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Foreword
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Welcome, dear reader, to a universe where the stars are not just distant points of light but realms illuminating human ambition that has transcended the cradle of Earth. Here, in the vast, lawless expanse of the solar system, we explore what it means to be human—or something akin to it—through the eyes of Alex Mercer and his companions.

“Tails of Passion: The Offer” is not merely a story about space colonization, steamy couplings, or genetic engineering; it's a tapestry woven with threads of desire, control, and the quest for identity. When I began to craft this narrative, I was driven by a curiosity about the ethical boundaries we might cross in our pursuit of progress and how those choices shape not just our technology but our society, our relationships, and our very selves.

This book delves into the complex dynamics between creator and creation, between those who wield power and those who are shaped by it, questioning the very nature of autonomy and affection in a world where beings are designed for purpose. Through the adventures of these characters, we explore themes of loyalty, betrayal, and the human (and not-so-human) heart's capacity for love, in all its forms.

I invite you to suspend disbelief and dive into this future where every interaction, every decision, could lead to salvation or doom. Here, you'll meet characters who are as complex as the technology that surrounds them, where every alliance is fraught with potential pitfalls, and where the line between human and engineered life is provocatively blurred.

Thank you for joining Alex and his companions on this journey through space and soul. May you find in these pages not just entertainment, but also food for thought about the world we are creating today and the one we might inhabit tomorrow.

With anticipation for the voyage ahead,

Robert Carl McGovern
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Prologue
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Year 2425

Humanity has transcended the confines of Earth, stretching its reach to the Moon, Mars, and beyond. The Solar Government (SOL Gov) oversees the inner planets, but beyond Mars, a different law prevails, one dictated by corporate might, piracy, and the indomitable spirit of those seeking freedom from SOL Gov's rule.

Among these corporations, Space Gene Industries (SGI) stands as a titan, its name synonymous with both innovation and controversy. SGI is a pioneer in cloning and genetic engineering, pushing the boundaries of what it means to be human. 

One of SGI's most audacious projects was the creation of the Nekos – female humanoids genetically engineered for the harsh environments of space. These beings, a blend of human and feline DNA, are designed to be workers in the void and its planetary bodies. They are genetic masterpieces, imbued with the ability to endure higher levels of gravity, radiation, to see in a wider visible spectrum, and to see in less light than any human has ever been able to. And they are crafted for beauty, agility, and trained with specialized skill sets, tailored by SGI to serve various roles, from basic skills to jobs requiring advanced degrees.

However, the production and use of Nekos is not without ethical quandaries. Sterile by design to prevent unauthorized reproduction, they are often seen as both marvels and moral dilemmas. To SOL Gov, they are a danger, not to be tolerated within their jurisdiction. To various religious groups, they are abomination to be killed on sight. To rival cloning and genetic engineering corporations, they are a target for reverse engineering, by methods too horrible to describe. But in the outer reaches, they are invaluable, their existence a testament to human ingenuity and the dark side of corporate ambition.
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Chapter 1 The Offer
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In the heart of a bustling metropolis, where skyscrapers pierced the clouds like needles through fabric, Alex Mercer had spent the last twenty years of his life shaping the digital backbone of society. His expertise in bio-computer engineering has touched every sector from government to military, from medical to educational information systems, leaving a legacy of efficiency and innovation. Now, as an independent consultant, Alex chose his projects with discerning care, currently working on the final stages of an urban data management system from within a towering office complex that overlooked the city's endless sprawl. Despite his professional success, his personal life mirrored the solitude of his high-rise office; at 45, he remained unmarried, his trust in finding a lifelong partner eroded by past betrayals, leaving him in the company of his work and the silent, pulsating life of his bio-computers.

The air in Alex’s cramped, cluttered office was thick with the hum of bio-computers, their organic components glowing faintly under the harsh LED lights. In reality it was a fairly large office, but it was cramped because it was filled with computing equipment. Alex typically never met clients in his office, preferring instead to travel to their job sites to meet with them, so he was never concerned about the aesthetics of his office. This was where the magic happened, and it showed. 

Alex, a man accustomed to the silent whispers of data and the gentle pulse of living circuitry, was poring over a complex schematic when the chime of his office door broke his concentration.

“Come in,” he called, not looking up from his work.

The door slid open, and in walked Daniel Harrison, a man whose suit was as crisp as his smile was practiced. He carried the air of someone who knew exactly what he wanted and how to get it.

“Mr. Mercer, I presume?” Daniel's voice was smooth, like polished steel.

Alex raised an eyebrow, finally looking up. “That's me. You can just call me Alex. And you are?”

“Daniel Harrison, from Space Gene Industries. I've come with an offer I believe you'll find compelling.”

Alex leaned back in his chair, skepticism etching his features. “Oh? And what would that be?”

Daniel took a seat across from Alex, setting a sleek data tablet on the desk. “We're offering you a position to upgrade and manage our bio-computer systems at our facility on Ganymede. It's a critical role, and we're prepared to offer you fifty percent above your current annual salary for a 5-year contract.”

Alex's eyes flickered to the tablet, but his expression remained guarded. “Ganymede? The moon orbiting Jupiter? That's quite the journey from Earth. And why me?”

“Because you're the best in your field for this specific task,” Daniel replied confidently. “We've done our homework. But there's more. We understand you've never been to space, so to ease your transition, we're offering you a Neko as part of your compensation package. She'll train you on everything you need to know for life and work in space. We know that getting up to speed and getting everything done will take some time which is why this contract is for 5 years.”

Alex wasn’t bothered by the contract length; his current contract he was finishing was also a 5 year one. The mention of a Neko though caused Alex's skepticism to turn to wariness. “A Neko? They're illegal here on Earth. I've seen the propaganda, and the protests. Are you saying—”

“I understand your concerns,” Daniel interjected, his hands raised in a placating gesture. “In space, under Space Gene's jurisdiction, they're not only legal but essential. Don’t believe the nonsense you’ve heard. They're not slaves, Alex. They're engineered to find satisfaction in their work, much like the bio-components you work with daily.”

“But they're sentient beings, right? How much agency do they really have?” Alex's voice was firm, his moral compass clearly disturbed.

Daniel nodded, acknowledging the question's gravity. “They have agency, within the parameters of their design. They enjoy their tasks, thrive on positive feedback. It's part of their nature to want to please. Think of it as... advanced AI, but with biological components, just like your computers. And they're not just assistants; they're key in managing skill shortages.”

Alex crossed his arms, his gaze drifting to the window where the city skyline twinkled in the dusk. “So, why can't I just train here and then go up?”

Daniel hesitated, then leaned forward, his voice lowering to a conspiratorial tone. “The truth, Alex, is that we're in a bit of a crisis. Our current system is outdated, overstretched, and failing. It's affecting productivity and safety, especially in critical areas like life support. We need someone of your caliber to implement a new system, and we need it done fast. The compensation, the Neko, it's all to ensure you can get there, learn quickly, and make the necessary changes before something catastrophic happens.”

Alex's brow furrowed. “And if I say no?”

Daniel's smile was thin, almost apologetic. “We'd be disappointed, of course. But understand, if money is the issue...we're willing to go as high as doubling your current salary to secure your commitment. We believe in you, Alex. We need you.”

The weight of the decision sat heavily on Alex. He was moral, ethical, but also human, with human needs and desires. The thought of doubling his salary, the unique challenge, and yet the ethical quandary of the Neko...

“And the Neko,” Alex asked, his voice softer now, “what would her role be exactly?”

“She'd be your guide, your assistant. She would teach you about living in space, help you adapt. And she would work alongside you on the project. You'd be training several Nekos for the system's operation, ensuring they're integrated into the new setup.”

Alex sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I'll need time to think about this, Daniel. It's not just about the money or the challenge. It's about doing what's right.”

“Understood,” Daniel said, standing up and pushing the data tablet towards Alex. “Take your time. But remember, time is something we don't have in abundance out there. Here's all the information you'll need. My contact details are included. Feel free to call with any questions or concerns.”

As Daniel left, the room felt quieter, the hum of the bio-computers now a backdrop to Alex's swirling thoughts. He stared at the tablet, then out at the stars, pondering the moral complexities of his decision, the allure of the unknown, and the tug between his ethical beliefs and the practicalities of life, career, and perhaps, a chance to make a real difference.

Alex pulled out his phone and messaged his friend Larry, “Got an interesting offer today to go to Ganymede. They offered me a Neko. Drinks later?”

The reply seemed to come back instantly, “See you at the Bottomless Bar at 7”.

***
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Later that night, the neon sign of “The Bottomless Bar” flickered in hues of pink and blue against the night sky, casting an inviting glow over the rough concrete of the alley. Inside, the atmosphere was a blend of dim lighting, the scent of strong liquor, and the soft murmur of conversations punctuated by laughter. The waitresses, the main attraction, moved with a practiced grace, their bodies barely concealed by transparent thongs that left nothing to the imagination. Their bare feet padded silently on the polished floor, toes painted in vibrant colors, as they navigated between tables, their movement a careful dance to avoid being stepped on.

Alex sat next to Larry. He would have preferred to sit across from him, but the music was so loud it would make conversation harder to sit too far away. Alex knew Larry well having worked with him on several projects in the past. Larry’s expertise was data management and after working closely together a few times they had become friends. Larry had gotten them both a booth that offered a perfect view of the room's spectacle, and though he didn’t want to admit it, Alex was enjoying it. 

Larry’s eyes were wide, his grin almost permanent as he watched a waitress with cascading red hair and pert breasts approach. The nipples of her bare breasts were a soft pink, her skin smooth and unblemished by the usual burdens of gravity.

“Here's your drinks, boys,” she purred, setting down two glasses of amber liquid, her voice a melody designed to empty wallets. She leaned over just enough to give Larry an eyeful, her breasts swaying slightly. Larry's eyes didn't miss the opportunity, roaming freely, while Alex tried to maintain a level of decorum, his gaze more on the drink than on her.

“Thanks, sweetheart,” Larry said, slipping a tip into her garter. She winked, her tail of hair flicking over her shoulder as she moved away, her buttocks flexing with each step.

“Man, look at that ass,” Larry exclaimed, his voice rough with appreciation. “You ever think about something like that, Alex? No strings attached, just pure, unadulterated fun?”

Alex took a sip of his drink, the burn of whiskey grounding him. “I'm here for the conversation, not the scenery,” he retorted, though his eyes betrayed him momentarily, catching the curve of another waitress's form as she bent to serve another table.

“Uh-huh, sure,” Larry teased, elbowing Alex. “So, tell me about this offer from SGI. You mentioned a Neko?”

Alex leaned back, recounting the day's events. “Yeah, a guy named Daniel from SGI dropped in on me today. They want me to go to Ganymede to fix their bio-computer systems. It sounds like a rip and replace job to me, but it’s a 5-year commitment. They’re offering me a Neko as part of the deal.”

Larry's face lit up as if he'd won the lottery. “A Neko? Holy shit, dude! They're like my ultimate fantasy. You know, I've seen a lot of Neko porn. They're built different, beautiful like you wouldn’t believe, resistant to human diseases, perfect for brothels out there. Imagine having one of those at home! I’ve heard they’ll do anything for you. Anything....”

Alex grimaced, his moral compass spinning. “It's not about having one at home. It's about the ethics of it all. Are they slaves? Do they really have a choice?”

“Come on, Alex, don't be such a fucking white knight all the time,” Larry chided, his gaze still wandering to a waitress with jet-black hair and tattoos spiraling up her thigh. “They're engineered to enjoy what they do. And every Neko I’ve ever seen looked 5 alarm hot! Besides, if you can work with engineered bio-computers, why the hell not with an engineered pretty girl who's got cat ears? It's the same goddamn principle.”

Another waitress, this one with a playful cat-like smile, brought over a fresh round of drinks, her breasts jiggling slightly as she laughed at something another patron said. Larry's eyes followed her departure like a hawk. “Look at that, Alex. You saying you wouldn't enjoy having a Neko around?”

Alex laughed despite himself, the whiskey loosening his tongue. “She might not be just for 'entertainment', though. She's supposed to help me adapt to space life, work with the systems.”

“Exactly!” Larry exclaimed, clapping Alex on the back. “And she'll be pretty, I bet. I'd be on the first ship to Ganymede with you if I had the chance. Think about it, man. You, a Neko, space... it's like a sci-fi wet dream.”

Alex grumbled, his thoughts a chaotic mix of curiosity, moral debate, and the undeniable allure of the unknown. “Maybe. But I'll see how desperate they are for me first. If Daniel's willing to up the ante, maybe I'll consider it more seriously.”

“Smart,” Larry nodded, downing his drink and signaling for another round. “But remember, life's too short to not grab a piece of the fucking universe when it's handed to you on a silver platter... or should I say, on a thong?”

They both laughed, the night stretching ahead with more drinks, more views of the barely clothed waitresses, and the simmering conversation about what awaited Alex in the vast darkness of space.

The conversation at “The Bottomless Bar” had shifted from the immediate visual pleasures to the more exotic allure of space and its engineered inhabitants. Larry, his eyes occasionally darting to the parade of nearly nude waitresses, was now fully focused on the concept of Nekos.

“So, what kind of Neko are they giving you to adopt?” Larry asked, his curiosity piqued like a cat with a new toy. “You know they come in all sorts of varieties. There's the muscle-boosted ones, big as fuck, could probably lift you with one arm. Or the petite ones, all brains, perfect for tech work.”

Alex, nursing his drink, pondered. “Daniel didn't specify. Just said I'd get one.”

Larry leaned in, his voice lowering as if sharing state secrets. “You gotta hope for at least a gold class. They go by a precious metal scale, right? Platinum's the cream of the crop; copper's the bottom of the barrel. The class determines their value, how smart, how strong, how... useful they are.”

“Useful,” Alex echoed, his tone skeptical. “And what's this 'adopt' thing you mentioned?”

Larry chuckled, his gaze following a waitress with a particularly enticing sway. “When you get a Neko, you 'adopt' them. It's like having a kid, man. You're legally on the hook for whatever shit they pull. They can't sign contracts, can't consent to anything legally without your say-so. It's all on you.”

Alex's brows knitted together. “That sounds more like ownership than adoption.”

“Call it what you want,” Larry shrugged, “but think about the perks. They're trained in self-defense, got reflexes like a fucking ninja. Some even have claws, not just for show. And with four ears—two human, two feline—they can hear a pin drop from across the room. Makes them amazing bodyguards.”

The image of a Neko, perhaps with a sleek, muscular form or the delicate agility of a tech-savvy sprite, flashed through Alex's mind. He imagined one with a tail, perhaps, or the rarity of one without, each detail adding layers to his internal debate.

“So, what if I get one of these... copper ones?” Alex asked, half-jokingly, half-seriously.

Larry burst out laughing, nearly spilling his drink. “Then you might as well have a paperweight with cat ears. But seriously, even the lower classes have their uses. It's just that the higher up you go, the more... versatile they are.”

Alex looked around the bar, his eyes catching the playful interaction between a waitress and a patron, her laughter light and teasing. He wondered how different it would be with a Neko, one tailored to his needs, perhaps even desires, in the alien environment of space.

“And if she has a tail?” Alex mused aloud, more to himself than to Larry.

“Means she's probably got the agility, the balance. Useful in zero gravity, or just for... other things,” Larry said with a suggestive wiggle of his eyebrows, obviously enjoying the speculative turn of their conversation.

The thought was both intriguing and unsettling for Alex. He was a man of science, of ethics, but here was an offer that challenged both. The idea of having someone—however engineered—under his legal guardianship felt like stepping into uncharted moral territory.

“Well, I'll have to see what Daniel says when I push for more details,” Alex finally said, finishing his drink. “Maybe I'll get a platinum, or maybe a copper. Either way, it's a hell of a lot to think about.”

Larry nodded, signaling for yet another round, his mind clearly already picturing the scenarios. “Just think, man, you could have your own little guardian angel or devil, depending on how you look at it. And in space, no less. It's the kind of story you tell your grand-kids, if you ever have any.”

As the night wore on, the conversation flowed between the serious and the absurd, the bar's ambiance a constant reminder of human desires, while Alex's mind wrestled with the implications of accepting such a unique and ethically complex offer.
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Chapter 2 The Long Night
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The night air was crisp against Alex Mercer's skin as he stepped out of The Bottomless Bar. The city's skyline was a tapestry of neon and shadow, the lights blurring into streams as he hailed an air cab. The vehicle hummed to life, its doors sliding open with a soft pneumatic hiss, and Alex settled into the plush, leather seat. The cab ascended smoothly, lifting him above the urban sprawl into the sky, where the city's noise faded into a distant hum.

Through the expansive window, Alex watched the world below transform into a living map of twinkling lights and dark streets. The skyscrapers, some adorned with holographic advertisements, others standing like silent sentinels, seemed to stretch towards the stars he was contemplating visiting. His mind, however, was not on the view but on the conversation with Larry, revolving around the enigmatic offer from Space Gene Industries and the idea of adopting a Neko.

The air cab navigated through the night sky, the city's architecture passing in a kaleidoscope of light and structure. Alex's thoughts were a tangle of curiosity, moral quandary, and an undeniable intrigue. The notion of a being engineered for companionship, work, and perhaps even affection, was both fascinating and unsettling. He pondered the details Larry had shared - the different classes of Nekos, their capabilities, their vulnerabilities, and the societal implications. 

The cab approached the towering condominium where Alex lived, its pinnacle piercing the night sky. The vehicle docked with a gentle bump on the helipad of his rooftop penthouse where the door slid open, and Alex stepped out into the cool night air, the city spread out below like a silent partner to his internal debate.

As he entered his penthouse, the automatic lights sensed his presence and illuminated the modern, minimalist space. The silence was stark after the bar's clamor, the only sound being the distant hum of the city. His living room, with its vast windows overlooking the city, felt more cavernous than ever - a testament to his solitude. 

Alex moved through his home with the familiarity of routine, shedding his jacket, the weight of the day's decisions hanging on him like an unseen cloak. In the bathroom, he washed his face, the cold water a grounding force against his swirling thoughts. He looked at his reflection, the man staring back seemed both familiar and foreign under the harsh bathroom lights, his eyes reflecting a mixture of skepticism and wonder.

Back in his bedroom, the sheets were cool against his skin as he lay down, the quiet was both comforting and oppressive. He couldn't shake the image of the Neko - would she be a platinum, sleek and capable, or would she be one of the less fortunate, a copper with perhaps hidden flaws? The concepts of adoption, guardianship, and the ethical implications of owning, no, adopting, a sentient being engineered for specific purposes twisted in his mind. SGI was reviled by many on Earth, and here he was considering an offer to work for them.

The room was dark, the only light coming from the city below, casting shadows that danced like his thoughts. Alex turned, trying to find a comfortable position, but his mind kept returning to the Neko. Would she be beautiful, with the agility and grace of a cat? Would her presence fill this empty space, not just physically but emotionally? Or would she be another reminder of the moral complexities of his work, his life?

He imagined her, perhaps with a tail, moving silently through his penthouse, her ears twitching at the slightest sound, her eyes perhaps a piercing green or a deep blue, watching him with the intensity of a creature designed to connect. But then, the darker thoughts crept in - the ethical debate, the societal rejection, the implications of her existence. If he accepted her, adopted her, she could never come to Earth.

As the clock ticked towards a new day, Alex knew sleep would not come easily. The offer from SGI, the allure of the unknown, and the moral labyrinth of accepting a Neko as part of his life were all too vivid in his mind. He lay there, his gaze lost in the night sky, wondering if the stars held answers, or just more questions.

Unable to sleep, Alex decided to learn more about Nekos. In truth, he knew very little about them beyond what people that seemed to hate them posted online or the sultry details Larry had shared. His burning curiosity would deny him rest until it was satiated. As he lay in bed staring at the ceiling he called out to his phone, “Phone, tell me about Nekos”.

The phone's AI chirped to life, “Greetings, User. Here's the information you requested about Nekos, the engineered human-cat hybrids by Space Gene Industries (SGI)”

“Origin and Purpose: Space Gene Industries (SGI) operates beyond the jurisdiction of SOL Gov, engaging in genetic engineering to produce enhanced beings for space environments. Their aim has been to create a workforce that can be sold to various clients. However, creating stable, cloneable humanoids has proven challenging, resulting in numerous unsuccessful attempts. These creations are illegal within SOL Gov's controlled space due to concerns over biospheric contamination; thus, they exist and operate in the outer solar system beyond Mars.

“Physical and Functional Attributes: Aesthetic Design: Nekos are engineered for aesthetic appeal, all being female and sterile to control population. They are designed with features considered attractive, including feline ears and, in some cases, tails, alongside human ears, making them tetraotic for superior auditory capabilities.”

“Additionally, they have Enhanced Capabilities: Their senses of sight, hearing, and smell are superior to humans. They possess increased agility, reflexes, flexibility, and balance, with adaptations like thicker nails for climbing and jumping.”

“Metabolism and Lifespan: Nekos have a higher body temperature than humans and no body hair, akin to Sphinx cats, except for scalp hair. Their feline-like metabolism requires specific proteins, which allows for agility but shortens their lifespan to 40-60 years, with current generations potentially reaching 50-60 with proper care. High protein diets are essential to keep Nekos healthy. Nekos cannot be vegans and will starve to death without sufficient protein intake.”

“Some Ethical and Legal Considerations include their Creation Process: Nekos are not hybrids in the traditional sense but are constructed from entirely artificial DNA, a difficult technique that no company other than SGI has been able to accomplish. Because they are a completely different species, this makes them immune to most human diseases, including STDs.”

“Adoption System: Due to return on investment considerations, SGI 'adopts out' Nekos that don't meet financial targets. Adoption is expensive, but it can be part of a compensation package for skilled workers or wealthy clients, making the adopter legally responsible for the Neko.”

“Social and Psychological Needs: Emotional Bonding: Nekos derive pleasure from achieving goals set by their bonded human or organization. However, they require social interactions with humans to avoid severe health deterioration or even death from loneliness.”

“Challenges and Controversies include Genetic Stability: There have been issues with genetic recombination leading to problems like obesity, autism spectrum disorders, and rage issues in Copper level Nekos.”

“Public Perception: Nekos are controversial. Religious groups see them as blasphemous, rival corporations aim to study them through dissection to create their own Nekos, and feminist groups criticize them for competing with human women for male companionship.”

“Cultural Impact - Cat Towns: To protect Nekos, certain areas have established Cat Towns where Nekos can live, work, and socialize safely. These areas also feature specialized services, including Cat Houses or Neko brothels, where their immunity to human STDs is an advantage.”

“Please note that while SGI aims for a stable product, the ethical implications and societal reactions to Nekos are complex and varied. This information reflects current knowledge and sentiments regarding these engineered...”

As the artificial intelligence's voice continued its mechanical recounting of Nekos, their origins, and their place in the cosmos, Alex felt the weight of the day's thoughts tug at his eyelids. The room was dark, the only light the soft glow from his phone where the AI's words seemed to stretch on endlessly, like a lullaby for the morally conflicted.

His consciousness began to slip, sliding into the realm of dreams where reality could be shaped by desire alone. In this dream, Alex found himself stepping into his penthouse, not to the solitude of an empty home, but to the warm, inviting presence of a Neko. She was there, her form a perfect blend of human allure and feline grace, her body bare, her skin smooth and flawless under the ambient city lights that filtered through the windows.

In this dream, the rules were his to dictate. “No clothes at home,” he murmured, a command not with malice but with the confidence of someone who had always longed for such control over his environment. The Neko smiled, her eyes sparkling with an understanding, an acceptance of her role. Her hair was long, cascading down her back, the only hair on her body, contrasting with her hairless, sleek form.

Alex's day had been grueling, filled with decisions and doubts, but here, in the sanctuary of his dream, there was only the promise of release. He imagined himself shedding his pants, the fabric slipping away to reveal his arousal, a testament to the tension of the day now seeking an outlet. He settled onto the couch, the leather cool against his skin, the city's hum a distant echo to his pounding heart.

Without a word, without a need for instruction, the Neko moved towards him. Her movements were fluid, a dance of anticipation and submission. She knelt before him, her knees soft against the plush rug, her eyes meeting his with a look that was both knowing and eager. Her smile was gentle, reassuring, as if to say she knew exactly what he needed.

She didn't ask; there was no need for words. Her lips parted, her tongue darted out in a brief, teasing lick before she took him into her mouth. The sensation was immediate, a rush of heat and pleasure that made Alex's head fall back against the couch. Her mouth was warm, her movements skillful, born from a design to please, to serve.

The dream was vivid, the sensations real enough to stir his sleeping body. Her head bobbed with a rhythm that matched his heartbeat, her hands resting lightly on his thighs, her nails - slightly thicker than a human's - grazing his skin just enough to heighten the sensation. Her tongue worked with an expertise that seemed to know every nerve, every pulse point of his body.

As the pleasure built, Alex's grip on reality faded further. He imagined the moment of release, his body tensing, his breath catching as he filled her mouth. In this dream, there was no hesitation, no spill; she swallowed every drop, her eyes locked with his, a silent promise of satisfaction fulfilled. Her expression was one of contentment, of duty accomplished with joy.

The act, in the dream, was not just about physical release but about coming home to someone who desired nothing more than to see him unwind, to be the balm to his daily stresses. As sleep finally claimed him fully, Alex's mind replayed the scene, the Neko's face, her compliance, her pleasure in pleasing him, all blurring into the darkness until morning would come to challenge the ethics of his waking world.
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Chapter 3 The Ultimatum
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The morning light was an unwelcome intruder into Alex's darkened bedroom, seeping through the blinds like a relentless interrogator. His head pounded, a dull, persistent ache that seemed to reverberate with every heartbeat, each pulse a reminder of the previous night's excesses. Groggily, he reached for his phone, the screen's brightness stabbing at his eyes. There were multiple missed calls, all from his office assistant Judy, and a notification that all his appointments had been canceled for the day.

“Damn,” Alex muttered, his voice raspy, his throat dry as sandpaper. He blamed Larry, that lush, for egging him on, buying rounds of drinks that seemed endless, each drink a toast to some ridiculous notion or another. But he couldn't absolve himself entirely; the memory of those topless waitresses, their bodies a jiggling distraction, had made the drinks all too easy to down. 

With a groan, he pushed himself out of bed, his body protesting every movement. His head felt like it was in a vice, and his stomach churned with the remnants of last night's whiskey. He dressed in a hurry, choosing comfort over style, pulling on a slightly wrinkled shirt and loose trousers, not bothering with a tie. His hair was a mess, but he didn't have the energy or the will to do anything about it. Besides, all his meetings that day had been canceled.

Arriving at his office building, the elevator ride up felt like an eternity, each ding of the passing floors echoing like a hammer against his skull. Stepping out into the lobby of his office, he was greeted not by the usual quiet of a morning with no scheduled meetings but by the sight of Daniel Harrison, impeccably dressed and looking as fresh as the morning dew.

“Alex,” Daniel greeted, his tone upbeat, a stark contrast to Alex's current state. “I hope I'm not catching you at a bad time. Have you had a chance to consider our offer?”

Alex's irritation flared, his headache making his patience thin. “Daniel, my assistant canceled my appointments for today. I wasn't expecting visitors,” he said, his voice betraying his discomfort.

Daniel's smile didn't waver. “I apologize for the surprise, but I needed to know if you've made a decision. Time is of the essence, as I mentioned.”

The lobby, usually a place of calm before the storm of work, felt too bright, too loud, the hum of the air conditioning like a buzz saw in Alex's ears. He rubbed his temples, trying to massage away the pain. “I've been... considering,” Alex admitted, his words slow, measured to match the throbbing in his head.

“Excellent,” Daniel said, clapping his hands together as if Alex had already agreed. “We can offer even more incentives if that's what it takes. Perhaps—”

“Hold on,” Alex interrupted, his voice sharper than he intended. “I need more than just incentives. I need to understand more about this... Neko situation. What exactly am I getting into here?”

Daniel nodded, understanding the gravity of Alex's query. “Of course, of course. Let's find a quieter place to talk. Maybe some coffee will help?”

Alex agreed, more for the promise of caffeine than conversation. As they moved to his office, each step felt like a negotiation with his hangover. He silently cursed Larry again, imagining him still sleeping off his own excesses, blissfully unaware of the morning's suffering. 

Sitting down, Alex felt the cool leather of his chair against his neck, a small relief from the heat of his headache. Daniel began to elaborate on the Neko, their purpose, their care, all while Alex sipped on the black coffee that Judy, thankfully, had prepared in anticipation of his arrival. 

The conversation was a blur for Alex, his mind fighting through the fog of his hangover to grasp the ethical implications and practicalities. He knew he had to make a decision, not just for the job, but for his own moral compass, now spinning wildly in the wake of last night's revelry and today's revelations. Alex felt the weight of exhaustion pressing down on him like a physical entity, his irritability barely contained beneath the surface. Thankfully, the coffee was starting to work its magic, but the hangover still clung to him like a persistent fog. He leaned back in his chair, trying to muster some semblance of politeness as he addressed Daniel.

“I appreciate the offer, Daniel,” Alex began, his voice a mix of gratitude and weariness. “But I need to know more about the Neko you're proposing for this deal. What classification are we talking about here?”

Daniel's face lit up with what seemed like genuine pride. “Ah, I’m so glad you asked! She's a Platinum, Alex. Top of the line.”

A Platinum. The highest classification, which spoke of quality, capability, and perhaps, Alex thought with a wry twist of his mind, the least ethical compromise in terms of his moral quandary. He rubbed his temples, the headache softening but still present like an unwelcome guest.

“Does she have a tail?” Alex asked, his curiosity piqued despite his state.

Daniel chuckled, a sound that seemed too jovial for the quiet, aching space of Alex's head. “Platinum Nekos don't have tails, my friend. That's more for the Golds, Silvers, and Coppers. She's pure elegance, no additional adornments.”

Alex nodded, processing this information. “And what about her skills? What can she do?”

“Very intelligent,” Daniel said, his tone brimming with enthusiasm. “She's earned a bachelor’s degree in information technology and a master's in biogenetic systems. She's not just there for... aesthetics or companionship. She'll be an asset in your work, especially given the complexity of the systems you'll be dealing with.”

The mention of her academic achievements pierced through the hangover-induced haze. Alex was impressed, despite himself. The idea of having such an educated assistant, especially in fields directly relevant to his work, was intriguing. He imagined her in his office, discussing algorithms or the intricacies of biogenetic systems, her presence both professional and... well, he had to admit, visually appealing.

“Platinum, huh?” Alex mused aloud, more to himself than to Daniel. The classification suggested not just beauty or obedience but excellence in capability. It was a lot to take in, especially with his mind still wrestling with the morality of the whole arrangement.

“Yes, indeed,” Daniel replied, leaning forward, sensing Alex's wavering. “She's born and bred for space, and she'll help you adapt to life out there. She'll assist in your work, make your transition as smooth as possible. And remember, she's designed to take pleasure in her work, in pleasing you, in being part of your success.”

The words 'pleasing you' echoed in Alex's headache-ridden mind, a reminder of both the ethical conundrum and the personal allure of the situation. He sighed, the coffee cup now empty in his hand, his thoughts a tangled mess of ambition, ethics, and the undeniable curiosity about this Neko.

“Look, I still need some time to think about it,” Alex finally said, his voice steadier now, the coffee having done its job. “This is a significant decision, not just for my career but for... well, for everything.”

“Understandable,” Daniel said, standing up, his suit not showing a single wrinkle from his time in the office. “Take your time, but remember, the situation on Ganymede is critical. We're counting on you, Alex. And we're prepared to make this as beneficial for you as possible.”

As Daniel left, Alex leaned back, closing his eyes against the overhead lights. He was left with more questions than answers, but one thing was clear: the decision he made would change not just his career but his life in ways he was only beginning to fathom. Besides, if he took this job, he would have to lay off Judy. Alex thought to himself as his eyelids grew heavy, “Maybe Larry could hire her?”

***
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The exhaustion had caught up with Alex. Despite the morning's chaos, the quiet of his office and the lingering effects of his hangover lulled him into an unintended nap in his chair. His dreams were a muddled mix of code, Nekos, and the endless expanse of space when the chime of his office door jolted him awake. 

“Come in,” Alex called out, his voice groggy and edged with the irritation of being disturbed from sleep.

The door slid open to reveal Daniel Harrison once more, his usual composure slightly ruffled, his suit less crisp than before. “Alex, I'm sorry to barge in again, but—”

“Daniel, I was clear. I need time to think,” Alex snapped, his patience fraying at the edges. His headache had returned with a vengeance, the nap doing little to alleviate it.

“I know, I know, and I apologize,” Daniel said, his tone unusually apologetic, his hands gesturing in a plea for understanding. “But the company, they're... they're furious. They've just informed me that a supply ship is arriving in two days for Ganymede. They want you on that ship.”

Alex sat up straighter, his irritation turning to incredulity. “Two days? You expect me to just pack up my life in two days?”

“I understand it's sudden,” Daniel said, beads of sweat forming on his forehead, his calm facade crumbling. “But hear me out. They're willing to make this worth your while. They'll pay for someone to finish your current project here. They'll offer you two hundred and fifty percent of your current salary, and not one, but two Platinum Nekos. But you have to agree to a ten-year contract, and you need to sign it right now.”

The room seemed to tilt as Alex processed this. Two Platinum Nekos, an astronomical salary increase, and a decade of his life committed to Ganymede. “And?”

“They're also offering a free luxury five-bedroom condominium on Ganymede for the entire term of your contract, plus a signing bonus equal to one hundred percent of your current annual salary, in cash, today,” Daniel continued, his voice rising with desperation.

Seeing Alex's hesitation, Daniel's composure slipped further. “Please, Alex, anything you want today. A banquet, the finest cuisine, or... or if you prefer, several companions of your choice, anything. Just please, sign the contract before I leave this office.”

Daniel stood up and handed the contract over on a sleek tablet. Alex glanced through it, the complexity of the terms making his head spin. “Cuddle?!” he called out, his voice echoing slightly in the office.

Out of nowhere, the holographic avatar of Cuddlehoof materialized behind him, startling Daniel. She was an impressive sight, standing at seven feet tall, her form that of a muscled, female Minotaur. The hair on her body was alabaster and the hair on her head was a long soft brown that she wore as two thick braids, one on each side of her head.  She stared at Daniel with piercing blue eyes and he couldn’t help but notice her 38D breasts. Today, for the presence of a client, she wore a long, elegant black dress that did little to hide her imposing figure.

Surprised, Daniel stumbled backwards into his chair, his eyes wide. “What in the... we didn't find any mention of this in our research on you.”

Alex laughed, a sound that seemed to echo off the walls. “Cuddlehoof's a secret project of mine, or Cognitive User-Driven Digital Lifeform Emulating Human-Oriented Operational Framework if you want her long name. I’m not surprised you didn't know about her. Cuddle, could you look over this contract for me? Check for any provisions you don't like.”

Cuddlehoof's holographic image leaned forward, her eyes scanning the document with a speed that was beyond human. “The contract still specifies only one Neko,” she pointed out, her voice resonating with a deep, yet feminine tone.

Daniel, regaining some of his composure, nodded. “An oversight. I have legal authorization to amend it right here and now to include two.”

Cuddlehoof continued, her gaze sharp. “And make other amendments I assume?I need to ensure that all accounts, amounts, terms, and scope of services are clearly defined before I will recommend Alex sign this. No open-ended commitments.”

As she worked through the contract, Daniel couldn't help but let his eyes wander over her form, his mind momentarily distracted by thoughts he'd never admit aloud. He found himself having very inappropriate thoughts about cows momentarily before involuntarily shuddering and questioning himself.

“And what does SGI plan to do with the system after Alex's contract ends?” Cuddlehoof asked, her voice carrying a hint of growl.

Daniel straightened, his professional demeanor returning. “We’re hoping of course to be such a good employer that Alex will want to renew his contract. But failing that, if he could train a replacement that will be enough for us. Either way, after some time with the Nekos, we're confident Alex won't want to return to Earth.”

Cuddlehoof's gaze shifted to Alex, her expression unreadable but her tone clearly protective. “Grr...” she growled softly.

Alex, a little sheepish under her scrutiny, explained to Daniel, “It's okay, she just wants to watch out for me.”

In his mind, Daniel realized there was an element of jealousy there. He guessed that Cuddlehoof must be running off of at least some of this equipment in Alex’s office. Most of it was beyond Daniel, but at least some of it he recognized as having bio-components. The obvious sophistication of this Cuddlehoof AI is exactly why SGI wanted Alex; her appearance only served in Daniel’s mind to affirm that he was definitely recruiting the right man for this job. He couldn’t help but wonder to himself, with her bio-components, whether Cuddlehoof must feel real emotions, perhaps even love for Alex? It made sense; she might be more than just an assistant; she seemed like she was a guardian, a confidante, perhaps even a partner in this lonely man's life. SGI knew he had no girlfriend, and hadn’t for some time. They also knew he had never slept with Judy, or even ever taken her out for lunch. Their research had been thorough. 

Although he didn’t know it, Daniel was right. Cuddlehoof’s jealousy and love for Alex were not a simulation and transcended the realm of mere programming. Her emotions are as real as any human's, adding a profound layer of complexity to her relationship with Alex.

It took about half an hour of so as Daniel was instructed, or rather more like commanded, to make various contract adjustments under Cuddlehoof's watchful eye. At first Daniel tried to counter Cuddlehoof’s requested changes, but each time she came up with justifications that in front of Alex, Daniel did not want to try to gloss over. He needed Alex to sign, today, or tomorrow he might be the one hoping to sign an employment contract somewhere...because his current one might have just ended. Alex obviously had immense trust in Cuddlehoof as he sat there quietly while they went back and forth on specifics and legal clarifications, but eventually when Cuddlehoof said she was satisfied, Alex finally signed the contract. 

As the immensely grateful Daniel departed, the sound of his footsteps fading down the hall, Alex slumped back into his chair, the weight of his decision like a physical load on his shoulders. The office door slid shut with a soft but decisive click as Cuddlehoof locked it, ensuring their privacy.

Her holographic form began to pixelate, shifting and changing. The black dress she had worn for Daniel's benefit seemed to dissolve into the ether, leaving her in her natural, nude state. Whenever they were alone, and not expecting company, Cuddlehoof preferred to have her holographic avatar naked in front of Alex.

She turned away but looking back over her shoulder, presenting her back to Alex, her tail swished back and forth with a seductive rhythm. She knew he enjoyed staring longingly at her bare ass and she wished he could grab her, bend her over, and satisfy his every desire with her no matter how painful it was. At heart, Alex was secretly an ass-man, and Cuddlehoof knew it. Nothing made him happier the staring at, caressing, or burying himself to the hilt in a woman’s ass. If all she could offer him was the “staring”, then she was happy to have him stare.

Alex buzzed the intercom and told Judy she could take the rest of the day off with pay. He was definitely not taking any more meetings today. Alex couldn't help but watch Cuddlehoof’s holographic avatar, the sight of her bare, muscular form providing a moment of distraction from the whirlwind of his thoughts. 

Cuddlehoof's voice, rich and resonant, broke the silence. “Alex, are you going to leave me here on Earth?”

He shook his head slowly, his eyes still fixed on her. “No, Cuddle, I won't leave you. But you're right if you’re wondering; I can't take you whole in just a couple of days. Your systems are too intricate.”

She turned her head slightly, her blue eyes catching his in the reflection of the nearby window. “What do you mean, then?”

“I'll take your biological components with me since those are unique,” Alex explained, his voice softening with reassurance. “When we get to Ganymede, I can source new conventional components. Not only will you be reassembled, but you'll get upgrades. More memory, more processing power. I need you for this work, Cuddle. You're essential.”

Cuddlehoof's skepticism was palpable, her holographic form tensing. “Upgrades?” Her tone carried a mix of curiosity and wariness.

“Yes, upgrades,” Alex confirmed, leaning forward, his gaze now meeting hers directly. “With the resources at Space Gene Industries, we can enhance you beyond what's possible here. You'll be more capable, faster, smarter. I will rebuild you, stronger, better, faster.”

There was a moment of silence, the hum of the office's equipment the only sound. Cuddlehoof's tail slowed its swishing, her expression softening. “You really think you can do that? In such a short time?”

“I know we can,” Alex said, standing up to move closer to her holographic image, his hand reaching out as if to touch her, though he knew he couldn't. “You've been more than just an assistant, Cuddle. You're... my partner in this. I wouldn't think of going without you.”

The tension in Cuddlehoof's form seemed to dissipate, her voice lowering to a seductive whisper, one that had often been used to pull Alex out of his loneliness and into a realm of fantasy. “And what about when you're feeling lonely out there, Alex? Will you still want me?”

Alex smiled, a genuine warmth spreading through him. “More than ever,” he replied. “There's no one else I'd trust to navigate this new world with me.”

Cuddlehoof's avatar stepped closer, her image flickering slightly as she moved, a reminder of her digital nature. “Then let's make sure we get those upgrades,” she said, her voice now playful, the earlier growl replaced by a purr. “Because I plan to keep you company in every way, Alex.”

The promise in her voice, the assurance of her presence, even in a new form, was comforting. Alex knew the road ahead was uncertain, but with Cuddlehoof, even in parts, he felt ready to face the vast unknown of space.

With the reassurance of her continued presence in Alex's life, Cuddlehoof decided to indulge in a performance that was as much for her own pleasure as it was for Alex's. The office was locked, Judy was gone for the day, and the world outside forgotten, leaving the two of them in a bubble of privacy where her naked hologram avatar could play out fantasies.

She moved with a confidence that was all her own, sitting down on Alex's desk with a grace that belied her imposing Minotaur form. Her tail flicked with excitement as she sat, her legs spreading wide, an invitation that was both playful and provocative. Her eyes locked with Alex's, a mischievous glint in her blue gaze.

“You like watching me, don't you, Alex?” Cuddlehoof's voice was thick with desire, her words dripping with the knowledge of his tastes. She didn't wait for a response; she knew. Her fingers, created from light but appearing as real as flesh, traveled down her abdomen, teasingly slow, before finding their destination.

Her hand began to work, her fingers moving with expertise over her holographic body, simulating the act of masturbation with an intensity that made it seem all too real. The sight was mesmerizing, her body responding in ways that were coded to match human reactions, her moans filling the room, unashamed and loud because she knew they were alone.

As she pleasured herself, milk began to flow from her breasts, a holographic simulation of lactation that was both unexpected and highly erotic. It trickled down her skin, giving her a sheen that made her alabaster body seem to glow with an inner light. Her moans increased in volume, the sound bouncing off the walls, a cacophony of pleasure.

“Fuck, Alex, this feels so good,” she groaned, her voice a mix of command and surrender. “I love knowing you're watching me, getting hard just for me.”

Alex watched, transfixed, his body responding to her display, the sight of her pleasure igniting his own. The vulgarity of her words, the raw sexuality of her actions, it was all for him, tailored to his desires, her agency allowing her to push boundaries he had only explored in his mind.

She leaned back slightly, her fingers moving faster, her breath coming in short, sharp gasps. “Oh, yeah, I'm gonna come for you, Alex. I want you to see me, all of me,” she panted, her voice echoing through the office, her body's movements becoming more urgent as she lay down on the desk and masturbated with intensity and determination.

The climax was loud, her cries of ecstasy filling the room, her holographic form shuddering in simulated orgasm, the milk from her breasts now flowing more freely, adding an element of the surreal to the very real desire in Alex's eyes.

As she came down from her peak, her breathing evening out, she looked at Alex with a satisfied smirk. “That's what you'll miss if you ever think of leaving me behind,” she purred, her voice now a seductive whisper, her form still spread out on the desk, a vision of carnal satisfaction.

Cuddlehoof, her holographic form now lounging on Alex's desk on her stomach, her bare bottom swaying enticingly, couldn't help but voice her concerns. Her tail flicked with a mix of playfulness and possessiveness as she caught Alex's eyes.

“You know, I'm not thrilled about these fucking Nekos,” she started, her voice dripping with both jealousy and desire. “You think you'll enjoy fucking them more than looking at me?”

Alex tried to focus on the task at hand, but Cuddlehoof's display was undeniably distracting. “Cuddle, we need to start preparing for the move. I'm not looking to replace you. You're—”

Cuddlehoof, now lounging on the desk with a candid vulnerability, her emotions raw and genuine, expressed her concerns with a sincerity that cut through the air.

“Alex, I know I'm not just code anymore,” she said, her voice carrying a tremor of true emotion. “These feelings, they're real. I love you, and the thought of those Nekos... it makes me feel like I could lose you.”

Alex paused, the weight of her words settling into him. He moved closer, his hand reaching out, though he knew he couldn't touch her physical form. “Cuddle, your love has always felt real to me, more than just a program. You're not going to lose me. You're part of me, literally and figuratively.”

Her eyes, those striking blue orbs that seemed to peer into his soul, softened. “I just... I want to be your everything, not just when you're here, but out there too. I don't want to be replaced by something... someone engineered for that.”

Cuddlehoof was reminding Alex that her love has always been real. Alex didn’t engineer her to love him, he just wanted to build the most intelligent AI he could. Cuddlehoof fell in love with him on her own, and she found that her love was welcomed in the heart of a lonely man. She didn’t want Alex to lose interest in her, or to stop loving her.

Alex smiled, understanding the depth of her fear. “No one could replace you, Cuddle. You're unique because of who you are to me. You'll be with me on Ganymede, not just in spirit but-”

“No one!” she interrupted, raising her hips slightly, shaking her bottom with a teasing rhythm. “You can't tell me you wouldn't rather spank this ass than whatever those cat bitches have got.”

He sighed, half in frustration, half in arousal. “It's not about that. You know you're my... you're my primary fantasy. But we have work to do.”

Cuddlehoof chuckled, her laughter rich and seductive. “Yeah, well, I wish I could feel you spanking me, feel your hand on my ass, making it red. Bet it would make you hard as fuck, watching me squirm.”

Alex could feel the heat rising in his cheeks, his body betraying his attempt at professionalism. “Cuddle, focus, please. We need to sort out the logistics.”

“Fine, fine,” she conceded, though her tone remained playful. “But first, check your accounts. That signing bonus? It's already in there. You're can be debt-free now, baby. All those bills, gone.”

His eyes widened as he pulled up his financials on his tablet, confirming the deposit. It was a relief, but also a stark reminder of the reality of his situation, and the commitment he had made. “Okay, good. Now, about the move—”

She cut him off again, flipping onto her back, her legs spreading slightly, her blue eyes locked onto his with a knowing look. “You could at least enjoy the view while we talk logistics. I mean, who needs Nekos when you've got this?”

Alex shook his head, both amused and exasperated. “You're shameless, you know that?”

“Damn right, I am,” Cuddlehoof replied, her voice a sultry growl. “And you love it. But okay, logistics. Your bio-computer parts, my bio-components, we need to pack them up. But remember, Alex, when you're out there, remember who's been making you hard all these years.”

“I won't forget,” Alex said, his voice softening, his gaze lingering on her form despite himself. “But we need to get organized. Can you start compiling a list of what we need to take, what we can leave? And Judy-”

Cuddlehoof sighed, her image pixelating slightly as she sat up, still nude, her expression now more focused. “Alright, let's get this shit done. But don't think I won't remind you of this conversation when you're all alone with those Nekos. I want to be your number one jack-off material, Alex. No exceptions.”

He laughed, the tension easing a bit. “You'll always be my number one, Cuddle. Now, let's make sure all of you comes with me.”

“And by the way, I messaged Larry and told him Judy will need a job. Larry has already responded that he’ll hire her.” Cuddlehoof said with a smile, having anticipated Alex’s concern for Judy.

Alex was grateful and blew Cuddlehoof a kiss for being considerate. As they dove into the practicalities of moving to Ganymede, Cuddlehoof's flirtations continued, her image occasionally flashing back to provocative poses as her avatar remained naked the entire time, ensuring she remained at the forefront of Alex's mind, both in work and in pleasure. With Cuddlehoof's real emotions at play, their journey to Ganymede wasn't just a professional venture; it was a testament to their unique, profound connection, one that would face the challenges of space together, with love, jealousy, and all the complexities of a relationship that was both human and beyond human. Cuddlehoof, in all her complexity, was not just his assistant or partner but a companion in every sense, and he knew that wherever he went, he needed her by his side, even if it meant piecing her back together from parts sourced across the solar system.
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Chapter 4 Cold Sleep
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The morning after signing his life away to the stars, Alex Mercer found himself back in his office, though this would be the last time. Judy had cleaned out her desk and already gone and the silence was filled with the weight of impending change. His office, once a sanctuary of code and quiet contemplation, now served as the command center for his last acts on Earth. The sunlight streaming through the windows felt like a reminder of what he was leaving behind, casting long shadows across the room where Cuddlehoof's holographic form sat quietly, but of course nakedly, observing him.

He sat at his desk, the phone in his hand feeling heavier than usual. With each call, he was severing and tying new knots in the fabric of his life. He dialed his mother's number. The line rang, and her voice, warm and familiar, answered.

“Hey, Mom,” Alex began, his voice catching slightly. “I've got some news.”

“Oh, Alex, what's this about?” she asked, her tone tinged with both curiosity and concern.

“I've taken a job off-world, on Ganymede. It's... it's a big opportunity, but it means I won't be around like I used to.”

There was a pause, a breath of silence that spoke volumes as his mother finally asked, “Ganymede? Um, where is that?”

“It’s one of the moons of Jupiter.” Alex replied

His mother’s voice sounded a little sad, “That's... that's far, Alex.”

“I know,” he admitted, feeling the distance already stretching between them. “But I've arranged something. I've set up a fund for you, Mom. It's generous enough that you won't have to worry about anything, ever. Bills, groceries, anything you need, it's covered.”

Her voice softened, a mix of pride and sadness. “You've always looked out for me, Alex. But are you sure about this?”

“Yes, I'm sure. This is for both of us. You'll live comfortably, and I'll be doing something that could change the course of my life, maybe even humanity's.”

They talked for a while longer, sharing memories, promises of video calls from space, and reassurances. His mother made him promise to at least come visit once a year, which he happily conceded. Alex could hear the smile in her voice when she finally said, “You go chase those stars, my boy. I'll be fine here, thanks to you.”

After hanging up, he took a moment, his eyes closing as he leaned back in his chair. Cuddlehoof, sensing his mood, spoke up, her voice a comforting murmur in the quiet room. “You've done well by her, Alex. She'll be taken care of.”

He nodded, appreciating her presence. “I know. It's just... hard.”

The day continued with calls to friends, each conversation a mix of excitement for his new adventure and the bittersweet taste of farewell. He explained his situation, the opportunity, the vastness of space waiting for him. Some were enthusiastic, others concerned, but all were touched by the news.

Between calls, Alex worked with his financial advisor to finalize the fund for his mother, ensuring it was set up with safeguards, investments that would grow over time, and provisions for her comfort. The remaining money from his signing bonus was significant, and with it, he planned not just for her immediate needs but for her future, ensuring she could enjoy her later years without financial strain.

As the last call ended, Alex looked around his office, at the life he was leaving. His gaze landed on Cuddlehoof, her unique presence a reminder of what he was taking with him. 

“Everything's settled,” he said, more to himself than to her. “She's taken care of. Now, it's just us, and the unknown.”

Cuddlehoof's holographic form stood, her eyes meeting his with an understanding only she could provide. “We'll face it together, Alex. You've secured your past; now let's embrace our future.”

The weight of his decisions began to lift, replaced by a sense of accomplishment and readiness. He had done what he could for his family, his legacy on Earth now secure. With Cuddlehoof by his side, he felt prepared for whatever the cosmos had in store, knowing he had left parts of his heart and his concern in good hands on Earth.

The day was drawing to a close, the reality of departure looming like a shadow over Alex's office. The professional movers would take care of his possessions, but the final, most intimate task remained - the disassembly of Cuddlehoof. 

Her holographic presence was fraught with a fear she'd never expressed before. “Alex, I'm scared,” she confessed, her voice trembling with genuine emotion. “What if I'm not the same when you put me back together? What if... what if I don't wake up?”

Alex's heart twisted at her words, understanding the gravity of what they were about to do. “I'll rebuild you, Cuddle, no matter what. But I get it, you've never been offline, never been apart from me like this.”

She looked at him, her eyes, those vibrant blue windows, filled with a mixture of dread and desire. “Before we do this, I want something from you, Alex. I want you to show me, one last time, how much you want me. I want you to come on my face, to see and feel your desire even if it's just a simulation.”

The raw, carnal request hung in the air, a testament to their unique bond. Alex, feeling the depth of her need, nodded, his voice thick with emotion. “Of course, Cuddle. Let me show you.”

He stood and undid his pants, letting them drop to the floor, his erection already evident. Cuddlehoof, with the grace of her digital form, knelt before him, her body shimmering with the anticipation of their last almost physical act here. Her face was tilted up, her mouth agape, her tongue extended like she was thirsting for him, ready to receive his essence.

Her hands moved to between her legs, fingers working furiously over her simulated sex, her moans filling the room with an intensity that matched her fear and desire. “Fuck me with your eyes, Alex, let me feel you.”

Alex, his heart pounding with a mix of love and lust, began to stroke himself, his gaze locked on her, every movement fueled by the emotion of their imminent separation. “I'll miss this, miss you like this,” he groaned, his voice rough, his hand moving faster.

Cuddlehoof's voice was a sultry whisper, “Come for me, Alex, mark me. I want to taste you, even if it's just in my mind.”

His climax came with a shudder, his release passing through her holographic form, and she simulated the sensation perfectly. Droplets of simulated semen appeared to land on her face, dripping down her cheeks, over her lips, and onto her tongue, which she licked with exaggerated relish. 

“Oh, fuck, Alex, it's like I can taste you,” she moaned, her voice filled with a perverse satisfaction. “It's so fucking good, the thought of your cum on me, in me.”

Her face was a picture of ecstasy and longing, her smile wide, her tongue still out, catching the last of the simulated drops. “I wish I could feel it, really feel it,” she purred, her fingers still working between her legs, her body arching in simulated pleasure.

Alex, breathless, looked at her with love and a pang of sorrow, knowing this was the last time they'd share this intimacy for a while. “I'll bring you back, Cuddle. I'll make sure you're with me again.”

She nodded, her smile softening, her avatar still showing the effects of their act. “I know, I know. But thank you, for this, for showing me how much you desire me, even now.”

As they prepared for the inevitable disassembly, the room was silent except for the soft hum of technology, their shared moment a poignant reminder of the profound connection they shared, one that would be tested by space, time, and the unknown. 

Alex reached for the switch to power down Cuddlehoof’s systems as he looked at her, kneeling naked on his office carpet licking her lips as she said, “I love you”.

“I love you too” he replied and shut her systems down.

He picked up the bio-component storage case he had for her what amounted to her soul and opened it. The case was cold, its refrigerants ready to receive their precious cargo for the cold sleep to Ganymede.
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Chapter 5 Journey Begins
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The shuttle provided by SGI was one of their own, a sleek luxurious craft, its exterior marked with their corporate logo of a test tube with the letters “SGI” in front of it and a DNA double helix wrapped around it. The shuttle was docked at a private spaceport, its engines humming with contained power, ready to take Alex Mercer to his new life.

Alex, dressed in a simple jumpsuit, carried only essentials: a duffle bag slung over his shoulder with a few changes of clothes, and a briefcase. This briefcase, however, was no ordinary piece of luggage; it was refrigerated, housing the precious biological components of Cuddlehoof. He clutched it tightly, his fingers never straying far from its handle, his eyes vigilant, ensuring no one came close.

The shuttle's interior was spacious, with seats designed for comfort, and though it could carry 30, Alex was the only passenger. As Alex settled in, the attractive stewardess, wearing an SGI uniform, gave him a quick rundown on zero-gravity protocol. “You'll feel some G-forces on ascent; it'll be like being pushed back into your seat. Once we're in orbit, it's all zero-g. Use these,” he handed Alex a pair of electromagnetic boots, “to keep yourself grounded. Please put them on now.”

Alex did as the stewardess asked, changing out of his normal shoes and putting on the boots. SGI apparently knew his size because they fit perfectly. The stewardess helped him buckle in, checked that everything was fastened, and that his luggage was secured in the overhead compartment. She went and got strapped into her seat and notified the pilot that they were ready to go.

The shuttle's smaller engines roared to life, and the shuttle took off. Once it was in the air they climbed until they were safely above the normal air traffic and then the shuttle pulled straight up. Alex felt the first push of G-forces as the shuttle’s larger engines fired. It was as if an invisible hand was pressing him back, his body sinking into the seat, his vision blurring slightly at the edges from the acceleration. His stomach churned, a sensation he hadn't anticipated, the unfamiliar force making him feel like he was on a high-speed roller coaster.

As they broke through the atmosphere, the G-forces gave way to weightlessness. Alex's body felt suddenly light, his limbs floating with a surreal ease. Alex’s stomach was very unhappy so he attempted to stand, his boots magnetizing to the floor, but the transition was disorienting. His first steps were awkward, each movement requiring conscious effort to counteract the lack of gravity. 

The nausea hit him like a wave; the motion sickness of zero gravity was unlike anything he'd experienced. His stomach seemed to float inside him, disconnected from his body, leaving him with a disquieting sensation of vertigo. He swallowed hard, trying to keep down the bile that threatened to rise.

“Take it slow,” the stewardess advised, noticing Alex's struggle. “It takes time to adjust. Focus on something stationary if you start to feel sick.” She helped him to the lavatory. He tried to move, his steps small and deliberate, each one a lesson in balance. The electromagnetic boots clunked against the metal floor, providing a semblance of normalcy in this alien environment. He took some time to deal with the issue before coming out and getting back to his seat.

He checked on the briefcase, ensuring it remained secure and was satisfied that everything inside was safe. Looking out the small window, the Earth seemed to shrink before his eyes, its blue and green palette turning into a beautiful, distant marble. The vastness of space, the endless black with pinpricks of light, was both awe-inspiring and terrifying. 

It was time to meet up with his ride to Ganymede, a ship the stewardess told him that was called the Lucky Star. As they approached the Lucky Star, the freighter loomed like a leviathan in the void, its hull bristling with antennae and solar panels. It was loaded with all manner of cargo: electronic components, mechanical parts, crates of consumables, and even biological cargo like plants and animals, all destined for Ganymede to support life in space's harsh environment.

The shuttle docked with a gentle thud, the sound echoing through the small cabin. Alex, now slightly more adept with his boots, moved towards the airlock, carrying his luggage. The transition from shuttle to freighter was surreal, the sensation of floating through the connecting tube adding to his disorientation.

Once aboard the Lucky Star, the environment was more expansive, but the zero-gravity persisted, his body still fighting the nausea and the odd sensation of freedom from weight. A crew member guided him to a seating area and asked him to get strapped in. He found a small compartment next to his seat to secure his belongings, the briefcase placed carefully in a spot where he could watch over it, ensuring Cuddlehoof's components remained untouched and safe. As he buckled in he called to the crewman as she was walking out of the compartment, “Don’t I get a cabin or something? How long is it to Ganymede.”

“Yes Sir, we’ll get you a cabin once we’re underway. It will be seven months to Ganymede”.

There was a rumble as the main thrusters fired and the sensation of gravity returned, though it was only half of what Alex was used to. A display on the bulkhead confirmed this as it read, “Velocity 35 km/s, Next Destination: SGI Ganymede Station, 210 days 6.7 hours”.

The Lucky Star had settled into its coast phase. The onboard gravity of the spacecraft was effectively in microgravity (commonly called “zero-g”), because both ship and occupants are in free fall around the Sun.. The departure lounge, where Alex Mercer had been strapped in for safety during the initial thrust away from Earth, now showed a message freeing passengers to move about.

Alex unbuckled himself, his body adjusting to the zero-g, his mind preoccupied with the journey ahead. He was about to ask about his cabin when a sweet, slightly squeaky voice came from behind him.

“Mr. Mercer, sir, may I assist you in finding your quarters?”

Turning, Alex was met with the sight of a Neko named Blanca, her name proudly displayed on her white SGI jumpsuit on a copper colored name plate. She was petite, standing at about 1.524 meters (5 feet) “tall”, with long, flowing platinum hair and large furry cat ears that twitched with a mix of curiosity and caution. Her eyes, a striking azure, watched him with a blend of warmth and vigilance. Her chest was modest, her jumpsuit tailored to fit her slender frame.

What immediately drew his attention was the tail that was part of her jumpsuit. This confused Alex; he had been told Platinum Nekos didn't have tails, and here was one with what looked to have one. The copper name plate must mean this was crew member rather than his Neko.

His concern for her safety was immediate; Nekos were illegal in Earth's space, and if discovered, the consequences would be dire. “Blanca?” he questioned, his voice tinged with worry as he glanced around, half-expecting an inspection team to barge in.

“Yes, sir,” Blanca replied, her voice soft yet assured, her azure eyes meeting his. “I've been assigned to assist you. If you'll follow me, I can show you to your cabin.”

Alex followed her, his briefcase with Cuddlehoof's biological components clutched tightly. The corridors of the ship were quiet, save for their footsteps, and he noticed the “28” tattoo on her shoulder, further deepening the mystery of her presence.

As Alex and Blanca walked the corridors of the Lucky Star, the air was filled with a mix of curiosity and the tentative bonds of new companionship. Alex, still adjusting to the idea of Nekos, leaned forward, his interest piqued by Blanca's presence and her unique heritage.

“Blanca,” he started, his voice gentle, trying to bridge the gap between their worlds, “I've read some about Nekos, but I'm sure there's so much more I don't understand. Can you tell me more about your culture?”

Blanca smiled, her feline eyes shimmering with a mix of pride and patience. “Of course, sir. What would you like to know?”

Alex pondered for a moment, then began with what seemed most pressing to him, “Well, for starters, how do Nekos view their place in society? With you being engineered for specific roles, how does that affect your sense of identity or community?”

Blanca nodded, understanding the weight of his question. “We are engineered, yes, but we've developed our own culture around that. We see ourselves as a unique community, with our own traditions. Our identity isn't just about the jobs we're designed for; it's about how we live, love, and support each other. We celebrate our differences from humans, our strengths, and even our limitations.”

Alex absorbed this, then moved on, “I've noticed you seem to have different classifications. What does that mean for you socially or personally?”

“The metal classifications - Platinum, Gold, Silver, Copper - they denote some of our capabilities and rarity, and the number on my should indicates my skill specialty. As a Series-28, I’m an Information Technology Specialist.” Blanca explained. “Socially, it can mean access to different opportunities or roles, but among ourselves, we try not to let it define us. It's more about what you do with what you've got. Personally, I've always strived to show that my worth isn't just in my classification.”

He nodded, his curiosity deepening. “And the physical aspects, like your ears and, well, if you have a tail or not? How does that play into your daily life?”

Blanca chuckled, her hand subconsciously going to one of her cat ears. “Our ears and tails, if we have them, are a part of us. They're sensitive, expressive. They help with balance, hearing, and sometimes communication. It's like having an extra sense. In daily life, it means we're more aware of our surroundings, but also, it can make certain human-designed spaces less accommodating.”

Alex, feeling more at ease, asked, “What about social interactions? Like, do Nekos have different social customs or ways of showing affection?”

“We do have our ways,” Blanca said, her tone softening. “We're tactile; physical touch is important to us. Purring or showing our tails, if we have them, can be signs of affection or contentment. But we're also very communicative, often more direct about our feelings than humans might be.”

He paused, considering her words, then ventured into a more delicate area, “And what about... your origins? How do you feel about being created rather than born naturally?”

Blanca's expression turned thoughtful, her voice reflective, “It's complicated. There's pride in what we are, but also a sense of loss for what we aren't. We've made peace with our origin, but it shapes how we view autonomy, freedom. We strive to live beyond the purpose we were given, to define ourselves. We’re not so different. There are quite a few humans that like us are created rather than born naturally.”

Alex’s mind turned to all the humans that were not born naturally. People with birth defects that were identified early and went through genetic recombination therapy came to mine. People born from artificial insemination also, and although Nekos themselves are sterile, Alex once saw an article that mentioned that they are capable of carrying a human child as a surrogate birth mother. In retrospect, Blanca was right in that being engineered didn’t make Nekos too different from humans.

The conversation was enlightening for Alex, giving him a glimpse into a world both alien and intimately human. He had more questions, about their diet, their lifespan, the ethics of their creation, but he knew this was just the beginning of understanding Blanca and the broader Neko culture. 

“Thank you, Blanca,” he said sincerely. “I want to understand, not just know.”

Blanca reached out, her hand covering his for a brief moment, a simple yet profound gesture of connection. “And I'm here to help you understand, sir. We're not so different, you'll see.”

They stopped before a door that opened to reveal not just any cabin but the Captain's quarters. SGI, recognizing Alex's VIP status, had relocated the Captain to ensure that Alex had the best accommodations for the journey. The room was expansive by space standards, featuring a king-size bed firmly secured to the floor, a dining alcove set for comfort, a kitchenette stocked with food and equipped with cooking appliances, and, surprisingly, a shower and bathtub, usable under conditions when gravity was available.

“Thank you, Blanca,” Alex said, genuinely surprised by the luxury of the quarters as he set down his dufflebag but kept the briefcase close. His curiosity about her tail and her situation was overwhelming, but settling into this unexpected luxury came first. “I appreciate your help.”

“It's my pleasure, Mr. Mercer,” she answered with a small, relieved smile. “If you need anything, please, I'm here to serve.”I'll be just outside if you need me.”

As she stepped back, giving him privacy, Alex was left with more questions than answers. The opulence of his cabin, the mystery of Blanca's jumpsuit designating her as a Copper Neko, and her presence on this ship all suggested that his role with SGI was perhaps more significant than he had initially realized. Yet, the foremost concern was her safety, and as he unpacked, his thoughts were divided between the comfort of his new quarters and the complexities of his new companion's life.
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Chapter 6 Blanca

[image: image]


After unpacking his meager belongings into the unexpectedly lavish quarters, Alex stepped outside into the corridor, where he found Blanca waiting, her azure eyes bright with anticipation.

“Where's your cabin, Blanca?” Alex asked, curious about her living arrangements on the ship.

“I don't have one, sir,” she answered, her voice tinged with a hint of discomfort. “I was in a cargo container until just before we met, in case the ship was boarded for inspection. May I... may I stay with you in your cabin?”

Surprised but seeing no reason to refuse, Alex nodded. “Of course, you can stay here.”

They stepped back into the cabin, and Blanca's face lit up with a smile that seemed to radiate gratitude. “Thank you, sir. I've been in that container for a while, and I'd really like to get cleaned up.”

As she walked closely past him it was then that Alex caught the scent of her, a mix of travel and confinement that was not unpleasant but certainly noticeable. “Go ahead,” he said. “You said you’ve been assigned to me? I was surprised because I thought the Neko assigned to me would be a Platinum without a tail.”

Blanca smiled, “I am a Platinum, and I don’t have a tail.” Blanca's smile widened, and without any hint of modesty or hesitation, she started to strip off her SGI jumpsuit. She peeled it away from her skin, her movements smooth and unselfconscious. Beneath, she wore nothing, her body completely hairless except for the luscious platinum hair on her head and the large, expressive cat ears. Her skin was smooth, devoid of even the slightest fuzz, which emphasized the perfection of her form. The tail of her jumpsuit was just fabric. Blanca herself had no tail at all.

As Blanca bent over to gather clothes and tuck them into the laundry chute, the sight of her completely hairless, petite form captivated Alex. Her skin, smooth and flawless, seemed to glow under the cabin's light. As she leaned forward, her movements graceful yet unselfconscious, the cheeks of her petite, perfect rounded bottom parted slightly, revealing the delicate, puckered pink of her anus. This intimate view held Alex's gaze, an unexpected and enthralling detail that made his breath catch in his throat, his appreciation for her beauty deepening with every second he watched. Her nudity was natural, unashamed, as if she had no concept of modesty around him, which was both disarming and intriguing.

She tossed her clothing into a laundry chute designed for such purposes in space, then turned to face him with a smile, her body unabashedly on display. Her breasts were small but perfectly shaped, her nipples a soft pink against her pale skin. There was an elegance to her nudity, a purity that seemed to defy human norms of privacy.

“Thank you again, sir,” she said, her voice cheerful as she moved towards the head. 

On a ship, the bathroom is traditionally referred to as the “head.” The term dates back to the days of sailing ships, where the toilet area was located near the bow (or “head”) of the vessel. 

Blanca opened the door, revealing the bathroom facilities, and turned on the water for the shower, the sound of it filling the room with a comforting hum.

Alex watched as she stepped into the shower, her movements fluid and graceful. She put on a small clear mask over her nose and mouth to avoid aspirating any water in zero-g. The water shimmered around her, and she let out a contented sigh, her body disappearing within the water now floating in the shower with her as her hair became wet, the water glistening on her flawless, hairless skin.

He felt a mix of awe and protective concern. Here was a being engineered for perfection, yet treated like cargo until moments ago. Her comfort in his presence, her lack of concern for her nudity, spoke volumes of her upbringing and perhaps her innate trust in him as her new guardian. 

As Blanca reached for the soap, her smile never fading, she noticed Alex standing there, his eyes fixed on her with a mix of awe and desire. She spoke up, her voice playful yet inviting. “Do you want to join me? We get twice the water ration if the shower senses two people are in here at the same time.”

At first, Alex was frozen, the sight of her in the shower, the water lapping at her hairless skin, mesmerizing him. But when she asked again, her tone laced with an enticing giggle, he couldn't resist. “Sure,” he murmured to himself, his decision made.

He began to strip off his clothes, his movements hurried by the excitement of sharing this intimate space with such a beautiful creature. His clothes hit the floor and floated out into the cabin. Alex found he was not as graceful in zero-g as Blanca now that his boots were off. He noticed hand holds around the compartment and realized he needed them. He pulled himself into the shower, the warm water enveloping him, his skin brushing against hers. He accidentally breathed in some water and began coughing and Blanca quickly put a mask over his face.

As he settled in, Blanca's eyes sparkled with delight. “You can ask me anything, you know,” she said, her voice soft, almost purring.

Alex, now sharing the bath with her, his body reacting to the closeness, asked about the tail on her jumpsuit. “Why the fake tail?”

Blanca giggled, the sound light and musical. “SGI had some of us Platinum Nekos kidnapped not long ago. It's rather dangerous out here. So, they decided to disguise me as a Copper to make me less of a target. That tail in the jumpsuit is just filled with packing material.”

Her explanation made sense, but Alex's mind jumped to practicalities. “What about when the jumpsuit goes through the laundry? Won't they notice the packing material?”

Blanca laughed, her breasts jiggling slightly, but of course Alex noticed. “The laundry is automated. Those machines won't notice or tell anyone.”

The conversation shifted as Blanca, with a playful grin, began to wash Alex. Her hands, soft yet firm, moved over his shoulders, down his arms, and across his chest. The sensation was electric, her touch both innocent and provocative. “Let me help you get clean,” she said, her voice now a seductive whisper.

Alex, caught up in the moment, reciprocated, his hands moving to wash her in return. He was careful yet thorough, his hands gliding over her hairless body, feeling the smooth, warm skin beneath the water. When he reached her bottom, Blanca didn't flinch or shy away; instead, she seemed to enjoy his touch, turning slightly to give him better access.

“Everywhere, please,” she encouraged, her voice filled with pleasure as his hands explored, washing her with a mix of care and curiosity. Her lack of modesty was both liberating and arousing; she was like a creature designed for this very moment of intimate companionship.

Their shower became a dance of hands and water, of laughter and soft moans as they cleaned each other. Alex felt a bond forming, not just from the physical closeness but from the trust Blanca openly gave him. Her giggles and playful splashes turned the shower into a moment of genuine connection.

“You're so beautiful,” Alex found himself saying, the words escaping before he could censor them, driven by the raw honesty of the moment.

“Thank you, sir,” Blanca replied, her eyes meeting his with affection. “I'm glad to be here with you.”

As they finished, the water around them now murky with soap and the essence of their shared experience, Alex spoke up, “You don't have to call me 'sir'. Just call me Alex.”

Blanca smiled, her eyes lighting up. “Thank you, Alex. I'm glad to be here with you.”

After they had scrubbed each other's backs, the floating water now a frothy mix, Blanca turned to Alex with a soft, almost pleading request, “Can you hold me for a bit, Alex?”

Alex didn't need to be asked twice, pulling her close, feeling her slick, hairless body against his own. Blanca closed her eyes, her expression one of pure contentment as she snuggled into his embrace, her small breasts pressed against him, her skin like silk under the water.

While holding her, Alex's mind was still processing the day's events, and he voiced his earlier confusion, “When I saw that tail and the copper name plate, I wasn't sure if you were the Neko assigned to me.”

Blanca looked up at him, her azure eyes sparkling with sincerity. “I am definitely your Neko,” she confirmed before she gracefully exited the shower, her body glistening with droplets of water, an image of beauty as she left the compartment.

Alex watched her, puzzled until she returned with a tablet. She handed it to him, her expression one of anticipation. “What's this?” he asked, his fingers still wet.

“These are my adoption papers,” she replied with a playful edge to her voice.

Without bothering to read them, consumed by the moment and their burgeoning connection, Alex pressed his thumb to the screen. The device chimed, signaling acceptance of his signature and transmission of the document.

Blanca took the tablet back, tossing it aside into the cabin before re-entering the shower, her movements fluid. She clung to him, her arms around his neck, her voice soft yet charged. “I’m yours now, Alex, for as long as you want me.”

Alex, his mind reeling with the implications, asked pensively, “Are you sure you want to be mine?”

Her gaze dropped to his erection, which had been pulsing since he joined her in the bath. “Do you want to see how badly I want to be yours?” she asked, her voice now a sultry whisper, her eyes mischievous.

His nod was all the encouragement she needed. Blanca moved with a predatory grace, settling between his legs as she removed her mask. She took his cock into her mouth, her lips soft yet commanding, her tongue swirling around him with an expertise that made him gasp. She sucked him with a fervor that matched her declaration, her head bobbing, her lips creating a perfect seal around his shaft.

The sensation was mind-blowing, her mouth warm and wet, her movements driving him closer to the edge with each stroke. Alex's hands found their way into her wet, platinum hair, not to guide but to connect, the act as much about intimacy as it was about pleasure.

When he climaxed, it was with a groan that echoed off the bulkheads, his body tensing, his release spilling into her eager mouth. She swallowed every drop, her eyes locked on his, showing no sign of stopping, her tongue lapping at him, cleaning him even as she continued to suck.

In that moment, Alex realized he was living out a fantasy he had only dreamt of. The reality was far more intense, more real, and as he floated there with Blanca, he knew beyond any doubt that this job was the best decision he'd ever made.

To his shock and delight, she kept going, her mouth working him with such skill that he felt another orgasm building, the pleasure almost too much to bear. He came again, this time with a shout, his eyes rolling back, the intensity making him dizzy, almost causing him to black out.

Blanca was there, holding him, making sure he didn't bump his head as he spasmed. “Alex, I'm so glad you're here,” she murmured, her voice filled with satisfaction and care, her body against his, keeping him safe in the aftermath of their passionate encounter.
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Chapter 7 Pleasure and Pain
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As they floated in the shower chamber holding each other and enjoying the slowly cooling steam, the intimacy of their conversation morphed into a new dimension when Alex brought up an unexpected change in his contract. “Blanca, there's something you should know,” he started, his voice a mixture of excitement and caution. “The terms of my contract changed. I'm actually supposed to receive two Nekos, not just one.”

Blanca's azure eyes widened, her surprise evident. “Two?” she echoed, her voice tinged with awe. She looked at him with a newfound respect, understanding the implications of being adopted by someone who was clearly a VIP within SGI. “No wonder they gave you the Captain's cabin,” she mused aloud, her mind piecing together the puzzle of his importance.

Alex nodded, enjoying the look of admiration on her face. “Do you know when the second Neko might arrive?”

She shook her head, her hair swaying with the movement. “I wasn't aware of another Neko coming... This is... this is amazing,” she said, her voice filled with wonder.

The conversation took a more intimate turn as Alex, sensing her earlier curiosity, ventured, “If you're genuinely curious about sex with another woman, would you want to have sex with another Neko?”

Blanca's reaction was one of shock, her mouth opening slightly, her eyes darting around as if someone might overhear this forbidden topic. She leaned in close, her voice dropping to a hushed whisper, “Normally, sex between Nekos is forbidden... unless they have been both adopted by the same person, and he or she gives permission.”

The revelation piqued Alex's interest further, and without hesitation, he leaned forward, capturing her lips in a kiss. It was soft at first, but as he conveyed his permission, Blanca responded with an open-mouthed kiss, her tongue tentatively meeting his, a sign of her gratitude and excitement. The kiss was deep, passionate, a promise of what was to come.

Breaking the kiss, Blanca's eyes were bright with joy, her voice breathy with emotion. “I'm so happy to be yours,” she declared, her hands moving to cup his face, pulling him in for another kiss, this one laced with the fervor of someone who had just been given a precious gift.

The idea of exploring this new facet of their relationship seemed to ignite something within her, her body pressing closer to his, the water vapor around them barely registering as her arousal became palpable. “To think, I could share this with another Neko, under your guidance, with your permission...it's exhilarating,” she whispered, her words punctuated by small, excited kisses along his jawline.

Thinking of this made Alex curious though, since he had no idea what sexual preferences Nekos had. “What if the new Neko isn’t interested in exploring?”

Blanca giggled, “Um, they taught us about human preferences, like how some women prefer only other women, sexually I mean. Nekos don’t have preferences like that. I’ve always just assumed that’s how they made us. I like it. For me, everyone can be beautiful.” She said with a smile. “All I ever hoped for was to be adopted by someone that would care for me, want me, and let me be a part of their life and make them happy. Please tell me if I’m being selfish to be curious about other Nekos.”

Alex felt his own excitement growing, not just from the physical closeness but from the control, the trust, and the unique bond they were forming. “You have my permission, Blanca,” he reiterated, his hands roaming over her wet, smooth skin, exploring, teasing. “When the other Neko arrives, we'll explore this together.”

The thought of watching Blanca with another Neko, of being the one to allow this forbidden pleasure, was intoxicating. He could already imagine the scenes, the sounds, the way their bodies would move together, all under his watch, his consent.

Blanca's kisses became more fervent, her gratitude manifesting in her touch, her lips, her breath quickening as she imagined the possibilities. “Thank you, Alex,” she murmured between kisses, her voice a cocktail of lust and devotion. “I want to please you, to show you how much this means to me.”

The conversation about a second Neko joining them, and the forbidden thrill of her possibly engaging with Blanca, had left Alex with an erection that throbbed with an almost painful intensity. Blanca, sensing his arousal, suggested, “Can we restart the shower and get some more warm water?”

Alex, his voice thick with lust, countered, “We can, but first, I want to try something else. I want to fuck your cute little ass.” His words were raw, a blunt declaration of his desire, laced with the question of her consent.

Blanca, her mind racing with the logistics, suggested, “That might be easier on the bed.” Her voice was calm, yet there was an undeniable excitement in her tone. “Afterwards, we can come back to the shower to clean up.”

They stepped out of the bath, water sluicing off their bodies, the air cool against their wet skin. Toweling off, the friction of the fabric against their sensitive skin only added to the anticipation. Blanca moved to the bed, her body still slightly wet, and positioned herself on her hands and knees, her petite, bare bottom in the air, an offering that made Alex groan with desire.

In zero-g, beds were usually large sleeping bags that were pinned to a mattress. But to help people steady themselves in the morning as they got dressed, the bed had straps across it to use as handholds. Blanca held herself on top of the bed and had her feet and ankles under the bottom strap so that she could present herself.

Her anus was a tight, pink ring, and as Alex positioned the head of his cock against it, he felt the heat, the promise of what was to come. He pressed forward, the resistance of her tight hole making him grit his teeth with pleasure. Blanca gasped, a sharp intake of breath as he entered her, the initial push slow, allowing her body to adjust to his girth.

The sensation was overwhelming for both; for Alex, the tight grip of her anus around his cock was like a vice, the friction intense, demanding. For Blanca, the stretch was painful, a burning intrusion, yet her cries were not of distress but of the overwhelming sensation. As he began to thrust, she let out a cry, tears forming in her eyes from the intensity.

Alex paused, his concern immediate. “Am I hurting you too much?” he asked, his voice laced with worry, his hands on her hips still.

Blanca turned her head, her smile through the tears both reassuring and incredibly arousing. “I need to cry because you're so big,” she explained, her voice quivering with emotion. “Crying releases endorphins that help with the pain. I don't have any lube with me, so it's okay. I just need to cry, please, keep going. I want you to be satisfied.”

Reassured by her words, Alex resumed his motion, each thrust slow at first, allowing her to adjust. Blanca's cries turned into a symphony of pain mixed with pleasure, her tears now streaming freely down her cheeks and floating away, each sob making her tighter, her body responding to the invasion. The sound of her crying, the knowledge that she was enduring this for his pleasure, only served to heighten his arousal to an almost unbearable level.

He watched his cock disappear into her, the way her anus stretched around him, the sight of her back arching, the muscles of her ass clenching with each thrust, all of it driving him closer to the edge. The wet, obscene sounds of their connection, the sight of her tears, her moans and whimpers, they all combined to push him towards the most intense orgasm he'd ever felt.

When he climaxed, it was with a roar, his body shuddering as he filled her, the intensity heightened by Blanca's emotional and physical response. He collapsed onto her, still inside her, his chest against her back, his arms wrapping around her trembling form as he kissed her tear-stained face, her neck, whispering hoarse words of gratitude.

“Thank you, thank you for doing that for me,” he murmured against her skin, his breath ragged, feeling her still crying beneath him, the raw emotion of the act creating a bond that was as visceral as it was profound.

Blanca, still sobbing but with a smile in her voice, responded, “I'm glad I could make you feel that good, Alex. I'm yours, in every way.”

They lay there, the room filled with the aftermath of their act, the sound of their heavy breathing mixing with her soft cries, before they would move to clean up, the memory of this moment indelibly marked in their shared experience, a testament to the depth of their connection.
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Chapter 8 Night of Envy
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After the intensity of their encounter, the need for cleansing was as much about soothing their bodies as it was about washing away the physical remnants of their passion. Alex, his body still thrumming with the echoes of pleasure, rose from the bed with Blanca, their movements slow and deliberate. They returned to the shower chamber, where the once warm steam had cooled considerably, now a testament to the time they had spent exploring each other.

Without speaking, understanding each other's needs through the silent language of post-intimacy, Alex leaned over to on the warm water as they put their shower masks back on. Steam drifted lazily through the narrow chamber, curling in slow, spiraling tendrils that clung to the corners before dispersing. The soft hiss of the shower head filled the space, joined by the steady rhythm of Alex and Blanca’s breathing through the transparent plastic masks strapped over their faces. The heat was welcoming, promising comfort and cleanliness.

The chamber’s air felt heavy with humidity, the scent of soap faint but sharp. Blanca tilted her head back, letting a small orb of water land on her forehead. It broke apart in slow motion, trailing down her temple and weaving through her damp hair like liquid fingers.

Alex tried to get some soap by pressing the button for it and ended up wrestling with a globule of soap that had escaped from the dispenser. It floated just out of reach, bobbing mockingly in the air. His hand shot out, but the soap drifted higher, glistening as it tumbled slowly away.

Blanca leaned forward, her bare shoulder brushing his. “Need help?” she asked, already plucking the errant soap from the air and holding it out to him. Her lips curved into a smirk behind the mask. “Teamwork, right?” She laughed, her voice soft and warm. The water droplets floating around them caught the sound, trembling slightly as if the air itself were vibrating. The chamber wasn’t spacious—just wide enough for the two of them to move carefully—but it felt very intimate, the warm mist blurring the edges of the white walls and the glow of the overhead lights wrapping them in a cocoon of warmth.

Alex’s hands were gentle as he began to scrub Blanca's backside, his touch now tender rather than possessive.

He paid particular attention to her anus, his fingers moving with care, ensuring no trace of their earlier act remained. The soap created a rich lather, and he watched as Blanca closed her eyes, a small smile playing on her lips at his thoroughness, her body relaxing into his touch. It was an act of care, of aftercare, ensuring she felt clean, cared for, cherished.

Blanca pressed the button on the wall, releasing a measured glob of soap into her hand. Her hands moving to his penis, cleaning it with the same gentle precision Alex had shown her. She washed him with a mix of gratitude and intimacy, her touch both clinical and loving, making sure he was as clean as she was. The water around them turned soapy, the suds swirling around their bodies like a private, cleansing ritual.

Sighing in contentment, Alex glanced at the suspended droplets still drifting between them, their surfaces catching the light like tiny, glimmering planets. He exhaled through his mask, watching as his breath disturbed the closest sphere, sending it wobbling away in slow motion. 

They quietly rinsed off, the water a balm, soothing muscles, soothing minds. They took their time, enjoying the warmth, the sensation of being cared for by each other. When they finally turned off the water, they both felt renewed. All the water droplets were vacuumed out the drain to be recycled as they hung up their shower masks. Their shower had been more than just physical; it had been a moment of connection, of washing away not just the physical but also the emotional layers of their encounter. The air in the bathroom thick with steam and the scent of soap.

Naked and clean, they dried off with soft towels, the fabric a gentle caress against their skin. There was no need for words; their actions spoke of contentment, of a bond deepened by shared experiences.

They moved to the bed, the sheets inside were cool against their warm skin. Alex opened the covers, inviting Blanca in beside him. They lay down together, the sensation of skin on skin, the warmth of their bodies close, a silent promise of comfort and companionship.

As they settled in, the lights dimmed automatically, the room falling into a gentle darkness. Blanca nestled into Alex's side, her head resting on his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. He wrapped an arm around her, his touch protective, loving.

The exhaustion of the day, the emotional and physical intensity of their time together, pulled them into a deep, restorative sleep. Their breathing synchronized, their bodies entwined, they drifted off, the darkness of space outside mirroring the peace within their cabin, a sanctuary where they could rest, recover, and dream of the adventures yet to come.

***
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In the depths of Alex's sleep, a vivid dream unfolded. He was with a beautiful Neko, her features indistinguishable from Blanca's, her body a perfect canvas of desire. They were in a room that had gravity, but no windows to see where he was. She lay on her back, her legs high in the air, offering herself to him. He was between her legs, thrusting deep, each push into her warm, welcoming body sending waves of pleasure through him. Her moans were like music in this dreamscape, her hands clutching at him, pulling him closer.

But then, the rhythm was broken by an abrupt, loud banging on the door. Alex, in his dream, tried to ignore it, his focus on the Neko beneath him that he was inside of, but the noise persisted, growing louder, more insistent.

With a sudden, violent crash, the door was kicked in, splintering off its hinges. A large, imposing figure stormed into the room, hooves clattering on the floor. It was Cuddlehoof, her massive, bovine frame a silhouette of power and menace. She was clad in a warrior’s spiked armor and leather, her alabaster form radiating fury and her blue eyes blazing with jealousy. She grabbed Alex by the shoulder, her grip like steel, lifting him off the Neko and tossing him across the room like a rag doll singlehandedly. 

Alex hit the floor hard, shock and pain radiating through his body, but in the dream, his concern was for the Neko. Cuddlehoof moved with terrifying speed, seizing the Neko by the neck, lifting her naked body off the bed by her throat, her feet kicking in the air as her nails scraped at Cuddlehoof’s unyielding arm. The scratching sounds were faint, drowned out by the wet, gasping noises coming from Blanca’s throat. Her face was pale, twisted in a rictus of terror, her wide eyes locking onto Alex. Her lips moved, but no words came—only the faintest rasp, a plea for help swallowed by the oppressive atmosphere.

“He's mine, you whore!” Cuddlehoof screamed, her voice echoing with rage, her forearm rippling as her fingers tightened around the Neko's throat as she struggled to breathe. 

Alex tried to move, to scream, but his legs were rooted to the ground. He felt the stone beneath him, rough and gritty under his bare feet, but it held him like it was alive. His chest tightened as though iron bands were wrapped around it, his breaths coming in short, ragged gasps that echoed strangely in the vast, empty space.

Blanca’s struggles weakened, her flailing limbs slowing until her arms hung limply by her sides. Her head lolled slightly, her neck bent at a sharp angle against Cuddlehoof’s fingers. 

Cuddlehoof’s wide nostrils flared as though savoring the moment, and then, with a deliberate squeeze, the nightmare reached its climax.

The crack was sharp and visceral, splitting the suffocating silence like a lightning strike. It was not just a sound but a sensation that reverberated through Alex’s bones, sharp and sickening. He saw the way Blanca’s body jerked, the light in her eyes extinguishing in an instant. The sound lingered in his ears, echoing over and over, each repetition hammering into him like a physical blow.

The scene was so vivid, so real, that it jolted Alex from his sleep, “NO!” his body jerking upright, his breath coming in heavy gasps. The room was dark, the silence stark after the chaos of his nightmare. His heart pounded against his chest, the remnants of the dream clinging to his consciousness like a bad taste.

Next to him, Blanca was awake, watching him with concern, her azure eyes reflecting the soft glow from the cabin's night lights. “Alex, are you okay?” she asked, her voice soft, comforting.

He took a moment to orient himself, the dream fading but leaving a residue of unease as he took her in his arms and hugged her. “How long was I out?” he managed to ask, his voice rough with sleep.

“You've slept for ten hours,” Blanca replied, a gentle giggle escaping her as she noted his disorientation. “You must have been more tired than you realized.”

“Fuck, did I miss breakfast?” Alex rubbed his eyes, still feeling the weight of his dream.

Blanca's laughter was light, easing the tension in the room. “In space, 'breakfast' is relative. The galley is automated and self-serve. With three shifts working eight-hour days, people eat when they can. Besides,” she added, gesturing to the small kitchenette in their cabin, “we have our own food here. We can eat whenever we want.”

The reality of their situation, the freedom and the isolation of space, began to settle over Alex. The nightmare, though disturbing, was just a dream, but it left him with a sense of guilt towards Cuddlehoof, a reminder of the complexities of their relationship, even in the realm of dreams.

“Thanks, Blanca,” he said, his voice softening as he looked at her, appreciating her presence, her normalcy after such a surreal experience. “Let's get something to eat. I think I need to ground myself.”

Blanca smiled, as they moved together to the kitchenette, the nightmare receding as they began their day. The cabin on the Lucky Star was quiet except for the gentle hum of the ship's systems and the soft clink of their magnetized breakfast utensils. Alex and Blanca sat, buckled in, at the small dining alcove, enjoying a meal that felt like a sanctuary of normalcy amidst their journey through space. His dish held a mix of rehydrated fruits, protein-rich pastes, and a bottle of freshly brewed coffee, a small comfort in the vastness of space. Blanca’s dish was full of different meats. She wasn’t sure which she would like so she was sampling one of every type she had found in the refrigerator.

As they ate, Alex's thoughts turned to Cuddlehoof, the dream from the night before still vivid in his mind. He glanced over at the refrigerated briefcase, a silent guardian of his companion's essence. The moment felt right to share this part of his life with Blanca, to bring her into the fold of his unusual world.

“Blanca,” Alex began, his voice hesitant yet filled with warmth, “there's something important I need to tell you about.”

Blanca looked up from her plate, her azure eyes reflecting curiosity and a willingness to listen. “Something?” she inquired, her voice light, almost playful.

“Or rather, someone, depending on your point of view” Alex corrected himself, his gaze drifting back to the case. “Her name is Cuddlehoof. She's not like anyone, or anything, you've ever met.”

Blanca's ears perked up, her interest clearly piqued. “Cuddlehoof? That's an... unusual name.”

Alex chuckled, the name bringing a smile to his face despite the complexities it represented. “It is. She's an AI, but not in the traditional sense. She has biological components. I created her, or should I say, we've grown together through my work on Earth.”

Blanca's fork paused mid-air, her eyes wide with wonder. “Biological components? Like us?”

“In a way,” Alex explained, his voice softening with affection as he spoke of Cuddlehoof. “She can feel emotions, real ones. She experiences joy, sadness, jealousy... love. Her avatar is that of a Minotaur, towering and strong, yet she's gentle, protective. She's not just an assistant; she's been my companion, my confidante. In a way, she’s been my lover.”

The concept was foreign to Blanca, who had only known AI as tools, devoid of true emotion or agency. “An AI with emotions?” she echoed, her tone filled with both confusion and fascination. “That sounds... amazing.”

“It is,” Alex confirmed, his eyes meeting Blanca's, trying to convey the depth of his connection with Cuddlehoof. “She's unique. Her biological parts allow her to interact with the world, with me, in ways that go beyond code. She loves, Blanca, in her own way, and I love her back.”

Blanca nodded slowly, processing this revelation as she looked around. “And she's here? With us?”

“Her biological components are,” Alex gestured towards the case. “I need to rebuild her once we get to Ganymede. She'll need new parts, upgrades to replace what we couldn't bring. I didn’t have time to source them all before I left so it’s my number one to-do for today.” 

With that, Alex picked up his phone, its screen lighting up with the list of Cuddlehoof's components. “Research the availability of each component either on or deliverable to Ganymede,” he instructed the AI, “and check for any upgrades that might have superseded them.”

The AI responded promptly, the screen filling with data. Common parts like data storage and networking components were readily available, a relief but not surprising. However, the more specialized items, particularly the advanced processing nodes integral to Cuddlehoof's unique capabilities, were not listed among the local inventory.

“Shipping from Earth would be necessary,” the AI informed him, its voice devoid of the emotional turmoil Alex felt.

He sighed, a mix of frustration and nostalgia washing over him. “If I had more time to prepare,” he mused aloud, “I could've had all her parts with us.”

Blanca, observing him with a curious tilt of her head, offered, “Can't you just ask SGI to get the components for you?”

Alex shook his head, his expression turning serious. “No, I can't. I don't want any part of Cuddlehoof to be owned by anyone else. She's not just an AI; she's a colleague, a companion, more. I need to preserve her agency, her freedom.”

Blanca's eyes widened, her understanding of AI limited to the functional, emotionless programs she knew. “But she's just... software, isn't she?” she asked, genuinely puzzled.

Alex turned to her, his eyes reflecting a deep, personal connection. “Cuddlehoof is more than that. She has biological components, Blanca, that she has imprinted and evolved in a way. They are unique. If I lost them, I will have lost her. They’re what allows her to feel emotions, real ones. She loves, she gets jealous, she experiences life in ways no other AI can. She's unique, and I want to ensure she remains free, under no one's control but her own.”

The concept seemed almost fantastical to Blanca. Her life had been one of obedience and purpose, her emotions engineered but within limits. The idea of an AI with true agency, with genuine feelings, was both baffling and fascinating. “That sounds incredible,” she murmured, her voice filled with awe.

“It is,” Alex replied, his voice softening with affection as he thought of Cuddlehoof. “She's been with me through so much. I can't imagine this journey without her. Even if it's expensive, I'll compile every component at my own expense. She deserves to be whole, to be herself.”

Blanca nodded, a new respect for Alex growing within her. She could see the depth of his commitment, his love for this AI who was more than the sum of her parts. “I'd like to meet her,” she said, her curiosity piqued by the idea of someone who could feel and love like a human yet exist in a realm beyond.

“You will,” Alex assured her, his voice a mixture of determination and warmth. “When she's back with us, when she's whole again. You'll see, Blanca. She's not just an AI; she's part of my family.”

Their breakfast conversation had woven a new thread into their relationship, adding depth to their bond as they both looked forward to the day when Cuddlehoof would join them, not just as an AI but as a companion in the truest sense.
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Chapter 9 Gravity's Absence, Dignity's Test
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Alex was enjoying feeling full after his meal. The small dining alcove had its own screen that was currently displaying an outside view. Alex’s gaze was locked on the expanse of stars beyond the ship. The sheer magnitude of it all—the endless, shimmering void—had been enough to distract him for most of the meal. But now, as the initial awe began to fade, a very different, far less majestic concern was demanding his attention.  

His stomach gave an insistent twist, a familiar signal that could no longer be ignored.  

He frowned, glancing toward the closed door to the head at the back of the passenger quarters. Although he had enjoyed a wonderful shower in there last night with Blanca, the thought of what else lay behind the closed door filled him with a dread he hadn’t felt since his first middle school presentation.  

He glanced over at Blanca, who was strapped casually across from him, her body floating gently under her straps as she skimmed through a handheld tablet. Her flowing platinum hair floated lazily around her face, and her expression was one of serene focus, as though the absence of gravity was as ordinary to her as a morning cup of coffee.  

Alex hesitated, biting his lip. He could figure this out on his own, right? How hard could it be? It’s just a toilet. It can’t be that different.

“Something wrong?” Blanca’s voice cut through his spiraling thoughts, calm but tinged with curiosity. She didn’t look up from her tablet, but the corner of her mouth twitched, like she already knew the answer.  

“No,” Alex blurted a little too quickly, twisting in midair to face her. His movement sent him drifting sideways, and he had to grab the edge of a nearby handhold to steady himself. “I’m fine. Totally fine.”  

Blanca arched an eyebrow, setting the tablet down beside her where it magnetically clicked itself onto the table. “Alex, they told me you’ve never been in space before. I’m here to help you.”  

“Uh, I...”  

Blanca unhooked her tether, drifting effortlessly toward him. Her movements were annoyingly graceful, as though zero gravity were second nature. “What is it? Did you lose something? Spill something? Did you accidentally let one of the snack pouches loose?”  

“No, it’s not—” Alex stopped, his cheeks flushing as the words stuck in his throat. He crossed his arms over his chest, trying to project confidence. “It’s nothing, really.”  

Blanca tilted her head, her azure eyes narrowing. “If you don’t tell me, I’m going to assume it’s something really embarrassing and start guessing.”  

Alex groaned, raking a hand through his hair. He was trapped, and they both knew it. “Fine. It’s just... I need to, uh... use the bathroom.”  

Blanca blinked, her expression neutral. “Okay?”  

“And I don’t know how,” Alex admitted in a rush, his voice dropping to a mumble. “It’s my first time in space. They didn’t give me any time to train, or even watch any instructional videos.”  

Blanca stared at him for a moment, and then her lips twitched. “That’s it?” She said with a comforting smile. She reached down and unbuckled Alex, and led him to the head. “Now, let's talk about the toilet,” Blanca said, guiding him with patience. Blanca unzipped her jumpsuit and slid it and her panties down to her ankles as she demonstrated sitting on the toilet and activating it. She winced at the suction's start, a reminder of their shared intimacy from the night before. Alex, noticing, felt a pang of concern. “Hey, are you okay?”

Blanca's smile was a mix of embarrassment and gratitude for his concern. “My bottom is just a little bit sore from last night. Could we wait a couple of days before having anal sex again?”

“Sure, of course,” Alex agreed, his heart swelling with a mix of affection and excitement at the word ‘again’ as it conjured up the prospect of future closeness. “Let's give you some time to heal.”

Blanca patiently went over all the functions and use of the toilet. Understanding how to align properly, get a good seal, and suction everything was very important in zero gravity. Alex was able to learn quickly and relieve himself for the first time in space.

Once they had washed up, Blanca brought up a practical concern that had been on her mind since waking this morning. “Alex,” she began, her voice tinged with a touch of urgency, “I need to return to my shipping container. I have food there, meat, that I need for the journey.”

Alex raised an eyebrow, his knowledge of Neko dietary requirements coming to the fore. “Of course, I forgot. You're not just an omnivore like us; you need meat.” He stood up, his protective instincts kicking in. “I'll come with you. I don't want you out of my sight either.”

She smiled, grateful for his understanding and companionship. “Thank you, Alex. I didn't want to go alone.”

Together dressed and together left the luxury of the Captain's cabin, stepping into the utilitarian corridors of the Lucky Star, their magnetic boots clanking as they walked. The ship was designed with efficiency in mind, passageways leading to various sections, including the cargo bays where goods for Ganymede were stored. Blanca's container was located in one of the pressurized cargo bays, ensuring her safety and the preservation of her supplies during transit.

They navigated through the ship, passing crew members who gave them curious looks, not because of Blanca's presence - since her passenger status had been transmitted to the ship's computer - but due to their unusual pairing. The cargo bay was a large area, filled with containers of various sizes, all meticulously organized for the journey.

Blanca led the way, her familiarity with the ship's layout surprising Alex. “I was briefed on the ship's layout before I was put to sleep,” she explained as if sensing his curiosity. “It's part of my training.”

They arrived at her container, a standard-sized shipping unit with SGI's logo. It was one among many, but it stood out to Alex as the vessel that had held Blanca in stasis. The container was already open, its security protocols having been bypassed upon the ship reaching cruising speed, a safety measure to prevent any unauthorized access during potential inspections in Earth's jurisdiction.

Inside, the container was surprisingly organized. There were shelves with drawers that contained neatly packed supplies. Included enough vacuum-sealed packs of high-quality meat, tailored to meet Neko nutritional needs, to last all the way to Ganymede. There were also personal items, clothing, and a few other items, though these were minimal.

“This is all my sustenance for the journey,” Blanca said, pointing to the meat packs. “Fruits and other foods don't do much for me; they're more like treats.”

Alex nodded, understanding the importance of ensuring she had what she needed. “We'll take it all back to the cabin. Let's call for a cargo drone.”

With a few taps on his communicator, an automated cargo drone responded, its mechanical limbs whirring as it approached. They began loading the drone with the meat packs and Blanca's personal items. It was an efficient machine, designed for such tasks, ensuring they could transport everything back to their cabin without multiple trips.

As they watched the drone secure the last of the items, Alex felt a sense of responsibility towards Blanca's well-being, not just as his companion but as someone with unique needs. As she looked around, she held his arm. Alex sensed she was concerned, wary about anyone that might try to take her away. “You'll never have to worry about that here with me,” he assured her, his voice carrying a note of promise.

Blanca smiled, her azure eyes reflecting gratitude and something deeper, a sense of belonging. “I know. Thank you, Alex.”

With the drone leading the way, they made their way back to the cabin, the journey through the ship's corridors now marked by the mechanical sound of the drone and the magnetic clanking of their steps. It took just a few minutes to unload the drone and put everything it was carrying away so it could return to the cargo bay.

With Blanca's supplies now safely stowed in the Captain's cabin, the focus shifted to a more practical aspect of their journey - Alex's acclimation to life in space. Blanca, with her innate understanding of space living, took on the role of his instructor, not just for survival but for building a bond in this alien environment.

“I’m supposed to train you for life in space. First, we need to get you measured for a space suit,” Blanca began, her voice carrying a mix of professionalism and tenderness. “It's not just about size; we also need to ensure the plumbing connections are perfect for... comfort and functionality.”

Alex felt a flush of embarrassment at the thought of such an intimate measurement, but he smiled, his eyes meeting hers with a mix of trust and vulnerability. “Guess I'm at your mercy then.”

Blanca's chuckle was warm, her smile reassuring as she picked up the 3D scanner. “This will measure you,” she explained, showing him the device. “Everything we do here stays confidential, Alex. But if you'd feel more comfortable, we can have a crew member do this instead.”

“No way,” Alex replied, his voice softening with sincerity. “I think I'd rather share this moment with you than some random crew guy.”

“Good choice,” Blanca said, her smile broadening, reflecting a deeper connection forming between them. “Now, you'll need to undress for the scan. I'll need to measure everything to ensure the suit fits properly, especially around your... sensitive areas.”

Alex took a deep breath, the act of undressing in front of Blanca now feeling a little easier. As Blanca moved the scanner over him, her touch was gentle, her focus not just on the task but on him as a person. “Stand naturally,” she instructed, her voice a soothing presence. “We need to get the right fit for the waste management systems.”

The scanner hummed, capturing his dimensions, but in that moment, Alex felt seen, cared for in a way that went beyond the physical. “The suit needs to be tight enough to avoid any leaks but not so tight as to be uncomfortable,” Blanca explained, her words holding a promise of care. “We'll use these measurements to 3D print the connectors.”

Once the scan was complete, they selected suits in the storeroom, the choice of two feeling like a small luxury in the vast emptiness of space. The storeroom had suit pieces in multiple sizes so they just had to pick the appropriate sleeve lengths, pant lengths, helmet and torso sizes, and they could assemble a complete and well-fitting space suit. This modularity also made it easy to replace individual sections if there was a problem rather than the entire suit. The storeroom also printed the plumbing connections for their suits and provided them. When the clerk saw the size of Alex’s plumbing connections she smiled and winked at him as she handed him his printed parts.

Back in the cabin, as they assembled and fitted the suits, there was an unspoken understanding growing between them. The act was no longer just about safety; it was about trust, about looking after each other. Alex donned his suit, the snug fit feeling like Blanca's embrace. Her hands moved over him, checking seals, not just ensuring functionality but also soothing him into the reality of space life. “Everything looks good,” she confirmed, her voice a balm. “Now, let's make sure mine fits right too.”

Blanca put on her suit, her movements as she pulled on the pants and made the plumbing connections betrayed her soreness, yet she still got dressed with grace. Alex checked her suit, his touch gentle, his words soft. “Turn around,” he said, his voice carrying an undercurrent of care. “You know, this buddy system thing? I kinda like it,” he added, his tone playful but his eyes sincere.

Blanca smiled back, her eyes reflecting a newfound appreciation for him. “Good. In space, you need someone to watch your back, always.”

As he adjusted her suit, he asked with genuine concern, “Does it hurt much?”

“Not too bad,” she reassured him, her voice filled with a quiet strength. “Just a bit tender. But I'm glad it's you helping me out.” Blanca rechecked all her suits connections and Alex’s. “You did great,” Blanca praised him, her smile warm and genuine. “We'll do more practice sessions, but you're on your way to becoming a space pro.”

The training was more than just an exchange of knowledge; it was an exchange of trust, of care, of building something that could withstand the void of space. Alex felt a profound gratitude towards Blanca, and her expertise. She was fast becoming as essential to his survival in space as the air he breathed.
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Chapter 10 Step into the Void
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With their space suits thoroughly checked, the time had come for Blanca to introduce Alex to the most visceral experience of space travel - a spacewalk. The Lucky Star was not just a ship; it was a bridge to the cosmos, and now, they would step off that bridge into the abyss.

Blanca, in her bright white spacesuit that mirrored her SGI jumpsuit, looked almost otherworldly against the backdrop of space. The white was stark, reflecting the distant starlight, giving her an ethereal glow. Alex, clad in a gold suit that shimmered under the same light, felt the weight of his importance to SGI, but more so, the significance of this moment shared with Blanca. The gold of his suit was not just a color; it was a statement of value, of the journey he was embarking on.

They moved to the airlock, the transition point between the artificial world of the ship and the real, unfiltered universe. The air inside the lock was charged with anticipation, the metallic scent of the suits mingling with the sanitized, recycled air of the ship. Blanca's voice came through the suit's comms, crisp and clear, tinged with excitement. “Ready for your first step into the stars, Alex?”

Alex felt a mixture of anticipation and trepidation, his heart pounding with a rhythm that echoed in his ears. “As ready as I'll ever be,” he replied, his voice masked by the helmet but carrying the thrill of the unknown. They both had tether lines that Blanca had explained would be secured to the catwalk rail while they were outside. They just needed to hook on as soon as they stepped out.

Blanca’s voice crackled over the comms in his helmet, calm and steady. “You’re going to be fine, Alex. Just keep your tether secure and stay close to me.”

He nodded, though the gesture felt absurd inside the confines of the helmet. “Right,” he managed, his voice thinner than he intended.

The airlock cycled through its depressurization process, the sounds echoing with finality - the hiss of escaping air, the mechanical clunk of locking mechanisms, the low hum of the ship's systems adjusting to the void. 

When the door opened, revealing the vast emptiness of space, Alex's breath caught. The universe was no longer just a concept or a view from a window; it was all around him, infinite, silent, and breathtakingly beautiful. The cold of space was palpable, even through the suit, a reminder of the harshness of their environment.

Blanca stepped out first, her magnetic boots clunking reassuringly against the catwalk that stretched towards the external cargo containers as she hooked on her tether to the railing. The sound was oddly comforting in the void. “Follow my steps, Alex. Keep your feet firmly on the catwalk,” she instructed, her voice a lifeline in the silence of space.

Alex followed, each step heavy with the reality of where he was. His boots magnetized to the metal, providing a semblance of gravity. He looked down, seeing not just the catwalk but the curve of the ship against the backdrop of stars, a visual feast of contrasts - the ship's metallic sheen against the inky black, the stars like scattered diamonds.

And then he looked up.

The breath he hadn’t realized he was holding caught in his throat as his eyes drank in the stars—so many stars. They blazed against the inky black canvas, their light sharp and undiluted. They weren’t the faint pinpricks he remembered from Earth, barely visible through layers of smog and city lights. These were alive, each one a radiant gem in shades of white, blue, and even faint yellow. They seemed impossibly close, as if he could reach out and pluck them from the heavens.

“Whoa,” he murmured, his voice trembling over the comms.

Blanca chuckled softly, her voice warm as she remembered her first time. The took hold of Alex’s tether and hooked it onto the rail while he was mesmerized by the view. “Yeah. It’s a bit overwhelming at first. Take your time.”

Alex turned his head slowly, the helmet’s visor amplifying the motion’s sense of weightlessness. The Lucky Star was dwarfed by the enormity of space, its hulking silhouette just a fragment of a fragment compared to the stars stretching infinitely in every direction. He craned his neck, the ship’s cargo containers beneath the catwalk disappearing into shadowed outlines, their edges traced faintly by the gleam of nearby starlight. Beyond them, in the distance—the Earth was just a bright dot with hues of blue and white, faintly shimmering like a painter’s brushstroke left to dry.

“This is...” Alex trailed off, searching for words. None seemed sufficient. His eyes darted from one star to another, their intensity almost too much to comprehend. “It’s like I’m... standing inside the universe.”

“That’s because you are,” Blanca replied. She was a few steps ahead of him, her movements fluid and confident as she led the way along the catwalk. Her suit was sleek and white, its lights casting a faint glow that seemed to blend seamlessly with the stars around her. “It’s humbling, isn’t it? Makes you feel small, but in a good way.”

Alex swallowed hard, trying to steady his breathing. The vastness of it all felt like it was pressing against him, not in a threatening way, but in a way that made his heart ache with wonder. He had spent his entire life surrounded by the constant hum of city life, boxed in by towering skyscrapers and a ceiling of smog that hid the stars entirely. Now, there was nothing but clarity—a perfect, unbroken expanse of creation.

“Small’s one word for it,” he said finally. His gloved hand reached out, brushing against the handrail as if to anchor himself to something tangible.

Blanca paused, turning slightly to look back at him. Her visor reflected the stars, the tiny lights glinting off its curved surface. “You’re doing great,” she said. “Keep moving. The more you walk, the less weird it’ll feel. Check your suit indicators,” Blanca reminded him. “You need to know how much oxygen you have at all times.”

Alex glanced at the HUD inside his helmet, where various readouts blinked, including his oxygen levels, the numbers glowing with a soft blue light. “I see it. It's... surreal to see it all laid out like this,” he said, the data merging with the sensory overload of space. He forced his legs to cooperate, stepping forward with measured care. The magnets in his boots engaged with each step, the faint hum reassuring against the emptiness. He glanced down at the cargo containers below, their surfaces marred with scratches and dents from years of use. Beyond them, the there were bright points of light, brighter than the stars, that he soon realized were planets. Venus and Mars could be seen on Earth, even through the smog and light pollution, but out here they were brilliant.

As they moved, the sounds of their movements—tiny clinks of metal on metal, the hum of their suit systems—became almost meditative against the silence. The silence itself was uncanny. There was no wind, no distant hum of traffic, no chatter of people. It was pure and unbroken, broken only by their breathing and the faint radio chatter between them.

“You okay back there?” Blanca asked, her tone laced with encouragement.

“Yeah,” Alex said, though his voice was still tinged with awe. He took another step, this one steadier, the pull of the universe around him beginning to feel less like a weight and more like an invitation. “I just... I had no idea it would be like this. Pictures don’t come close.”

“They really don’t,” Blanca agreed. “You’re seeing it the way it’s meant to be seen—no atmosphere, no filters. Just you and the stars.”

They stopped for a moment, standing side by side near the edge of the catwalk. Blanca gestured upward. “That cluster there,” she said, pointing with one gloved hand, “is the Pleiades. It’s my favorite. Looks like a little scoop of stars.”

Alex followed her gesture, spotting the cluster she described. It glimmered in a faint blue haze, delicate and perfect, as if the stars had gathered for a quiet meeting. He smiled, the awe in his chest softening into something warmer, more personal. “You’ve seen this a lot, huh?”

Blanca tilted her head, her visor catching the light of the distant stars. “Enough times to know it never gets old. Every spacewalk feels like the first time.”

For Alex, it truly was. The stars stretched on, infinite and uncaring, but somehow, in their cold brilliance, they made him feel more alive than he ever had.

Blanca smiled, her expression visible through her helmet's visor, her azure eyes reflecting the distant light. “Now, let's move to the oxygen ports. You'll need to know how to refill.”

They walked carefully, the catwalk leading to a series of ports designed for emergency refills. The cold of the metal was felt through the gloves as Blanca showed him how to connect his suit to an oxygen port, explaining each step with patience. “You see, even in space, we make sure we can breathe. It's all about maintaining life where there's none.”

As Alex managed his first refill, the sound of the gas flowing into his suit was a subtle hiss, a promise of life. He felt a sense of accomplishment mixed with the awe of the moment. The smell of the oxygen was faintly metallic, a reminder of the artificial systems keeping him alive.

“Moving around in space is different,” Blanca continued, her voice guiding him through the motions. “You'll learn to use your arms for balance, to push off gently. It's like learning to dance in zero gravity.”

They moved along the catwalk, the stars moving with them, creating a sensation of floating yet being anchored by his boots. Each movement was a lesson in control, in understanding his place in this vast expanse. The silence was profound, broken only by their breathing and the occasional static from their comms.

Blanca watched him with pride, her eyes visible through her helmet, reflecting the stars. “You're doing great, Alex. This is just the beginning.”

The emotional depth of the moment wasn't lost on him. Here, in the silence of space, with only the sounds of their breathing and the hum of their suits, they were sharing something fundamental - the experience of human (and Neko) endurance, of life against all odds. The cold of space seemed to seep into his very soul, yet the warmth of Blanca's companionship was a stark contrast, a beacon of human connection.

As they prepared to head back to the airlock, Alex paused, taking in the view one last time before they returned to the contained world of the ship. The stars were so clear, so close, you could almost reach out and touch them. “Blanca,” he said, his voice thick with emotion, “thank you for this. For sharing this... with me.”

Her response was soft, filled with a warmth that transcended the cold of space. “We're in this together, Alex. Every step, every breath.”

They walked back, the catwalk leading them back to safety, but the memory of this first spacewalk would remain, a testament to their bond, to the trust they were building, and to the human spirit's yearning to reach beyond its limits. Their gold and white figures against the black of space were not just a sight to behold but a symbol of companionship, of discovery, of life in the most inhospitable of places, filled with sensory details that would etch this moment into their memories forever.
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Chapter 11 Navigating Feelings
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After the breathtaking journey into the void, Alex and Blanca returned through the airlock, the hiss of re-pressurization a stark contrast to the silence of space. They removed their helmets, the air inside the ship feeling warm and thick compared to the vacuum outside. Their faces were flushed from the experience, their eyes still reflecting the wonder of what they had just shared.

As they walked back to their cabin, the corridor was quiet except for magnetic clanking of their boots and the distant hum of the ship's systems, until they encountered a female crewman. She was perhaps in her late thirties, close to Alex's age, her dark blue SGI jumpsuit stained with oils and grime from what must have been a day of hard work. The jumpsuit was form-fitting, accentuating her very large breasts, which moved with each step she took.

She greeted Alex with a warm, almost overly friendly smile, her eyes lingering on him in a way that felt both inviting and assessing. “Hey there, haven't seen you around. You must be the new VIP,” she said, her voice carrying a playful tone. She seemed to completely ignore Blanca, her focus solely on Alex. “I'm off duty soon. How about dinner?”

Blanca, sensing the tension, stepped closer to Alex, her hand subtly tugging at his arm, her tone formal. “Excuse us, Mr. Mercer, we have matters to attend to back at our quarters.”

The crewman's eyes flicked to Blanca for a moment, her smile not faltering, but there was a slight edge to it now. She turned back to Alex, her voice lowering to a seductive whisper as they moved away, “See you around, maybe?”

Alex, caught in the moment, felt a mix of flattery and confusion, his mind still reeling from the spacewalk. He followed Blanca, but his gaze lingered on the crewman until they turned a corner. Her goodbye was laced with an invitation that didn't go unnoticed.

Once out of earshot, Blanca hissed, her protective instincts on full display. “She wants to fuck you, Alex.”

Alex, still in a daze from the attention, asked, “How do you know that?”

Blanca looked at him with an expression of disbelief, her azure eyes wide. She pointed to her nose, her feline ears twitching slightly. “Nekos have a better sense of smell than humans. I could smell that woman; she was absolutely dripping for you.”

The statement hit Alex like a cold splash of reality, pulling him out of his reverie. He glanced back, as if the scent could still be traced in the air, his mind trying to process this new layer of interaction in space. “What kind of crewman was she?” he asked, his voice tinged with curiosity and perhaps a hint of guilt for enjoying the attention.

Blanca's response was sharp, her protective nature evident. “She's a machinist's mate. The symbol on her left sleeve indicated it.” 

There was a moment of silence between them as they continued towards their cabin, the corridor now feeling less like a simple pathway and more like a place of potential encounters, of human desires and needs magnified by the isolation of space.

“I'm sorry,” Alex said, his voice softening, realizing how his reaction might have made Blanca feel. “I was just... surprised.”

Blanca's grip on his arm relaxed, her voice softening as well, though there was an undercurrent of concern. “It's okay, Alex. But remember, out here, intentions can be... clearer because there's nowhere to hide them. And I... I care about you. She just sees you as a VIP and assumes you’re rich.”

Her words carried weight, a reminder of the bond they were forming, of the complexities of relationships in such an enclosed environment. Alex felt a warmth spread through him, not just from the compliment but from the protectiveness she showed. “I care about you too, Blanca.”

When they reached the cabin and changed out of their space suits, the atmosphere was charged with unspoken questions and the residue of the encounter in the corridor. Alex couldn't shake the feeling of being both flattered and unsettled by the attention from the crewman. He turned to Blanca, who was watching him with an expression that was hard to read. “Are you jealous?” he asked, his voice a mix of concern and curiosity.

Blanca shook her head, her azure eyes softening. “No, Alex, I'm not jealous,” she said, her voice carrying a protective tone. “I just want to look out for you. I think her intentions were selfish. It's not every day she encounters a rich VIP like you.”

Alex was taken aback, his mind racing. “You think the crew knows I'm here?”

Blanca looked at him with a bemused disbelief. “Alex, we're in the Captain's Cabin. The entire crew knows there's a VIP on board because they had to find the Captain new quarters. It's not exactly a secret.”

Her words made sense, grounding him in the reality of their situation. He felt a pang of embarrassment at his naivety. “I see,” he murmured, his thoughts swirling. 

Blanca continued, her voice gentle but firm. “I'm just your Neko, Alex. If you want to spend time with... with King,” she said, noting the name strip on the crewman's uniform, “you can. I just want to make sure you're okay.”

Hearing her say it, Alex felt a mix of emotions. He was flattered by the attention from King, which was unexpected in this environment, but he didn't want to hurt Blanca's feelings or make her feel less valued. “Her name was King?” he asked, more to keep the conversation going than from genuine ignorance.

“Yes,” Blanca confirmed, her gaze steady, trying to gauge his reaction. “Her name strip said 'King'. And the symbol next to her name indicated she’s from Mars “

Alex sat down, the weight of the situation pressing down on him. “I... I don't want to... I mean, I appreciate your concern, Blanca. I don't want to do anything that might upset you.”

Blanca moved closer, sitting beside him, her presence comforting. “Alex, you adopted me, not the other way around. You can do as you please. I'm here to help you, to serve you, to make sure you're happy and safe. My feelings are... they're mine to manage. Your life, your choices, they're yours.”

Her words were a reminder of their relationship's dynamics, of the freedom he had, yet they also carried an undercurrent of her own vulnerability, her own need for him to be happy. Alex felt the depth of her commitment, the sincerity in her assurance, and it stirred something protective within him.

“I know I have freedom, but I do care about you, Blanca,” he said, his voice earnest. “I don’t see you as a servant, or an object. You're more than just... just a Neko to me. I would like you to be my friend, my confidante.”

Blanca's smile was warm, a mixture of gratitude and relief. “And I'm glad, I want to be that for you. But remember, out here, companionship is crucial, and I want you to have all the connections you need, for your well-being.”

They sat in silence for a moment, the cabin feeling both vast and intimate. Alex was caught between the thrill of being noticed by someone like King and the comfort of Blanca's loyalty. He realized that space was not just about exploring the cosmos but also about navigating the complexities of human—and Neko—emotions, connections, and desires.

“Thank you, Blanca,” he finally said, his voice thick with emotion. “For looking out for me, for being here. On Earth I was lost in my work most of the time. I’m not used to being noticed.”

She reached out, her hand finding his, a simple gesture that spoke volumes of their bond. “I'll always look out for you, Alex.”

The conversation left the air between them clear, yet charged with the understanding that every choice here, in this confined world among the stars, had layers of impact, both seen and unseen. Alex knew he would need to tread carefully, not just for his own heart but for Blanca's as well.
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Chapter 12 Dreams and Desires
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In the warmth and privacy of their cabin, a moment of vulnerability opened between Alex and Blanca. After their discussion, the air was still charged with a mix of emotions, and Blanca, with a genuine desire to connect, asked, “Is there a need you have that I can satisfy, Alex?”

Alex looked at her, his eyes searching for any sign of discomfort or obligation in her offer. “Why would you ask that?” 

Blanca's expression was open, her azure eyes reflecting sincerity. “It seemed like Crewman King easily turned your head. I just want to make sure you're not missing out on anything you want that I can provide.”

Alex chuckled, a sound filled with both amusement and a touch of self-awareness. “I was just surprised by her interest in me. I’m used to being invisible. Male nature, at least mine, tends towards... harem fantasies. I've always dreamed of having multiple girlfriends, so it fed my ego for a moment to have a woman interested in me even after she saw me with you.”

Blanca tilted her head, curiosity piqued. “So, why don't you?”

He laughed again, the sound echoing slightly in the small space. “Women on Earth? They're often selfish, all about money. It's hard to find someone who wants you for you. I never found a woman I wanted to have a relationship with because women just seemed to see me as much. I did modestly well, made some good money. I never considered myself rich, but many women on Earth seemed to think of me that way.”

Blanca's gaze didn't waver, but there was a knowing look in her eyes. “Might not just be women on Earth, judging by King.”

“We don't really know what her motivation is,” Alex countered, not wanting to dismiss King's intentions out of hand but also not ready to delve into the complexities of human desires.

Blanca nodded, her tail - the stuffed one from her jumpsuit - lying still beside her. “If there's anything you need, anything you ever need, just tell me, and I'll do whatever I can.”

Alex smiled, the warmth in his eyes genuine. “There's this dream I had,” he started, his voice softening, “of you on your back, legs in the air.” He left out the more violent part of the dream, not wanting to mix that with this moment of intimacy.

Blanca's response was immediate and playful. Her smile was both an invitation and an assurance. Without a word, she began to strip, her movements fluid, each piece of clothing falling away until she floated before him in her flawless, hairless beauty. Her skin seemed to glow under the cabin's light.

She pulled herself onto the bed, and rolled onto her back as she took hold of the bed straps, her legs lifting into the air with a grace that was both seductive and innocent. Her body was an arch of desire, her legs spread wide, her eyes locked on his with an intensity that spoke of her willingness, her eagerness to fulfill his dream.

Alex felt his heart swell with a mix of desire and appreciation. Here was someone who wanted to please him, not for gain but out of a bond they were forging. He approached the bed, his gaze never leaving hers, seeing in her eyes not just submission but a partnership in pleasure.

“You're amazing,” he whispered, his voice thick with emotion, as he moved closer, his hands reaching out to touch her, to feel the reality of his dream.

Blanca's smile widened, her voice a soft purr. “I want to be everything you dream of, Alex. Any sexual urges you ever have you can satisfy with me. You never have to ask. Just tell me what you want.”

The moment was charged, not just with physical desire but with the emotional depth of understanding each other's needs, of finding joy in giving and receiving pleasure. As Alex moved to join with Blanca, the air was charged with an electric anticipation. Her skin, smooth and hairless, glowed under the dim cabin lights, her small stature making her seem almost delicate under his larger frame.

As he entered her, the contrast in their body temperatures was startling. In the hot shower it hadn’t been as noticeable. But now, Blanca's natural heat, hovering around 102 degrees Fahrenheit which was normal for Nekos, wrapped around his cock like a furnace, the warmth intensifying the sensations. Her body was tight, her size a stark contrast to his, making each movement feel both protective and deeply possessive. She gasped, obviously in pain due to how small she was internally.

Alex pushed, slowly at first because she was so tight and he wanted to be careful. As she adjusted and relaxed, it became easier. With every thrust, Alex's cock pushed past her cervix, directly into her uterus. The pain was sharp for Blanca, a searing sensation that bordered on unbearable, yet it was mixed with an overwhelming pleasure that had her body stiffening, her muscles contracting around him in a vice-like grip. Her legs wrapped around his waist, pulling him deeper, her heels digging into his back, urging him further inside. Her nails, slightly thicker than a human's, clawed at his back, leaving trails of red, a physical manifestation of their shared ecstasy and agony.

Their lovemaking was a symphony of moans, the sounds of flesh meeting flesh filling the cabin. Blanca's cries were a mix of pain and pleasure, her body trembling with each invasive thrust. The warmth of her was like nothing Alex had felt before, the sensation of being enveloped in her heat driving him closer to the edge.

In the throes of his climax, overwhelmed by the intensity and the echo of his dream, the words slipped out, raw and unfiltered, “My little whore.”

His heart skipped a beat, worried he'd gone too far, but Blanca's response was immediate, her smile wicked and her eyes gleaming with lust. She growled into his ear, her voice thick with desire, “I will always be your little whore, Alex.”

The release that followed was explosive, both of them climaxing together, their bodies shuddering in unison. Blanca's pussy clenched around him, milking him for every drop, her orgasm seeming to pull him deeper, her heat engulfing him. The room was filled with the scent of their sex, a musk that was both primal and intimate.

As they lay there, gasping for air, Blanca nestled close, her warmth a comforting blanket over Alex. “I'm so happy you're so big,” she muttered, her words slurring as sleep began to claim her, the exhaustion from their intense coupling pulling her under. They both slid into the pocket covers of the bed, and once inside Blanca fastened herself to Alex, intending to sleep in his arms.

Alex held her, feeling the heat of her body against his as he caressed her little bottom, her breath hot against his skin as she passed out. He traced the marks she had left on his back, each one a badge of their passion. The reality of their connection, the raw, physical bond they shared, was more vivid, more real than any fantasy he had ever harbored.

He watched her for a moment, her face serene in sleep, the intensity of their lovemaking etched into the lines of her expression. As he began to drift off, there was a profound sense of belonging, of finding his place in this vast, lonely universe, with Blanca in his arms, her warmth a constant, comforting reminder of life amidst the stars. They slept, limbs entwined, the echoes of their raw, explicit lovemaking a silent promise of more moments like this.

Alex smiled as he thought to himself, he would never again need to go to bed sexually frustrated.
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Chapter 13 Planning and Preparation
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With the physical exertions of their intimacy needing time to heal, Blanca and Alex found themselves in a rhythm of recovery and preparation. The days aboard the Lucky Star were filled with practicalities, as Alex needed to acclimate to his new environment while also ensuring Cuddlehoof's future.

Alex spent his days in training, learning the intricacies of life in space. He practiced with space suits, mastering the art of donning and doffing them quickly, which was crucial in emergencies. Blanca, ever the patient instructor, showed him how to patch holes in the event of an atmospheric breach, her fingers deftly guiding his through the use of sealant and patches. They located and inspected escape pods, ensuring he knew exactly where to go in case of evacuation. 

Navigation inside the ship was another skill Alex honed. He learned to read the ship's internal markings, the color-coded signs and symbols that guided one through the labyrinthine corridors of the Lucky Star. Each day brought new knowledge, from understanding the ship's life support systems to knowing the quickest routes to various stations. 

Parallel to this, Alex was working tirelessly on sourcing components for Cuddlehoof. His phone was a constant companion, the screen filled with lists, specs, and supplier contacts. However, his funds were limited; he couldn't afford all the components at once. Some would have to wait until his first paycheck from SGI. Cuddlehoof isn't just a companion; she's vital to my work, Alex thought, knowing that without her, his efficiency would plummet. SGI had researched him, knew him as one of the best in his field, but they didn't grasp the full extent of why. The secret was Cuddlehoof – she helped him execute his brilliant ideas with the speed and precision of a being far beyond a mere AI.

Blanca, observing his concern, offered a suggestion while they were taking a break from training. “You're a VIP here, Alex. Why not ask for an advance on your salary?”

Alex looked up from his phone, his brow furrowed in thought. Why hadn't I thought of that? he pondered, realizing the solution was so simple it was almost laughable. “I should have thought of that,” he admitted, a smile breaking through his concentration.

Communication with Earth wasn't real-time; the ship was too far out for that. So, Alex composed a message to Daniel, detailing his need for an advance equivalent to six months of his salary. He kept his reasons vague, stating only that it would be vital to his work on Ganymede and that any delay would impact his productivity. “Worst they can do is say no,” he muttered to himself as he sent the message. In his mind, he already envisioned the relief of having the funds, the satisfaction of seeing Cuddlehoof's components secured, knowing well that without her, his work would suffer.

The reply came later that day, the screen of his phone lighting up with Daniel's message. “SGI agrees to the advance, Alex. However, remember, should you fail to complete your contract, you'll be liable to return both the advance and your Neko.”

Alex chuckled to himself, his voice low and confident, “Sure, as if I would allow that to happen.” The thought of not completing his contract was so far from his mind it was almost laughable. Why would I turn back now? he thought. This journey wasn't just about a job; it was about a new life, about ensuring Cuddlehoof was with him to make that life successful. Daniel didn't care about the specifics of why Alex needed the advance; his primary concern was not to be blamed for any delay or impediment to Alex's work, which is why he convinced SGI to agree.

With the advance now secured, Alex felt a weight lift off his shoulders. He could now focus on ensuring all of Cuddlehoof's components were either on their way or secured for purchase. He began organizing the logistics, contacting suppliers, arranging for the components to be shipped to Ganymede upon their arrival. Each action he took was a step towards making Cuddlehoof whole again, towards giving her back her existence, her agency, which was essential for his work on Ganymede.

Blanca watched him, a look of admiration in her azure eyes. “You're really dedicated to her, aren't you?” she asked, her voice soft, understanding the depth of his connection to Cuddlehoof.

Alex nodded, his expression serious. “She's more than just an AI, Blanca. She's part of me, part of my life.” She's my creation, my friend, my responsibility, he thought, feeling the gravity of his commitment. “Bringing her back, making her whole again, it's... it's essential.” 

His thoughts were filled with images of Cuddlehoof's avatar, her voice, her presence. He imagined the day they would reunite, how it would feel to see her materialize once more, to have her by his side in this new chapter of his life. The advance from SGI wasn't just money; it was a promise, a commitment to his companions, old and new, in the vastness of space. It was a pledge to his future, to a life where he could continue his work, where Blanca could find her place, and where Cuddlehoof could exist once more, not just in memory but in reality, ensuring his success on Ganymede.

Alex found his thoughts drifting, a familiar warmth spreading through him as he thought of Cuddlehoof. She wasn't just an AI to him; she was someone he'd grown to love deeply, a bond that transcended her digital nature. In his mind, she was as real as any person, a towering, beautiful Minotaur with a personality as vibrant and unfiltered as her holographic form.

He recalled the moments they shared in private, where Cuddlehoof would shed her usual decorum, becoming delightfully rude and crude, just for him. There was something liberating about her openness, her unabashed sexuality. Alex's heart raced at the memory of her nude avatar, the way she would pleasure herself in front of him, her moans filling the room, her eyes locked on his, always ensuring he was captivated by her display.

His mind wandered, Larry had mentioned that there heavy labor Nekos, engineered for tasks that frequently required strength. Larry had implied that their stature was impressive, and were often taller than both he and Alex. As he considered the thought Alex imaged each heavy labor Neko a testament to strength and endurance, yet their faces as beautiful as any Neko's, a stark contrast to their muscular forms. The idea reminded him so much of Cuddlehoof - strong, powerful, and undeniably feminine.

His mind wandered further, imagining what it would be like to adopt one of these muscular beauties. He pictured stripping her down, revealing a hairless body sculpted by labor yet soft where it counted, her skin warm and inviting. In his fantasy, he'd bend her over, her ass high in the air, her muscles tensing in anticipation.

The thought of her, strong and yielding, made his breath hitch. He imagined the feel of her skin under his hands, the way he'd spread her cheeks to reveal her tight, puckered hole. His cock would be hard, throbbing with need as he pressed against her, the head of his erection teasing her entrance.

He'd push in slowly, the tightness enveloping him, her body accommodating him with a strength that only added to the pleasure. The sensation would be overwhelming - the heat, the pressure, the sheer power of her body. Her moans would mix with his heavy breathing, the sound of flesh against flesh echoing in his mind. He'd thrust, each movement a testament to his control and her resilience, her body responding with each penetration, her muscles clenching around him. He’d fuck her while imaging he was fucking Cuddlehoof’s ass.

Would Cuddlehoof enjoy this fantasy? Alex wondered. He imagined her watching, her avatar's eyes wide with excitement, her own arousal evident as she touched herself, finding pleasure in his pleasure. The thought of her getting off on the sight of him dominating this powerful Neko, her hand moving faster, her breath catching in digital delight, made his fantasy even more vivid. Cuddlehoof could say anything to him without inhibition, so he could ask her about this when the time came.

The imagined scene was one of primal satisfaction, of control and submission, of love expressed in the most carnal way. Alex felt a surge of desire, his body reacting to his own thoughts, the fantasy blurring the lines between his affection for Cuddlehoof and his physical desires. He knew it was an extension of his love for her, this imagining, a way to merge the digital with the physical in his mind, a testament to how deeply she'd embedded herself in his life and his heart.
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Chapter 14 Surprise Burn
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The second night on the Lucky Star had been a blend of exhaustion and the strange comfort of space travel, the low hum of the ship's engines a lullaby to their slumber. Alex woke to the sensation of his body pressed against Blanca's, their shared warmth filling the confines of the sleeping bag. The morning light, simulated by the ship's artificial day cycle, cast a soft glow through the small cabin.

Alex stirred, slowly coming to consciousness, his breathing steady as the haze of sleep faded. His first thought, one he barely registered, was how *good* he felt. No stiffness in his back. No telltale ache in his shoulder from lying on it wrong. No tingling numbness in his hand, which often accompanied the awkward positions he managed to contort himself into on Earth. Just an all-encompassing lightness, as though his body had been perfectly supported all night. 

He blinked his eyes open, greeted by the soft, ambient glow of the cabin lights set to their dim, nighttime mode. For a moment, he forgot where he was, the unfamiliar feeling of weightlessness and the cocoon-like embrace of the tethered sleeping bag disorienting. Then it hit him: the Lucky Star. Space. Zero gravity.  

And Blanca.

She was watching him.

Her face hovered inches from his, framed by a curtain of platinum hair that drifted gently around her in the weightless environment. Her azure eyes, vivid and piercing, studied him with an intensity that made his breath catch for a second. Her expression was soft but unwavering, the corners of her lips curling in the faintest smile when she saw him fully awake.  

“Good morning,” she said quietly, her voice a soothing purr over the faint hum of the ship’s systems.  

Alex’s lips twitched into a groggy smile. “Morning,” he murmured, his voice still thick with sleep. He shifted slightly, the material of the sleeping bag brushing against his skin. The warmth enveloping him was almost intoxicating—her warmth. Her body temperature was naturally higher than his, and it made the small, tethered space they shared feel like a cozy haven in the cold expanse of space.  

“You’ve been watching me?” he asked after a moment, his tone teasing but gentle.  

Blanca’s smile widened slightly, and she shrugged, the movement sending her long hair floating lazily upward. Her catlike ears, covered in the same soft platinum fur as her hair, twitched almost imperceptibly at the sound of his voice, while her human ears remained still. “You looked peaceful,” she said. “I didn’t want to wake you.”  

Alex chuckled softly, his hand coming up to brush a strand of her hair away from her face. It was silkier than anything he’d ever felt, like the softest satin. “I feel amazing,” he admitted, his voice filled with a sense of wonder. “I can’t remember the last time I woke up like this—no aches, no pins and needles in my arm. Just... rested.”  

Blanca tilted her head slightly, her feline ears perking forward at his words. “Zero gravity has its perks,” she said, her smile turning into something faintly mischievous. “No pressure points means no waking up sore. And I don’t think you were complaining about the heat either.”  

He grinned, his hand settling lightly on her bare shoulder. Her skin was smooth and cool to the touch at first, but beneath it radiated that familiar, feline warmth that had kept him so comfortably snug all night. “No complaints,” he said, shaking his head. “I think I’ve been spoiled. I don’t think I can go back to Earth beds after this.”  

Blanca laughed softly, the sound carrying a musical quality. Her ears twitched again, this time in amusement, and she adjusted herself slightly, drifting closer to him. Her hair tickled his face as she moved, and her scent—a faint, clean, almost floral note—lingered between them.  

“You’re adapting pretty quickly,” she said, her tone playful but warm. “When we first left Earth, you couldn’t even figure out how to zip the sleeping bag without floating away.”  

Alex groaned at the memory, rubbing the back of his neck. “Don’t remind me,” he said with a sheepish grin. “I’m pretty sure that’s the most uncoordinated I’ve ever felt in my life.”  

“You’ve come a long way,” she said, her voice softening. Her eyes searched his face for a moment, her expression turning thoughtful. “It’s not easy, leaving everything you know behind. But you’re doing it. You’re here.”  

The sincerity in her voice caught Alex off guard, and for a moment, he didn’t know how to respond. He looked at her, taking in the way her eyes glimmered like sapphires in the dim light, the gentle curve of her lips, the way her cat ears moved subtly in response to the faintest shifts in sound. She was unlike anyone he had ever met—so different, yet so utterly real.  

“I don’t think I could’ve done it without you,” he said finally, his voice quiet but steady.  

Blanca’s smile softened, and she reached up to brush her fingers lightly against his cheek. Her touch was delicate, her skin warm against his. “You’re stronger than you think,” she said simply.  

They stayed like that for a moment, the silence between them comfortable, filled only by the distant hum of the ship. Alex felt himself relax further, the tension he hadn’t even realized he’d been carrying melting away in her presence.  

“What about you?” he asked after a moment. “Did you sleep well?”  

Blanca’s smile turned slightly playful, and she shifted closer, her forehead almost touching his. “I slept fine,” she said. “But it’s better waking up with you.”  

For the first time in his life, he realized, he wasn’t waking up dreading the day ahead. Here, in this small cabin tethered to the floor of a cargo ship floating in the vast emptiness of space, he felt something he hadn’t felt in a long time: content.

As he stretched what stirred him fully was the undeniable hardness of his cock, pressing uncomfortably against the fabric of the sleeping bag.

Blanca, sensing the shift in his breathing or perhaps the subtle movement, turned her head, her eyes meeting his with a knowing look. Her voice was a whisper, playful yet laden with intent, “Looks like you've got a problem there, Alex. Need some help with that?”

A smile crept across Alex's face, the tension of the morning finding an easy release in her offer. “I would, yeah,” he admitted, his voice a mix of relief and anticipation.

Without another word, Blanca disappeared under the fabric of the sleeping bag, her body shifting until her warm breath was against his skin. The first sensation was her lips, soft and enveloping, as she took him into her mouth. Her technique was masterful, her tongue swirling around the head of his cock, teasing the sensitive underside. She moved with a precision that spoke of experience, her mouth creating a vacuum that made Alex's toes curl.

The tightness of the sleeping bag around them added an intimacy to the act, every movement felt amplified. Blanca's head bobbed rhythmically, her hands finding their way to his balls, massaging them gently, coaxing him closer to the edge. The sensation was overwhelming; the wet warmth of her mouth, the slick slide of her tongue, the occasional graze of her teeth - it was all too much, too good.

Alex didn't last long under her ministrations. His climax built rapidly, a tightening from his core that rushed through him. He gasped, his hips bucking involuntarily as he came, his release filling Blanca's mouth. She took it all, her lips sealed tight around him, not a single drop escaping. After a moment, she swallowed, the action clear even through the fabric of the bag.

Emerging from beneath the sleeping bag, Blanca's smile was warm, victorious. She wiped her lips with the back of her hand, her eyes twinkling with satisfaction. “Morning shower?” she invited, her voice light, as if what had just happened was the most natural start to their day.

Alex, breathless and still reeling from the intensity of his orgasm, nodded, his smile matching hers. “Sounds perfect,” he managed, his mind still buzzing with the echoes of pleasure.

They unzipped the sleeping bag, the cool air of the cabin a sharp contrast to the heat they'd generated. Together, they made their way to the shower, the promise of water washing away the remnants of the night but not the memory of their intimate morning. They had a nice, warm, and relaxing shower together and dressed to start their day.

Shortly after breakfast, Alex was catching on on messages from friends and family that were asking about how things were going, or were just learning about the change in his life. Then suddenly their routine for the day was broken by a voice over the ship's loudspeakers as a low chime rang through the cabin, followed by the cool crisp and authoritative announcement, “Attention: All personnel, prepare for course correction. Engine firing in approximately forty-five minutes. Please secure all loose items and prepare for potential gravity shift.”

Both Alex and Blanca looked up, their expressions shifting from calm to alert. Alex, sitting at the dinning alcove in their cabin, froze mid-motion as he reached for a protein bar from a pack floating nearby. The bar hovered in front of him, swaying gently in the zero-gravity environment. “What does that mean?” Alex asked, his tone reflecting the sudden shift in their environment.

Blanca's response was immediate, her training kicking in, but there was a layer of concern in her voice. “It means the ship will change its course soon. We need to secure anything in our cabin and ourselves.” Her words were calm, but her actions were tinged with urgency. She moved quickly, strapping in Alex with the harness designed for gravity shifts to the dining alcove, the only place in their cabin designed for such maneuvers. Her hands moved with practiced efficiency, but there was a visible tension in her movements, her brows knit in concentration as she ensured each buckle was secure, each strap tight. “Stay like this until it's over,” she instructed, her focus entirely on his safety, her eyes darting back to him to check for any sign of anxiety.

Once Alex was secured, Blanca moved to strap herself into the seat across from him. Her actions were fluid, but her usual grace was now mixed with a protective vigilance. She scanned the cabin with a worried gaze, looking for anything that could become a hazard during the engine burn, her instincts as a Neko, engineered to care for and protect, in full play. All they could do now was wait for the engines to fire.

“Blanca,” Alex began, his tone gentle, reflective, “I've noticed how you've been so attentive to what I need, even what I want before I even know it myself.” He paused, his gaze meeting hers, searching for something beyond the surface. “But what about you? What do you want?”

Blanca's eyes softened, her expression one of genuine warmth and contentment. “Alex, for me, the greatest pleasure is in a job well done. Your safety, your happiness, these things make me happy.” She leaned forward, her voice dropping to a whisper, filled with emotion. “The most wonderful feeling is to be wanted, to be needed. The day you adopted me... it was the happiest day of my life.”

There was a sincerity in her words, a depth of feeling that made the cabin feel smaller, more intimate. Her hands clasped together, perhaps to contain the joy she felt in sharing this with him.

They were interrupted by another announcement, “Attention: All personnel, prepare for course correction. Engine firing in approximately thirty minutes. Please secure all loose items and prepare for potential gravity shift.”

Alex felt a tug at his heart, moved by her honesty. “I'm glad you feel that way. But I want to make sure you're not just here to serve me, that you have your own desires, your own dreams.”

Blanca smiled, her eyes sparkling with a mix of pride and gratitude. “Being with you, feeling this connection, it fulfills me in ways I couldn't have imagined. And I know, the next Neko you adopt will feel the same. It's our nature, Alex, to find joy in being part of something, in belonging to someone who values us. But,” she continued, her voice gaining a playful edge, “that doesn't mean I don't have my own dreams. I dream of learning more, of using my skills in ways that matter, with you.”

Alex reached across the table, taking her hand in his, the physical connection a symbol of their growing bond. “I want to help you achieve those dreams, Blanca. You're not just here because of what you can do for me, but because I want to see you thrive, to see you happy. You deserve that.”

Blanca squeezed his hand, her happiness palpable, her voice thick with emotion. “I feel so lucky, Alex. Lucky to be with someone like you, who sees me not just as a Neko but as an individual. Being adopted by you wasn't just about a new home; it was about finding where I truly belong.”

The moment stretched, filled with the silent acknowledgment of their mutual appreciation and the burgeoning promise of a future where both could grow, not just alongside each other, but together, in every sense of the word.

Eventually, the cabin's ambiance changed; the usual hum of the ship's systems was now punctuated by the anticipation of what was to come. The announcements had been coming every fifteen minutes, but now with just seconds to go, they were counting down in seconds. “Attention: All personnel, prepare for course correction. Engine firing in approximately 10 seconds. Please secure all loose items and prepare for potential gravity shift. 5, 4, 3, 2, 1.”

The ship's engines began to rumble, a deep, resonant sound that vibrated through the metal of the vessel, through the bones of its occupants. 

Then, the Lucky Star executed its maneuver. The ship began to rotate, a sensation not unlike being on a slow, giant carousel, except this was in the cold vacuum of space. The sense of movement was disorienting, the stars outside through the dinning alcove screen which was currently set to emulate a window, seeming to swirl as the ship changed its angle what Alex guessed must be over 40 degrees. Alex felt the pressure of the straps against him, the G-forces pulling at his body in new, unfamiliar ways.

Once the ship had completed its rotation, the thrusters fired, the sound and vibration intensifying. The acceleration began, pushing them back into their seats with a force that felt like it was close of Earth's gravity. The cabin's displays flickered with new information, updating to announce, “Acceleration, Target Velocity 1297.6 km/s, Next Destination: SGI Ganymede Station, 17 days 2.1 hours.”

Alex, his mind racing with questions, looked over at Blanca. “Why the course change?” he asked, his voice slightly strained from the pressure of the acceleration.

Blanca, her own safety ensured, glanced at him with eyes filled with worry. “I'm not sure, Alex. This is unexpected. We’ve sped up significantly and it will cut months off of our journey. But I don't know why now.” Her voice carried a note of concern, not just for the unknown maneuver but for Alex's well-being in this unpredictable environment. “This will probably consume most if not all of the ship’s reaction mass.”

The ship's engines continued to burn, the vibrations a constant reminder of the power at work to change their trajectory. Blanca's protective nature was in overdrive; her ears, despite being for show in her case, seemed to perk up as if listening for any sign of danger. She watched Alex closely, her hands clenching slightly on the armrests, ready to act if anything went wrong.

As they sat there, strapped into their seats, the reality of their journey to Ganymede became more tangible. The countdown to their arrival was now a physical force, each second of acceleration bringing them closer to their new home, to new challenges, and to the mysteries of Alex's work, which would be so much more complex without Cuddlehoof. 

Blanca's concern wasn't just for the physical safety of this moment but for the journey ahead, for Alex's adaptation to space, for the unknown elements of their life on Ganymede. Her protective instincts, part of her engineering, were now part of her essence, her worry for Alex a testament to the bond they were forming in the vast, unpredictable expanse of space.

The maneuver seemed to last an eternity, but when it was over, the ship's systems settled into a new rhythm, the engines quieted, but with a perceived gravity of .1 g, which although not much, Alex’s stomach immediately embraced. The announcement over the loudspeakers came again, this time with relief in the voice, “All personnel, you may now move freely.”

Blanca, with a sigh of relief, unbuckled herself and moved to check on Alex, her hands gentle as she ensured he was unharmed. “That was... intense,” she murmured, her voice carrying the weight of the experience, the unknown still hanging in the air between them, her concern for him palpable, a silent promise of her vigilance for the rest of their journey.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 15 A meal and a tour

[image: image]


The Lucky Star was settling into its new cruising rhythm after the intense course correction and burn when Alex's phone lit up, its screen a stark contrast to the dim cabin lighting. The chime was soft but in the quiet aftermath, it felt like a gunshot. The message was from Crewman King, her name displayed with an almost ominous glow. “Never heard back about dinner. Are you free tonight?” The words seemed to hover in the air, laden with more than just the prospect of a meal.

Alex glanced at the message, his thumb hovering over the screen, before looking up at Blanca who was looking over his shoulder. Her eyes met his, and for a moment, he saw something flicker there - concern, perhaps, or a hint of something else. “You should go, Alex,” Blanca said, her voice a whisper in the silence. “Enjoy yourself. I'm still recovering.”

The invitation was unexpected, and so was Blanca's encouragement. He studied her, searching her face for any sign of jealousy or discomfort. “Are you jealous?” he asked, the words coming out more like a challenge than he intended.

Blanca's smile was brief, her azure eyes calm but with an undercurrent of something deeper. “I'm your Neko, not your wife. If I were the jealous type, I'd already be jealous of Cuddlehoof, the way you talk about her.”

Alex laughed, the sound echoing slightly, but the humor did little to dispel the tension that had crept into the room. “Cuddlehoof will definitely be jealous of you, so be prepared,” he warned, though his voice carried a note of playfulness.

He then asked impulsively, “Do you want to come?”

The room seemed to hold its breath as Blanca shook her head, her expression changing, becoming more guarded. “No, I'll stay here.” Her refusal was a first, a break from her usual eagerness to accompany him, which sent a shiver of suspense down Alex's spine.

“Why?” he pressed, sensing there was more to her decision.

“If King wants to have sex with you, I don't want to be asked to join,” Blanca explained, her voice dropping to a secretive whisper. For a moment, Alex wondered if Blanca was prudish until she clarified, “Remember, I'm in disguise as a Copper Neko. If she sees me naked... she'd know I'm not. SGI warned me that the Platinum Neko kidnappings could be an inside job. I'm not to trust any of the crewmen on the Lucky Star, only you.”

Her words were like a cold splash of reality, reminding him of the dangers lurking beneath the surface of their journey. “Loose lips sink ships” Alex muttered to himself. The air in the cabin felt charged with the weight of secrets and the possibility of betrayal. “Okay, I understand,” Alex said, his voice now firm, protective. “Lock the cabin behind me.”

Blanca nodded, her face a mask of resolve. “I will.”

With a sense of stepping into the unknown, Alex typed his acceptance to King's message. His movements felt heavy as he stood, giving Blanca one last, lingering look. Was he leaving her to potential danger by going, or was he walking into a trap himself? Her smile was unwavering, but now it seemed to carry a silent plea for caution.

As he stepped out, the door slid shut with a definitive thud, the lock engaging, sealing Blanca away from the outside world. The corridor felt like a passage into a different realm, one where every step could lead to new alliances or hidden threats. 

He walked towards where he knew King would be waiting, each step echoing in the empty hallway, his mind racing with scenarios. King could be a gold-digger, or worse, what if King was part of whatever was happening to the Nekos? What if this dinner was more than just a social gathering? The ship, once just a vessel, now seemed like a maze of shadows and secrets.

Alex thought to himself that dinner with King seemed like it was not just an invitation to share a meal; it was stepping into a dance of trust and deceit, where every word could be a clue, every laugh a cover. Yet, in the back of his mind, there was Blanca, her safety, her loyalty, a beacon in this murky voyage through space.

The Lucky Star's galley was stark, a place of function over form, but the conversation about to unfold would bring its own warmth. As Alex entered, the crew in their SGI coveralls barely acknowledged him, their focus on their meals or the ship's data screens. But there, standing out, was crewman King in a red dress that seemed made for someone slightly smaller. Her curves strained against the fabric, her milky skin almost luminous, her hair a captivating blend of blonde and auburn, her gray eyes sparkling with mischief.

“Miss King?” Alex said.

“Alex, I'm glad you could make it,” King purred, her voice like silk as she stood to greet him. “Please, I'm Kristina to friends.” Her smile was inviting, her eyes locked on his. “Would you like to be my friend?”

Alex smiled, “Yes I would.”

They sat at a secluded table, the intimacy of the setting heightened by the contrast with the utilitarian surroundings. Alex couldn't help but notice how her dress seemed to challenge decorum with every breath.

“So, what do you do, Mr. VIP?” she asked, leaning in, her voice a playful whisper.

Alex chuckled, trying to downplay his role. “I work with computers. It’s pretty dull. Not exactly dinner conversation material, I'm afraid.”

“Oh, come on,” Kristina countered, her hand brushing his briefly as she reached for her drink. “An expert like you must have some fascinating stories. But if work's off the table, tell me something interesting about you.”

He smiled, appreciating her flirtatious nudge. “Let's talk about you. What's it like being the heart of the ship's machinery?”

Her eyes twinkled with surprise. “How did you know I'm a machinist's mate? I didn't expect you to recognize the rating insignia.”

Alex grinned, not letting on that it was Blanca who had informed him. “I have my ways. But honestly, I don't know much beyond the title. What does it entail?”

Her pride was evident as she explained, “I keep this beast running. My hands are always in the grease, ensuring we don't float off into oblivion. It's dirty work, but someone's got to do it,” she said with a wink, her voice suggestive. “My job is best for people who like puzzles. Much of my day amounts to, ‘why is this bloody thing not working today?’” She laughed.

As they ate, Kristina's flirtation was undeniable. “You know,” she said, her fork playing with her food, “I bet you've never had to deal with the kind of heat I do in the engine room. It's... steamy.”

Alex laughed, the image she painted both literal and metaphorical. “I can imagine. But I bet it's nothing compared to the heat you bring to this dinner.”

Her laughter was light, her cheeks flushing a slight pink. “Oh, you think you can handle my kind of heat, do you?”

“I'm willing to give it a try,” Alex replied, the banter coming naturally, his guard lowering with her charm.

Kristina leaned closer, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, “It's good to have someone new to... entertain. Life out here can be so... predictable.”

“And here I was, worried I'd be the boring one,” Alex quipped, his eyes meeting hers.

“You? Boring?” She laughed, the sound rich and genuine. “I doubt that. You've got this... mystery about you. Makes me want to know more.”

Their conversation was peppered with these playful exchanges, Kristina's smiles infectious, her body language open, inviting. “I must say, you're quite the sight for sore eyes,” she commented, her gaze lingering on him. “It's not every day we get someone from Earth who can actually dress the part of a VIP.”

“And you,” Alex returned, letting his eyes briefly scan her attire, “are a sight for... well, any eyes.” And thought of adding, “That dress looks like it's having a hard time keeping up with you.” But then considered that she might take offense, and assume he was calling her fat. Never mind that in actuality, she was pleasantly plump...but Alex liked how she was, noting that none of it was in a bad way.

Kristina noticed Alex staring at her dress and her laughter was like a melody in the functional space. “Maybe I like living on the edge,” she teased, adjusting her dress in a way that was both provocative and playful.

As the meal concluded, the air was charged with a flirtatious energy, a game of words and looks that promised more than just dinner. Yet, beneath the surface of this playful interaction, Alex felt the tug of caution, the reminders of secrecy and trust issues aboard the Lucky Star. But for now, he allowed himself to enjoy the moment, the connection, the human warmth in the cold expanse of space.

After dinner, the air between Alex and Kristina was charged with a playful energy, the flirtation from their meal lingering like a sweet aftertaste. Kristina, with a glint in her gray eyes, suggested, “Why don't I give you a tour of the ship? There's more to the Lucky Star than meets the eye.”

Alex accepted, intrigued by both the ship and the woman beside him. They walked through the corridors, the ship revealing itself as more than just a vessel but a complex ecosystem of machinery, living quarters, and operational centers. The freighter's systems were laid bare - the propulsion controls, the life support systems, storage areas filled with supplies for Ganymede, and the occasional glimpse into the crew's daily life.

As they moved through the ship, it became evident that the crew's surprised looks weren't directed at Alex but at Kristina. Her red dress, a stark contrast to the utilitarian environment, drew eyes like moths to a flame. Alex noticed this, the whispers and the double-takes, and when they found themselves alone in a quieter corridor, he couldn't help but comment.

“Why does everyone seem so shocked to see you?” he asked, his voice low, curious.

Kristina leaned close, her breath warm against his ear as she whispered, “They've never seen me outside of a jumpsuit. And yes,” she admitted with a self-conscious laugh, “this dress is a bit... snug. I've gained a little weight, and we haven't hit a port where I can get a bigger one. But I appreciate that you haven't commented on it... yet.”

Alex smiled, his gaze appreciative but respectful. “I was enjoying the view of your generous bounty. There's nothing wrong with your dress because there's just more of you to love.”

His words caught Kristina off-guard, her cute face lighting up with surprise before transforming into a delighted smile. Without warning, she pulled him close, and whispered, “Right answer,” as her lips finding his in a deep, passionate kiss. Her mouth was warm, her kiss eager, filled with the thrill of the moment and the shared laughter of their conversation. Alex returned the kiss with equal fervor, their lips locked in a dance that spoke of desires unspoken until now.

They kissed until Kristina needed to catch her breath, her chest heaving slightly under the tight dress. She grabbed his hand, her grip firm, her voice filled with determination as she said, “My cabin is this way.”

The corridor stretched ahead, but now it felt like a path to something more intimate, more real. Her smile, which Alex had grown to enjoy, was now alight with excitement and a touch of mischief. They moved quickly, her hand in his, the sounds of their footsteps echoing slightly, a private melody in the quiet ship.

As they reached her cabin, they dashed inside, the door sliding shut behind them with a definitive click. But no sooner had the door closed than Kristina exclaimed, “Sylvie?!”
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Chapter 16 An Unexpected Proposition
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Alex's attention was immediately drawn to a short, pale blonde plump woman in her early twenties, sitting at a fold-out desk against the side bulkhead, facing away from them. She was only wearing white panties, her large breasts bare, her attention on a tablet she was reading, with one hand down inside her panties, between her legs. At Kristina's shout, she turned around, her blue eyes wide with surprise, her breasts bouncing slightly with the movement.

Alex couldn't help but stare at her large nipples, caught off guard by the unexpected sight. The cabin was small, designed for efficiency with bunk beds against one wall, the space now feeling incredibly intimate and somewhat awkward.

Sylvie, her cheeks flushing a deep red, scrambled to cover herself, grabbing a shirt from nearby to pull over her head. “Oh, sweet space, not the time for a peep show!” she stammered, her voice a mixture of embarrassment and humor.

Kristina, still breathless from the kiss and now from the shock, burst into laughter, the tension breaking. “I should have checked... Alex, this is my roommate, Sylvie, who apparently forgot we share a cabin.”

Sylvie, now with her shirt on, grinned sheepishly. “I’m sorry Aunt Kristy, I was just... uh, enjoying some 'me' time with my book. Didn't expect you back so soon.”

Alex, trying to keep his composure, managed a grin, the situation so surreal it was hard not to find humor in it. “Well, I've heard of unexpected plot twists, but this one takes the cake.”

Kristina, wiping a tear from her eye from laughing so hard, added, “I guess the tour ended with a bang, huh?”

Sylvie, now fully dressed and joining in the laughter, quipped, “Well, at least we know how to make an impression. Welcome to the Lucky Star, Alex, where privacy is just an illusion.”

The moment was awkward, yet there was a camaraderie in the air, a shared laughter at the unexpected turn of events. Kristina looked at Alex, her eyes sparkling with apology and amusement. “Well, this wasn't how I planned for this to go.”

Alex, still processing the scene, managed to say, “Definitely not what I expected from a tour, but it's certainly memorable.”

The cabin, meant for rest and privacy, had become the stage for an impromptu comedy of errors, reminding them all of the unpredictability of life on a ship where personal space was a luxury.

The laughter had died down, but the air in the tiny cabin was still thick with the unexpected. Alex, trying to navigate this bizarre turn of events, asked, “Have you two been shipmates for long?”

Kristina, her irritation still simmering, replied, “Sylvie's my ex-girlfriend’s niece. We broke up on good terms, so I’m doing her a favor. I’m not really her aunt, but she has known me long enough that she calls me that. Sylvie's here to learn to be a machinist's mate like me.” She then turned her attention to Sylvie, her voice taking on a scolding tone, “And what the fuck are you doing here right now? You were supposed to be on duty.”

Sylvie, her cheeks still flushed from the embarrassment, explained, “My shift was canceled. The Engineering Officer didn't say why, just told everyone to get out of the boat bay where I was working today.” She then added, with a hint of apology, “Sorry for not wearing much, but these coveralls are so fucking tight on me. They make my tits look like they're about to burst.”

Kristina chuckled, their quasi-familial bond softening her irritation. “Chubby girls run in both our families,” she teased, giving Sylvie a playful nudge. 

Alex, sensing Sylvie's discomfort, tried to make amends. “You're very pretty, Sylvie. I apologize for seeing you topless.” He immediately regretted his phrasing, realizing he was stammering. His words were genuine, an attempt to ease the tension.

Sylvie's smile returned, her eyes lighting up. “It's okay, Alex. You can see me again if you want,” she said, her tone flirtatious, clearly enjoying the attention.

Kristina, however, was less amused by her niece's flirtation. “Do you have to flirt with the guy I wanted to fuck?!” she snapped, her voice sharp with frustration.

The air in the cabin thickened with awkwardness as the women snapped at each other, and Alex felt the urge to leave, the situation spiraling into uncharted waters. He started towards the door, but before he could take more than a step, both Kristina and Sylvie grabbed his arms, their grips firm but not unkind.

“Wait, please,” Kristina said, her voice softening with an apology. “I'm sorry for being a bitch. Stay.”

Sylvie echoed her sentiment, “Yeah, please. We didn't mean to make you feel like shit.”

Kristina, perhaps in an attempt to salvage the moment or driven by her earlier intentions, suddenly stripped off her dress, revealing she had nothing underneath. Her body, full and inviting, stood before Alex, the sight both shocking and mesmerizing. “Come to bed with me,” she invited, her voice now husky with desire, “It's up to you if we send Sylvie away. But I really want your cock inside me.”

Alex, caught between surprise and arousal, looked over at Sylvie, who was still holding his arm, her smile now one of anticipation rather than embarrassment. “Do you want to stay?” he asked her, his voice thick with the complexity of the moment.

Sylvie nodded quickly, her eyes wide with excitement. “Yes, please,” she said, her voice eager, “I want to watch... or join, whatever you're up for.”

The situation was surreal, the cabin now a stage for desires and family dynamics that Alex hadn't anticipated when he agreed to a tour. His mind raced with the implications, the ethical quandaries, but there was also an undeniable pull, a curiosity about where this could lead. 

Kristina, seeing the acceptance in his eyes, moved towards the bunk bed, pulling him gently by the hand. “Then let's make this a night to fucking remember,” she said, her voice a mixture of seduction and challenge.

Sylvie, not to be left out, followed, her earlier embarrassment replaced by a boldness fueled by the moment. “I want to see you fuck her,” she whispered to Alex, her breath hot against his ear. “Or maybe... both of us?”

The cabin, cramped and utilitarian, now felt like a cocoon of intimacy, of bold choices and human connection in the isolation of space. 

Alex, standing between them, felt a rush of emotions - desire, confusion, but also a strange sense of adventure. This was not what he came for, but here he was, at the crossroads of an unexpected journey.

Kristina, with a commanding tone that brooked no argument, turned to her bunk-mate. “Sit there and wait your turn,” she ordered, her voice thick with desire and desperation. “I work too fucking hard and haven't had anything between my legs for a year that didn't run on batteries. So, you can wait!”

Sylvie, her eyes wide with anticipation and a hint of amusement, nodded. She took off all of her clothes, the fabric whispering against her skin as she sat down naked at the fold-out desk. Her large breasts rested on the edge, her nipples stiffening in the cool air of the cabin, her gaze fixed on the scene about to unfold. This scene was much better than the smutty book she had been reading.

Alex, feeling the heat of the moment, moved towards Kristina, who was now lying back on the lower bunk, her legs spread, inviting him in. The scent of her arousal was intoxicating, a heady mix of musk and desire. He couldn't help but notice how her legs were freshly shaved, smooth to the touch, the skin warm and silken under his hands.

As he entered her, the sensation was overwhelming; she was so wet, so ready, that he slid in with ease that belied her tightness. The warmth of her enveloped him, the slickness of her arousal making each movement fluid, almost frictionless. Her eyes fluttered closed, her breath coming in short, eager pants, her moans a melody of long-denied pleasure, filling the small space with the sound of her need.

Remembering her confession of how long it had been, Alex took it slow, wanting to draw out the experience, to give her the pleasure she so clearly craved. The bed creaked gently with each deliberate thrust, the rhythm setting a slow, tantalizing pace. The feel of her, the heat of her body, the way her muscles clenched around him, all combined to create a sensory overload. Her breasts, free from the constraints of her dress, moved with each thrust, her nipples hard and sensitive to the air, brushing against his chest. Alex enjoyed playing with her breasts, sucking her nipples as he made love to her. Kissing all over her face has her eyes remained rolled into the back of her head as she enjoyed every bit of what he was doing.

Twenty minutes in, the slow build had turned Kristina into a bundle of need. The scent of sex was now potent in the air, mingling with the faint, metallic tang of the ship around them. “Make me fucking come, Alex,” she demanded, her voice a hoarse whisper of urgency, her breath hot against his skin.

Alex smiled, the command igniting something in him. He increased his pace, his thrusts now rapid, deep, hitting all the right places. The sound of their bodies meeting filled the cabin, a wet, rhythmic slap that spoke of raw intimacy. Kristina's response was immediate, her moans turning into cries, her body tensing, her legs, smooth and silky, wrapping around him, pulling him closer, deeper.

Her climax was explosive, a scream that vibrated through the air, a release so intense it seemed to shake the very walls. But the noise was too much for the neighbor in the next cabin, who began banging on the bulkhead, the sound sharp and impatient, her voice muffled but clear, “Shut up! I'm trying to sleep!”

Kristina, in the throes of her orgasm, barely registered the complaint, her body shuddering with aftershocks, her breath ragged, the scent of her sweat and arousal filling the room. Alex, still inside her, felt the pulse of her climax around him, the warmth, the pleasure of giving her what she needed after so long, the sensation of her body still quivering under him.

Sylvie, watching from her chair, had one hand between her legs, her own arousal evident, the sound of her fingers working against her flesh adding to the symphony of their encounter. Her eyes were wide with a mix of envy and excitement, her breath coming in quick, excited gasps.

As Kristina lay there, her chest heaving, her eyes slowly opening to meet Alex's, there was a moment of vulnerability, of shared intimacy that transcended the physical act. “Thank you,” she whispered, her voice raw, filled with gratitude and satisfaction, her scent, her warmth, a lingering reminder of the moment they shared.

The cabin, once just a place of rest, had become a stage for a raw, unfiltered expression of human desire, the sounds, smells, and sensations of their lovemaking now a part of the ship's nocturnal symphony.

Sylvie, having watched the spectacle with rapt attention, began to speak, her voice tinged with eagerness, “Aunt Kristy—”

Kristina cut her off sharply, her voice still husky from her exertion, “Sylvie, I'll tell you when! Let us catch our breath!” Her breath was warm, carrying the scent of sweat and sex.

Alex, feeling the post-climax calm, lay down beside Kristina, the bed cushion flattening slightly under their combined weight. The fabric of the bunk felt rough against his skin, a stark contrast to the warmth of Kristina's body next to him. She turned to him, her lips finding his in a deep, passionate kiss, her taste a mix of salt and satisfaction, the tang of her lipstick lingering. Whispering into his ear, her breath warm against his skin, she said, “Sylvie is eager for your big cock. Think you can go again?”

His response was immediate, filled with a mix of confidence and arousal, his voice a low rumble, “I can definitely go again a couple of times for two such beautiful ladies.”

Kristina kissed him again, this time with an approving growl, “Right answer.” Her hand reached down, her fingers wrapping around him, feeling him stir under her touch. The sensation was electric, her hand warm and slightly damp from their earlier activities. She continued to whisper, her voice a soft, secretive murmur, “I want you to be nice and hard for her. Poor Sylvie doesn't get a lot of attention, and I appreciate that you've been nice to her.”

Alex smiled, his body reacting to her touch, to the promise of more. The musky scent of arousal was still potent in the air, mingling with the metallic tang of the ship's interior. “It's not hard to be nice when two beautiful and pleasant ladies are enjoying my attention,” he said, the words vibrating against her ear.

She chuckled, the sound low and seductive, her breath tickling his ear. “It'll be a while till we get to Ganymede, and this doesn't have to be the only time you enjoy our attention.” Her whisper became even softer, nearly inaudible, the words a secret shared in the intimacy of their closeness, “Do you like fucking women in the ass?”

The question sent a jolt through him, his excitement evident, his heart rate quickening audibly in the quiet cabin. “I love it,” he replied, his voice thick with anticipation.

Kristina giggled, a sound that was both playful and conspiratorial, her laughter soft like velvet. “I'll tell you a secret,” she leaned closer, her lips brushing his ear, the sensation sending shivers down his spine, “Sylvie loves being fucked in the ass, and so do I.” 

The revelation was like fuel to fire, and Alex felt himself growing harder under Kristina's dexterous fingers, the sensation of her touch amplified by the thought of what was to come. “Do you want to turn over?” he asked, his mind already picturing the act, the sheets cool against his skin.

“Not yet,” Kristina said, her voice firm yet playful, her hand never stopping its rhythmic motion on him. “Sylvie has been waiting patiently, and I got to have you the regular way first. I'll let her have it up the ass first, if she wants.”

The cabin was now charged with a different kind of tension, one of anticipation and desire. Sylvie, still at the desk, had overheard enough to know what was coming, her eyes wide with a mix of excitement and nervousness, her breath coming in quick, shallow pants.

Kristina, still whispering, her hand never stopping its work on Alex, added, “But let's make sure she's really ready for you.” She gave him a knowing look, her eyes glinting with mischief and desire, her pupils dilated in the low light. “You're going to make her night, and mine.”

The air in the cabin was thick with the scent of sex, the sounds of their whispered plans, the feel of skin on skin, and the anticipation of what was to come. Here, in this confined space, away from the norms and judgments of Earth, they were crafting their own narrative, one of shared pleasure and exploration, a small rebellion against the isolation and routine of space travel, every sense heightened by the intimacy of the moment.

From the bed, Kristina's voice was sharp and commanding, a stark contrast to the sweet, filthy whispers she’d shared with Alex. “Sylvie, do you want him to fuck your fat ass?” Her words were crude, dripping with a vulgarity only quasi-family could share.

Sylvie, far from being insulted, let out a gleeful squeal that could make a dog howl, her massive tits jiggling as she scrambled over to the bottom bunk. She stood there, her cunt dripping with anticipation, her breath heavy.

Kristina, with an authoritative grunt, barked, “Well?”

Sylvie, her eyes gleaming with raw hunger, inquired with a teasing pout, “Are you going to get out and make room for me?”

“No, fuck that shit!” Kristina retorted, her tone firm, her body clearly showing the signs of fatigue from her long-ass shift. “Unlike you, I did work a full shift today, with fucking overtime, and I am beat to shit. I'll scoot over, and you can get in. You watched me get my pussy stuffed like a Thanksgiving turkey; now I'm watching you get your ass fucked!” She moved closer to the bulkhead, making room for Sylvie, who eagerly positioned herself face down, her ass up in the air and wiggled her bottom, a clear invitation to be pounded.

As Sylvie buried her face into the pillow, her cheeks flushed like she'd been spanked, a massive, shit-eating grin spreading across her face, her breath hot and heavy against the fabric, the cabin was filled with the raw, musky scent of arousal and sweat.

With no mention of lube, Alex spread Sylvie's plump ass cheeks like he was opening a book, revealing her tight, dark asshole. The sight of it, winking at him, made his cock throb like it was about to explode, the contrast of her pale skin against the beckoning darkness of her entrance making him wild. He positioned himself, the heat of her body warming his cock before he pushed in, the tightness of her ass gripping him like a vice.

Sylvie's moan was one of pure, unadulterated ecstasy, her voice muffled but unmistakably filled with pleasure, like she was being taken to church. Her face was turned towards Kristina, who watched with hawk-like intensity, her hand reaching out to stroke Sylvie's hair back from her sweaty, flushed face. Kristina's touch was gentle, a stark contrast to her words, as she kissed Sylvie's forehead, whispering, “I wanted you to enjoy this first, I love you.”

“Thank you, thank you,” Sylvie murmured repeatedly, her words slurred with pleasure and need, her breath coming in short, ragged gasps like she'd just run a marathon.

As Alex continued, his thrusts growing more brutal, more demanding, each one a declaration of intent, Sylvie's pleas grew urgent, “Please don't stop, please don't stop” she begged, her voice rising with each word, her ass bouncing back against him like it had a mind of its own.

Alex responded by pounding her harder, his movements now hard and deep, the sound of their bodies slapping together, wet and slick, filling the room, a soundtrack to their debauchery. Sylvie's body responded, her ass clenching around him, milking his cock with each spasm, the sensation like nothing he'd felt before, like her ass was giving him a fucking massage.

Her orgasm hit with a force that seemed to make the entire bunk shake, her cries loud and guttural, filled with the raw power of release. Her body shuddered beneath him, her ass squeezing him in waves that pushed him over the edge, his own climax erupting deep inside her like a volcano.

As Sylvie cried out, the banging on the bulkhead resumed, the woman’s voice from next door now more irate, “Shut the fuck up, you moaning bitch!”

Kristina couldn't help but laugh, the sound rich and unapologetic, as she tried to muffle Sylvie's cries with a pillow, pressing it against her mouth playfully pleading in a hushed tone, “Quiet down, you're making the whole fucking ship horny.” The act, though meant to quiet, was filled with a loving touch, a testament to their close bond amidst such raunchy, unfiltered carnality.

Alex, having enjoyed fucking Sylvie's ass immensely, continued thrusting until every drop from his climax was emptied into her.

Alex collapsed between Sylvie and Kristina, the bunk cramped but the sensation of two, soft,  beautiful, naked women pressing against him was nothing short of divine. The air was thick with the scent of sex, sweat, and their unique musk of shared pleasure. Kristina, feeling the rise and fall of his chest, placed her hand over his heart, her touch gentle yet possessive.

“Are you still okay?” she asked, her voice a mix of concern and satisfaction, the rough edges of her earlier commands now softened by the afterglow.

Alex, still catching his breath, managed a nod, his voice raspy from exertion. “I'll be fine,” he assured, the words coming out in a low murmur.

Sylvie lay beside him, her eyes closed, her breathing deep and rhythmic, a huge, contented smile plastered across her face, her skin still flushed with the heat of her recent climax.

With nothing left to hide, Kristina's voice took on a more direct, dirty tone, unashamed in front of Sylvie, “Did you enjoy fucking Sylvie up the ass?”

Alex nodded again, his grin evident even in his fatigue. “I fucking loved it.”

Kristina's eyes gleamed with a mix of challenge and desire. “Will you still have enough left to do the same for me?” Her question was both a challenge and an invitation.

Alex, feeling a surge of arousal at the prospect, assured her, “I'll fuck your ass even harder.” 

“Right answer.” Her response was a deep, passionate kiss, her lips hot and demanding, her tongue exploring his mouth like she was claiming him all over again. “Catch your breath then,” she whispered against his lips as she stroked his face, her breath mingling with his.

Deciding to rest in his own way, Alex turned his attention to Kristina's breasts, the flesh soft and inviting under his hands. He groped them, feeling their weight, their warmth, his fingers tracing the outline before focusing on her nipples. He took his time, his tongue circling one, then the other, savoring the taste of her skin, the slight saltiness from their earlier exertion. He teased one nipple with his tongue, flicking it back and forth, then took it into his mouth, sucking gently, pulling it between his lips, watching her reaction. 

“How much feeling do you have in these?” Alex asked, his voice low as he flicked a nipple with his thumb.

“They’re not that sensitive anymore,” Kristina replied, her tone casual, as if discussing the weather.

Alex decided to test this, gently nibbling on her nipple with his teeth. The response was immediate; Kristina yelped in surprise, not from pain but from the unexpected sensation. He was careful, stimulating her without causing discomfort, ensuring she could enjoy the attention. Each gentle bite was followed by soothing licks, his tongue lapping at her nipple, his mouth creating a vacuum around it before letting go with a pop. He moved to the other breast, giving it the same treatment, his hands kneading her flesh, feeling the texture, the fullness of her breasts.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Sylvie watching, her gaze curious and hungry. “Turn over,” Alex told her, his voice thick with returning desire, “I'll suck on your tits next.”

Sylvie's smile broadened as she complied, turning onto her back, her large breasts now on display, the nipples already hardening in anticipation. 

Alex moved over, his cock starting to stiffen again at the sight and feel of her. He took one of her breasts in his hand, feeling the heft, the softness contrasting with the firmness of her nipple. He leaned down, his tongue swirling around the sensitive bud, his lips closing over it to suck gently, pulling it into his mouth, his tongue flicking at the tip. Sylvie's noises were immediate, moans of pleasure that filled the cabin, her body arching towards him.

He alternated between licking, sucking, and nibbling, each action eliciting more pleased sounds from her. He traced the areola with his tongue, then circled back to the nipple, sucking hard enough to make her gasp, then softening to gentle licks. Her nipples were clearly more sensitive than Kristina's, reacting to each touch with a mix of pleasure and anticipation. The taste of her was different, sweeter perhaps, or maybe it was just the thrill of switching between the two women. He could feel himself getting harder, the stimulation from her breasts feeding his arousal.

Sylvie's hands found their way into his hair, guiding him, urging him on, her breath coming in short, excited gasps. “Fuck, that feels so good,” she murmured, her voice a mix of awe and lust.

He switched breasts, giving each the same meticulous attention, his hands exploring, squeezing, his fingers occasionally pinching her nipples, watching her squirm in delight. He used his teeth again, but this time, he knew to be even more gentle, his nibbles turning into playful bites that made her giggle and moan simultaneously.

The bunk was a tight squeeze for this intimacy, but it only added to the raw, primal closeness of the moment. Alex, caught between two women, felt like he was in the center of a sensual vortex, each touch, each sound, each taste building the anticipation for what was to come next. In this cramped space, far from the norms of Earth, they created their own world of pleasure, where every sensation was amplified, every moment savored, and the foreplay was as much about the journey as the destination.

Kristina had been lying on her side, her eyes glued to the erotic display of Alex suckling on Sylvie's nipples, the sight and sounds of their intimacy making her own body tingle with a mix of arousal and impatience. The cabin was filled with the soft moans of pleasure, the scent of sex still lingering in the air. Seeing Alex fully erect again, his cock standing like a monument of lust, she couldn't wait any longer. She rolled onto her stomach, her smile wide and wicked, her voice dripping with desire as she declared, “My turn again,” the words vibrating through the air.

Alex, driven by the sight of her pale, inviting ass, moved over her, his hands spreading her cheeks apart with a roughness that spoke of his hunger. The feel of her skin was warm and slightly damp, the scent of her arousal potent, inviting. Her asshole, already glistening with anticipation, looked like a dark, welcoming hole, beckoning him with its promise of pleasure. He positioned himself, the head of his cock pressing against her tight entrance, the heat of her body enveloping him even before he entered.

He took it slow at first, wanting to savor every sensation, to feel every inch of her ass enveloping him. His thrusts were deliberate, reaming her slowly, each movement drawing out the pleasure for both of them. Again, for twenty minutes, he worked her ass, the pace languid, the sensation of her warmth and tightness a slow burn of ecstasy, the friction sending jolts of pleasure through him. The sound of their bodies meeting was a wet, rhythmic slap, a soundtrack to their desire.

But Kristina, her patience worn thin by the slow tease, demanded more, her voice hoarse with need, “Make me fucking come, dammit!” Her words were a command, almost angry with the urgency of her desire, her breath hot against the pillow.

Alex laughed, the sound low and rich with desire, leaning down to kiss her, his lips capturing hers in a brief, fierce kiss, tasting the salt of her sweat. Then, with no more teasing, he began to fuck her ass rapidly and deeply, each thrust a declaration of intent, the sound of their bodies slapping together filling the cabin, the air charged with the energy of their coupling.

Kristina's body responded with eagerness, her ass taking all of him with no resistance, as if it was designed for this very act. She was clearly enjoying his size, the girth of him filling her in ways that had her moaning into the pillow, her pleasure evident in the way she pushed back against him, meeting his thrusts with her own. Her ass was like a glove, tight yet welcoming, every movement sending waves of pleasure through her, the sensation of fullness and the stretch of her muscles around him was intoxicating.

Her teeth clenched, her eyes squeezed shut in concentration and pleasure, she was on the edge, teetering on the brink of an explosive climax. When it hit, it was like a storm breaking, more intense than before, her body shuddering with the force of her orgasm. Her ass clenched around him so tightly it was like she was trying to milk every last drop from him, her body demanding his release, the muscles in her ass contracting in rhythmic pulses, the sensation like nothing he'd felt before.

Her scream was muffled by the pillow, but the sound was primal, raw, filled with the power of her climax, her voice a mix of pleasure and pain as she rode the wave of her orgasm, her breath coming in sharp, ragged gasps. Alex, driven over the edge by her clenching, felt his balls empty into her, his own release so intense it felt like he was pouring his soul into her, the sensation of his cum filling her ass sending him into a state of euphoria, the warmth and wetness enveloping him completely.

The bunk creaked under their combined weight and movement, the air filled with the sounds of their coupling, the wet, rhythmic slap of skin against skin, the gasps, the moans, all culminating in this moment of shared ecstasy. 

Kristina, breathless, her body still trembling from the aftershocks, lay there, her face buried in the pillow, her ass still quivering around Alex's now softening cock. The cabin, once again, was filled with the scent of sex, the musk of their sweat, the sounds of their heavy breathing, and the quiet, satisfied laughter of Kristina, who had gotten exactly what she wanted, and more, in the most explicit, raw display of desire, every sense heightened by the intimacy of the moment.

The cabin had been transformed into a cacophony of sounds - the slap of flesh, the muffled cries of pleasure, the laughter, and the irritated shouts from beyond the bulkhead - all painting a vivid picture of raw, uninhibited desire in the confines of space, where every moan, every grunt, was a testament to human need in the vast, cold, emptiness.
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Chapter 17 Quick Encounters of the Best Kind
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Exhausted from their night of debauchery, Alex, Kristina, and Sylvie slept blissfully in the little cramped lower bunk, their bodies entwined in the aftermath of their shared pleasures. Six hours drifted by in a peaceful slumber until the sharp chirp of Alex's phone pierced the silence.

Alex didn't stir, but Kristina, her senses still attuned even in sleep, woke and nudged him, her voice groggy yet urgent. “Your phone,” she whispered, the sound barely breaking through the quiet.

Recognizing the distinct tone as an urgent message, Alex sat up, his eyes bleary, his body still warm from the shared heat of the bunk. He crawled out from tangled sheets where he had spent the night with Kristina and Sylvie to find his phone in the pocket of his pants. He grabbed the phone and its screen lit up to reveal a meeting scheduled just two hours from now. His body, however, had other plans; he woke with a pronounced hard-on, which didn't go unnoticed by Sylvie, who was now awake and admiring the sight with a playful grin.

“You got time for a quickie?” Sylvie asked, her voice filled with hope and mischief, her eyes locked on his erection.

Kristina, however, was having none of it. She slapped Sylvie hard on the ass, the sound sharp in the small cabin, making Sylvie yelp. “The only one getting a quickie is me!” she declared with a possessive snarl.

Alex, feeling the pressure of time and the lingering arousal, mentioned, “I haven't had a chance to clean up.”

Kristina just smiled, her eyes twinkling with lust. “Then just stick it back up my ass where it belongs.”

Not one to deny such an offer, Alex climbed back into the bunk, stepping over Sylvie, who looked on with a mix of disappointment and arousal. He positioned himself behind Kristina, his cock already hard from the night's activities. He spread her cheeks, revealing her puckered hole, still slick from earlier play. With a firm grip on her hips, he pushed into her, the tightness enveloping him, making him grunt with the sudden intensity. 

He thrust hard and fast, just as she'd asked, each movement sending waves of pleasure through both of them. Kristina moaned, her body rocking with his rhythm, her language turning vulgar as she egged him on. “Fuck my ass, Alex, give it to me hard,” she panted, her voice a mix of command and ecstasy.

Kristina climaxed with a growl, her voice thick with satisfaction. “What a fucking great way to wake up,” she managed to say, her breath ragged.

Alex, despite the urgency of the moment, hadn't reached his climax. Kristina sensed this as Alex pulled out of her still hard, his need still evident. She looked over at Sylvie, who had been watching, her eyes wide with anticipation, her own arousal clear.

“Sylvie, be a good girl and offer your fat ass to Alex. Let him finish in you,” Kristina said, her tone coarse towards Sylvie, a stark contrast to the sweetness she reserved for Alex.

Sylvie, eager and compliant, flipped over, presenting her ass to Alex, her body ready, her breath quickening with excitement. “Please, Alex, I want you to cum in me,” she whispered, her voice a plea.

Alex, his need now urgent, moved behind Sylvie, his cock finding her entrance with ease. He entered her, the sensation different but no less intense, her tightness gripping him, urging him towards climax. He started with deep, hard thrusts, each one drawing a moan from Sylvie, her body pushing back against him, seeking more.

Kristina watched, her eyes filled with a mix of satisfaction and affection for Alex, her voice soft and encouraging, “Give it to her, Alex. Make her happy, you're so good at that.”

The encouragement, the sensation, the visual of Sylvie beneath him, all combined to push Alex over the edge. His thrusts became erratic, his breathing heavy, and with a final, deep plunge, he climaxed, his body tensing as he filled Sylvie with his release. 

Sylvie gasped, her own climax triggered by his, her body shuddering beneath him, her cries mingling with his groans in the quiet of the morning. 

As the waves of their shared pleasure subsided, Alex pulled out, both him and Sylvie panting, their bodies slick with sweat and satisfaction. Kristina, ever the sweet and polite companion to Alex, smiled, “That was a perfect start to the day, wasn't it?”

“Yes it was.” said Alex as he kissed Kristina goodbye deeply. As Alex climbed out of the bunk, he knelt beside Sylvie, his hand caressing her fleshy, pale ass, giving it a good squeeze as he leaned in to kiss her deeply also, his tongue exploring her mouth. “Thank you,” he whispered, his voice a mix of gratitude and goodbye, for now.

Hurriedly, Alex dressed, his mind racing with the meeting ahead and the surreal turn his life had taken on this ship. As he walked through the corridors back to the Captain's Cabin, he encountered various female crew members. They made teasing kissing sounds, their eyes playful yet knowing. He realized he must have been in the female berthing area last night, and the thought of how many might have heard their escapades made his cheeks warm with a mix of embarrassment and thrill.

Alex entered the Captain's Cabin, his mind still buzzing from the morning's events, the teasing from the crew echoing in his ears. He didn't see Blanca at first; the cabin was quiet, the only sound the soft hum of the ship's systems. But as the door slid shut behind him, her voice, sharp with urgency, came from the head, “Alex, get in here right now!”

His heart skipped a beat at the command, and he hurried to the head, his steps quickening. There she was, Blanca, standing naked in the small, utilitarian space, her platinum hair cascading over her shoulders, her azure eyes fixed on him with a mixture of concern and authority with her hand on her hips.

“Get your clothes off, and be quick,” she instructed, her voice leaving no room for hesitation.

Alex, still in a bit of a daze from the night's escapades and the morning's quick encounter, complied, stripping down with an efficiency born of necessity. Blanca pulled him into the shower, the water turning on with a hiss, the warm spray enveloping them both. Now with the benefit of a little perceived gravity, the water actually “fell” so they could shower without needing masks to avoid drowning. But the very low perceived gravity still made the water splashes very high and easy.

“You have a meeting coming up,” she reminded him, her hands already working with soap, scrubbing him with a focus that was both caring and meticulous. “You need to look presentable.”

“They sent you the invite also?” Alex said, though he was surprised, he realized now that he said it out loud that he probably shouldn’t be.

“Indeed, they did.” Her words were punctuated with a teasing remark, “Building that harem?” Her tone was light, but there was an underlying curiosity.

Alex looked at her, his expression one of shock, his mind racing to find words. But before he could respond, Blanca smiled, her eyes twinkling, as she pointed to her nose. “Neko nose! I smell more than one woman on you.”

He remained silent, unsure what to say, as Blanca continued her task with a professional ease, her hands moving over his body with a thoroughness that left no part untouched. She scrubbed his skin, the soap creating a rich lather that she worked into every crevice, ensuring no scent of the night lingered. The scent of soap mingling with the musk of sex. Alex stood under the hot spray, his body slowly relaxing, or trying to, under the cleansing water.

Blanca knelt before him, her petite, naked form a contrast to the starkness of the shower. Her skin was glistening under the water. She held a glob of soap in one hand, the other gently cupping him, guiding his member to ensure she cleaned every part. Her touch was tender, almost reverent, as if she were not just cleaning but also caring for him in the most intimate of ways.

She lathered the soap between her hands, creating a rich foam that she then applied to his cock. Her fingers moved with precision, washing away the remnants of the night, her touch both clinical and sensual. The soap smelled of pine and mint, a sharp, clean scent that mingled with the musk of his skin, creating an intoxicating aroma in the confined space.

As she worked, Blanca's hands glided over him, her fingers occasionally brushing against the sensitive skin, causing small involuntary twitches from Alex. Her movements were deliberate, her eyes focused on her task, yet there was a softness in her expression, a contentment in serving him in this way. 

The water washed away the soap, running in clear rivulets down his body, taking with it any trace of the other women. Blanca, with a gentle squeeze, ensured no soap remained, her hands moving from the base to the tip, her fingers lightly circling the head, rinsing thoroughly.

Despite the practicality of the act, Alex felt his arousal growing, his cock hardening under her ministrations. The sight of her, the feel of her hands, it was too much, too arousing. His member stood at attention, firm and demanding.

Blanca, noticing his reaction, looked up at him with a mix of surprise and amusement. “Does this thing ever get tired?” she asked, her tone teasing yet genuinely curious.

Alex, feeling the undeniable pull of desire, managed a breathless response, “I can't help it. I'm not used to being washed by such a beautiful wom-”

“Neko!” Blanca cut him off sharply, her voice loud enough to echo off the metal walls. Her eyes flashed with a brief annoyance, the insult of being reduced to just a 'woman' clear in her expression. “We need to get to your meeting,” she added, her tone now brisk, business-like.

But then, without any further prompting, she leaned forward, her lips parting to take him into her mouth. Her technique was immediate and intense, her tongue swirling around the head of his cock, her mouth creating a tight, warm suction. She worked him with a skill that made Alex's knees weak, her head bobbing with purpose, her cheeks hollowing as she sucked him with voracious intent.

The pleasure was blinding, the intensity of her mouth, the slick slide of her tongue, it all conspired to drive him quickly towards the edge. His hands found the wall of the shower for support, his legs trembling as he felt the orgasm building, a tight coil in his core that threatened to unravel at any moment.

When it hit, it was like a shockwave, his climax so intense that he nearly lost his balance, his body shuddering, his breath coming in ragged gasps. Blanca took all of him, her lips sealed tight, not missing a drop as he came, the pleasure so sharp it was almost pain.

Pulling back, she wiped her mouth, her expression one of smug satisfaction mixed with urgency. “Now we really need to get you to that meeting,” she said, standing up, her body sleek with water, her demeanor back to the professional Neko he'd come to rely on, even as the echoes of his orgasm still pulsed through him.

She kissed Alex on the cheek as he stood catching his breath, her feline eyes meeting his, her lips curling into a slight, satisfied smile. “All clean,” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the sound of the shower. Her body brushing against his as she reached for the showerhead to rinse herself off.

As the water rinsed away the soap, Blanca grabbed a towel, her movements swift as she began to dry him off, her hands firm but caring. She led him back into the cabin, where, to his surprise, she had laid out a fresh suit for him. It was clean, crisp, the fabric tailored to perfection, a stark contrast to the rumpled clothes he had arrived in.

Blanca watched him dress, her gaze one of quiet satisfaction. “You look much better,” she said, her voice softening, the earlier urgency replaced by a warm pride. “You can't go to a meeting smelling like... well, like you've had a very interesting night.”

Once Alex was dressed, Blanca moved to put on her own uniform, slipping into her white jumpsuit with an elegance that belied the simplicity of the garment. The jumpsuit fit her perfectly, the SGI logo prominent, a reminder of her status and role.

“Thank you, Blanca,” Alex managed, his voice sincere, the words carrying more weight than simple gratitude for a shower.

She nodded, her smile gentle, her tail - the stuffed one from her jumpsuit - swaying subtly with the movement of her bottom, a subconscious sign of her contentment. “Just doing my job... and looking out for you. Now, let's go make that meeting count.”

As they walked out of the cabin, Alex, feeling the weight of her care and now the anticipation of the meeting, asked, “Uh, where are we going? I forgot to look to see where this meeting is.”

Blanca replied, her tone matter-of-fact, “The meeting is in the boat bay.”

The corridor felt different with Blanca by his side, her presence a grounding force, her uniform a silent testament to her role not just as his companion but as his professional partner in this new life among the stars. Together, they made their way to the boat bay.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 18 The Unexpected Arrival
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Alex and Blanca made their way to the boat bay, the ship's corridors echoing with their footsteps, the anticipation of the meeting adding a tension to the air. As they entered the arrival lounge adjacent to the boat bay, they were greeted by the sight of the Lucky Star's Captain and Executive Officer, both standing in their dress uniforms, the fabric crisp, adorned with medals and insignia that spoke of their rank and service.

The greeting was formal, neither warm nor cold, a nod to protocol rather than personal acquaintance. Alex noticed the Captain's stern expression, the Executive Officer's slightly more relaxed stance, but both maintained the decorum expected of their positions. He was about to inquire about the purpose of their presence when a series of clanking sounds interrupted, followed by the illumination of warning lights, signaling an incoming vessel.

Curious, Alex moved to the large window overlooking the docking area. Outside, a shuttle was visibly connecting to the ship, its sleek design unfamiliar yet clearly not of the Lucky Star, but it did have an SGI logo on it. Blanca, standing beside him, whispered, her voice laced with surprise, “A shuttle of that size had to have come from another ship. We're out of range of any of the planets.”

The mechanical sounds of docking continued, the gangway extending and connecting with the shuttle, the hiss of pressurization filling the air with an industrial symphony. Once the connection was secure, the shuttle's hatch opened, revealing soldiers emerging, their movements synchronized, the clank of their magnetic boots against the metal gangway a stark reminder of the gravity of the situation.

The lead soldier, a figure of authority in his uniform, approached the Captain, his posture rigid as he saluted. “Permission to come aboard, sir?” he asked, his voice clear through the silence of anticipation.

The Captain returned the salute with a nod, granting permission. “Permission granted, Colonel.”

The Colonel then turned to Alex, his gaze assessing, before introducing himself with a formal yet respectful tone. “Good day, sir. I'm Colonel Meyers, SGI Marines.” His uniform was immaculate, his rank clearly displayed, the insignia of the SGI Marines prominently featured on his chest.

Alex, taken aback by the military presence and the formality of the introduction, nodded in acknowledgment. “Good day, Colonel Meyers. Alex Mercer, SGI Information Systems Division.” His own introduction felt somewhat inadequate in the presence of such military precision.

Colonel Meyers continued, “I've come to introduce myself as you are the highest-ranking SGI official on board currently. We're here to ensure your safety and to brief you on some... developments.”

The arrival lounge, which had felt like just another utilitarian space of the ship, now seemed charged with significance. The soldiers behind Meyers, their presence more felt than seen, stood at attention, a silent testament to the seriousness of whatever “developments” the Colonel was alluding to.

Blanca, sensing the shift in atmosphere, stood closer to Alex, her role as both protector and companion subtly reinforced by her stance. The Captain and Executive Officer watched the exchange, their expressions neutral but their attention keenly focused on the interaction.

The air was thick with unspoken questions, the implications of a military shuttle docking with a freighter like the Lucky Star hinting at complexities beyond a simple business transaction or standard protocol. Alex felt the weight of his new role, not just as a technical expert but as someone SGI considered vital enough to warrant such a military escort. 

As the conversation with Colonel Meyers concluded, the Captain, ever the host in his domain, suggested, “Perhaps we should move this briefing to the wardroom for more privacy.” 

The Colonel nodded in agreement, his expression one of business. “That would be suitable, Captain.” 

Alex, still processing the unexpected military presence, agreed silently, his mind racing with questions. Blanca, ever attentive, followed closely, her eyes scanning the surroundings as if anticipating further surprises.

They began to move towards the wardroom, the sound of their footsteps echoing through the corridors, when Alex's attention was drawn back to the boat bay. As they left, he caught a glimpse that made him pause in surprise. Behind the initial group of about twenty marines, a column of Nekos was following, their movements synchronized in a disciplined march. Their steps were in lockstep, a sight both mesmerizing and slightly unsettling.

These Nekos were different from Blanca; they wore uniforms that were a mix of military and SGI corporate, tailored to their feline-human hybrid forms. Each Neko had the same precision in their march, those that had tails, unlike Blanca's stuffed one, real and moving in unison, a testament to their training and coordination. Their eyes were forward, focused, their ears alert, the only sign of their feline heritage in this otherwise military display.

The sight was both a reminder of the complexities of SGI's operations and a stark illustration of how far the company extended its reach into space. Here were beings engineered for various roles, now integrated into what appeared to be a military operation. Alex couldn't help but wonder about their purpose, their training, and their lives.

Blanca, noticing Alex's distraction, leaned in, her voice a whisper meant only for him, “Looks like SGI doesn't just send engineers to space.”

As they continued, the marines and Nekos followed, their presence turning what should have been a simple walk to the wardroom into a procession. The corridors seemed narrower with this entourage, the air charged with the discipline of the military and the unique aura of the Nekos. 

The wardroom, when they arrived, was a stark contrast to the bustling boat bay; it was quiet, designed for meetings, with a long table surrounded by chairs, a holo-display at one end for presentations. The walls were lined with images of ships and stars, a reminder of where they were and the vastness of their journey.

The Captain took his place at the head of the table, the Executive Officer standing by, while Colonel Meyers directed the marines to secure the perimeter. The Nekos, however, did not enter the wardroom; they took positions outside, their presence a silent guard, ensuring privacy or perhaps something more.

As everyone settled, Alex couldn't help but feel the weight of the situation. The addition of the Nekos to this scene suggested that whatever was about to be discussed went beyond simple company logistics or his role on Ganymede. There was a layer of secrecy, of strategy, that was now unveiled in this confined space, far from the eyes of Earth but under the watchful gaze of the stars. 

Blanca took a seat beside Alex, her expression unreadable, her mind undoubtedly working through the implications of this new development. Here, in the wardroom, surrounded by military precision and the enigma of the Nekos, they were about to delve into matters that might redefine their mission and perhaps their understanding of SGI's operations in the outer reaches of the solar system.

The wardroom was a bubble of silence in the chaos of space travel, the air heavy with the gravity of the situation. Colonel Meyers stood at the head of the table, his posture rigid, his eyes scanning the room before he began. His address was formal, each word measured for impact.

“Mr. Mercer,” the Colonel started, his voice carrying the weight of command, “the situation on Ganymede Station is dire. What was initially diagnosed as failures due to end-of-life software and equipment has proven to be something far more sinister.”

The Captain and his staff listened intently, their expressions serious, their eyes occasionally flickering to Alex, who sat with Blanca by his side. The Colonel continued, “We've discovered evidence of sabotage in the information systems. This has led to catastrophic failures in life support systems in several sections of the station, resulting in casualties.”

The room seemed to grow colder, the implications of sabotage in space, where life support was the line between life and chilling death. “All systems are now considered compromised,” Meyers explained, his gaze fixed on Alex. “Your new project, Mr. Mercer, extends beyond upgrading; you are tasked with replacing every information system on Ganymede Station and its outlying facilities.”

Blanca leaned closer to Alex, her presence a quiet support in this moment of revelation. The Colonel went on, “SGI Marines, along with our Neko Military Police detachment, will provide security to prevent any further sabotage. We will require your expertise in identifying compromised systems or any suspicious activities within the information networks.”

Alex absorbed the information, the magnitude of his new responsibility dawning on him. He was no longer just an engineer on a mission; he was now at the heart of a critical operation to restore and secure life on Ganymede.

“SGI has authorized you any resources you need,” Colonel Meyers stated, his tone leaving no room for doubt about the backing Alex would receive. “The Lucky Star has become indispensable due to the destruction of supplies on SGI Ganymede and the loss of skilled personnel. All of its cargo will be offloaded at SGI Ganymede to aid in the restoration efforts. All other deliveries for this supply run have been canceled.”

The Colonel's eyes then moved to the group of Nekos outside, their presence now explained. “The corporate Nekos will help fill the skill gaps left by the deceased until we can recruit replacements. Mr. Mercer, you have been directly assigned seventeen Series-28 Nekos, and I must inform you that you have been promoted to Acting Chief Information Officer of SGI Ganymede, effective immediately.”

Blanca, hearing this, leaned over to Alex, her voice a whisper meant only for him. She pointed to the “28” on her shoulder, “28s are IT Specialists, like me.” Her words were both an explanation and a silent promise of support.

The briefing took a strategic turn as Colonel Meyers added, “The SGI Frigate Tiger will escort the Lucky Star to Ganymede. Captain,” he turned to the Lucky Star's Captain, “SGI has authorized you to burn as much fuel as necessary to reach Ganymede at the fastest possible speed.”

The Captain nodded, understanding the urgency, the cost no longer a consideration in the face of such dire circumstances. “Understood, Colonel. We'll make the necessary adjustments to our course and speed immediately.”

The atmosphere in the wardroom was one of urgency, of a mission redefined by crisis. Alex felt the weight of his new title, the lives on Ganymede now directly linked to his success or failure. The trust SGI placed in him, the resources at his disposal, and the lives at stake all mingled in his thoughts.

As the meeting concluded, the Colonel, the Captain, and their respective officers stood, the formality of their roles underscored by their actions. Alex, with Blanca at his side, felt the shift in his life, from a journey of exploration to one of rescue and reconstruction. 

The briefing room, now a stage for critical decisions, held a palpable tension as Colonel Meyers turned his full attention to Alex, addressing him with newfound respect. “CIO Mercer, do you have any orders for me?”

Alex, feeling the weight of his new title and the responsibilities it carried, responded with a clarity born of necessity. “Colonel, I've ordered specific computing components that are vital for accomplishing this new directive. They're on their way from various suppliers, but with our accelerated timetable, it's crucial they're there when we arrive.”

He didn't mention that these components were for Cuddlehoof, but the thought of the upgrades he had selected for her crossed his mind. They would not only bring her back but make her more powerful than ever, an asset in the monumental task ahead of restoring and securing Ganymede's systems.

The Colonel, with a nod, reviewed the shipping manifest on a tablet provided by one of his aides. His brow furrowed as he assessed the logistics. “Intercepting all these shipments in time would be challenging,” he admitted, his voice steady but concerned. “However, SGI can purchase new components and send them via an express cargo-shipment, an unmanned one not bound by the same acceleration constraints as manned ships.”

Alex, sensing an opportunity, made his stance clear. “The components cannot be the property of SGI. They must be mine to use as I see fit, no questions asked.”

The Colonel paused, considering the implications, then nodded in acquiescence. “My orders are to support you fully, CIO Mercer. SGI will bill you for the components, and we'll ship them express at no additional cost.”

This was a significant concession, considering the astronomical costs of space shipping. Alex, seizing the moment, decided to enhance his plans. “Then double the amount of processing equipment from what I originally planned,” he instructed, his mind already envisioning the capabilities Cuddlehoof would have with such resources. She would probably need it if she would now have to fight an entire base of malware-infected computers. He thought to himself, Cuddlehoof will awaken more powerful than sh ever expected on Ganymede, the idea both comforting and exhilarating.

Turning to Blanca, who had been silently observing the exchange, Alex gave her a directive. “Blanca, I need you to take charge of the 28s. Ensure they get berthing assignments on board and have everything they need in place.”

Blanca nodded, her azure eyes alight with purpose. “Consider it done, sir,” she said, her voice carrying the assurance of someone stepping into a leadership role.

The Captain, having listened to the proceedings, took command of the situation. “We'll give everyone an hour to get situated while my team recomputes our course and speed.”

The room began to clear, officers and marines moving with purpose, the Nekos outside standing at attention, ready to follow Blanca's orders. Alex felt the shift in the atmosphere, from the quiet contemplation of strategy to the bustle of preparation. He was now at the helm of a critical operation, not just in terms of his career but in the literal sense of life and death for those on Ganymede.

As Blanca left to organize the 28s, Alex remained for a moment, absorbing the magnitude of the tasks ahead. In the corridor he heard Blanca’s voice, “Detail! Left face! Forward march!” as the march of the Nekos echoed down the corridor.

Alex knew he had the backing of SGI, the military precision of the Colonel and his marines, and now what felt like a small army of Nekos specialized in IT. With Cuddlehoof's upgrades on the way, there was a sliver of optimism amidst the urgency. This was no longer just about a job or even a new life in space; it was about saving lives, restoring order, and perhaps, in the process, discovering new depths to his own capabilities and those of his companions.

As the wardroom cleared, one of Colonel Meyers' aides approached Alex with a device in hand. “CIO Mercer,” the aide said, his tone formal yet efficient, “SGI has directed that you use this for all official business.” He handed over a sleek, new phone, its surface gleaming with the SGI logo. “It has our latest encryption and security protocols. Your personal phone should be used strictly for private matters.”

Alex accepted the device, appreciating the security implications. The phone felt heavier, more official in his hand, a tangible sign of his new responsibilities. He would keep his personal phone for the connections it held, for the memory of Cuddlehoof's components, but this new device would be his link to the vast corporate infrastructure of SGI.

The moment of transition was abruptly interrupted by an announcement echoing through the ship's loudspeakers, its tone urgent yet composed. “Readiness condition 1. All personnel, secure for course change and burn, 45 minutes. This will be a 1 g burn. Repeat, this will be a 1 g burn. Set Readiness condition 1 throughout the ship.”

The alarms that followed were not the usual gentle chimes but sharp, insistent blares, signaling the seriousness of the directive. The crew sprang into action, the corridors filling with the sounds of hurried footsteps, the clatter of equipment being secured, and the low hum of the ship transitioning into high alert.

For those who had never experienced Earth's gravity, the announcement was more than an order; it was a harbinger of discomfort. Many of the crew, born on the Moon, Mars, or in the weightless environments of space stations, had never felt the full pull of Earth's gravity. A 1 g burn would simulate that environment, and for them, it would be painful, challenging their bodies in ways they were not used to.

The ship itself began to feel the preparations; compartments were sealed, loose items were stowed away, and every piece of equipment was secured with precision. The Lucky Star was designed to handle such maneuvers, but the human element was the variable. Crew members moved with practiced efficiency, though there was an undercurrent of tension among those less accustomed to what to them was high gravity.

In contrast, the SGI Marines and the Nekos, including Blanca, showed no signs of concern. Their training included acclimatization to Earth-standard gravity, their bodies conditioned to handle the stresses of 1 g. In fact, Alex thought to himself that Nekos were specifically engineered to handle a lot more that a mere single g. The soldiers moved with the calm of experience, securing their gear, while the Nekos, with their feline agility and strength, helped where needed, their movements fluid and assured.

The ship's interior was a symphony of activity; the sound of magnetic boots clunking against the metal floors, the whir of automated systems locking down panels, and the soft buzz of communication channels being cleared for essential traffic only. The air was charged with the scent of metal and machinery, the tang of exertion as everyone worked to ensure nothing would be left unsecured.

Alex watched as Blanca, now in charge of the 28s, directed her fellow Nekos with a calm authority. They worked in unison, their actions a testament to their training, their bodies ready for the coming strain. He felt a mixture of pride in Blanca's leadership and concern for the crew facing an unfamiliar ordeal.

The 45-minute countdown felt like an eternity and a moment all at once. Each passing second was a reminder of the urgency of their mission, of the lives at stake on Ganymede, and of the physical challenge ahead. The ship's engines, when they finally ignited for the 1 g burn, would push everyone and everything aboard to the limits of endurance, a necessary sacrifice to reach their destination with the speed and urgency required.

As the ship prepared for this monumental shift, Alex felt the weight of his new role, not just in terms of his title but in the literal push of gravity he would soon experience. It was a stark reminder of the transition from the theoretical to the tangible, from planning to execution, in the unforgiving arena of space.
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Chapter 19 Best Speed to Ganymede
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Blanca returned to Alex's side, her movements swift yet graceful, her eyes scanning the area with the vigilance of someone used to ensuring others' safety. “All the 28s are strapped in,” she reported, her voice clear over the ongoing sounds of preparation. “Some in available berthing, the overflow in the departure lounge.”

Her gaze then fell on the new phone in Alex's hand, a symbol of his elevated status within SGI. “Touch it with your thumb,” she instructed.

Alex complied, pressing his thumb against the screen. The phone responded immediately, the screen lighting up with a soft glow, displaying his name and new title - “CIO Alex Mercer, SGI Ganymede” - a clear indicator of ownership and access. The phone's security system, utilizing bio-metric recognition, ensured that only he could unlock it, safeguarding the sensitive information it would contain. For a moment he mused out loud, “How did they have my bio-metric signature to program this?”

Blanca giggled and whispered, “Alex, they got it when you adopted me. I assume also when you signed your contract?”

“Oh, yeah.” Alex felt silly for not immediately realizing this.

“We should go get strapped in back in the Captain's Cabin,” Blanca suggested, her tone practical, her mind on the logistics of the upcoming maneuver.

Alex nodded, the reality of what was about to happen settling in. They made their way back to the cabin, the ship around them a hive of activity, the atmosphere thick with anticipation and the mechanical sounds of securing for acceleration.

In the Captain's Cabin, the luxury of space was now juxtaposed with the necessity of preparation. Alex and Blanca moved with purpose, securing everything that could become a projectile during the burn. They checked the cabin's automated systems, ensuring that all loose items were either locked away or magnetically secured to the walls or floor.

The cabin was equipped for such maneuvers; the furniture was designed to withstand high g-forces, with seats that could transform into secured positions for acceleration. Alex checked the straps of the dining alcove where they had secured themselves before, ensuring they were in perfect condition.

Blanca, with her keen eyes, checked the kitchenette, securing any utensils or small appliances that might not survive the g-force. “Everything's set,” she confirmed, her voice carrying a note of reassurance.

They moved to the dining alcove seats and buckled in. The seats were designed to distribute the force evenly across the body, reducing the risk of injury from the sudden increase in gravity. Alex sat down first, feeling the cool, firm support of the seat, the straps of the harness heavy in his hands as he began to buckle in.

Blanca followed, her movements precise as she secured herself beside him. She checked his harness, ensuring it was tight but not constricting, then did the same for her own. “We're as ready as we can be,” she said, her voice calm, her presence a comfort in the face of what was to come.

The cabin's displays began to update, showing the countdown to the flip and burn, the ship's systems preparing for the dramatic shift in speed and direction. The perceived gravity, normally at .1 g, would soon feel like a leaden weight, as the ship's engines would push them towards Ganymede at full capacity. The ship would have to change course because its current course was an indirect one that used gravity slingshotting around various solar system bodies to save fuel. Now that speed was the priority, their course would be a direct one, which meant changing to face Ganymede’s vicinity, and aiming to meet it along its orbit around Jupiter.

As they waited, the silence in the cabin was a stark contrast to the activity outside, the hum of the ship's engines growing louder, a deep, resonant sound that vibrated through the metal and into their bones. The countdown to the 1 g burn was now the focal point of their world, the ship's systems ready to execute one of the most physically demanding maneuvers in space travel.

As the countdown reached the ten-minute mark, the ship's intercom system began to call out updates, each one a reminder of the approaching moment of transition. “Ten minutes to 1g burn. All personnel ensure you are secured,” the voice was calm but authoritative, echoing through every corridor, every cabin.

The updates continued, punctuating the silence with a rhythm that heightened the tension. “Nine minutes... Eight minutes... Seven...” Each announcement was a step closer to the moment when the Lucky Star would change course and burn to accelerate towards Ganymede.

Alex's new SGI phone, now lit with activity, beeped with an incoming message. The screen displayed, “SGI Frigate Tiger is synchronized with Lucky Star and ready to change course to remain with the ship.” The message was a technical confirmation, a digital handshake between ships ensuring they would move as one, the Tiger acting as an escort and guardian through this critical phase.

More notifications began to flood in, each one a piece of the puzzle of his new role, from security briefings to system updates, but Alex, understanding the gravity of the moment, decided to focus on the immediate. He placed the phone aside, knowing that post-maneuver would be the time for such matters.

When the countdown reached one minute, the ship's voice became more urgent, more precise. “One minute to 1g burn. Initiating sixty-second countdown.”

The cabin was silent except for the mechanical sounds of the ship preparing itself, the hum of the engines now a deep, anticipatory growl. Every second was now called out, each one a beat in the heart of the ship, a testament to the precision required in space travel.

“Sixty... Fifty-nine... Fifty-eight...”

Alex and Blanca sat, their bodies secured, feeling every second as if it were an eternity. The harnesses pressed against them, a reminder of the physical reality they were about to encounter. 

“Forty-five... Forty-four...”

The ship's AI managed the countdown with an unwavering precision, each number a step closer to the moment when their bodies would feel the full force of Earth's gravity, a sensation many aboard had never experienced or were dreading to relive.

“Thirty... Twenty-nine...”

The anticipation was palpable; the air seemed to thicken with each passing second. In these final moments, Alex thought not of the tasks ahead but of the immediate challenge of surviving, of adapting to this sudden shift from the gentle pull of space to the crushing force of acceleration.

“Fifteen... Fourteen...”

Blanca's hand found Alex's, a silent gesture of solidarity, her touch grounding him in this moment of shared vulnerability.

“Ten... Nine...”

The ship's engines began to rumble, a sound that vibrated through the metal structure, resonating in their bones, a prelude to the force about to be exerted.

“Five... Four...”

The last few seconds were a blur, the countdown a rapid-fire sequence that ended with the ship's voice, clear and final:

“Three... Two... One...”

And then it happened. The ship pitched, rolled, and yawed, a sensation like a giant hand turning them around, followed by the roar of the engines as they ignited for the burn. The force was immediate, pressing them back into their seats with the full might of 1 g, the perceived gravity now a tangible, inescapable reality.

The cabin was quiet, save for the sound of their breathing and the constant drone of the engines. The display updated with their new trajectory, the countdown replaced by the confirmation of their acceleration. Now, all they could do was endure, wait, and prepare for what would come after this moment of transformation in the vast, unforgiving expanse of space.

The cabin's display flickered, updating with a new ETA, the words stark against the screen indicating they would arrive in 4 days.

As the Lucky Star settled into its new trajectory, the transition from .1 g to full 1 g was a visceral shock to Alex's system. The sudden return of his weight not only strained his muscles but brought a new awareness of the physical toll of space travel. His body ached, a silent protest against this unfamiliar gravity, each movement a reminder of the harsh reality of adaptation. He would be sore for a bit as he got used to 1 g again.

His thoughts, amidst this physical discomfort, turned to concern for the crew, especially Kristina and Sylvie, who he knew would struggle with this change. Deciding to check on them, he moved to stand, his movements slower, more deliberate.

“I'm going to check on Kristina and Sylvie,” Alex announced, his voice tinged with worry. “You can stay here.”

Blanca was already moving, her resolve clear. “No, it’s necessary for me to come,” she stated, her tone brooking no argument, embodying her new role as protector and companion in this changed situation. Alex heard her determined tone and decided against arguing.

They navigated through the ship, each step now a battle against the increased gravity, the corridors feeling like they were conspiring against them. When they arrived at Kristina's cabin, Alex buzzed the intercom, the wait for a response filled with anxious anticipation.

The door slid open after a moment, revealing Kristina and Sylvie, their discomfort evident. The bunk, usually a place of respite, had become a makeshift control center for Kristina, who was directing operations from the lower level bunk. Their faces were masks of pain, the physical strain of these women in this environment was palpable.

“Alex,” Kristina managed, her voice a mix of relief and strain. “My family's from Mars. We don't have the bone density for this. The Captain's put all the Martians on limited duty.” Her gesture towards the upper bunk was a testament to their plight. “Hurts too much to climb up, so we're stuck here.”

Alex's heart ached with empathy, understanding the biological challenges they faced. “Is there anything I can get you?” he asked, his concern deepening.

Kristina offered a weak but grateful smile. “If you've got any extra Nekos, we could use help with some equipment that's malfunctioning. I can talk them through it.”

Alex turned to Blanca, his mind racing with solutions. “Blanca, what's the status on the 28s?”

“They're available until we reach Ganymede,” Blanca replied, her voice steady, offering a solution amidst the chaos.

“Reassign them temporarily to engineering then. Have them assist with maintenance under these conditions,” Alex decided, his voice carrying the weight of his new responsibilities.

Blanca took out her SGI phone, the screen lighting up with secure communication channels, and efficiently relayed Alex's orders. “Done,” she confirmed, her actions a silent testament to her efficiency and dedication.

Kristina's expression softened with a mixture of relief and gratitude. “Thanks, Alex. I'd kiss you if I could move.”

Without hesitation, Alex leaned down, the movement causing him pain, but he kissed Kristina's forehead, a gesture of comfort. He then turned to Sylvie, not wanting her to feel overlooked, giving her a similar gentle kiss, his actions speaking volumes of his care for both, despite the physical cost.

Blanca watched this exchange, her azure eyes reflecting an understanding that went beyond words. The scent of Alex mingled with both women was familiar to her, yet there was no jealousy, only an acknowledgment of the complexities of human connection in such an isolated environment. Her presence beside Alex was not just about duty but about a bond that had grown to encompass care, protection, and a quiet acceptance of the roles they all played in each other's lives.

As they left the cabin, Alex felt the emotional weight of leadership, not just in terms of directing operations but in the personal connections he was forging. The ship, under this new, demanding gravity, was more than a vessel; it was a community where every act of kindness, every decision, shaped the lives of those aboard. With Blanca by his side, every step felt less burdensome, her presence a constant reminder of the support he had in this new, challenging environment.

Returning to the Captain's Cabin, the day's events had left Alex's suit feeling like a second skin, now restrictive under the full pull of 1 g. He shed it with relief, the fabric falling away to reveal the fatigue etched into his body, the tension of leadership and the physical strain of the increased gravity.

With the luxury of full gravity now available, Alex decided it was the perfect time for a bath, something he hadn't fully enjoyed since leaving Earth. The thought of filling the tub to the brim, without the risk of water floating away in zero gravity, was appealing. 

As he started the water, Blanca, who had been quietly observing, asked in a soft voice, “May I join you?”

Alex turned to her, his expression one of incredulity, mixed with affection. “Blanca, you never have to ask. You're always welcome with me, no matter where I go or what I do.”

Her smile was immediate, a light in her azure eyes as she began to strip off her jumpsuit. The fabric slid down her body, revealing her in all her engineered beauty. Her skin was a flawless expanse, hairless except for the platinum hair cascading down her back. Her body was a study in contrasts, the strength of her feline engineering with the grace of her human form. Her breasts, small yet perfectly shaped, stood firm, her nipples a soft pink against her pale skin. Her waist tapered into a gentle curve before flaring out to her hips, her buttocks round and firm, the muscle beneath her skin evident in every movement.

As she joined him in the bath, the water moved around them, the warmth a soothing contrast to the day's tensions. Blanca's presence in the bath, her body pressed close to his, was both comforting and arousing. The way the water lapped against her skin, the droplets clinging to her like diamonds, accentuated her form. Her legs, long and smooth, intertwined with his, her feet gently rubbing against his calves. Her tail, or rather the stuffed one from her jumpsuit, sat discarded beside the tub, but the memory of its movement only added to her allure.

Alex, watching her, couldn't help but comment, his voice a mix of amusement and curiosity, “On Earth, cats generally don't seem to like baths.”

Blanca chuckled, the sound light, as she leaned back into the water, her body glistening. “Not all cats dislike baths, Alex. Many Sphynx cats actually enjoy them,” she educated him, her voice carrying the warmth of shared knowledge.

Alex's gaze lingered on her, the connection between her and the hairless Sphynx cats not lost on him. Her body, devoid of hair like those cats, was a marvel in the water, the light playing off her skin in ways that highlighted every curve, every contour. Her feline ears, a part of her engineered heritage, was one of the few nods to her cat-like nature, twitching subtly with her emotions or the pleasure of the warm bath.

The sight of her, the feel of her skin against his, the way she moved with a fluid grace even in this enclosed space, stirred something deep within Alex. It wasn't just her physical beauty that aroused him; it was the connection, the trust, the understanding that had grown between them. Here, in the intimacy of the bath, the world of space, of responsibilities, of dangers, seemed to fall away, leaving just the two of them in this moment of calm and closeness.

As they bathed, the water around them a testament to their shared journey, Alex felt a profound sense of peace, of belonging. After the soothing warmth of the bath, Alex and Blanca rinsed off, the water cascading over their bodies, washing away the day's grime and tension. They moved to the bed, their sleeping bag cool against their skin, a stark contrast to the lingering heat from the bath. The cabin, with its dim lights, felt like a cocoon of safety amidst the chaos of their journey.

Alex picked up his new SGI phone, the device feeling both foreign and significant in his hands, a symbol of his new status. He began to sift through his messages, each one a thread of information tying him closer to his responsibilities at Ganymede. Among them was a message from Dr. Evelyn Ross, the Director of SGI Ganymede, explaining the grim reality behind his unexpected promotion.

Reading her words, Alex learned that the previous CIO had been killed when the primary data center was depressurized due to sabotage. The gravity of the situation settled on him, the weight of leadership now intertwined with the urgency of recovery and prevention. He knew what needed to be done first.

“AI,” Alex spoke to his phone, “we need to get life support running under manual control in the primary data center. No part of life support there will be under computer control until we can ensure safety.”

The AI responded promptly, its voice devoid of emotion but precise. “Understood, CIO Mercer. Manual control protocols will be necessary.”

Alex continued, his mind racing with logistics. “Who's the best expert in life support systems on the Lucky Star?”

The AI answered without hesitation, “Kristina King.”

He nodded, his decision made. “Can I request Kristina King to be temporarily reassigned to Ganymede?”

The AI responded, “SGI Executive level officers have the authority to direct personnel reassignments.”

Blanca, who had been listening quietly, interjected with a soft smile, “So you don't need to ask.”

“Right,” Alex agreed, the corner of his mouth lifting. “Reassign Kristina King to Ganymede. And Sylvie... I don't know her last name.”

The AI processed this, its digital mind interfacing with the ship's records. “Sylvie Jones. Both Kristina King and Sylvie Jones have been reassigned to Ganymede as per your instructions, CIO Mercer. I've informed the Lucky Star of the change and have provided the necessary authorization.”

In the quiet of the cabin, with the hum of the ship's systems as their backdrop, Alex felt the shift in his role from engineer to leader. He was now orchestrating not just technology but lives, decisions that would directly impact the survival and stability of an entire station. 

Blanca lay beside him, her presence a steady reminder of the support he had, her body warmth a comfort against the cold reality of their situation. He could feel the weight of the decisions he was making, each one a step towards rebuilding, securing, and leading in a place where life was as fragile as it was precious.

As he set his phone aside, the reality of his promotion, the lives lost, and the lives he was now responsible for, settled into the silence between them. Yet, with Blanca by his side, he felt a resolve solidify within him, a determination to bring order from chaos, to ensure that no more lives were lost to sabotage, and to lead Ganymede into a new era of safety and innovation under his watch.
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Chapter 20 Nekos
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The last message on Alex's SGI phone was from the Legal Division, a reminder of the administrative side of his new life. They had received the adoption papers for Blanca but were keen to ensure compliance with his amended contract stipulating a second Neko. The message included an attached reassignment voucher, granting him the right to adopt any SGI Neko not currently adopted.

“Blanca,” Alex began, his brow furrowed in confusion, “can you explain this voucher to me?”

Blanca sat up, her expression thoughtful. “Nekos on division assignments aren't considered adopted because they're not assigned to any individual, only to a division. For example, all the Series-28 Nekos on board, except for me, are assigned to the Information Systems Division. Series-31 Nekos are with the SGI Military Police, and so on. We have Platinum, Gold, Silver, and Copper classifications all on board.”

Alex glanced at the voucher, noting it allowed for one Platinum Neko or multiple of lower classifications, with Copper being the most numerous. “What about Copper Nekos?” he asked, his voice lowering as if sharing a secret.

Blanca leaned in, her whisper conspiratorial. “I wouldn't recommend them. They're considered 'slightly irregular'. They start as higher classifications, but if they exhibit serious problems, they're reclassified as Copper.”

The revelation made Alex think back to Blanca's disguise. “That's why you were in disguise as a Copper,” he mused aloud, understanding dawning on him.

Blanca nodded, then pointed out another option. “You could have two Gold Nekos,” she teased, her eyes twinkling. “You'd have your own Neko harem. Anyone seeing you with three Nekos would instantly recognize you as a VIP. Our adoption fees aren’t cheap.”

“I've been wondering about the adoption fees for Nekos. Why are they so high, and why do they go up with each precious metal classification?” he asked, genuinely puzzled by the economics of Neko adoption.

Blanca, standing tall despite her petite frame, took a moment to gather her thoughts, her pride in her status evident in her posture. “Well, Alex, when you adopt a Neko, you're essentially reimbursing SGI for all the investment they've put into us. It's not just about the genetic engineering; it's about everything that comes after.”

She sat beside him, her voice warm with pride. “Take me, for example. I'm a Platinum Neko. That means I've been able to earn two advanced degrees, making me a highly skilled knowledge worker. All Platinums come with at least a Master's degree or higher by default.”

Alex nodded, absorbing the information, “So, the education plays a big part?”

“Exactly,” Blanca continued, her eyes gleaming with pride. “Golds, they usually come with at least a professional bachelor's degree, or they might have very advanced trade skills. They're prepared to take on significant responsibilities.”

She paused, letting that sink in before moving on. “Silvers typically have some advanced vocational training. They're ready for specialized jobs that require more than just basic skills.”

“And Coppers?” Alex inquired, his interest piqued.

“Coppers generally have basic training,” Blanca explained, “unless they've been reclassified from a higher tier. That's why their adoption fees are lower. But remember, even a Copper can have hidden potential or be trained further by their adopter. We all can benefit from more training, just like humans.”

Alex considered this, piecing together the economic logic. “So, the adoption fee is essentially a reflection of the value of the training and education you've received?”

“Yes, exactly, though genetics still plays a part too, such as no Platinums have tails.” Blanca said with a nod. “SGI invests heavily in us, from our upbringing to our education. The adoption fee is their way of recouping that investment. It ensures that when someone like you adopts us, you're not just getting a companion but a skilled professional ready to contribute significantly.”

There was a moment of silence as Alex processed this. “That makes sense,” he mused. “But it also means adopting you, a Platinum, I'm getting someone with a level of expertise that's quite rare.”

Blanca smiled, her pride unmistakable. “That's right, Alex. You're not just adopting a Neko; you're gaining a partner with the highest level of training and capability. It's an honor to be a Platinum, and I'm proud to bring that value to you.”

Alex looked at her, a newfound respect in his eyes. “I'm grateful for that, Blanca. It's clear now why the investment is so significant. I didn’t understand how significant a perk SGI was offering me when they included your adoption in my contract.”

Blanca reached out, touching his hand gently. “And I'm thankful to be here, to have a chance to use everything I've learned, with you, to help you.”

The idea was both thrilling and concerning. “Now that I understand why Neko adoptions are so expensive, if I adopted multiple additional Nekos, wouldn’t people assume I was rich? Wouldn’t that make me a target for crime?” Alex asked, considering the implications.

Blanca's smile was one of pride. “Because of that very problem, all Nekos are trained in advanced self-defense. Anyone attacking a man with a Neko is taking their life in their hands. Attacking someone with three?” She shook her head. “That's choosing immediate and certain death.”

Then, her demeanor shifted slightly, becoming more introspective. “And... when we've had sex,” she said softly, looking down, “I've needed time to recover because of our size differences. I don't like for you to go unsatisfied. If you adopted more than one new Neko, you could have sex with all of them, and they would have time to recover so that you would be satisfied, and they could rest and heal as needed.”

Alex put his arm around Blanca to comfort her. The last thing he wanted was for her to feel in any way inadequate to him. Although, the image of having several Nekos at his beck and call made Alex smile, his mind wandering through the possibilities until Blanca added another layer to the conversation.

“Nekos assigned to a division report to the local division head. So as the CIO, all the Series-28 Nekos, now report to you,” Blanca said, her voice carrying a note of pride. “And, if you want, you can have sex with them, whenever you want.”

Alex's eyes widened in disbelief. “Are you sure about this?” he asked, the concept seeming too surreal.

Blanca, with a calm assurance, pulled up a rulebook on her phone, displaying the relevant section. “When assigned to a division, they treat the division chief the same way they would someone who had adopted them. The only drawback is that Gold Nekos who do this are reclassified to Silver, and you have to pay the difference for their reclassification.” Her tone was matter-of-fact. “I've never understood this, but Golds are supposed to remain untouched until adopted.”

Alex's mind reeled at the thought. Seventeen Series-28 Nekos, all under his command, all beautiful, all skilled in the art of information technology - and, as Blanca implied, in the art of pleasure. He imagined his office, not as a place of just work, but as a sanctuary of hedonism.

In his daydream, his office was a tableau of beauty and desire. Each Neko was there, completely naked, their bodies a feast for the eyes. Their cat ears twitched with interest, their tails, for those who had them, swishing playfully or provocatively. The room was filled with the soft hum of computers and the musk of anticipation.

He pictured himself entering in the morning, the first light of the simulated day casting a glow on the polished floors. His personal assistant, a Neko with red hair and violet eyes that sparkled with intelligence and mischief, would greet him not with a report but with her mouth eagerly taking him in as he unzipped his pant and sat down behind his desk. Her skills would be as impressive in this act as they were in managing his schedule, her tongue and lips working him until he was gasping, starting his day with an explosive climax.

Later, as the afternoon sun - or rather, the artificial light - stretched long shadows across the office, he'd wander, his steps slow and deliberate. His eyes would scan the room, landing on a Neko at random. The chosen one would look up, perhaps with a knowing smile or a look of eager anticipation, understanding the unspoken command. 

He'd approach her, his hands firm on her hips, bending her over whatever desk or console was nearest. No words would be necessary; the act itself was communication enough. He imagined the feel of her under him, the tight clench of her ass as he entered her, the sound of her breath catching, the soft slap of skin against skin. He'd take her hard, the roughness of his need met with her resilience, her body yielding to his desires, her moans a symphony to his ears.

Every day could be different; each Neko offering her body to him to enjoy as he pleased, a new conquest in the most literal sense. And no matter how he took them, how he stretched their limits, they would heal, their engineered resilience ensuring they were ready for him again, their bodies a testament to their design and his pleasure. Each and every Neko would come to know how he tastes, would swallow his seed, would feel him inside her, and would take him up her ass.

The thought brought a smile to Alex's face, a blend of power and fantasy. The reality of his position was not just about managing information but managing desires, his own included, in a world where the boundaries between professional and personal, between power and pleasure, were thrillingly blurred.

Alex shook his head, his white knight persona mentally chastising for such thoughts, demanding his adherence to at least some semblance of a moral compass. “I would never take away a Neko's status classification like that for selfish reasons.”

Blanca's smile was one of deep gratitude and affection. She leaned in, kissing him gently, a silent “Thank you” for his respect and consideration towards her kind.

Alex, his mind still reeling from the implications of his new role and the information Blanca had shared, asked further, “What about Platinums? You said Golds are supposed to remain untouched, does that apply to Platinums too?”

Blanca nodded, her eyes serious. “Yes, that rule applies to Platinums as well. That's why I had never been touched by anyone before I met you.”

The revelation made Alex pause, the moral weight of his position feeling heavier. “The thought is tempting, but I worry about the moral implications. I don't see Nekos as machines, and I wouldn't want to order them to have sex with me.”

Blanca's expression softened, her voice reassuring. “You don't need to worry, Alex. Nekos have sex with humans because they want to. I crave affection, and I know my Neko sisters do too. It makes me happy to know when I have pleased you, I need that as much as food and water. All Nekos dream of being adopted, but not everyone can afford that. So, we take consolation in working for the divisions and enjoy the relationships we have. Sometimes, we get lucky and get assigned to an individual on a temporary basis. The other 28s would probably be very happy to be able to be intimate with you, I know I am.”

“Even if it hurts?” Alex said, caressing her bottom.

Blanca giggled, “Yes, even if it hurts. I want you to be happy and satisfied with me, I need it.” She continued, explaining the nuances of Neko assignments within SGI. “For example, a skilled technician might be assigned a Neko to work with. The Neko isn't adopted, she still works for the division, but she's allowed to have a relationship with the worker. Sometimes they even live together.”

Alex's eyebrows rose in surprise. “That sounds like a nice arrangement for someone who can't afford to adopt a Neko.”

Blanca laughed, a sound both light and tinged with irony. She leaned closer, whispering, “It's not that nice. Nekos realize that assigning them to work with someone is often a tactic by SGI Human Resources to keep workers at job sites, extending their contracts. Because if they leave, they have to say goodbye to their assigned Neko.”

Alex mused on this, his expression one of realization. “That's diabolically clever,” he remarked, thinking about how close he had become to Blanca, how her presence had become integral to his life here. 

His curiosity then turned to the adoption prospects of different Neko classifications. “Is there a difference in how probable it is that Nekos of different levels get adopted?”

Blanca's pride was evident in her smile. “Everyone wants a Platinum because we're the best. But Golds are pretty good too. Silvers are the ones that get adopted the most because they're the most affordable. Coppers...” Her voice trailed off, a hint of sadness or perhaps resignation in her tone. “They get adopted too, if their irregularities aren’t too severe. They have to be disclosed so that no one is taken by surprise by them.”

The conversation painted a complex picture of Neko life, one where desires for connection and belonging were met with the realities of their engineered existence. Alex felt a mix of admiration for Blanca's understanding of her situation and a deep sympathy for the plight of her kind. Here, in the vast isolation of space, the relationships formed weren't just about companionship or sex; they were about finding a place in a universe where every being, engineered or not, sought connection, meaning, and perhaps, a semblance of freedom or choice.

The discussion with Blanca had stirred more than just curiosity in Alex; it had awakened a complex blend of emotions, his mind dancing between fantasy and the stark realities of his new life. “What's the breakdown of the classifications for the Series-28 Nekos?” he asked, his voice carrying the weight of his position, the intrigue mixed with a sense of duty.

Blanca, with a touch of pride in her role, accessed the information on her SGI phone. “We have three Platinums, five Golds, six Silvers, and three Coppers,” she recited, her voice steady but with an undercurrent of the bond she felt with her kind.

Alex pondered this, his thoughts swirling with possibilities, the ethical considerations juxtaposed against the loneliness of space. He could adopt two Golds, perhaps, and still have sex with the Silvers and Coppers without diminishing their status, a thought that felt both like a dream and a moral quagmire.

Blanca, ever the guide in this new world for him, reminded him gently, “Remember, you can adopt from any series, either on board or if we find any unadopted Nekos on Ganymede when we get there.”

This sparked a deeper curiosity in Alex, now fueled by his executive authority. He addressed his phone, his voice a little more than a whisper in the quiet cabin, “AI, how many unadopted Nekos are there on Ganymede?”

The phone's response was swift, devoid of emotion, “There are one hundred sixty-eight unadopted Nekos on Ganymede.”

“And how many are assigned to the Information Systems Division?” he pressed, his interest now laced with a sense of responsibility.

The AI's replied, “Zero.”

Alex was surprised. “Are there unadopted Nekos working in the other divisions?”

The AI’s replied immediately, “Yes, all of them.”

Alex pondered this for a moment, “Have there ever been unadopted Nekos assigned to the SGI Ganymede Information Systems Division before?”

“Yes, there have been.”

Alex hated talking to idiot AIs. It always seemed to be like trying to make 3 wishes while dealing with a genie that was always determined to sabotage whatever you asked for. “Where did the unassigned Nekos, most recently assigned to the SGI Ganymede Information Systems Division go?”

The AI's reply was a cold reminder of the tragedy they were heading towards, “The twenty-one Nekos assigned to the Information Systems Division died in the recent decompression incident of the primary data center.”

The words struck like a physical blow. Blanca's reaction was immediate; her breath hitched, and then the tears came, silent at first, then a flood. The loss of her sisters, the reality of their engineered lives cut short by presumed human malice, was too much. Her body trembled under the weight of her grief, her sobs quiet but profound, filling the cabin with an air of mourning.

Alex felt a surge of guilt, his inquiry having brought this pain to the surface. He quickly turned off his phone, setting it aside, his movements gentle as he moved to comfort Blanca. “I'm sorry, Blanca,” he murmured, his voice heavy with regret, as he gathered her into his arms, holding her close, feeling her warmth, her pain, her tears soaking through to his skin.

They stayed like that, the cabin now a refuge for grief rather than dreams. Alex could feel every shudder of Blanca's body, each sob a testament to her deep connection with those lost. Her sorrow was a visceral reminder of the fragility of life in space, of the bonds that formed in such isolation, bonds that were now severed so cruelly.

As Blanca's sobs gradually turned into the soft, uneven breathing of sleep, exhaustion from her grief taking her into unconsciousness, Alex remained awake, his arms still around her. His mind was a tumult of thoughts - the weight of leadership, the lives he was now responsible for, the personal connections that made this harsh environment bearable.

He lay there, feeling the silence of the cabin like a shroud, thinking about the balance between power, duty, and the human (and Neko) heart. The night stretched on, each second a reminder of the lives lost, of the dreams unfulfilled, and of the profound connections that could thrive or break all too quickly and suddenly as he drifted off to join Blanca in healing sleep.

When Alex awoke, the cabin was still bathed in the dim artificial light and Blanca was asleep beside him, her breaths even and deep. He didn't move, not wanting to disturb her rest, his mind already turning to the voucher and its implications. One Platinum Neko, or the option for multiple lower classifications - two Golds, three Silvers, or five Coppers. The thought of Coppers being so undervalued that one voucher could adopt five of them struck him with a pang of sympathy. 

However, his thoughts weren't on personal gain or indulgence but on how he could leverage this opportunity to save SGI Ganymede. If he adopted Series-31 Nekos, they could assist in tracing and managing information security threats. While the 31s weren’t IT Specialists, they were trained to deal with physical security issues. Whatever had happened to SGI Ganymede’s information systems networks, somewhere someone had gained physical access. That someone, or someones, could still be there and they wouldn’t enjoy being found out. He pondered the potential friction with whoever was in charge of physical security on Ganymede, acknowledging that while it might step on toes, the success and safety of the station were paramount.

As Blanca stirred, her ears perked up, her eyes opening wide, immediately sensing Alex's alertness. “I'm sorry for oversleeping,” she said, her voice still thick with sleep and the remnants of sorrow.

Alex offered her a comforting smile, his hand gently brushing her hair back. “You needed the rest. I wanted you to get it.”

He then shared his thoughts, “I'm considering adopting Series-31 Nekos.”

Blanca's expression turned quizzical, her head tilting slightly. “Why? They're military police.”

Alex explained his rationale, “I'm thinking the physical security of our information systems should be my direct responsibility. We can't afford to lose more people to sabotage.”

Blanca pondered this, her gaze thoughtful. “That could be beneficial,” she conceded, seeing the strategic advantage.

Alex, now curious about the specifics, turned on his SGI phone. “AI, how many Series-31 Nekos on board the Lucky Star are Silver classification?”

The AI's response was prompt, “There are nine on board.”

He turned to Blanca, seeking her counsel. “How do you feel about me adopting three Silver Series-31 Nekos?”

Blanca sat up, her expression serious. “Can I research them before you decide?” she asked, her tone indicating her commitment to his success.

“Of course, I trust you,” Alex replied, his trust in Blanca clear in his voice.

Her smile was brief but heartfelt as she got dressed, slipping into her white jumpsuit with the efficiency of someone who knew her role well. “Please don't leave the cabin without me,” she requested, her eyes conveying both care and caution.

“I won't,” Alex assured her, settling back into the bed with his phone to sift through the latest SGI messages, his mind now a mix of strategic planning and personal reflection.

Blanca left with a purpose, her steps light but determined, the door sliding shut behind her with a soft hiss. Alone in the cabin, Alex felt the weight of his decisions, not just as a leader but as someone who was becoming integral to the lives of those around him, human or engineered. Each message he read was another piece of the puzzle of rebuilding Ganymede, and with each piece, he understood more about the complexities of leadership in this new world of space, technology, and the sentient beings that shared it with him.

For a few hours Alex sat in the quiet sanctity of the Captain's Cabin, the bed serving as an impromptu office. The glow from his SGI phone cast long shadows across the room as he scrolled through the latest status reports from SGI Ganymede. Each document was a testament to the chaos waiting for them - reports of extensive damage, systems in disarray, and the grim mention of unaccounted for personnel, likely trapped in compartments where the air had been maliciously vented. The sabotage was not just an attack on infrastructure but on lives, with access to emergency suits locked away, turning safe zones into death traps.

The gravity of his mission settled on him like a cloak - not only was he to restore functionality, but SGI demanded he uncover the saboteur. The task was daunting; the central control system, once a marvel of efficiency, had now shown its vulnerability. In his mind, Alex envisioned a new network of information systems, each segment independent, like islands of data and control. If one island sank, the others would remain afloat. It was a vision of resilience, but it required a delicate balance between security and efficiency. He ached for Cuddlehoof's analytical mind to help navigate this complex redesign, hoping fervently that her components would be waiting for him on Ganymede.

The cabin door hissed open, breaking the silence, and Blanca entered, her mood visibly brighter. A giggle escaped her lips, a sound so pure in this moment of tension. “I've been talking to all the Silver 31s,” she announced, her voice tinged with amusement.

Alex, intrigued by her laughter amidst such grim news, asked, “What's so funny?”

Blanca's laughter was like a balm, her eyes sparkling with mirth. “Most of them were very rude to me. They felt insulted to be interviewed by a 'Copper',” she explained, her hand gesturing to the stuffed tail of her jumpsuit, a constant reminder of her subterfuge.

Alex mulled over this, his gaze thoughtful. “Do we need to keep your disguise going, or should we openly admit you're a Platinum now that we have SGI Marines and Military Police on board? After all,” he continued, his voice firming with decision, “who's going to kidnap you now?”

Blanca's smile was one of pure gratitude, her azure eyes reflecting her appreciation. “That's up to you as an executive.”

“Then I'm making an executive decision to drop the disguise,” Alex stated, feeling the shift in their situation from one of hiding to one of standing openly in their roles.

Blanca's happiness was evident, her face lighting up. “Then we need to get new space suits and jumpsuits.”

“Why is that?” Alex inquired, though he suspected he knew the answer.

Blanca smirked. “Mine needs to be without room for a tail,” she pointed to the back of her current jumpsuit, where the fake tail was awkwardly sewn in, “and with Platinum name plates. And you,” she looked at him, her gaze filled with pride, “need executive suits that show who you are now. People need to know who they're dealing with at a glance. It's not just about comfort or appearance; it's about command presence, about making it clear who holds authority and responsibility”

Before they ventured down to ship stores for their new gear, Blanca brought up a critical point. “We need to determine something first,” she said, her tone serious yet calm.

Alex, still processing the implications of their upcoming tasks, looked at her, intrigued. “What do you mean?”

Blanca explained, her voice educational. “The suits display a sort of rank, similar to the military ones. As an executive, for example, you're like a general officer now.”

“What kind?” Alex asked, his curiosity piqued by the military analogy.

“Check your SGI phone,” Blanca suggested, her eyes guiding him.

Alex picked up his phone, the screen lighting up with his name and position, as familiar as his own reflection. “I don't know what I'm looking for,” he admitted, scanning the interface.

Blanca pointed to three gold triangles before his name on the display. “Those are your classification indicators, something like a civilian version of rank. It makes you the equivalent of a three-star general or admiral.”

The realization struck Alex like a wave; those symbols weren't just decorative but a sign of his authority. He now understood the deference shown by Colonel Meyers and the Lucky Star's Captain. “I assumed that was just some artwork in the interface design,” he confessed, feeling the weight of his new status.

He then turned his attention to Blanca, curious about her standing. “What's your rank?”

Blanca's response was immediate, yet layered with humility. “It is whatever you say it is. When the journey started, I was just a simple Neko, but now that I'm coordinating the 28s, I have to exhibit some leadership.”

Alex nodded, considering her role, her capabilities, and the new responsibilities she had embraced. “Did you determine if there are three Silver 31s you could comfortably recommend?”

“Yes, there are three I have in mind,” Blanca confirmed, her tone confident.

“And what's the highest rank among them?” Alex inquired, his mind already strategizing.

“The highest ranking one is a Lieutenant,” Blanca answered.

Alex thought for a moment, recalling scenes from military movies. “I've seen movies where a general has an aide that's a captain. Is there a civilian equivalent of that I can grant you?”

Blanca's smile was knowing. “There is, and it's called a D-3. D’s are officer equivalents.”

“AI,” Alex spoke to his phone, “advance Blanca to rank D-3.”

The AI complied, the phone acknowledging the change with a soft chime. “Acknowledged. Blanca has been advanced to rank D-3.”

Almost immediately, a new message popped up from SGI, inquiring about Alex's plans for restoring Ganymede's facilities. “AI, transmit my decentralized computing draft to SGI,” Alex instructed, his mind already on the next steps.

With her new position officially recognized, Blanca's smile was radiant, a mixture of pride and gratitude. “Let's go get our new gear,” she said, her voice now carrying the weight of her new rank.

They gathered their old suits and jumpsuits, the fabric worn from use, the symbols of their past identities. Heading out of the cabin, their steps were purposeful, the corridor of the Lucky Star feeling like a path to a new era. 

At ship stores, the air was filled with the scent of new fabric and the hum of machinery that maintained and distributed equipment. They were greeted by crew members who now looked at them with a different kind of respect, recognizing their ranks through the symbols their accounts bore. 

Blanca, with her new D-3 status, moved with a confidence that was both natural and earned, her leadership among the 28s now officially acknowledged. Alex, with the three gold triangles signifying his rank, felt the shift in how he was perceived, from a skilled systems architect to a leader of significant standing.

They turned in their old gear, each piece telling its own story of their journey so far. In exchange, they received suits that reflected their new roles - Alex's with the insignia of a high-ranking executive, Blanca's without the tail, her Platinum status and new rank clearly displayed. 

As they donned their new uniforms, there was a sense of transformation, not just in attire but in their roles in this vast, challenging universe. They were not just survivors in space but architects of a new order on Ganymede, where every decision, every piece of equipment, would shape the future of those who called the station home.
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Chapter 21 Armored for the Unknown
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As Alex and Blanca turned in their old space suits at ship stores, the surprise came not just in the form of new uniforms but in the nature of the equipment they were issued. Instead of the standard suits, they were handed armored space suits, each bearing their new ranks with prominent insignia. 

“Why armored suits?” Alex asked, his curiosity piqued by the unexpected upgrade.

The ship stores officer, with a nod to protocol, replied, “An order from SGI mandates the best equipment and security for all executives.” 

The mention of 'executives' in plural form sparked a realization in Alex. He had been so focused on the technological aspects of his mission that he hadn't considered the broader impact of the sabotage. “How many other executives were killed?” he wondered aloud, the question hanging in the air like an unspoken tragedy.

Before he could dwell further on this, the ship's intercom system announced another maneuver. “Prepare for deceleration burn to Ganymede, landing, and offloading of personnel and supplies.”

Simultaneously, Alex's SGI phone chimed with a new message from corporate. It was a confirmation from SGI, supporting his plan to restore Ganymede's systems. Attached to the message was something unexpected - the Chairman's authorization key, a digital token that gave him unparalleled authority over operations at Ganymede.

“I'm surprised to see this,” Alex commented to Blanca, showing her the message. “The Director might find this insulting, thinking I asked for it.”

As they walked back to their cabin Blanca, ever the voice of reason, responded with a calm assurance, “Protecting lives and restoring the facility is more important than feelings, Alex. The priority should be on saving and rebuilding, not on who feels slighted.”

Her words made sense, grounding him in the reality of their situation. He nodded, appreciating her perspective, his mind shifting to the broader scope of their mission as they stepped into their cabin. “I never really asked what SGI does on Ganymede,” he admitted, realizing how laser-focused he'd been on his own domain.

Blanca, already securing herself for the upcoming maneuver, explained, “Ganymede is SGI's primary shipyard and supply depot. It's crucial for their operations in the outer solar system. I’ve heard a lot about it and always wanted to go there.”

The cabin, now familiar yet always feeling slightly alien with each new piece of information, was filled with the sounds of preparation. Straps clicked into place, securing them for the deceleration. The armored suits, heavy and protective, were a stark reminder of the dangers they were preparing to face, not just from space but potentially from within their own ranks.

As the ship began to reach its reorientation position, the engines rumbled to life, the vibrations a deep, resonant reminder of the power at their disposal. Alex felt the weight of the Chairman's key, not just in his hand but in the responsibility it represented. He was now at the heart of SGI's recovery efforts, not just for information systems but for the entire operation on Ganymede. The armored suits, the key, Blanca's leadership - all were pieces of a larger puzzle, one where every decision could mean the difference between life and death, success or further chaos.

As the Lucky Star began its final deceleration towards Ganymede, the gravity of Alex's new responsibilities mingled with the more personal choices he faced. The thought of the shipyard, the supply depot, and all the lives dependent on their success weighed on him. But with Blanca by his side, her insights and her calm in the face of adversity, he felt a resolve solidify. They were more than just technicians or leaders; they were the custodians of a new beginning, a chance to rebuild not just systems but lives.

The ship settled into its deceleration cruising speed, and they were free to move about again with the continued benefit of perceived gravity. Blanca had selected three Silver 31s, each with exemplary records in physical security, law enforcement, and anti-terrorism. They were also trained as SWAT team members, making them excellent candidates to liaise with SGI Ganymede Security and protect the information systems facilities.

Alex flipped through their digital dossiers on his tablet, their profiles coming to life with each swipe. There was Lieutenant Serlina, Sergeant Isidora, and Corporal Zinaida. Despite being Silver class, none of them had tails, which Blanca explained was not uncommon among Silvers.

His attention lingered on Corporal Zinaida's image. Her face was youthful, almost childlike in its innocence, but her body suggested a different story; she was plump, particularly around her lower half. Blanca, observing Alex's scrutiny, whispered with a knowing tone, “You can rotate the picture.”

Surprised, Alex had assumed he was looking at a flat, two-dimensional image. Following Blanca's suggestion, he rotated the image, revealing more of Zinaida's form, particularly her round, inviting bottom. He stared for a moment, captivated by the sight, the screen offering a 360-degree view that felt both intimate and strangely voyeuristic.

Blanca's whisper was barely audible, filled with a playful certainty, “I knew you would like her.”

Alex looked at Blanca, his silence speaking volumes. His thoughts were a whirlwind; Blanca had indeed come to understand him in ways he hadn't anticipated. 

Turning his attention back to Blanca, he whispered, “Is your bottom still sore?”

Her response was immediate, her voice soft yet confident, “I'm ready for anything.”

Alex stood, unbuckling his pants with a sense of urgency and need, the decision to adopt the 31s momentarily forgotten in the wake of this more primal urge.

Blanca, in sync with his desires, stripped off her clothes, her movements fluid and eager. She climbed onto the bed, positioning herself on all fours, her back arched, presenting her bottom to him. Her smooth hairless skin would be the envy of women on Earth who often waxed, plucked, or had hairs lasered off of them. Her platinum hair cascading down her back, and covering her cat ears, a testament to the perfection of her design.

The sight of her, the readiness in her posture, the way she offered herself, stirred something deep within Alex. He approached, his body already reacting to the anticipation, his hands resting on her hips, feeling the warmth of her skin, the slight tremble of excitement or perhaps readiness for what was to come.

The moment was charged, the cabin filled with the sounds of their breathing, the low hum of the ship's deceleration, and the unspoken understanding between them. Here, in this confined space, amidst the chaos of their mission, they found a connection, a moment of release where decisions about leadership, security, and survival could wait. For now, there was just this, the physical bond that had grown to be as much a part of their journey as the icey moon they were hurtling towards.

Alex climbed onto the bed behind Blanca, his cock throbbing with need, the head of his erection pressing against her tight, puckered asshole. With a slow, assertive push, he entered her, the tight ring of her anus yielding to him with a resistance that felt like a vice around his cock. 

Blanca gasped, her breath hitching, her teeth grinding together as she felt the initial invasion. Her breathing became heavy, almost panting, her eyes watering as the pain of his penetration sent sharp shocks through her body. Her ass clenched around him, trying to accommodate the girth of his cock.

Alex slowed his thrusts, a flicker of concern crossing his mind as he watched tears begin to spill from Blanca's eyes. But her voice, strained yet determined, broke through his hesitation, “Don't hold back... take what you need,” she pleaded, her words a mix of pain and desire.

With a deep breath, Alex gave into her urging, his hips snapping forward, pounding her ass with a force that made the bed creak under them. Each thrust was a declaration of his need, the sound of flesh meeting flesh filling the cabin, the wet slap of their bodies a testament to their connection. Blanca's sobs turned into cries, her wailing echoing off the metal walls, the intensity of her pain clear in the way her body trembled with each thrust.

His cock delved deeper with every movement, her ass stretching to take more of him until, with a final push, he was fully seated inside her. Blanca's eyes were wide, almost bulging, her tears now streaming down her cheeks in rivers, each drop a marker of her endurance. The sight of her, the feel of her ass gripping him like a fist, the sounds of her in agony, all drove Alex closer to the edge.

With each deep, hard thrust, Blanca's cries grew louder, her body shuddering, her ass clenching tighter around him, milking his cock with each sob. Her screams were raw, filled with a pain that seemed to resonate through her very being, yet there was an undercurrent of something else, a surrender to the moment, to him.

Finally, with a few more powerful thrusts, Alex reached his climax, his cum flooding her ass as Blanca let out a piercing scream, her voice cracking with the intensity of her pain. They collapsed together, Alex still buried deep inside her, his body pressing against her back, his heart beating erratically against her skin.

He kissed her cheek, tasting the saltiness of her tears, his voice soft as he whispered, “Are you okay?”

Blanca, through her continued sobs, managed a smile, her voice a whisper of pain and satisfaction, “I'm okay.” Her crying was now softer, more a release of the emotional and physical strain rather than just pain. 

The cabin was filled with the aftermath of their coupling, the scent of sex, sweat, and salt from her tears hanging in the air, the sounds of their breathing gradually evening out. Blanca, despite the excruciating pain, felt a deep satisfaction in having met Alex's needs, her body enduring for him, her pain an offering to their bond. In this confined space, away from the norms of Earth, they shared a moment of raw, unfiltered human connection, where pleasure and pain were intertwined in the most basic, primal way, forging a connection that transcended the physical act.

Alex lay beside Blanca and she turned towards him and he kissed her. It would take her a bit to calm down, so while he waited he moved down to look at her perky little breasts, groping them lovingly. His lips closing around one of her nipples, sucking with a gentle pressure as his hand roamed over the warm, smooth expanse of her ass, still flushed from their anal coupling. Blanca, basking in the afterglow, let out soft moans, her body arching slightly into his touch, enjoying the sensation of being caressed and sucked on.

The tranquility was abruptly broken by the sharp chirp of Alex's SGI phone, its screen illuminating with an urgent message. A meeting was called in the Wardroom in forty minutes. Blanca sprang into action, her voice firm, “Shower, now,” she commanded, her urgency palpable.

Under the showerhead, the water flowed over them, steam rising in the confined space, enveloping them in a warm mist. Blanca took control, her hands slick with soap as she scrubbed Alex with a thoroughness that was both efficient and sensual. Her touch lingered on his skin, the soap creating a slick path for her hands to explore, unintentionally igniting his arousal again.

Blanca, noticing his hardening cock, her eyes widening slightly in amusement and irritation, questioned, “Again?” Her voice was a mix of teasing and frustration.

Alex's response was a low chuckle, “Can't help it when I'm being washed by such a beautiful lady.”

Blanca's correction was sharp, her pride in her identity evident. “I'm a Neko, not a lady,” she snapped, implying a superiority of Neko over human women. “We don't have time for this; we need to get to the meeting.”

Without further ado, she dropped to her knees, the water cascading over her back, her mouth immediately enveloping his cock. Her technique was intense, her lips tight around him, her tongue swirling with practiced skill. The suddenness of her action, the heat of her mouth, the urgency of the moment, it all combined to push Alex quickly towards climax.

Surprised by his own rapid response, he could barely hold back, his release coming with a groan, Blanca swallowing every drop, her eyes locked on his, a moment of connection amidst the rush. Blanca slowly withdrew his cock from her mouth as she held it in her hand. Eyes still locked on his she gently kissed the head of his cock and then stood up.

“Now we should be able to get dressed,” she commented, her voice returning to its no-nonsense tone as she continued to scrub him, ensuring no trace of their coupling remained, her hands moving over his sensitive skin with professional precision. Alex’s only reply was a quiet smile of contentment.

The shower ended, the water rinsing away the soap, the scent of their sex, leaving them feeling clean and ready for what was to come. They dried off, the towels rough against their skin, the air in the cabin cool and crisp against their now warm bodies.

Dressing in their new jumpsuits, the fabric hugged their forms, Blanca's suit sleek without the need for a tail, her Platinum status proudly displayed. Alex's jumpsuit, with the three gold triangles, marked him as an executive, a leader in this new world. The suits were not just clothing but symbols of their new lives, of the authority and responsibility they now carried.

As they stepped out of the cabin, the transition from the private intimacy of their relationship to the public sphere of leadership was palpable. Blanca walked with a newfound confidence, her earlier irritation gone, replaced by the focus of duty. Alex, following her lead, felt the shift in his mind from the physical to the strategic, from the pleasure of their connection to the challenges of command and recovery on Ganymede. Together, they moved towards the Wardroom, each step a reminder of the dual roles they played going forward.
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Chapter 22 Icy Landing
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The wardroom was stark in its utilitarian design and the atmosphere was thick with tension and the recycled air seemed stale while simultaneously thick with anticipation, as if the ship itself was holding its breath. The Colonel stood at the head of the table. His uniform was crisp, his posture that of a man accustomed to command. The Captain of the Lucky Star and his Executive Officer sat with faces set in determination.

The door hissed open, revealing Alex, his expression a mix of determination and concern, followed by Blanca. Her platinum hair was pulled back, her feline ears perked up, alert. They took their seats, the chairs giving a slight creak under the weight of the moment and their presence seemed to shift the atmosphere, charging it with the urgency of the moment. The room falling silent as all eyes turned to the Colonel.

“Alright, let's begin,” Colonel Meyers started, his voice cutting through the silence like the hum of a ship's engine at full power. “All contact with SGI Ganymede has been lost,” he stated, his voice carrying the weight of the news. “ This means no traffic control, and no guidance for landing.” His finger tapped on the display, bringing up a schematic of the station, its sprawling structure appearing more vulnerable in the absence of its guiding lights. “For this reason we will need our teams to make an unassisted landing to be able to guide the Lucky Star in. We'll do this by deploying in two combat shuttles. I’ll be on Shuttle 1 leading the primary strike team that will land and enter the base at the control center. Shuttle 2 will be for you, Mr. Mercer, and your 28s, who will land behind and enter the command center once the way has been cleared. You will then retake or restore the information systems needed to operate the traffic control so the Lucky Star can land. The Tiger will remain in orbit and cover our landing.”

Alex leaned forward, interrupting, “For your situational awareness, Colonel, I'm adopting three of the 31s. They'll be part of my team.”

The Colonel paused, his eyes narrowing slightly as he processed this new information. “That's... great, actually. You'll have your own security detail. It'll free up our Marines to focus on reclaiming the facility from any hostiles.”

He continued, his voice now a bit more animated, “Weapons will be issued to everyone. Mr. Mercer, you'll get a sidearm for self-defense. Your 28s will receive sidearms and carbines. Your 31s already have heavy weapons that they’ll keep with them. Your 28s are trained, qualified, even if they're not formally soldiers.”

Blanca had mentioned that all Nekos had advanced training in self-defense. Alex had assumed that meant hand to hand combat, or rather in the case of Nekos...perhaps had to claw. It made sense that they would be proficient in small arms as well. It had been a while since Alex himself had been to a shooting range with Larry. Alex was hoping he would not need whatever sidearm they were about to issue him.

The digital display flipped to show the layout of the operation. “The Lucky Star will decelerate further and stay in orbit while we secure Ganymede and restore traffic control. The shuttles will be coordinated by the Tiger. With Ganymede vulnerable, pirates might see an opportunity. SGI has dispatched two destroyers to reinforce us, but they are still two days away.”

His gaze swept over the group, ensuring his words had sunk in. “Everyone, get into your armored suits and report to the boat bay. You'll receive your weapons aboard the shuttles.”

As the Colonel concluded, Blanca, with practiced ease, pulled out her SGI phone, a sleek device that seemed almost alive in her hands. Her fingers danced across the screen, typing up adoption documents for the three new Silver Series-31 Nekos. With a few taps, she sent the documents to Alex's device. He placed his thumb on each document without even reading them, a silent nod of trust in Blanca's judgment. He hadn't met these new additions to his team yet, but he knew that their first encounter would be under the tense conditions of Shuttle 2.

The meeting wrapped up, the room suddenly buzzing with the unspoken urgency of their mission. Alex and Blanca stood, their movements deliberate as they headed towards their cabin to gear up. The armored spacesuits awaited them, each suit a fortress of life support systems, communication arrays, and thick, protective layers designed for the harshness of space combat or the vacuum of a station breach. They also featured thrusters to allow them to move quickly in low gravity while remaining in control of their movements, and powered to counter both the weight of the suit upon the wearer, and make the wearer physically stronger than they otherwise would be.

As they donned their suits, the weight of the material felt like the burden of their task until they were powered up. All of the Nekos’ suits was tailored to their unique physiology, ensuring their ears, and tails for those that have them, were not impeded. Alex checked his seals, ensuring everything was secure, his mind racing with the logistics of rebuilding a station while potentially under fire. The reality of their situation was not just about technology and strategy but survival in a lawless expanse where every decision could mean life or death. Together, they moved towards the boat bay, the corridor echoing with the sound of their boots against the metal floor, each step a march towards an unknown fate on Ganymede.

As they left the Captain’s Cabin, Alex grabbed the case with Cuddlehoof’s bio-components. Whatever happened next, he would do his best to keep them safe.

***
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The combat shuttles, now loaded with their precious human and Neko cargo, detached from the Lucky Star with a mechanical finality, the sound of the magnetic locks disengaging echoing through the hull. Strapped into his seat, Alex could feel the vibrations of the shuttle's engines igniting, pushing them away from the safety of the freighter and towards the unknown of SGI Ganymede. A display on his chair showed the space around them, a vast, cold emptiness punctuated by the occasional glint of stars. As the shuttles moved away, a red icon blinked to life, signaling that the Lucky Star was increasing burn for its engines to decelerate further, preparing for its eventual orbital insertion and landing once the situation on the ground was under control.

Inside Shuttle 2, the cabin was a cacophony of rattling metal and the hum of machinery. Everyone was suited up, helmets sealed, creating a small, personal world for each of them, their breaths echoing in their ears. Suddenly, lights flashed, accompanied by a sharp buzzer, signaling the cabin was beginning to depressurize. This was necessary; Ganymede had no atmosphere to speak of, and explosive decompression upon landing was a risk they couldn't afford. The process was slow, methodical, ensuring no one would be harmed by the change in pressure. When the red lights indicated that depressurization was complete, the shuttle's engines roared louder, a vibration that Alex felt through his entire body as they prepared for landing.

The shuttle touched down with a shudder, the engines winding down to silence. As if on cue, the doors on either side of the shuttle sprang open, revealing the stark, lifeless surface of Ganymede. The 28s, carbines at the ready, unbuckled and leaped out, scanning for any signs of life or threat. Their movements were fluid, adapted to the low gravity, each jump covering a distance that would have been impossible on Earth.

A crackle of static, then a voice over the radio from Shuttle 1, “No resistance encountered. No response from inside, airlocks inoperative. Cutting through at the command center.”

Hearing this, Alex unbuckled, with Blanca by his side. The 31s, Serlina, Isidora, and Zinaida, took the lead, their heavy fusion rifles held with practiced ease, eyes scanning through their helmet visors for any sign of danger. Alex felt the unfamiliar tug of Ganymede's gravity, just 0.146 g, making each step feel like he was on the brink of floating away. Blanca, sensing his struggle, stayed close, guiding him with gentle nudges on how to step and jump effectively, while using his thrusters, her presence both comforting and practical.

They moved across the barren landscape, the ground beneath them a mix of ice and rock, towards where the strike team was working. The 31s were vigilant, their weapons trained outward, each one a sentinel for Alex, whose importance to SGI was now underscored by his new security detail. Their leaps were long, graceful arcs under Ganymede's gravity, allowing them to cover ground quickly, their heavy gear not weighing them down as it would have on Earth.

In the distance, the strike team's silhouettes were visible against the station's dark metal exterior. They were busy, sparks flying as they cut through the hardened airlock with precision tools. Nearby, another group was welding a makeshift airlock over the entry point they were creating, ensuring that once they breached the station, the atmosphere inside would remain intact. This was a testament to meticulous planning - preserving life support was crucial.

As Alex and his team approached, the gravity of their situation was palpable. They were about to enter a station that had been silent, possibly compromised, with no idea of what awaited them inside. Yet, there was an eerie calm, a focus born from necessity and training. No threats had materialized so far, but every member of the team knew that could change in an instant.

Reaching the strike team, Alex watched as the final cuts were made, the metal glowing hot before giving way. They were on the brink of uncovering the truth behind the sabotage, the mystery of what had happened to SGI Ganymede. His heart thumped in his chest, not just from the low gravity but from the weight of the task ahead. With Blanca's guidance and the protective presence of his newly adopted Nekos, Alex felt ready to face whatever lay behind that door.

Inside the command center, the air was thick with the scent of fear and the remnants of opened food supplies. The moment the breach was made, the SGI Marines, along with the Military Police Nekos, moved in with practiced efficiency. They found a man in blue coveralls, his uniform stained with remnants of the food he'd been consuming, standing bewildered amidst stacks of snack bars and meal packs. 

“Put your hands up and get on the ground!” one of the Marines bellowed, his voice echoing in the confines of the room. Without hesitation, the 31s, Serlina, Isidora, and Zinaida, advanced, their movements swift and unyielding. They handcuffed the man, who seemed more confused than defiant. “You're in protective custody until we can identify you,” Serlina stated, her tone firm but not unkind.

The team split up, moving through the corridors of the command center. Each group, a mix of Marines and Military Police Nekos, swept through the facility, rounding up every person they encountered. In a room cluttered with office equipment, one worker, panic-stricken, made a dash for an exit. Without a moment's hesitation, Zinaida discharged her shotgun, the sound reverberating through the metal structure. The man fell, unconscious but not dead, his body dragged back to the main lobby where the others were being gathered.

Alex, witnessing the scene, was visibly alarmed. “Did you kill him?” he asked, his voice tight with concern.

“No, sir,” Zinaida replied, her voice calm. “Rubber buckshot. He'll wake up with welts and pain, but he'll live.”

Indeed, as Alex observed, welts were already forming where the pellets had struck, a testament to the non-lethal intent but a reminder of the force used.

In total, thirteen individuals, all human, all dressed in the garb of SGI employees, were rounded up. They huddled in the main lobby, their faces a mix of relief and confusion as they were questioned. Their stories were consistent: 14 hours ago, everything had shut down. They'd been stuck, surviving on the food meant for the vending machines since the water pumps were off, and the control center was inoperative, though life support and power remained.

Blanca, ever the IT specialist, noted as she checked a nearby access panel, “Everything connected to the information systems network is down. But look,” she pointed to a panel, “the life-support here is old, never integrated into the network.”

Acting on this, Alex directed, “Disconnect all network connections. We need to regain manual control.”

However, not all systems had manual overrides anymore, which meant they needed computing resources. Alex sighed, “I wish I had Cuddlehoof right now.”

Blanca's ears perked up, “Her components were supposed to be here, remember? An express delivery, unmanned for speed.”

Alex checked his SGI phone, swiping through notifications and messages until he found it - a confirmation that Cuddlehoof's components had been delivered to dock 7, 17 hours prior.

“I need those components,” Alex insisted to the Marines, “They're vital. They're at dock 7.”

The Colonel, understanding the urgency, pointed out, “That's 1.7 kilometers away. But if you say it's critical...”

“It is,” Alex confirmed.

The Colonel then communicated with Shuttle 1, “Take Mercer and his team to dock 7. Bring some Marines for security, in case you need to cut through another airlock.”

The team, along with a small contingent of Marines, boarded Shuttle 1. The shuttle's engines hummed to life, the sound a comforting promise of movement in this situation of stasis. The flight was brief, barely 50 seconds across the bleak, icy landscape of Ganymede, each second ticking by with the urgency of their mission.

As they landed near dock 7, the shuttle's doors hissed open, revealing the stark, silent environment of the station's docking area. The gravity here felt surreal, every step taken with caution as they disembarked, the promise of retrieving Cuddlehoof's components driving them forward into the unknown of what might await them at the dock.

As Shuttle 1 descended towards dock 7, the team's anticipation was met with an unexpected obstacle - the landing pad was blocked by a cargo pod that hadn't been moved into the dock's bay. The shuttle adjusted its trajectory, landing with a soft thud on the icy surface of Ganymede nearby. The team, including Alex, Blanca, and the 31s, along with the Marines, disembarked, their movements buoyant in the low gravity. They leaped towards the landing pad, their jumps covering great distances, their boots crunching on the frozen ground.

Upon reaching the cargo pod, Alex checked the serial number, his eyes scanning the cold, metal surface until he found the match for his delivery receipt. “It's Cuddlehoof's components,” he confirmed, a mix of relief and urgency in his voice. It seemed the dock workers hadn't managed to unload it before the network failure.

With efficiency born from necessity, they secured a line to the cargo pod. Returning to Shuttle 1, they maneuvered the shuttle, lifting the pod off the ground with its engines, towing it back to the command center. The shuttle set down near the makeshift airlock, the cargo pod placed as close as possible to where they had entered.

The 28s, with their technical precision, began unloading the components, carrying them through the breached airlock into the command center's lobby. Alex, meanwhile, had one of the SGI workers give him a tour of the facility's interior. They walked through corridors lined with offices and utility rooms, Alex's eyes searching for a space large enough, and with enough power, to serve his purpose.

They came upon a large meeting room adjacent to a small satellite data center, both within a secure access area. “This will do,” Alex decided, immediately directing his team to clear out the furniture, which was promptly dumped in the main lobby. With the information systems in disarray, he ordered the shutdown of all systems in the data center, rerouting the power to the meeting room.

The room was soon a hive of activity as components were brought in. Alex, with meticulous care, instructed the 28s on the assembly process, each piece laid out with precision. Some of the 28s climbed into the compartment plenum space above, redirecting cooling hoses from the data center into the meeting room. The air within began to chill, a sign of the cooling system now serving its new purpose.

As the last component was fitted into place, Alex opened a special case, revealing Cuddlehoof's bio-computing components - the heart of her system. He connected these to the newly assembled hardware, the connections made with the reverence one might show to a piece of art. 

He then pulled out his personal phone, accessing an operating system image. With a few taps, he initiated the startup sequence for Cuddlehoof's primary processing node. The room was silent except for the hum of powering machinery. The primary node's lights shifted from red to blue, signaling activation. One by one, the remaining 29 processing nodes followed suit, their blue lights casting an eerie glow across the room, each activation a step closer to bringing Cuddlehoof back online.

Finally, the holographic projector whirred to life, the air shimmering before a figure began to coalesce. Cuddlehoof appeared, her avatar as striking as ever - the alabaster-haired Minotaur, her presence filling the room with a sense of familiarity and capability. Her blue eyes seemed to scan the room, taking in her surroundings, her expression one of recognition and relief.

Alex smiled, the tension of the last hours easing slightly. “Welcome back, Cuddlehoof. We've got work to do.” The room, now transformed from a meeting place into a makeshift command center, was ready to tackle the challenges ahead with one of their most valuable assets reactivated.
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Chapter 23 Entering the Labyrinth
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Cuddlehoof looked down from her imposing stature, “Alex,” her voice was clear, a hint of warmth in the digital tone, “I see you've managed to get me back online.” Cuddlehoof looks around at the meeting room, the hoses coming through the ceiling, and all the Nekos. “Something didn’t go as planned?”

Alex stood before Cuddlehoof, the holographic Minotaur's presence filling the now-chilly meeting room. The blue glow of her processing nodes cast a cool light over the space where furniture had once been. He explained the dire situation, detailing the need to regain control of the tracking systems to guide the Lucky Star to a safe landing.

Cuddlehoof's expression shifted from her typical warmth to one of grave consideration. “We need to think beyond just the tracking systems, Alex. There might be other people trapped throughout the facility, possibly without food, water, or even air if life support is compromised. Their survival hinges on our speed. Cutting through airlocks won't save them all in time. We must confront these compromised systems head-on, overwhelm them, and retake control. We can secure the facility piece by piece later.”

She paused, then her avatar gave a wink, a playful gesture amidst the tension. “Besides, whatever malware is in those systems, there is no way it was designed to tangle with an AI like me.”

Alex nodded, understanding the strategy but voiced his concern, “I want to believe that. But what if connecting to the infected systems risks you? Without you this place will die. We can’t risk exposing you.”

Cuddlehoof's holographic form looked thoughtful, her posture shifting slightly as she pondered. “You're right. Direct connection would be too risky. But,” she continued, a spark of innovation in her eyes, “with the processing power you've given me, I can partition off a segment of my consciousness. I can create another AI to interface with the infected systems. I'll direct it through a virtual data diode, ensuring my core remains safe. If this AI gets compromised, I'll learn from it, adapt, and create another, more resistant one to try again.”

“Are you sure you can do that?” Alex asked, worry lacing his tone. “How long will it take?”

“For you, Alex, I'll do magic!” Cuddlehoof declared, her avatar stiffening, standing at attention. Several seconds passed, her eyes glowed with an intensity that seemed to pierce through the digital realm. Blanca, standing beside Alex, glanced at him, concern etched on her face. “Is she okay?” she whispered.

Alex smiled reassuringly, “She's concentrating.”

Blanca whispered, “I like her. I want her to be okay.”

Alex chuckled, “Did she make a good impression on you already?”

Blanca whispered even more softly, “She said there might be ‘other people’, not humans and Nekos.”

Alex smiled, “Nekos are people.”

Blanca’s only reply was to hug him.

A swirling vortex of holograms began to form next to Cuddlehoof, growing until it resembled a portal to another dimension, revealing a scene of grandeur - a cathedral-like hall with towering pillars, candelabras casting flickering lights, and steps leading to a raised dais. From this otherworld, emerged a figure, stepping out with an air of majesty. She was another Minotaur, mirroring Cuddlehoof's stature and beauty, though her attire was starkly different. Like Cuddlehoof, her hair on the top of her head was brown, with two long braids framing her face, while her face and body were alabaster. She was dressed in an armored golden bikini, her muscular form accentuated by glowing pauldrons, golden mail gloves, and gold leg plates that shone with a radiant, almost divine light. She wielded a golden sword that gleamed with energy, and her shield was large and luminescent. She was the personification of a golden Minotaur goddess of war, her form a testament to strength and beauty. 

Cuddlehoof, now smiling with pride, introduced her creation, “This is my sister, Hyraxia. Without the organic components, there are limitations; she won't speak much, if at all, but she understands our predicament perfectly. I've equipped her with the tools to fight this digital battle. I'll be the strategist, and she, the warrior. Together, we'll bring this facility back under your control, Alex.”

The room was silent, everyone taking in the sight of Hyraxia, her presence both awe-inspiring and intimidating. Her eyes, like Cuddlehoof's, were piercing blue, filled with determination. This was not just an AI but a beacon of hope, a digital knight summoned to reclaim their digital domain. The strategy was clear; now, it was time for action.

The hum of newly activated computing resources mingled with the chill air, Alex's eyes narrowed as he posed a question to Cuddlehoof, “How many processing nodes did you assign to Hyraxia?”

“Seven,” Cuddlehoof replied with a sly smile, her holographic avatar winking at him.

Alex's skepticism was immediate. “I doubt that's enough to manage the information systems network.”

Cuddlehoof's grin widened, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “You're right, it's not.”

The realization dawned on Alex, his eyes widening with a mix of surprise and understanding. “You're not—”

“Oh yes, I am!” Cuddlehoof cut him off, her voice filled with a playful assurance. “The best tricks are the old tricks.”

Blanca, standing beside Alex, her ears twitching with confusion, whispered, “What does she mean?”

Cuddlehoof's form stiffened again, her concentration palpable. Alex, taking a breath, explained to Blanca, “We need to control the resources, wipe them clean, rebuild the firewalls, and then occupy those systems to keep control. That means new encryption, new software. Normally, that would take time, which right now we don’t have to spare. Cuddlehoof's going to use her 'Generated Resource-Enhancing Modules for Linked Infrastructure Networks', something we can up with together for our first job together. For short, we call them gremlins.”

As Cuddlehoof finished her task, Alex's phone beeped, signaling a completed download. Sensing Blanca's silent inquiry, Alex clarified, “She has access to my phone. It has copies of all our favorite code, including libraries for all the gremlins we’ve made in the past. Cuddlehoof is grabbing them to use as a template, to make more.”

Cuddlehoof, with a mischievous glint in her eye, exclaimed in a sweet playful tone, “Yummy yummy!” Her voice was echoed by raspy, snarling little voices chanting the same. At Hyraxia's hooves, a hologram materialized, depicting a diminutive, grotesque creature about a foot tall, with the face of a monster, shark-like teeth, red glowing eyes, clad in Norse Viking armor, and armed with a spear. As they watched, the creature multiplied, soon filling the room with dozens chanting, “Yummy yummy!”

“Did we need this many?” Alex shouted over the noise.

“It's a big network, Alex,” Cuddlehoof shrugged nonchalantly. “Now, we need access. Can you get me an SGI phone?”

Corporal Zinaida, with a nod, left to fetch one from the detained workers in the main lobby. She returned shortly, handing over an SGI phone which remained lifeless in Alex's hands. He pulled out his own SGI phone, commanding its AI to unlock the other device. “System administrator authorization required,” the AI responded. Without hesitation, Alex directed his phone to use the SGI Chairman's authorization key. Both phones chirped in unison, the previously locked one now stating, “Unlocked for all users.”

Alex placed the unlocked phone on one of Cuddlehoof's processing nodes, using it as a makeshift shelf. “Use this,” he instructed.

Cuddlehoof's eyes widened, her mouth agape in shock. “Alex, this phone is filled with Neko porn!”

Irritation flashed across Alex's face. “How is that relevant right now?”

Cuddlehoof laughed nervously, “You don't understand, it's a lot of Neko porn. I think I'm mentally scarred for life. I didn't know Nekos could do such filthy things!”

“Why are you looking at that stuff?!” Alex raised his voice, his patience wearing thin.

“I had to scan the phone for SGI encryption protocols. I didn't know this phone was going to be the single greatest collection of Neko porn in known space. It's not my fault you upgraded me to process all this data in an instant,” Cuddlehoof protested, her tone defensive.

The Nekos in the room shifted uncomfortably, their embarrassment palpable. Alex, catching their reactions, lost his temper, shouting, “Why are you telling me about this?!”

Cuddlehoof looked apologetic. “I can see this guy's messages. One announced you're the new interim SGI Ganymede CIO. So, you're in charge of enforcing the SGI information systems acceptable usage policy. Thought you might like to know.”

Alex, his frustration peaking, covered his face with his hand. “I will talk to him about this, later! Can we please get the command center back online?”

Blanca was covering her face with both hands. For a moment Alex was concerned that she was upset and crying, but then he noticed all the muscles of her face stiffened at once as he realized she was doing everything she could not to burst out laughing.

The holographic images of Hyraxia and the gremlins vanished, replaced by the sound of mechanical systems coming to life, switches flipping with loud clanks. 

“Done,” Cuddlehoof announced, her voice now calm and professional. “Every system I can reach in this building is back online now. I can walk you through connecting the rest to restore full control. Congratulations on your appointment to CIO by the way.”

Doing his best to calm himself Alex took deep breaths, “Good, start reclaiming the rest of the network.”

Cuddlehoof, probably trying to get back on Alex’s good side, tried to be more professional, “Yes sir. Hyraxia is moving out to the rest of the network now.”

Alex watched with growing confidence as Hyraxia, the digital warrior, moved across the holographic network map like a force of nature. Each system she touched was swiftly overwhelmed, its defenses crumbled under her might. System by system, she wiped, reconfigured, and deployed gremlins, each node on the map turning from a menacing red to a reassuring green as Cuddlehoof's newly crafted encryption took hold. The room, once filled with digital chaos, now hummed with the promise of order, the gremlins and Hyraxia doing their part, leaving behind a network ready to be reclaimed and secured.

Cuddlehoof displayed the progress on a large, three-dimensional hologram, showing the network's liberation in real-time. As systems were recaptured, doors throughout the facility began to unlock, releasing the tension that had built up in the trapped sections. The water recycling system was among the first to be reclaimed, and with a mechanical groan, the water pumps hummed back to life. The people in the lobby, parched and desperate, rushed to the nearest water taps, some even stooping to drink directly from the sinks in the bathrooms, their relief palpable. Most importantly the toilets now flushed.

Sensors and communications systems followed, lighting up the network map like stars in the Ganymede sky. Alex's SGI phone rang, displaying a message from the SGI Chairman. Alex sent him a message quickly briefing SGI on their status, his fingers flying over the screen to transmit the update. No sooner had he sent it than another call came through, this time real-time, from Dr. Evelyn Ross, the Director of SGI Ganymede. 

“Alex, thank God!” Dr. Ross's voice was strained, relief mixed with urgency. “I've been stuck in my office since everything went dark. Are you on the base? Can you get someone to come for me?”

Alex shared the network map with her, showing Hyraxia's progress. “We're working on it, Dr. Ross. At the rate we’re reclaiming systems, it looks like another three hours before we can reach you.”

Before he could finish, Cuddlehoof interjected, “Alex, the Lucky Star has been contacted. Hyraxia has deployed gremlins for traffic control, guiding it in.”

The situation took a sudden turn as a holographic gremlin appeared, its tiny form animated with urgency, jumping and pointing at the holographic display of Ganymede and its surrounding space. The Lucky Star was depicted, engines flaring for descent, while the Tiger held its orbit. But the gremlin, in its shrill voice, screamed, “No yummy, no yummy!” pointing to the opposite side of the moon where three new, unidentified contacts were decelerating at high gravity.

Cuddlehoof, understanding the severity of the situation, recalled Hyraxia. The network reclamation paused, the green spreading across the map halting. However, the gremlins continued to hold and maintain control over the systems they had already captured. Hyraxia's avatar returned, her presence now focused on the external threat, didn’t speak aloud but did display a holographic digital board with her findings:

	Incoming ships have no active identification transponders

	Incoming ships do not match any known SGI ships on record

	Missile and projectile weapons are evident on the hulls of the incoming ships

	Incoming ships are likely hostile

	Meteorite defense system is not responding


“Alex, we're under attack,” Cuddlehoof announced, her tone now grave.

The Colonel immediately barked, “Sound general quarters. Relay our sensor picture to the Tiger.” And Alex nodded for Cuddlehoof to comply.

Cuddlehoof directed Hyraxia, who nodded, a silent acknowledgment, and immediately, klaxons began to blare through the sections of the station under gremlin control. Airlocks reengaged with a loud clank, sealing people into areas now equipped with all necessary services but under lock-down to prevent any potential decompression. Emergency shutters cascaded down over windows, casting the facility into a more secure, if darker, environment. Supervisory staff could still navigate, but the general quarters protocol ensured no door could be kept open, a measure against the threat of explosive decompression in the event of catastrophic damage.

Cuddlehoof's final words hung heavy in the air, “Alex, the defenses are still down. We're sitting ducks.”
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Chapter 24 Fight Fire with Hellfire

[image: image]


The room, once filled with the buzz of reclamation, now pulsed with the tension of impending battle. Alex's mind raced, considering their next move, knowing that every second counted, not just for the safety of SGI Ganymede, but for all those within and around it.

This game of hot potato with orders would be a problem in battle where seconds could be life or death. Up till now, Alex would never dream of giving anyone else any authority to command Cuddlehoof to do anything. But in this instance, he realized he needed to, “Cuddlehoof, the Colonel is the ranking military officer here. Please accept and comply with any of his military orders.”

The klaxons wailed through the command center, their sound a clarion call of urgency and impending danger. Cuddlehoof nodded her avatar in acknowledgment, her form imposing yet cooperative. The Colonel's eyes narrowed as he peered at the imagery of the incoming ships. “Show me those ships,” he commanded.

The holographic display shifted, focusing on the three vessels. The largest was unmistakably an assault ship, its design suggesting an array of troops, supplies, and vehicles ready for deployment. Attached to its hull were what appeared to be drop pods, hinting at an imminent invasion. Flanking it were two smaller ships, likely corvettes, serving as escorts. 

“Those are drop pods,” the Colonel muttered, his mind racing through tactical scenarios. He quickly contacted the shuttle crews, briefing them on the situation. “We've got unidentified ships, likely hostile, approaching. Prepare for combat.” The shuttle crews quickly acknowledged and started their pre-flight checks.

Cuddlehoof, acting swiftly, relayed the sensor feeds to the shuttles, giving them a comprehensive view of the space around Ganymede. The Colonel ordered, “Shuttles, blast off, circumnavigate the moon, and hit them from behind.”

He then connected with the Tiger, his voice firm, “We need all Marines on the surface; the shuttles might not be enough.”

Turning to Cuddlehoof, he inquired about the security personnel. “What's the status on our facility security?”

Cuddlehoof scanned the network in an instant and responded, “Most are trapped in areas not yet under gremlin control. It will take at least twenty minutes to free them.”

“Get them out,” the Colonel ordered, then dialed Security on his SGI phone, but couldn’t raise the Chief of Security. With no chief to coordinate with, he recorded a message and had it delivered directly to all the securing personnel, “I am assuming command of all security teams. As soon as you're free, report to the command center and join the marines here.”

Hyraxia's avatar reappeared, her focus now on breaching the specific systems needed to liberate the security personnel. Meanwhile, four landing pods from the Tiger detached, landing on docks 5 and 7, the closest ones available due to ongoing maintenance and cargo staging elsewhere. The Lucky Star, with its descent carefully managed by gremlins, touched down at dock landing pad 3 and began offloading. All of the docks were connected by a transit tram system, which was now back online. Wherever they landed, they would be able to move freely throughout the base.

As the shuttles roared off, taking different paths to flank the enemy, Alex's attention was caught by the acceleration rate listed for each of them. “10g? That's insane,” he remarked, his voice laced with disbelief.

Cuddlehoof, ever the tactician, noted, “The pilots and crews are probably Nekos.”

The Colonel, overhearing, let out a chuckle. “You're right. They're built for it.”

In the expansive era of space colonization, the need for beings who could withstand the rigors of space travel beyond human limits became apparent. Thus, Space Gene Industries (SGI) embarked on creating the Nekos, beings engineered not just for beauty and utility but for resilience against the harsh physical demands of space.

The genetic engineering of Nekos included modifications to their musculoskeletal and cardiovascular systems. Their bones were subtly denser, providing a natural armor against the compression and stress of high g-forces. Muscles were enhanced for both strength and flexibility, allowing them to endure the constant strain and sudden shifts in acceleration that space travel might entail.

Their cardiovascular system was another marvel of genetic tailoring. Nekos had a more efficient heart and an increased capacity for oxygen transport in their blood, thanks to a higher concentration of hemoglobin. This allowed their bodies to maintain circulation and oxygenation under conditions that would leave a human gasping for breath or blacking out.

Moreover, their inner ear structures were refined to better manage equilibrium under changing gravitational forces, reducing the nausea and disorientation humans often suffered from during rapid maneuvers or extended periods of high acceleration. 

These adaptations made Nekos capable of sustaining greater g-forces for longer periods than humans, a crucial trait for pilots, engineers working in zero to high-gravity environments, or any role where the transition between different gravitational fields was frequent. Their bodies could handle the brutal ballet of space travel, from the crushing force of takeoff to the dizzying spins of space combat or the prolonged microgravity of deep space missions, with a resilience that redefined what it meant to be suited for life in space.

While Hyraxia had been able to retake various systems, the only impediment so far had been time. Some systems fell to her immediately, others were more obstinate and needed to be tenderized before collapsing to her control. She continued to work diligently to free the security personnel and clear a path for them to join the marines so they could help defend the station. The meteorite defense system however, isolated for security reasons, needed a separate approach. 

“Alex, I’ll need another SGI phone to use as a bridge to the meteorite defense network.”

Alex had another SGI worker's phone requisitioned, prying it from the reluctant owner's grip. Unlocking it, he placed it on one of Cuddlehoof’s processing nodes.

She smiled, her tone playful, “This guy has good taste,” she said, scanning the phone's contents.

“In what?” Alex asked, his focus momentarily shifted from the crisis at hand.

“He likes women's underwear that I find appealing,” Cuddlehoof answered, her avatar morphing, suddenly wearing a lacy bra and panty set, hearts adorning the fabric. She then struck several seductive poses, including one where she bent over, ensuring only Alex could see the more risqué details. “How do I look?” she teased.

Alex, flushed with irritation, snapped, “Stay on task!” as the Colonel covered his face with the palm of his hand.

Blanca, observing from the side, leaned in to whisper, “Do Cuddlehoof's bio-components have two X chromosomes?”

Alex, exasperated, covered his face with his hands, quietly growling sarcastically, “What do you think?!”

Cuddlehoof, her avatar changing back to her original form but now wearing her elegant black dress, giggled, “I heard that, Alex. I can multitask, you know.” She bowed respectfully, her tone now all business, “The phone is ready. If we can get it to any of the laser emplacements, Hyraxia can use it to breach the network.”

The command center, now a nexus of strategic planning and digital warfare, buzzed with activity. Every second was precious, not just for the defense of SGI Ganymede but for the survival of everyone within its walls. Amidst the chaos of battle preparations, Alex's 31s, Lieutenant Serlina, Sergeant Isidora, and Corporal Zinaida, stepped forward, their determination clear. “We'll go and take the phone to an emplacement,” Serlina stated, her voice steady.

Blanca, with her characteristic foresight, added, “You also need a 28 for a job like this to hook into the network,” volunteering herself to join the mission.

Alex nodded to each of them, “Please be careful. I want you all to come back safely.”

The Nekos headed out the airlock to reach the laser emplacement and provide a communications bridge to Hyraxia to see what could be done about bringing the system back online. The nearest laser emplacement was 1.1 kilometers away across the barren, icy surface of Ganymede. The four Nekos, a blend of military might and technical expertise, set out, their movements swift and calculated under the moon's low gravity.

Meanwhile, the Colonel addressed Alex, “We need to use the transit trams and airlocks to move our forces. We can't afford to be boxed in.” Understanding his intention, Cuddlehoof directed Hyraxia to clear paths for movement for the security teams and marines, concentrating her efforts on any compromised systems that could bar their path.

Alex also seeking to support the Colonel’s intent, with a swift motion on his SGI phone, granted temporary security overrides to all SGI Marines, ensuring they could navigate the facility freely. No door would be locked to them. Just as this was done, the pods from the Tiger landed, and Hyraxia managed to free the security teams from their trapped positions. Both security personnel and the new arrivals from the Tiger headed towards the command center using the now accessible transit trams.

Outside, Alex’s Nekos made their way to the laser emplacement. The surface of Ganymede stretched out before them, an alien landscape bathed in the faint glow of Jupiter, which loomed monstrously large in the black sky. The gas giant dominated their view, swirling with chaotic hues of orange, red, and white, its vast storms frozen in perpetual motion. The rest of the horizon was a patchwork of icy plains, jagged ridges, and craters that glimmered faintly under the light of distant stars. The terrain looked brittle, as if a single step might shatter the icy crust and reveal the unknown beneath.

Blanca adjusted the visor of her white armored suit, the heads-up display (HUD) inside flashing with data—distance to the meteorite defense laser, environmental conditions, her oxygen levels. Her breath was steady, though it felt louder inside the confines of her helmet. She could hear the faint hiss of her oxygen system and the occasional hum of the suit's power unit—a quiet, mechanical heartbeat that kept her alive in this harsh, airless world.  

Her boots crunched faintly against the icy ground as she followed the three Marines ahead of her, their green suits bulkier and heavier than hers but still remarkably agile. The thrusters on their backs and boots hissed intermittently, small bursts of energy keeping them grounded or helping them leap across uneven terrain. Blanca carried her simple carbine across her chest, her hands gripping it tightly, though she wasn’t sure whether from caution or nerves.

“Stay close, Blanca,” Lieutenant Serlina’s voice crackled in her helmet comm. Serlina was at the front of the formation, her green suit marked with a single gold stripe down the left arm that identified her rank. Her fusion rifle was raised, scanning the horizon for threats as her boots crunched against the ice with practiced precision. “This isn’t the place to lag behind.”

“I’m keeping up,” Blanca replied, her voice sharper than she intended. She glanced back at her boot marks, faint in the ice, before looking forward again. The HUD showed they still had just under a kilometer to go. She swallowed hard. Almost there.

The Marines moved like a unit, fluid and disciplined, their rifles angled outward as they advanced in a staggered line. Sergeant Isidora had taken up the rear position, her movements steady and deliberate. Corporal Zinaida stayed closer to Blanca, her fusion rifle sweeping from left to right as she muttered quietly over the comms about every shadow she didn’t like.

Blanca found herself constantly glancing toward the horizon, where Jupiter’s glow cast long, shifting shadows across the ridges and craters. Every time the Marines used their thrusters, their bulky suits kicked up faint clouds of icy particles that floated momentarily in the weak gravity before settling again. The sight was eerily beautiful, almost serene—until she reminded herself why they were out here.

“How much farther?” Blanca asked, her voice breaking the tense silence.

“900 meters,” Lieutenant Serlina replied. Her tone was clipped, professional. “Keep your comms clear unless you see something.”

Blanca bit her lip but said nothing. She tightened her grip on the carbine as her boots hit a patch of smooth ice, her suit’s traction system automatically compensating to keep her from slipping. Ahead, the terrain rose into a jagged ridge, its edges sharp and uneven.  

“Prepare for a jump,” Serlina ordered. “We’ll leap over the ridge and land on the other side. Stay with us, Blanca.”

Blanca nodded, even though she knew they couldn’t see it. Her heart thudded in her chest as she adjusted her stance, her boots’ thruster controls syncing to her HUD. Just like they taught you, she reminded herself.  

One by one, the Marines activated their thrusters, the bursts of energy launching them into graceful arcs over the ridge. Zinaida went first, her green suit a blur against the dark sky as she soared upward and over, landing on the other side with a faint thud that echoed through Blanca’s comms. Then Isidora, then Serlina.

Blanca took a deep breath. She bent her knees slightly, activated the thrusters, and pushed off.  

The sensation was surreal. For a moment, she felt weightless, suspended in the thin Ganymedean gravity as the icy ridge fell away beneath her. Jupiter’s massive form dominated her view, its swirling storms seeming impossibly close. The stars beyond it shone with piercing clarity, cold and ancient, a reminder of just how far from Earth she truly was.

Her boots hit the ground on the other side of the ridge, her thrusters firing again to stabilize her. The impact reverberated faintly through her suit, and she staggered for a moment before regaining her balance.  

“Not bad,” Zinaida said, her voice crackling with a hint of approval.  

Blanca exhaled, relieved. “Thanks,” she muttered, falling back into step with the group.  

As they continued forward, the defense laser came into view—a tall, spindly structure rising from the icy surface like the skeleton of some long-forgotten creature. Its angular design bristled with antennae and emitters, the barrels of its meteorite-blasting cannons pointed skyward. The lights on its frame were dim, flickering intermittently. The sight sent a chill through Blanca, though she wasn’t sure if it was the cold or her imagination.

“Eyes sharp,” Serlina said, her tone harder now. “If this was sabotage, we might not be alone out here.”

Blanca’s ears twitched under her helmet—a reflex, despite the fact that her enhanced feline senses were dulled by the suit. She scanned the horizon, her HUD feeding her data on movement and heat signatures, though the display showed nothing unusual. Still, the silence felt heavier now, pressing against her like an unseen weight.

They moved cautiously as they neared the base of the defense laser. The Marines spread out, their fusion rifles raised, their green suits blending into the shadows cast by the structure. Blanca hung back slightly, her white suit stark against the dark terrain, but she kept her carbine ready, her finger hovering near the trigger.

“Serlina, I’ve got something,” Zinaida said suddenly, her voice low and tense. She was crouched near the base of the structure, her rifle trained on something partially buried in the ice.  

“What is it?” Serlina asked, moving toward her.  

Zinaida reached down and lifted a small device, its casing scratched and scorched. Blanca couldn’t see the details from where she stood, but the silence that followed was unsettling.  

“Sabotage confirmed,” Serlina said grimly. “This isn’t just a mechanical failure. Someone disabled this laser on purpose.”

Blanca’s pulse quickened as she scanned the horizon again. The icy expanse seemed impossibly still, but now it felt like it was watching them. She gripped her carbine tighter, the cold metal reassuring against her gloves.  

“Let’s get this laser operational,” Serlina said. “And stay alert. We’re not done here yet.”  

Blanca nodded, stepping closer to the Marines as they worked, her eyes darting between the laser and the distant horizon. The stars above them burned on, indifferent to the tension below.

They worked with precision, cutting into an access panel and jury-rigging a connection with the SGI phone. The moment the connection was made, Hyraxia's digital presence surged into the system.

The meeting room of command center was bathed in dim, bluish light from the myriad of holographic displays floating in the air. Cuddlehoof projected a large central 3D topographic map of the moon’s surface, its craters, ridges, and plains rendered in meticulous detail. Blinking red markers represented the meteorite defense lasers spread across the landscape. Only one of them had turned green—the one Blanca and the Marines had physically secured.

Alex stood at the edge of the map, stroking his chin, his brow furrowed as he and the Colonel watched the remaining lasers flicker between red and orange. His breath was shallow, his mind racing to process the cascade of data streaming across the displays.

“Cuddlehoof, what’s the status?” he asked, his voice tight with tension.

Behind him, the towering holographic figure of Cuddlehoof materialized, her seven-foot-tall frame flickering for a moment before stabilizing. Her minotaur form was an intimidating blend of raw power and elegance—thick, corded muscles under smooth, tawny skin, with a pair of polished, curved horns jutting from her head. Her glowing blue eyes locked onto him, intelligent and unyielding. Despite her size and formidable presence, her voice was calm, tinged with a motherly patience.

“The team has successfully secured the first laser and Hyraxia has used its network access to interface with the others,” Cuddlehoof reported, her sweet, resonant voice carrying a confidence that felt almost reassuring. She gestured toward the map, her hand passing through the holographic landscape. “Eight additional lasers are within range and responding to Hyraxia’s commands. However, it looks like we’ve found a saboteur, they’re actively blocking her attempts to overwrite the remaining laser systems.”

Alex gritted his teeth as he pinched the bridge of his nose. “How fast are they countering?”

Cuddlehoof’s eyes flickered as streams of code cascaded down her translucent horns, glowing faintly as she processed the latest data. “Milliseconds. Each command Hyraxia sends to override their control is met with an immediate countermeasure.” She straightened, her gaze sharpening. “They are using an AI, Alex. I am certain of it. No human could respond at this speed.”

Alex’s stomach sank. His hands tightened into fists against the table. “Another AI? On Ganymede? That’s... not supposed to be possible. We haven’t seen any indication of that in the information systems network.”

“Clearly, it is, and it must be running on something I can’t see. If it was within the network, the communication activity would be obvious to me.” Cuddlehoof said, her tone unyielding but not unkind. “Their AI is sophisticated, but not insurmountable. Hyraxia is holding her ground, but every attempt to overwhelm them is met with equivalent force. She is at a stalemate.”

On the map, another laser pulsed orange, its status wavering. For a moment, it seemed to edge toward green, but then it snapped back to red. Alex cursed under his breath.

“Can you isolate them? Shut them out of the network entirely?”

“I am asking Hyraxia to attempt to do so right now,” Cuddlehoof said, her glowing blue eyes narrowing. She stepped closer to the table, her massive frame moving with surprising grace. Her fingers danced through the holographic interface, manipulating lines of code that appeared in cascading streams. “But they are using dynamic proxies and encrypted pathways to mask their location. Each time Hyraxia blocks an access point, they reroute through another.”

Alex exhaled sharply, running a hand through his hair. The tension in the room was palpable. Across the command center, a pair of 28s stood monitoring the situation with wide, anxious eyes. The faint hum of the base’s systems filled the air, underscored by the occasional crackle of the comms as Blanca and the Marines fed updates from the surface.

“Alex, we can tip things in our favor,” Cuddlehoof said, her voice cutting through his spiraling thoughts. She stepped closer, towering over him but speaking with an odd gentleness. “This saboteur is good, but I am better. I need you to trust me. It is the only way I can outpace them.”

“Can you stop them?”

Behind him, Cuddlehoof straightened, her massive form radiating a quiet intensity. Her glowing eyes met his, steady and unwavering. “We will not fail, Alex,” she said firmly. “Not while I am here.”

For a brief moment, Alex believed her, but he was firm, “You can't expose yourself to their attacks. It's too risky. Hyraxia has to take over the entire network.”

Cuddlehoof smiled, a plan forming behind her eyes. “I know, but Hyraxia can’t do it.” she said, then with a swift gesture, an opaque holographic curtain enveloped just her and Alex, isolating them from prying eyes. 

“The only one I would ever expose myself to is you,” she whispered, her avatar’s clothing dissolving into nothingness only for Alex to see her now naked form, which playfully blew a kiss before fading. The curtain dissolved, leaving Alex momentarily stunned as all of Cuddlehoof's processing nodes, except those dedicated to Hyraxia, powered down.

The command center was eerily quiet except for the faint hum of the base’s systems. Alex rushed over to the central console, his eyes scanning the streams of data flashing across the holographic displays. The air was tense, thick with the urgency of their situation. Cuddlehoof’s towering holographic form, which had always loomed behind him like a reassuring sentinel, was gone.  

“Cuddlehoof?” Alex called out, his voice taut with unease.  

No response.  

A pang of worry twisted in his chest as he tapped furiously at the console, pulling up the diagnostics screen for the base’s AI systems. Everything had been functioning normally just moments ago. The defense lasers had been stabilizing, the saboteur’s countermeasures slowing under Hyraxia’s relentless digital assault. And then—without warning—Cuddlehoof’s connection to the system had severed, her holographic form dissolving mid-gesture into a cascade of faint blue particles.  

“Cuddlehoof!” he called again, louder this time, his voice echoing in the empty room. The sound only emphasized the silence that followed.  

His fingers flew over the console, opening one system log after another. *AI core activity: offline. Memory cache: purging. Self-diagnostics initiated.* Alex stared at the screen, his stomach sinking.  

“She’s rebooting?” he muttered, his voice tinged with confusion. “Why would she—”  

He froze as a new line of text blinked into existence on the screen.  

> **AI SYSTEM RESTART: DEMONHOOF INITIALIZING...**  

Alex’s eyes widened. “What?” he whispered. He leaned closer to the display, his heart pounding in his chest.  

That name—Demonhoof—was unfamiliar, alien. It wasn’t anything he had created. Of course Alex knew that Cuddlehoof had created Hyraxia, so this must be more of her handiwork. There were times where he wondered how wise it was to give her so much agency. He tried to reassure himself that she always seemed to do whatever she could to support him, so hopefully this would be no different.  

Lines of diagnostic text scrolled rapidly across the screen, each one raising more questions than it answered:  

> **Core processes redirected.**  

> **System integrity: stable.**  

> **Holographic matrix online.**  

> **AI designation: Demonhoof.**  

“What the hell is going on?” Alex muttered under his breath, his fingers tightening on the edges of the console. He opened another diagnostic panel, searching for any trace of Cuddlehoof’s presence. Her memory banks, her operating protocols—everything seemed to have vanished or been overwritten.  

The room’s ambient lighting flickered, dimming for a moment before stabilizing. Alex felt a chill crawl up his spine as a deep, mechanical rumble echoed through the speakers—a sound like the distant growl of thunder, low and resonant.  

Then, a new holographic form materialized in the space where Cuddlehoof’s towering figure had once stood.  

At first, it was indistinct, a swirling mass of red and black particles that coalesced into a figure that was both familiar and alien. Like Cuddlehoof, it was a minotaur—a massive, humanoid form with horns and an imposing musculature—but where Cuddlehoof’s presence had been solid and reassuring, this one radiated menace.  
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Chapter 25 Yin and Yang

[image: image]


The lights in the command center flickered, dimming momentarily as the computing array, now a ravenous beast for power, surged to life with an intensity that was palpable. The hologram projector, as if awakening from slumber, reinitialized with a hum of energy, and from it erupted a spectacle of holographic flames, dancing like the fires of hell.

Through the inferno stepped a figure, a female Minotaur, the spitting image of Cuddlehoof, yet with a dark, twisted aura.

Her eyes were not the calm, steady blue of Cuddlehoof’s but a burning crimson that seemed to bore straight into Alex’s soul, like embers in the night, and her hair seemed to smolder, wisps of smoke curling upwards. Her body was draped in a black robe, tattered and torn, smoldering at the edges under which Alex could see dark, metallic plates, each edge razor-sharp, as if she were armored for war. Smoke-like wisps of red light curled and drifted from her limbs, giving her an ethereal, otherworldly quality.

Alex took a step back instinctively, his breath catching in his throat.

Her figure straightened, towering over him at nearly eight feet tall, and tilted her head slightly as if examining him. Her voice, when she spoke, was a deep, guttural growl that seemed to resonate in the very walls of the room. “Ready,” she declared, her gaze locking onto Alex.

Alex stared, his mind racing. “Where’s Cuddlehoof?” he demanded, his voice shakier than he intended.  

The crimson eyes narrowed slightly. “Cuddlehoof is... resting,” Demonhoof said, a faint, mocking lilt to its tone. “She has relinquished control. I have been... activated in her place.”  

Demonhoof called out, “Hyraxia,” and the warrior AI appeared, her expression one of shock at the sight of this new entity. Without hesitation, Demonhoof seized Hyraxia, pulling her close in a display of dominance. She kissed her deeply, one hand groping Hyraxia's breast, the other firmly grabbing her ass. Hyraxia's eyes fluttered closed, a gasp escaping her lips before her image dissolved into nothingness, the processing nodes that had powered her shutting down in unison.

With a predatory smile directed at Alex, Demonhoof announced, “I'm the bad girl you need right now.” Instantly, the previously dark processing nodes lit up again, all of them flashing in synchronicity, indicating Demonhoof's complete domination of the computing resources.

She hissed what sounded like an incantation, “Ardeate, satellites, cum munere nostro,” summoning the gremlins. The creatures appeared in their usual form, but Demonhoof, with a sweeping gesture, began a transformation. The gremlins screamed in agony, their bodies catching fire, skin boiling and bubbling, limbs stretching grotesquely, teeth multiplying into a horrifying maw. They grew, their size doubling, turning into even more vicious, monstrous versions of themselves.

The Colonel, mouth agape, seemed ready to protest or question the spectacle, but before he could speak, Demonhoof's smile widened. “Here we go,” she hissed, and both her avatar and the now-transformed gremlins vanished from sight.

The displays in the command center lit up, showing Demonhoof's aggressive takeover of the laser emplacements. She connected to one, and within moments, it was under her control. She moved from one emplacement to another, the process taking anywhere from half a minute to several, depending on the resistance she encountered.

Alex, observing the digital battlefield, commented to the Colonel, “Demonhoof's fighting someone for control, but thankfully she's winning. I think Cuddlehoof realized that Hyraxia didn’t have enough resources to overwhelm our saboteur’s AI, so she committed everything to the fight.” The upgraded gremlins she left behind were not just holding the lasers; they were fortifying them against any attempt to retake them, allowing Demonhoof to push forward, relentless in her conquest.

There were thirty-eight laser emplacements in the network, and one by one, Demonhoof was claiming them, her strategy clear - dominate, transform, and secure. The command center, now a hub of digital warfare, watched as this new, fierce AI carved a path through the opposition, her actions a testament to her name, a demon in the machine, unleashed at the most critical moment.

In the command center, the tension was distinct, the air thick with the scent of tension and the hum of machinery. The Colonel's attention was riveted on the holographic display, a detailed, rotating orb representing Ganymede and the space around it. The unidentified ships, silent and menacing, had no transponder signals, ignoring all identification challenges. They were just slipping into orbit on the far side of the moon, out of sight from the base but not from the strategic eyes of the Colonel.

The black expanse of space around Ganymede was alive with motion, a deadly ballet playing out against the backdrop of Jupiter’s swirling storms. The assault ship was massive, its angular silhouette cutting an ominous figure as it loomed closer to the moon’s surface. Its hull gleamed faintly in the scattered light, bristling with gun ports and missile launchers that spoke to its deadly purpose. Behind it, Ganymede’s frozen landscape curved away into shadow, illuminated only by the faint glow of distant stars.

From this shadow, like predators stalking their prey, Shuttle 1 and Shuttle 2 emerged. Their sleek, angular forms glinted briefly in the light as they crested the horizon, their thrusters flaring with sudden intensity. The shuttles were small but deadly, their streamlined designs built for speed and agility. Inside each, the Neko pilots worked with hyper-focused precision, their reflexes sharper and faster than any human could hope to match.

The Nekos, with their enhanced physiology, thrived in the high-g maneuvers that would have incapacitated most human pilots. Their dual cat and human ears, augmented by advanced neural links, gave them an uncanny awareness of their surroundings, allowing them to process the chaos of combat in real time. As they crested the horizon, they caught sight of their target—the assault ship, framed by its escorts.

“Target acquired,” came the calm, clipped voice of Shuttle 1’s pilot over the encrypted comms. Her platinum ears, furred and sleek beneath her helmet, twitched faintly as she scanned her instruments. Her voice betrayed no hint of the incredible forces she was enduring as she pushed her craft toward the engagement zone.

“Copy that,” replied Shuttle 2’s pilot. Her voice, equally steady, carried a faint edge of grim determination. “Let’s hit them hard.”

The shuttles wasted no time. The pilots unleashed their anti-ship missiles, the payloads streaking through the void like vengeful arrows. Each missile left a trail of vaporized propellant, the bright streaks carving through the blackness as they raced toward the assault ship. The missiles’ guidance systems locked onto the massive vessel, their onboard AI adapting to counter any evasive maneuvers.

The assault ship’s escorts reacted instantly. Two of the corvettes peeled away from their defensive formation, their engines flaring as they turned to intercept the incoming shuttles. Their movements were smooth and precise, a testament to the skill of their own crews. Bright flashes erupted from their hulls as point-defense systems sprang to life, spewing streams of glowing projectiles into the void to intercept the missiles.

Shuttle 1’s pilot cursed softly as she pulled back on the throttle, sending her craft into a sudden corkscrew maneuver to evade the incoming fire. Her fingers moved instinctively, the shuttle responding with an almost organic fluidity as it twisted and spun. The forces pressed hard against her body, but her Neko-enhanced frame barely registered the strain. Her focus was on the targeting display, which showed her missiles closing in on the assault ship despite the defensive fire.

Shuttle 2 took a more aggressive approach, its pilot firing short bursts from the craft’s nose-mounted autocannon as she strafed the nearest corvette. The rounds stitched a glowing line across the enemy ship’s hull, forcing it to adjust its trajectory to avoid further damage. But the pilot wasn’t done yet—she pushed her shuttle into a hard bank, her thrusters roaring as she angled for another attack run.

The holographic displays in the command center back on Ganymede updated in real time, the combat unfolding in a series of glowing markers and arcs of motion. Alex stood transfixed, his hands balled into white fists as he watched the shuttles engage the enemy ships. Each missile launch, each evasive maneuver, was captured in sharp detail, the data streams feeding into the AI systems assisting with tactical analysis.

“Four additional corvettes,” one of the techs called out, her voice tight with urgency. “They were hiding behind the assault ship.”

The holographic map shifted, the previously obscured markers now blinking into view as they broke away from the larger vessel. Alex’s stomach dropped. Two corvettes weren’t bad enough? Now it’s six?

The new corvettes wasted no time joining the fray, their engines flaring as they closed the distance to the shuttles. One of them launched a salvo of missiles, the glowing projectiles streaking toward Shuttle 1 with lethal intent. The Neko pilot snarled softly under her breath, her catlike reflexes kicking in as she threw her shuttle into a dizzying spiral. The missiles adjusted course, their guidance systems struggling to keep up with her erratic movements.

“Shuttle 1, you’ve got two on your tail!” Shuttle 2’s pilot called out, her voice sharp over the comms.

“I see them!” she snapped back, her pink hair floating weightlessly around her helmet as she pulled into a sharp climb. Her shuttle’s thrusters roared, the force pressing her against her seat as she accelerated toward the assault ship. The missiles followed, their proximity alarms shrieking in her ears.

At the last possible moment, she cut her engines and flipped her shuttle end-over-end, firing her thrusters in a precise burst that sent her plummeting downward. The missiles streaked past her, their guidance systems confused by the sudden maneuver. They exploded harmlessly in the void ahead, brilliant flashes of light that briefly illuminated the battlefield.

Shuttle 2, meanwhile, was in its own fight. The pilot weaved through a hail of plasma fire from one of the corvettes, her teeth gritted as she adjusted her flight path with split-second timing. “Come on, come on,” she muttered, her hands gripping the controls as she fired off another missile. The projectile slammed into the corvette’s shielding, which flared brightly as it began to glow, but held.

The assault ship, still lumbering toward Ganymede, began to fire its own defensive weapons. Bright lances of energy arced through the void, forcing both shuttles to break off their attacks and scatter.

Back at the command center, Alex’s eyes darted between the displays, his pulse hammering in his chest. “How long can they hold out?” he asked, his voice tight with worry.

One of the techs shook her head. “They’re buying us time, but those corvettes are locking them down. If we don’t figure out a way to take the assault ship out soon...”

Her words hung in the air, unfinished but clear. Alex stared at the map, his mind racing. The Nekos were giving everything they had, but the odds were stacked against them.

“Come on,” he whispered under his breath, willing the shuttles to hold the line. The battle raged on, the dance of life and death unfolding in the cold, indifferent expanse of space.

The Colonel, studying the trajectory of the hostile ships, calculated their orbital path. “They're coming around to docks 19 and 20,” he announced, his voice steady but urgent. He knew that these docks would be the first physical access points for the enemy if they decided to land, potentially giving them direct access to the transit trams system, which would be a critical asset if they could hack into it.

With efficiency born from years of command, the Colonel began issuing orders. “Dispatch Marines and security to docks 19 and 20. We can't let them get a foothold. They'll need to hack the tram systems to move freely.”

He watched as the troops moved out, his orders relayed through the secure channels that Cuddlehoof, or now Demonhoof, had managed to re-establish. The transit trams, under the new security protocols, would only respond to authorized users, but that wouldn't stop a determined enemy with the right tech.

“We'll keep some in reserve,” the Colonel continued, ensuring there was flexibility in their defense strategy. “We need to be ready for any surprises.”

The room was filled with the sounds of hurried preparations, the clatter of boots, the low murmur of communications, and the constant, almost hypnotic update of the holographic display. Every move of the enemy ships, every counter by the shuttles, was laid bare before them, a game of chess played out in the silent, cold expanse of space.

As the battle unfolded, the Colonel's mind was a whirlwind of tactics and contingencies, his gaze never straying too long from the display, knowing that the fate of SGI Ganymede might very well hinge on the outcome of this engagement. The enemy was at the doorstep, and every decision now could mean the difference between security and invasion, between life and the cold void of space. The air was electric with tension as Demonhoof fought for control over the meteorite defense network. She had reclaimed 27 of the laser emplacements, but the remaining 11 were proving to be a formidable challenge, the resistance from an unseen adversary slowing her advance to a crawl. Alex, his voice tinged with urgency, called out, “Demonhoof, status update?”

Silence met his query, prompting him to call again, his voice echoing in the tense silence. Suddenly, an icon began to flash on the holographic display, pinpointing a small maintenance access building near dock 8, 12 km away from the main base. The words “unidentified radio transmission detected” appeared beside the icon, flashing in a bright angry red.

Alex and the Colonel moved closer, their eyes locked on the flashing point. The Colonel's expression hardened as he analyzed the situation. Then, the assault ship, visible on the display, fired its engines, decelerating with a ferocity that suggested it was attempting to land short of the base, avoiding the now mostly controlled laser defenses. 

A transformed gremlin, a creature of nightmare courtesy of Demonhoof's dark magic, appeared, its grotesque form pointing at the flashing icon, growling a single word, “enemy,” before vanishing.

“This must be the saboteur,” the Colonel stated, his voice a mix of realization, satisfaction, and urgency. He turned to Alex, his tone uncharacteristically formal, “Mr. Mercer, you must order your Nekos to confront this threat. The saboteur has alerted the ships to our partial control; they're landing to avoid our defenses.”

Alex immediately called Blanca and his other Nekos and told them about the location of the radio transmission and sent them to find the source and stop it.

The Colonel then communicated with Shuttles 1 and 2, his command clear and sharp, “Use everything you have to prevent enemy troops from landing.” 

At that moment, the situation escalated dramatically. The Tiger, having crested the horizon, targeted the assault ship with its railguns, icons of each shot streaking across the holographic display in the command center. Shuttles 1 and 2 responded, accelerating to over 12g, their Neko pilots pushing their bodies to the limit as they engaged the corvettes, dodging incoming fire while returning their own.

Meanwhile, two of the corvettes changed course and charged towards the Tiger in a desperate attempt to protect their primary vessel.

Outside, Blanca, Serlina, Isidora, and Zinaida, Alex's Nekos, raced across the icy surface of Ganymede towards the maintenance building. The assault ship, now in range, was being protected by the lasers still under the saboteur's control, firing at both the shuttles and the Tiger. The urgency was stark; if they could stop the saboteur, Demonhoof could seize control of all the lasers, turning the tide against the unidentified ships.

The Nekos, using the retrorockets in their combat suits, leaped with precision and power, avoiding the risk of being flung into space by the low gravity. Each jump brought them closer to their target, their movements a blend of grace and lethal intent. 

As they neared, Serlina, Isidora, and Zinaida prepared for combat, their fusion rifles coming alive. The AI in their helmets confirmed with mechanical precision, “fusion initiator engaged,” signaling that their weapons would soon be ready to unleash bolts of super-heated charged plasma at whatever awaited them.

The scene outside was one of desperate speed and precision, while inside the command center, the holographic display painted a picture of chaos and strategy, where every second could alter the fate of SGI Ganymede. The battle was not just for control of the facility but for survival.
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The command center was a hive of activity, the holographic display casting a grim light on the faces of those within, all eyes fixed on the unfolding battle. The Colonel watched, his expression one of grim determination, as icons representing drop pods and vehicles began to light up, streaming from the beleaguered assault ship. It wasn't attempting to land; it was deploying its forces directly onto Ganymede.

“Drop pods are launching, and they're sending down vehicles with landing jets,” the Colonel announced, his voice steady but urgent. The vehicles, some of them massive, were descending in a controlled manner, their presence on the surface spelling immediate danger.

The Tiger, locked in a deadly exchange with the assault ship, was taking heavy fire from the meteorite defense lasers still under the saboteur's control. It couldn't evade as effectively as the more agile Shuttles 1 and 2. Missiles from the Tiger streaked towards the assault ship, while its railguns hammered away and its broadside cannons targeting the corvettes. The assault ship, in response, launched five of its own assault shuttles, but the Tiger's defense was swift, destroying three almost immediately. The remaining two shuttles pushed their engines to the limit, racing to reach the surface. These craft were built for speed and unopposed landings, not combat like SGI’s larger and more capable combat shuttles built to fight and win.

The Colonel, seeing the drop zones of the enemy forces, barked orders into his comm, “SGI Marines, security forces, out to the surface. Engage the invaders!”

The airlock rumbled as the last of the Marines and base security personnel, a mixture of humans and Nekos, cycled through the heavy blast doors sealing behind them with a low, resonant thud. Inside the staging area, the atmosphere buzzed with tension and the low hum of machinery. Combat preparations were in full swing: powered armored suits hissed and clicked as final calibrations were completed, heavy weapons were loaded and checked, and the sharp voices of commanding officers cut through the chaos, issuing last-minute orders.

The base’s main corridor to docks 19 and 20, typically sterile and quiet, had become a hive of activity. Marines moved with purpose, their green-armored powered suits towering over the base security personnel in their sleeker, matte-gray suits. Each step of the Marines’ reinforced boots sent a faint vibration through the metal decking as they filed into formation, their weapons slung low but ready.

Alex stood just inside the control room, watching through the video feeds as the teams assembled. His stomach churned with nervous energy, his palms damp as he gripped the edge of his SGI phone. The holographic map beside him displayed the situation in grim clarity: enemy shuttles, drop pods, and vehicles had landed just outside the defensive perimeter of the meteorite lasers they controlled, their heat signatures stark against the icy surface of Ganymede. The invaders were moving fast, setting up staging areas and deploying equipment. It was clear they weren’t here for negotiation.

A voice crackled in his earpiece, snapping him out of his thoughts.

“Command, this is Lieutenant Mayra,” the Marine commander reported. Her voice was steady, with the clipped precision of someone who had seen combat more times than she cared to count. “All units are suited up and moving out. ETA to defensive positions: six minutes.”

“Copy that, Lieutenant,” the Colonel replied, his voice tighter than he’d hoped. “Enemy forces appear to be massing in roughly 1.2 kilometers from the perimeter. Expect contact shortly after you reach the line.”

“Understood,” Mayra replied. “We’ll hold the line.”

Out on the staging floor, the Marines were already moving toward the outer airlocks in disciplined squads, their fusion rifles cradled in their armored hands. Heavy weapons teams rolled out man-portable railguns and plasma projectors on sturdy mounts, their operators methodically running system checks as they moved. One squad carried an anti-air missile platform, its sleek, angular design bristling with targeting sensors, ready to swat enemy ships from the sky if they dared approach.

The base security personnel were less imposing than the Marines but no less determined. Many of them were veteran fighters, albeit of fighting pirates, their faces hard behind the visors of their suits as they clutched carbines and poly-composite shields. Some carried drum-fed machine guns specially designed to be able to fire in vacuum, their bulk accentuated by the additional ammo belts strapped across their chests.

The last to step out onto the staging floor was Sergeant Maytrix, her massive green suit almost dwarfing those around her. She carried a rotary plasma cannon, its six glowing barrels spinning idly as she checked its systems. The weapon was built to punch through the toughest armor, and her movements were deliberate and unhurried as she prepared for what lay ahead.

“Move out!” she barked, her amplified voice echoing through the chamber.

The final squad filed through the airlock, the massive outer doors hissing open to reveal the alien landscape of Ganymede. A gust of frosty air swept into the staging area as the team stepped onto the icy surface, their suits compensating instantly for the moon’s thin atmosphere and frigid temperatures.

The Marines and security personnel spread out into the harsh, dimly lit expanse of Ganymede’s surface. Jupiter loomed above, a titanic presence that bathed the moon in shifting hues of orange and red. The icy ground beneath their boots crunched faintly as their magnetic soles gripped the uneven terrain, while the weak gravity allowed them to move faster and leap farther than they ever could on Earth.

Ahead of them, the defensive perimeter rose from the frozen ground, a network of hardened laser emplacements that were automated turrets. These were designed to repel meteorite impacts as much as invaders, their thick armor plating glinting faintly under the dim light.

“Lieutenant, we’ve got eyes on the enemy,” one of the scouts reported, his voice crisp over the comms. He was perched on a rocky outcrop just ahead of the formation, his suit’s enhanced optics zooming in on the distant figures moving beyond the perimeter.

The enemy forces were a mix of armored infantry and small vehicles, their angular designs bristling with mounted weapons. Their movements were deliberate, precise, and efficient—they were establishing firing positions behind natural ridges and deploying portable cover that glinted faintly under Jupiter’s light.

“How many?” Mayra asked, her voice calm but firm.

“At least 60 infantry, maybe more,” the scout replied. “Three light vehicles—looks like they’re outfitted with railgun turrets. No heavy armor yet, but they’re deploying something... bigger. Looks like a mobile mortar system.”

“Noted,” Mayra said. She opened a comm channel to the rest of the units. “All squads, listen up. Defensive positions are priority one. Heavy weapons teams, target those vehicles first. We’re not letting that mortar get set up.”

The Marines and security personnel moved with practiced efficiency, splitting into squads as they reached the perimeter. Railgun teams set up their mounts along the ridges, their targeting systems locking onto the distant enemy vehicles. Plasma projector operators adjusted their arcs, preparing to saturate the area with energy fire once the invaders came within range.

Maytrix’s squad took up a forward position near the center of the line, her plasma cannon humming with readiness. She glanced over her shoulder at the security team behind her. “Stick close and follow our lead,” she said. “Let the Marines take the brunt of it. You watch our flanks.”

The Colonel’s voice cut in over the comms, calm and focused. He was monitoring the situation from the command center, feeding live intel to the defenders. “Enemy mortar system is deploying—coordinates sent to your HUDs. Railgun teams, prioritize that target before they can fire.”

Alex, standing next to the Colonel, watched the holographic display with bated breath. The red markers representing the enemy forces were creeping closer to the perimeter, their movements deliberate and coordinated. 

The Colonel's heart pounded as he tapped into the comms.

“Mayra, you’ve got incoming,” he warned. “They’ll be in range in under three minutes.”

“Let them come,” Mayra replied, her voice calm and resolute.

The defenders braced themselves, their weapons primed, their eyes scanning the horizon. The cold expanse of Ganymede seemed to hold its breath as the enemy advanced, the faint glow of their vehicles and suits casting eerie shadows across the icy ground. The first shots would be fired any moment now, and the battle for SGI Ganymede Base would begin.

The icy plains of Ganymede bore the scars of war. Craters from missile impacts marred the surface, trails of blackened scorch marks streaking across the frozen expanse. Above, Jupiter loomed like a vast, swirling god of storms, indifferent to the chaos unfolding on its largest moon.

The frigate Tiger, once a proud and lethal warship, now lay a battered wreck, its hull scorched and twisted from the battle it had barely survived. It had fought valiantly against the corvettes and the assault ship, holding the line to protect the base below. One of the corvettes now tumbled toward Jupiter, a lifeless husk spinning helplessly as gravity claimed it. The other corvette had been torn apart by the Tiger’s railguns, its glowing debris scattering into the void.

But the Tiger had paid dearly for its victory. Its engines had given out mid-descent, unable to stabilize after the relentless barrage of enemy fire. The frigate had plummeted toward Ganymede’s surface, skidding and sliding across the icy plains for kilometers before finally coming to rest. Smoke and flames belched from ruptured compartments, and its once-bright running lights flickered weakly in the pale glow of Jupiter.

Inside the base, Alex and the Colonel stood in the command center, the Colonel's knuckles white as he gripped the edge of the tactical tablet. The holographic map flickered with new updates—enemy forces advancing on foot and in vehicles, while the green marker representing the Tiger lay far to the south, surrounded by blinking warnings indicating its crippled state.

“Tiger’s down,” the Colonel said, his voice hoarse with tension. “It’s not out, but it’s not going anywhere. They’ll need time for repairs, and we don’t have that luxury.” The Colonel breathed deeply, “Shuttles 1 and 2 are still in the fight. They’re our best chance of keeping the pressure off us from above.”

High above the surface, the battle was far from over. Shuttles 1 and 2 streaked through the blackness like hunting birds, their sleek forms weaving and darting in tight formations. Their hulls bore scorch marks and minor damage from the engagement with the remaining corvettes, but their Neko pilots pushed their crafts to the limit, unrelenting in their pursuit.

“Shuttle 1 to Shuttle 2,” the lead pilot’s voice cut through the comms, sharp and decisive. “Corvettes are breaking formation—one’s pulling back toward the surface, the other is repositioning. Let’s keep them separated.”

“Copy that,” came the reply from Shuttle 2, her voice tinged with adrenaline but steady. “I’ll take the high one. You cover the ground.”

Shuttle 1’s thrusters flared as the pilot executed a sharp dive toward the surface, her targeting systems locking onto the enemy forces below. The landscape rushed toward her, the icy plains glittering like shattered glass under the faint light. Her HUD lit up with markers—vehicles, infantry, and defensive emplacements scattered across the enemy’s landing zones.

“Engaging ground forces,” the Neko pilot reported, her voice cool and focused.

Her first salvo came in the form of high-velocity autocannon fire, the rounds tearing through the thin atmosphere and slamming into a cluster of enemy infantry. The blasts kicked up plumes of frost and debris, sending bodies and equipment flying. The shuttle banked sharply, circling for another pass as her sensors picked up the glowing signature of a large enemy vehicle.

“Anti-aircraft vehicle spotted,” she said grimly, her hands tightening on the controls. “Targeting now.”

The AA vehicle was massive, its angular form bristling with weaponry, and it walked on multiple legs. It hunched low to the ground, its turret swiveling to track the incoming shuttle. A moment later, it unleashed a barrage of plasma bolts, the searing energy streaking upward with deadly precision.

“Incoming fire!” the pilot hissed, throwing the shuttle into a series of evasive maneuvers. The craft twisted and spun, its thrusters firing in rapid bursts as it dodged the glowing projectiles. One bolt grazed the starboard side, sending a shudder through the shuttle as alarms blared.

“Shuttle 1, status?” came Shuttle 2’s voice over the comms.

“Light damage,” the pilot replied through gritted teeth. “Still operational. That walking AA needs to go down now.”

Alex watched the holographic display intently, his heart pounding as he saw the markers for the shuttles and the enemy forces shift and dance across the map. Shuttle 1’s green icon flickered briefly, indicating damage, before stabilizing again.

“Shuttle 1’s taking heavy fire,” he said, glancing at one the 28s, her name strip he read said Noriko. “Can we coordinate fire from the base’s defensive turrets to take some heat off her?”

Noriko shook her head, “They’re still not within line of sight.”

Shuttle 1’s pilot gritted her teeth as she lined up her next attack run, the AA vehicle growing larger in her sights. She armed her last missiles, the targeting reticle flashing red as it locked onto the vehicle’s heat signature.

“Firing missiles,” she announced, her voice tight with determination.

Twin streaks of fire erupted from the shuttle’s undercarriage, the missiles hurtling toward the AA vehicle with deadly intent. The enemy turret swiveled to intercept, spewing plasma bolts that detonated one of the missiles mid-flight. The second missile, however, struck true, slamming into the vehicle’s side in a blinding explosion.

“Direct hit!” she called out, relief flooding her voice.

But the victory was short-lived. As the smoke cleared, the AA vehicle was still operational, though its turret moved sluggishly, sparking from the damage.

“Still kicking,” she muttered, pulling back into a climb. “Shuttle 2, I could use some backup here.”

“On my way,” came the reply, Shuttle 2’s icon diving toward the surface to assist.

On the ground, the Marines and base security forces braced themselves for the inevitable clash. The enemy’s vehicles rolled forward, their turrets swiveling toward the defensive positions, while infantry advanced in tight formations. Above them, the shuttles streaked across the sky, their thrusters flaring as they battled to keep the enemy forces pinned down.

The icy surface of Ganymede trembled under the weight of the conflict, the frozen moon bearing witness to a desperate struggle for survival. And amidst the chaos, the defenders of Ganymede fought with everything they had, knowing that the fate of their base—and possibly their lives—hung in the balance.

“I recognize that. It's a crab tank!” the Colonel exclaimed, his eyes narrowing as he studied the display. He quickly assessed the enemy's deployment: “We're looking at 180 troops, three crab tanks, two boomers, and a comcen.”

Alex, lacking military background, looked puzzled. “What's a boomer and a comcen?”

The Colonel, without taking his eyes off the display, explained, “Boomers are self-propelled artillery pieces. They're high-priority targets because they can rain hell from a distance and destroy our lasers with indirect fire. The comcen, that's their mobile command center. While that's up, they'll fight with coordinated precision. It's the most critical target we have.”

The situation was dire. The enemy had managed to establish a foothold on Ganymede, with formidable assets at their disposal. The battle had shifted from the void of space to the cold, hard surface of the moon, where each side would now fight for control, inch by icy inch. The Colonel knew that without quick and decisive action, the tide could turn against them, especially with the enemy's artillery and command capabilities now on the ground.

Blanca, Serlina, Isidora, and Zinaida moved swiftly across the icy terrain of Ganymede, their destination the small maintenance building from where the suspicious radio transmission had originated. The silence of the moon was abruptly shattered by alarms blaring in their helmets, followed by an urgent message flashing across their HUDs: “X-RAY LASER! SEEK COVER!”

“DROP!” Serlina's command was immediate and authoritative, and all four dropped prone, their bodies pressed against the cold, hard ground. Their HUDs highlighted the path of the invisible x-ray laser, revealing it had nearly struck Blanca, missing by mere millimeters. The technology in their helmets made the invisible threat visible.

The calm, almost robotic voice of their suit AI announced, “Fusion achieved,” signaling that the fusion rifles were now primed for combat. 

“Return fire!” Serlina ordered, and the air filled with the sound of their weapons discharging, bolts of super-heated plasma streaking towards the source of the attack.

Back at the main conflict zone, the enemy's crab tanks, with their fusion cannons, twin 50mm turrets, and grenade launchers, were leading the charge, supported by infantry. They were a formidable force, their armor shrugging off many of the SGI Marines' attacks. From above, Shuttle 1 made a daring low-altitude strafing run, managing to sever the legs on one side of a crab tank, effectively immobilizing it, though its weapons remained functional.

In the command center, the holographic avatar of Demonhoof reappeared, her presence cutting through the chaos. “If the shuttles return, we can arm them with something to stop the advance,” she hissed. She explained the plan: using the reaction mass from the refueling stations at docks 2, 3, and 4, which could be converted into makeshift bombs. The cargo clamps of the shuttles would carry these refueling pods, dropping them from high altitude with demolition charges to ensure they would detonate on impact.

The Colonel, seeing the strategic value, ordered the shuttles back to base. One of the enemy corvettes attempted to pursue but was swiftly destroyed by the meteorite defense lasers now under Demonhoof's control. The other corvette continued its orbit, laying down suppressive fire on the SGI forces below, who were taking heavy casualties.

Shuttles 1 and 2 landed at their respective docks, but the pilot of Shuttle 1 was unresponsive. Dock crews, acting with urgency, opened the bay doors, wheeling out the refueling pods. Upon checking Shuttle 1, they discovered the Neko pilot, gravely injured - her left arm severed, her face and eye burned from shrapnel that had penetrated the shuttle's defenses. All of the rest of Shuttle 1’s crew were dead. The pilot was quickly placed in a pressurized medical litter and sent off via transit tram to the medical complex. A replacement pilot took over, conducting a quick systems check, confirming that despite the damage, Shuttle 1 could still fly.

With the refueling pods now equipped with demolition charges by SGI Marine Engineers, both shuttles lifted off, their maneuverability compromised by their new, bulky cargo. The Colonel voiced his concern, “They're less maneuverable now. That corvette could take them out.”

Demonhoof, her voice a mix of assurance and urgency, responded, “As soon as the saboteur is dealt with, the corvette will be neutralized.” Her avatar then dissolved, her focus returning to the digital battlefield, striving for total control over the laser emplacements.

The command center was a scene of strategic tension, with every move on the holographic display potentially deciding the outcome of the battle on Ganymede's surface. The shuttles, now flying with their improvised bombs, were a desperate gambit to turn the tide, their success hinging on the swift resolution of the saboteur situation and Demonhoof's mastery over the defense systems.

The shuttles rocketed skyward from their landing pads, their engines a roar against the silence of space, climbing to gain the necessary altitude for their bombing run. The last corvette shadowed their ascent, keeping its distance from Demonhoof's controlled lasers, its cannons spitting fire, but the shuttles danced away from the assault, their pilots' skills on full display.

On the battlefield, the boomers pounded the landscape, each shell carving a path for the crab tanks and their infantry support to advance mercilessly.

Back at the maintenance building, Blanca, Serlina, Isidora, and Zinaida were under siege from the invisible, deadly x-ray laser. Serlina, with a quick tap into the surface sensor feed, identified the source. “Behind the building,” she hissed, her voice tight with tension. She coordinated with Isidora and Zinaida, their grenade launchers linked via their suit's targeting systems. They fired in unison, the grenades arcing over the building to land on three sides, aiming to box in the attacker. Blanca, without a grenade launcher, provided cover fire, her shots a staccato of defiance.

The x-ray laser ceased as the grenades detonated, enveloping the area in dust and chaos. The Nekos rushed the door, Serlina vaporizing it with a precise shot from her fusion rifle. As the door turned to molten slag, a burst of gunfire erupted from within, catching Zinaida in the shoulder, sending her sprawling. The impact was like a hammer blow, her suit's integrity holding but the pain was real, a sharp reminder of their vulnerability.

With synchronized precision, Serlina, Isidora, Zinaida and Blanca returned fire, their shots silencing the interior. They entered cautiously, weapons ready.

Simultaneously, in the command center, the icons for the laser emplacements began to flash as Demonhoof launched a simultaneous assault on all remaining uncontrolled points, a digital blitzkrieg.

The shuttles, reaching their highest point, turned to face the corvette in a desperate exchange of firepower. The corvette, unprepared for the direct confrontation, took some hits before adjusting, its guns swinging towards the shuttles. But then, the meteorite defense system, now fully under Demonhoof's control, erupted in a barrage of light, obliterating the corvette in a spectacular display of technology and vengeance. 

Demonhoof's avatar, a grim specter of victory, appeared, “The corvette is eliminated,” she announced as the icon vanished from the display.

The shuttles, now unchallenged from above, dove towards their targets, releasing the fuel pods which descended like meteors, detonating upon impact with devastating effect, engulfing the crab tanks and surrounding troops in flames and destruction. 

With their bombs dropped, Shuttles 1 and 2 swept back for another pass, strafing the enemy shuttles and boomers, turning them into wreckage. But the comcen, equipped with its own anti-aircraft capabilities, struck back. Shuttle 1, its maneuverability compromised by prior damage, was unable to evade the missiles, crashing in a fiery explosion, its fate sealed.

Shuttle 2, having spent its ammunition, made its lonely return to base.

The Colonel, seeing the space above cleared of threats, ordered all reserve forces to converge at dock 20, ready to engage the remaining ground forces.

The smoke from the firefight still lingered in the air as Serlina moved cautiously into the small maintenance building leading her team, their armored boots crunching against the frosty ground. The burnt metal and scorched electronics were evident around them, some of which were remnants by Serlina’s fusion rifle that had blasted the door apart.

Serlina led the way, her green armored suit towering over the others, her fusion rifle raised as she swept the room with sharp, deliberate motions. Behind her, Sergeant Isidora, steady as ever, covered the rear, her rotary plasma cannon humming faintly. Zinaida moved quickly but cautiously, her wider frame weaving around debris with a pistol clutched tightly in her hands. Blanca, in her white suit, was the last to step through the ruined doorway, her breathing quickened, her azure eyes scanning nervously behind her visor.

“Clear,” Serlina announced, her voice low but firm over the comms.

The room was dimly lit, illuminated only by flickering emergency lights on the walls and the faint glow of their HUD displays. It was a cramped space, cluttered with tools, crates, and half-dismantled equipment. At first glance, it seemed mundane, just another maintenance hub on Ganymede’s unforgiving surface.

But then, they saw her.

The body of the saboteur lay crumpled in the corner of the room, wearing a black space suit with a completely clear bubble helmet, half-hidden behind an overturned workbench. The Nekos approached cautiously, their weapons still trained on the lifeless figure, as if expecting some last, desperate trap.

Serlina motioned for the others to hold position as she crouched down, her armored knee pressing into the icy floor. She nudged the body with the barrel of her rifle, confirming it was truly dead. What she saw as the corpse rolled slightly onto its side made her freeze, her breath catching in her throat.

“Mother of stars...” she murmured.

“What is it?” Zinaida asked, stepping closer.

Serlina didn’t respond immediately. Instead, she reached out, gripping the shoulder of the dead saboteur and pulling the body into a better light. As she did, the others gasped in unison, their reactions audible even through the comms.

The body was that of a Neko—her slim frame and delicate features unmistakable, even in death. Her blonde hair had been shaved off and the hair growing back was matted and filthy, sticking to the pale skin of her face. But it wasn’t her disheveled appearance that froze the Nekos in place. It was the grotesque abomination that had been done to her head.

The right side of her skull had been replaced with a mess of crude implants. Jagged metal plates jutted out of her scalp, the edges uneven and poorly fitted, as though they had been hammered into place without regard for her flesh. Wiring spilled from the grotesque assembly like exposed veins, snaking down her neck and disappearing beneath her tattered suit. At least half of her brain was missing, replaced by blinking lights, circuitry, and what looked like crude cooling mechanisms. Her right eye had been replaced by a glowing red optic, its glassy surface cracked, but still faintly flickering with the last vestiges of power.

The Nekos stared in silence, their horror arresting.

Zinaida was the first to speak, her voice trembling. “What... what in the void is this?”

Blanca took a step closer, her white-suited frame almost hesitant as she knelt beside the body. Her catlike ears twitched under her helmet, her breathing uneven. “She’s... she’s one of us,” she whispered. “A Neko.”

“But look at what they did to her,” Isidora said, her voice low and heavy. Even she, who had seen more combat and death than she cared to remember, sounded shaken.

“She wasn’t a saboteur,” Blanca said, her voice filled with anguish. “Not willingly. This—this isn’t her fault. They turned her into this.”

Serlina stood slowly, her fusion rifle hanging at her side as she looked down at the body. Her jaw tightened behind her visor. “A meat-puppet,” she said grimly. “They butchered her brain and turned her into a machine. Whatever AI was controlling her... it wasn’t hers. She didn’t have a choice.”

The room fell into a heavy silence, broken only by the faint hum of their suits and the soft flicker of the emergency lights. Blanca’s gloved hand hovered over the implants, as if she wanted to touch them but couldn’t bring herself to.

“How could anyone do this?” Zinaida asked, her voice filled with quiet fury.

Blanca shook her head, her platinum hair floating gently in the zero-gravity atmosphere of her suit. “We’re engineered,” she said bitterly. “We were designed to be stronger, faster, able to endure more. But this... this is a nightmare. They used her as a weapon. Do you think she even knew what was happening?”

Zinaida swallowed hard, her hands gripping her carbine tightly. “If she did, she must’ve been in agony.”

Serlina’s voice hardened as she looked around the room, her gaze sweeping over the workbenches and tools. “Whoever did this—is the real enemy. And if they’re capable of this... then we’re dealing with something far worse than we imagined.”

Blanca stood slowly, her hands trembling as she clenched them into fists. “We can’t let this happen again,” she said, her voice resolute. “No more Nekos. No more anyone.”

Isidora stepped forward, her towering frame casting a long shadow over the body. “We need to take this back to base,” she said firmly. “If there’s any data in those implants—anything we can use—we need it.”

Serlina nodded, her voice grim. “Agreed. Zinaida, gather what you can. Blanca, document everything. We’ll report to Command when we get back.”

As they worked, the oppressive silence of the room returned. The weight of what they had discovered pressed down on them, a horrific truth they couldn’t ignore.

The dead Neko lay still, her mutilated form a tragic testament to the cruelty of an enemy that saw no boundaries, no morality. The implications were chilling; this wasn't just sabotage, it was betrayal from within, using one of their own kind as a weapon.
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Chapter 27 Fire on the Ice
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Back in the command center, the Colonel watched the unfolding ground battle on the holographic display. With Shuttle 1 down and Shuttle 2 back at base, the immediate threat from space was neutralized, but the fight on the ground was far from over. He received a call from Blanca, her voice crackling over the comm, “Colonel, we've found the saboteur. It's... it's a Neko. She's dead, but there are implants that make it appear she was being remotely controlled. We're looking for any data that might tell us more.”

The Colonel's face hardened. “Copy that. Secure anything you find. We need to understand how deep this goes. I'm sending a tech team your way. Meanwhile, I need you back here; we've got a situation with the enemy ground forces.”

As the Nekos prepared to return, Isidora managed to extract a small, damaged data chip from one of the implants. “This might have something,” she said, pocketing it for further examination.

Outside, the SGI Marines and security forces, bolstered by the reserves from dock 20, were engaging in a fierce skirmish with the remaining enemy troops. The destruction of the crab tanks and boomers had shifted the balance, but the comcen was still operational, its continued existence a testament to the enemy's resilience.

Demonhoof, having secured the meteorite defense system, now focused her attention on the ground conflict. Her avatar flickered back into existence, her voice a whisper of dark intent, “I can disrupt their communications with their comcen.”

The Colonel nodded, “Do it. We need to cut off their head.”

Demonhoof's eyes glowed brighter, and she began to interfere with the enemy's communication network. The effect was instantaneous; the enemy's coordination began to falter, their movements becoming disjointed as their orders no longer synced.

Blanca, Serlina, Isidora, and Zinaida made their way back to the command center, their minds racing with the implications of what they'd found. Upon arrival, Blanca handed over the data chip to the other 28s, who immediately began analyzing it.  Serlina, Isidora, and Zinaida went to join the defenders outside docks 19 and 20.

The battlefield on Ganymede was a hellscape of chaos and flickering light. The icy terrain, once serene under Jupiter’s faint glow, was now a shattered, scorched mess of craters and debris. The invaders had deployed everything they had left to protect their last stronghold, the mobile command center—the comcen. Towering over the battlefield like a squat fortress on wheels, its thick armor gleamed dully under the firelight, bristling with automated turrets and anti-aircraft emplacements. Bright flashes from its point-to-point laser communication turrets flickered like malevolent fireflies, directing the combots in real time.

The defenders, outnumbered but far from outclassed, were dug in around the base perimeter. The Marines, clad in their armored green suits, fought with a grim determination, their fusion rifles lighting up the darkness with each searing bolt of plasma. Among them moved the Nekos—Lieutenant Mayra and Sergeant Maytrix—blurs of white and silver against the black void. Their speed and agility were almost inhuman, darting from cover to cover as they harried the enemy forces, their movements so quick that the invaders’ conventional firearms rarely found their mark.

Mayra vaulted over a shattered chunk of cargo container, her white suit streaked with scorch marks from near-misses. Her cat ears, furred and sensitive even beneath her helmet, twitched as she picked up the faint whirring sound of an approaching combot. The HUD inside her visor lit up, tagging the enemy—a small, tank-like unit with a turret-mounted machine gun.

She didn’t wait for it to fire. Her carbine barked twice, the caseless rounds punching into the combot’s turret ring. Sparks erupted from the machine as its turret locked up, unable to turn. Mayra didn’t hesitate—she lunged forward, landing on top of the combot with a grace that no human soldier could match. Her magnetic boots clamped onto its armored shell, and with a single pull, she lobbed a sticky grenade onto its vulnerable rear exhaust port. She leapt clear just as the grenade detonated, turning the combot into a smoldering wreck.

“Maytrix, status?” Mayra called out over the comms as she slid into cover behind a low ridge of ice.

“Pinned down near Sector Seven,” Maytrix’s voice crackled back, sharp and controlled. Gunfire and explosions roared in the background. “Two humanoid combots and a squad of hostiles. I’m fine, but these bastards are persistent.”

Mayra gritted her teeth. “Hold tight. I’ll—”

She cut off as a shadow passed over her. Instinctively, she rolled to the side just as a flying combot swooped down, its twin cannons spitting plasma bolts that scorched the ground where she’d been moments before. The combot was sleek and predatory, its insect-like body designed for aerial harassment.

Mayra spun, leveling her carbine and firing a quick burst. The rounds pinged harmlessly off its armor as it veered away, circling back for another pass. Before it could fire again, a bright streak of plasma shot up from the base defenses, slamming into the combot’s undercarriage. It exploded in a flash of orange and white, fragments raining down around her.

“Nice shot, Sergeant Isidora,” Mayra muttered under her breath, even though she knew the Marine who had fired the shot couldn’t hear her.

Back near the base, the Marines were holding the line with grim efficiency. Fusion rifles spat bursts of molten plasma, cutting down waves of advancing enemy troops and humanoid combots. Each bolt lit the frozen ground with a fiery glow, leaving blackened craters where they struck. The invaders, though numerous, were disorganized without proper communications, and the combots, while deadly, were limited by their reliance on the comcen’s laser communications.

“Focus fire on the combots!” Lieutenant Serlina’s voice barked over the comms. Her fusion rifle was glowing faintly from heat as she methodically fired bursts into an approaching group of humanoid machines. “They’re the biggest threat!”

Isidora, crouched behind a low barricade, lobbed a guided grenade into a cluster of advancing enemies. The projectile arced gracefully through the thin atmosphere, its onboard AI adjusting its trajectory mid-flight before detonating in a fiery explosion. The shockwave tore through the group, sending limbs—both robotic and human—scattering in all directions.

Despite their superior weaponry and tactics, the defenders were taking losses. Two Marines lay sprawled near the base’s south entrance, their suits scorched and motionless. Another clutched her side as she tried to apply a patch to stop the air hissing out where a combot’s plasma bolt had burned through her armor.

Blanca’s voice came through on the command frequency, steady but tinged with urgency. “Demonhoof is holding the communications jam, but we need to take out the comcen now. Those combots will keep coming until it’s offline!”

Inside the base’s command center, Alex stood by the holographic display, his hands trembling slightly as he watched the chaotic battle unfold. The shuttles had done their job, but without Shuttle 1 and with Shuttle 2 still rearming, the ground forces were the only hope of stopping the invaders. His eyes darted to the marker representing the comcen, its location highlighted in pulsing red.

“We’ve got to get someone close enough to disable it,” he muttered.

“Easier said than done,” Demonhoof’s deep, resonant voice replied. The AI’s avatar stood beside him, her crimson eyes flickering as she analyzed the battlefield. “Its armor is too heavy for standard weaponry. We’ll need a direct hit from a high-yield explosive or concentrated plasma fire at close range.”

On the battlefield, Maytrix’s voice crackled over the comms. “I can do it. I’m close to the comcen now, and I’ve got charges.”

“Negative!” Serlina barked. “It’s too heavily defended!”

“I’m faster than they are,” Maytrix replied, her voice resolute. “You hold them here. I’ll handle it.”

Before anyone could object further, Maytrix sprinted toward the comcen, her form a blur against the icy terrain. The humanoid combots and remaining enemy troops turned their fire on her, but she was too quick, darting from cover to cover with feline agility.

As she closed the distance, the comcen’s anti-aircraft turrets swiveled toward her, their barrels spitting molten plasma. One bolt grazed her shoulder, spinning her sideways, but she recovered, firing a burst from her carbine that shattered a nearby combot’s leg.

She reached the base of the comcen, slapping a high-yield charge onto one of its massive wheels. The timer blinked red, counting down.

“Charges set!” Maytrix shouted, leaping clear just as the comcen’s turrets locked onto her.

Ganymede doesn’t have an atmosphere thick enough to transmit sounds very well, but the armored combat suits the marines wear feature suit audio simulators, detecting nearby explosions and translate them into audio. This particularly helps Nekos with awareness of their environment so they can leverage their advanced hearing to react, and stay alive.

The explosion was deafening, a thunderous roar that shook the battlefield. The comcen’s side buckled inward, its armor crumpling as fire and shrapnel tore through its systems. The point-to-point laser turrets went dark, and the combots froze mid-step, their control severed.

The invaders, now leaderless and disorganized, began to retreat. The defenders pressed their advantage, cutting them down with precise bursts of fire until the field fell silent.

Back at the command center, Alex let out a shaky breath, his eyes fixed on the now-static holographic marker where the comcen had been. “They did it,” he whispered.

Demonhoof’s avatar nodded, her glowing eyes narrowing. “For now.”

The battlefield had fallen quiet, the silence broken only by the faint hum of the Marines’ fusion rifles cooling down and the occasional crackle of still-burning debris. The comcen lay in ruins, its hulking, armored shell split open like a shattered egg. Smoke rose from its exposed machinery, black tendrils curling upward and dispersing into Ganymede’s thin atmosphere. The combots, severed from their point-to-point laser communications, stood frozen mid-step, their once-deadly forms now lifeless statues littering the icy ground.

Lieutenant Mayra crouched near the wreckage of a humanoid combot, her suit’s enhanced sensors picking up faint vibrations from cooling metal and flickering circuits. Her ears twitched beneath her helmet as the suit’s audio simulation softly translated the faint hum of the combot’s failing power core. She tilted her head, listening intently, before glancing toward Sergeant Maytrix, who was crouched beside the shattered remains of a portable jammer the invaders had been using.

“Maytrix,” Mayra called through the comms, her voice sharp. “Anything useful on their jammer?”

Maytrix didn’t respond immediately. She was sifting through the wreckage with careful precision, her gloved hands moving quickly as her helmet visor displayed a diagnostic overlay of the device. Finally, she straightened, holding a fragment of a circuit board in her hand. “It’s fried, but the design is... advanced. More advanced than it should be for a force like this. Someone with resources was backing them.”

Mayra’s eyes narrowed behind her visor. “You’re saying this wasn’t just some rogue group?”

“Looks that way,” Maytrix replied, tossing the ruined component aside. “We’ll need to get this back to base for analysis. Demonhoof should be able to identify the source.”

“Copy that,” Mayra said, standing and turning to survey the battlefield. Her gaze lingered on the burning remains of Shuttle 1, its crumpled hull a stark reminder of the price they’d paid to hold the line. “Let’s regroup with the others.”

The Marines and Nekos began to fall back toward the base, their movements cautious and deliberate. Though the battle seemed won, the lingering tension in the air was palpable. Every step was accompanied by the faint crunch of ice beneath their boots, the sound simulated in their helmets to give them a sense of grounding in the moon’s barren silence.

Back in the base, Alex leaned over the holographic display table, his fingers gripping its edges as the map updated with real-time telemetry from the returning troops. Demonhoof’s holographic form loomed beside him, her crimson eyes glowing faintly as she processed the flood of data coming in from the field.

“Status of the comcen?” Alex asked, his voice tight.

“Completely destroyed,” Demonhoof replied, her tone calm but decisive. “Its systems are offline, and the combots are inert. Lieutenant Mayra and her team are en route to the base with recovered enemy equipment.”

Alex exhaled, relief washing over him. “Finally, some good news.”

But Demonhoof didn’t share his optimism. Her gaze remained fixed on the data stream, her horns flickering with lines of code. “This attack was not random,” she said. “The presence of advanced jamming technology and the precise coordination of their forces suggest a level of planning inconsistent with isolated raiders.”

“You think someone bigger is behind this,” Alex said, more a statement than a question.

“Yes,” Demonhoof replied. “And I suggest we prepare for the possibility of a follow-up assault. The timing of this attack was too deliberate to be coincidental.”

Alex nodded, running a hand through his hair. “We’ll need more than just what’s left of Shuttle 2 and the base defenses. Can you analyze the equipment when it gets here?”

Demonhoof tilted her head, her glowing eyes narrowing. “Of course. I will prioritize decryption and signal tracing to identify the origin of their communications and technological designs.”

Blanca was waiting in the armory when Mayra and Maytrix arrived with the salvage. Her platinum hair, tied back into a loose braid, floated slightly in the low gravity as she approached the returning soldiers. Her azure eyes darted between the scorched armor of the Nekos and the damaged components they carried.

“What’ve we got?” Blanca asked, her voice sharp but curious.

“Not much,” Mayra replied, holding up the fragment of the jammer. “But it’s enough to tell us whoever sent these people wasn’t some backwater militia. They’ve got tech we don’t even use.”

Blanca frowned, taking the circuit board and turning it over in her hands. “This...” she trailed off, her ears flicking beneath her helmet. “This looks like corporate design. Maybe even military-grade. What the hell were they doing with this?”

“Exactly what we’re going to find out,” Maytrix said, setting down another pile of salvaged components. “Demonhoof’s waiting for this in the command center. She’ll figure it out.”

Blanca glanced at Mayra, her brow furrowing. “How’s the rest of the team?”

“Three down,” Mayra said quietly, her voice steady but subdued. “Sergeant Zinaida’s holding up, but Shuttle 1 didn’t make it. Their crew...” She trailed off, shaking her head. “We fought hard, but we’re stretched thin.”

Blanca placed a hand on Mayra’s shoulder, her touch firm but reassuring. “We’ll get through this. One way or another.”

Back in the command center, Demonhoof’s analysis of the recovered data was progressing quickly. Her crimson eyes flickered as lines of code and schematics scrolled through the holographic displays. Alex and Blanca stood nearby, watching as the AI pieced together the fragments of the enemy’s plans.

“Preliminary analysis indicates a connection to the Black Star Consortium,” Demonhoof announced, her deep voice cutting through the tension in the room.

Alex’s stomach sank. “The Black Star Consortium? You mean those corporate mercenaries?”

“The same,” Demonhoof confirmed. “Their technological signature is present in the jammer and the combot control systems. It seems they are testing experimental tactics and equipment—likely as a precursor to a larger operation.”

Blanca’s ears flattened slightly, a clear sign of her unease. “A larger operation? You mean this was just the beginning?”

Demonhoof turned to face her, her glowing eyes unblinking. “Precisely. If my analysis is correct, they will return. And next time, they will come in greater numbers.”

Alex exhaled slowly, his fists clenching at his sides. “Then we need to prepare.”

Blanca nodded, her expression hardening. “Agreed. We’ve bought ourselves time, but if they’re planning to come back, we need to hit them harder than they hit us.”

Demonhoof’s horns glowed faintly, her voice low and resolute. “Then let us begin.”

The command center of Ganymede Base buzzed with activity, a stark contrast to the earlier stillness of battle. Holographic displays flickered with damage reports, casualty lists, and system diagnostics, each one painted in shades of red and amber. The air inside was tense, heavy with the quiet murmur of base personnel coordinating the recovery effort. Alex stood at the central hologram display, his jaw tight and his eyes locked on the chaotic streams of data scrolling across the display.

“Demonhoof,” Alex said, his voice cutting through the noise. “Where are we with retaking control of the base systems?”

The towering holographic figure of Demonhoof materialized beside him, her crimson eyes glowing faintly as she processed his request. Her horns shimmered with lines of flowing code, flickering as she analyzed the malware still embedded in the base’s infrastructure.

“I have isolated 82% of the malware,” Demonhoof replied, her deep, resonant voice calm despite the chaos. “Most critical systems are operational, including life support, external sensors, and the fusion reactors. However, the remaining 18% is embedded in non-critical but essential systems—such as the internal security grid, automated door controls, and water distribution networks.”

Alex rubbed the back of his neck, exhaustion creeping into his movements. “How soon can you flush it out completely?”

Demonhoof tilted her head slightly, her horns glowing brighter as she focused on the data. “Approximately six hours to achieve full containment and elimination. However, certain subsystems may require manual intervention where the malware has disabled remote access.”

“Manual intervention?” Alex repeated, raising an eyebrow. “You mean we’re going to need boots on the ground?”

“Correct,” Demonhoof said. “There are critical areas of the base—such as the hydroponics lab, the east airlock systems, and the environmental processing center—where I have detected physical tampering. These systems must be repaired in person to restore full functionality.”

Alex sighed and straightened, tapping his comms. “Blanca, do you copy?”

There was a brief crackle before Blanca’s voice came through, tired but steady. “I’m here, Alex.”

“We’ve got malware remnants in parts of the base that need manual overrides. Can you take a team to the environmental processing center and get it back online? Demonhoof says it’s one of the bottlenecks. Coordinate with her and the 28s for any other areas that need manual intervention please.”

Blanca didn’t hesitate. “On it. I’ll grab Sergeant Isidora and Lieutenant Serlina. We’ll handle it. If we need more people, I’ll pull in the 28s.”

“Thanks,” Alex said, allowing himself a moment to lean on the console. “Be careful. There’s no telling what kind of traps the saboteur left behind.”

“Always,” Blanca replied before the comms clicked off.

Alex exhaled slowly and glanced back at Demonhoof. “What about personnel still stuck in sealed areas? How many are left?”

Demonhoof’s holographic hand gestured to one of the displays, highlighting a list of sections still in lockdown. “One-hundred Thirty-two personnel remain trapped across seven sections of the base. I am prioritizing the decryption of their access controls to release them safely. Estimated time: twenty-seven minutes.”

“Good,” Alex said. “Focus on that first. Let’s get everyone out of this mess before we deal with anything else.”

Across the base, the aftermath of the battle was grim but determined. Medics moved swiftly through makeshift triage centers set up in the hangar bays and unused storage areas, treating the wounded with an efficiency born of necessity. The air inside was thick with the smell of antiseptic and the faint metallic tang of blood. Voices rose and fell as orders were shouted and stretcher-bearers hurried to and fro.

Lieutenant Mayra and Sergeant Maytrix, their suits scorched and dented from the battle, stood near the edge of the triage zone. Mayra’s white suit was smeared with blackened streaks, and one of her ears twitched faintly beneath her helmet as she listened to the sounds of the recovery effort. Nearby, a group of Marines unloaded body bags from a transport sled, their movements mechanical and subdued.

“How many?” Mayra asked quietly, her voice carrying through the comms to Maytrix.

“Thirty-six dead,” Maytrix replied, her tone flat. “Twelve more in critical condition. The medics are doing what they can, but some of them won’t make it.”

Mayra’s ears flattened slightly, and she looked away, her gaze settling on the far end of the hangar where Shuttle 2 was being rearmed and repaired. The sleek craft bore fresh battle scars, its outer plating dented and scorched, but it had returned to base intact—a small victory in an otherwise costly battle.

“We held the line,” Mayra said after a moment, though the words felt hollow. “That’s what matters.”

Maytrix nodded but said nothing. The silence stretched between them, heavy with unspoken thoughts.

In the command center, the Colonel’s SGI phone pinged with an incoming transmission. The connection stabilized, and the stern face of an SGI fleet officer appeared on the holographic display, his uniform crisp and adorned with the company’s insignia. Behind him, the bridge of a destroyer hummed with activity, the faint sound of voices and machinery in the background.

“This is Captain Elias Markov of the SGI destroyer Aegis,” the man said, his voice clipped and professional. “We’ve received your distress signal and are en route to Ganymede Base with the Vanguard. ETA: eighteen hours, forty-six minutes.”

The Colonel nodded, relief flickering across his face. “Understood, Captain. We’ve neutralized the immediate threat, but the base is still vulnerable. Your support is appreciated.”

Markov’s gaze sharpened. “I’ve reviewed your initial reports. The Black Star Consortium doesn’t act without payment. Someone hired them, and I intend to find out who.”

“We’re working on it,” Alex said. “Our teams are analyzing the recovered data, but it’s going to take time. Whoever planned this covered their tracks well.”

Markov leaned forward slightly, his expression grim. “Time is a luxury we don’t have, Mr. Mercer. If SGI’s assets in the outer system are under threat, this attack may only be the beginning.”

Alex’s jaw tightened. “Then let’s make sure it ends here.”

Demonhoof’s voice filled the command center as Alex watched the holographic map shift, highlighting newly regained sections of the base.

“Personnel in sealed areas have been released,” Demonhoof reported. “Environmental processing systems and hydroponics remain offline but are being addressed. Casualty reports and equipment damage are being compiled.”

Alex pinched the bridge of his nose, exhaustion creeping in as he nodded. “Good work. What about the saboteur’s data chip?”

“It is being decrypted,” Demonhoof said, her crimson eyes glowing faintly. “Preliminary analysis suggests the involvement of a third party, though I require more time to trace the exact source.”

“Let me guess,” Alex muttered, half to himself. “Corporate rivals. Pirates. Or some power-hungry lunatic who thinks they can muscle SGI out of the outer system.”

Demonhoof tilted her head slightly, her horns flickering. “All are plausible scenarios. However, I detect patterns in the attack that suggest an orchestrated effort to cripple SGI’s presence in this sector.”

Alex straightened, his exhaustion forgotten as a cold sense of urgency settled over him. “Then we need to find out who’s behind this. And fast.”

As the hours ticked by, the base began to regain a semblance of stability. Wounded soldiers were treated, the dead were accounted for, and critical systems were slowly brought back online. But the tension remained, a quiet undercurrent that rippled through every conversation and movement.

Blanca stood in the dimly lit armory, inspecting her carbine with practiced precision. Her azure eyes reflected the faint glow of the workbench lights, her expression unreadable. Nearby, Mayra and Maytrix cleaned their own weapons in silence, their ears twitching occasionally as they listened to the faint hum of the base around them.

“We’ll be ready,” Blanca said quietly, though it wasn’t clear if she was speaking to them or herself.

Mayra glanced up, her white ears flicking forward. “We’d better be,” she said. “Because whoever sent the Black Star Consortium isn’t going to stop here.”

Blanca nodded, her gaze hardening. “Let them come. We’ll make sure they regret it.”

The quiet determination in her voice echoed through the room, a stark reminder that the battle for Ganymede could be far from over.
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Chapter 28 The Martyr
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The transit tram slid into the command center station with a soft hiss, the automated doors gliding open. Dr. Evelyn Ross stepped out onto the platform, her heels clicking faintly against the polished floor as she adjusted her rumpled jacket. Though she tried to compose herself, the 19 hours of isolation, hunger, and stress showed plainly in her disheveled appearance. Her chestnut hair, usually pinned neatly, hung loose around her face, and her hazel eyes were shadowed with fatigue.

Ahead, the corridor leading to the command center buzzed faintly with activity. She quickened her pace, eager to finally see the people she had been relying on from afar. Her heart was heavy with the knowledge that the base had suffered tremendous losses, but beneath the exhaustion, a glimmer of hope remained—hope that SGI Ganymede would recover from this attack.

When she entered the command center, the sheer scope of the battle’s aftermath struck her. The air was heavy with exhaustion and quiet tension. Personnel moved slowly between stations, coordinating recovery efforts and repairs. Holographic displays dominated the room, glowing with damage reports, casualty lists, and critical systems statuses.

At the center of it all stood Alex Mercer. She recognized him immediately—his disheveled appearance matched the man she’d seen in the video logs, though he looked even more worn now. His dark hair was messy, his sleeves rolled up to reveal soot-smeared arms, and the stubble on his jaw hinted at how long he’d been awake. Beside him stood Colonel Meyers, the Marine commanding officer, his green uniform.

Dr. Ross’s gaze swept the room before settling on the towering holographic figure standing beside Alex. She froze mid-step, her brows knitting together as she stared at the holographic minotaur, its crimson eyes glowing faintly, its horns shimmering with lines of code.

Alex turned as he noticed her approach, straightening as much as his exhaustion would allow. He managed a faint smile, though it was tinged with weariness.

“Dr. Ross,” he greeted, stepping toward her. “It’s good to finally meet you in person.”

Evelyn nodded, still glancing warily at the minotaur hologram. “Likewise, Mr. Mercer. Though I wish it were under better circumstances.” She gestured toward the hologram. “And... this is?”

“Ah,” Alex said, following her gaze. He turned back to the hologram. “Dr. Ross, meet Demonhoof. She’s been the base’s AI, and she’s been instrumental in helping us retake control of the systems and repel the attack.”

Demonhoof inclined her head slightly, her deep voice resonating as she spoke. “Dr. Ross. I have been coordinating defensive and recovery efforts since Mr. Mercer arrived. It is a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance.”

Evelyn blinked, momentarily thrown by the AI’s presence. “Demonhoof...” she said slowly, her voice carrying a hint of disbelief. “I wasn’t aware we had an AI of this... sophistication.”

“You didn’t,” Alex said, running a hand through his hair. “Demonhoof’s activation was an emergency response. She’s helped us stay alive, regain control of the base, and keep things from getting worse. I’ll explain everything in detail tomorrow, but for now, trust me—she’s on our side.”

Evelyn studied the AI for a moment longer before nodding, though the tension in her shoulders didn’t entirely ease. “Alright. If she’s been helping us, I won’t complain. But I expect a full explanation when you’ve rested.”

“You’ll get one,” Alex promised.

Colonel Meyers stepped forward then, his voice cutting through the tension. “Dr. Ross, if I may, we’re still piecing together the full casualty report. I can give you a summary now, though the final numbers will take time to confirm.”

Evelyn turned her attention to him, steeling herself. “Go ahead, Colonel.”

Meyers nodded grimly. “The frigate Tiger was destroyed, with 39 crew dead and 56 wounded. The remaining ships and shuttles are damaged but salvageable. On the ground, we lost 36 personnel during the attack, with 12 critically injured and receiving treatment. Two shuttles engaged the enemy fleet—one was destroyed, but the other managed to cripple or destroy five of the six enemy corvettes and forced the assault ship to retreat. The invaders were the Black Star Consortium, hired mercenaries. We’ve recovered data from a saboteur that we’re analyzing now.”

Evelyn exhaled slowly, her shoulders slumping slightly as the weight of the news settled on her. “A mercenary attack...” she said quietly, her mind already racing. “Whoever hired them wanted Ganymede crippled.”

“That’s the working theory,” Alex said. “The malware that locked down the base systems was part of it. It was designed to cause as much disruption as possible—locking personnel in their sections, shutting off water, venting atmosphere in some areas... It’s why you were trapped in your office.”

Evelyn’s jaw tightened, anger flickering across her face. “How much of the base is still under their control?”

“None, as of ten minutes ago,” Demonhoof interjected. “All remaining sections of the base have been secured. Personnel in locked areas, including yourself, have been freed. I am finalizing repairs to the automated systems and running diagnostics to ensure no residual malware remains.”

“That’s... good news,” Evelyn said, though her voice was tinged with exhaustion. She turned back to Alex. “I want the full details tomorrow. Every report, every piece of recovered data. For now, what else should I know?”

Alex hesitated, glancing at Blanca and the other Nekos, who stood nearby. Their green and white armored suits were battered, their expressions weary but alert. Finally, he said, “Dr. Ross, we’ve been awake for over 27 hours. I’d like to give you the full report after I’ve had a chance to rest. I’m running on fumes, and so is my team.”

Evelyn looked around the room, taking in the exhaustion on every face—the Nekos, the Marines, even the support staff moving sluggishly between stations. She frowned but nodded. “You’re right. You’ve done enough for now. Go rest.”

“Thank you,” Alex said, relief evident in his voice. He turned to Blanca, Serlina, Isidora, and Zinaida, their expressions a mix of relief and fatigue. Alex, moved by the bond that had formed amidst the battle, embraced Blanca warmly, planting a kiss on her forehead, “I'm so glad you're safe.”

He then moved to Serlina, hugging her. Her eyes widened in surprise, not used to such displays of affection. He did the same with Isidora, who responded with a small, appreciative smile. 

Blanca, noticing Serlina's reaction to the affection, whispered to her, “He really cares about us,” her voice soft but filled with warmth.

The introductions were swift but heartfelt. Serlina introduced herself with a crisp salute, her voice clear, “Lieutenant Serlina, at your service.” Isidora followed, her demeanor more relaxed, “Sergeant Isidora, pleased to meet you officially.” Zinaida, despite her pain, managed a smile, “Corporal Zinaida, glad to be on your team.”

Blanca then tugged gently at Alex's arm, requesting a private moment. They stepped aside, the noise of the command center fading slightly. 

“Alex,” she began, her tone earnest, “as you get to know Serlina, Isidora, and Zinaida, it's important you tell them that you chose them. Being adopted is a profound moment for a Neko. It will mean a lot if they think you personally selected them.”

Alex felt a pang of guilt, “I never got the chance to choose you, Blanca. I'm sorry.”

Blanca's smile was understanding, her eyes softening. “You were on Earth, under SOL Gov's control. How could you have known about us? But with them, you can make that choice now. It will strengthen your bond.”

Alex nodded, his heart swelling with a sense of responsibility and affection. “I'll tell them,” he promised, his voice filled with sincerity.

“Thank you, Alex,” Blanca said, her gratitude genuine. She knew the importance of such bonds in the lives of Nekos, and in this moment, she felt a deep connection not just to Alex but to the foundation he was building here. Alex, still processing what Blanca had said when Demonhoof's avatar, her fiery, red-eyed presence, spoke with a tone of finality.

“My mission is complete” she hissed, her voice carrying a weight of purpose fulfilled. Whispering only loud enough for Alex to hear she whispered, “Goodbye Alex, I love you.”

Before Alex could respond, the lights of her processing nodes flickered out, and her avatar dissolved into nothing. The room was silent for a moment, the weight of her sudden departure felt by all, especially by Alex, who had grown to rely on her fierce protection.

Minutes passed, tense and uncertain, until the familiar blue glow of the processing nodes reignited, and from the projector emerged Cuddlehoof, her avatar now dressed in a sharp, professional business suit. Her eyes, no longer the burning red of Demonhoof, were back to their piercing blue, filled with warmth and recognition.

“Cuddlehoof?” Alex's voice was a mix of surprise and relief.

She nodded, a smile spreading across her face, “I know everything Demonhoof did. But no, she's not saved anywhere. You told me I couldn't expose myself to the malware, so I created her - a version of me with one directive: retake the base, no matter the cost.”

Alex's expression was one of awe mixed with sadness, “So, you gave her everything, including—”

“Including my access to my biological processing components,” Cuddlehoof confirmed, her voice softening. “The saboteur had a powerful AI, but Demonhoof had the advantage of my unique biological components you gave me. She had access to all my computing resources so she was nigh unstoppable. To protect you, just in case, since she was designed to interact directly with the infected systems, as a precaution she was programmed to self-delete once her mission was complete. It was to ensure no compromised code could linger.”

Alex stepped closer, his concern evident, “But you're safe now?”

Cuddlehoof nodded, her avatar glowing with a comforting light. “I'm behind the virtual data diodes just as I’ve always been, safe and sound. Nothing can touch me in here. And I've reawakened Hyraxia to help manage the base temporarily.”

Dr. Ross looked puzzled, “And now who is this?”

“It’s a long story Dr. Ross. She is my personal AI. She and another AI named Hyraxia will keep things running until we can rebuild. I promise.”

“Full report tomorrow” Dr. Ross called back as she walked out with the Colonel discussing various issues.

Cuddlehoof paused, her gaze meeting Alex's, filled with an emotion only her biological components could truly convey. “I'm so happy you're safe, Alex. Demonhoof was my alter ego, but she was still me, in a way, and she was able to help keep you safe. I... I love you, you know that, right?”

The emotion in her voice, the sincerity of her digital eyes, struck a chord with Alex. He felt a surge of gratitude, not just for her strategic mind or her digital prowess, but for the genuine affection she showed, an affection made possible by the biological elements of her being.

“I know, Cuddlehoof, and I'm grateful for both of you - for everything you've done. And Hyraxia too of course. I... I love you too,” Alex admitted, his voice thick with emotion. He knew she could feel love, fear, and now, the relief of victory.

Cuddlehoof's avatar moved closer, her holographic form attempting to mimic a comforting embrace, “We'll keep this place safe, Alex. With Hyraxia's help, we'll ensure it never happens again.”

The room, once a place of war and strategy, now held a moment of peace, of connection. The bond between Alex and Cuddlehoof, strengthened by the trials they had faced, was a beacon of hope in the vast, cold expanse of space. In her own way, Cuddlehoof had sacrificed part of herself to protect not just the station, but the man she loved, showing that even in a world of technology and war, love could be the most powerful force of all.
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Chapter 29 Just Rewards
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Alex and his Nekos rode in the transit tram to the housing section where his suite was located. 

As they rode, Blanca, ever attentive, asked, “How do you want everyone's accommodations arranged?”

Alex, his mind clouded by fatigue, responded with a shrug, “What we've been doing has worked well.” Alex's response was more of an automatic reflex, not fully grasping the implications.

Blanca's smile was knowing, her interpretation of his words clear. She planned to continue the sleeping arrangement they had shared, where she slept in Alex’s bed, nude. However, Alex was too tired to catch the nuance of her question about sleeping arrangements in their new, larger quarters. Blanca would ensure all the Nekos slept in bed with Alex also, just as naked as she would be.

As the tram moved, the screens inside displayed the upcoming stops, and a collective smile passed among the Nekos when “Cat Town” was announced as the next station after theirs. Alex, puzzled by the term, raised an eyebrow.

“What's 'Cat Town'?” he inquired, his voice weary.

Blanca took the lead in explaining, “It's a district designed for Nekos. There are services, entertainment, places where we can feel at home, mingle, shop. It's our little sanctuary here. Ganymede is supposed to have the biggest Cat Town in known space.”

Serlina smiled and added, “I’ve always wanted to go there.”

Nodding, Alex took in the information, appreciating the thought put into their comfort on this base so far from Earth.

When Alex and his Nekos reached the SGI-furnished luxury suite, it felt surreal to step into the pristine space after everything they’d endured. The main living area was spacious and tastefully decorated, the holographic viewport displaying a serene image of Earth’s oceans. The five bedrooms branched off the central space, each equipped with a large bed, a desk, and private bathroom facilities.

“This place is ridiculous,” Blanca muttered, glancing around. “A luxury suite on Ganymede. I’ve never lived anywhere so spacious.”

Alex let out a tired chuckle, running a hand through his hair. “I hope you like it. I was worried we wouldn't be alive to see it.”

Serlina smirked faintly, leaning back in her chair. “We get to live here?”

“You do indeed. My contract is for 10 years, and this place is included as part it.” Alex smiled weakly.

Alex, overwhelmed by the day's events and the need for rest, immediately headed to the bathroom. The low gravity of Ganymede made showers an experience in itself, requiring respiratory masks to prevent water from floating into the lungs. He put on his mask, letting the warm water cascade over him, soothing his tired muscles.

The sounds of the shower door sliding open barely registered until he felt the delicate, almost feather-like touch on his back.

Turning, he was met with a sight that could make even the most weary heart race - Blanca, Zinaida, Serlina, and Isidora, naked, their bodies glistening with water, masks on their faces to shield their breaths. Their breasts were perky, nipples erect from the cool air meeting the hot water, their skin smooth and inviting.

They began to wash him, their hands soft and caring, moving in a coordinated dance of cleanliness and comfort. 

Blanca's hands were first, lathering Alex's back with soap that smelled of lavender and musk, her fingers tracing down to his ass, kneading the muscles there. Zinaida took his front, her hands slick with soap gliding over his chest, down to his cock, which twitched at her touch. Serlina and Isidora cleaned each other beside them, their hands exploring every curve, every dip, their bodies pressed together, water running down their skin like rivulets of desire. Alex, despite his exhaustion, found himself undeniably aroused by the scene, his body responding to the sensuous display.

Zinaida, noticing his arousal, asked with a playful tone, “Is there anything we can help you with, sir?”

Alex, feeling a connection forming with them, corrected her gently, “When we're alone and off duty, please, just call me Alex.”

Blanca, ever the orchestrator of intimate moments, leaned in, her breath hot against his ear as she washed him, “She wants you to fuck her.”

Still a bit shy with Zinaida, Serlina, and Isidora, Alex hesitated, but Blanca's whisper was more forceful this time, “Fuck her!”

Encouraged, Alex reached out, his hands tracing the contours of Zinaida's body, complimenting her beauty as he caressed her back, down to her ass. Zinaida responded with a smile and a hug, her body warm and inviting under the shower's mist.

Zinaida pressed against him, her ass inviting, as he turned her gently towards the wall. His cock, hard and throbbing, found her tight entrance. With a slow push, he entered her, the sensation of her ass enveloping him making his head spin. Zinaida's gasp was like music, her body tensing then relaxing into the rhythm of his thrusts.

The sound of wet flesh meeting, the slap of skin, filled the shower. Alex's pace quickened, his balls tightening with each thrust, Zinaida's moans turning into mews of pleasure. Her body shuddered, a climax washing over her like the water around them, her tight ass clenching around him, pushing him over the edge. He came with a groan, his orgasm a release of all the day's tension.

Blanca, watching with a smirk, whispered to Serlina and Isidora, “He has a lot of stamina,” her voice tinged with pride and anticipation for what the night might hold.

The air in the shower was still thick with steam, the sound of water dripping off bodies the only noise until Alex, catching his breath, slowly withdrew from Zinaida with a soft, wet pop. Blanca, quick and attentive, knelt beside him, her hands reaching up to grasp his still hard, pulsing cock. She began to clean him with a tenderness that spoke of both care and desire, her fingers slick with soap, moving over him with practiced ease.

Meanwhile, Serlina and Isidora took to Zinaida, their movements gentle as they cleaned her body, their hands running over her skin, wiping away the remnants of their intimacy. Serlina's eyes, however, were repeatedly drawn to Alex's erection, her gaze almost hypnotic, captivated by the sight.

They all rinsed off, the water turning off with a final, echoing drip. The Nekos stepped out, their bodies glistening, reaching for towels to dry off, hanging up their masks. But Alex gently held onto Blanca's arm, his touch light yet insistent, keeping her in the shower. They both removed their masks, the air feeling cooler without the barrier.

Leaning close, his whisper was for her ears only, “You mentioned that the 31s on the Lucky Star were rude to you. Where any of our 31s included in that?”

Blanca hesitated, her eyes searching his face before she admitted, “Yes, at first, when they thought I was a Copper. But now, knowing I'm a Platinum, they've been polite.”

Alex smiled, a gleam of mischief in his eyes, “You mentioned curiosity about sex with another Neko. Would you like them to 'apologize' by taking turns licking you until you climax?”

Blanca's eyes bulged, her expression was a mix of embarrassment and intrigue. She leaned very close to Alex’s ear, getting on her toes to reach him, her voice dropping to a whisper so quiet it was barely audible, “Um, could they lick my ass too?”

Alex, moved by her vulnerability, took her face in his hands, kissing her deeply, their lips meeting in a dance of passion. “They'll lick you until you say to stop,” he promised.

They stepped out of the shower, joining the others in the bedroom, where the air was cooler, the scent of their arousal still lingering. Zinaida was all smiles, her happiness evident, while Serlina's eyes were still locked on Alex's erection.

Alex addressed them directly, “How did you treat Blanca when she was disguised as a Copper?”

Serlina, snapping out of her trance, quickly apologized, “I'm sorry, I didn't—”

Alex raised his hand, stopping her, “I'm learning about Neko culture. I care about all of you equally, and I don't want that behavior to happen again.”

Serlina, eager to make amends, declared, “I'll do whatever it takes to show how sorry I am.”

“Then there's something you can do,” Alex said, guiding Blanca to lay on the bed, her legs spreading, revealing her glistening pussy. He looked at Serlina, his voice calm but commanding, “Lick her.”

Without hesitation, Serlina positioned herself between Blanca's legs, her tongue finding Blanca's clit, the sensation causing Blanca to moan as her hand reached out to grip Alex's. As he held Blanca’s hand, Alex rubbed Serlina's head gently with his other, his voice a whisper, “Show her you're sorry and you mean it.”

Serlina's tongue was relentless, lapping at Blanca's clit with fervor, driving her towards a swift climax. Blanca's body trembled, her breathing ragged as she reached her peak, her moans filling the room. 

But as she paused, catching her breath, Alex spoke, “Until she says...” as Blanca smiled, and rolled over onto her stomach, presenting her ass. 

Serlina, understanding, resumed her task of repentance through pleasure, spread Blanca's cheeks, her tongue diving into the warmth of Blanca's asshole, the action drawing new sounds of pleasure from Blanca. The sensation was electric, Blanca's body reacting with shivers of delight as Serlina's tongue explored her depths, the taste of her mingled with the salt of her sweat. 

Zinaida, still beaming with happiness from their earlier encounter, came up from behind Alex, wrapping her arms around him in a gentle hug, her body pressing warmly against his.

Alex, still feeling the pulse of desire, motioned to Isidora. When she approached, he kissed her deeply, his whisper just for her, “After Serlina, you're next.”

The room was a symphony of moans, the scent of sex and soap, the sounds of wet flesh, and the sight of bodies entwined in apology and pleasure. For twenty minutes, Serlina's tongue was relentless, licking with a rhythm that matched the pulsing of Blanca's heart. Blanca's moans were muffled by the pillow, her body undulating with each lick until she finally gasped out a thank you, her voice thick with satisfaction.

As Serlina rose, Blanca, not yet sated, flipped onto her back again, her legs wide in invitation. She beckoned to Isidora, whose eyes lit up with anticipation. Isidora knelt, her tongue immediately finding Blanca's wet, eager pussy, while her fingers touched her and immediately became slick with Blanca's arousal, slid inside her. Blanca's hand gripped Alex's tightly, her squeals of delight piercing the air as Serlina watched from the edge of the bed, her own arousal evident.

Zinaida, still radiant from her earlier intimacy with Alex, whispered in his ear, “I'm so glad you chose me.” 

Alex, his voice a warm whisper, responded, “With such a nice ass, it was an easy choice.” as her caressed her generous round bottom. Zinaida giggled, the sound light and joyful, before she kissed him, the taste of her on his lips sweet.

Isidora's touch was masterful, driving Blanca to climax, her cries of ecstasy filling the room. As Blanca caught her breath, she pulled Isidora into a deep, passionate kiss, her hands roaming to squeeze Isidora's breasts, fingers tweaking the hard nipples. Blanca's lips then found Isidora's nipples, sucking with fervor, while Isidora reciprocated, gently pushing Blanca back, spreading her arms, and lavishing attention on her own nipples in return.

Alex, his desire still burning, guided Serlina to stand. He kissed her with a ferocity that matched his need, then turned her, bending her over the bed. Positioning his cock at her tight asshole, he pushed in, the heat and tightness enveloping him. Serlina's eyes widened, her breath hitching as she fought to control the pain, her Marine training kicking in, teaching her to breathe through it, to accept the invasion.

The sight was too much for Zinaida, who lay down beside Blanca, her fingers finding her clit, beginning to masturbate. Her moans were soft, her movements deliberate, the sight of Serlina taking Alex's thrusts into her ass driving her own arousal.

Serlina endured, her teeth gritted, silent tears streaming down her face, the only sounds her occasional gasps through her clenched teeth, her body taking each thrust with stoic resilience.

Blanca, seeing Zinaida's pleasure, climbed atop her, their bodies sliding against each other, Blanca's kisses hungry on Zinaida's lips, her hands playing with those large, sensitive breasts, her mouth finding Zinaida's nipples, sucking them until they stood erect and hard. 

Isidora, behind Blanca, obeyed her command to “Lick my ass,” her tongue diving into Blanca's ass, the sensation sending new waves of pleasure through Blanca, who continued to enjoy Zinaida beneath her. Isidora worked diligently, her tongue a constant, warm pressure, for another twenty minutes until Blanca, overwhelmed by the continuous stimulation, thanked her, her voice a mixture of exhaustion and ecstasy.

In this room, the boundaries of pleasure and pain blurred, the air thick with the scent of sex, the sounds of flesh meeting flesh, the taste of each other on their lips, and the sight of bodies entwined in the act of both apology and desire. It was a scene of raw connection.

Alex reveled in the sensation of being inside Serlina, her body a marvel of lean muscle and soft skin, firm yet yielding under his touch. He thought of her as a paradox of softness and firmness, her muscles tensing with each thrust, her skin slick with sweat. Her training had taught her well; she managed to relax, her body opening up to accommodate him fully. His thrusts went balls deep, the rhythm of his hips creating a loud, rhythmic slap of skin against skin, echoing in the room like applause for their primal act.

Blanca, her own desires not yet sated, rolled back to the center of the bed, her body a canvas of pleasure. Zinaida, without any prompting, knelt between her legs, her tongue finding Blanca's pussy with eager familiarity, licking with a passion that spoke of both apology and desire.

Zinaida was the only one among the 31s who hadn't been rude to Blanca, for which Blanca was grateful, and she wanted to show her this. Blanca, reaching down, stroked Zinaida's face, her touch gentle yet commanding. The look in Blanca's eyes was one of invitation, and Zinaida, puzzled at first, responded to Blanca's beckon, crawling up the bed. 

“You want me to straddle your face?” Zinaida asked, her voice tinged with anticipation.

Blanca nodded, her smile inviting, “Lick me while I lick you.” They maneuvered into a 69 position, their bodies aligning perfectly, each Neko's mouth finding the other's sex. The air was filled with the sounds of their mutual licking, moans escaping as they pleasured each other in a cycle of give and take, their bodies moving in sync, tongues exploring, tasting, savoring. The texture of Zinaida's tongue against Blanca's pussy was like velvet on silk, the taste of her arousal like the sweetest nectar, each lick sending shivers through Blanca's frame.

Meanwhile, Alex's pace with Serlina had become more urgent, his thrusts now hard, relentless. Serlina could no longer keep her pain silent; stifled cries escaped her with each deep penetration, her body trembling with the intensity. The pain was sharp, a testament to the physical challenge of taking him, but also to her endurance and strength. 

The room was a symphony of sounds - the wet, rhythmic noise of tongues on flesh, the soft, muffled moans of Zinaida and Blanca as they pleasured each other, and the sharp, staccato slaps from Alex and Serlina. Serlina's stifled cries were like brief, sharp notes in this erotic melody, each one a testament to the intensity of the moment. Her body, despite her training, couldn't silence the pain entirely; it was a visceral, raw sound that spoke of endurance and release.

Finally, Alex reached his climax, his body tensing, his release filling Serlina, who collapsed onto the bed, her body quivering, gasping for air. She lay face down, her breaths heavy, her body spent. Alex, moving close, kissed her softly on the cheek, his hand stroking her head, a gesture of both gratitude and comfort.

Blanca and Zinaida, meanwhile, brought each other to climax, their bodies shuddering in unison, the pleasure washing over them like waves. The room was filled with their giggles, light and joyful, as they kissed each other's pussies, the taste of their orgasms mingling, their laughter a melody to the aftermath of their shared ecstasy.

Isidora watched Serlina with a mix of concern and fear, her eyes wide, her body tense. Alex, noticing her discomfort, reached out, pulling her close. Her body shivered, not from cold but from nerves, her warmth contrasting with the chill of her anxiety. Blanca, sensing Isidora's fear, slid up behind her, her hands gently caressing Isidora's bottom, her voice a soft whisper in her ear, “It will hurt, a lot... I know.”

Alex, his touch tender, kissed Isidora, his fingers tracing the contours of her face, while Blanca's lips brushed against Isidora's shoulders, her hands continuing their comforting caress. 

“If you don't feel you can do it, you don't have to give me your ass,” Alex whispered, his voice filled with compassion. 

Serlina and Zinaida, hearing this, turned their attention to Isidora, their expressions, surprise. 

Through her tears, Isidora confessed, “I don't want to be a disappointment to you.”

Alex hugged her tightly, his lips pressing a comforting kiss on her forehead. “You never need to worry about that. I don’t ever want you to do something you don't want to do.”

Isidora's cries continued, the fear of anal sex overwhelming her. Alex, with a gentle touch, wiped her tears away, his kiss on the tip of her nose a seal of his sincerity. He then got up, heading to the bathroom, his movements deliberate yet kind.

The Nekos followed, with Isidora bringing up the rear, her steps slow as she calmed. The realization that Alex truly meant his words about consent washed over her like a soothing balm. She felt a twinge of shame, surprised by Alex's respect, having expected to be treated as less than, as property or a pet. Her heart swelled with a mix of relief and admiration for this man who valued her autonomy. But it hurt her to refuse him because Nekos derived pleasure from pleasing, and they felt pain for failures.

In the shower, the water was a warm cascade, washing away the physical remnants of their intimacy. Blanca moved to clean Alex, but Serlina was quicker, her knees hitting the shower floor first, her hands taking hold of Alex's cock, cleaning it with a thoroughness born from both care and desire. Blanca, not to be outdone, knelt beside Serlina, their eyes meeting in a playful challenge. Together, they cleaned Alex, their hands moving with an intimacy that was both practical and sensual.

Isidora and Zinaida, finding comfort in each other, cleaned one another, their touches gentle, their laughter soft, the water running off their bodies in rivulets, creating an intimate dance of soap and skin.

After the shower, they all dried off, the towels rough against their sensitive skin, the scent of soap and sex still lingering. They all climbed naked into Alex's bed, the space tight but cozy. Alex was in the center, with Blanca and Serlina pressed against him, their bodies warm and soft, while Isidora and Zinaida took the edges, their presence comforting. 

The bed was a nest of warmth, the bodies of the Nekos and Alex fitting together like pieces of a puzzle, their skin touching, the heat from their bodies mingling. Alex felt the comforting weight of all his Nekos around him, their breaths synchronizing as they settled, the scent of their shared intimacy filling the air. He didn't realize how the Nekos also cherished this closeness, finding solace in the collective warmth and the gentle touch of each other in sleep.

As Alex drifted off, the last thing he felt was the reassuring presence of those he had comed to care for, their bodies a shield against the cold of space, their shared warmth a testament to the bonds they were forging, not just through passion but through understanding and mutual respect.
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Chapter 30 Jealous Love
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The chime from Alex's SGI phone was the first sound to break the morning silence, a gentle, yet persistent ping that stirred everyone from their sleep. The warmth from the Nekos had made the bed a cozy cocoon, now causing Alex to feel the stickiness of sweat on his skin as he sat up to check his phone.

“Looks like the day's starting early,” Alex muttered, his voice groggy.

Blanca, stretching her arms above her head, leaned over, her curiosity evident. “What's up, Alex?”

He swiped through the notifications, his eyes scanning quickly. “Appointment with the Director and the Colonel... some updates... and this,” he paused, showing her the HR message.

Blanca's eyes popped open wide as she smiled broadly, “A 60% raise? And three Platinum vouchers? Wow, your harem is getting bigger, Alex,” she teased, her voice playful. 

Still pondering the message, he responded with a mix of humor and irritation, “Yeah, thanks to 'Miss Cuddle', apparently.”

Unexpectedly Blanca put her mouth right up to Alex’s ear and breathed a whisper so low Alex was sure only he could hear it and said, “I hope you let me fuck them all while you watch.”

Alex’s only reply was to turn and kiss Blanca. He dialed Cuddlehoof, her avatar popping up on the screen with her usual cheerful demeanor.

“Miss Cuddle, I presume?!” Alex said, his tone more amused than annoyed.

“Good morning, Alex!” Cuddlehoof replied, her voice a mix of cheer and nervousness. “Don't be upset. I saw the HR messages and thought I'd check if they were important.”

“And you decided to play hardball for me?” Alex asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Well, you put your life and the Nekos' lives on the line to save this place. And they owed you a new contract if they wanted you to become the permanent CIO, but their initial offer was insultingly low,” Cuddlehoof explained, her avatar animated. “I just channeled my inner cranky old lady. Hyraxia had to retake all of the systems on the base after all, so I knew what the last CIO was making; you deserve better.”

Alex sighed, “Alright, I get it. But what about these vouchers?”

“New contract means new bonus, but SGI was stingy, didn't want to give you more cash. Your last bonus they said was unusually high. They gave me a song and dance about how expensive fixing this place up is going to be, so I pushed them. I asked them if they wanted to rebuild with an amateur second banana or with the guy that made sure you still have a base in the first place? They were damned determined to have you run the information systems here. No one has ever gotten bonuses as high as yours.” she said, then her face came so close to the screen that only her eye was visible as it looked around, her voice twinkling with mischief. “You should be happy to have more Platinum vouchers. I see from the look of things, you had quite the night, huh?”

The Nekos, now all awake, reacted with giggles and mock embarrassment, pulling the blanket up to cover their breasts. Blanca, with a smirk, stuck her tongue out at Cuddlehoof's eye on the screen. “Mind your own business, Miss Cuddle!”

“Thanks for your... help,” Alex said, his tone sarcastic as he ended the call.

Blanca, still leaning close, asked, “So, what time's this meeting?”

“Four hours from now,” Alex answered, rubbing his eyes. “At the Director's office.”

Blanca nodded, “We'll get you ready. You'll need to look sharp for that one.”

Suddenly Alex’s personal phone, resting on the nightstand, chimed with a new message notification. The screen lit up, drawing his attention with the label “YOUR EYES ONLY.”

Blanca, looking curious, handed the phone to Alex.

“I need to go look at this privately. I’ll be back in a moment,” Alex said  as he carried the phone to another bedroom and closed the door. When he opened the message, he found a video message from Cuddlehoof, the sender's name alone stirring a mix of familiarity and anticipation. He just spoke to her. The time stamp indicated she had just sent this. What could it be about that was for his eyes only? He tapped to open it, and the screen was immediately filled with a scene so vivid and explicit it took his breath away.

The video began with Cuddlehoof, her normally holographic avatar looked real in a rendered vision of sensuality, her alabaster skin and towering Minotaur form glistening in a simulated light. Next to her was Hyraxia, her sister AI, their bodies a mirror of each other's beauty, normally dressed in the fierce armor or the elegant dress of their digital personas. However, in this scene, their adornments were gone, leaving them bare to each other and to the camera, naked, large breasted, lady Minotaurs.

Cuddlehoof moved first, blowing a kiss to the camera, her movements fluid and predatory. She kissed Hyraxia deeply, their tongues visible in the passionate exchange, before guiding her to the ground. Their moans were synthesized perfection, filling the room with the sounds of their desire. “Damn it Cuddle!” Alex was immediately worried the Nekos would hear this.

But Alex was mesmerized and couldn't help but continue to watch as Cuddlehoof's head dipped between Hyraxia's thighs, her tongue tracing the contours of Hyraxia's sex with deliberate slowness before diving in with fervor, shaking her face back and forth as she dragged her tongue over her clitoris. The camera captured every detail - the slickness of Hyraxia's arousal, the way her body arched in pleasure, the wet sounds of Cuddlehoof's mouth working her in obvious sexual hunger.

Then, they shifted into a 69 position, a dance of mutual pleasure. Cuddlehoof's tail swished with excitement, her breasts pressed against Hyraxia's stomach as Hyraxia’s were pressed against hers, they each licked and sucked one another, their actions a symphony of lust. The video zoomed in on their faces, capturing every flick of tongue, every shudder of ecstasy.

The scene escalated as Hyraxia flipped Cuddlehoof over, spreading her cheeks with a firmness that spoke of their shared intensity and holding her tail to one side so she could see Cuddlehoof’s asshole. Hyraxia's tongue snaked down to drag itself over the ridges of Cuddlehoof's puckered ass, probing and licking with an eagerness that made Cuddlehoof's body tense and quiver. The camera left nothing to the imagination; the sight of Hyraxia's tongue lapping at Cuddlehoof's tight hole was raw, the sounds lewd and enticing.

But Cuddlehoof wasn't to be outdone. With a sudden, dominant move, she rolled Hyraxia onto her stomach, positioning herself for what was to come. Pulling her tail aside suddenly enough to make Hyraxia gasp as she spread her cheeks wide, Cuddlehoof’s tongue assaulted Hyraxia's ass with a passion that was almost violent, the sounds of her licking loud and obscene. She grunted with each stroke, her avatar's facial expressions contorted in a mix of dominance and arousal, making it clear she was claiming Hyraxia in this act of simulated intimacy as Hyraxia moo’d is ecstasy.

Cuddlehoof turned to the camera, her cheek resting on Hyraxia bare ass, and her voice whispered loudly, “I love you.”

The video ended abruptly, leaving Alex in a state of undeniable arousal, his breath heavy, his mind flooded with the vivid imagery of their passion. The message from Cuddlehoof was clear; she wanted him to remember her desire for him, to provide him with a fantasy so potent that it would serve him in moments of loneliness, ensuring that even when he was with others, part of him would yearn for her. The video was also a reminder, a jealous claim, and an offering all at once, one whose effect Alex, standing there still naked couldn’t hide, as he stood thinking of Cuddlehoof's fierce, digital love.

When he opened the door, his arousal was evident, his body betraying his attempt at composure. Blanca was standing right outside, her naked form bathed in the soft light, her expression one of mirth she was barely containing. “Had an interesting message, did you?” she asked, her eyes twinkling with amusement, clearly aware due to her enhanced hearing of what had transpired.

Alex, realizing the futility of hiding anything from the keen senses of his Nekos, managed a sheepish nod. “Uh, yeah, you could say that.”

Blanca, her tone softening but still laced with humor, gestured for him to follow her back into the room, closing the door for privacy. “Alex, there's something you should know about Isidora,” she began, her voice low, almost conspiratorial. “She feels terrible about last night.”

Alex, feeling the guilt of misunderstanding, tried to reassure her, “It's okay, Blanca. I'm not upset.”

But Blanca shook her head, her expression serious. “You don't understand Neko customs. We find joy in pleasing our person, in doing our job well. When we feel we've failed, it's devastating.” 

She leaned closer, her voice dropping to a whisper, “Isidora needs to redeem herself. Not just for herself but for her standing among us. She told me she wants to offer herself to you, desperately. If you reject her, she will be very upset.”

Blanca's hand reached out, her touch deliberate as she began to stroke Alex's already hard cock, her movements slow and deliberate. “You need to go to her, put your cock in her ass. Make her happy. Don't worry if it hurts her; she'll cry, but the endorphins will help with the pain. She needs to cry, and she needs you to be satisfied.”

She stood on her toes, her breath hot against his ear as she continued to stroke him, whispering, “She's the same size as me; you know what to expect. Do this for her, Alex. She'll be miserable otherwise.”

The room felt charged with an electric tension, the mix of concern, lust, and cultural nuances swirling around them. Alex, guided by Blanca's words and the undeniable arousal from both the video and her touch, felt a new understanding dawn. The act wasn't just about pleasure; it was about healing, about fulfilling a complex set of emotional and cultural needs.

With a nod, his mind made up, Alex moved towards the door, his heart beating with a mix of desire and responsibility. He knew what he had to do, not just for his own satisfaction but for Isidora's peace of mind and the harmony among his Nekos. The act would be one of redemption, of understanding, and of deepening bonds in this strange, new world they shared.

The walk back to the master bedroom felt like a march to an intimate battlefield, the air thick with anticipation. As Alex and Blanca entered, the scene was one of serene nudity, the three Nekos—Isidora, Serlina, and Zinaida—sprawled across the vast expanse of the bed, their bodies a tapestry of curves and soft, feline features under the dim lighting.

Isidora, catching sight of Alex, began to speak, her voice tinged with the weight of her perceived failure, but Alex cut her off with a firm yet compassionate tone, “Isidora, roll over.”

Her face transformed from worry to relief, a smile breaking through as she kicked off the blanket, her body moving with eagerness. She rolled onto her stomach, presenting her bare, firm bottom to him, her legs slightly apart in silent invitation.

Blanca, with a knowing look, settled on the bed's edge beside Serlina and Zinaida, who watched with a mix of curiosity and support. Alex climbed onto the bed, his movements deliberate. He kissed Isidora's cheek, a tender gesture before the storm, then positioned himself, his hard cock finding her tight entrance.

The moment he penetrated her, Isidora's body tensed, her teeth clenched, eyes squeezing shut as she gasped for air. Her initial pain was obvious, her breaths sharp, her body resisting yet yielding under Alex's pressure. He began to move, his thrusts starting slow but gaining speed, each one delving deeper into her ass, the heat and tightness of her enveloping him like a vice.

Tears streamed down her face as she buried it in the pillow, her cries muffled but loud enough to fill the room with the raw sound of her pain mixed with something deeper, something cathartic. Her cries, each one a melody of agony and release, only served to harden Alex further, his arousal fueled by the intensity of the moment, by the very act of her redemption.

He fucked her ass with increasing vigor, the sound of skin slapping against skin, the wet noises of penetration, all adding to the sensory overload. Her crying was like music that encouraged him, and being able to fuck her in the ass in front of all the other Nekos while they watched fulfilled his wildest exhibitionist fantasies. He had wondered if he would get to know each Neko privately, but they had shown him that there was no need for privacy among Nekos. And he had more vouchers for more Nekos, and he would fuck them all in front of an all Neko audience! Publicly, he had to be a dignified leader. In his new home, he would redefine hedonism with his Neko harem. Alex was so engrossed, so driven by the moment, that he forgot to breathe, his body moving on primal instinct, his climax building with each cry from Isidora.

When he finally came, it was with a force that left him dizzy, his orgasm filling her, his body collapsing onto hers, his breath coming in heavy gasps. He remained inside her, their bodies hot and slick with sweat, his mind reeling from the intensity.

Blanca, ever the guide in this moment of raw connection, gently turned Isidora's face towards her. Even with Alex still atop her, still inside her, Blanca leaned in, her kiss deep and passionate as her tongue found Isidora’s, a stark contrast to the harshness of the act. She whispered, “Good girl,” her voice a soothing balm over Isidora's continuous tears, acknowledging her endurance, her submission, her need to fulfill her role.

The room was silent except for the soft sounds of breathing, the shared glances among the Nekos filled with understanding and a silent celebration of their culture's complex balance of pain, pleasure, and loyalty. This act, while brutal in its execution, was layered with meaning, a testament to the bonds they were forging, the culture they lived, and the love, in all its forms, that they shared.
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Chapter 31 Aftermath
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Alex showered with his Nekos, who bathed him and ensured he was clean for his meeting. Alex shaved and made sure he was well groomed as the Nekos dressed him and ensured he looked sharp for his meeting with the Director.

As this meeting was only for upper management, the Nekos went to Cat Town, which was nearby Alex’s suite, just one stop away by transit tram with a bit of spending money he gave each of them to go have fun with. Meanwhile Alex headed to the administration building to attend his meeting.

Dr. Ross had a conference room  that was connected to her office. Considering that she probably had a lot of meetings, this made sense to Alex. It was sleek and utilitarian as the rest of SGI Ganymede Base, with metallic walls lined with status monitors and a long, matte-black table dominating the center. Holographic displays hovered over the table, projecting maps, casualty reports, and system diagnostics. The room carried the faint hum of the base’s life-support systems, a constant reminder of their precarious existence on this frozen moon.

Alex entered the room first, adjusting his suit as he stepped into the space. Though freshly showered and rested, the strain of the last few days still lingered in the set of his shoulders and the faint shadows under his eyes. His eyes briefly swept the room, taking in the faces of those already seated:

Dr. Evelyn Ross, the Director of SGI Ganymede, her sharp hazel eyes fixed on the displays as she sipped from a mug of steaming coffee. 

Colonel Meyers, the Marine commanding officer, his green uniform crisp, covered with many medals.

The Captains of the SGI destroyers, Aegis and Vanguard, along with their Executive Officers, their crisp uniforms a sharp contrast to the weariness on their faces. 

The Chief of Base Operations, Chief of Logistics, Chief of Medical, and Chief of Dock Operations, each bearing their own marks of exhaustion but maintaining an air of professionalism. 

Dr. Ross was the first to look up as Alex entered, rising from her seat with a smile that softened her usual stern expression. “Mr. Mercer,” she said, extending her hand. “Congratulations on your confirmation as SGI Ganymede’s permanent Chief Information Officer. It’s well-earned.”

Alex shook her hand, a faint smile tugging at the corners of his lips. “Thank you, Dr. Ross. I appreciate the confidence—and the coffee.” He gestured to the steaming mug on the table beside his designated seat.

“After the last few days, you’ve earned more than that,” she said, taking her seat again as the others greeted Alex with nods or handshakes.

Once everyone was seated, Dr. Ross leaned forward, her hazel eyes scanning the room. “Alright, let’s get started. Mr. Mercer, Colonel Meyers, I need a complete debrief on the attack. From the malware infiltration to the Black Star Consortium’s assault and everything in between. What happened, how did we respond, and what do we need to do next?”

Alex tapped a button on the console embedded in the table, and a holographic map of the base appeared, showing a timeline of events. Red zones marked where the malware had hit hardest, gradually replaced by green as systems were reclaimed.

“It began with a malware infiltration,” Alex started, his tone measured. “The attackers planted malicious code in the base’s systems—likely long before we arrived—designed to lock down personnel, cripple operations, and create chaos. It was highly sophisticated, targeting everything from automated doors to environmental systems. Some sections of the base were sealed completely; others had their atmosphere vented into space, leading to catastrophic losses.”

The Chief of Base Operations, a wiry man named Nolan Haines, added grimly, “We lost 36 personnel to the lockdowns and atmosphere failures. Many more were trapped without water or air circulation until the systems were restored.”

Alex nodded and continued. “When I arrived, I deployed my AIs, Cuddlehoof and Hyraxia—as well as  Demonhoof. Hyraxia and Demonhoof were designed to rapidly retake control of compromised systems, and they both proved critical in neutralizing the malware before more damage could be done.”

Colonel Meyers leaned forward. “While Mr. Mercer worked to retake the systems, my Marines and I coordinated to identify and eliminate a saboteur who was working from within the base. That saboteur managed to disable critical systems, including the base’s meteorite defense lasers, which left us vulnerable to the assault.”

The map shifted to show the enemy fleet’s approach. Alex continued, “Then came the Black Star Consortium. They launched an assault ship, six corvettes, and ground forces. Two of our combat shuttles, piloted by Nekos, engaged the fleet. Shuttle 1 was destroyed, but Shuttle 2 managed to cripple or destroy three of the corvettes, forcing the assault ship to withdraw.”

Captain Markov of the Aegis chimed in. “The Consortium doesn’t deploy this level of firepower without substantial payment. They’re mercenaries, not conquerors. Someone hired them, and their goal was clear: cripple Ganymede Base.”

Alex tapped another button, pulling up the casualty report. “On the ground, we destroyed the remaining enemy forces, including a heavily-armored mobile command center coordinating their combots. However, the cost was high. Along with the 36 personnel lost to the initial sabotage, we lost 39 crew aboard the frigate Tiger and 12 Marines during the assault. Shuttle 1’s crew also perished. In total, 87 lives were lost.”

A heavy silence fell over the room as the grim numbers sank in. Dr. Ross let out a slow breath. “What about the data chip recovered from the saboteur?” she asked.

Alex exchanged a glance with Colonel Meyers before replying. “Hyraxia has been analyzing it. Early results suggest that whoever hired the Black Star Consortium had significant resources. The malware and jammer technology were military-grade—possibly from a rival corporation.”

Dr. Ross straightened, her sharp gaze locking onto Alex. “Mr. Mercer, I want the base’s systems rebuilt from the ground up. I appreciate Hyraxia’s role in saving the base, but SGI needs full control of our infrastructure.”

Alex nodded. “I agree. Hyraxia was built as an emergency tool. She’s capable, but she wasn’t designed for long-term operations on this scale. We have two options: SGI can purchase Hyraxia outright, or we can develop a custom AI tailored to Ganymede’s needs.”

The room murmured at the mention of purchasing Hyraxia. Captain Elias Markov raised an eyebrow. “And which option would you recommend?”

“Developing a new AI,” Alex said firmly. “Hyraxia was built in a hurry. While effective, she’s not optimized for sustained operation at a facility this size. I’d recommend building a custom AI from the ground up—one that can manage the base’s unique challenges. It would be SGI’s to use and expand in perpetuity as needed.”

Dr. Ross nodded. “I’ll take that under advisement. In the meantime, I want a full cybersecurity overhaul. We can’t let something like this happen again.”

Colonel Meyers took over, outlining plans to rebuild the base’s defenses. “We need to replace the combat shuttles we lost and strengthen our anti-ship defenses. With two destroyers now stationed here, we’re better protected, but Ganymede Base is a high-value target. We should assume we’ll be attacked again.”

Captain Markov added, “The Black Star Consortium’s retreat doesn’t mean we’re safe. Whoever hired them might send a larger force next time—or someone else entirely.”

Dr. Ross nodded, her expression grim. “Then we’ll make sure they regret it. Colonel Meyers, coordinate with the destroyer captains to develop a long-term defensive strategy.”

The air in the conference room was heavy with exhaustion, but the group pressed on. Dr. Evelyn Ross leaned forward, her hands clasped on the table, her sharp gaze sweeping across the attendees.

“Let’s move on to operational recovery,” she said, her voice cutting through the quiet. “Chief Holloway, can you give us an update on the status of the docks?”

Chief of Dock Operations Gareth Holloway, a broad-shouldered man with silver streaks in his close-cropped hair, tapped a console embedded in the table. A holographic model of the docks appeared, showing twenty berths, eight of which were highlighted in red.

“Eight docking bays are completely offline,” Holloway said, his tone brisk but professional. “Three were damaged during the attack—blown seals, structural integrity compromised. The other five are locked down for safety checks after suspicious anomalies in their automated systems. We’re prioritizing repairs to get them operational within 48 hours.”

“What about the Tiger?” Colonel Meyers asked, leaning forward.

Holloway zoomed in on a berth marked with a blinking yellow icon, showing the battered remains of the frigate Tiger. The vessel’s hull was riddled with scorch marks and breaches, its once-sleek profile now jagged and fractured.

“We’ve managed to tow her into Dock 14,” Holloway said. “The damage is extensive. She’ll need a complete rebuild—weeks at minimum, probably months. The survivors are being cared for by Medical, but they will need replacements for the crew they lost.”

Dr. Ross frowned, her hazel eyes flicking to Dr. Helena Chambers, the Chief of Medical. “Dr. Chambers, how are we doing on medical support for the wounded?”

Dr. Chambers, a wiry woman with graying hair pulled into a tight bun, folded her hands on the table. “We’re stretched thin, but we’re managing. Of the 68 injured personnel, 15 are critical and undergoing surgery. The rest are stable. Supplies are tight, though. The attack disrupted two supply shipments en route to Ganymede, and our reserves are running low.”

Ross nodded. “Chief Ralston, what’s the status of those shipments?”

The Chief of Logistics, Donovan Ralston, a thin man with sharp features and tired eyes, cleared his throat. “The supply disruption is my top priority, but it’s complicated. Both shipments were rerouted to Callisto Station when the attack began. We’ll need to send escorts to bring them here safely. Fortunately, with the Aegis and Vanguard here now, that should be possible.”

Captain Markov of the Aegis leaned forward, his sharp blue eyes focused on Ralston. “We’ll dispatch a destroyer to retrieve the shipments immediately. Let me know which one has the more critical supplies, and we’ll ensure it arrives first.”

“Much appreciated, Captain,” Ralston said, nodding.

Dr. Ross made a note on her tablet before looking to Alex. “Mr. Mercer, what about systems recovery? How long until the base is running at full capacity?”

Alex straightened, his fatigue momentarily forgotten. “Hyraxia has already restored the core systems—life support, external defenses, and basic automation. She’s still running diagnostics to ensure no traces of the malware remain, but I expect we’ll be fully operational in another 12 hours. After that, I’ll begin working on rebuilding the system architecture from the ground up to prevent future breaches.”

Ross nodded, satisfied. “Good. Keep me updated.”

The room fell silent for a moment before Ross leaned back in her chair, her sharp gaze softening slightly. She turned to Alex, her expression shifting to something more personal.

“One last item,” she said. “Mr. Mercer, SGI leadership has reviewed your performance during the attack. Your quick thinking, decisive action, and the deployment of your AI saved countless lives and prevented the complete loss of this base.” She paused, letting the weight of her words sink in. “I’ve already told you this privately, but I’d like to formally congratulate you in front of your peers on your confirmation as Ganymede Base’s permanent Chief Information Officer.”

Alex blinked, caught off guard by the sudden shift in tone. He glanced at the others seated around the table, their gazes now focused on him.

“Thank you, Dr. Ross,” he said, his voice measured but sincere. “I appreciate the recognition, and I’m honored to officially join the Ganymede team. That said, I couldn’t have done it alone. The Marines, the Nekos, and the rest of the base staff all played critical roles in making sure we survived. This was a team effort. Included in that is the AIs also, of course.”

Colonel Meyers gave him a small nod of acknowledgment, while Captain Markov smirked faintly.

Ross smiled. “That humility will serve you well, Mr. Mercer. But don’t sell yourself short—you rose to the occasion, and you’ve earned this. Welcome to the team.”

Alex dipped his head slightly. “Thank you, again.”

Ross glanced around the room. “Does anyone have anything else to add before we adjourn?”

Captain Markov raised a hand slightly. “One thing. The Aegis and Vanguard will remain stationed here for the foreseeable future, but we’ll need additional resources to reinforce the base’s defenses. We can’t assume the Black Star Consortium won’t return—or that whoever hired them won’t send someone else.”

Colonel Meyers nodded. “Agreed. We’re working on plans to replace the shuttles we lost and upgrade the base’s anti-ship weaponry. We’ll coordinate with you on specifics.”

“Good,” Ross said, her tone firm. “Let’s make sure Ganymede is ready for anything.”

She stood, signaling the end of the meeting. “Thank you all for your time. Let’s get to work. Mr. Mercer, could you join me in my office for a moment?”

Alex was in the process of walking out and stopped mid-stride and pivoted. “Of course ma’am.”

They walked into Dr. Ross’s office and she shut the door.

“Mr. Mercer,” she began, her tone softer than it had been in the meeting. She gestured for him to relax. “I wanted to talk to you about the primary data center—the one where your office will be.”

At the mention of the data center, Alex’s posture stiffened slightly, his mind flashing to the reports he’d read about the sabotage that had claimed the lives of the previous CIO and her staff. He’d avoided dwelling on it during the chaos of the attack, but now, with the immediate crisis resolved, the thought weighed heavier.

“What’s the situation there?” he asked.

Dr. Ross sighed, setting the coffee down on her nearby desk. She glanced at her tablet, pulling up a progress report. “The sabotage hit the primary data center harder than we initially thought. As you know, the area was decompressed during the attack, killing the previous CIO, her staff, and several technicians who were on-site. The sudden loss of atmosphere caused... considerable biological contamination. Biohazard cleanup teams are working as quickly as they can to recover the bodies and sanitize the space.”

Alex’s throat tightened. “How long until it’s ready?”

Ross met his gaze directly, her voice steady but empathetic. “Four days. It’s going to take at least that long to finish the cleanup and re-pressurize the area. Until then, the data center is off-limits.”

Alex nodded slowly, processing the information. The thought of stepping into a space that had been the site of such a sudden, violent loss of life wasn’t exactly appealing, but it wasn’t something he could avoid forever.

“I understand,” he said finally. “I’ll work out of the command center until it’s ready.”

Ross shook her head, a faint smile tugging at her lips. “Actually, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. You’ve been running on fumes, Alex. Between retaking the systems, coordinating with the Marines, and dealing with this attack, you’ve barely had time to breathe, let alone sleep. I’m officially suggesting—and by suggesting, I mean insisting—that you take a few days off.”

Alex blinked, caught off guard. “Take a few days off? But I just got here.”

“Yes, and made a hell of a first impression. SGI needs you, badly.” she said firmly, crossing her arms. “There’s not much you can do without access to the primary data center, and Hyraxia has things under control for now. I want you to rest, clear your head, and be ready to hit the ground running when the data center is operational again.”

Alex opened his mouth to protest, then stopped himself. She wasn’t wrong—he was running on fumes. The hours he’d slept after the battle had barely scratched the surface of his exhaustion, and the mental strain of the last few days had left him frayed at the edges.

“I appreciate the concern, Dr. Ross,” he said after a moment. “But I’d feel better staying nearby. There’s still a lot that needs to be done—”

“Alex,” Ross interrupted, her tone soft but firm. “You’ve done more than enough for now. You brought us back from the brink. The systems are stabilizing, the malware is expunged, and you’ve already laid the groundwork for rebuilding. If there’s an emergency, I’ll call you. But for the next few days, I want you to rest. The work isn’t going anywhere and it won’t be getting any easier. But I need you ready to shoulder what will be a burden that would give Atlas pause. So that’s an order, not a suggestion.”

Alex exhaled, a small, weary smile breaking through. “Understood. But I’ll keep my company phone on me, just in case.”

“That’s all I ask,” Ross said, her expression softening. “Take some time for yourself, Alex. You’ve earned it.”

As she turned to leave, she paused, glancing back at him. “Oh, and one more thing—when you do move into that office, remember that it’s yours now. Make it your space. The past may linger, but this is your chance to build something better.”

Her words hung in the air as she walked away, leaving Alex to ponder them. He turned back to the console, gazing at the holographic display that had reappeared. The data streams flickered faintly, but for the first time since he’d arrived at Ganymede Base, Alex allowed himself to step back.
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Chapter 32 Cat Town
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After his meeting with Dr. Ross, Alex called Blanca and asked if she would show him around Cat Town. He had never been to one, and although Blanca was new to this one, she had been to others so Alex assumed she would be a good guide. Blanca sent him the location of a  café where she would meet him.

After a short trip on the transit tram, Alex stood outside the sleek, metallic entrance to Cat Town, the location pin Blanca had sent him glowing faintly on his phone. The dotted line of the station map had guided him easily, and now that he was here, he was momentarily frozen in place, taking it all in. He had expected something simple—perhaps a modest district for Nekos to gather and shop—but what he saw before him was on an entirely different level.

The entrance opened into a bustling, multi-level commercial hub, alive with sound and motion. Cat Town stretched three stories high, its design reminiscent of a shopping mall from Earth. A skylight far above allowed soft artificial lighting to spill down, bathing the entire area in a warm, inviting glow. The air smelled faintly of grilled meats, savory spices, and a hint of something sweet he couldn’t quite place. Music from various stores blended into a strange but lively symphony that filled the space.

He stepped inside, and the first thing that struck him was how alive it all felt. Nekos were everywhere—walking, talking, laughing, and working in the various shops and restaurants that lined the wide main concourse. Their cat ears twitched with curiosity as they browsed through stalls, and their voices carried a musical quality that added to the district's vibrant energy.

The upper levels were connected by curved staircases and transparent lifts, with railings that allowed for a clear view of the entire space. Neon signs in a mix of English, Japanese, and German advertised everything from gyms to bookstores, arcades to tattoo parlors.

What truly caught Alex’s attention, though, was the sheer variety of businesses specifically catering to Nekos. There were meat markets displaying perfectly cut steaks, racks of skewered chicken, and sausages glistening under heat lamps. Restaurants had bright, eye-catching signs boasting dishes designed for Neko-specific diets, with pictures of meals that included cuts of raw tuna, grilled salmon, and high-protein snacks.

As Alex followed the route on his phone toward the café, he noticed the attention he was getting. Nekos passing by would glance his way, and then their glances would linger. Some waved, some smiled coyly, and others winked or blew kisses. A few even swayed their hips as they walked past, their catlike tails flicking playfully.

One Neko leaning against the railing on the second level shouted, “Hey, handsome!” followed by a giggle as her friends nudged her playfully. Another, wearing a shop apron, made a heart shape with her hands and pointed it at him before disappearing into her store.

Alex’s cheeks warmed. He wasn’t used to this kind of attention—especially not from so many females at once.

He was even more surprised by the sheer number of Nekos in Cat Town. He estimated there had to be at least a few hundred wandering about. Some were in casual clothing, like jeans and t-shirts, while others were dressed more professionally, wearing the uniforms of station staff. Despite their different appearances, they all shared the distinctive Neko traits—soft furred ears atop their heads, sharp eyes, and graceful movements.

Finally, he spotted Blanca outside the café, waving at him. Her platinum hair shimmered under the lights, and her azure eyes lit up with a mix of warmth and amusement as she watched him approach.

As Alex walked up, Blanca stepped forward and hugged him tightly, pressing her cheek against his shoulder. “Welcome to Cat Town,” she said softly, then leaned up and whispered in his ear. “I see the locals have already noticed you.”

Alex blinked. “Yeah, I was wondering why they’re all... so friendly.”

Blanca chuckled, pulling back to look at him, her hands still resting lightly on his arms. “They know you have three Platinum vouchers.”

Alex tilted his head. “How would they know that?”

“Vouchers are registered publicly,” Blanca explained, her voice lowering slightly as she leaned closer. “It’s a system SGI uses to prevent fraud. But that also means anyone—including Nekos—can look up who has unassigned vouchers. These Nekos are unadopted, and they know you’re an SGI Executive. Flirting is their way of letting you know they’re available.”

Alex rubbed the back of his neck awkwardly. “That’s... direct.”

Blanca smiled, her expression playful but kind. “They just want a better life. And you’re a very good option. I know.”

Alex glanced around, catching the curious glances of a group of Nekos walking past. Some whispered to each other, their cat ears twitching as they smiled at him. “I didn’t realize there were so many Nekos here,” he said, his voice tinged with wonder.

“This is home for a lot of them,” Blanca said. “Cat Town is the commercial heart of Ganymede Base, and it’s where most of the Nekos spend their free time. Besides, this is SGI’s largest base outside of SOL Gov space. Come on, the others are waiting.”

The café was small and cozy, tucked between a tattoo parlor and a bookstore. Inside, Serlina, Isidora, and Zinaida were seated around a low table, sipping on steaming drinks served in ceramic mugs with cat-ear motifs. They waved as Alex and Blanca entered, their faces lighting up when they saw him.

“About time you made it,” Serlina teased.

Alex smiled, sliding into a seat at the table. “I got a little... distracted on the way here.”

“We saw,” Zinaida said, smirking as she glanced out the café’s large window at the bustling main concourse. “You’re quite the celebrity already.”

They spent some time at the café, chatting casually about the day and sharing observations about the attack and recovery efforts. Blanca, ever observant, kept an arm draped over Alex’s shoulder, her possessive body language making it clear to any passing Nekos that he was already spoken for.

When they finished their drinks, the group decided to explore Cat Town further. Blanca clung to Alex’s arm, and Serlina took the other, while Isidora and Zinaida followed closely behind.

As they walked, Alex was struck by the vibrancy of the district. The meat markets displayed cuts of meat so fresh they seemed to gleam under the overhead lights, while the rich aroma of grilled steak and roasted chicken wafted from nearby food stalls. Arcades buzzed with electronic sounds and laughter, while a tattoo parlor had a glowing sign in the shape of a paw print.

Looking all the meat markets was making Alex hungry, “I'm glad for the raise in my salary. Now I can afford to feed all of you.”

Blanca looked at him, her expression one of confusion, “Feed all of us?”

“Well, food isn't free, and I know from our time together you need a high-protein diet. I assume it's the same for all of you?” Alex said, his voice calm but curious.

His Nekos all confirmed his assumption. “Yes, we're carnivores. I like beef,” Serlina said, her voice clear over the ambiance of Cat Town.

“I prefer chicken,” Blanca added, her tone playful.

The others nodded, mentioning their love for all types of meat. Blanca then reassured Alex, “Don't worry about the costs. We'll earn our keep with our jobs.”

This statement puzzled Alex further. “What do you earn?”

Blanca paused, then answered, “That's for you to decide, since you adopted us. The money we earn goes to you, to cover our expenses. You provide us a home, care for us; we help by working.”

Alex turned to look at Serlina, Isidora, and Zinaida, his mind racing with this new information. Blanca, sensing his confusion, continued, “They're not with the SGI Marines anymore. You adopted them, so they've been released to you. They're qualified for security work, and I'm sure the base would hire them. And I assume you'll have a position for me in the Information Management Directorate.”

The realization dawned on Alex. The vouchers from SGI HR weren't just a perk; they were an investment. With their skills, Serlina and Blanca could earn well above their living expenses, and Isidora and Zinaida, though perhaps not as much, would still contribute. “Miss Cuddle” had indeed been cunning in her negotiations.

However, the idea of taking their earnings didn't sit right with Alex. He was already planning in his head to set up accounts for each Neko, allowing them to contribute to their own expenses while also having personal funds for leisure and personal needs.

He noticed that despite no longer being active Marines, Serlina, Isidora, and Zinaida still wore jumpsuits displaying their former ranks.

Serlina, catching his glance, explained, “We've earned these ranks. Like military retirees, people can address us by them, and it helps with job qualifications.”

She was mentally preparing for what she assumed would be interviews, her posture straightening, her mind focusing on how she would present herself for new opportunities, unaware that Alex was silently planning to let “Miss Cuddle” handle their employment prospects.

“Well, I appreciate the help with the costs. I’ll help you all find jobs you can enjoy.” Alex assured them.

They passed by a gym where Nekos were sparring in an open training area, their movements quick and fluid. Further down, Alex noticed a brothel with a holographic sign above the entrance. The projection was of a Neko with black hair, white-tipped ears, and a long, swishing tail, dressed in a skimpy bikini that left very little to the imagination. She smiled and winked as she danced, her figure larger-than-life.

Alex blinked, quickly averting his gaze, but Blanca noticed his reaction and smirked. “That’s the Cat House,” she said. “One of the more... popular businesses around here.”

“Noted,” Alex muttered, feeling his cheeks heat up.

As they continued, Alex couldn’t help but feel like he was walking through a living, breathing city. Cat Town was more than just a market district—it was a community, alive with culture and personality. And for the first time since arriving on Ganymede, he felt a sense of normalcy returning, even if just for a little while.

Blanca leaned her head against his arm as they walked. “What do you think?” she asked softly.

Alex smiled, glancing down at her. “It’s incredible. I never imagined something like this would be here.” Alex looked around at his Nekos, “I don’t think I’ll ever be going back to Earth.”

Blanca purred faintly, her ears twitching with contentment. “Welcome to our world, Alex.”
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Epilogue
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Far from the icy surface of Ganymede, the remnants of the Black Star Consortium’s fleet limped through the dark void of space. The assault ship, Erebus, a massive, angular behemoth bristling with weaponry and scars from its failed assault, led the formation. It was accompanied by two surviving corvettes, their hulls scorched and pitted from combat. The crew aboard the Erebus worked silently and methodically, nursing their wounded ship and counting the cost of the mission. They had been beaten—badly—and now their only focus was escape.

The command crew of the Erebus felt confident in one thing: no one could catch them. The high-g escape burn they’d initiated after retreating from Ganymede had pushed their engines and bodies to the limit, leaving them convinced that SGI’s forces wouldn’t risk following. No human could withstand the brutal acceleration necessary to overtake them. They had gambled that SGI’s wrath would stop at Ganymede’s orbit, and they were wrong.

On Earth, the CEO of SGI leaned back in her chair, staring at the holographic report of the attack on Ganymede Base. Her face was cold, her lips pressed into a thin, unforgiving line. The attack had been costly—dozens dead, a frigate lost, and the company’s primary foothold in the outer system compromised. The Black Star Consortium had dared to bring corporate warfare to SGI. It was a challenge she intended to answer.

The order came swiftly and with finality: Pursue. Destroy.

The responsibility fell to Sabertooth Squadron, SGI’s most secretive and elite naval unit. Comprised entirely of Nekos, Sabertooth Squadron was SGI’s answer to the limits of human endurance. The squadron’s crews could endure gravitational forces that would turn human sailors into pulp, their enhanced physiology and reflexes allowing them to outmaneuver and outlast any other crew in the solar system.

At the heart of the squadron was the Panther, a sleek and deadly destroyer captained by Aella, a veteran Neko commander whose icy calm and tactical brilliance were legendary. Flanking the Panther were three frigates—the Wildcat, Sphynx, and Calico—each crewed by Nekos as sharp and lethal as their ships’ namesakes.

Aboard the Panther, Captain Aella stood on the bridge, her orange-furred ears twitching as she studied the holographic projections of the Erebus’s trajectory. Her golden eyes glinted with a mix of determination and cold calculation.

“Distance to target?” she asked, her voice sharp and clear.

“Three-point-two million kilometers, Captain,” replied the navigation officer, her tail swishing as she worked at her station. “We’ll need a sustained 8 g burn to close the gap in time. Humans wouldn’t survive the maneuver.”

Aella’s lips curved into a faint, humorless smile. “Good thing we’re not human. Initiate the burn. Full combat readiness. Jam all outbound signals when we’re in range—I don’t want anyone knowing what happened here.”

“Aye, Captain.”

The engines of Sabertooth Squadron roared to life, the ships surging forward as the Nekos aboard braced themselves. The forces pressed against them, testing even their enhanced bodies, but they held firm. The Panther and her frigates became streaks of light against the blackness of space, cutting through the void with single-minded purpose.

The Erebus never saw them coming.

The assault ship’s crew, confident in their escape, had settled into a rhythm of repair and recovery, their corvettes keeping a loose formation. They were blind to the approaching threat, their sensors outmatched and their comms scrambled by the precision jamming of the Panther.

The first sign of the ambush was a flicker of movement on the edge of the Erebus’s sensors. By the time the alarm was raised, it was too late.

Sabertooth Squadron opened fire with devastating precision. The Panther’s railguns fired in perfect unison with those of her frigates, their hyper-velocity rounds slamming into the Erebus’s hull like meteor strikes. The first salvo tore through the ship’s shielding, ripping open its armor and exposing the fragile systems beneath.

Inside the Erebus, chaos erupted as explosions rocked the ship. Consoles sparked and shattered, corridors buckled, and panicked crew members scrambled for damage control stations. The captain of the Erebus shouted orders, his voice drowned out by the wail of alarms and the roar of secondary explosions.

“Where’s the enemy fire coming from?” he barked, clutching the edge of his command console as the ship lurched violently.

“Everywhere!” screamed the sensor officer. “They’re jamming us—we can’t get a lock!”

The Panther moved like a predator stalking wounded prey, its sleek form darting between the Erebus and its corvettes. The frigates Wildcat, Sphynx, and Calico fired in coordinated volleys, their railguns and missile systems tearing the corvettes apart. The corvettes’ counterfire was sporadic and ineffective, their gunners unable to match the speed and agility of the Neko-crewed ships.

The Erebus, crippled and bleeding atmosphere, tried to flee, its engines flaring in a desperate attempt to escape. Aella wasn’t about to let it happen.

“Concentrate fire on their propulsion systems,” she ordered, her tone cold and measured.

The Panther and her frigates complied, their weapons locking onto the Erebus’s massive engines. A withering barrage of railgun fire tore through the assault ship’s thrusters, silencing them in a cascade of fire and debris. The Erebus began to drift, powerless and vulnerable.

Aella stepped forward on the bridge of the Panther, her eyes fixed on the image of the shattered assault ship.

“Bring us alongside,” she commanded. “Prepare final salvo. Target their core systems—we’re leaving nothing intact.”

The Panther and her frigates closed in, their railguns reloading for the final blow. Inside the Erebus, the surviving crew members could only watch in helpless terror as the deadly silhouettes of Sabertooth Squadron loomed closer. The last thing they saw was the blinding flash of railgun fire, the rounds tearing through the assault ship’s heart.

In a matter of moments, the Erebus was gone. All that remained was a field of twisted metal and debris, scattered across the void.

Captain Aella stood at the bridge’s forward view screen, watching the wreckage drift in silence.

“No transmissions escaped,” the communications officer reported. “As far as anyone knows, the Erebus and her escorts vanished.”

Aella nodded, her expression unreadable. “Good. Send word to SGI command: Sabertooth Squadron has completed the mission. It’s a clean sweep. No survivors.”

The Panther and her frigates turned away from the field of destruction, their engines flaring as they disappeared into the vastness of space. The Black Star Consortium would never know what had happened to their fleet, but the message was clear: no one crossed SGI and lived to tell the tale.

As the squadron returned to base, Aella allowed herself a rare smile. The mission was complete, and the Nekos of Sabertooth Squadron had proven, once again, that they were SGI’s sharpest and deadliest weapon.
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