
        
            
                
            
        

    


Women of Steel 2: Martini on the Rocks

Camille Anthony

 

All rights reserved.

Copyright ©2005 by Camille Anthony

No part of this e-book may be reproduced or shared by any electronic or mechanical means, including but not limited to printing, file sharing, and email, without prior written permission from Changeling Press LLC.

 

ISBN 1-59596-065-1

Formats Available:

HTML, Adobe PDF,

MobiPocket, Microsoft Reader

Publisher:

Changeling Press LLC

PO Box 1561

Shepherdstown, WV 25443-1561

www.ChangelingPress.com

Editor: Sheri Ross Carucci

Cover Artist: Bryan Keller

 

This e-book file contains sexually explicit scenes and adult language which some may find offensive and which is not appropriate for a young audience. Changeling Press E-Books are for sale to adults, only, as defined by the laws of the country in which you made your purchase. Please store your files wisely, where they cannot be accessed by under-aged readers.











Prologue

Martini sat at the long conference table situated in the main conference room on the Starbase, Gedde Prime, her folded hands resting on the table, eyes glued to the screen showing the approaching Scarth ships. She wondered what Denzel would think about this present situation.

Instantly, she castigated herself. How can you sit here, faced with a horror almost beyond imagining, and still find yourself thinking about him ?

She couldn’t help it. She missed him, missed the conversations they’d had, the arguments and quizzes. There was nothing like exploring the mind of a self-aware android.

This morning she had done what she did every day since she’d reported for duty. She’d gotten up early, did her routine calisthenics and then jogged the perimeter of the base. Returning to her cabin, she had then spent far too much time in the shower, trying to scrub the memory of Denzel from her stubborn mind. The only thing was… she kept dwelling on all the things they’d never gotten around to doing.

Recalling how frightened she’d been at the time, she couldn’t believe she was now wishing he’d had the time to take her ass. Just the thought had a nasty leap of excitement tickling her belly, causing her muscles to jump erratically. Her pulse pounded in a frantic rhythm. Nipples, rising against the snug material of her tunic, tightened and swelled. Her womb fluttered, turned liquid with heat that rained down into her vagina, making her wet.

This is insane! I have to stop doing this. I have to get my mind off that fucking robot-boy and focus. Look at that flotilla, will you? The damn thing is miles long.

Gaze locked on the images on the vid screen, she watched the inexorable fate hurtling toward her, toward Earth.

The base stood light years out from Earth. Their allies, the Geddites, had first observed the armada a month ago, but had only confirmed the ships as Scarth configuration a week past. They’d sent the early warning to Command Central right after, and the information had resulted in Brigadier General Thalassic ordering all shore-leaves cancelled.

She sent Marti to Gedde Prime to assess the immediacy of the threat facing Earth. Now, a week later, she was ready to return home and give her report.

What I’m looking at is death, cold and implacable. And it is approaching at warp speed.

“Matrix, help us.”






Chapter One

In the middle of the night, Marti came awake in her lonely bachelor’s quarters, eyes staring into the dark, mind spinning with the information her subconscious had provided during sleep. “Newton! Hercules’s sidekick was Newton, the young centaur.” Her sleep-encrusted eyes narrowed. “But you cheated me on the song, you dog. Those weren’t the right words!”

She fell back against the cool cotton sheets, drawing her blankets up around her shoulders. Shivering in the pre-dawn chill, she twitched and fidgeted until the covers cocooned her just so. “I don’t know how I could have forgotten that show. Mom loved that little mute guy, Tewt, who communicated by playing on the pan pipes.”

A wide yawn surprised her, over before she had time to bring up her hand and cover her mouth. Halfway through a second jaw-stretching yawn, her bladder woke up and screamed. “Well hell! Just when I start to get warm I gotta pee!”

Throwing back the blankets, she sprinted toward the loo, quick-stepping across the cold floor until her bare toes reached the thick army-green rug she’d used to cover the tiles of the latrine.

Doing the pee-pee dance, she palmed the light on, yanked up her nightgown and wiggled out of her panties. Before her bottom hit the seat, the flood commenced. Her chest rose with a thankful sigh, relief flooding through her. “Thank the Matrix I made it, this time!”

She didn’t know why, but the last couple of days she’d missed the mark a few times, unable to control her bladder long enough to make it to a bathroom. She’d never had this problem before and couldn’t figure out why it had cropped up now.

One thing was certain — she found it darned embarrassing wetting her panties while practicing on the combat drill field… and it was inconvenient, too. Nothing like sprinting off the field while trying to keep the telltale signs from running down your leg. The situation made her feel like a damned school kid, unable to hold her water. Damn it, she was too young to start wearing Retains.

Her toes curled into the warmth of the synthetic rug while her bare arms sprouted a second rash of goose bumps. Impatient to finish emptying her bladder and get back to bed, she rubbed her hands up and down her chilled flesh, working heat into her skin… and froze in the midst of the action.

She hissed through her teeth as a spike of pain curled about her swollen nipples. “Ow — ow — ow! Ouch !” She’d forgotten and inadvertently brushed her distended tips. They were so tender, the slightest touch sent agony screaming through her. She carefully cupped her throbbing tips and held on until the pain lessened.

Once it let up, she moved over to the sink and turned on the hot water, waiting impatiently for it to warm up. Shivering, she stuck a finger under the flow and snatched it back. Brrr !

Eons later, convinced the water was never going to turn warm, she gritted her teeth and thrust her hands quickly under the gushing water, lathering and drying them in record time. There was nothing worse than washing already cold hands in colder water.

“ Damnthe maintenance department to hell,” Marti snarled. She’d put in a request for them to repair her hot water heater two days ago and it still wasn’t fixed. Why was everything going to hell in a hand basket around her, lately?

Fine tremors, caused by the cold, still ran through her hands as she returned everything to its place and headed back to bed, absently palming off the light, brow furrowed in conjecture.

Can good sex destroy your bladder?

She thought it might, because she hadn’t had the “I-can’t-hold-it” problem until after she’d been with her borrowed A.I. unit, Denzel. And, oh my churning Matrix, he definitely had given her good sex! As always lately, as soon as she thought about him, her heart hurt with the now familiar ache of missing Denzel. She’d never had a better lover or better sex. In fact, she wouldn’t mind having some of that stellar class fucking right about now.

“Dammit, I forgot to bank my covers.” With a disgruntled sigh and another low curse, she slid back under her ice-cold bedding. “Shitpissfuck! I’ll never get back to sleep at this rate. Reveille sounds entirely too early these days.”

Hugging herself beneath the blankets, waiting for her spot to warm up again, her mind drifted back to those few glorious days spent with her M.A.N…

Bold, flamboyant heat-inducing pictures made up her memories of those long lustful hours of sex — the hot, panting, groaning, toe-curling, raunchy, nasty best ever imagined kind of sex only possible with a partner blessed with inhuman stamina.

Marti sighed and curled her legs up closer to her torso, trying to evade the distracting cold.

Hard to imagine it had only been three months since her life had changed. For five years, she had devoted her energies toward pushing back the Scarth invasion. Only when Earth’s forces had battled the enemy to a standstill, negotiated a cease-fire and mopped up the radioactive hot spots had she given herself permission to take care of her own needs.

With all the abandonment of over five years’ worth of horniness, she had dived into the sexual experience of a lifetime. She had thoroughly indulged her deprived libido. For five glorious days filled with the joyous heat of discovery, she’d reveled in the intimate attentions of her personal Mechanistic Anatomically-correct Nurturer, taking full advantage of its torrid lovemaking skills — edgy erotic skills that had left her craving more.

General Thalassic had recalled her to active duty five days early due to rumors of another all-out Scarth invasion. For the first time during her military career, Marti resented having to answer to a higher authority. Reluctantly, she had packed and accompanied her escort back to headquarters. She’d arranged to have the unit delivered back to the offices of M.A.N.-Kind, Inc., only to find it had anticipated her orders and left without saying goodbye. If she’d had her way, she would have remained with her M.A.N. for the full ten days, luxuriating in the sensual feast he’d spread before her.

A heated shudder chased the early morning cold away as she moaned in remembered bliss, recalling how often he’d spread her … buried his hot mouth and facile tongue between her thighs and made her his feast.

Marti greatly feared she’d fallen in love with him… it … and how lame was that? To fall in love with a machine — an android — was the height of stupidity. The two of them didn’t have a future. Hell, Denzel wasn’t even real. The android might fake sentience better than some of the soldiers she commanded, but the bottom line remained that he — it, it, it ! — wasn’t human.

Marti rocked back and forth, biting back her cries, determined to keep her needs private. The walls were thin and the officers sharing this apartment block were light sleepers.

“Oh, Matrix, I burn for him, still!” She gasped as her nipples beaded, womb tightened. A pulse of liquid fire dampened her panties and she squeezed her thighs together, applying pressure to her clit in a useless effort to tamp down her rising arousal.

Denzel had conditioned her body well… no — he’d addicted her to his body. These last two barren months had taught her nothing she did could stop her hungry pussy creaming in readiness for her absent mechanical lover.

Wide-awake now, she turned onto her back and stared into the dark. The folds of her sex throbbed with the slow, heavy beat of her pulse. She wanted relief, wanted to fly, but she’d never flown as a solo pilot. Masturbation wasn’t the answer — not for her. She couldn’t get off by using her own hand or orchestrating her own pleasure, which was one of the main reasons she’d looked into purchasing a M.A.N. in the first place.

Turning on her side and curling into a horny, fetal ball, Marti closed her eyes and wished — like she did a hundred times a day… two hundred times each night — that Denzel had been real .






Chapter Two

Marti sat in the ready room of the Planetary Repulsion Force’s headquarters, working at cloaking her own trepidation from the avid gazes of the curious officers and world politicians. Like sharks circling bloody prey, they hovered, eager to see how the daughter of the mighty general would react to the information currently displayed on the full wall flat-screen monitor mounted in the media-conference room of headquarters. They couldn’t know she’d already seen what they were gazing at in horror.

Instinctively — a lifetime of living in her mother’s shadow accustoming her to being under scrutiny — she hid the quaking of her heart as she focused on the vid screen. Against a matte black background, a trail of tiny silver dots represented the slow, steady advance of a force more than five times larger than the combined military branches of Earth and Gedde Prime, Sept, and Tert could muster.

Matrix unwinding, the armada wasn’t this big when I viewed it at Gedde Prime. I didn’t know there were this many Scarth left. I thought the war had whittled their numbers down! How the hell will we fight an invasion force this large?

Glancing about, observing the other commanders, she saw her questions and her alarm echoed in their eyes. Only her mother showed no fear. As always, General Thalassic exuded a calm determination, her placid demeanor winning the respect and trust of her troops.

“Can you tell us how long until the fleet reaches Earth, General?”

Marti could hear the panic riding beneath the query of the Russian ambassador. Poor bastard sounded scared enough to piss his pants and rightly so. If the Scarth broke through Earth’s defenses, he and all the other men could bend over and kiss their ass goodbye. Only the women had any chance of surviving… if one could classify enduring the Scarth’s vicious use of their female captives by the tame term of survival.

“We were phenomenally blessed that the Geddites sighted them that far out.” The general consulted the thick sheaf of papers spread out in front of her. She pushed a button and the screen changed. “You can see the numbers have grown since the first views we had out past Gedde Tert. The long-range Hubble II telescope out near Neptune took these vids. A panel of astrophysicists and scientists are busy trying to extrapolate the location of their home planet based on the trajectory of their travel. Even at top speed, we don’t expect they’ll be within actual telemetry range for another three to four weeks.”

Horrified gasps sounded from male throats all around the room.

“That soon?”

“How do you plan to fight them?”

“Have they attempted communication?”

“What are our options? What are the chances they will entertain an offer of surrender?”

Shit. Under cover of picking up her glass of chilled water and taking a sip, Marti hid her wince. She could have told him that was the wrong thing to ask. If there was one thing her mother hated, it was timidity. Resigned, she flicked a glance toward her mother, watched her straighten to her full, impressive height.

Even seated, General Thalassic’s presence dominated the room. Tall, lean and slim, she projected an air of subdued elegance and single-minded resolve. Her steel gray hair, pulled back in a smooth chignon that revealed the classic lines of her face, glinted with pure silver highlights.

Look at my mom! Marti swallowed a proud chuckle. She is really something else. Even her hair bows to her iron will, not a strand dares to curl out of place .

Turning her gaze back to the unsuspecting speaker, she waited with glee for the fireworks to begin. The Norwegian diplomat was about to find out why no one considered it cowardice for even heads of state to tremble at her mother’s wrath.

“I will answer the questions in order, Chancellor Mendenholl, before dealing with your concern. Yes, that soon. If need be, we will engage the Scarth at all fronts, to the death — theirs or ours. Communication is impossible at their present range. Of course, as soon as they move close enough for an exchange, we will begin broadcasting our demands that they state their intentions or prepare to resume the war. At present, our options are to negotiate a continuation of the cease-fire or enter into renewed hostilities with the Scarth. Should the latter occur, our only option will be to win or die trying.”

Thalassic rose from her chair and walked to the front of the ready room, every loose-limbed step a statement of assurance and determination. Turning, she faced the room, her storm-colored eyes sweeping the assembly before her.

“I have no intentions of finding out if they will accept our surrender. Surrender has never been an option. Surrendering to the enemy means giving up all our men. The women of the Repulsion Force have discussed this issue at length. Our unanimous choice was made to survive, intact, as a race — or not at all.”

Marti ducked her head and slumped down in her chair, hoping her low profile would keep her out of the line of fire. Thalassic was just revving up.

“Gentlefem and gentlehommes, need I remind you of our past? We’ve learned the hard way, hostile takeovers are damned hard to overthrow. Seventy-nine years were needed to throw off the yoke of the Rrehlabal. Our present enemy is ten times harder to kill. We do not dare allow these Scarth a secure foothold on our planet… our home.”

She paused to sweep the room with an encompassing gaze, her dark gray eyes shining with determination, fervor and courage. “This planet is where we make our stand, people. Earth has its problems and we, as humans, have often fallen short of living up to our full potential, yet, for all its failures — and ours, this is all we have. I, for one, will never allow interlopers to snatch it from us. The Repulsion Force intends to make sure any who tries pays a high and mortal cost as they discover Humans… do… not… surrender.

“I tell you, I will never stop fighting. I will never give up hope. With my last breath, I will spit in the eye of the enemy and die proud to have served with all of you.”

The room erupted, ringing with the cheers and clapping of the delegates and officers. Heart pounding, spirits raised, Marti found herself on her feet, applauding along with the others, heart bursting with pride. Only her mother could take a room full of frightened men and women and turn them into a united force ready to meet an enemy that outnumbered them five-to-one.

Feeling privileged to be this woman’s daughter, Marti watched the general circle the room, dispensing courage and cheer. Her throat worked as she tried to breathe around a lump comprised of love, admiration and trepidation. She and her mother had issues; they didn’t always get along well, but right now, she would follow General Thalassic anywhere: even into battle and sure death with her full heart. Judging by their enthusiastic cries and wild clapping, every officer in the room felt the same way.

General Thalassic raised her hands, motioning for silence. Immediately, quiet spread out from her like the rippling of waves in a still pond, disturbed by the impact of a skipping stone.

“The Scarth are still parsecs away, but we will deal with them when the time comes. I pledge my word we will do everything possible to change the odds to our favor before the enemy reaches our solar system. I don’t ask you to trust me without proof. We have a team of interrogators working with the incarcerated Scarth captured during the last hostilities. They will attempt to discover any information these Scarth might have. Any more questions…?” She scanned the room, met the eyes of each occupant.

When no one took advantage of the offered opportunity, the general’s mouth widened in a smile, her face softening into the tranquil, serene expression that used to calm Martini’s midnight fears.

She brought her hands together in a sharp clap. “Okay, people, listen up. We all have jobs to do and time is wasting. We’ll meet back here in two days when I’ve received the report from the team I mentioned earlier. I will keep you in the loop of information. Meanwhile, I do have some good news…”

Marti smothered a smile. That pregnant pause had all the attendees leaning forward in their seats. Mom certainly knows how to work a crowd .

She’d never heard the general raise her voice to address a crowd and now she knew why. Her mother commanded with a whisper. The power of her will out-shouted the loudest voice. People strained to hear her, would hush those around them, so as not to miss a single note from the great woman’s mouth.

“The High Priestess of Historical Sanctity and Cultural Holiness will arrive tomorrow morning at 0900 hours. She has consented to bless our troops and our current endeavors.”

The cheer that went up surpassed the one that had echoed earlier in the hall. The priestess was a universal favorite. Marti smiled, feeling as giddy as the other officers and diplomats.

Her mother had probably IM’d the priestess and set up this trip. She sure knew what would inspire her troops and take their minds off the impending invasion. Morale would soar when the rank and file met with the motherly embodiment of their worldwide religion.

“Let me remind you —” Thalassic held up a cautioning finger. “Our companies have a reputation to uphold. Squadron Leaders, I expect to see every soldier in your group in spic and span full dress uniform. Have them lined up in parade formation on the green outside the chapel at 0845 hours. You will make me proud. Until that time, may the Matrix of life weave true for us all. Dismissed.”






Chapter Three

“ Faugh!”

Martini gathered saliva, spitting the last of the foul tasting residue from her mouth. Spent, she collapsed against the toilet bowl and rested her cheek against the rim. Wiping her mouth with a trembling hand, she groaned as she fought to keep what remained of her meager breakfast inside her rebellious stomach. She hated vomiting more than anything on or off Earth.

A minute later, her eyelids snapped up and her eyes widened in horror.

“How gross, I’m using the toilet as a pillow! Yuck, yuck, yuck …!”

Gagging, she scrambled backward. Just thinking about where her head had been had her stomach roiling again. Panting, sipping shallow breaths through open blue-tinged lips, she pressed a hand to her belly, forcibly restraining the urge to offer additional sacrifices to the porcelain goddess.

In her estimation, there was nothing worse than puking. She’d rather face a company of Scarth or an upbraiding from her mother — both equally deadly. This was the eighteenth time in a row she’d started her day off on her knees, bowing to the bathroom deity.

Tired tears slipped down her face and she scrubbed at them angrily, disgusted at her spineless reaction. She wasn’t a crier. She never cried and this was just one more thing to add to the long list of out-of-whack things in her life.

Listlessly, she pulled her legs up and circled them with her arms. Sighing, she rested her forehead against the clammy skin of her knees. Something was seriously wrong with her.

The first time she’d vomited, she’d dosed herself with every broad-range viruscide and antimicrobicide in her med kit. Having to endure the same thing for the next four days hadn’t fazed her. After all, even the top-of-the-line drugs the Repulsion Force medics supplied to the troops took several days to infiltrate a compromised system. She’d only begun worrying when, five days past the usual effective date, she was still yarking on a daily basis, sometimes three and four times a day. She couldn’t keep anything down and was losing weight at a phenomenal rate.

She couldn’t go to the medics. They would report their findings to her mother and there was no way Brigadier General Thalassic Harmon would allow her to continue leading her troops. Marti rocked back and forth, the pain of contemplating giving up her command overriding the pain in her aching gut.

Every day, no matter what she did, regardless of the medicine she tried, the symptoms increased.

Nausea, lightheadedness, gastric discomfort…

Marti licked dry lips and sucked in an unsteady breath. It was time she stopped ignoring the obvious and admitted the truth. She’d obviously picked up some exotic bug resistant to modern medicine during her time off-planet. Perhaps the Scarth had employed some virulent poison designed to take out their enemy over a long length of time, for it felt like she was dying by slow increments, daily.

  

The High Priestess couldn’t have chosen a more beautiful day to view the troops. The day had dawned clear and sunny, too warm to be outside while attired in heavy black. No matter, though. The Brigadier General had issued an order for full dress, and that was that. No one would dare complain about a little heat, not with the most revered religious dignitary on Earth deigning to visit. Every woman and man was determined to uphold the honor of his or her company. The general would not find them lacking.

Marti squinted in the bright sunlight, eyes bloodshot and blurry, head throbbing with the vicious headache brought on by her recent bout of vomiting.

Dressed in her stiff, braid-decorated uniform, all her medals and ribbons displayed in a starburst pattern over her chest, she stood at stoic attention. Sweat beaded at her forehead, plastered her wispy bangs to clammy skin. Chancing a quick puff, she blew air upward in a useless attempt at dislodging the itchy locks. The dripping hair clung to her forehead like a leech to blood-rich skin. A quick glance at the other ranking officers, awaiting the arrival of the High Priestess, showed her she didn’t suffer alone.

A sudden gust of wind brought momentary relief, cooling the damp skin of her forehead. Marti fought not to fidget. She was definitely suffering here. Her head hurt like a kraken-cub had gnawed on it. She spent precious energy fighting the constant heaving of her belly, which threatened to deliver up the meager dry tack bread she’d managed to gag down for breakfast.

Despite these new signs of having come down with some debilitating disease, she lifted her chin and straightened her shoulders. If the heat didn’t melt her into a greasy puddle of mush, she’d manage her queasy belly until after the Priestess’ review.

Marti tightened her lips and breathed out slow and easy. These bouts of nausea had her stumped. A fellow officer had suggested the attacks might be caused by stress or fear of the impending invasion. She’d invited the idiot to repeat his words on the martial arts practice mats, where she proceeded to whip the tar out of him.

Hell, she was no coward. While she would rather live, death held no terrors for her. She’d faced the Scarth once before, and was ready to face them again.

“I heard the priestess is attended by her son this morning.” The whisper ghosted from her right, from one of the officers.

That news almost took her mind off her discomfort. The priestess was the closest thing to royalty the earth had. That made her son the next best thing to a prince. Like most young girls, a teenaged Marti had entertained Cinderella fantasies of being the man’s true love-interest.

Without turning her head, Marti addressed the speaker. “Her son is truly coming…? I’ve never seen him in person.”

“Yes. Denzel Wattana — the greatest artificial intelligence programmer ever —”

“Denzel?” The same name as my A.I. unit …? The beloved name struck a blow to her solar plexus. She frowned, thinking back to all the information she’d ever heard about him, wondering how the fact she’d never heard his name had managed to slip past her. “Why didn’t I know that?”

But she realized the answer as soon as the question left her lips. She’d only been interested in his relationship to the priestess, not in the man as a man in his own right. Even suffering from a full-blown crush, she hadn’t thought to call him by name.

“Probably because the priestess is rabid about keeping her private life separate from her public office. The media only refer to him as the son of the priestess or Dr. Wattana. He’s been asked to work on the base’s computers, to update the programming. He’ll also install new security codes, throughout; because we have to figure the enemy has gained the old ones and could hack into our software and compromise Command Base Battle Comp.”

Marti’s brows twitched together. “That shouldn’t be necessary. There is no way the enemy can obtain the present codes.”

“We are not the only ones who took prisoners during the last hostilities. If the Scarth are half as intelligent as they seem, they are sure to have debriefed our officers of all the information they held.”

Marti’s frown increased, her forehead tightening as she scowled at the officer, considering the implications of her last statement. “Only high-ranking officers are privy to that type of information. You dare imply some of our captured officers would surrender the security codes? The only officer confirmed taken was my sister, General Daiquiri. Supposing she survived her injuries and capture, are you saying she would ever cooperate with our enemy?”

“No offense meant, Colonel.” The hissed apology came low and fast. “I simply meant some of our captured soldiers may have been tortured beyond their capacity to withhold the information. No fault to them if it turns out to be so.”

Those words had the reverse effect on Marti. As far as she was concerned, accusing one of her family members of disloyalty or cowardice under fire was tantamount to a declaration of war.

Marti broke ranks as anger exploded inside, boiling like a swarm of agitated bees in her chest. Maddened beyond reasoning, she swung about to face her sister’s accuser, fists balled at her side. Eyes narrowed with the burning intensity of her rage, she addressed the lieutenant through clenched teeth.

“Retract that statement, soldier, or face challenge. My sister, General Daiquiri Harmon, would never betray this planet. No amount of torture could break her. She would die before allowing such vital information to fall into the hands of the enemy!”

“I… I… don’t understand why you took offense, Colonel.” The hapless officer backed away from Marti, eyes gone white around the pupils, pulse beating fast and frantic in the hollow of her throat. “Be reasonable. Everyone has their breaking point. It’s been four long years. All I’m saying is, no one could have withstood torture this long.”

She didn’t feel like being reasonable. She wanted to rip the lieutenant apart with her bare hands. “Retract or die!”

“ Colonel Harmon!”

The sharp call cut across the flustered officer’s stammered comments, jerking Martini out of her uncontrolled fury. She turned and snapped to attention. Stiff-faced, she saluted her frowning superior officer. “Sir!”

“The entire company is at attention and on parade and yet you break ranks. Then I hear you threatening a fellow officer, when you know the penalty for fighting among the officers. You, above all, know we can’t afford the loss of even one well-trained leader. The Scarth have done enough thinning of the ranks. Can you explain your actions, officer?”

Marti felt the heat of embarrassment flood her cheeks. Out of the corner of her eye, she noted the crowd of visitors and news reporters hovering about the Brigadier General and her important guests.

Her left eye twitched. Her mouth worked soundlessly, chin wobbled before she tightened her lips and firmed her jaw. Staring straight ahead, she barked, “Sir! An officer maligned the service honor of my family. Sir!”

Since Daiquiri’s disappearance, Thalassic and Martini were the only family members involved with the Repulsion Force. Tequila, the middle daughter, had taken the widow’s option and resigned from the force when her husband of two years had died during the first hostilities.

“Which one of us was accused? Me?” Thalassic pointed a slim finger at her chest, sounding amused and disbelieving.

Everyone knew the general was incorruptible, not tempted by graft or greed. Never in the history of the military had there been a more beloved commander. She inspired trust in her underlings by being completely trustworthy. Her loyalty to Earth and the High Priestess was absolute and unshakable, anchored in the bedrock of her character.

Marti shook her head.

Thalassic raised her eyebrows. “You?” She sounded surprised. She had instilled her sense of loyalty and honor in all three of her children.

“No, sir.”

“Besides you and myself, there are no other members of our family serving in the Repulsion Force.”

“I believe the officer alluded to General Daiquiri, sir.”

The general’s gray eyes went cold.

Thalassic did not wear her grief on her sleeve, yet Marti knew just how deeply she continued to grieve for her lost daughter. An insult to Daiquiri’s service was a bitter pill to swallow. Marti didn’t think she would. Like a wolverine guarding her cubs, Thalassic would show no mercy to any who maligned her child.

More than one person shivered as the day’s warm temperature seemed to become sub-arctic. “Elaborate, Colonel.”

“Sir, i-if I might sp-speak…?” The stammered question hung on the air.

The brigadier general turned her chill gaze on the officer who had stepped forward and addressed her without permission. Her gray eyes narrowed. “Is it germane to the subject under discussion, Lieutenant Langley?”

The lieutenant glanced at Marti and gulped audibly before nodding jerkily. “I… er… I’m the one who made the original comment, General, sir.”

Thalassic’s lips folded into a thin line. “Continue, soldier.”

“Yes, sir, well, sir, I only stated that gentlehom Wattana would be overhauling all our computers and installing new, secure passwords. I… uh… might have mentioned the Scarth probably obtained the passwords through torturing the captives.” The lieutenant’s dark eyes looked haunted, her facial expression drawn. “But I never called General Daiq Harmon’s name and I didn’t mean any insult. The colonel became so angry I couldn’t make her listen…”

Marti’s hands curled into fists as renewed rage built inside. “I didn’t hear you apologize. Nothing else was worth listening to.”

“Stand down, Colonel, you are out of line.”

“General! How can you expect me to swallow an insult like that?”

“I said, stand down, Martini.” General Harmon lowered her voice. “Don’t make me repeat myself.”

That last whispered statement thundered like lightning. Recognizing the threat, Marti braced to attention, assailed by a confused flurry of emotions. Trained reflex insisted she obey, but righteous anger demanded she champion her sister’s memory. She couldn’t believe her mother was taking the lieutenant’s side.

As if she had read her mind, Thalassic turned to Marti. “I am not saying I credit the lieutenant’s views, however, the point is moot. Daiquiri has been missing for more than four years. Alive, she’d have found a way to escape, to return to us. I can only assume… hope … she is dead. For if she is not dead, I have to ask myself just how long a body can withstand unrelenting pain… how long even the strongest mind can remain intact under inhuman torture.”

Thalassic placed a hand on Marti’s stiff shoulder. “Your faith is commendable. You always looked up to your elder sibling, as was right, and your belief that Daiquiri could never betray us is, in a sense, correct. But one can put forward the argument that once the essence of what comprised your sister’s soul was destroyed, what remained could be…”

“What are you saying?” Martini jerked her shoulder away, shrugging off the general’s hand, rejecting her touch as she had rejected belief in her eldest daughter. “Your double-talk does a poor job of masking your true sentiments, Mother . What kind of woman are you that you believe Daiq — your own daughter — to be a traitor!”

The silence, in the aftermath of her accusation, was loud with unspoken conjecture. Heart beating out of syncopation, Marti wondered if the noiseless cacophony deafened anyone else. Her mother’s voice, when it came, was so low she strained to hear it over the frantic pounding of her pulse.

“Colonel Harmon, you are obviously overwrought. I am ordering you to return to your quarters and compose yourself. You will report to medical for a thorough exam and physical at 1200 hours. Commander,” she turned to an accompanying officer, “I’ll want her results on my desk by 1500 hours.”

“Yes, sir, I’ll see to it personally.”

“Thank you, Commander.” She waited while the head medic tapped a reminder into her handheld. Thalassic turned back to face Martini, her face stern and unyielding.

“Colonel, up until this morning, your military record has been exemplary. Thankfully, your atrocious behavior this morning has been enough unlike your usual behavior for me to justify withholding any formal reprimands until after I’ve studied your medical report. Until that time, this is what you will do. First, you will apologize to Lieutenant Langley.”

“No, I won’t do that. I’d rather take the formal reprimand.” Marti waited a heartbeat before curling her lip and adding the sneering honorific, “ Sir.”

Thalassic raised an eyebrow. Her lips drew tight. “Very well, Colonel. You may consider yourself under house arrest.”

Returning her attention to the hovering crowd of media, diplomats and honored guests, Thalassic didn’t bother to return Martini’s shaky salute. “Gentlefem and gentlehommes, I apologize for this unseemly disruption. I realize it is unseasonably warm today. Let us continue with the corps review so we can return to headquarters.” A gracious smile curved her lips. “Refreshments are laid out and waiting for us.” She turned her head and her smile fell off. “Why are you still here, Colonel? You are dismissed.”






Chapter Four

Waves of heated shame washed over Marti as the crowd moved off, abandoning her on the drilling field. Their excited murmurs and quiet whispers assaulted her sensibilities, drew her attention without satisfying her curiosity. They spoke too low for her to hear, yet she was certain they spoke of her.

Marti had never thought herself a coward, but no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t make herself meet anyone’s gaze. She didn’t think she could bear seeing the expressions of condemnation and scorn for the family fuck-up probably darkening her mother’s slate gray eyes.

Her cheeks and eyes burned as she fought back tears, cringing under the weight of the thousand curious eyes witnessing her disgrace. Her heart was leaden, a stone lodged in her chest. Confused, hurt and embarrassed beyond imagining, she executed a precise about-face and headed for the officers’ apartments. Vision blurred by the tears she refused to let fall, she stumbled over the uneven ground of the drilling field.

A hand reached out and caught her elbow, drew her upright and steadied her until she regained her footing. Stiffening and trying to pull away, she panicked. She didn’t want anyone to see her like this. “I’m sorry, sir,” she mumbled. “Thank you, but I don’t require your assistance. I can —”

Firm, full lips brushed the sensitive swirl of her lobe as a low voice whispered next to her ear. “I’ll just hold on. You almost fell, lover. The only bruises I want on your lovely flesh are the ones I put there.”

Shock immobilized her. Disbelieving, Marti lifted her gaze and stared into the brown, laughing eyes of her Denzel.

How did he come to be here?

Why was he accompanying the Priestess?

Suddenly, everything fell into place.

I must be the biggest fool in three districts.

Marti’s lips drew tight as she silently questioned her sanity. How could I be so stupid ? Her pulse hammered in her throat; her chest rose and fell with her agitated breaths. “You sorry-assed motherfucker, I ought to laser your rotten ass!”

The smile slowly faded from Denzel’s eyes and face. His brows twitched together. “Lover, what’s wrong? Aren’t you pleased to see me?”

Marti snarled. “No.”

“Now, lover… sounds like we have to talk…”

“I have nothing to say to you, except…” Marti balled up her fist and punched Denzel in the jaw. “ Virgin!”

Pain, hot as an atomic fireball, exploded through her hand.

“Ow! Shitpissfuck, that hurts !”

Denzel captured her waving hand and gingerly turned it over on his wide palm. Face intent, he examined it for injury. Grimacing, he sucked air through his teeth. “Oh hell, baby, what have you done? That hand looks pretty bad.”

Marti snatched her hand out of his grasp with a tiny pained scream. She carefully cradled it against her chest. “What the fuck are you made of?”

“Sticks and snails and puppy dogs’ tails?” His lopsided grin awakened things low in her belly. She was too angry to entertain the thought it might be lust.

Eyes narrowed, she accused, “You’re not an A.I. unit.”

“Ah… no.”

Marti closed her eyes, her face heating as their first meeting and subsequent interactions played out in her mind. She weighed the events of the last three months against the knowledge she had now, and groaned. “Oh Matrix, please don’t tell me I never had a M.A.N. Please tell me it wasn’t you all along.”

“Sorry, lover, I can’t do that.”

He didn’t sound sorry.

“You’re human .”

“Well, the improved version, anyway. My exoskeleton is enhanced with baridiium. The baridiium-derived strength is what fooled you into thinking I was an artificial intelligence unit.”

Marti snarled. “You are so gonna die! I am so gonna kill you!”

“Honey, I understand why you’re angry.”

She snorted. “You have no idea what you’ve done!”

“I didn’t mean to abandon you for over three months. I wanted to come to you sooner, but I’ve been so busy with court appearances and —”

She held up a hand. “Like I am interested in what you have to say, you sap-sucking sorry excuse for kraken excrement. You and your partner lied to me. I should go back and blow his balls off. Hell, I should blow yours off.”

Denzel’s beautiful dark face fell at her words. “You’re really angry, aren’t you? I thought you’d be glad to see me. I could have sworn we discovered something special together. You can’t deny we connected in a special way. There was something real going on between us…”

Her voice so icy she could have chilled a nuclear reactor, Marti blasted him. “How could your feeble mind imagine there was anything going on but me wanting a hot fuck? Where in hell did you get the idea that my emotions were involved? I thought you were a robot !”

“Isn’t this better?” He indicated his body. A glance down his body showed the line of his pants distorted by the hefty bulge of his erection.

She wanted to shake him. Instead, she settled for hugging her hurt hand close, and crossing her arms. Anything to keep her hands off his tall, lean physique. “To answer you in a word — hell, no!”

“That’s two words.”

She growled. “Eat shit and die, Denzel Wattana.”

His chocolate irises turned murky with hurt. His full bottom lip poked out in an adorable way. “You sound like you mean that. Marti, if you really want me to leave, I will.”

Oh no, please don’t let him do the puppy dog eyes thing…

Marti gulped, lowered her eyes and spun away, hurrying across the field. She needed to put space between them. If she didn’t, she was afraid she’d soften and forgive him.

Down at her side, her right hand curled into a compact fist. She was so angry she wanted nothing better than to hit him again, but the agonizing throb of her left hand dissuaded her from doing so. Hitting that snake would only cause her more pain.

“Where are you going?”

His plaintive question tugged at her sympathies until she reminded herself she was the injured party, not him.

Ignoring him, she sped on, intent on gaining a private spot where she could nurse her physical and emotional injuries. She heard him following behind her but refused to glance back. She was afraid he might be gaining on her.

Before she’d taken more than a dozen steps, Marti had to slow her headlong flight to freedom. Lightheaded and dizzy, she leaned forward, braced her right hand on her knee and lowered her head. She filled her lungs and held on for dear life, fighting the surge of nausea roiling in her belly.

She knew she had no business rushing around in the heat like this. The sun had baked through the thick black material of her dress uniform, until her flesh felt parboiled.

God, but she felt horrible. Sweat poured from her, ran in rivulets down her face and stung her eyes. As fast as she swiped at the drops, others appeared. Mouth open, she gasped, lungs swelling as she struggled for air.

Through the ringing in her ears, she heard the tinny sound of Denzel’s voice, asking if she were all right. He sounded far away. Funny, she thought he had been closer. Spots danced before her eyes and she blinked, trying to clear her vision. Heat danced in waves upon the air.

Just as blackness began to overtake her, she felt a broad palm cup her upper arm and drag her against a muscled chest. Denzel. Were she blind and crippled in the vacuum of space, she would know him. He smelled wonderful, as usual — a blend of heated male, cool greenery and a spicy undertone that drove her wild. Her stomach turned.

She pushed against him, her feeble attempts laughable. “Leggo. Get ’way from me.”

“Martini Harmon, if you don’t tell me what’s wrong with you this minute, I will paddle your sweet ass!”

The thunder of his voice roared in her ears, set her temples to throbbing. “M’sick. Toilet… quick!”

“There’s no toilet near here. Can’t you wait ’til we get inside?”

She couldn’t.

How the hell can there be that much to puke up? I didn’t force down more than five crackers this morning.

Conscious of a low-voiced murmur urging her to “let it all out,” Marti emptied her stomach for the third time that morning. Almost gagging again on the foul taste in her mouth, she slumped against Denzel, too weak to stand on her own.

His arms came up to pull her closer, settle her snugly against his side. A finger beneath her chin lifted her face and she sighed as his gentle hands wielded a large white square of linen to clean the sweat and bile from her.

Finished, he tucked the soiled cloth in a back pocket and tucked her back against his ribs. No breath of teasing colored his voice when he asked, “What the fuck is wrong with you, Martini?”

“Rocked.”

“ What?”

“You got your rocks off… I got on ’em.”

He blinked. “I know you’re talking a language I’m supposed to understand. Why the fuck can’t I make those syllables make sense?”

She almost laughed at his dumbfounded expression, but a quick inventory of her sore ribs decided against it. “Damn, Dumbo, your ears are big enough — listen up. I am knocked up… on your rocks… pregnant !”

Suddenly she was standing on her own. Denzel’s arms hung down by his sides as he stared at her in awe. Eyes so dark brown they appeared black in shadow swam with tears. His gaze clung to her, searched her body for any hint or sign of what she claimed.

Finally, he looked up, met her gaze. He had to clear his throat before he could get any words out. “When did you know? Were you ever going to tell me?”

Marti glared at him. “When did I know? Ten minutes ago, when I realized you were human. Up ’til then, I thought I was dying of some medicine-resistant illness.”

He looked shocked and then sick. “Oh holy Matrix, Marti, I don’t know what to say. I am so sorry. I wouldn’t have put you through that to save the world.” His face was wet with tears.

Then he spoiled it by laughing. “This is…” He shook his head. “Unbelievable, miraculous!”

“ Thiswould only be miraculous if you had indeed been what you claimed to be, you dickless ass-wipe.”

“Tut, tut, my dear, language… we wouldn’t want the child to pick up your colorful vocabulary. Besides, considering your present situation, you can hardly claim I’m dickless.”

Marti ground her teeth. “This is so NOT funny, Denzel.”

He sobered immediately. “You’re right. I’m sorry. Uh, Marti…? Why have you gone so white? Are you going to throw up again?”

She shook her head no, right hand coming up to cup her forehead. “Dizzy…”

“Poor baby, your eyes are red and your skin is clammy.” He sniffed near her head and pulled back sharply, turning his face from her. “Whew!” He raised his hand, fanning the funk away.

Marti dropped her hand to glare at him. “Thanks for nothing, ass-wipe!” Trust him to bring up how bad she looked… and smelled, in the midst of her first-ever fainting spell. She didn’t need him to tell her just how unappetizing she appeared. She knew she resembled a half-done lobster… a limp half-done lobster.

Denzel sobered. “Forget what I said. Just tell me what I can do to make you more comfortable?”

“ Catchme, you dumb shit…”

The ground came up at an alarming rate. Strong arms halted her downward fall and wrapped her in security and warmth. Lips brushed her cheek. Right before she gave way to the darkness, his whispered words calmed her soul. “I’ll always catch you, Marti.”






Chapter Five

With a grateful sigh, Denzel took another healthy gulp of synthetic alcohol. He’d left water behind a long time ago, finding the fierce burn a welcome distraction. Seated in the general’s ready room at Repulsion Force Headquarters, he sipped at the potent drink and listened to the two most powerful women in the world exchange verbal blows.

“My daughter is not a mutt , to be bred with any cur off the street!”

“My son is no cur . He has the highest tested I.Q. in the world.”

“Yet he’s stupid enough to play games with my daughter’s well-being by removing her IUD and fucking her without protection!”

“I have a card!”

Both women snapped their heads around to glare at him and he sank back in his chair, feeling very much like a naughty toddler en route to the corner. Damn, but Thalassic looked positively feral. Her stormy gray gaze bore into him, the relentless glare unnerving as hell.

“You’ve heard Denzel’s version of their meeting. Everything they did was consensual.”

“Well, I’ve yet to hear my daughter’s side as she’s still sleeping.” She sent another glare toward Den. “The painkiller for her hand combined with the stress of her untreated pregnancy has drained her dangerously. The doctors are in doubt that she will carry to term.”

Without taking her eyes off him, she coldly proceeded to point out the same points he’d used to argue against the plan his friend and business partner, Chad Aresti, had devised.

“He and that flighty business partner of his willfully and knowingly defrauded her. I can argue in a court of law that she never actually consented, Latifah, and you know it. Our family line has protected status under the charter. Your son impregnated my daughter without her knowledge. He engaged her in unprotected sex without divulging his virile status.”

“Actually, I made sure to declare my status before having sex with Marti.”

Thalassic bared her teeth in an expression so far from a smile it caused sweat to break out between Denzel’s shoulder blades. “Did you, really ? Was that before or after you informed her you were not the A.I. unit she’d purchased?”

“Don’t answer that, son.” His mother frowned at the general. “Trying the underhanded trick of getting him to admit to culpability will not work.”

Swallowing sickly against the bitter bile coiling in his belly, he set his half-consumed liquor down. Riddled with guilt over his part in this sorry situation, he watched their tense interactions, realizing he’d single-handedly managed to derail the deep, years-long friendship between Brigadier General Thalassic Harmon and his mother, Latifah Wattana, High Priestess of Historical Sanctity and Cultural Holiness.

Denzel mentally kicked himself. Damn it, I knew it was wrong. After over thirty years of falling into Chad’s shit, I should’ve known better. I never should have listened to him, never given in to my lust .

“He will never get his hands on my granddaughter.”

“And if the baby is a boy?” Latifah sighed.

Thalassic froze him with a stony glare. A truly evil smile widened her lips. “Just for spite, I’ll have my consort, Marti’s father, raise him. Your son will have no part of my flesh.”

“And what of me, Thalassic? Will you deny me access to my own flesh and blood?”

“She doesn’t have the right to deny or grant access to my child.”

“Martini!”

“Marti!” Denzel leaped to his feet and rushed toward the door, intent on reaching the slim woman standing stiff and at attention in the doorway. “Should you be out of bed? Where’s the doctor?”

Her eyes, when she turned to glance at him, were cold — their usual robin’s egg blue faded to a chill pale hue. “Where she should be… with the sick patients that need her. I dismissed myself from the doctor’s care since I am not sick.”

“I don’t think you should have done that, Martini. You’ve definitely not been yourself lately.” Thalassic ran an agitated hand through her hair and at that moment Denzel forgave her for her unyielding attitude toward him.

The warrior’s reputation preceded her, but he wasn’t interested in Thalassic, the general. His interest lay in the mother of the woman he loved and hoped to persuade to marry him. That was the woman who — by the mindless messing of her smooth coiffure — had just convinced him her first concern was for her daughter.

Marti sighed tiredly. “Of course not, Mother. Until a few hours ago, I believed I had contracted some deadly, unknown disease. No matter what meds I dosed myself with, the symptoms remained and increased in severity. That I might be pregnant never crossed my mind… why would it? After all, the only sex I’d had in five years was with an android — the safest sex you could have.”

Denzel flinched at the self-derisive half-smirk that crossed her face.

“You’ve always told me I’m too impulsive and naïve. I’ve certainly proved you right, this time.”

“What utter nonsense, child. You are not at fault in this situation.” Thalassic placed a hand on her daughter’s arm. Den saw the arm twitch as if Marti’s first instinct was to shake the hand off.

“Your med reports reveal your hormones are in total disarray. The imbalance and the head medic’s word is enough to have all improper conduct charges against you dropped for medical cause.”

Tired of listening to Thalassic’s military mumbo-jumbo, Den jumped back into the conversation. Eyes trained on her, analyzing every move for weakness or lightheadedness, he made sure she was in no danger of falling. “I still want to know why you’re out of bed. I’m worried about you. Your color isn’t good.”

“That’s rich. You can keep your worry and trot it right out of my life with the rest of you.”

Her mien changed completely as she reverently nodded her head at the cultural icon. “Greetings, Priestess. Your presence honors me. Unfortunately, your son is a lying pig. Goodbye, Priestess.”

Marti left the way she came in — silently.

Den lifted an eyebrow and eyed his mother askance. “Why are you the only one who gets the civil treatment?”

The Priestess’ face softened as she graced him with her signature benevolent smile. Her words belied the gentleness of her expression. “Perhaps I escaped her ire because I am the only one who has not hurt her.”

“I didn’t mean to hurt her.”

Thalassic sank onto her chair. Her gray eyes looked bruised. She looked old… old, tired and weary of life. “I never meant to hurt her. I love her, but no matter what I do, or how hard I try, I never seem able to not hurt her.”

Denzel squared his shoulders. “General, I love your daughter. I intend to marry her in the oldest tradition known to humankind. I intend to raise my child, no matter what its sex turns out to be, so get used to me. I am going to be in your life, part of your family, until the stars fall or the Scarth annihilate all us men. Since I don’t see you allowing that, we should have a long, fruitful association.”

His mother squeezed his hand as he passed her. “Where do you think you’re going?”

Den planted a playful kiss on his mom’s check. “I’m going after my woman — by way of the baby store. My first mistake was taking her for granted. Well…” he rephrased his last statement, “my first, first mistake was not being totally honest and up front with the only woman to rock my world in the last six years. I knew I was sunk the second she grabbed my dick and held on like a limpet.”






Chapter Six

“Where are you going?”

Marti didn’t look up from packing. Moving over to the open suitcases on her bed, she dumped another load of underwear into the almost empty tote.

“I’m going to the villa for a while. The Scarth still won’t be in communications range for almost two weeks, you said. I’ll report back before that time.”

Thalassic sighed and eased down to sit on the edge of the bed. “Why not go home? Your father would love to see you.”

Marti stiffened. “I don’t want to see him.”

“He misses you.”

Placing her hands on her hips, she stood facing the mirror. Their eyes met in the glass and she held the gray gaze until the older woman lowered her head.

“What would it hurt to give him a moment of joy? He loves you and will love hearing about your child.”

She couldn’t believe her mother wouldn’t let the subject drop. With a huff of disgust, she swung about. “Will you leave it alone? I don’t want to see my father. I can’t stand the lapdog you’ve made of him. He’s not a man, he’s a pet.”

“He’s the consort of an Amazon.”

Her mother’s calm voice grated on her nerves. Mouth tight, right hand clenched, she spoke slowly and deliberately. “He’s an obedient fuck-toy too spineless to refuse you when you ordered him to be neutered so you wouldn’t have to bother having more children. I just want to know one thing, General…” She stared at the composed woman who hadn’t moved since she began her tirade. “Why couldn’t you just use the IUD? Didn’t it work for you?” She snapped her fingers. “Well, hell, I guess not. After all, you had three children.”

“I had five children. And I wanted each and every one of you.”

Her statement shocked Marti into silence for a moment. “ Five?”

“One before and after you.” Thalassic lifted a hand and smoothed her already smooth hair. Marti suppressed a knowing sneer. Her mother probably didn’t know how telling her little gesture was. She was nervous.

“What happened to them? Were they girls or boys?”

Thalassic sighed. “The one before you was a boy, the other a girl. She — she had the prettiest little hands. Her hair was pitch black… the first one to be so darkly colored…”

A hot band of anger tightened about her chest and Marti felt her cheeks heat with the fierceness of her anger. “You steel-hearted bitch, how could you withhold this information from me all these years?”

Thalassic jerked. “I’ll tolerate a lot from you, Martini, but not this. It wasn’t your business then, it isn’t now. If you want information, go to your father.”

“No thanks!”

“Fine.”

“Fine.” She slammed about the small cubicle, stormed to the head, snatched up all her toiletries, and threw them into her overnight satchel. “Since it seems like we’ve run out of things to say to each other, do you mind leaving so I can get on with my packing?”

Thalassic rose and walked slowly to the door. She paused with her hand on the knob. “I didn’t come here for this, Martini.”

Marti slumped on the bed. Her head throbbed with the beginning of a killer headache. Now that she knew she had a baby on board, she wouldn’t take anything for the pain. “Why did you come, Mother? Unless we are interacting as general and colonel, we never get along.”

A half smile came and went on the elder woman’s face. “True. Others in the family say it’s because we are so much alike.”

Marti grimaced. By “others” she meant Darvic. “ Othersare mistaken.”

Thalassic raised a skeptical eyebrow. “I begin to think otherwise.”

Marti opened her mouth to protest.

“Never mind about that,” she said, waylaying Marti’s interruption. “I only came to tell you your father and I will stand by your side. Whatever you decide to do about this child and its father…”

“… Is my concern.”

“Of course. I didn’t mean to imply otherwise. I — we — just wanted you to know you have our support.”

Mother didn’t come to tell me what to do? She isn’t insisting I abort the baby or give it up for adoption?

Marti wasn’t sure how to respond. For some unknown reason, her breath stalled. She gasped, breathed open-mouthed to restore oxygen to her starved cells. What did Thalassic expect? What did she want from her? Finally, she settled for neutrality. “I can handle it, but thank you.”

Just as she recognized the expression on her mother’s face, it fled, leaving the usual mask of calmness behind. The general shrugged. “I’ve done too well at my job these last few years. People forget I’m more than a general. If the world were different, I would be content just being your and Tequila’s mother. Take care of yourself. The medics say your pregnancy is sitting lightly. Undue stress could cause you to lose the baby.”

The door shut softly behind her.

Eyes tearing, Marti stared at the door a long time, wondering over her mother’s last statements. Oh, not the part about losing the baby… that she understood in bone-chilling entirety. Her hands crept over her belly, cradling her precious cargo. She felt nothing, yet she knew the small spark of life she and Denzel had ignited — nestled under her flesh — struggled to survive. Clenching her hands, Marti determined she would do all in her power to ensure her child would make it.

Her left hand cramped and burned, reminding her she’d better pamper it a while longer. Thank goodness, the bone support supplied while in the hospital was taking rapid effect. The break would heal totally in another day or so. Meanwhile, she could use it judiciously, avoiding heavy lifting or extreme torque.

She tightened her lips and frowned, thinking she’d certainly have to refrain from hitting her baby’s daddy again. With his reinforced skeleton, he’d never feel the impact.

How unfair.

Her lips turned up in a calculating grin. She was nothing if not an innovative thinker. If she couldn’t hurt him physically, she’d just have to come up with a more… cerebral way to inflict payback on a certain lying M.A.N…






Chapter Seven

Halfway through packing, Marti grew lightheaded. Drained from the day’s traumatic events, she dropped to the bed and curled over onto her side. Thinking she’d just rest a moment, she tucked her hands under her cheek and fell asleep.

Her bladder woke her. An urgent trip to the facility took care of that problem. She finished packing and set her bags by the door in preparation for a quick getaway. Tossing on a jacket to combat the afternoon’s chill, she headed over to the mess hall.

She’d missed dinner. Luckily, she was a favorite with the workers in the kitchen. Two of the catering crew put together a traveling meal for her and even carried it out to the flitter. Marti was surprised to find the little flyer parked outside her unit. Apparently the general had arranged clearance for its use, disregarding the fact she wouldn’t be using the one-person craft for official reasons.

  

The flight didn’t take long. The sun rode the crest of the horizon, a fiery half circle of plum and fuchsia, washing the rolling hills in rich color. The sky wore a robe of midnight blue lit with a fringe of cerulean and violet. Pinpricks of light stabbed the dual-toned bowl of space — twinkling and shimmering diamonds beckoning a wondering gaze.

Marti unfolded her long length from the snug transport and stretched her arms above her head, working the kinks from her stiff muscles. Leaning in, she dragged her bags out of the luggage compartment and slung the bigger one over her shoulder. After setting the flitter’s alarm and initiating the lockdown sequence, she took the smaller bag in her left hand and made her way up the graveled path to the house.

The villa vibrated with stillness. No night animals chirped or sang. She stood on the porch, loath to go in, wary of the memories awaiting her inside. Marti didn’t fear encountering the ghostly echoes of Daiquiri’s memory. Denzel’s caring; his laughter-filled lovemaking had effectively laid those to rest for her. No, she dreaded coming heart to heart with her memories of the time spent here with Denzel.

As she walked through the deserted house, ordering on lights and adjusting the temperature, the overwhelming silence — depressing and spirit lowering — pressed in on her.

Coming to a halt in the door of the mistress’ suite, she leaned against the frame and sighed. If she closed her eyes, she could see herself sprawled across the wide mattress, naked except for that one damned boot. She could almost feel Denzel’s long, thick fingers rooting inside her as he found and tugged on the string to her IUD. What had he said? Oh, yes… “ Now that we’ve trashed that killer, I can love you like I want to…”

She remembered wishing he had been a real man, so he could love her as he claimed. Must be careful what we wish for, hhmm ?

Letting the bags drop from her hands, Marti made her way to the bathroom. A shower then bed, she decided. She didn’t feel like eating. Her appetite had fled the minute she walked into the house. Why have I come here ?

The freedom of being in her own home meant she didn’t have to wear anything to bed. Marti slid under the covers with a tired sigh, glad to have nothing to do and nothing urgent pressing for tomorrow. Plumping her pillow, she settled against the soft dense drift of down and fell into dreams almost immediately.






Chapter Eight

“Oww, damned box is awkward as hell!” Struggling with the last bulky package, Denzel backed out of the rented transport, hands full with the presents he’d bought for Marti and the baby.

He hadn’t wanted to leave Marti, but the dark bruises smudging her eyes, the drawn, tense lines of her body, screamed a warning. Circumstances had driven her to the edge and much as he wished otherwise, the best thing he could do for her was give her time.

Denzel had made it his business to find out all he could about Colonel Martini Harmon. During their five days together — five fantasy days cut out of their separate realities — he’d learned what she liked in bed. Since then, he’d tried to discover what she lacked in her stark reality, what she needed to make her life bearable. He wanted to fulfill her, complete her as she did him.

Den hefted the bags in his arms and gave a nudging kick to the larger ones at his feet, pushing them along in front of him as he made his way to the front door of the villa.

It looked deserted, all the lights off, the moon’s solitary glow reflected in the dead space of the windows. He knew she was in there, though. He’d gone to her officers’ quarters, that cubbyhole she called an apartment, only to find her gone. It appeared she wasn’t going to let him take the easy path to reconciliation.

He snorted, smothered the chuckle. Even he knew sound carried farther at night. Giving his ground-bound parcels another hefty shove, eager to get to the woman waiting — though she didn’t know it… or perhaps deep down she did — for him to arrive.

Full dark had fallen. Overhead, the stars twinkled, distant diamonds scattered on the sky’s midnight blue velvet dress. Denzel looked up, heaved a sigh in honor of the majestic panoply of beauty, and then resumed maneuvering his gifts up the walkway.

Once he reached the porch, he stood patiently, waiting for the house to acknowledge him. The last time he’d carried Marti into the hall, she’d introduced him to the home computer. He was betting she’d never erased the setting.

With a well-greased snick, the front door swung open, and the dulcet tones of the central brain intoned, Welcome, Denzel .

“Where is Marti?”

The daughter of the house is in the mistress’ suite.

“Is she awake?”

Vitals signs are low. The pattern suggests she sleeps. Do you wish me to alert the mistress?

“No, allow her to sleep. Keep lights low, but illuminate the halls enough for me to navigate safely.”

Compliance.

It took him two trips to empty the transport and get all the presents stowed in a spare room. On the last trip, he activated the homing device on the vehicle, sending it back to the rental company. He wouldn’t make it easy for Marti to send him away. The lack of ready transportation might buy him the minutes needed to reach her heart.

Back at the house, Denzel made his way to the mistress’ suite. He almost tripped over the bags strewn on the floor just inside the door. He paused, staring in consternation at the evidence of Marti’s exhaustion. Meticulous and compulsively neat, the position of her bags spoke eloquently of how tired and unfocused she had to have been.

Soft white moonlight poured through the open window. Protected by a sonic screen, the window allowed light and air through, repelling insects and small rodents. He remembered her private place from his last visit. Austere lines and wide expanses of empty space highlighted the only furniture in the room — the large queen-sized bed.

Denzel moved into the room, his attention riveted to the small lump curled on top of the silk duvet. She never stirred, continuing to sleep while he stared down at her. That, in itself, was unusual.

Marti was a soldier, trained and blooded during war. Functioning at her peak, she never would have slept through someone entering her room. He didn’t think three months of pregnancy and tiredness would dull her edge that much. Either she was too exhausted to recognize a danger, or subconsciously, she’d recognized and accepted his presence. Den hoped for the latter.

Quietly, moving on the balls of his feet, he backed away until he stood once more in the doorway. He needed a shower before he came to her since he intended to sleep beside her tonight and every night in their foreseeable future.

Retreating to one of the guest suites, he stripped and padded naked into the adjoining bathroom. Stepping into the shower stall, he dialed the spray to maximum and allowed the hot cascade to pound his sweaty skin.

The liquid soap in the dispenser smelled of field herbs and a unisex musk that reminded him of Marti. As soon as he thought of her, his penis twitched and hardened. Once upon a time, that would have surprised him, but not any more. Ever since their first meeting, he’d risen only for her, at the mere thought of her, without benefit of the penile pump he’d had installed at astronomical cost.

Gasping, Denzel widened his legs and locked his knees. Dipping his head, he glanced down to see his cock rising between his thighs, thick and solid. He had to take the pressure off. Martini was too tired to handle his lust tonight. If he came to her like this, he’d never be able to lie beside her all night without fucking her.

Gritting his teeth, he held his palm under the soap dispenser and thumbed the activator. Hand filled, he circled his cock. His fingers barely closed about the thick pole, and he recalled Marti had to use both hands to hold him.

The memory dried out his mouth. He licked his lips as he slid his palm up and down, slicking the soap down the thick length and lathering it into the dense mat of coarse curls at his groin. Abandoning his cock for a moment, he brought his soapy hand up to tweak his nipples. When he finished, they stood stiff and blunt, dark buttons darker than his hairless chest. She hadn’t liked the tight curls on his pecs so he’d undergone electrolysis and permanently removed them. He couldn’t wait to have her palms running over his chest. He wanted to see those pale, creamy hands coast over his black skin, slip down his chest to his groin. He wanted to see her take his cock into her mouth. Matrix, the vision of those blue, blue eyes locked on his as her lips opened on him…

He rested his head against the shower wall and visualized Martini, naked and writhing under his driving thrusts. Pre-come dribbled from the flushed head, its dark tip lighter than the blacker flesh of his shaft. His hands slipped and slid on his cock, tugging at the broad plum-colored head on each down stroke and he hissed, using his other hand to heft his balls. He rolled the sacs in counterpoint to his stroking of his shaft.

“ Oh hell, too much, too soon!” Den groaned, buttocks clenching as his hips jerked forward, driving his erection into the slippery tunnel of his fist. Heat flashed up his spine, bowing it as his balls tried to crawl up his throat. With a muffled shout, he came hard, spewing the shower wall with jets of sperm.






Chapter Nine

“Oh Matrix unwinding, she’s so beautiful to me.” The whispered words left his lips before he could stop them and he stilled, waiting to see if she would awake.

Standing over the mother of his child, Denzel balled his hands at his side, resisting the urge to snatch her up, wrap her in cotton wrap and stash her away somewhere she’d never be in danger.

She looks so small and fragile lying there, almost painfully helpless, but I’ve learned better… One wrong move and she’d rip me a new hole without thinking twice about it.

He liked that about her. From the first, he’d been enchanted by her brash confidence and unapologetic straightforward approach to life. His Marti grabbed what she wanted, held on and damned the consequences.

On their first meeting, she’d grabbed his cock and held on for dear life. She’d continued to hold on, even when he’d tried to restrain her by gripping her wrist in a hold powered by his baridiium-enhanced skeletal muscles. She’d been after her M.A.N. and hadn’t rested until she got him.

Denzel’s mouth tightened. He was damned if he was going to let her throw him back. He had to hold her.

Lifting the cream cover, he slid into bed beside her, careful not to jar her. Increment by slow increment, he maneuvered his body until he lay spooned with her, cuddling her to his chest, his arms clasped under her breasts, careful not to brush her nipples.

The doctor had said her nipples might be extremely sensitive, even sore, and he had no wish to cause her a moment’s discomfort.

Marti stirred and he stilled, waiting with bated breath to see if now was when they would confront their future. When she did nothing but settle closer to his warmth, nuzzling her head against his shoulder, he relaxed with a grateful sigh. Tomorrow was soon enough…






Chapter Ten

“What the hell are you doing in my bed?” A stinging slap accompanied her shouted question. Marti crossed her arms over her breasts, slitted her eyes in an ”I-want-answers-now!” glare. The large black man sprawled limply in her bed, taking up all the covers, didn’t answer soon enough for her so she slapped him again.

Denzel jerked erect, eyes unfocused and hand flying to his cheek. The imprint of her hand rode his flesh and she was sure she could feel the heat radiating off his skin.

“Woman, did you hit me?”

“Damn straight, I did. Who told you to follow me here? How dare you roll up in my bed as if you have squatting rights?”

With a groan, Den dropped back to the mattress. “Marti, my love, it’s too early for this shit.”

On her knees, she scooted closer to him. “It is not too early. Don’t you dare go back to sleep!” She propped her hands on her hips, incensed he could ignore her so easily.

One chocolate eye opened and peered at her. “Are you sure you want to do this now?”

“Right now, bud… immediately !”

“Okay…” One hand reached up and snagged her around the neck, drawing her inexorably down to meet his smiling lips.

She struggled to no avail, his superhuman strength overpowering her. At least, that’s what her mind came up with to handle kissing him back until he broke away, gasping for air.

“Whew! Good morning, lover.” Denzel grinned, flashing his white teeth in a saucy come-hither dare.

Up to the challenge, she lowered her head and took his mouth again. This time, she worked at the kiss, languidly twisting her lips on his, stabbing and dancing with his tongue. His heated taste soothed her ragged edges and she moaned into his mouth, inebriated with his flavor.

Drawing back, she sat on her heels and ran a bold hand down his hairless chest. “I like this new look… and feel.”

“I did it for you. I remembered —” He shifted restlessly under her caress.

“What?” Her hands coasted down the smooth plane of his belly, eased down to the wiry curls bursting around his rising cock. “What did you remember?”

He smiled, canting his hips toward her hand. “Everything.”

She scooted down, pushing the cover before her, bringing one leg over to straddle his body. She nudged his erection with her nose, batting it out of the way to get to his balls. Just before she dipped her head and lapped at his hair-covered sac, she winked. “Do you remember this?”

Denzel’s shoulders dropped flat and his head fell back, eyes rolling up in ecstasy. Both hands curved around the back of her skull, urging her mouth against him. A guttural moan escaped his lips. “Refresh my memory.”

A talented swipe of her tongue dragged a sigh from him and his hands clenched in her hair, stopping her advancement. “On better thought, let’s go down memory lane together.”

With dexterity helped by more than normal strength, he placed his hands on her waist and flipped her until she faced away from him, her head in proximity to his jutting cock. Her pussy, bright pink and dewed with her spilling juices, winked at him. “There, that’s better.”

His thumbs pressed her apart, and he dove in like the starving man he was. Tongue sharpened like a spear, he stabbed past her flushed and swollen labia to the creamy flesh within her vagina. In and out, tongue flickering, lapping up the unique flavor that drove his lust into overdrive, he feasted on her. He hadn’t realized how hungry he was until his mouth filled with the taste of her.

He pulled away to gasp for air. “Oh Matrix, Marti, you taste divine.”

Sighting down the length of his body, he watched as she opened wide and swallowed his thick shaft. Hands soothing up and down her back, he crooned to her, encouraging her actions. “That’s right, lover, suck my cock and fuck me with your mouth while I eat your pussy, baby.”

He bent back to her, hands coming up to hold her thighs wide as his mouth nibbled and nipped at her exposed clit. Thrumming her button with his tongue, he flicked, flicked, flicked at the raw bundle of nerves, intent on sending her shooting toward orgasm.

She bucked against him, her teeth closing down a little too sharp on his straining cock and he slapped her ass, cautioned her to ease up. “Not so fast… I want this to last. Back up and just lick me. Run your tongue over my head and under the ridge around the top.”

A growl answered him, followed by a warning nip to the tip of his penis. “Who’s running this show?”

Denzel froze. There it was, the question he’d been waiting for.






Chapter Eleven

“Are you feeling nauseated? Breasts not sore? Don’t have to go to the bathroom?”

Where the hell did that come from? Marti let Denzel’s thick black cock fall from her mouth as she turned her head to confront him. “I’m fine for now.”

“You sure?”

“Yes. Why?”

“Just need to know you and the baby are okay.” He gently moved her legs until she was lying alongside his body, no longer straddling him.

She narrowed her eyes; certain he was up to something. “What are you up to, you sneaky bastard?”

He smiled as he rose from the bed and stalked over to the overnight bag sitting on top the bedside dresser. Not hurrying, he opened the case and withdrew something. “Well, I’d say about nine and a half inches, give or take a few.”

Marti dragged her eyes away from the bobbing baseball stick jutting between his thighs and met his knowing gaze. She swallowed. “Yeah, I can see that.”

Hard as it was to believe, she’d had that pole buried to the hilt in her cunt and it had felt beyond good. Her pussy ached, labia fluttered. She wanted him, wanted his nine and a half — give or take a few — inches deep in her weeping vagina. She needed him.

“Here, Marti, put this on me.”

She looked down at his open palm and then looked back up at his face. “Why are you worried about a condom at this late date? I’m already pregnant.”

“I’m about to address the question you asked me earlier. This will help.”

A frown pulled her brows together. “Which one?”

Denzel’s full lips thinned in a wide smile. “The question of who’s running this show.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. Oh . Now get it on me.”

Her hands fumbled with the package. She glanced up and met his implacable gaze. Lowering her head, she attacked the stubborn plastic, heart stuttering in her chest. She still didn’t understand why he needed a condom, how its use would define their relationship.

As she worked to get the thing smoothly rolling over his distended bar of flesh, he kept up a running soliloquy. “I waited a long time for a woman like you to come into my life. I’d had an accident over five years ago. I was a wreck. They rebuilt me, literally, from scratch. Due to radiation poisoning, my bones were cheese, so they rebuilt those, too — with baridiium. Only thing… my cock didn’t work worth a damn.”

That brought her head up. And her eyebrows in question.

He nodded soberly. “Yep, the old pistol was made of rubber, not steel. See, they couldn’t put a piece of baridiium in there. That would make it hard and erect at all times. Imagine giving a doctoral thesis presentation with your damned cock at full mast. The team of doctors put in a penile pump. Theoretically, I could pump my penis up and maintain an erection as long as I wanted.”

Marti grinned. “Sounds like a nice solution for the lady in your life.”

He shook his head slowly. “Only problem with it is when the pump is engaged, it automatically shuts off the duct to my testicles. It’s like a cock ring. I have an emotional climax, but no physical one. No babies. I was unhappy with the situation, to say the least.”

“Why?” She touched her belly with one hand while keeping the condom in place with the other. “There is obviously no problem in shutting off the pump to do the deed.”

“You don’t understand. Until that morning at M.A.N.-Kind, Inc., I’d never had a penile erection that didn’t take place without the pump.”

Marti drew back to stare up into his face. His dark brown eyes gazed down into hers, the expression in them stark and bleak. “You mean…”

He placed his hands over hers, helped her roll the condom down his turgid length. “I mean, you are the reason for my erections. I think about you, I get hard. I smell a whiff of your perfume and I’m ready. When you touch me, I have a hard time not throwing you down and fucking you raw. I mean I don’t need the pump when I’m around you. For you, and you alone, Marti, I have the stamina of Spike the vampire.”

Marti didn’t know what to say. “How sweet” just didn’t do the job, somehow. “But you were hard that day, when I touched you.”

“I became hard the minute you touched me. You brought me to my knees, Martini Harmon. I didn’t pretend to be an A.I. to go along with Chad. I pretended to be your A.I. in order to stay close to you. Imagine my surprise when one of the most celebrated Amazons, a decorated war heroine, cheated at trivia so she could become my sex slave.”

Unease slithered through Marti. His words and actions, while slow and measured, did nothing to ease her growing uncertainty. Eyes narrowed, she backed away from him, her quick glance cataloguing his long lean lines and perfect physique. She knew his close-cropped curly hair to be soft to the touch — she’d felt it, vibrant and alive, against the curve of her belly and between her thighs. That hair held a different softness than say… the texture of his lips. She couldn’t imagine a single thing that felt better than his mouth against hers.

Her eyes shifted to his cock. Dark, almost black in hue, it boldly protruded from his body, massive and thick and long. The tan colored condom, elastic latex stretched to the max, barely fit. His cock was as thick around as her wrist. The thought of having that monster inside her should have been uncomfortable. Instead, she felt a trickle of warmth roll down her thigh in anticipation.

Marti groaned, belly tightening, mouth drying out. Matrix, I need a fuck. It’s been three long months and a frozen five years before that …

If he didn’t make his move soon, she’d jump his bones and take what she wanted.

“Who is running this show, Martini?”

“Damn it, Den, are we back to that?”

“We never left it.”

“I don’t care if you run it as long as you stop stalling and fuck me.”

Den walked up to her, crowded her with his rampant erection. “That’s not quite what I had in mind.”

She took a step backward before she knew it. She braced, and her head came up in challenge. No man backed her up. “I wish you’d get something going on in there,” she taunted, taking a deliberate step toward him. “If you’re smart, you’ll take advantage of my horniness before I remember why I’m mad at you.”

He didn’t move and her step bumped her up against his rock hard body. His hands came up and captured her arms. Den leaned down in her face and met her eyes, his gaze implacable and stern. “Oh, I want you to remember your anger, because I’m angry, too.”

She narrowed her eyes and glared at him, renewed ire mixing with a sinking feeling of disappointment. Something told her she wasn’t getting fucked anytime soon. Well, damn him and the horse he rode in on.

Giving in to her anger, Marti pushed off his chest. She didn’t get far. Twisting in his unbreakable grasp, she spat invectives at him. “Piss on you, Denzel, take your ass to the end of the line! What the fuck do you have to be angry about, ass-wipe? I was the one left abandoned and pregnant. I was the one lied to and deceived.”

Denzel yanked her closer, his hands locked on her, eyes blazing. “End of the line? You are way out of line, young woman. I’m about to do an attitude adjustment on your whining ass…” He dragged her over to the bed, sat down and pulled her over his lap.

She couldn’t believe he was going to beat her. Cold fire seared along her nerve endings as she began to struggle in earnest. “I’ll cut your damned dick off if you hit me!” Snarls erupted from her as she fought viciously against his hold.

“I’ll pass you the knife when I’m finished. Damned thing’s no good to me without you in my life.”

Smack!

Damn, that hurt like a mother!

Smack! “You will learn to respect me!”

“Shit-faced asshole!”

Smack! “You will learn to keep your street lethal mouth closed unless it’s wrapped around my cock!”

Damned pervert! I refuse to let him see me cry.

Smack! “You will learn to believe me!”

“Not as far as I can throw you.”

Smack!

That one landed harder than the rest. She reared up in protest. “Hey, that’s a baridiium hand you’re using! Lighten up!”

Smack! Smack! Smack! Smack! Smack!

His hand fell with practiced control, spreading flames across the entire surface of her bottom. “You damn sure will learn to trust me!”

She could feel the heat burning her from the inside out. Not so surprisingly, recalling their first encounter, she reveled in the spanking. Her cunt spasmed, growing wetter as the punishment went on. What surprised her were the tears flooding her eyes. She wailed. “You left me to die. I was dying without you, Denzel.”

Strong arms lifted her from his lap and wrapped around her. He clutched her close to his chest, crooning apologies as he kissed the tears from her face. “Oh, baby, I’m sorry, so sorry. I couldn’t come to you. I couldn’t. I came as soon as I could, and brought my mother to meet you.”

Marti sobbed, her tears wetting his chest. She dug her fingers in his hair and held on, crying her pain out. Her voice broke as she gasped her pathetic confession. “I knew. Deep down, I knew I was pregnant, but I had to pretend that I didn’t, because I’d fallen in love with you. If you were real and could leave me, then you didn’t love me and I couldn’t face that pain.”

Frantic kisses fell on her cheeks, her eyes, her forehead. “Oh babe, I do love you. I loved you when you grabbed hold of my cock and wouldn’t let go. I was so tickled at how you backed Chad down, demanded your man and wouldn’t leave without him. I used a lot of excuses to pretend to be your M.A.N. that week, but the truth was I simply couldn’t resist the chance to be with you. Anyone could see you weren’t ready to entertain the thought of having a real, live man in your life at that point, so the only thing I could do was play along.” Denzel leaned his forehead on hers, panting into her mouth. “I meant what I said when I fucked you that first time. Do you remember?”

She nodded. How could she ever forget? The words — all his words — were etched on her heart.

“Repeat them,” he demanded, pled, hands stroking up and down her arms in a calming sweep. His lips brushed hers. “Please.”

“From this moment on, I take you as my own. I offer in exchange my body, my heart and my soul. Take me, Martini, take me and be mine…” Moved to new tears, her voice faltered at the last.

“I meant every word,” he assured her, his voice hoarse and unsteady. Then he kissed her, his tongue greeting hers in joyful reunion. Their breath mingled, she drew his essence in and gave him hers. When they draw apart, both breathed heavy and fast.

“Baby still okay?”

She loved that he checked on their little one, concerned over its well-being. Also, she marveled she hadn’t yet felt the need to upchuck. The morning was looking up! “All’s quiet on that front, for once.”

“Good.” He held his hand out and she took it without a second thought. She imagined she would always go to him like that. Like a homing pigeon winging toward rest.






Chapter Twelve

Marti stole a glance at Denzel. He walked beside her, glorious in his nakedness, his dark skin gleaming with health and vitality. His cock, still hard as a rock and standing tall, swayed with every step. He led her to the kitchen and pulled a chair from under the table.

Still in that calm, after-tears place of detachment, Marti watched as he positioned the chair just so. Her curiosity piqued, she finally roused enough to seek satisfaction. “Getting ready to eat breakfast?”

His answering slashing grin made her eyebrows rise. Talk about salacious! “No, I have a heavier meal in mind.” Teeth glinting, he made a production of reaching up, opening a cupboard and removing a tub of…

“Uh, is that what I think it is?” Her heart thumped once then stalled.

Denzel nodded, uncapping the jar. “We have some unfinished business.” Never taking his eyes off her, he scooped a generous dollop into his palm and slathered the goop over his condom-covered cock.

Her pulse pounded out of rhythm. “Oh Matrix unwinding, you want to take my ass!”

“I’m going to take your ass, and then I’m going to finish in your pussy. That’s what the condom is for.” He indicated the chair. “Take the position. You remember.”

Legs and everything between them trembling, Marti stumbled over to clutch the high back of the kitchen chair. Her fingers closed over the wood in a white-knuckled grip. Breath hitching, she leaned over, presenting her ass to Den’s hot gaze.

He moved up behind her. She felt him pressing along the length of her back. “Make sure your nipples are pressed between the slats. I want to be able to get to them while I’m fucking you.”

Marti, braced for his attack, jerked at the touch of feather light kisses falling on her shoulders and down her back. Hands followed, pressing and smoothing, painting invisible patterns on her sensitized skin. He blew on her shoulders, licked her freckles and whispered, “I love these honey spots. One day I’ll count them and give you a kiss for each one.”

As he spoke his hands coasted down and parted her cheeks. A marauding finger probed at her dark sealed entrance.

Marti glanced fearfully over her shoulder. “I’m scared.”

His hands stilled. “What were the points I tried to drive home with that spanking?”

She cleared her throat. “That I was to believe you, to trust you… to respect you…”

He laughed. “Scratch that last. That was anger talking. But the other two, Marti — those are the important points. Do you believe I love you?”

“I’m beginning to.”

“Thanks for the honest answer. And do you trust me?”

She thought hard about that. “Yes.”

“There’ll be some pain. Not enough so that’s all you feel. Think of it as a bright, burning border to pleasure so smooth and destroying it has to be contained.”

She swallowed in trepidation. “You make it sound… alluring.”

“Not as alluring as it feels, I promise.” His hands returned to her cheeks and pressed out. “I’m going to take you with my fingers, first. When you feel me pressing against you, push out. Then just relax and enjoy the ride.”

She nodded, bracing herself to accept whatever he dished out. Following his instructions, she pushed out as soon as she felt pressure and his first finger slid in so smoothly she was lulled into thinking the rest would be easy.

In and out, deeper each time, his finger glided through her dark, tight tunnel. Squirming against the chair, she twitched as little explosions of bewildering sensations erupted along her untried passageway.

The inward glide was… uncomfortable, yes, but before it actually registered as pain, he was slipping out and that was… unspeakably nice.

More pressure. What? Oh, a second finger. That hurt a little more. In contrast, the pleasure increased, too.

She moaned.

“Oh babe, you’re so tight and hot. You are scalding my fingers. When I get in here it’s gonna be heaven! First, though, I have to loosen you up. You’re too tight to take my cock right now. You need an orgasm or two before we start in earnest.”

“Or two? To get started?” Marti gulped.

“Yeah.” Den leaned on her, pressed her into the wood of the chair. His free hand came up to play with her nipples through the slats. “I wish I could get my lips on those ripe little berries. You can believe I’m going to devour them when I’m fucking your pussy.”

Heat pooled in her womb, slid out her lips and down her thighs. She pushed back against the two fingers spearing her ass, needing a deeper stroke, a firmer touch.

“That’s right, lover, you’re feeling it now.”

“Oh yeah, oh yeah, I’m feeling all right. Can you give me more?”

His fingers stilled. Against her back, she felt his heart pounding. A sigh wafted over her shoulder. “Shit, babe, I thought you’d never ask…”

Her nipples chilled when his fingers retreated. Her back did the same when he pulled back. Soon she felt a blunt, heavy presence at the puckered sphincter guarding her last virginity. “Remember what I said, push out hard!”

He began to press in.

Marti reared in shock. Matrix, he was huge! Too big. She couldn’t take him! Her mouth opened in a loud cry.

“Push out! Push, Marti, I’m coming in…”

Fire raced up her sheath, burning like acid. Her legs wobbled as her knees weakened. God, it hurt! She opened her mouth to beg, to demand he pull out but nothing issued. Tears clogged her throat, stopped her voice. Just when she thought she would faint from the pain, it ceased.

“I’m in, honey. All the way.”

“I can tell,” she gritted out, panting beneath his still body. “Don’t you dare move!” She catalogued her body, noting every twinge and pain. “I feel fucking split in half. How are we going to get you out of there?”

“Oh, out is easy.” Denzel began a languid withdrawal, his hips pulling back in slow increments. Pleasure blossomed in her channel, a pleasure previously un-encountered and therefore immeasurable. “Yes, you like that, don’t you?”

“Oh Matrix, yes!”

“In is the difficult part. We’ll have to give you something else to focus on.” So saying, he brought a hand to her mound, used two fingers to part her labia and delved for her clit. Pinching the knot between his thumb and forefinger, he tugged and twisted. At the same time, he began the slow journey back up her clenched rectum, forging his way deep into her bowels.

“Arrghh!” Marti screamed and didn’t know which she gave voice to — the pleasure or the pain. Both pushed the extremes of their limits, intense and frightening in their power. While she fought for breath he withdrew, gliding out on a wave of pleasure so rich it glutted her.

In. Dark pleasure edged in bright pain .

Out. Pure sensation flooding every receptor and nerve in her body .

In. Again and again until her mind unraveled and she keened for mercy.

“I’m going to speed up now, lover. This has been the introductory seduction. Now, I’m going to fuck your ass properly. Are you ready for me?”

Her mind took that moment to split in two. One half screamed “No!” as ardently as the other was chanting “Yes! Yes! Yes!”

Plunging his two middle fingers up her pussy, he used his thumb to thrum her clit. His forefinger gathered the flowing juices and swiped the hooded knot, making it easy for his thumb to slide over the slick surface.

“Silence is consent.” He increased the motion against her clit and began to pound into her, scoring her ass with lightning on each entry, bestowing ecstasy with each withdrawal. “Darlin’, you’re so tight. If only you could feel what it’s like, fucking this snug ass of yours, driving through heat and fire… Matrix, it’s good!”

“Uhhghh!” Marti grunted, voice bled away by the sensations bombarding her. Pain, pleasure, heated friction… she wallowed in them all. Den was right. The pain bordered the pleasure, made it endurable. Or was that the other way round? She didn’t care.

Screaming, she came and came, bucking against him, her back bowing as she shuddered and shook. Her legs gave out and he was there to catch her, hands whipping up to catch her hips and hold her as he dug in, big and hard and hot in her tiny pucker.

“Yes!” he shouted, following her down the glittering corridor of rhapsody, his cock spewing jets of life into the tip of the condom.

Almost insensate, Marti drowsed as Denzel carefully detached himself from her swollen ass. Head lolling against his shoulder, she contentedly allowed him to carry her to the shower. He sat her on the closed toilet seat and ripped off the used condom, tossing it in the trash.

Her submissive state remained as she stood stoic and still while he washed every inch of her, inside and out, and then applied the washcloth to his own body.

Languidly, she lolled against the shower wall, eyes tracking his deliberate movements as he reached for a towel. “Uh-uhm…” She cleared her throat. “You planning to do… er… that often?”

He looked up with a wicked grin. “Just about every time I fuck you.”

“Oh.” She glanced down then glanced shyly back up at him. “Okay.”

He was beautiful when he laughed.

“You’re still hard.”

“I’m still hungry.”

Marti’s eyebrows rose in disbelief. “You’re kidding. That was like… uhm… dinner or something.”

He looked up from drying his feet. “A four-course meal, I agree. But I’ve always had a sweet tooth.” He tossed the towel to the floor and swept her up in his arms. In the bedroom, he threw her onto the mattress and followed her down. “I want dessert.”






Chapter Thirteen

“I have a secret.”

“Oh yeah?” Denzel rolled over and pulled Marti against his chest. It was late in the evening cycle and he was still sleepy. “What’s your secret?”

“If you’re nice, I’ll share it.”

“How nice do I have to be?”

She whispered in his ear.

Laughing, he flopped over onto his back and spread his legs. He pressed the right side of his left thumb with his left middle finger. Almost immediately, his cock rose like a helium balloon, filled and hardened until it jutted toward the ceiling.

With a gleeful chortle, Marti mounted him and quickly rode him to completion. He helped a little at the end, but she didn’t mind.

“You’re insatiable.”

“You complaining?”

“Not on your life!”

“Good. Expectant mothers need their stimulation, you know.”

“I didn’t, actually, but I’ll make a note to be around long enough to take care of that.”

Marti looked at him out of her beautiful blue eyes, a wary expression on her face. “How long do you have in mind?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” He scratched his chest, missing his hair. “Till the stars dim? Till we’re old and gray? Maybe a little longer than that.”

She blinked a few times. She did that when she was thinking. Coming to a decision, she threw her arms around him and snuggled close. “Okay.”

He hugged her back. “All right, then. You ready to share that secret now?”

Slumped in lazy content, she shared what she’d told the doctors to withhold from everyone.

His mouth fell open. “ Two? Twins? Matrix wind true!” Unashamed, Denzel bowed his head against her shoulder and cried.

Satisfied her news had been sufficiently shocking, she moved on to another long-held grievance. She poked his shoulder to get his attention. “Another thing, bud… You got the song wrong. You remember, the Hercules thing?”

He faked affront. He’d known the lyrics weren’t right. Trust her to go back and double check. “No, I didn’t.”

She nodded sagely. “Yep, you did!”

“Oh yeah? Prove it!”

She did. Her light airy soprano was dead on key and pleasant to listen to. Denzel smirked. Then he smiled. Then he cried and held her and told her she could have his lab coat and his trousers for her correction. Her version was wrong too, but he loved it.

My Denzel

My Denzel, hero of song and story.

My Denzel, winner of recent glory.

Fighting for his right,

Fighting with his might,

With the strength of ten, ordinary men.

 

My Denzel, I feel so safe when near him.

My Denzel, even the Scarth should fear him.

Softness in his eyes,

Iron in his thighs,

Virtue in his heart,

Fire in every part,

Of my M-A-N, Denzel!

( Marti’s reprise of the theme song of the 1960’s cartoon show, Hercules)





Epilogue

For the first time in years, the house rang with laughter and noise.

By the festooned entry, Thalassic — her usual uniform replaced by flowing robes — stood guard over the people she loved, thankful they had all agreed to this family gathering.

Tequila, flaming red hair scraped back into a severe bun, sat alone, as usual, wrapped in her pain and anger. The posture of her slight figure, half-buried in the deep chair cushions, screamed isolation and withdrawal. Thalassic sighed. She wished she could heal her middle daughter’s heart, yet was pragmatic enough to realize no one could do that but Tequila, herself.

Denzel, arms laden with the two month-old twins, reclined beside his mother. His dark brown eyes were soft with contentment and love as he gazed down on his firstborn children.

The High Priestess of Historical Sanctity and Cultural Holiness had abandoned the trappings of her office to sprawl on the floor beside the low divan occupied by her son. Latifah’s slim black fingers fluttered under the chins of her grandson and granddaughter, her shining eyes clinging to the infants’ faces as they chortled and cooed up at their paternal grandparent.

Feeling a tad jealous, Thalassic watched her friend playing with their grandchildren, their posterity and future. Sadness swamped her. She had never been able to pull off acting so carefree. Latifah’s casualness, her ability to shrug off her title and become a regular mom and grandmother filled her with envy.

Just once, she wished her children would look up at her and smile the way Denzel constantly exchanged smiles with his mother. She loved them, she truly did. She served Earth, not only because she loved her planet, but because in serving the Repulsion Force, she was better able to protect her treasured ones.

Somewhere along the line, while seeing to their safety, she had forgotten to be soft, forgotten that children needed gentle words as well as hardened warriors.

Thalassic swallowed a lump of fear. This gathering had given her a booster shot of hope, but she knew she had a long way to go toward making up for lost time. She had gotten them here, gotten them to meet with her and the rest of the family.

Darvic, knowing how much she wanted things to go right, tried to caution her to restrain her expectations. He didn’t understand. She needed to bridge the expanse yawning between her and her remaining daughters. Martini and Tequila were all she had left of her five children. Before this night ended, she promised herself she would talk to them, apologize and try to make something better of their present strained relationships.

Speaking of Marti, she hadn’t seen the new mother since she went to the kitchen for a spice she liked in her hot apple cider. Unable to control the worry rising within, Thalassic made her way toward the back of the house. She didn’t seriously believe anyone could get past the sentries stationed around the perimeter of the Harmon compound, but where her family was concerned, she wasn’t inclined to leave anything to chance. She had some powerful enemies…

The murmur of voices reached her ears as she neared the hall leading to the kitchen. She relaxed, recognizing her consort’s voice. Her feet slowed as she heard more of the conversation, heard the angry note in Darvic’s voice and wondered who was on the other end of his uncustomary tirade. Unashamed, she hugged the wall, determined to overhear everything…

“ I don’t want you around my son or my daughter. They don’t need the kind of example you’d give them of manhood.”

Oh, Matrix unwinding, it’s Martini!

On one level, Thalassic was glad father and daughter were finally having it out. Martini needed to clear the air. Her barely restrained rage had seethed for over five years. Ever since the day Daiquiri and Tequila taunted her, about how different she was from them. They’d blamed what they called her softness on her father — a man who had not fathered them. In tears, the young girl had run to her, demanding she make her sisters stop teasing. Thalassic would never forget the betrayed hurt in Martini’s eyes when she’d confirmed everything the girls said had been true, except the part about her inheriting her softness from her father.

“ Little girl, modify your tone. I’ll have respect out of you or you’ll feel the flat of my hand where the Matrix laid the padding.”

“ You haven’t earned the right to demand my respect. No man who neuters himself to please a selfish, cold bitch should let the word respect fall from their lips.”

“ You’re talking about things you know nothing about, Martini Harmon. You’d better —”

“ And that’s another thing. If you are my father, why don’t I carry your name?”

“ Please don’t play dumb. You know your history as well as I. By order of the Post-Martian charter, your mother’s line cannot die out. All children born to the Amazon strain retain the mother’s family name.”

Thalassic heard her lover’s voice soften as he added, “The name you carry is a proud one, the proudest. I felt honored when your mother chose me to seed to the Harmon line.”

“ Then why would you do… what you did?”

“ You mean why consent to a vasectomy?”

“ Yes.”

“ I didn’t consent, I demanded it.”

“ Because your daughter was such a fuck-up you didn’t want to have another one?”

Thalassic could hear the frown in Darvic’s voice. “Where do you get your insane ideas? And if you ever speak of my daughter as a fuck-up again, I’ll beat your ass like I should have when you were younger.”

“ What else was I supposed to think? You left when I was young and didn’t come back until I moved out of the house.”

A heavy sigh preceded Darvic’s next sentence. “Precious as you are, the universe doesn’t revolve around you, Marti. I left because your mother and I reached an impasse in our relationship. She was terribly angry with me for having the procedure done. We fought over the decision, neither willing to give in until I’d had enough. I was determined not to risk her life in another pregnancy. She argued it was her right to make that choice.”

Marti’s voice held disbelief. “Are you saying Mom wasn’t the one who demanded you have the operation? But, that can’t be true…”

“ Why not? And that’s just what I’m saying. I almost lost her during her last pregnancy. We did lose the little one. That was enough for me.”

“ If she didn’t like your decision, why didn’t she just choose another consort?”

“ She loved me as much as I loved her.” Wonder infused his words. “Amazons don’t marry, but she told me once that she would accept no other lover as long as I draw breath, whether we are together or not.”

A pause.

“ What’s the matter, baby? You look confused.”

“ If what you say is the truth, why didn’t she ever defend herself against my accusations?”

“ Good question. Why don’t you ask her yourself? She’s lurking right around the corner.”

“ Mother, have you been eavesdropping?”

Darvic’s big hands grasped her shoulder and shook. “Shame on you, Thalassic…”

 

“Thalassic…? Lassi… can you hear me?”

With a groggy sigh for her disrupted dream, Thalassic rolled over on her side and pried one eye open. “Wha — Whassa matter… something wrong with Marti?”

“No, dear, Martini is fine. There’s someone here from headquarters with an urgent communiqué.”

Sleep fell away as smoothly as the blankets she threw back as she swung her feet out of the bed. “I’ll wash. Please lay out my uniform.”

“You’ll take a shower — and no argument. A wash won’t wake you up like a good session under pounding hot water.” With a quick kiss and a warm pat on the ass, Darvic eased past her, laid her clean undies on the sink and flicked on the showerhead. “I’ll have a little something ready for you to munch on when you get out.”

Thalassic opened her mouth to tell him there was no time, but thought better of it. It wouldn’t do to argue with him. He always got his way.

Jaw popping in a huge yawn, the general obediently stepped into the shower. Bending her head under the pulsating fall of water, she let out a little groan at the wonderful feel of the steamy water cascading down her shoulders and back. Leave it to Darvic to know just what was best for her.

Five minutes later, Thalassic shut off the water and groped outside the curtain for a towel. A calloused hand caught hers. Warm lips placed a fleeting kiss on the back of her wrist. Darvic flipped her hand over and slapped a thick terrycloth bath sheet across her palm.

She swiped at her face before toweling her hair. Stepping out of the shower, she stood before the mirror and couldn’t help the smile blossoming over her face as she thought of her consort. Darvic had everything where she needed it, when she needed it — a true sign of his love and devotion. Still smiling, she finished drying, brushed her teeth and combed her hair.

Her smile was gone when she met the courier from headquarters.

All cool business and brisk efficiency, Brigadier General Thalassic Harmon returned the salute of the officer then held her hand out for the sealed, encoded, high-security pouch. “Have you been offered a warm drink, Lieutenant?”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

Thalassic refrained from smiling, protective of the young woman’s need to impress. “At ease, soldier. This shouldn’t take long.” She didn’t look up as she tapped in her code to release the seal on the envelope. “I’ll have a…”

Her words petered out as she read the stark two lines of the communiqué.

Lead Scarth vessel initiated verbal contact at 0200 hours, 23-03-2305.

Voice identification of General Daiquiri Harmon verified at 100%.

 

The Women of Steel saga continues in

Women of Steel 3: Frozen Daiquiri

 

Captured during the first incursion of the Scarth, General Daiquiri and her officers are transported to the Scarth home world where they are to be processed and prepared for breeding. Determined never to give up or give in, Daiq Harmon rallies her fellow captives and launches a revolt. Reprisal is swift and brutal. As the leader, Daiquiri is made an example. Given to the Scarth invasion commander as his sexual slave, she will fight her hardest and most intensive battles in his bed sands.
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