moment, and now at last he has his chance to atone for the sins of his past and free Katie from the corrupt, out-of-control spy agency which brainwashed her and then molded her into a loyal, unquestioning assassin. But Katie’s mind was manipulated in a very specific, deeply intimate way, and the conditioning can only be undone in that same way.

To break through her defenses, Jason will need to strip her bare, punish her thoroughly, and then bring her such intense pleasure that she is left not only blushing with shame and quaking with need, but actually begging him to claim her and dominate her completely.
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The Doctor’s Pet



Tessa is sick and tired of working both day and night shifts at her nursing job in order to keep up with not only her own bills, but those of her wildly irresponsible little brother as well. To make matters worse, when she has the opportunity to interview with the tall, handsome new surgeon at St. Heaths, Dr. Kirk Saunders, she is so stressed that she ends up treating him disrespectfully.

Certain that she has blown her opportunity, Tessa is shocked when the doctor escorts her into his private office, bares her bottom, and gives her the first spanking of her life. During the painful, embarrassing punishment, Kirk informs her that if she is going to work under him, her insubordinate attitude isn’t going to be tolerated and she will be expected to submit to his guidance, control, and discipline.

The doctor’s firm hand and stern chastisement satisfy a deeply buried need that Tessa has long sought to hide even from herself, and before she knows it she is agreeing not only to work for him, but to accept his particular form of dominance outside of the office as well. After bringing her to his home, Kirk explains that he plans to train her to be his obedient, well-loved pet, and soon she is wearing a leash—and even more embarrassingly, a tail—and learning to do exactly as she is told. Though the entire arrangement leaves her blushing with shame, Kirk’s absolute command of her body also excites Tessa far beyond anything she has ever experienced.

But despite the pleasure and comfort Tessa finds in Kirk’s strong arms, her financial and family problems still exist, and she is convinced that telling him about her struggles will only cause him to leave her. When Kirk finds out that she has been lying to him, can he find a way to prove to Tessa that no matter how badly she behaves—and no matter how thorough and humiliating the resulting punishment may be—she will always be his cherished pet.
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The Alien’s Pet



When an injured stranger breaks into her small-town veterinary clinic late at night and demands that she assist in treating his wounds, Serena Spiers knows right away that something is amiss. Though he is undoubtedly handsome, the intruder’s oddly colored eyes and extraordinary height leave no doubt in her mind that he is not of this world.

Seeking to escape her predicament, she treats his wounds and then does her best to discretely sedate him, but a tranquilizer shot proves far less effective than she had hoped. Her captor is none too pleased by her attempt at subterfuge, and before she knows it Serena is blushing crimson as she is held firmly across his muscular thighs, completely naked, while her bare bottom is soundly spanked.

Serena’s ordeal is just beginning, however. It turns out that her alien visitor is a high-ranking commander among his people, and when he realizes that the discovery of her encounter with him could put Serena in grave danger, he takes it upon himself to ensure her safety by bringing her along as he leaves Earth behind. But his people have very specific rules about transporting primitive species aboard their ships, and she will not be treated as his guest or even as his prisoner, but as his pet.

She will be expected to submit to him completely, and any defiance will earn her a painful, humiliating punishment. Yet despite her fury at the indignity of it all, Serena cannot help reacting with shameful, helpless arousal as she is stripped bare, thoroughly examined, and then claimed in any way her new master pleases, sometimes in full view of the ship’s crew. Can she learn to yield to the pleasure that results from his conquest of her body, or will she spend the entire voyage with her bottom sore both inside and out?
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Corrective Treatment



When nineteen-year-old Sophie is charged with inciting revolution in the lower echelons of society, she quickly learns that her position as one of the high-born will not save her from the consequences of her defiance. She is sentenced to corrective treatment and taken into the custody of a stern yet handsome doctor named Richard who will carry out the order of the court.

Sophie is stripped bare for an intimate, embarrassing examination, and her body’s shameful response to this humiliating inspection makes it clear to Richard that his firm hand applied to her bare bottom will need to play a major role in her treatment. Sophie’s correction will involve much more than just a sore backside, however, and she soon discovers that being brought to one blushing climax after another can be a punishment as effective as any spanking.

Though he is expected to chastise her as thoroughly as is necessary to teach her obedience, Richard soon finds himself longing to take Sophie in his arms, and he does not need his medical training to see that she yearns for his touch as well. But if he dares to disregard the law and claim her as his own, can he find a way to keep them both safe from the tyrants who rule their city?
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The Doctor’s Command



Twenty-one-year-old actress Chloe Smyth was well on her way to being America’s next sweetheart, but then a very public, very drunk rant about some of the most important people in Hollywood left her reputation in shambles and her star power all but gone.

Desperate to get her career back on track, Chloe accepts a role in a ground-breaking film chronicling the heroics of Paul Reynolds, a stern, handsome military doctor who kept a young nurse safe while caught behind enemy lines, but it isn’t long before she regrets her failure to read the script—or even the contract itself—before she signs on to the project.

To her shock, Chloe quickly discovers that she will be required to live as her character did for several weeks of realistic training, including sleeping in a tent at night and hiking long distances each day. Most out of the ordinary of all, though, is her co-star. Rather than a pampered actor playing the male lead, it will be Paul himself, the very man who inspired the film, and he will demand the same absolute obedience from her that he did from the real-life woman he rescued.

Chloe soon learns that Paul is not a man to be trifled with, and when she whines about the harsh training and fails to do as she is told he does not hesitate to bare her bottom and spank her thoroughly. More embarrassing still, he tells her in no uncertain terms that she is in desperate need of a dominant man to take control of her life. As the days pass, Paul proves more than ready to be that man, and his firm-handed discipline and masterful lovemaking leave her feeling safe and satisfied in a way she never has before, but will he still be there for her after the credits roll?
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The Alien’s Leash



Lord Kyren Cirrus has spent years collecting unique and interesting creatures from across the galaxy, but the moment twenty-year-old Kara Dyrek is delivered to him he knows she will not be just another specimen to study. This beautiful, feisty little human will be much more than that. She will be his pet.

Tara is none too pleased to have been captured, caged like an animal, and taken to a far-off world, but her protests are ignored and soon enough she is blushing crimson as she is thoroughly and intimately examined, then brought to a shameful climax by Kyren’s skillful ministrations.

Her new master makes it clear that he will expect obedience from his pet, and when she attempts an escape he quickly proves more than willing to bare her bottom for a painful, embarrassing spanking. The strict punishment leaves Tara burning with need, and Kyren wastes no time in claiming her and mastering her body completely.

It isn’t long before Tara begins to enjoy her new life, but when she catches the eye of a powerful government official and he tries to take her for himself, will Kyren do whatever is necessary to keep his beloved pet?
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The Lord’s Bride











The Brat, the Bodyguard, and the Bounty Hunter











Mail Order Brat











The Barbarian's Bride











Masters of Eden











The Hunter’s Pet











The Firm Hand of the Law











Tamed by the Knight











A Short Leash











The Rebel’s Mate











The Marine’s Pet











The Ranger and the Runaway











The Barbarian’s Pet











The Billionaire’s Pet











The Alpha’s Captive











Tamed by the Bear











The Alpha’s Pet











Humbling His Bride











The Firefighter’s Woman











The Warlord’s Pet











Claimed by the Kings











Taken by the Alphas











The Dragon’s Pet








Loki Renard Links



 


You can keep up with Loki Renard via her blog, her Twitter account, and her Goodreads profile, using the following links:


 





http://lokirenard.com/







https://twitter.com/lokirenard







http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/4262126.Loki_Renard
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