
Chapter 9: 
Dunyazade briefly touched Hajji's arm to draw his attention to Cade 'the Blade' Bronson, who was walking towards us. A girl kneeling in front of us was, of course, bait for predators.
“We received permission to use the gym on the first deck. Angus, Tyler, Marcus, and Chloë want to use it; perhaps you would like to join us too.”
Both Hajji and I declined.
“That comes as no surprise,” he sneered. “Maybe you’d prefer to act as a nanny to our concubines and the children?”
“No problem,” I said.
“Just try to keep your hands off them, and make sure your freak stays locked up.” With that charming remark, he turned the other way. The alarm bells started ringing for the sergeant again, because I saw her coming towards us. 
“You can rise now, Kia. We will deal with this later.” I told her.
Her “Yes, Sir,” sounded sharp and obedient. The naked girl stood behind me. A soldier in boot camp. Trying hard to make a good impression on her first day of training. 
“Not going with them to the gym tomorrow?” Sergeant Barrett presumed. 
“We have our concubines to keep us fit,” I said truthfully. A little flush came and went on the Sergeant’s cheeks. I like women in uniform, but perhaps you already know that. 
“A pity, because it would do you good. Not only on a physical level, but it would help you connect better with the others as well. One word of warning to you both: keep your hands to yourself when you are with all the concubines tomorrow. It would be logical, and perhaps even necessary, to supervise the gym tomorrow, but since you will be alone with all the concubines tomorrow, I choose to be here anyway. My gut feeling tells me I am needed here more.”
“Perhaps. But duty or preference, it’s always a pleasure to have you with us,” Hajji said. Suckup. 
My four concubines were heading my way now as well. “It’s time to return to the pod. Thank you for the lessons today Hajji, it was interesting and insightful. I will see you tomorrow, I hope.”
I turned towards his concubines. Scheherazade. Dunyazade. I acknowledged them with a slight, respectful bow. 
And off we went again in procession. It had something of a Dantesque element about it. We are not merely moving through space; we are taking our place in an order. Who belongs where, who follows whom, what one serves; it’s all in the procession. Women naked as the day they were born, not being able to hide anything, least of all their objects of anxiety. My crew, all carrying their own inner worlds, and yet part of a row that precedes them and exceeds them. Everyone is moving. But not everyone understands the movement equally. Some walk knowingly. Others obediently. Some blindly and some because everyone else has already begun.
Back in the pod, which, I must say, still felt alien and unwelcoming, with an all-seeing, all-hearing, and all-knowing artificial being that kept us under constant surveillance. 
“Aislinn, would you come to my room, please?” I asked. Kia needed only one look that I expected her to stay with me. I ignored the curious glances of the other women.
“Aislinn, hands behind your back. I will be with you in a minute. 
Kia, undress me, please.” The phrase “My system ingrained please and thank you” signifies a level of cultivation that surpasses simple good manners. The phrase carries a faintly comic pathos; there’s a melancholy to the phrase, suggesting that good manners are less a choice and more an automatic response, pre-programmed between one’s morals and habits, firing before one can even think.
Like a maid in the king's room, Kia took off my clothes quickly and without fuss, folding them neatly before putting them in the recycler. A stark contrast to what I had seen earlier in her room; I remember my mother complaining to her that she left all her clothes scattered on the floor. 
When I was naked, I lay down in the middle of the bed. “Aislinn, come here, lie on me, I need you for a moment.” She hesitated only for a moment and then climbed onto the bed. Carefully, she rolled her body until it lay on top of mine. I felt her whole body tremble. I stroked her hair. Little remained of the rebellious, self-assured lab assistant who had put me in my place multiple times in the past. You can’t really be proud of crushing someone until they’re nothing but a shaking wreck. Was I considered the great leader who could command whatever I wished from my disciples? Is this the life I desired?
“Are you mad at me, Aislinn?” I asked, pushing her face into the crook of my neck.
“No, Sir.”
“I think you are. Your body feels all distant and stiff, as if you want to be somewhere else right now?”
“No, sir. I just don’t want to make you uncomfortable pressing my you-know-what on your body.” 
I smiled and slapped her ass hard. “Relax, woman. Cover my body with yours like a blanket.” It took her almost a minute to force her body to relax enough that I felt the full weight of her breasts against my chest. I kept stroking her hair. Exceedingly slowly, I felt her crotch rest on mine. It felt uncomfortable for both of us, I think. However, this was not the moment for unguided prejudices or fears. 
“I promised you my first child once, Aislinn. Perhaps you won’t be able to receive my first, but I don’t make empty promises, girl. When you are with child, my child, you will lie with your pregnant belly in my body, just like now, and we will look back and laugh about how silly we behaved on this ship. 
“You think so, Drew?” she asked, breathing her warm breath against my throat. I caressed her back. Still tremors through her body.
“Yeah, I do. How is it going with Joyce? Is she pregnant yet?”
“No, Drew. I try, I really try. Isis and Sharon and even Joyce are doing their best to keep me hard long enough to enter her, but I can’t come inside her. I just can’t. I’m sorry. We will keep trying, though, but I am not optimistic that we will succeed.”
“That’s what the AI is telling me. I have been thinking about it, Aislinn. I will not apologise for asking you to make Joyce pregnant. But I don’t want you all on edge, worried about following an order you can’t fulfil. I’m going to pick up the responsibilities that have always been mine and make her pregnant myself. You are relieved of that duty as of today.” 
If I had thought that Aislinn would stand up and perform a happy dance, I was sourly mistaken. I felt the wetness of a tear and a little kiss on my throat. “Thank you,” was all she said. 
We were quiet for a long time. Aislinn didn’t ask why Kia was in my bed watching us both. Suddenly, Aislinn broke the silence. “Drew, you have changed. Who are you, and what did you do to Drew? Why are you suddenly interested in people, instead of lab tests?”
“I used to think growing up meant knowing more. It doesn’t. It means carrying more. Before this journey, I moved through life like a man in zero-g — all motion, no weight. Then people started depending on me, and suddenly everything had gravity. People think change happens like a decision. It doesn’t. It happens like heat to metal. Hold something in the fire long enough, and it comes out harder, stranger, shaped for a different purpose. We are on a very dangerous trip, Aislinn. I feel it, and so does Hajji.
I took a deep breath and struggled on, “Back on Earth, I was okay with you guys taking the lead. You were all busy bonding, and I thought that made a lot of sense. If I meddle, it might actually prevent you all from growing closer. Besides having enough to do with my research, I mainly wanted to let you go your own way. 
“You know what the problem is?” I asked without expecting an answer.
“People decide stuff about you way too early, and then they never really update it. They just keep talking to the version of you they made up in their head. My cousin Rob gets that all the time. He has Down syndrome, so basically everyone’s been underestimating him since he was born. Not always meanly. Sometimes it’s that fake-nice version, which is honestly worse. Like, everyone acts as if he can’t handle anything by himself. Like deciding that if something actually serious happened, he’d be the one needing help.
“Then last summer we were at this lake, and my little nephew wandered off while all the adults were busy doing what adults do best, which is yelling each other’s names and being useless. And Rob was the one who noticed first. Rob. Not my uncle, not his mom, not any of the people who are supposedly the responsible ones.
“He just went after him and brought him back before anyone else had even figured out what was going on.
“And afterwards, everybody was acting so shocked, like he’d just landed a plane or solved a nuclear equation or something. But he didn’t do anything impossible. He just did something they’d already decided he’d never be able to do. That’s what people do. They make you small in their head first, and then later, when you do something completely normal, they act like it’s some huge surprise.
“So yeah. That’s the thing about being underestimated. People don’t notice your limits. They invented them.”
Aislinn smiled a huge smile. “Not to be annoying or anything, but I knew you for several years on Earth. And I can assure you that you were very different back then.”
“Tell me about the cage.” I said. That wiped the smile off her face. 
“Well… You can imagine my childhood wasn’t a bed of roses. My parents finally accepted the change they themselves could not bear to understand. It was difficult for them as well. My father was ashamed of me. My mother acted as if nothing was wrong when my body made visible what they most wanted to deny. I don’t think either of them ever accepted who I was. It was so far removed from their view of men and women, as though their love depended on my remaining legible to them.
“I will not tell you how school was hell. You know how that feels. At the ripe age of 22, I met Boris. I was in love with him, and I gave him unlimited access to my body. He taught me to accept my body. For the first time in my life, I felt at home in my own skin. Not only did I learn anal and oral skills, he was the one who prompted me to dress in such a way that the clothing served as a distraction. And he put a cage around my penis. Boris said that I had no need for it anymore. I masturbated regularly in those days and could still come. He forbade me that. I was a woman in his eyes. He always called my ass his pussy. And women don’t jerk off their dicks. So he kept me chaste. Even after we agreed to go our separate ways, I kept my penis locked. Because I felt he was right all along. I. Am. A. Woman. 
“I’m attracted to guys. I like to kiss them; I learned to deep-throat their cocks until they come. I love the taste of semen and I learned how to enjoy anal sex. Men love the way I look and the way I’m making them feel. Men love to protect me and kiss me. Until they see my dick and balls. From that moment on, I’m a man in their eyes, and stopped being a woman. They treat me like a man; they only have eyes for my genitals instead of all my feminine traits. They shy away from me because: hey, people might think I’m gay. It doesn’t matter if my tits were almost rolling out of my dress. They knew what was behind my legs and it was for more intimidating than a pussy. 
“Yesterday I had a long talk with Victoria Barrett. Confederacy rules prohibit total gender reassignment, including a functioning uterus, outside of exceptional cases. This is for the same reason that reactivation of the ovaries in totally post-menopausal females is prohibited. It makes my existence here completely superfluous. The most important function a woman has here, namely bearing offspring, I cannot — I’m not allowed to — fulfil. And I fail in my attempts to act like a man and make a woman pregnant. So what am I doing here, besides acting as entertainment for macho, homophobic men?”
“You are my assistant. Kia, cover your ears. The best I ever had.” I said weakly.
“I know I’m good at my work. But that’s not enough.”
Her gaze was fixed on mine as she looked into my eyes. I turned my gaze elsewhere. “What if I told you I loved you? What would you say if I wanted to make love to you? What if I wanted you to fuck my man’s pussy? What would you do? Would you still look upon me as a woman, just because I have breasts? Are my titties enough to make you hard for me? Could you make love to me with the passion you fuck Isis or Sharon? Or would slapping your balls against mine make your dick immediately soft and useless? And don’t you dare apologise to me, Drew, for your flaccid dick. Never be sorry for acting like any other man. It just proves that I’m expendable and useless.”
We were silent for a while; her words, no louder than a whisper, still echoed in the room. 
“Kia, please ask the others to join me here now.” I said to her. I hold on to Aislinn, who was trying to get away as well. 
“Tell me about the tattoo.” I pointed at her pelvis, which showed a snake shedding skin into flowers.
“I envy all animals that can throw off their outer shell and start fresh with a new skin.” She said simply. 
The door opened and Sharon, Joyce, and Isis were staring at us. Aislinn was still half on top of me, and we were both naked. I looked at Joyce. If you think you could ever get used to seeing your mother naked, you are mistaken. Except perhaps for a nudist family accustomed to walking around the house without clothes. Or a caregiver who has to look after his mother because he can no longer do it himself. Because she is old and/or demented, or has a broken leg. I think Isis once played a mother with a leg in a cast, and the man playing her son had to wash her and such. I don't think it was real plaster, because I don't think you can have sex with a lump of heavy plaster on your leg. Maybe so, I should ask Isis sometime. 
That doesn't change the fact that I still struggled to see my mother naked. I've seen plenty of porn movies where incestuous fantasies were acted out, but there's little sexual about your own mother, you know. Yes, she still had an impressive body, considering her age, but there was my mother behind those breasts, behind her shaven pussy. The mother who forbade me to eat sweets because I would get sick, who had held my hand to prevent me from crossing the street when I was little, someone who knew me better than anyone else in this room. They had all experienced only a small part of my life. But my mother and I, we had always been together. I had drunk from her glass and seen nothing special in it. I didn't even do that with Sharon.
Suddenly I realised I had seen Aislinn in the same way. At least since we had come aboard. Perhaps even before that time. Perhaps I had told my confused brain that her dual gender was a reason to consider her non-sexual and to view her from that place of safety. From that perspective, my order to impregnate my mother had been nothing more than an act of revenge. But I was better than that, wasn't I? Aislinn was a beautiful woman to look at, and I had felt attracted to her. At work, it had been wise to maintain professional distance, but outside of work, when she lived with us, that distance had eroded. I didn't feel that way about my mother's face. The essence of my mother revealed itself in her facial expressions.
I nodded slowly. It was through the subtle shifts and expressions on her face that the core of my mother’s being was truly revealed. Perhaps without looking at her face, she would just be the body of a woman. Perhaps I just needed to throw a towel over her face so I could get hard enough to make love to her? 
“Kia, get a few towels from the bathroom.” I said. There are not too many porn flicks with a lot of women in them. Not counting the gang-bang videos, of course. I don’t like gang-bang flicks at all. Too much noise. All these guys need to talk and sigh and roar and whatever they have to do because the producer told them to. And that is not my taste. And I gained an excellent taste from watching so many of them. So I asked Isis once — it’s so wonderful to have someone from the inside, someone who knows these things because she was a part of them. I mean, how many guys can say they can ask these kinds of things of the most beautiful actress ever? That's all I'm trying to say. — So I asked Isis why there are so few movies with several women in them. Like in my room now, I count ten tits. You tell me a movie with ten tits in them. If this were a YouTube video, I would say, leave your comments in the show notes below. 
“What do you want me to do with them, Master?” Kia interrupted my thoughts, three white fluffy towels in her hands. I looked at my mother, who was holding Sharon’s hand. Maybe the surrounding others wouldn't consider it very respectful if I put a towel over my mother’s head as I fucked her. That physical connection between Sharon and Joyce — I really had to start calling her Joyce whenever I thought of her; perhaps it was the word mother that was blocking me. It was certainly the countless times she had said to me, 'Look at me, I am your mother,' or 'Do what I say, I am your mother' that blocked me from calling her Joyce — the reassuring grip of the hand of another person, that said whatever happens I am with you, you are not alone in this, I have your back, gave me an idea. 
“Aislinn and I have had a long overdue conversation today. And we have concluded that it was unfair of me to ask her to do something she was not capable of doing, and that it was going against everything she stood for as a woman, as a human being. So I relieved her as of today from the duty to impregnate mo… Joyce. That means, of course, that I will do this myself, as I should have done in the first place. Everybody knows how difficult this is for me, so I thought of a solution.
“We are going to act a scene in a porn movie. Everyone knows that acting is not real, right? So you are all actors, and Isis is going to be our director. I want everyone to prepare for the shoot; do your make-up, your hair, or whatever you have to do, and I will have a word with our director. 
“Isis, I wa…” A kiss from Isis rudely interrupted me. An Isis kiss is not just a kiss. She kisses with her whole body. Not just her mouth, but her entire body is joining her lips. And any woman’s bare breasts against your equally naked body would feel like heaven, but Isis’s milk monsters make you light in your head.  
“What was that for?” 
“For doing the right thing with Aislinn. And for doing it so fast. It was eating her, and I’m so glad you changed your mind, my czar, my sovereign, my prince.”
“Oh, is that all?” I said, mildly disappointed that she didn’t say the real reason was that she missed me. “Okay, so you are the director of the ‘Houston, I fucked my family’ movie. What you have to know before we shoot is that I came to realise that looking at my mother’s face is one of the big turn off’s for me. Perhaps it’s not so sexy to cover her face with a blanket or a towel or something. Then I thought perhaps we can use Sharon in some kissing scene or something, so that I don’t have to look at her face, you know?”
“Did it ever occur to you, Drew, that this scene might be uncomfortable not only for you, but for your mother as well?” Isis asked, her eyes pressing me to give the right answer she already knew.
“No, that had not occurred to me yet,” I said honestly. 
“I didn’t think you would have,” she said deadpan. “Although we have no camera here, we are going to treat this as if we are going to make an actual porn movie.”

