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1.     Maverick

 
Maverick spotted young Charlie’s pickpocketing target and his blood ran cold. He had hoped that, because it was later in the day, Charlie would be more inconspicuous.
Observing him now, Maverick knew Charlie would not make it. The target seemed aware, although her minimal movements did not give her away. There was no way to warn Charlie without making a commotion that might just make this worse. Maybe Maverick was being paranoid, but the whole situation felt off. Would Charlie notice? Mave tried whistling their warning signal, but Charlie didn’t hear it.
From his hiding spot, Maverick watched with woeful anticipation as Charlie reached out and tried to pickpocket the Coalition officer. He knew the moment Charlie had been made.
The officer’s slender shoulders stiffened lightly, almost imperceptibly. From his vantage point, a horrified Maverick saw it all happen, as if in slow motion.
Charlie’s arm extended, his fingers barely touching the officer’s vest. The officer’s hand swiftly caught Charlie’s wrist. She turned around, holding him in place. Maverick was about to create a distraction to allow Charlie to make a run for it when the Judge appeared.
Damn! They were screwed! The Judge hated them. He’d been assigned to this sector about a year ago and was ruthless. The previous Judge had been more lenient towards children, but this one didn’t care. This Judge simply applied adult sentences to everyone. All he seemed to care about was lining his pockets with his share of the catches.
Charlie was in trouble. He had barely turned ten and he was already on the third offense with this Judge. With the previous one, Maverick wouldn’t be as worried, but since this one tried minors as adults, Maverick was terrified for Charlie.
On his third offense with this Judge, Maverick had gotten the flogging of his life, and he had just turned 25! Not that counting birthdays mattered much once you reached 18 and had the adult sentences. The very few times his bunch had managed to steal a cake for someone’s birthday, it had been a risky affair. So, Maverick saved those attempts for the really young ones.
Maverick had been taking care of “the kids”, now that he was the oldest one around, or he tried to, anyway. With no real jobs to be found, they stole what they could and took the rare odd jobs they could find. It was a hard life, but it could have been worse. They had a permanent hovel, hidden away in an abandoned building. They were even lucky that the roof above their part was mostly intact. They had covers, and most days, they had food.
It wasn’t a lot, and more often than not, it wasn’t enough to feed everyone until they were no longer hungry, but it was something. Not many on this outpost cared for orphans. People had their own misery to deal with. Even those generous enough to share couldn’t share often, considering the state of the rundown outpost.
The big market where they usually managed to steal their daily meals may have better off merchants, but Maverick’s section of what passed as a town certainly did not.
At least no one from his gang had been consigned to the whorehouse, which on this planet, could have been possible even at a young age. Once you got caught in there, you rarely made it out. From the drugs to the trauma, Maverick didn’t know anyone who got out of there sane and healthy, or even sometimes alive for that matter.
The Judge exchanged a few brief words with the officer and grabbed Charlie roughly from the officer’s grasp. Maverick approached discretely to eavesdrop on what the judge was saying, as the officer stood there with her arms crossed, looking angry. This would not help.
Sometimes, if the victim was lenient, the Judge would follow suit. Not that Maverick had much hope for this Judge, he thought, as he maneuvered himself closer to the trio. The Judge already knew Charlie, but by his “protocol”, he scanned Charlie’s face. The officer turned away, about to leave, but when the Judge spoke to Charlie, she froze.
“Third offense you little rascal! You’re off to a flogging!”
“No! Please!” Charlie cried and struggled, trying to run, but only succeeded in hurting himself.
Maverick couldn’t take it. He knew what would come. He’d lived it not that long ago. He knew the agony of that flogging. The Judge used a fire whip, which left you raw and burning for days after.
He had been lying on his stomach for nearly a week. He had only made it because his gang had helped him with cold compresses and brought him what food they could scavenge. He knew that pain and he couldn’t take the thought of it being inflicted on Charlie’s little body.
He saw the officer saying something to the Judge, but his blood was rushing to his head in fear, and he didn’t hear her. Barely thinking, Maverick walked out towards them.
“I’ll take his punishment.” He said loud and clear, so there would be no doubt whom he was talking to.
“Maverick, no!” Charlie kept trying to wrestle out of the Judge’s crushing hold.
“Hush, Charlie,” he chastised the boy.
Maverick turned back to the Judge and the officer, who looked at him in surprise.
“I’ll take his punishment.” He repeated. The Judge smirked in reply.
“You will, will you?” The Judge asked snidely.
Maverick nodded in response. The Judge scanned his face, making Maverick stiffen.
“You passed your third offense, boy. This would be your fourth. The mines or the whorehouse?”
The Judge smiled evilly. Maverick held back a shudder. Both options were lucrative for the Judge. He would get a cut from any “work” at the whorehouse and from the mines. If he went for the mines and struck out on his luck, the Judge might make more. If not, the whorehouse made more credits.
“I thought you said flogging?” Maverick stared in disbelief.
What the Judge suggested were the worst punishments there could be. The old Judge had rarely used them, only for rapists and heinous crimes.
“Oh, did you enjoy it so much last time that you want more? It’s the kid’s third offense. Your fourth. I think whorehouse. Keep it local.”
“The mines. Please, not the whorehouse,” Mave implored.
“I’ll make sure they work you extra so that the good Captain here can get her share of what your merry band of thieves would have stolen. Teach you not to bother decent folk!” The Judge said, pointing at the woman standing beside them with her arms still crossed.
Maverick choked on his response. Clearly, anything he would say would only make it worse. Just like when he had insulted the Judge during his last flogging, which had earned him an extra ten lashes.
The officer, who had seemed shocked into silence, chose that moment to make herself known.




2.     Macy

 
Macy had gone on an evening walk. After the ship landed, she had told her boss and best friend, the renowned Admiral Kirana Kot, that she would go clear her head on a walk and that she would be back before the night shift started.
She hadn’t bothered changing out of her uniform, as she would go right back to the ship for the night. They were staying a few days, as usual for such a relay. Enough to make their purchases and their rounds.
At least that was the official version. They were also here to meet another admiral to transfer confidential information they had discovered on their last mission.
They had quelled a small rebellion on Mira-Prime, a planet in the remote third quadrant, but had made a gruesome discovery.
It seemed someone had obliterated a planet neighboring Mira-Prime, and somehow managed to make it disappear from all maps as if it had never existed.
That, combined with the rebel leader claiming that the neighboring planet had Migrisian mines, a very dangerous and lethal mineral, amounted to very suspicious circumstances.
As Macy’s crew was the one to have discovered the situation, they could not investigate further without creating suspicion. This was why they were to meet the other Admiral, to pass her the torch in a way. Which resulted in their ship landing on this outpost.
These past few weeks on the ship, Macy had felt smothered. Kira was ecstatic with her new man, Mak, and Macy was very happy for her. She knew Kira did everything she could in order not to make her feel like she was a third wheel, but Macy couldn’t help it.
In a closed environment like the ship, even with Kira’s best efforts, Macy didn’t feel like before. Everything was going well, and Kira was so considerate. She was the best boss and friend anyone could hope for. So why did Macy feel like something was missing? Macy groaned at herself.
“What is wrong with you,” she mumbled to herself, “get it together woman!”
She walked on, ambulating in the market of the outpost. The market was less busy now, and the daily sales mostly concluded. Businesses were winding down, the only remaining open stalls were the ones that stayed open a little later for prepped food.
She was doing a great job feeling sorry for herself when she suddenly felt something was off. She was too well-trained to ignore those feelings, as they may make a difference in self-preservation. She felt like she was being watched.
A few moments later, she felt a very light, almost imperceptible touch at one of her pockets.
She smiled to herself and grabbed the thief. She lost her smile when she looked down and saw the tiny wrist belonged to a young child. She softened her hold and was about to let the young one run along when she saw the Judge approach.
She hadn’t seen this one before, but she knew what they looked like. The uniform was the same across all Intergalactic Coalition planets.
The Judge grabbed the kid from her forcefully.
“I see you caught a thief!” The Judge exclaimed snidely.
“Oh, I’m not sure he was going to rob me. Maybe he was lost and was just reaching out to ask for help.”
“You are too kind, Captain,” the Judge said as he noticed her insignia. “But this one,” he said, punctuating his words by shaking the kid by his wrist, “is a known thief.” The Judge scanned the kid’s face.
Macy was about to turn away and let the Judge deal with his duty when he said “third offense you little rascal! You’re off to a flogging!”
A flogging? Macy recoiled, screaming internally. Who flogs a child? A child that barely looks over ten years old at that!
The little one struggled and cried out.
“Surely, he can be let off with a warning?” Macy asked.
“I didn’t truly catch him in the act of anything, it’s only a supposition that he was reaching for more than just my hand,” she tried to mitigate the potential damage.
The Judge was about to respond when a man about her age appeared before them.
“I’ll take his punishment,” the man said.
In her shock, Macy stared at him, wondering who the kid was to him. A flogging is a serious thing to take for another, especially as Macy noticed the fire whip on the Judge’s belt. The kid screamed for the man not to do it, but the man, Maverick, just shushed him.
Surely, the Judge wouldn’t go through with this, flogging the man instead of the child when he could let them both go with just a warning?
No. It was worse. Macy was once again shocked when the Judge instead scanned the man and proposed to send him to the mines or a whorehouse! She was flabbergasted, immobilized in surprise.
The Judge didn’t relent.
“Oh, did you enjoy it so much last time that you want more? It’s the kid’s third offense. Your fourth. I think whorehouse. Keep it local,” he smirked.
What was happening? Macy just couldn’t believe it. For something as minor as an attempt at pickpocketing, the kid would have been flogged and this man, who was trying to save the boy, was to be given the worst punishment available. She couldn’t believe this Judge!
“The mines. Please, not the whorehouse.”
The defeated look on the man’s face marred his otherwise good-looking features. He wouldn’t be spared at the whorehouse, not with that face and those striking eyes!
“I’ll make sure they work you extra so that the good Captain here can get her share of what you would have stolen. Teach you not to bother decent folk!”
Oh no, he didn’t! That got her out of her shock and into outrage! He would not be using her as an excuse for his despicable judgment!
He was clearly not letting the case go, so Macy used the only thing she could think of that would overrule the Judge.
“Judge, I call on my right as a Captain ranked officer to obtain compensation in nature.”
The Judge, who was still holding the young boy by the wrist, looked at Macy with astonishment. It was rarely heard of for officers to take compensation in nature, as they were rarely planet-side long enough to “enjoy” it, and they would have to obtain prior approval from their commanding officer to bring an extra mouth to feed on board a ship.
However, Macy precisely knew their current weight restrictions and provisions, as she was responsible for them. She also knew that Kira would not tell her no, especially when she herself had bought a man on their last planet-side excursion.
Macy realized she would never live this down though, with all the grief she had caused Kira over her “purchase”. Still, there was no other way to save this man from one of the worst punishments he could get.
The mines or the whorehouse. What nonsense! She shook her head. Finally, the Judge responded.
“Captain, are you sure? I’m certain we can make it beneficial to you with the whorehouse owner. I know him personally, he’ll make sure you get a good number of credits out of him.”
Macy had no doubt he would, the bastard!
“I’m sure,” she confirmed.
“You have a soft heart, Captain.”
He turned towards the man, who was still standing there, looking derelict. The Judge let the young boy go only to take a temporary slave bracelet out of one of his pockets and hooked it to the man’s wrist.
He then turned to Macy to hand her the thin remote. She already knew how to use it. It was similar to the standard remote Kira had received with the “purchase” of her man back then.
“And you! You better serve the Captain well! If I see you here before at least six months of service or she writes up a complaint, I’ll make sure your face is plastered on the Judge’s network for execution.”
The man nodded silently, resigned.
The Judge turned to Macy, bowing.
“Not that I am in any way limiting your rights to a longer restitution, Captain.”
Macy was about to argue that six months was too long, but figured it was better to let the Judge cool off. He was still holding the kid but let go when she looked down at where he was grasping the boy’s upper arm.
She would just bring the man back in six months, making sure to arrange a rotation back on this outpost at that time.
The Judge saluted her and walked away, albeit unhappily, having finished his business with her.
Well then. How would she explain this to her Admiral, whom she had good-naturedly mocked just weeks ago for her own acquisition of a male?




3.     Maverick

 
When she had asked for payment in nature. For a brief moment, Maverick wasn’t sure what that meant at first. This had never happened to his knowledge. Not that he was very smart, he thought, but he had street smarts, and he’d never heard about this happening.
The Judge didn’t look happy. The more they talked about it, the more Maverick understood what it meant. She had asked for him as payment instead of sending him to the mines or whorehouse.
No wonder the Judge looked so pissed. He wouldn’t get a cut! Looking the Captain over as subtly as he could, Maverick wondered if he had gotten an easier or a harsher punishment than the mines.
Probably an easier one. The mines were dangerous. They could collapse at any time and the safety equipment for prisoners working there was a joke. Sleep was limited, so was the food, and prisoners got the worse jobs.
The rare “employee” miners, if someone was desperate enough to apply, got the relatively safer tunnels and at least some protective gear. From what he had heard, the prisoners barely got helmets with lights.
He wouldn’t even think about what would await at the whorehouse. He knew he was relatively good-looking, he had been told enough by some propositioning him to earn a few credits that way. The very few times he had degraded himself to accept were rare and only because the kids had been starving.
Maverick looked the Captain over. He couldn’t help himself from believing that he had been saved. He entertained the hope that she wasn’t just pleasant to the eye but was also a somewhat decent person. Her uniform meant she was a Coalition Captain and his optimism waned, but he held on to that sliver of hope for all he was worth.
The Judge tried to convince the Captain to change her mind, promising her that she would get a nice cut if she left him to the Judge, but she held firm.
Maverick wondered why she didn’t relent, easily earning herself a few credits in his back. Maybe she had something worse in store. He shivered at the thought.
The Judge cuffed him and gave the remote to the Captain. This is it, Maverick thought. The end. Would he ever see this desolate outpost again? Would he ever see the kids again?
Charlie was still standing there. He should have run when he had had the chance, but Charlie looked so dismally heartbroken at losing Maverick.
Maverick tried to keep an unflinching face as he looked down on the boy, giving him his parting words.
“Take care of the others, Charlie. You’re the oldest now. Be a brave man, Charlie.”
Charlie rushed at him, hugging his waist.
“Please don’t go, Mave. It’s all my fault! Take me instead, Lady!”
The boy looked up at the Captain, tears in his eyes.
“No, Charlie. It’s not your fault,” Maverick said, trying to let Charlie go, pushing him away gently, but the kid was holding tight. “Go now. The others need you.”
“They need you more!” Charlie cried, rivulets of tears streaking down his grubby cheeks.
It was breaking Maverick’s heart to see the usually strong and happy-go-lucky kid cry. Still, he knew he was doing the right thing. He could not have let Charlie be flogged.
The Captain stood there, staring at them, not saying a word. He was grateful she was letting him say his goodbyes, at least to Charlie. The others would be devastated. He was the only adult they could count on in their lives.
The youngest, Molly, had just barely turned five. Maverick was known in the outpost to take in the “strays” whenever he found them.
Molly had been left outside. She hadn’t even been looking for her mommy, just sitting on the sidewalk, crying quietly while holding a ragged stuffed animal and looking at people walking by.
Maverick thought she had been lost when he had first spotted her, but when nighttime fell and no one came for her, no one was searching for a kid in the square, he had resigned himself to the inevitable. She was another one of those left behind either by will or by circumstance.
He had taken her in and every day for weeks, he would walk by the square to check if anyone was looking for her.
She had been quiet at first, responding only non-verbally to his questions, but when she opened up a few months after her arrival and whispered to him about it, he knew no one would be looking for her.
Her father had died long ago, her mother had been killed by bad men while Molly watched from a hidden cubby hole. When the men had finished with her mom, they looked for Molly.
When they couldn’t find her, she had heard them say they would come back in a few days to see if she came back.
Even being so young, Molly knew she couldn’t stay there. So, she ran away, and that was how Maverick had found her sitting by herself and crying silently on the sidewalk of the square.
Maverick hoped the kids would all be all right. He prayed the Captain would return him here as soon as possible.
“There are others? Take me to them,” She ordered, interrupting his musings.
He recoiled. There was no way he would bring her to their one haven, the one place they felt safe!
“No. Take me but leave them alone. You got your payment,” he answered.
The Captain raised an eyebrow at his impolite response.
“I promise, I mean them no harm,” she tried to reassure him, but Maverick knew what promises were worth here.
“No offense, but I don’t know you. I’ve heard what Coalition officers do,” he answered, his tone as neutral as he could keep it.
He had heard what some people, including these high and mighty officers, did in the whorehouses. He’d heard that this outpost was much appreciated for the fact that there was no age limit on the “workers” at the brothel.
“What is it that you think I would do?” She asked.
Maverick shrugged. He wasn’t about to give her any ideas. He had heard about people lying about someone else stealing from them, to get them sent away and get a cut.
She could ambush the kids, find out where they lived, and get them caught, maybe sold.
Whatever the punishment for a perceived slight at his refusal, he wouldn’t take the chance.
If anything happened, it would be her word against theirs. The word of a Coalition officer against that of a beggar. There was no doubt whom a Judge would believe. He told her just as much.
“I’m sorry, I can’t take the chance. If anything happens, it’s your word against mine, and we both know how that would end.”
“I understand. Would you like a chance to say goodbye to them? You can give them a rendezvous point tomorrow and meet with them before we leave. I promise they will be free to go after and I will not do anything to harm them.”
He thought about it for a few moments. Would this be better or worse? If he chose a public place, the kids would know where they could disperse and find hiding spots easily.
It would be his only chance to say goodbye, to see them one last time. Was he being selfish for wanting it? Would it put them all in danger?
“Just you and me, nobody else. You keep a safe distance from them, don’t touch them, and don’t call the authorities on them.”
For someone who was essentially her slave now, he knew he was making a lot of demands, and he prayed he wasn’t leading them into a trap. If she balked at anything, it would probably give her away, he thought.
She simply nodded in response. She hadn’t grabbed for Charlie, even before knowing there were others, so he was somewhat reassured. Still, he couldn’t forget she was a total stranger and a Coalition officer, at that!
Mave looked down at Charlie, who was still clasping his waist.
“Charlie, listen to me. You know the place where I found Molly?”
“The S…” Maverick interrupted him before he could say the name.
“Yes, that place. Tomorrow, at noon?”
He looked at the Captain, who nodded in confirmation of the time, a light smirk on her face as she figured out that he didn’t want to tell her where they would meet.
“You can bring the others, but make sure everyone knows where to run to if something happens. Don’t trust anyone, and don’t get too close to anyone. If someone sees the Judge, run and hide. Don’t go back home until you know you’re not being followed.”
Charlie nodded his understanding.
Maverick reached into his pocket and took out the only coins he had, which was not much. He unglued Charlie’s hand from his back and put the coins into his palm, closing the boy’s fingers over them.
He would give whatever he had left to him, hoping that wherever they were going, the Captain would at least feed him from time to time.
“This is all I have. Take it and try to make it last. Go now, Charlie, run. Don’t go straight home, take a few detours to make sure you’re safe. I love you.”
“I love you too, Mave!”
Charlie sniffed, wiped his nose on his arm, and turned to run away, taking a piece of Maverick’s heart with him.
His emotions were running high, his mind racing. He wondered how the kids would fare without him now. Taking shallow breaths, he tried to repress his panic. At least the Captain granted him a few moments to contain himself.




4.     Macy

 
When Maverick turned to the boy, Macy took notice that the kid had not run when the Judge let his little wrist go.
“Take care of the others, Charlie. You’re the oldest now.”
The oldest? Macy looked at the kid. He was the oldest now? The others must be quite young. Macy knew life on the outposts couldn’t be easy. She felt something grip her heart at the scene. She couldn’t just let it go. When she took the man with her, would the boy and who even knew how many other kids be left alone without anyone to look after them?
She tried to get him to lead her to the kids so that she could assure herself that they were safe and fed, but he was cautious, as he should be.
She approved of his protectiveness, thinking it probably must have saved the kids a few times if he had reason to act this way.
He may be handsome, but his body showed it was no stranger to hunger. Charlie was a little better off, but still scrawny for his age. If the man was ready to take a fire whip flogging from the Judge for the kid, she had no doubt the food rations went to the kids before he had his share. She respected that.
And to think the Judge here applied adult sentences to children! She was still outraged. She would definitely be filing a complaint!
She couldn’t even begrudge the kid for trying to pickpocket her. She knew life here must be hard. She could tell from the way the outskirts had looked from afar, certain that was where they lived.
Maverick, she noted, finally agreed to say goodbye the next day while making demands that they go alone and that the kids be safe.
She agreed although it would have been easier to have them get followed and helped. She couldn’t leave them now that she had an idea of how the kids had survived. She didn’t want them to starve while she took their only adult and likely only provider away.
She was trying to think of a way to let him stay, but if this Judge did see him unaccompanied before the six months were through, she was sure he would take action.
So, in the meantime, she had to find a way to help keep the kids safe until his return.
She acquiesced to his demands, already trying to think of a way to help. This felt even more personal than when her crew helped with a rebellion without exterminating the people as some Admirals did. She was lucky to be under Kira’s command, lucky to save the ones they could. Still, this felt like more.
For some reason, even after such a short encounter, she sensed that this was hers to do. She didn’t have an explanation for it but helping them felt right. Like she was supposed to be here at this moment, supposed to have met Maverick and Charlie exactly at this moment and this way. At least it felt as right as it could feel while knowing that she would be taking him away from them.
The touching scene of the boy holding on to him like a lifeline didn’t escape her notice. She listened as Mave gave his instructions to Charlie, reminding the boy to take precautions, to be safe. She then saw him pull out what looked like 20 credits and give them to the boy. Twenty credits, all he had, he’d said. Twenty credits would get him a few loaves of bread and some water, maybe a few rat skewers.
He’d told the boy to try to make it last. Make it last? How the heck do you make 20 credits last?
At that moment, she’d had to turn away to not show her emotions and choke up, which proved close to impossible when the boy told Mave he loved him and ran off. She wouldn’t cry, dammit!
She felt like a knave, taking the man away. It strengthened her resolve to help the kids in any way that she could as of the next day. Taking a deep breath and quickly wiping away any lingering proof of her emotions, she looked at the man who turned to her once the boy was well out of sight.
“Lead the way, Captain,” he said, resigned.
She straightened her spine, finding some amusement that he was the one giving orders while wearing a very thin slave bracelet. Just like before, when he had set his conditions to meet with the kids the next day.
“That way. Just remember to stay close. The range on the bracelet is set to a standard six meters before shocking the wearer and another six meters before detonating. Not sure if it’s lethal but losing a hand to test it is probably not the best idea,” Macy remembered to say.
She made a note to speak to Lora, their head of engineering, about lengthening the range so that she wouldn’t have to worry about an accident. They would also program it to the ship perimeter so the range wouldn’t count as long as he stayed on the ship.
As they walked back through the market, Macy made a mental note of the stores she would like to stop at tomorrow. She noticed where the kids’ clothing would be, thinking about the rags Charlie wore.
She saw a few food stalls not too far away, as well. She couldn’t make the kids carry back too much, if they even agreed to follow along to the market, but she’d come prepared and armed with credits.
They finally arrived at the dock, and she led him towards the ship, anticipating Kira’s reaction and mentally reciting her arguments to let him board.
Once she arrived at the ship, she asked the crew on guard duty to comm Kira and ask her to meet Macy at the ship’s main entrance. They waited a few minutes until Kira walked down the ramp, followed dutifully by her man, Mak, who scanned around for threats.
“Admiral Kot,” Macy saluted.
Better to start off official so that Kira knew what quality to speak to her in.
“Captain,” Kira raised an eyebrow, her game face on.
“I would like to request a temporary addition to the ship’s crew.”
Macy turned sideways to show a shocked Maverick. His face had lost its color, probably at the mention of the feared Admiral Kot.
Kira looked him over, her gaze pausing at the slave bracelet. It had a distinct design, one Kira was very familiar with it, her own man having worn them for some time before only wearing a collar.
Macy wasn’t sure what reply she first expected to get from Kira, but the full-on laughter wasn’t it. Kira lost her composure and laughed so hard she was holding her stomach, almost bent in two. Mak looked at Kira as if he wondered if he needed to intervene, but she just waved him away when he approached her.
“Oh how… oh how…” Kira tried to say, trying to catch her breath.
“Oh, how the mighty have fallen!”
Finally, Kira stood back up and Macy already knew where this was going. She had been right, she would never live this down.
Imitating Macy’s voice, Kira theatrically mimicked Macy’s reaction from when she herself had bought Mak.
“What are you thinking, buying a man? I would never do something like this! This is all on you and I’ll have nothing to do with the consequences!” Kira said, cackling at the end.
Macy groaned, wiping her palm across her face. She knew Kira was referring to when Macy had told her she was crazy for buying Mak and had refused to “babysit” him. Macy had hoped that by getting Kira out here in front of other crew members and calling her Admiral, she’d be saved, at least temporarily, from this embarrassment, but she should have known.
“It’s not exactly like that. But I’d prefer to explain it in private. I just didn’t want to bring an unknown on the ship without your approval, Admiral.”
“Oh, Macy,” Kira slipped, forgoing the formalities, and sighed.
She looked the man over once again. “If you’re sure… I’ll temporarily allow it for today until we discuss your reasons.”
Kira turned to the guard duty and instructed them.
“Scan him and add a temporary one-day allowance on the ship. If he leaves without the Captain, pop him.”
Her crew knew that popping meant to tranquilize for detention purposes, but she also knew that other crews used the term as shooting with intent to harm.
Kira made sure every single person on her crew was decent and would never hurt anyone unnecessarily, weeding out the ones she doubted in their first few days or weeks on board. The Admiral would otherwise not be able to take on the almost humanitarian rebellion-squashing missions she did.
Macy nodded, and once the formalities were complete, followed Kira inside.




5.     Maverick

 
He was fucked. He knew this woman, was a Coalition officer, a Captain from what the Judge had called her. When she had brought him to her ship, he had been impressed. This was an Admiral’s ship. If she was the Captain, it would probably mean that she was only second to the Admiral himself.  
When she requested the Admiral, he was surprised that they would wait outside, but it seemed that was protocol. He was already a little nervous about flying away from the only planet he knew, but when he heard that the name of the ship’s owner was Admiral Kot, he was not proud to admit he almost pissed himself.
It had been a rough day, but this had to be worse. He was utterly fucked. There was no escape, no chance of leniency. Everyone knew the Admiral was ruthless - and was his Captain’s boss! Maverick wavered where he stood.
When a commanding woman in uniform walked down the ramp to them, he had a slight hope that perhaps the Admiral was indisposed and would not see them.
His hopes were squashed when his Captain saluted the woman in front of him and called her “Admiral Kot”. He only knew of one “Admiral Kot”. Regaining composure as much as he could, Maverick stood frozen as the Captain spoke to the Admiral. To Admiral Kot!
He was sure his face had lost a few shades. He was still in shock when his Captain turned to present him to the Admiral, who scrutinized him from top to bottom.
He did not expect the laughter. The Admiral laughed at him! Mave knew his clothes were torn and old, it wasn’t like they had credits to follow the latest fashions! Or buy any new clothes for that matter.
They did with what they had, sewed the holes they found, and tried their best. He knew he looked nothing like the handsome, sculpted man standing behind the Admiral, but he had been told he was not ugly.
He noticed the man wore an intricate collar. It looked mostly decorative, but it was still a collar.
“Oh, how the mighty have fallen!”
With the Admiral laughing at what the Captain had dragged in, he felt lower than dirt. He was certain she was thinking that her Captain could do better, even for a slave. Well, she could just let him go if she wasn’t happy! He’d find a way to hide from the Judge!
Not that the bracelet would allow him to leave her, even if he wanted to run right now. Life was hard as it was. He could not imagine how much harder it would be with only one hand, nor if that was even the extent of the damage the bracelet would do should he run.
He was confused by their exchange, but it ended with him being scanned and allowed on the ship for a day. He didn’t miss the Admiral’s comment of “popping” him should he try to leave without the Captain. Ruthless, she was just as ruthless as everyone said! Maverick tried his best to hide his shudder.
They walked onto the ship and followed the Admiral to what seemed to be their Mess Hall. He noted that the ship gleamed. It was clean and seemed high-tech. Not that he would know what the latest technology was on a ship. Mave was impressed by the room. All the seats had their paddings, none were ripped. The tables glistened.
At the far end of the wall, Maverick saw food replicators! Real nice ones, too! He knew only rich folks had these and he had never seen a high-end one.
He had once seen the basic versions that were more like distributors and not truly replicators. The beverage replicators were on the left, closer to the other wall.
There was a trash compactor under the sink where clean water could be used to wash hands. Cupboards labeled with what they held hung on the walls above the replicators - cutlery, plates, cups, anything they could need.
Mave felt like that Old World story of the girl who had shrunk and fallen down a rabbit hole, to end up in a fairy tale. Except the fairy tale had a scary evil queen, in this case, a scary Admiral Kot. It remained to be seen if his Captain was a villain as well.
“Mak, honey, could you please get our guest some food and escort him to a table on the other side of the room.”
The Admiral asked of the man accompanying her. “Mak honey” bent and kissed the Admiral on the cheek before motioning Maverick to follow him with a tilt of his head.
Maybe a not-so-evil queen? Or was the man obligated to show devotion in such a way? The jury was still out on this, in Mave’s opinion.
He had to admit he was surprised by the Admiral’s offer, but if there was food to be had, he was going to seize the opportunity. In his world, you never knew when the next meal would be. Mave followed Mak along to the food replicators.
“So, what do you want to eat?”
The man, Mak, asked him, handing him a plate from the cupboard.
“Hm. Huh.” No real words escaped his mouth.
All of a sudden, his throat felt dry, and he was left speechless. If he could choose what to eat? In all his life, he would never have dreamed to get close to a food replicator, even less to make a selection himself and eat from one. He had always heard it was “not for the likes of him”. He’d grown up hearing that things were too good for him.
If he could choose, he would go for a big steak! He couldn’t even remember the last time he had any meat other than rat. His mind still trying to find the catch, he quickly rerouted his train of thought, as he wasn’t sure if he’d have to pay for this later.
Replicators were expensive, and so was the food they made. If he ate something extravagant now, would the Captain, or the Admiral, make him work for it, adding to his sentence?
Not much he could do about that now, he thought. How else would he eat? He decided to go with what he hoped would be perceived as a joke since he had remembered about the rat meat.
“Not rat?”
“Gotcha. One “not rat”. Here, put your plate under this window.”
Maverick complied and watched as Mak pressed a few buttons and the replicator got to work.
He stood in silence, watching the replicator work its magic while feeling Mak’s gaze on him. A few moments later, his food was ready. Mave looked down in awe at the generous portion of what looked like a beef and vegetable stew with a side of mashed potatoes. He hadn’t eaten this well in… Well, he didn’t know when, if ever, actually.
Mak motioned him to take the plate, while he held two cups.
“Anything you don’t drink?” Mak asked him.
“No booze.”
Maverick needed to keep his wits about, and he couldn’t handle alcohol, especially on his permanently empty stomach.
“Gotcha, one “not rat”, one “not booze”.”
The man chuckled. Mave followed the man to the beverage replicator, plate in hand. Once the man had two beverages in hand, he motioned to a seat and put down the cups, one in front of each of them. He then brought a fork. Maverick noticed he wasn’t allotted a knife but figured he wouldn’t need it.
Fork in hand, he dug in. The man sat keeping him company, quietly watching him eat. Mave didn’t care. He had food, and even if he was being observed, as he felt more than just the man’s eyes on him, he made himself not care. He had this amazing food in front of him, maybe a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to eat it, and he would enjoy it!




6.     Macy

 
As soon as Mak guided Maverick out of earshot, Kira turned to Macy.
“So you want to tell me what happened?” Kira asked.
Macy proceeded to relate everything from the beginning, telling Kira about what she saw and how she felt.
She told her about how Maverick bravely offered himself for the flogging instead of the child, how she’d felt when she saw little Charlie hold on to the man, how heartbroken she’d felt when she realized she would be taking their only caregiver away, but that she hadn’t seen any other option at the time except to ask for payment in nature.
Kira nodded along, never interrupting. She was a good admiral and a good strategist. If Macy couldn’t figure out how to help, maybe Kira would. She couldn’t take the kids along with her, so she had to find some way to help with what time was left.
Macy told her how they had agreed to a goodbye meeting the next day, and that she would like to pass by the market if the kids would follow.
“If I were them, I wouldn’t follow along without a reason. You’ll have to give them one, and you’ll have to find a reason for him not to be able to say no. He won’t trust you. Especially now that he knows whom you work for.”
Kira winked at her, having noticed how the man had stared at her with a blanched look. Macy groaned. She seemed to be doing a lot of that today.
“What reason could I possibly have?” Macy was not above asking her friend for help.
“You could… Tell the kid you need help carrying bags.”
“That’s pretty good! It could work, and it would give me a reason to give him some coins. Guess I know what I’m spending my allowance on!” Kira smiled.
From time to time, the Admiral gave her crew some allowance when they were planet-side, a bonus to spend on entertainment the few days they were not in space.
“Five hundred credits is a lot to spend in this outpost. Could last them some time if they’re careful.”
“I think they are. Maverick gave the kid all he had, all twenty credits, and told the kid to try to make it last. I can’t even imagine it lasting more than a day. It’s less than what I would spend on a meal, let alone enough to feed a few kids. But maybe I can find some other way. I just don’t know what…” Kira’s smile turned melancholic.
“Macy, I wish we could help more people, but you know that our missions save lives. Once they’re safe, they have to rebuild on their own. Sometimes, that rebuilding doesn’t quite happen, and sometimes, places like the slums here emerge. I know you know we can’t save them all, and I commend you for trying to help them. Just be careful. This is not the first nor the last outpost with poor kids and I wouldn’t want you to grow jaded because of it. We can’t help them all.” Kira squeezed her hand.
Kira was almost Macy’s age, only older by a few years, but sometimes, she felt so much wiser. Macy knew her friend was just looking out for her, but she also knew she wouldn’t be deterred. If she could just help these kids, she would be happy for now.
“So, I take it you’ll keep him for the duration of the six months ordered by the Judge? I don’t see a way out. The Judge already logged it, his face is on the records. Any scan catches him without you, and he’s done for it.”
Macy nodded, she had thought as much.
“And as Captain, I’m sure you’re aware we’re at capacity and there are no extra rooms?”
Macy nodded. Yes, she knew. She had already resigned herself that he would have to sleep in her quarters.
“Well then, I hope for you he doesn’t snore. After your return tomorrow, have the guards send in the request for the six-month extension for ship presence. I imagine you’d want to see Lora to make sure he doesn’t become your shadow for the whole time he’s our guest.”
Maybe Lora would even have some work for him if he’s minimally handy. At least have him earn his keep in some way, Macy thought.
Having agreed to the next course of action, Macy was relieved to see how fast Kira had agreed to have Maverick as a passenger. Not that she had had much doubt that Kira would agree, but Macy had been prepared to call in their friendship bond if Kira argued.
She watched Maverick eat but couldn’t quite see what it was he was eating. Some kind of meat stew, probably. He tore into the meal like it would be his last. If he ate this way, she couldn’t even imagine the kids.
“Hot chocolate?” Macy stood, intending to go get herself a cup from the beverage replicator.
“Earl Grey, two milk, two brown sugars,” Kira answered.
“Savage,” Macy replied with a mock shudder.
Kira knew Macy hated tea. When they were younger, Macy had joked that she couldn’t think that any normal person would drink it voluntarily. With time, it had become their inside joke that maybe the real reason people feared Admiral Kot was because she dared to drink tea.
Macy took out two cups and ordered the beverages from the replicators, stealing a quick look at Maverick while the machines took a few moments to make the drinks.
He was handsome, she thought, in a skinny way. But she had thought that about Mak, and he had filled out well once he had had access to decent food and time for training. Maybe Maverick would too, Macy thought, then caught herself, wondering if she had been too influenced by Kira’s adventure and now imagining things.
Maverick caught her looking and she smiled at him. He smiled shyly in response and turned back to his almost-finished meal. She felt awkward. Now what? How had Kira even dealt with this? Had she felt this sudden shyness with Mak? And why did Macy feel the need to compare herself to Kira?
This was completely different! Maverick was only here temporarily. He may have volunteered, but he hadn’t known what he was getting into. He had only volunteered for a flogging. Macy hoped he didn’t think this was worse.
She picked up the cups with the ready beverages and headed back to her seat. She handed Kira her tea and sat down, sipping on her hot cocoa.
One thing she loved about the replicator, everything came out at a perfect temperature for immediate consumption. They didn’t even have to blow on their drinks to cool down like they would have to do if the drinks would have been handmade.
“What do I even do with him?”
Macy asked softly, taking a sip.
Kira smiled the smile that made Macy feel like an older aunt was about to impart wisdom. Not that Kira was much older than Macy.
“Whatever feels right. Listen to your gut. You don’t really know him, and although he seems decent, be careful, especially at first. Watch his actions and reactions and see if you feel safe. I know you, and I know you won’t abuse him. It’ll take time to gain trust, so just be careful in the meantime. If we had a spare room, I wouldn’t insist on so much caution, but make sure he’s secure at night. I wouldn’t want to risk anything happening to you. Your room should have the same buckles mine has?”
Macy nodded in response to her question, her drink still at her lips.
She knew the rings Kira referred to. They came standard in high-ranking officer bedrooms aboard all ships. There were at least two rings at the head and two at the foot of the bed.
“I only see a bracelet on him. I’ll lend you my shackles. Guess we’ll just have to go without them for a while.” Kira winked.
For some reason, this made Macy blush. She knew very well Kira slept with Mak, and the power play they had going on was no secret with Mak wearing his collar. Besides, it’s not like they hadn’t talked about sex before, but for some reason, now that she was imagining Maverick and herself, she turned shy about it.
"One more thing. I wrote up a complaint about the Judge on the outpost after what happened. Would you mind lending your name to it for impact?" Macy asked.
She knew that with Kira's title of Admiral, the complaint would carry more weight.
"Of course, send it over and I'll sign," Kira confirmed.
"Done," Macy pressed send on her watch.
At least that was done, now she could stop thinking about it.
Macy was done with her drink, and Kira must have also been finished with hers as she spoke loudly so that Mak and Maverick could hear, this time.
“You guys done?” Mak nodded and stood, showing Maverick how to clean up.




7.     Maverick

 
Mak hadn’t really spoken to him while Maverick ate, which was fine with him. His Captain had smiled at him when she went to get some drinks. Not knowing what else to do, he smiled back, feeling like an idiot, hoping he didn’t inadvertently insult her. He quickly turned back to his meal to avoid any possible confrontation.
After one of the best meals of his life, Maverick followed Mak up and listened to instructions for cleaning up. Everything had its place, the dishes, and cutlery stacking neatly inside a dishwashing machine that cleaned and sanitized everything on the spot, ready to be put away a few moments later.
Maverick watched, amazed at the speed. This was all done manually at the bars and restaurants on the outpost, then left to air dry.
He knew because he had gotten turned down for all the jobs, even the dishwasher jobs. They told him he needed to clean up. Looking like he did, how could they trust him to clean their establishments when he couldn’t be cleaner himself, they had said. But how could he afford new or clean clothes if he didn’t have a job? And so, the wheel turned. No money, no job, no money. The poor stayed poor and the rich became richer. And now, he wouldn’t even be able to make sure the kids made it to the next day with food in their bellies, he despaired.
Once everything was put away, they made their way back to the women. Back to Admiral Kot, he reminded himself, and to the Captain.
His Captain. She was good-looking, he noted not for the first time. Not the kind of beauty that shone on the few billboards they could see from the slums, but the kind that seemed real, within reach. But looks could be deceiving. That is one of the first lessons you learned on the streets.
The women stood and walked out of the room, Maverick and Mak following them. Once in the hall, the Admiral mock saluted the Captain, who returned the salute and went on her way, dutifully followed by Mak.
The Captain turned to Maverick and pointed him forward.
“That way.”
He walked in front of her, unsure if that was what she wanted. It seemed like it was, as she followed him silently.
“Next door on the right,” she said.
He stopped where she instructed. She waved her hand near the door where a handle would have been, and the door opened. He thought it must have been registered to something on her, as the door had certainly not opened for him. She gestured for him to step inside, and she followed, once again.
“Shower is through there,” she pointed.
“At this moment, we don’t need to worry about resources as we’re planet-side, so take your time. Once we take off, we tend to limit shower time to be fair to others for resources. The water does get recycled, but it just doesn’t feel the same after so many uses.”
Just the thought of readily available water was enough to make him feel gleeful.
“Sonic showers are available day long and are short anyways so those you don’t need to worry about.”
He was sure whatever they had would be amazing, considering his hovel had not had running water. They’d had to make do with what they had, sometimes not feeling courageous enough to brave the cold water in an already freezing temperature.
He thought about the kids and how they would huddle during the cold months. At least those had just passed, and it was getting warmer.
“I’ll leave you to it then.”
She turned and headed to sit at her desk, reading through something on her data pad.
The room was a decent size, especially for a spaceship, he thought. Not that he really knew the sizes of rooms and spaceships, having never been off the outpost, but he could deduct that logically, space would be limited on a warship. Her desk with integrated storage was on one side of the room, and every single wall had storage compartments. It made sense, he reasoned, that space would be at a premium on the ship.
Along the wall facing the entrance door was her bed. Did she expect him to sleep with her? Not that he would have much say on the matter, he thought, surprised he was not feeling more bitter about it. At least it wasn’t the whorehouse. Considering his surprisingly immediate attraction to her, perhaps it wouldn’t be such a hardship, after all, he thought.
The bathroom was compact, as one would expect from a ship, but to him, it looked luxurious. He made sure the door was closed and took off his clothes, leaving them in the small sink.
Starting the water, he noticed it was almost instantly hot. Maverick moaned as he slipped into the shower stall.
He stood under the water for a long time, letting it run down his back in rivulets of heat. He felt like it warmed him all the way to his weary bones. At that moment, Maverick felt much older than he was.
The weight of all his responsibilities had been on his shoulders for as long as he could remember. Now, he would be ripped away from the orphans. He hated with vehemence the tiny, very guilty part of him that suggested he could almost feel relieved.
He loved them to bits. He couldn’t bear to leave them. He would worry every single day about them, he knew.
A sob bubbled out of him, the sound muffled by the water. He let a few tears escape. There was nothing he could do about it. He would have taken Charlie’s punishment any day if it meant the boy wouldn’t get flooded by the fire whip. Still, Maverick wondered if he had doomed them all by saving Charlie.
She had told him he could take his time and he did. He didn’t feel like she would betray her word, so in the relative safety of the stall, he used the amenities and cleaned himself thoroughly, using all the kinds of soaps and hair products she had.
There was something to be said about being clean of the grime that inevitably accumulated throughout months of cleaning with a washcloth.
He thought about how even hygiene had been a challenge on the outpost. They went to the river in the warm months a few times, but this year, the cold months had lasted longer, and they had not braved a trip down to the water yet.
Would the kids make it this year without him, he wondered? Would they be safe? They would have to make it. He’d had, even at Charlie’s age, so he hoped they would stay safe. He couldn’t change much now.
Turning off the water, he looked around for something to dry himself with before stepping out of the shower when a slew of hot air blew from all around him, surprising him.
He was mostly dry, his hair dripping only slightly. He saw a button near the water settings labeled “extra dry” and pressed it. He almost had to hold on to the sides of the stall as the air blew once again with more force. Well, that was one way of drying, he supposed.
When he was done, he stepped out of the stall and towards the sink where he had left his clothes.
Thinking they were better than walking around in wet clothes, he resigned himself to putting the dirty clothes back on. He was just about to start drawing by putting the boxers on when he heard a knock on the bathroom door. The door opened a crack and a hand protruded, holding clothes.
“Here, Mak offered for you to borrow these for now.”
He heard the Captain say from behind the door. She was being quite considerate for someone who essentially owned him now. He thanked her and took the clothes from her outstretched hand.
She closed the door back and he stared at the offerings. Clean clothes, almost new. The material was soft, he noticed as he ran his hand over them, and couldn’t begin to compare them to the threadbare clothes he had worn.
He noticed the clothes seemed made for indoor use. He turned back to the sink to wash his clothes quickly, as he would probably need to wear them tomorrow when they went out to see the kids if she didn’t change her mind. Once he got them cleaned up, he hung them where he could in the compact washroom, hoping the Captain wouldn’t mind.
Finally, he took a deep breath and told himself now was as good as ever to face the music, stepping out of the washroom.




8.     Macy

 
Macy had shown him the washroom and told him to take his time. She had noticed he could probably use a good soak, but unfortunately, the ship only had one bath and it was hidden away in Kira’s quarters. Even Kira didn’t use it when they were in space, as it was a waste of water. Admiral quarters got most of the luxury on a ship, but Kira had been frugal when selecting the design for hers.
There was only so much you could customize though. At least the Captain’s rooms were not too bad and came with a double bed, Macy thought. She certainly didn’t miss the single cots or shared rooms she had had to sleep in before making Captain.
The room was still much smaller than the Admiral suite and didn’t come with all the same extras that were nice to have on long space travels, but Macy had managed to make it cozy.
Besides, if she really wanted a bath, she could always use Kira’s when they were on a layover, after all, Kira didn’t mind sharing with her best friend.
The advantages of nepotism, Macy thought with a smile. All in all, Kira was a fair Admiral and treated her crew very well. It wasn’t Macy’s fault she also happened to be her best friend, she thought, smirking.
Most of the furniture in the room was, of course, bolted down in case of loss of gravity, and she kept everything organized and put away as it should be.
She had a desk and a chair on one side of her room. On the other side were her bed and commode. Various storage units were hooked to the walls, whether for extra clothes, blankets, or trinkets.
Her favorite things were on the bed. Pillows! She loved pillows. Certainly, they took up much space, but they were light. She usually slept alone, and it felt nice to be surrounded by soft things. Her job was harsh enough to merit some fluffy comforts, she convinced herself. Sometimes, she would pick up particularly original or differently shaped pillows on some of their stops.
One time, she found a pillow that she thought looked like an Old World cloud. It was light blue and had cute eyes and tiny fangs. She later found out it was some kind of alien species that some kept as pets on the planet they had been on. It did not take anything away from its cuteness and she still had it decorating her bed.
Besides, even if, in the unlikely event, they lost gravity for some reason and the pillows floated, they wouldn’t do much harm.
She sat down at her desk to double-check provisions to see if she would need to order extra while they were here. She decided to do that, just in case, as they now had an extra mouth to feed, and he looked like he needed the feeding.
She had just finished her order when she heard her data pad beep, announcing the visitor at her door. She authorized entrance and the door swooshed open.
Mak stood there with a box in his hands, which she saw contained some clothes and the promised shackles. He nodded and stepped inside the room.
“Where would you like this?” He asked.
“You can put that down right here. Thanks.” She pointed next to her desk.
He was about to turn around and leave when he hesitated.
“Alright big guy, spit it out.”
He obviously had something to say, and they were on more than friendly terms since he was practically a part of Kira now. Not only that, she corrected herself, but Mak had also become a close friend regardless of his status to Kira.
“I’m sure you know this but be careful. When they’re out of options and crushed by circumstances, even the best-intentioned people do things that they never thought they would. Don’t take unnecessary risks. Kira loves you dearly and I would hate to see anything happen to you.”
“You know, Mak, for someone with surprisingly similar circumstances, I thought you would encourage me to go for it, seeing how it turned out for you.” Macy teased him.
“I’m loathed to say that, had I acted on certain urges that I had in the very beginning, it may not have ended the same. I’m glad it turned out the way it did, but I have no way of guaranteeing I wouldn’t have hurt anyone in the beginning, had I been given the possibility.”
“I know, sweetie. That’s why I was always lurking around.” Macy winked, remembering how she had followed them, staying out of sight, to make sure Kira was all right.
“I guess it might be my turn to lurk,” Mak joked.
“Mak, with your size, I don’t think you could lurk if you wanted to.”
Macy wiggled both her eyebrows, looking his body over. Mak chuckled, saluted, and left the room.
Macy turned to the box and got some loungewear out for Maverick to change into.
She had just heard the “extra dry” feature get activated when she got up and headed to the door, knocking before cracking it open and passing the clothes along.
He thanked her and collected them from her. She went back to the desk to double-check check she had finished her orders when she heard the sink being used for quite some time. She shrugged.
She had told him he didn’t need to spare while they were on a layover. She noted she would have to get him a toothbrush.
She had some of the dissolving paste that was supposed to clean without a brush, but she always felt that a good brushing was needed to feel absolutely clean.
She finished up her daily checkups for ship inventory and crew requests that she was responsible for, then opened a new page on her datapad and started a list of what she would need to get at the market tomorrow.
One list for him, one list for the kids, although she didn’t know how many there were. Not that it mattered, she would help how she could.
If they could “stretch” even twenty credits, she could spare her bonus five hundred. She didn’t really need anything herself.
However, she thought, if she found any natural chocolate, which was becoming rarer and rarer to find because of the cocoa trees not acclimating so well to many planets, hence more and more expensive, she might splurge.
Or if by some wild odds, they had a cute pillow, she might still go for that. Kira paid her well and Macy was usually frugal enough.
They could technically, both Kira and herself, retire on a relatively inexpensive planet or outpost such as this and live comfortably.
Her list was more or less complete when she heard him open the door and step out. He paused uncertainly in the doorway of the washroom, and she turned to look at him. Mak’s clothes looked oversized on Maverick, and she noticed that Mak had lent him the clothes he himself had been provided when he had just joined the crew.
Even with the smaller size Mak had been back then, Maverick was even skinnier. The pants had an inside soft belt feature that seemed to be pulled to the maximum, from the strings she could see hanging below the loose-fitting shirt. He was almost as tall as Mak, so at least the shirt wasn’t too long on him, but it did hang loosely on his shoulders.
Macy looked at the data pad to check the time. Her evening stroll, with all its adventures, had ended late. She turned off her datapad with one hand and motioned him to the bed.




9.     Maverick

 
She had finished whatever she was working on her data pad while he was in the bathroom and waved him towards the bed.
He froze for a moment. Already? He thought… Well, he didn’t really know what to think. It was her right, he supposed. He gathered his courage and walked towards the bed, sitting on the edge.
“Lie down, make yourself comfortable.”
Moving some of the pillows to the center of the bed, he complied. She approached him and he noticed she had four hoops in her hand. She left three of them on the nightstand next to him and opened one, using her fingerprint on the bracelet’s control. She showed it to him.
“For my safety. Sorry.”
He nodded in response. Did she look contrite? Nothing he could do about it anyway, he resigned himself. After all, this was what he had signed up for. 
Besides, even if he tried to get away, the best he could hope for is to knock her out and sneak off the ship, but risk getting shot if the guard spotted him.
Considering she likely had combat experience and would easily overpower him, that was not an option. He would just end up adding more time to his sentence and make matters worse.
He didn’t truly want to fight back. She’d overall treated him very well and been kind to him. Macy extended her palm, silently asking for his wrist. He complied.
She hooked the bracelet around his wrist, then pressed something on the control, and a chain extended from the bracelet. Following her movement with his eyes, he saw she used that chain to connect to a buckle above his head. After he gave her his second wrist, she hooked the second wrist to the same buckle.
Taking the two loops that were left, she repeated her actions at his ankles, baring his skin to make contact with the metal.
He couldn’t suppress the shiver that ran along his spine but blamed it on the cold metal. He tested the chains above him. Everything felt sturdy.
“It’ll hold,” she nodded towards the chains as if reading his mind.
“Are you comfortable?”
He almost let out a stressful laugh, but just shrugged. She walked back closer to his head and tested the length of the chains at his wrists, releasing a bit so that his arms could lay on the bed in a more relaxed position. He didn’t answer.
“Right.”
She didn’t seem to have much else to say.
With a last overall look at him, she walked to the wall on the other side of the bed and took some clothes out of the dresser, then turned to the washroom and closed the door behind her.
He heard her curse loudly but couldn’t make out the words through the closed door, then heard the shower turn on.
Thinking back on the day, he was still wondering how it had all turned to shit so fast, right from the moment Charlie had spotted her.
He knew why Charlie chose her as a target. She was not a regular that they had seen before and she had looked distracted while walking, up until the last moment when she’d pounced.
Sure, she was an officer, but that meant she probably had something on her worth stealing. She was also a woman, and shorter, so at an easier height for the kid to steal from.
It had been getting darker and Charlie had quick fingers. The boy had probably been sure everything would work out. The kid couldn’t have known, and Maverick hoped he wasn’t blaming himself too much.
He was lost in thought when he heard the dryer, then the sink. When he heard the door swoosh open, he saw that she came out of the washroom holding his wet clothes and looked angry.
“You could’ve put them aside for the washer. There’s always a washer on long-haul ships, not to mention warships!”
“I’ve never been on a ship.”
He shrugged in embarrassment, answering honestly. He raised his chin slightly in what little defiance he could afford himself, although everything inside him was ashamed about his lack of knowledge. He did his best with what he knew! At least he had tried to clean them.
He saw her expression soften. She blushed, exhaling.
“It’s all right. I was just surprised to see puddles of water in the washroom. Don’t worry about it. I’ll bring everything for a quick sanitize.”
She went back for her clothes in the washroom and picked a few items out of the bin in a compartment built into one of the walls.
“Be right back,” she said, before leaving the room.
He was once again left to his thoughts, wondering about how tomorrow would go.
He was almost drifting away to sleep when she came back with a bundle of her own dry clothes. She dropped everything on the side of the bed he was not occupying and proceeded to fold the few pieces of clothing she had washed in silence as he watched, blushing when she was folding her underwear.
He observed her technique, memorizing what he would need to do in the coming months.
Finally, she put away her clothes into various drawers, which placements he also took note of. He noticed she had also folded his clothes and then put them on the chair.
The whole time she moved around him while he was lying in bed, Maverick was getting more and more nervous about what was to come, building up to the moment she would turn to him.
Once she was done, she slipped into bed on the other side and he tensed in apprehension at the dip in the mattress, but she just turned off the lights with a command next to the headboard.
She placed a few pillows the way she wanted them, and he noticed a few of them touching his arms, side, and leg. Was she building a pillow wall between them? Was she suddenly shy? Turning his head away, he smiled in the dark, endeared at the thought.
“Good night,” she said, turning on her side, fully facing away.
He heard her fluff the pillow beneath her head into the shape she wanted and exhale.
“Good night,” he replied, amused at how simply the evening had ended.
It had been a stressful day. The bed was comfortable, despite not being able to move much. The chains and buckle allowed him to swivel, and he made himself comfortable. He preferred to sleep on his back, especially when he wasn’t met by a cold floor underneath, although he missed the little bodies that would usually huddle close to keep warm.
Finally, he could hear her breathing pattern slow down as she seemed to fall asleep. He was having trouble falling asleep himself, worrying about the kids.
Without a physical outlet, and not wanting to wake her with any movement, all he could do was ruminate about it.
Were they warm enough? The weather seemed fine, and they should be past winter, but still. At least, they would have his covers they could share now that he wasn’t there. Covers were a poor substitute for a person though. He dreaded they were going to feel like he was abandoning them, especially the younger ones.
Just as he was about to fall asleep, he felt her turn and her hand touch his chest. She was hugging the pillow wall, one arm under her head pillow, the other draped against the pillow closest to his chest.
Her leg wrapped around another pillow, and he could just feel her knee. It was a light touch thought, and she settled. He didn’t mind. It was nice feeling that he was not alone.
He would be lying if he didn’t admit to feeling attracted to the Captain, and perhaps even slightly disappointed that she had not initiated anything that night. He hadn’t slept alone in a very long time and hated the feeling.
Now, with her alluring body lying next to him, he felt himself get hard. Trying to keep his mind off it, a short while later, he finally managed to drift off to sleep.
Many hours later, Mave awoke to the feeling of something moving on his chest. At first, he had thought maybe there was some kind of pest or rodent that had crept into their hovel.
They tried to keep it clean, but you really never knew. When he opened his eyes and saw his surroundings, he remembered where he was, how he’d gotten here, and whose bed he was sleeping in.
He stilled, observing her, his Captain, trying to minimize his movements so as not to wake her. She was cute when she was sleeping, her pixie face making him fantasize about a normal relationship with someone who would actually care for him, for a simple life where he could finally live instead of just survive.
He was deep in his daydream, his cock standing at attention, his mind wishing for more than he could have, more than he had really ever wished for before, when she finally stirred.




10.     Macy

 
She felt something soft and warm under her palm as she gently awoke. It felt nice and smooth. Probably one of her pillows. She caressed it, drifting her fingers up and down the velvety surface. Pillows were the best, she thought. Always making her feel comfortable and somehow, less lonely.
“That’s a nice way to wake up, being petted,” a deep, masculine voice said softly.
It was just the right amount of growly and low that she loved.
Stars, she was sure she could get wet just from hearing that voice speak sweet nothings. That thought jerked her fully awake.
Was she on a pleasure planet? Was it the cabana boy from her last trip with Kira? No. Memories of last night quickly came back. Had she just been petting Maverick? She groaned with embarrassment, closing her eyes.
“Was it as good for you as it was for me?” He joked.
She opened her eyes and smiled shyly at him. He smiled back. Well, if he wasn’t going to make a big deal out of it, she wouldn’t either, she decided.
She must have turned in her sleep back to the way she usually slept, mounting her many pillows. And since when was she the shy one? She’d always been the one to go get the boys. He seemed to have a turn-around of attitude suddenly.
“Sorry about that,” she said sheepishly.
“Anytime. I live to serve,” he said in a mocking tone.
Well, he certainly seemed in a playful mood this morning. She told herself she wouldn’t look but couldn’t help a quick glance down to where she knew he would have morning wood. Probably the reason for his perkiness.
And Macy was certainly getting turned on enough to think about doing something about it. However, she didn’t want to give the wrong idea about him having to perform anything for her just because he had to be here.
Before she embarrassed herself further, she turned to the other side to check the time on the control pad near the headboard. It was ten o’clock standard time, which this planet followed.
She was surprised she had slept this long, but then, she hadn’t used an alarm as she was technically on leave as they were planet-side and she wanted to enjoy the few times she got to sleep in.
The crew was also less noisy considering many had probably been out drinking the night before and would have come back late with a hangover.
As an unwritten rule, when they were planet-side, they tried to be quiet in the hallways so as not to disturb those who may have overly enjoyed themselves into the early hours of their time off and nursing a hangover.
They were a considerate crew and she was glad Kira made sure living conditions were good on board. Macy knew Kira spent more than others on maintaining the ship and adding comforts to it. They always had well-stocked, modern food replicators. Kira didn’t cheap out neither on the models nor on the nutrients they used to replicate recipes.
Macy had heard some admirals ran their ships on minimal needs with only the mandatory gruel nutrition, making their crew pay for premium foods and drinks.
Macy was sure she wouldn’t enjoy spending months on end on such a ship. That’s without taking into account a good number of Admirals still exercised corporal punishments. Even if Macy had not previously known Kira, she would have applied to her ship.
Flinging her legs off the bed, Macy stood and went to the washroom for her quick morning routine. Once she was clean and her teeth brushed, she left the washroom and went over to release her guest.
She left the rings attached to the buckle, making sure to have the remote to his bracelet on her at all times. She motioned him to the washroom to take his turn. He picked up his old clothes from the chair where she’d left them the night before after washing them and went off to the washroom.
Macy took that time to change out of her sleepwear, opting for civilian clothes today. She chose a bright purple and blue galaxy print shirt with some dark blue tight pants.
To that outfit, she added her usual belt on which hung the many compartments and pockets for credits and various useful things in addition to the mandatory weapon and items she had to have on her as a Captain of the Coalition.
Even when off duty, she always went prepared. It was drilled into them at the Academy. Always expect an ambush, always be ready. She also always made sure to have enough cash credits on her for a full day’s use, just in case.
Today, she made sure she had extra to cover more than her planned purchases, just in case. After all, she had a long list.
When Maverick stepped out of the bathroom, she noted he had folded the borrowed loungewear neatly and carried it back.
“You can leave that on the chair here,” she pointed. Once he did, she bid him to follow her.
“Come, let’s get some breakfast before we head out.”
She led him to the cafeteria, where she paused at the entrance. There were only a few people there this morning, most looking like they would have enjoyed more sleep.
Mak was sitting at one of the tables, slowly eating his breakfast, and reading something on his data pad. He raised his head and waved in greeting, returning to his datapad once she waved back.
Seems he wanted to be left to himself today. She could understand that. We all have our days, after all.
She took a deep breath and walked in, knowing Maverick was following her. She got a few inquisitive looks but knew the crew wouldn’t prod for answers. Even on their tight-knit crew, it was rare that someone would question a higher-ranking officer, and she outranked everyone except Kira.
She walked to a replicator, took two plates from out of a cupboard, and handed one to Maverick. She waved him towards the machine and watched as he took a few moments to pick his meal.
She knew he had watched Mak use it yesterday so she felt confident he would be able to use the machine. She still felt bad about last night’s little outburst about the wet clothes, until she realized the poor guy hadn’t known any other way.
After that, she had told herself she’d try to be more considerate of inequalities and what knowledge he may not have simply because he would not have been exposed to or even had access to certain technologies or commodities.
He chose bacon and eggs. Good choice, she thought and selected the same. Not that it was real bacon, but it tasted pretty much as it should.
Kira at least stocked the good stuff for the ship, the replicator using high-quality material to prepare the meal and it should taste like the real thing while being filled with all the required nutrients for a meal.
The joys of eating replicator food. It wasn’t always this way. If an admiral cheapened out and the raw material wasn’t good quality, it may not taste as good, or pack the full nutrients, requiring vitamin supplements, but Kira was good to her crew.
Macy motioned Maverick to a table and he sat down at it. She set her plate down and instead of sitting down along with him, she asked him if he wanted coffee. Suddenly, he stood up, offering his help.
“Let me get that for you. Might as well start making myself useful. What do you take in it?”
Macy smiled at his eagerness, albeit a bit confused, and sat down. She was fairly certain his volunteering came from wanting to play with the replicator some more. She knew they had the good stuff.
She would indulge him, she decided, and replied “white mocha cappuccino, please”.
Let him scroll through the drink selection and find that one, she thought with a smirk. It was part of the deluxe hidden menu. And even though it was “deluxe”, anyone could access it if they knew where to look.
She watched him walk to the cupboards Mak had opened the day before and take out two cups.
He scrolled through the beverage replicator options for a while, having trouble finding her drink.
A few moments later, Mak walked over to him and they chatted. The little sneak likely helped Mave find the secret menu, she smirked, and soon after, Mave came back with two filled cups.
“This is amazing!” He smiled excitedly.
“Sorry, I just couldn’t decide. I hope your food isn’t cold.”
“I’m sure it’s fine,” she reassured him.
It was a nice change to see a grown man this excited about something simple, she thought. She looked at their plates and realized they didn’t have forks.
He seemed to have arrived at the same conclusion and stood up to get the utensils. She watched him go and noticed his hand hesitate above the section where the knives were, but then he only grabbed two forks and walked back.
“I’m glad you chose not to stab me.” She half-joked as he came back.
“Believe me, the only thing I want to stab right now is this bacon.” She chuckled at his enthusiasm. She believed him.




11.     Maverick

 
His mouth full of replicated bacon and eggs, Maverick was wondering if he had died and gone to heaven.
He used the piece of toast to soak up the egg yolk and enjoyed the mix of crunchy toast and creamy center. What are the odds, he thought, that instead of a flogging, he would get amazing food and a comfortable, warm bed, with a beautiful woman at his side?
He was starting to think he had struck gold and that Karma was finally looking down from her celestial throne and smiling at him. His good mood deflated some when he thought how much the kids would have enjoyed this. How he would have loved to share this with them!
He still felt the other’s eyes on him, and he felt a little self-conscious sitting among everyone in his worn-out clothes, but if his Captain didn’t mind his lowly presence, he would pretend the others weren’t there.
When she had asked him if he wanted coffee, he jumped on the chance to volunteer to get it, just to get another chance to touch the amazing machines. He was so impressed by it, he would take every chance he could to use it.
However, it had been difficult to find what she had asked for, not being able to read. Especially having never seen the drink. He couldn’t even recognize it in a picture. He was starting to feel like he might have to think up an excuse for getting it wrong and bringing her another white-colored drink when Mak joined him by the replicator.
“Can’t find the hidden menu, huh?” He asked.
“Can’t find a white mocha cappuccino,” Maverick replied, unsure if that was in the hidden menu.
“Leave it to Macy to give you a challenge. But yeah, that’s her favorite. Here, let me show you where it’s hidden,” Mak said and proceeded to scroll and click on the replicator.
Maverick memorized the path to the secret menu and the elusive white mocha cappuccino.
“There, it’s this one. All right, I’m off. Good luck!”
Mak walked away as Mave thanked him.
Maverick took the tiniest moment to daydream about all the delicious things he could choose from, having seen what Mak had scrolled through.
Finally, he remembered Macy must be waiting on him and the food might get cold. From so much to choose from, he decided he would try the same drink. It sounded good and he took a mental note of some of the other choices. After all, if he stayed on board, it seemed more and more likely he would get another chance to try them.
He had also gotten back up to get them forks once he realized they didn’t have any utensils for their meal. He spared a glance at the knives but decided against giving her any doubt about his intentions. Not that they truly needed knives for bacon and eggs.
It was delicious, he thought to himself, still chewing on some toast.
“Standard Breakfast - Bacon, Eggs” had been a good choice, he concluded to himself. He had hesitated to select the double portion setting but he decided to go with the simple one this time but add an extra bacon slice.
He would gauge the Captain’s reaction and maybe try his luck next time with the double portion if she didn’t say anything. He saw her sip her drink and he decided to try his.
Oh, sweetness, it was good!
He moaned, trying to keep the sound quiet. He had barely ever tried coffee, not having money for the powder. He even heard some rich folks had a machine that used real beans! But this! This was oh-so-good.
He took a few more sips and turned back to his plate.
The breakfast plate came with eggs, bacon, toast, a slice of tomato, potato cubes, and baked beans. The Captain had ordered the same thing and was working on her meal when she spotted the baked beans.
“Oh shoot, I forgot to remove the beans from the selection. I hate to waste food!”
She looked at them in dismay.
“Trade you for a slice of tomato?” He offered, dangling the slice on his fork.
“No trade needed.” She chuckled and slid the container of baked beans toward him.
His offer had been almost automatic. It made him think of when one of the kids didn’t like some of the food they managed to scavenge. When they had a choice, he would always trade them for what he had if they would prefer it.
He might end up having less appetizing food, but it would beat a sad kid chewing on something they would rather not be eating. Unfortunately, they rarely had a variety of options.
He remembered the time they had managed to slip an onion pie from a vendor and a sweet bread from a baker.
Kiki, the second youngest of their ragtag bunch at about seven years, had cried because she really hated onions but still tried to swallow the pie.
She put on a brave face, knowing all the other kids were eating it. He had pulled her to him and quietly swapped his portion of sweet bread with her piece of onion pie, wiping her tears away.
None of the other kids had complained that she had been privileged at that time. They knew that it happened to each of them from time to time.
That was one of the good days when they had managed to steal enough for everyone to have a piece of each. Now, looking down at his delicious breakfast, he felt guilty once more knowing he was enjoying himself while the kids might not have anything to eat after yesterday’s debacle.
After all, Charlie had come back empty-handed, and Maverick hadn’t come back at all.
“Hey. You alright?” Macy asked him, covering his idle hand resting on the table.
He realized he had been lost in thought and had stopped eating.
“I’ll be OK,” he said.
Which was more than he could say for the kids, Maverick thought. He quickly finished his meal, the rest having lost its flavor as his mood soured. He stood to put away both of their plates, remembering how Mak had done it the day before.
They headed out of the cafeteria, people still staring at him, although he felt it was with less intensity now.
He tried to memorize the path they took as she guided him to what he quickly realized was the exit they had entered from yesterday.
“Are we still meeting Charlie?” He chanced to ask.
If she had changed her mind, he would be devastated, and he knew the kids would too. Already, he felt like he was deserting them, not that it had been his choice.
“Of course, we are. He’s expecting us. Wouldn’t want to disappoint!”
He sighed in relief at her response, trying to look inconspicuous.
“We’re going alone, right?”
He didn’t see anyone following them, but he had to double-check.
“As promised.”
He nodded in response, although she was walking ahead of him and couldn’t see the movement.
At the door, she advised the guard they would be back before nighttime and checked the pocket-sized data pad she had strapped to her belt for something that seemed to be work-related. He stood quietly, waiting. Once she was ready, she motioned him towards the door, the guard saluting her as they exited.
They stepped off the ramp. It was a sunny day, he noted, shielding his eyes from the sudden blinding glare reflecting off the shiny ship. At least as sunny as this miserable outpost could get.
A nice day to say goodbye, he mused, depressed. They walked the short distance to the market. It seemed a bit too early to meet Charlie just yet, so she must have some purchases to make, Maverick thought. He followed her, walking a respectful distance behind her, as he had seen servants do.
She looked around a few stalls, orienting herself towards the area that seemed to interest her. Maverick was surprised when that area happened to be the male clothing section.
“Let’s find you a few changes of clothes. Six months is a long time to spend wearing someone else’s pants.”
She motioned him to a few stalls.
“Let me know if you find something you might like but stay close. We still only have a range of six standard meters.”
He hadn’t forgotten, but he was thankful for the reminder and surprised at her offer. Once again, he wondered what her generosity would cost him.
She hadn’t yet asked for anything, but he wondered if that would change once they were in space with nowhere for him to run. Not that he could run far even now, he reminded himself, not much further than six standard meters. He did not look forward to writhing in pain from the shocks if he stepped too far away.
Careful to maintain the required distance, he approached a stall where a middle-aged man was folding some of his wares.
The Captain was close enough, having stopped at the previous stall to look at their wares. Maverick found the man had decent-looking clothing he could wear on board and hoped it would be reasonably priced.
He reached out a hand to feel the fabric, for once not thinking of a way to steal anything. It felt nice, just to touch something without any other need, but he felt like it was a forbidden act in which he would get caught red-handed. Just as he was thinking that, the vendor gripped his wrist with force.
“Caught you, you thief! You think you can just go about and touch things? These are not for the likes of you!” The vendor exclaimed, tightening his hold.
Maverick panicked, and from a habit born of years of that kind of life, he struggled against the grip and tried to get free to run.
“Stop squirming, just wait till we find the Judge!”
Maverick froze. Not again! But then, he remembered the Captain, just as she appeared at his side, having heard the commotion from the neighboring stall.
“Sir, kindly let go of my property,” she said calmly and with authority, sending a glance at the burly man's grip on his wrist. Her property. Mave didn’t balk at the use of the word, especially if it would save him from punishment.
“And who might you be, girly? You don’t look like someone fancy enough to even own him.”
The man looked her over from top to bottom, judging her casual appearance, as she had not worn her uniform.
“Captain Macy Swift, serving under Admiral Kot.”
The vendor’s face changed quickly, his expression blanching almost on sight as he took her in, his gaze landing on her belt and weapon.
Maverick felt relieved as he felt his wrist immediately being released. He stumbled back a bit from the sudden move.
“My deepest apologies, Captain. Please accept a discount of fifty percent on my merchandise as a token of my sincerest regret. I in no way meant to offend.”
The man held his shaking hands in front of him as if they would hold her at bay. Maverick looked at the vendor, his jaw falling open at the about-face and the steep discount he had never heard being offered anywhere at the market.
The vendor must have gotten quite a fright, and Maverick wondered if the man was more afraid of the Admiral his Captain worked for, or of the Judge, his Captain could have called upon for her “property” having been abused. It almost made him feel precious, he thought with a sense of mirth. Yeah, very special, a special slave! His mind reeled at the injustice of his world.




12.     Macy

 
As soon as she heard the commotion, she had no doubt it was about Maverick. She groaned. Trouble couldn’t stay away from him for a few moments!
When she noticed that the vendor had assumed Maverick was stealing from him, she calmly asked him to let go. She could understand such a misunderstanding, considering Maverick was still wearing his rags, and he must be known around here.
However, when the vendor doubted her and questioned who she was, she replied truthfully. She was not above using her name and station to get out of an unpleasant situation.
She was, however, surprised when the vendor offered a whole fifty percent markdown to settle the issue. She looked him over. Could he even afford that much? He didn’t look horribly off, but then a men’s clothes vendor couldn’t wear rags if he wanted to sell his goods, she thought.
“You have a family to feed?”
“A wife and a daughter, Captain,” he replied, wringing his hands nervously.
“Twenty percent and we’ll let bygones be bygones.”
The vendor looked at her in confusion, and she was sure he was wondering if she knew how to count.
Lucky for him, she did. She estimated that with twenty percent, he would still make a profit and would be able to pay for the goods and feed his family. She refused to abuse the situation for a simple misunderstanding, ironically, for what had gotten Maverick into this mess in the first place, a misunderstanding about theft.
Maverick looked at her, seemingly confused at first, but then she saw his expression change to understanding. She nodded, confirming the conclusion she knew he had come to.
“Pick out what you like,” she told him.
He chose the pants he had been touching when the vendor had caught him and a shirt with a good thread count, she noted, if not the softest.
He could wear these for light work on the ship. Seeing how Maverick restricted himself to that limited selection, she also chose a few pieces that he could use for more physical labor that the mechanics or engineers might need help with.
She had a few different sets of clothes picked out and paid the vendor using her pocket datapad. She handed the bags to Maverick, who dutifully carried them.
“Thank you very much, Captain, both for your business and your leniency with this old fool. Once again, my deepest apologies.”
She nodded in acknowledgment and walked back to the neighboring stall she had initially been browsing at.
She heard a quiet “thank you” from behind her, where Maverick followed. She wasn’t sure if he meant to thank her for the clothes or her actions with the vendor, so she simply replied, “you’re welcome” and went back to looking over the loungewear this vendor had.
She picked out a set that felt silky to the touch, anticipating she might have many mornings where she accidentally woke caressing his chest.
Her brain allowed her a brief sultry daydream of a not-so-accidental “accident” that would lead to more. Getting back on task, she also picked out some men’s underwear and socks, as the previous vendor hadn’t had any to sell.
She paid the older woman at this stall and once again handed the bag to Maverick.
She could get used to someone carrying her bags, she thought with a clandestine grin. To be fair, all the current purchases were for him anyway, but still, it was a nice thought. Those purchases were necessary, though.
After all, she had uprooted him from the only home he knew and was now taking him “as is”, empty-handed and barefoot. Well, not exactly barefoot, she thought, as she looked down at his threadbare shoes, but almost. The soles looked like they were about to detach and run away on their own.
She found the shoe vendors and told Maverick to pick a pair. He beelined for a vendor he must know, told him his size, and pointed to an all-purpose shoe.
She approved of his choice. It was practical and seemed comfortable. It was not the cheapest, she noted, but she didn’t feel in the least slighted by his choice. Might as well get him what he would be comfortable in.
She noted it was almost time to meet Charlie, and since she didn’t know where the rendezvous point was, she turned to Maverick and asked him to lead the way. She followed as they turned a few corners and arrived at a town square.
“They should be somewhere here. We just need to stand around and wait, and when they see it’s safe, they’ll come out of their hiding spots,” he explained.
Macy nodded, wondering if this was their standard operating procedure. He seemed to have trained the kids to be cautious, as their lives likely required. Anyone’s lives, really, in this harsh universe, she mused, but particularly on such a rough outpost.
They stood there a while, the sun shining down on them. At least it was a warm day. It wasn’t quite summer yet and she almost wished she had taken her jacket with her as a cool breeze hit her. Back to daydreaming, she wondered how Maverick would react if she snuggled close to warm up.
Charlie was the first to come out, she noticed, probably on account of being the oldest and the only one she had seen. He slowly walked towards them, looking around furtively.
Macy watched his head almost swivel around as he observed anyone that may look suspicious. She was glad she had come alone. She wouldn’t have wanted to stress the poor child more than he already was.
“Hi, Charlie,” Maverick greeted him, a bleak smile on his face.
“Hi, Mave.”
She could see that Charlie, who had approached with a deliberately straight face, seemed to be trying very hard to keep it together, his lower lip quivering. His eyes were puffy and red-rimmed, and she was sure he had been crying.
Once again, Macy felt horrible about the whole situation. If she could find a way for Maverick to stay with the kids, she would, she thought.
But right now, nothing came to mind. She couldn’t stay here with him, she had a job to do, and he couldn’t stay here with the Judge’s edict. It was this, the mines, or worse, she tried to console her conscience. She was still the best option.
Charlie approached Maverick slowly, then launched himself to hug him. Maverick grunted as the air was pushed out of his chest with the kid's attack, his arms staying to his sides as they were loaded with bags.
Just as Macy was about to suggest she hold the bags while he talked to the kids, or at least put them down somewhere, a little ball of fury ran towards her, fists raised and aimed at her.
“I hate you! I hate you! It’s all your fault! You’re stealing him from us and you’re a horrible person!”
The cutest little angry girl she had ever seen was yelling at her, crying, and striking Macy with her tiny fists.
She felt a few of those surprisingly strong punches before Maverick, who seemed to have been frozen in horrified shock, dropped the bags he was holding, scooped the kid in his arms, and shielded her from Macy with his back.
If it weren’t such a heartbreaking situation, she might have found it amusing. As it was, she had to make sure he understood she would never strike a child.
If someone didn’t have enough self-control to not automatically respond with violence, they weren’t worthy to be around children, she thought.
A part of her also registered that it was now the second time Maverick had been ready to sacrifice himself for one of these kids. Her heart gripped at the realization, doubling her resolve to make sure they were taken as much care of as possible before she took him away. The girl was shaking, wailing in Maverick’s arms.
“Please Mave, please don’t go. We’ll be good, we’ll eat anything, we won’t cry, won’t make noise at night, we won’t put our cold feet against you. We’ll do anything you say, just please, please don’t leave us. Don’t leave me.”
Macy’s heart was breaking.
She saw him shudder, still turned away and waiting for her to react. Macy called out to him, wanting to de-escalate the situation.
“You can turn around Maverick, I won’t hurt her, you, or any of them. I understand why she would react that way and I promise I won’t retaliate.”
Maverick straightened, but only turned his head to look at her, keeping his body between Macy and the girl. Seemingly satisfied with what she hoped was her best sincere expression, Maverick turned, and Macy got a good look at the little darling in his arms.
“And who might you be, cutie pie?”
She tried to use her softest tone. It must have worked, as the girl looked up at her, and after a few short moments where she seemed to deliberate whether she would grace Macy with a reply, she whimpered her name, Molly.




13.     Maverick

 
Terrified of the consequences Molly’s actions could bring, Maverick shifted from Charlie's embrace, dropping the bags, and caught Molly, but her tiny fists already had the misfortune of striking the Captain a few times.
She was a small girl, but he knew kids could somehow have super strength when in a tantrum. He held Molly in his arms, surrounding her with his body, shielding her with his back turned to the Captain, waiting for the retribution that never came.
When she assured Maverick that she wouldn’t take it out on any of them, at first, he had doubted her, but then noticed that the whole square was staring at them, witnesses to Molly’s outburst.
He had been so scared for the little girl. Macy could have done anything she wanted right now, even called in the Judge, and there was absolutely nothing he could have done about it. He now had nothing else to sacrifice.
Even less than yesterday, when he already had so little, having already given himself over to Macy in exchange for Charlie avoiding the flogging.
Would he have to promise himself a longer servitude to compensate, once again? Would she agree, or change her mind and be rid of him, sending him to the brothel as the Judge had suggested? Make herself some coin while she was at it.
He certainly didn't expect her to soften and ask Molly her name. When Molly remained silent, assessing, he had almost prompted her to respond, afraid that her hesitancy would change Macy's mind. It hadn't. She looked at the girl with gentle patience.
"That's a lovely name for a lovely girl. I'm Macy. Believe me, if I could do anything for Maverick to stay with you, I would."
Her response surprised him. He wasn't sure what he had expected when she had intervened with the Judge. From what he had seen so far, it was much better to stay with her than be sent off to the mines or the brothel, but how do you explain that to a small child who only sees you being taken away by another?
"Molly, this is not the Captain's fault," Maverick tried to clarify.
"No, it's m-my fault," Charlie mumbled, teary-eyed.
He’d stood quietly near the bags Maverick had dropped, looking resigned.
Maverick felt his sadness. He knew that from how tired Charlie looked, he had probably not slept much, crying, and blaming himself.
"It's nobody's fault. Sometimes things just happen, and we must live with them and make the best of them. Right?" Maverick tried to shift the guilt.
He had this kind of talk with the kids from time to time, trying to teach them to change what they could change, but accept what they could not change and not be depressed about it otherwise it would drag them down.
Life was hard enough in the slums without needing to linger on the bad stuff and wishing for the impossible. Slowly, he saw both Molly and Charlie accept this, nodding.
When this was resolved, he looked around to see that most people had gone on with their day, having nothing else to gawk at.
He spotted Nikko stepping out of his hiding spot tentatively, followed even slower by Kiki, who had been crouching near an empty stall. Maverick nodded to encourage her. They moved in on him, hugging him together while he still held Molly in his arms.
"Do you have to go, Mave?" Kiki asked, looking up at him with bleary eyes.
"I do, baby. I'm so sorry." He knew he didn't have much time left to say his goodbyes, 
"I'm not a baby, Mave," she said, rubbing her teary cheek, smudging a bit of dirt across it.
"I know, but do you think you can be my baby one last time today?"
He knew she hated when he called her that, but until Molly, she had been the youngest of their bunch. She nodded against his side, wiping her tears on his pants. He was so afraid his words would turn out true it would indeed be the last time he would call her his baby.
"Are you coming back?" Nikko asked stoically, trying to be brave.
Maverick didn't want to lie.
“I don’t know, kiddo. I hope so,” he replied to the best of his knowledge.
"He's coming back. In about six standard months. I'll make sure of it," Macy assured.
He turned to look at her, stunned she would pledge his return to them. She looked positive about this. He would make sure to stay in her good graces if it meant she would keep the promise.
"Hear that? Six months. Think you can be good for me for six months?"
Maverick tried for a cheery look. They all looked up, giving him their version of a solemn nod.
"That means you will be back for my birthday, right?" Molly asked, yet Kiki looked sad at this.
"But you will miss mine." Kiki pouted.
"Well, maybe if we're lucky, I'll bring you something back!"
Not that he could afford to buy anything, but maybe Macy would let him bring something from the food replicators.
She seemed to let him take his time with his goodbyes. Still holding Molly, he gave each child his attention at a time, telling them to be good, giving them each their own advice and some guidance that he hoped would help them while he was gone. He clung to the hope Macy had gifted them that he would be back.
Finally, when he felt like he couldn't stall anymore, he nodded his thanks to Macy and braced himself. She looked at the bags that still waiting on the floor near Charlie.
He was about to put Molly down and reach for the bags when she put a hand on his arm.
“Charlie, do you think you could give us a hand with those bags? We still have some shopping to do, and Maverick’s hands are full. There’s a coin in it for any of you that help!”
Maverick looked at her in confusion but did not contradict her.
If the kids could earn some credits, it would help them live a little more comfortably, at least for a few days more.
Hopefully, they would somehow manage until he got back. He knew even as an adult that work was hard to come by here. It would be even harder for the kids without him. He wondered what they would do.
It was hard enough as an adult to pick up a few odd chores. It would be that much harder for a kid. People wanted to hire able bodies for their jobs, strong men, not puny little orphans.
Charlie looked up, surprised, but quickly moved to pick up the bags. He was strong for such a skinny kid, Maverick knew.
“In fact, it looks like there are quite a few bags and we’re not done with our shopping yet. Could you two also help?” Macy asked as she looked at Kiki and Nikko.
They hurried to do her bidding, sharing the bags. Macy smiled at their eagerness.
“Let’s bring all this to the ship first. We still have a lot to cover, and we won’t have enough hands for everything,” she said.
Maverick stiffened, wondering if there was a catch. Then again, what could she possibly do with the kids? She wouldn’t just sweep them into a warship. Still, he would keep his eyes and ears alert, in case he needed to give them the signal to scatter.
They walked the considerable distance back to the ship. Maverick carried Molly while the other kids carried the bags, pondering about the peculiar day they were having.
When she had told him to pick out the shoes he wanted, at first, he had thought he would remain conservative, as with the clothes.
But then, after a moment of madness, he pointed out the sneakers he had salivated over most of his life.
He wasn’t sure if this was generosity on her part, but if he had to work it off, he might as well work off something he truly wanted. Never in his life had he thought he would be able to afford these, and the vendors here guard their wares carefully, especially when they see someone who looked like him walking around.
His thoughts swirled until they approached the ship’s entrance.




14.     Macy

 
When all the kids had come to join them, Macy was dismayed to see how skinny they all were. It straightened her resolve to do what she could before having to leave. She paid attention as he spoke to the kids, memorizing their names.
When they arrived at the ship, she left her bags with the guard at the entrance with instructions to get them to her room.
She turned to the kids and distributed each of them a twenty-credit coin, starting with Charlie. She quickly calculated what that was worth here and it seemed like a huge tip. It was almost laughable. On the resort planet they had just visited with Kira, where Kira had “purchased” Mak, it would have been sneered upon, resented.
Macy saw Molly’s eyes tear up when she gave Charlie his payment. Charlie gaped at the amount, looking at Maverick as if to confirm there was no mistake. Maverick looked just as flabbergasted as the kids.
“What’s wrong, cutie pie?”
She asked the little girl, who curled up against Maverick’s chest, hiding her face as she sniffled.
“I won’t get a coin because I didn’t do anything,” Molly replied sadly.
Macy smiled in understanding. Everyone else was getting coin, but Molly had been riding in Maverick’s arms. Maverick looked like he was about to intervene, whether to chide the girl or reassure her that the others would no doubt share.
“Well, I think you did something important too,” Macy told her.
Molly turned to her, her eyes teary but hopeful.
“Really? What did I do?” Both Molly and Maverick looked at her wondering.
“You kept Maverick busy, so he’d stay out of trouble!”
Molly giggled at Macy’s joke.
“I did! I can do this all day!” The girl happily stated.
“I bet you can! And here’s your payment for your services.”
Macy took out another coin from her belt compartment.
Mave looked at her with what she could only interpret as a grateful look.
“We’re not done. We need to get back to the market, I have a lot of things left to buy.”
They followed her along merrily, likely thinking she was crazy and that they had struck gold. However, she couldn’t just give out coins. She hoped they knew how to spend it, but with kids, you just never knew.
Back in the market, Macy decided to first head to the sanitary and medical items. After all, they would all need some. She, unfortunately, doubted they had much of anything if she could go by the look of their grimy little faces. Besides, Mave would need the basics too.
Macy turned to a stall with various essentials.
“What do you think, Molly? Which is the prettiest toothbrush and hairbrush?” Macy asked innocently.
The girl looked over the selection, taking the task of giving advice very seriously. After some deliberation, she pointed to two pink brushes with cartoon characters on them. Macy had no idea who they were, but they looked like animated pets.
“Good choice. I like the character’s smile! What do you guys think? Which ones do you like best?”
Macy turned to the other kids, asking their opinions.
The others took it more like a game, giving their opinions. She continued with the same questions for other personal essentials, letting them smell soaps, shampoos, and more.
When she’d considered they would have most necessary items, Macy asked the seller to wrap up the items in separate bags for each child. She asked the woman if she remembered everything they had pointed to.
Though she had at first seemed disinterested, she had been watching them, likely to oversee possible grabby little fingers, considering the little urchins’ clothes.
Macy couldn’t really blame her, considering. At least she had let them touch and smell items. The woman’s patience had paid off, as Macy left a good amount of coin at her stall, likely at least making the woman’s weekly sales.
The kids grew quiet, watching the seller pack the items. Maverick was also standing rigid, silent.
While the woman packed, Macy also picked out a toothbrush, hairbrush, and a few other items she deemed necessary for Maverick. She didn’t like to share personal care items and felt like he should be able to have a minimum he too could call his own.
Besides, she would have to be in close quarters with him and wanted to make sure he didn’t smell like her all the time, or worse, stink with some otherworldly perfume she wouldn’t be able to stand.
When the saleswoman was done packing everything, Macy distributed each bag accordingly. The kids took their bags with restrained excitement. Molly held on to her bag as if it were a lifeline.
When Macy turned away, she heard the girl whisper to Maverick.
“Can you believe it, Mave? I’ll have my own hairbrush. You have to promise to come back and brush my hair with it.”
Macy’s chest tightened. Stars, it felt good to do a good deed. She just wished she could do more. At least her money went a long way here, she thought, as the outpost was among one of the least expensive ones she’d been to.
They moved on, Macy leading them to the children’s clothing section.
When they were about to cross into that area, she felt Maverick gently place his hand on her forearm.
“We have nothing to give in exchange. It’s too much. What will I have to give for this?” He asked, somberly.
“You’re already giving me 6 months. They’re the ones giving you up. This is for them.”




15.     Maverick

 
Maverick was at a loss for words. He reached out to touch her forearm, taking extreme care to be careful in his movements so she wouldn’t interpret it as a threat, especially as he held Molly and wouldn’t want to risk any recoil. He was wondering what all this would cost him. Why was she being so nice? People in his world didn’t just give things for free, certainly not so much. She had been beyond generous with the kids.
Her reply gave him some insight but didn’t quite provide the expected answer, leaving him perplexed about her motivations.
Maverick slowly calculated how many credits Macy had given the kids. If they saved and spent very very frugally, it could possibly last them until he came back.
He was surprised at her generosity. A part of him wondered if she had a hidden agenda, but he reprimanded himself for thinking that. She seemed genuinely interested in helping the kids. It warmed his heart and impressed him, but most of all, it built her up in his regard that much more. At this rate, he’d build her a pedestal in his mind, but that just meant she had higher to fall from.
The kids followed along. Macy stopped at a stall with various clothes. They quickly caught on and looked at him for approval. He didn’t have more answers than them but figured they were in it now. Might as well leave the kids as best prepared as they could be. He nodded subtly when they’d looked up at him, assenting.
For each child, Macy selected a set for both warmer and cooler weather, jackets, socks, underwear, and everything they could need. She let each child choose a set of pajamas and involved them in the selection of their clothes. Once again, she asked the vendor, who had happily assisted considering the payload they’d just gotten, to pack the items separately for each kid.
Each child was laden with their own bags now and Maverick wondered if he would have to intervene and help carry things. Macy led them further in the section, bringing them to the shoe section.
Shoes had always been difficult for the kids, especially the older they got. The younger ones could sometimes get hand-me-downs, but the older ones had to make do. They couldn’t sow shoes or enlarge them once they outgrew them.
Macy got them each a new pair. Maverick helped choose them, each child sitting on Maverick’s thigh as they tried the shoes on. He made sure they got them a bit bigger than their current size, to make sure they wouldn’t outgrow them too quickly.
This was a generous gift. Hopefully, it was truly a gift. A lifetime of doubts and suspicions nagged at him for accepting her generosity.
The salesman packed up the shoes in separate bags, once more upon Macy’s request. Each child was heavily laden with purchases.
“One last thing,” Macy said.
What more could they possibly need? Maverick tried to think but couldn’t manage to come up with anything more. Macy led them to the toys and activities section.
“Now, I’m unfortunately taking Maverick away for six months, and I’m sure you’ll get bored all this time. So you get to pick one thing here that you think would keep you busy and take your mind off missing him.”
Maverick tried not to tear up but couldn’t stop the tears from rising. Molly, still in his arms, squiggled to be let down. He set her down, taking her bags.
The other kids also handed him theirs, all except Charlie, who held on to his as he slowly looked around the few stalls. The toys and activities sections were smaller than the other departments.
The choices were limited. People in this outpost didn’t have much expendable income to spend on such items. As the stalls were close together, it was easy keeping an eye on the kids as they perused, trying to make their selection.
“Charlie, you’re not walking around to choose?” Macy asked.
“I already know what I want,” the boy replied.
“Really? What is it? Want to show me?” She asked him.
Maverick was also curious to see what had the boy so sure. They often talked about what they would do or buy if they were rich, but this was different. He knew Charlie was a pragmatic kid, even at his young age. Had there been a toy he had been eyeing?
Charlie led them to a stall, pointing to a children’s book. It was a book teaching children to read.
Maverick felt like the floor collapsed under him. He had shown the kids what he himself knew, which wasn’t much. He knew just enough to get by with knowing how most common foods and items were written, though he couldn’t read.
“You want to learn to read?” Macy asked, surprised.
“Yes. That way, I can help the others,” Charlie said.
He was such a serious child. Being the oldest made him grow up too fast. They all grew up too fast, but Charlie had taken it upon himself to be responsible for the others. Maverick being pulled away from them now wouldn’t help. Macy turned, looking at Maverick.
“Can you read?” Macy asked Maverick. Before he could respond, Charlie jumped in.
“None of us can. I want to be able to teach them.”
Maverick looked down in shame. He knew they weren’t equals, but this just exasperated the differences. Did she think that if he could read, he wouldn’t have taught the kids? Of course, he would have! If he could give them all the tools in the world to make their lives easier, he would.
“But the replicators… You were able to use those,” she said, cocking her head slightly.
“They had pictures. And I observed people use them. I’m not stupid, I watch and learn. I just can’t read,” he shrugged.
His thoughts had turned him defensive. He knew they were from separate worlds.
They were the have-nots, the rejects, the ones “decent people” looked down on because they were poor, dirty, starving, illiterate, name it. They were the trash, having to resort to theft to eat.
It wasn’t fair and it wasn’t right, but there was nothing Maverick and the kids could do about it other than try to find work where they could. And even with all the will in the world, all the motivation and willingness to accept the dangerous and dirty jobs, it was still difficult to get hired.
The outpost just didn’t have many opportunities. There wasn’t any possibility of moving either. Where would they go? Without money for a ticket, they were stuck here anyway. So here they were, making do with what they could. He raised his chin back, determined to not let it overly bring him down, determined to be a good role model to the kids, while he even could.
She placed her hand on his upper arm and Maverick looked down at where she touched him.
“I’m sorry if that was insensitive. I didn’t for even one second imply you were stupid.”
She squeezed his bicep lightly.
“I was just surprised because you seemed to get by so well, I hadn’t thought you couldn’t.”
Yeah, because he clearly got by so well in life, he thought bitterly, restraining his irritated smirk.
She looked back at Charlie and the book he had pointed at. Then, she asked the vendor if he had the electronic version. When he whipped it out from an enclosed section, Maverick knew it meant this one was more expensive.
“What about this one?” She asked, flipping the book open and pointing out its features.
“You’ll get the right pronunciation, and you can read along with the recording. It says here there are also over 365 stories. This means that if a full standard calendar year passes, you would have had a different story each day. You wouldn’t even finish them before Maverick comes back.”
Charlie didn’t answer, likely also realizing this one was much more expensive. He looked up at Macy, studying her, not reaching for the book she held and demonstrated.
“You don’t mind?” Charlie asked softly.
“I think it’s for a good cause. Besides, if you teach all the others to read too, it’s worth it, don’t you think?” She said, her tone serious.
Charlie nodded vehemently in response. Macy motioned for the vendor to wrap it up. He gave the bag to Charlie, who held it as if it was the most precious thing in the world to him. It was probably the most expense item he’d ever owned, so that was not far from the truth, Mave thought.
They moved to the next stall where the girls were looking over the goods on display, but not touching anything.
“So, what did you pick? Kiki?” Macy asked. Maverick was surprised she remembered the other girl’s name. He may have said it, but only once or twice.
“We want matching dolls. They’ll be sisters, just like us, and have hair like ours. We’ll take care of them like Maverick takes care of us. They won’t ever have to eat what they don’t like, and they can sleep with us.”
Kiki pointed to two dolls, the size of a baby. They did have hair the same colors as Kiki and Molly’s.
“Are you sure? Molly, is that what you want, too?”
He appreciated that she double-checked. Molly nodded and replied.
“Yes? Unless it’s not allowed,” the young girl caught herself, looking up at Macy with big eyes. Macy smiled at her benevolently. Mave’s heart felt tight in his chest.
“It’s allowed. Pick whatever you want,” Macy replied.
“Then I want the doll.”
Macy once again asked the vendor to wrap up the dolls and give them to each girl.
Finally, they headed to the last stall, where Nikko was standing around looking at magnetic construction sets.
“Is this what you want, Nikko?” Macy asked.
He nodded shyly, pointing at a small set. Nikko was not a talkative kid. He was mostly closed off and didn’t share much. It had taken Maverick some time to get him to openly talk with everyone in their small family.
Maverick suspected something bad had happened to Nikko in the past, which pushed him into silence, but Nikko had never shared.
Macy looked over the construction set and pointed at a larger one to the vendor. Maverick knew Nikko had chosen a smaller, cheaper one on purpose, so as not to abuse her generosity. They were all considerate kids, even at such a young age. It touched him that Macy had noticed and chosen a better one despite this.
Who was this woman that seemed to have been placed upon their path by the Stars? Maverick ruminated over their luck as the kids carried their things along. Was it really luck, or was it something she would hold over him once they left?
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Macy realized, as she bought them the items they would need, that the kids were grubby and that, even with new clothes, they would still be dirty, albeit in clean clothes.
“Is there somewhere they can clean up? A bathhouse?” She asked Maverick, not knowing the area.
She could always look it up on her datapad, but she figured she’d start by asking.
“It’s not free.” He responded quickly, looking away.
“I realize that. Where is it?” She nodded, keeping a neutral facial expression.
Of course, it wouldn’t be free. Otherwise, they would have used it already. Besides, nothing was free in places such as this outpost. At least the markets were decently stocked here, considering the outpost’s location, making it a convenient layover for ships.
Maverick guided her to the bathhouse, standing awkwardly to the side. The rates were published. Three credits per adult, two per child.
Ridiculously low prices on any other planet. However, with the local salaries, almost inexistent opportunities and overall low cost of living here, it did not come as a surprise that Maverick and the kids could not afford frequent visits, if any. Macy approached the entrance but noticed they didn’t follow her.
“Everything alright?” turning back, Macy asked.
“We can’t go in there,” Kiki said.
“Why not?” Macy looked at them, confused.
“Well, the boys can. But we can’t because we’re girls and Maverick can’t come with us.” Kiki enlightened her.
That would be easy enough to remedy, Macy thought.
“What if you girls come with me?”
The girls hesitated, looking up at Maverick. He didn’t seem sure, so Macy added, “they’ll be safe with me, I promise.”
After taking a second to the deliberate, he nodded. He crouched to let Molly down, giving her back an encouraging light press towards Macy.
“Are we also going?” Charlie asked.
“Of course! Come on,” Macy said, waving them in.
She waited by the door until they all joined her, then opened it and let them in. She walked over the attendant and requested entrance for them.
“Three per adult, two per child. Soap and towel are an extra credit per person. The water will run for ten standard minutes.” The attendant uttered, not raising her head from what she was watching.
“That’s fine. We’ll take the soap and towels.” Macy replied, waiting on the total.
The attendant finally looked up, her eyes going wide. Macy figured she rarely got that many clients at once.
“That’ll be fourteen for the entrance, plus six for the soap and towels. Total of twenty credits.”
“Twenty credits!” Charlie exclaimed wide-eyed, tugging on Maverick’s shirt.
Macy couldn’t see what exactly, but she saw he mouthed something to Maverick.
“She and I won’t be washing, only the kids will be,” Maverick said, pointing at Macy and himself as he explained.
“You go in there, you pay for the entrance.” The attendant shrugged.
“It’s fine,” Macy intervened before he could argue, as she saw he was about to speak up once more.
Twenty credits for a clean bunch of kids were a fair exchange.
“As we won’t be washing, we won’t need the towel and soap, so that’s two credits less,” Maverick stated.
“Up to you, Eighteen then.”
The attendant looked at him, annoyed. He looked like he was used to this kind of attitude thrown his way.
She paid the woman, who walked to a pile of towels and counted out the number of towels they had paid for, as well as soap slivers and access keys to their lockers that would activate the shower timers.
She handed Macy the pile. She stepped away from the attendant, beckoning her group to join her, then gave half of her pile to Maverick. Reaching into her pocket, she also took out the remote to Maverick’s cuff. With an outstretched hand, she offered it to him.
“Wouldn’t want any unpleasant surprises. Keep it for now,” Macy said. He stared at it in her hand, then looked up to her face, confused.
“You would trust me with this?” Maverick asked, flabbergasted.
Macy smiled at his question.
“You trust me with them,” she answered, motioning to the girls with her head.
“Fair enough. I won’t run,” he said solemnly.
“I know. But in case you need convincing, remember I’m not what’s keeping you by my side. The Judge’s order is. I would highly recommend not attempting to go against it.”
He nodded in response. He knew that would only make it worse, so much worse.
“Come on, girls, let’s get this party started!” Macy excitedly led them to the ladies’ side of the bathhouse, and they were happy to follow, having received Maverick’s blessing.
In the ladies’ section, Macy led the girls to the lockers where they set their purchases and hung their clothes. Macy undressed until her underwear, as she was sure the girls would need help, considering their age.
They ended up using some of the new hair products she’d purchased for them. After the shower, they brushed their teeth. Then, the girls sat on the bench in the locker area and Macy brushed their hair with the brushes they had picked out earlier. She’d even gotten them hair elastics and a pretty bow, which they both now sported.
Wearing new clothes, their old ones wrapped in a bag and tucked away in the backpacks she had gotten, they were almost unrecognizable from the grimy little girls that had entered the bathhouse. Even in all their cuteness, Macy was desolate to see they were so thin.
How would they feed themselves while Maverick was gone? It was one thing to buy them clothes and essentials, but they still needed to survive and eat. The question ran circles in her head as they finished up, gathered their things, and exited the ladies’ section of the bathhouse.




17.     Maverick

 
When Macy had asked if she could accompany the girls in the bathhouse, he’d internally reeled at the request. They were so small, so fragile. Had it been anyone else, he’d be worried about the girls disappearing, being taken. However, he knew where Macy’s ship was, had been with her these past two days now. Not that this meant he truly knew her as a person.
On the other hand, with him leaving, this could be the last chance for the kids to get clean unless they traveled to the river without him, which would likely be even more unsafe.
In the end, he decided to trust her. He’d be near, in any case. What really surprised him was the trust she extended to him by giving him the remote to his cuff. He could run, disappear.
Of course, in that case, he would wear that cuff for life unless he somehow landed on a mountain of riches and found someone who would risk themselves and be bribed into removing it. Both of things those happening was impossible. Besides, he wouldn’t even consider running while she had the kids. She probably knew that and counted on it.
Maverick watched the girls go ahead, then turned to take Charlie and Nikko to the male side of the bathhouse. The boys, being older, didn’t need help beyond showing them how the showers and lockers worked.
Even with the relatively reasonable cost, they could never afford the bathhouse before, saving all their money for food and emergencies and only washing in the river or with washcloths when that wasn’t possible.
The boys washed quickly and thoroughly, using the new products his Captain had gotten them. They dressed in new, clean clothes, definitely no longer looking like the urchins they were just minutes ago. When they were done, they exited the locker area and sat waiting on the benches near the exit.
After a few minutes, Maverick was starting to get nervous. After all, the showers all ran for only the programmed ten minutes. Anxiously bouncing one of his legs, he wondered what was taking them so long.
Had he made a mistake trusting her? What if she’d just taken the girls and left? Oh Stars, he would never forgive himself. Just when he was about to demand to go check on them, the two cutest little girls he had ever seen bounced out of the ladies’ section, followed by Macy.
They were all carrying bags, the girls wearing their backpacks. He exhaled in relief. Looking at the girls, he saw that their hair glistened, was carefully combed, and adorned with a bow. They looked like cherished kids, not unwanted orphans.
Not that they were truly unwanted. Maverick cared for them very much. But he would be gone soon. The bittersweet moment soured with that thought.
“Look at you! Don’t you two look like little princesses!”
He gave them his best smile, hiding his nervous thoughts. They walked over to him, their smiles bigger than he’d seen them in a long time.
Macy looked everyone over, seeming satisfied with their cleanliness.
“Who’s hungry? I know I could certainly eat!” Macy asked.
She was spending so much on them it was making Maverick uncomfortable, but she had already done it and if he had to repay her somehow, so be it. At least the kids would feel taken care of and have nice things for a short while.
The kids didn’t answer her, but Maverick felt four pairs of eyes search for his answer, while Macy observed them. He looked at her, trying to keep his composure, and nodded.
“Do you know any place we can go?”
“Can we go to Hannah’s?” Kiki asked.
“What’s Hannah’s like?” Macy asked her.
“She’s nice and always gives us extra bread when she can. She makes pies, cookies, and sandwiches and bread, and we never steal from her because she’s nice.”
“Kiki…” Maverick used his warning tone.
It was already bad enough that Macy had caught Charlie pickpocketing her, he didn’t want her to think they were all criminals. Although, it wasn’t as if they had a choice.
“So, she runs a bakery of sorts?” Macy asked.
“Yes, she makes mostly baked goods in the morning and runs a small diner,” Maverick answered.
“Sure, if it’s still open, let’s go.”
That was how they ended up inside Hannah’s diner. It wasn’t too busy, as always, with only a few patrons sitting around, eating Hannah’s stew and bread.
When she had too few customers and her food would not be sellable the next day, Hannah would let Maverick know and he would pick up some leftovers she could spare. She was one of the kind ones here and helped how she could.
Even with all her generosity, she couldn’t spare more. Her life was not easy either. He was thankful for any help she could give.
The plump older woman didn’t have kids and her husband had left her stranded here years ago. She employed one helper, a younger woman who did most of the heavy work now that Hannah was a bit older.
Still, Maverick was sure that, just like everyone here, she found it hard to make ends meet. Everything in the diner, including her clothing, was well-used but clean.
Hannah was surprised to see them all walk in, especially looking so clean and in the company of a woman she’d never seen.
“Hello dearies, you are looking lovely today! And look at you girls, so pretty with your little bows!”
“Thank you, Miss Hannah! We came because we were hungry and thought about how nice you are, and we wanted to eat here!” Kiki announced, proud of her idea.
Maverick saw Hannah’s discomfort as she looked over them.
“Oh, dearie. Let me see what I can spare.”
Hannah looked worried, probably not having much to “spare” if there ever was such a thing on this outpost.
“No need, I’m paying. Where could we sit?” Macy immediately jumped in.
Maverick saw the surprise on Hannah’s face, but she smiled and nodded at Macy.
“Of course, right this way, Miss,” she led Macy to one of the tables in the diner.
Macy did not correct the title and did not request to be called Captain. Her humility surprised Maverick. With the six of them inside, the small eatery now looked full. Maverick had never been here as an actual customer. It felt right. Like he was deserving of the dignity of not begging for every scrap life deigned to throw his way.
“The menu for the day is on the board up there. I’ll give you a few moments to take a look and come back.” At that, Hannah left.
This was another reason Maverick hated not knowing how to read. Now he had no idea what they could order, and neither would the kids. Macy turned around to read the menu, surprising him as she read the options out loud.
“So, we’ve got pea soup, vegetable, and meat stew, sliced meat sandwich with coleslaw, and berry cake.”
She didn’t seem impressed. Maverick remembered the food replicators on board the ship and couldn’t help feeling like this was beneath her.
“Can we pick anything?” Molly asked, her eyes going wide.
“Anything. But you have to pick actual food and not just cake.” Macy answered.
The kids all voiced their answers. She seemed surprised that they all picked the stew, but Maverick wasn’t. It was a hot meal, something they rarely got a chance to have as they didn’t have access to a working stove, nor to the meat to make something like a stew.
“Stew it is! For everyone?”
She looked at Maverick in question. He nodded. Hannah came back to get their order and Macy quickly responded.
“We’ll have the stew and some cake for everyone.”
Hannah froze for a moment. This would probably make her night. She had a few clients, but not many people could afford to eat out at this outpost.
“That will be 30 credits…” Hannah said, her tone ending in a question.
Maverick knew she was probably wondering how they would be paying for all this, ashamed of feeling like a beggar.
“No worries, I’ll pay ahead.”
Macy seemed to take it in stride, not at all acting insulted at the implication that she couldn’t pay.
It was not the behavior he expected from a Coalition Captain. She handed Hannah the credits.
The woman took them, still surprised, but quickly schooled her expression and turned back towards the kitchen to get their plates. She came back with generous portions of stew, each bowl accompanied by a homemade bun.
The kids dug in, barely paying attention to their surroundings. He knew they did not have the best table manners, but considering that they were just always hungry, he could forgive him. He hoped Macy did not take offense.
He ate his own portion, noticing that Macy observed everyone as she picked at hers. Everyone was pretty much done but Macy’s bowl was still half full.
“Are you going to finish that? Wasting is bad.” Nikko said, eyeing her bowl.
It seemed that the food had loosened Nikko’s usually shy demeanor.
“Actually, I’m kind of full. Would you like it?” Macy asked him.
Maverick was about to intervene and tell Nikko that his behavior was rude when the boy looked around and shyly looked down as if chastising himself for speaking. Macy pushed her bowl towards Nikko.
“Go ahead. It’s okay. I eat mostly synthesized food on the ship, so when we’re planetside, sometimes it’s hard to eat so much real food. But you’re right, we shouldn’t waste. Go for it,” she told him.
Maverick was surprised that she had taken the time to explain herself to the kid. He appreciated that she did not make Nikko feel bad about asking and hadn’t chastised him.
When Nikko accepted the bowl, he ate quickly, almost inhaling what was left. Maverick could not blame the kid. After all, they didn’t know when their next full meal would be.
Hannah took the bowls away and came back with the cake. She was a good cook, Maverick thought, her food homey and delicious. The cake was moist and sweet. He was sure the kids were happy right at this moment, at least temporarily forgetting that he would be leaving them to fend for themselves soon enough.
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Macy looked around Hannah’s diner. The older woman kept a clean establishment. The furniture may be old, and the paint may need a new coat, but everything seemed to be clean and in good enough repair. Macy instantly liked the plump older woman.
She was warm, bubbly, and generous, both from what the kids had told Macy about her and from how Hannah had greeted them when they had arrived today, immediately trying to provide whatever she could spare.
Once everyone was enjoying their cake, Macy stood and walked over to Hannah, who was working at the counter.
“Hi. You’re Hannah, right? The kids told me about you.”
“May the Stars bless their little hearts. It breaks my heart to see them run around hungry, fending for themselves. Maverick is such a brave lad to have kept them under his wing.”
“He is. Unfortunately, he has to leave for about six months. Judge’s orders.”
“Stars! What will the dearies do? How will they survive?”
“That’s what I’m wondering. It’s hard to trust people with children’s lives.”
“I would say so. Outposts like these can be dangerous places. I would take them if I could, but as you can see, my diner is not the most prosperous business. and I can barely afford my own survival. As it is, I try to help them from time to time when I can.”
“I’m sure they’re very grateful for it. How much would you say the upkeep for four children such as them would cost someone?”
Hannah seemed to consider this for a moment, then answered.
“I would say, at a very frugal cost, basic food and board, probably around 50 credits each per month. Maybe less, depending on where they sleep, if they don’t all need a bed.”
“So, 50 credits each if they have a bed?”
“Probably. I’m not sure. We don’t have orphanages on the outpost.”
“I noticed. Would you host them? For 50 credits each a month? For six months?”
“You want to pay me 200 credits a month to take care of the kids?” Hannah asked, incredulous.
That was likely close to what she made every few weeks through hard work if the occupancy of her diner today was any indication. Jobs were hard to find on this outpost, even if she had considered the amounts at cost, without that much profit.
“I understand you’re a busy person. It would be for them to have a warm place to sleep, to get clean and to eat, work at least two full meals every day.”
“I… That’s quite sudden. I don’t have beds for everyone.” The woman replied, wringing her hands nervously.
“I’m sure even just one bed for everyone will do for now while you settle them in. From what I’ve heard, they’re used to sleeping together.”
Hannah took a moment to think about it. Then, as she came to a conclusion, she stated her conditions.
“If I do this, they can’t steal or do anything illegal while they live here. Not from anybody. I don’t want this being brought back to me.”
“Fair enough. I’m sure they do not steal by choice.” Macy acquiesced.
“They can help out for some things, I suppose.”
Seeing that Hannah was close to agreeing, Macy pressed on.
“I would pay you monthly, in transfers. I would set up calls with the kids too, to check in on them. They will of course have to remain unharmed.”
Macy was trying to take precautions, to make sure that the woman, no matter how nice she seemed to the kids, didn’t just collect the money and leave the kids to fend for themselves.
“I don’t know what to say,” Hannah said, still shocked.
“Do you agree?”
“I do,” Hannah responded.
Macy sighed in relief. She was glad she could find somewhere safe to leave the kids. If anything happened to them while Maverick was with her, she didn’t imagine how she would be able to live with herself.
“Can you start tonight? I’d like to see where they will stay.”
“I… I would have to prepare the room, but I suppose so. Let me close up here.”
Macy went back to the table where Maverick was sitting with the kids while Hannah finished cleaning up and closing the diner for the night. The kids grew quiet as she approached. She smiled at them. She understood that they may still be nervous around her. After all, she’d only known them for a few hours.
“I have something I’d like to talk to you all about.”
They paid attention, listening. She looked at Maverick first, then turned back to the kids.
“How would you feel about staying with Hannah while Maverick is away?” She asked them.
She saw Maverick’s eyebrows raise in surprise, but he quickly schooled his features and smiled, for the kids’ sake, she knew. She hadn’t asked him. Perhaps she should have, but they had little time for arrangements, and she could apologize later.
“Could we? Hannah won’t mind?” Kiki asked. Maverick couldn’t remain silent though.
“Hannah doesn’t have the means to keep them. Nobody does.”
He said in a low voice, almost low enough for her ears alone. Macy turned to him and answered.
“I would arrange for it.”
He didn’t hide his surprise.
“You would? Why?” He asked, incredulous.
“I have a conscience, you know. I can’t just leave kids on their own when I’m taking away the only adult they have.”
Her temper may have taken the better of her at this point, but she was a little tired of always being suspected.
She really had tried to help, and she could understand that trust was hard to give, especially in places like these, but it did weigh on her every time she had to justify herself. He remained silent, guarded.
“Do you think there would be anyone better placed than Hannah?” Macy asked, needing to know if she had made a good choice, albeit as impulsive as it had been.
After a moment of deliberation, he answered.
“No, I don’t think so. Hannah has always been kind to us.”
“Good. She’s closing up and will show us where the kids will be staying.”
The conversation had been limited to Maverick these past few minutes, but she turned back to the kids.
“Does anyone have any objections to this?”
Perhaps those were not the best words to use with kids. After all, she was used to leading her soldiers, not children. Still, she felt the least she could do was ask them.
They looked at her, then at Maverick, and all shook their heads. No, then. She knew they likely didn’t have much of a choice, but this was better than leaving them to fend for themselves in the slums of the outpost.
“Good.”
She sighed, trying to collect her thoughts. Trying to keep finding solutions had taken its toll.
Good thing she was technically off duty, or she would have felt exhausted by then. Quickly, on her datapad, she drafted a short agreement for Hannah to sign later. Hannah came over to them and led them to a door behind the counter.
The stairway led up to Hannah’s home. They passed a few doors, which Hannah told them were the washroom, a closet, and a kitchen. Hannah pointed to the last door at the end of the hallway.
“That’s my bedroom. It’s off-limits. The door next to it is the room where you will sleep. I haven’t had time to prepare it, so we will do that together.”
Hannah opened the door to an average-sized room. It had a bed to one side, against a wall, a dresser, and a table with a chair to the other side. Overall, it looked decent.
She had probably rented this room out at some point or tried to, anyway. The bed was large enough to fit two adults, so it would definitely fit the four children. It would need bedsheets and such, but Hannah had mentioned they would prepare the room. This would do.
While the kids were looking around the room, Macy decided to take the time to repeat all the conditions, loud and clear, to make sure everyone had the same understanding. When she spoke, they all turned to her to pay attention.
“Thank you so much Hannah for agreeing to take care of the kids. They will have access to this room all day, a warm place to sleep every night, a place to get clean, and will be provided at least two full meals every day. In exchange, I will pay you 200 credits monthly.”
She heard Charlie mumble in a shocked whisper ‘two hundred credits!’. She continued with the conditions.
“We will have regular calls with the kids to check in on them and make sure they remain unharmed. I have no doubt in you, but as you can understand, they’re children so we can never be too careful. The kids,” Macy looked at them insistently, “will not partake in any illegal activities, meaning they will not steal or pickpocket, while they are under your care, nor anything else that could get them punished.”
The kids all nodded, agreeing as well.
“Can you confirm your agreement?” Macy held out her datapad to Hannah, where she had taken the time to draft the short contract.
Hannah looked over the short text on the datapad, which essentially stated exactly what Macy had just said out loud and signed. She then added her credentials for Macy to be able to transfer her the monthly amounts.
At first, Macy was worried that perhaps she would not have a deposit account, considering most of the business on the outpost likely happened in hard credits.
However, Hannah likely had to pay someone for the building, or perhaps sometimes use transfers for running her business downstairs. It was a relief to see that at least this would not be an issue.
Macy transferred her the first 200 credits, which Hannah confirmed having received. As soon as this was done, Hannah left the room to gather the necessary items to make the bed. In the meantime, Macy encouraged the kids to sort through their new things.
The dresser conveniently had four drawers, and the kids picked their own drawers based on their height. Charlie got the top one, next was Nikko, followed by Kiki.
Molly took the lowest drawer. They each took some time to unpack their things and put them away. Maverick helped Hannah set the bed while Macy stood by watching it all.
“Do you have things somewhere else that you would need to bring?” Macy asked.
“Nothing that they haven’t gotten new ones for,” Maverick said. Molly approached and waved Maverick down. She whispered “my doll” into Maverick’s ear, as he bent down to her height.
“I know honey, but the Captain got you a new one. Don’t you like this one?” She nodded, resigned. Macy took pity on the pouting little girl.
“It’s alright. Maverick and I will pass by your old place and pick up some stuff.” Macy said.
“You’ll have to wash everything once you bring it here though,” Hannah said, and after glancing at Macy, added, “please.”
Macy nodded. Fair enough. She didn’t know what their current living conditions looked like or if they had any pesky pest friends. She could understand the woman being skittish.
“Ok, Molly’s doll. Anything else? Think hard, this is the last chance. After that, you’ll stay here and not go back.”
The kids made a short list that Maverick confirmed he had memorized, as he already knew the items in question.
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They walked quietly towards the hideout Maverick had tried so hard to keep secret. In one day, his Captain had turned his world upside down.
Initially, he had told Charlie and the kids to meet him at the market to avoid exactly this situation. Just this morning, he had thought that keeping it in an unknown location was a question of the utmost safety for the kids. Then, just a day later, here he was, leading her straight to it.
“Why did you offer for us to go get the doll? She loves that doll, it has emotional value to her, but you bought them so much already. Why go back now?” He asked her.
Macy shook her head at him.
“Because, I imagine that if the doll doesn’t make its way back to her, Molly will find a way to make it back to the doll. I want to make sure they’re safe. There is no need to risk an unwarranted excursion when we can do this in a much faster and safer way.”
Her logic made sense. He was so grateful that she not only understood but thought this through.
They soon reached the hideout. He knew what she saw, and that it wasn’t much. A crumbling building, the walls and ceiling only mostly still functional.
This was where he and the kids had managed to weather through the worst parts of their lives so far. It wasn’t very big and it wasn’t very clean, but it was in order.
He knew exactly where all the things were and the kids kept their things sorted and hidden, just in case. He quickly packed what they’d asked for into a cheap bag and they headed back.
Macy had remained quiet the whole time, looking around the place. It was desolate, he knew. All they really had was their sleeping area. Everything else was stark and empty. He felt embarrassment at the little they had.
He tried, he really did, but there were no jobs here, no way to rise above what he was, no way to take better care of the kids. The only way he could’ve done better himself was by leaving the kids, and he refused to do that.
At least for the next six months, they would have a warm, clean place to stay. Thanks to her, not him, he thought defeatedly. Miserably accepting his failures, he walked quietly beside her as they made their way back to Hannah’s, carrying the kids’ few things.
“Will you ask the kids to stay with Hannah as much as possible? I know it’s not my place, but it would be in their best interests.” Macy asked.
“I will. I’m sure they’ll understand. It would be good for them to have a break.”
Stars, if only anyone had given him such kindness when he had been their age.  He wondered how long their benefactor’s generosity would last. Maverick stopped and turned towards her. He didn’t dare touch her but truly wanted to hug her.
“Thank you. For today, for what you’re doing for them,” he said, getting emotional.
“It means a lot to know they won’t be struggling for food every day.”
She smiled, her eyes gentle, and nodded. They walked the rest of the way in silence.
Back at Hannah’s, Maverick gave the bag of items he had collected to Charlie, who, under Hannah’s guidance, would set about to clean the items inside after Maverick and Macy left. Maverick gathered the kids around him to say his goodbyes.
“Alright guys, you have to promise to be good to Hannah,” Maverick said, kneeling to hug them.
They hugged for so long, and yet it never felt enough. Their sniffles were tearing at his heart, and he did his best to contain his own tears at leaving them. He must not have been doing a very good job, as he felt one slip down his cheek. He would come back, he promised himself. He had to.
Finally, he stood and swiped a hand across his face to remove the evidence of his tears. It was time.
Macy approached them and handed her datapad to Charlie after having wiped all sensitive data off of it.
“I’ll show you all the basics right now so pay attention.”
She proceeded to show them which icons allowed access to which apps, how to use the call function, and how to leave messages.
“Now, you won’t always be able to reach us because sometimes we may be on a special mission without communication, or too far away. In those cases, you can send us a message and we will be able to listen to it when we are back in range of communications.”
She also showed them how to listen to or replay saved messages.
“Remember, this is not a toy. Only use it to call us or message us. Keep it safe and don’t take it outside.”
The kids nodded their understanding. She asked each of them to send her a message so that she could test out their knowledge and confirm she would receive them.
Once they did, she checked her data watch to confirm she received them. Satisfied that everything was working, and the kids knew how to reach them, Macy turned toward Maverick.
“Are you ready?” She asked.
“I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready. But we can go,” he replied.
She nodded her agreement. They thanked Hannah and set off, walking back towards the ship.
It was late already, and the streets were dark, local gangs setting up at their spots. Maverick always made sure he and the kids were back at their hovel by dark, to avoid the gangs.
He knew some of the guys his age, having grown up around them. He still tried to avoid them.
Desperation led to unpredictability. Macy must have felt the vibe, as she walked stiffly beside him, her hand hovering over her belt where he was sure her weapon was holstered. She subtly unbuckled the safety clip holding the blaster in place.
He heard the signal a few seconds before they were surrounded by four young men. He instantly recognized one of them. Jako had never been the sharpest of the gang, but he certainly was the meanest.
“Hey Mave, what you got there? You bringing guests to the hood?” Jako waved his knife toward Macy.
“Yeah, why don’t you be a good boy and introduce us,” said a guy standing behind him that Maverick didn’t recognize.
Maverick knew he was not very well-liked by the gangs. He refused to join them, preferring to stay with the kids.
Looking around, Maverick was getting nervous. They were outnumbered. The longer they stayed in place, the higher the chances for more gang members to join the four around them.
Macy stood beside him, subtly taking a step closer to him. He knew he was no match for them. They likely trained between themselves, and although he was in decent physical condition, he knew he was skinnier and definitely not as experienced in street combat. He wouldn’t be able to defend her, he thought desolately. He could barely do so for himself.
“Hey guys, we’re just passing through,” he tried to reason with them and de-escalate the situation.
“Well, if you’re just passing through, you won’t mind paying a toll, then, for using our streets.”
Maverick was about to say that they knew he had no money for any kind of bullshit toll when Macy straightened and replied in what must be her “Captain” voice.
“I suggest you step aside before you get in trouble,” she stated, loud and clear.
Jako looked around at his friends.
“You hear that, guys? The lady suggests!”
They laughed at his jest as if it was the funniest joke they’d ever heard.
When Jako, being the leader, stopped laughing and set his face into a serious, angry expression, they all did too.
“I think you’ll be a good girl and hand over everything you’ve got, and then maybe we’ll let you go once we’ve had our fun, yeah?”
Macy raised her eyebrow at his bravado.
“Have it your way,” she replied, her voice resigned.
The scuffle, if it could even be called that, was short and over before it even began. Macy was extremely effective with her weapon, quickly stunning the lot, and hitting one guy after the other.
“You’re lucky I don’t have my data pad with me to process you and that there’s no Judge present,” she said, looking down at the writhing leader.
“If I see you try this shit again, I won’t leave it on stun. You got me?”
She waited until Jako nodded between convulsions, then turned to a stunned Maverick and waved him forward.
He didn’t say a word, passing her as he resumed their walk towards the ship. He certainly understood how she had become Captain. Maverick had to admit that he was impressed by the speed and efficiency with which she had taken out the four thugs.
Watching her in the faint streetlight, Maverick found wonder in how lucky he was to have met her.
Here was this brave, headstrong, and compassionate pixie of a woman with a heart of gold that fate had placed on his path. He sent a silent thanks to the Stars for their gift.
Now, he decided, he would have to find a way to get her interested in him, a lowly street rat turned slave. Though, being her slave was starting to sound more and more like a promotion. Like he would certainly enjoy the position.
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Macy hadn’t expected to be accosted, but she supposed she should have. It was dark outside, and the outpost was not the safest place, especially in the poorer areas. Not that there were particularly rich areas. She quickly assessed the situation, setting her weapon to stun.
As she’d left her datapad with the kids, she wouldn’t be able to process the thugs and pass judgment by extension of authority based on being a Captain, nor demand a remote judgment. She would have to let them go.
She had made quick work of them, wanting to limit their exposure time in the area, in case more of their ‘friends’ came along. Leaving them writhing on the ground, she and Maverick continued to the ship with no further incidents.
They reached the ship and Macy saluted the guard on duty at the door. She led Maverick through the ship until they arrived in the main security room. The guards turned to greet her. She briefly explained that Maverick’s presence on the ship needed to be extended.
“The Admiral authorized his presence, but the access needs to be extended by six months. Could you please process it? Feel free to send it to the Admiral for final approval.” Macy requested.
“Of course, Captain, I will do that right away.”
One of the guards on duty created the ticket and processed the application immediately. They guided Maverick to stand and rotate as needed to take scans of his face and body.
They took his fingerprints and eye scans, as required. Macy sat in one of the ergonomic office chairs as she waited for him to be processed. She thanked the guards, collected Maverick, and brought him back to the bedroom.
Macy invited him to take the first shower. After all, she would have to tie him to the bed again once he was done. Perhaps once they were in flight, she could be more lenient on the restrictions.
When he was back from his shower wearing sleepwear bottoms, she securely tied him to the bed. She quickly took a shower and came back to lie down next to him. Macy shuffled some pillows around to create a comfortable middle area between them.
“You know, those are not necessary,” Maverick said, smiling at her with a knowing smile on his face, pointing at the pillows with his chin.
Was he finding humor in her cautiousness? Had she been sure that he was entirely willing, she would not need to take such measures. After all, Macy had no qualms about her sexuality. However, she would not take what was not offered.
“I wouldn’t want to make you uncomfortable,” she replied.
“This bed is very comfortable. Waking up to the woman in it stroking my chest was even more so. I assure you, you’re not making me uncomfortable,” he said huskily.
Oof. Macy felt her body temperature rise. From the beginning, she had found his deep voice incredibly alluring. Now, it felt like he was beckoning her with it, and she was powerless to resist.
She was used to being the one initiating her encounters.
The contrast of the softer version Mave presented in front of the kids and sultry, flirty demeanor he took on in her bedroom was certainly doing something.
He was tied to the bed, lying a respectful distance away. It was ultimately her decision to get closer or not, but he was clearly displaying his willingness.
Stars, she would not be able to resist. She moved closer to him. Placing her palms on either side of his shoulders, Macy looked down at his face, his gentle smile mesmerizing her.
“Still comfortable?” She asked.
“Very,” he rumbled in reply.
“And if I were to lean down and kiss you? Or caress your chest under your shirt?” She asked, her gaze devouring him.
“I’d say I would probably get a bit uncomfortable,” he said, squirming.
Oh. Maybe she’d misread him? She was about to slide off back onto her side when he quickly added in a rushed, nervous tone.
“I meant that cheekily. I meant that I would get hard. I very much want this. I’m not really good at the whole flirting thing. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that you doing those things would make me uncomfortable… Although I guess that’s kind of how it came out, though that’s really not what I meant. I would love for you to do those things to me. Or I guess anything you want, really...”
Macy found his nervous rambling endearing. She decided to spare him any further awkwardness by leaning down and kissing him passionately. And he certainly gave himself in return.
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When Maverick felt her hips shift off him, he panicked. Would he lose his chance before it ever started? He chattered on, trying to correct his earlier misstep of an answer. He was trying to play the suave guy, but his lack of experience mostly just made him put his foot in his mouth.
His internal thoughts were shaking their heads at him, telling him to stop pretending he was something he wasn’t. So, he’d let the flood of his thoughts out.
Unexpectedly, it paid off. He was still a bit shocked to feel her heated kiss, stunned to feel her hips gently gyrate where his erection had decided to join the game.
The moment she’d straddled him, he’d lost control of his hips, and now, it seemed, of his mouth.
Was that him whimpering? Stars, he would embarrass himself. Yet, as he thought that, she seemed to be getting more excited than less. Was she into that? Into his vulnerability?
The thought turned him on even more and he didn’t contain his moans anymore. He was at her mercy anyway. He might as well be completely open about enjoying it.
Tied to the bed, he really couldn’t do much other than gently thrust up. She took the lead beautifully, never letting him wonder just how interested she was.
Her lips left his, traveling down his chin, his neck, down to his chest. She slid down his body, taking her time, kissing and lightly nipping from time to time.
Stopping near his right nipple, she looked up. He knew what she would see. His undone expression. He was breathless yet panting. His mouth open, he could only take in her lovely smirk, the gleam in her eyes as she basked in her control and his enjoyment.
Her eyes huskily observed him as she licked a slow circle around his nipple. All the anticipation he felt still hadn’t prepared him for when she took his nipple in her mouth and sucked hard. His breath caught.
She smiled naughtily at him as she kept up the sweet torture that made his hips jerk up into her stomach.
He really tried to contain himself, trying not to appear desperate. Although, whom was he kidding? He was so desperate. Yet desperate for what? All he wanted to do was please her, and here she was, enjoying herself very much by the looks of it.
She moved on to the next nipple, slowly building anticipation again. Once more, he couldn’t help himself from being surprised when she sucked at his nipple, no matter how much he knew it was coming.
He raised his head, looking at the ceiling, breathing shallowly. This woman was amazing. She moved on lower, kissing his stomach. She lowered his sleepwear pants down to his ankles, moving back up to his waist.
He felt her lips leave trails of moist kisses there, felt her sucking and leaving a hickey near one of his hipbones. Stars, she was so sensual.
He couldn’t help his whimpers as he held his hips as still as he could. She lifted away a little and he took the chance to shift to be able to see her better.
She admired her work with a sly smile. Her satisfied expressions would be the death of him. She looked like a predator who had spotted his prey, and Mave was ready to be consumed by her passion.
Her fingers roamed his thighs, getting closer and closer to exactly where he wanted to feel them. She brought her lips down and he could see his stomach shift with his fast breathing in anticipation.
His cock twitched, indecently crying out for attention. She opened her mouth, bringing it close to him, but not quite reaching him.
“You want this?” She asked huskily.
“I… I do. So much,” he said breathlessly.
“Then I want to hear you. Moan for me. Understood?” She asked, her voice low.
“Yes, Ma’am,” his answer already in the form of a moan.
“Don’t come,” she ordered.
Nothing would have stopped the moan he let out as she slowly took him into her mouth. Stars, he could die a happy man.
Macy’s lips trailed lower and lower. His body shook from the sensations, and all he could do was hold onto the chains keeping him fastened to the bed frame.
“Please… Mmm…” he whimpered.
She didn’t let go, sucking him until her cheeks hollowed, making it impossible for him to string his thoughts together. Stars, he was going to blow, and she’d ordered him not to. How would he hold?
She didn’t let up. He closed his eyes to avoid looking at her, as it would only bring him closer. He felt desperate to show her he could do it, he could give her what she wanted.
He hadn’t done anything to please her yet and here he was, holding on to the last of his resolve to not explode in her sweet mouth. He huffed out a few shallow breaths, trying to contain himself.
Just as he was sure he would shame himself, she stopped and sat back on their haunches, admiring her work. He was a goner. He was so close, his hips humping the air.
She brought her hand and squeezed his cock right above his balls. He thought it was almost funny how much relief that brought him, knowing she had stopped his orgasm.
He wanted to be good, to show her how good he could be, and he was grateful she hadn’t let him embarrass himself, though he couldn’t contain the feeble noises escaping his mouth.
She straddled him once more, this time bringing herself right on top of him and aligning her pussy to his cock.
“Yes?” She asked.
“Mmm,” he could only whimper his response.
“Use your words, boy,” she ordered, gently grasping his neck in one hand.
“Yes,” he whispered, his voice raspy. Swallowing, he repeated louder this time, leaving no room for doubt. “Yes.”
“Good,” she groaned as she sank down on him.
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Macy had wanted to make sure there was no doubt about his consent, about him wanting this. She made sure to ask, every step of the way. He was tied, after all, and she was in a position of power. When she had first realized it turned him on, it had opened the flood to her desire, and she let go of her inhibitions to be as dominant as she pleased. And she pleased…
Torturing him with her mouth while looking at his facial expressions, seeing his powerlessness at her control, had turned her on more than any of her latest flings. She loved control, always had.
Now, with the boy beneath her, she wanted to take him to a place he would always remember. She rode him slowly, enjoying his vocalizations, loving his surrender.
She knew he was close. She had seen it written all over his face and his body as he trembled. Bracing one hand on his chest, she rode him to the rhythm of her own desire, circling her clit with abandon with her other hand.
She was only moments away and he would certainly follow. She just hoped he lasted long enough, and she wouldn’t have to stop in the middle again.
The poor boy. She was testing his resolve. Her own moans joined his. She picked up the pace as she got closer and closer. Finally, her orgasm overtook her and made her shout out.
“Ahh, yes! Good boy, you’re doing so good.”
She kept riding him until she was done, clenching around him, her moans out of control. She looked down at his face and saw him biting his lip hard.
“You can come. You did well. Come for me,” she beckoned, her hand still on his chest as she kept riding him, gently now.
He didn’t need much coaxing. He looked like he’d been holding on for dear life. His mouth opened in a breathless moan as he came inside her.
She looked up at the ceiling, giggling at how good it had felt, how satisfied she felt. She couldn’t help it. This had been the best sex she’d had in a long time, and he had been just perfect. Sliding off him, she lay her head on his chest. They were both still heaving from exertion.
As she looked at his face, she noticed he seemed closed off. A pang of dread clenched her chest.
“Are you okay?” She asked, bracing herself for the answer.
“Was I? I hope I didn’t disappoint you…” He looked uncertain, his voice quiet.
“Why would you say that?” Did he regret what they had shared?
“You laughed…”
He said it with such dejection, she feared he might cry. Oh, she needed to clear this up right away.
She raised herself, bringing her face to his and looking him in the eyes. He looked away, his eyes sad. Macy tugged his chin gently in her direction, making him meet her eyes.
“I laughed because this is the best I have felt in a long time. I was in no way laughing at you, or at what we shared. It was amazing and you were perfect,” she said, making sure her tone was self-assured and serious.
He looked down, his eyelashes looked moist from unshed tears. She kept her grip gentle but firm on his chin and lightly raised it again.
“I promise, I loved every minute of it. Please tell me you did too?”
“I… Yes.” He responded, his voice breaking.
“And if ever you have any doubt about how I feel, you will ask. Understood?”
“Yes, Ma’am,” he answered.
She gently wiped the side of his eyes, drying them.
“Good,” she stated, as she bent to bring his sleepwear bottoms back up to his waist.
“Now we will cuddle and go to bed, yes?” She asked softly.
“Stars, yes,” he whispered his response, already lulled to sleep by her tender care as Macy caressed his hair.
Macy couldn’t believe how the evening had turned out, nor how lucky she was to have found Maverick. The whole experience had been perfect. She was replaying their intimacy in her head as she fell asleep surprisingly quickly as well.
—
Macy’s alarm rang, waking them both. They had an early morning ahead and it was time for Macy to get back to work.
Maverick looked around, a panicked look on his face. After quickly turning the alarm off, Macy placed a hand on Maverick’s chest and gently pushed him back down.
“It’s ok, it’s just the alarm. I’ve got to get to work.”
Macy reassured him, seeing his nervous expression. He was so cute, she decided to take a few extra minutes to caress him gently to settle his racing heart. Once she felt it calm under her palm, Macy stood and untied Maverick from the bed.
“Get some clothes ready. I’ll go take a quick shower and then I’ll wait for you to take yours,” she told him as she walked towards the washroom while he was still slowly getting off the bed.
She locked the entrance to the room as an extra precaution as they were still grounded, though she was sure it was not necessary.
Macy took her usual, regimental shower. It was a good thing her body knew the steps by heart, as she was distracted thinking about Maverick and what else she would do to him when they next had some alone time. She didn’t have time to do anything about it this morning though.
Shaking off her naughty thoughts, Macy concentrated and shifted her attention to planning the day. She finished her shower and quickly dried off, returning to the bedroom. Maverick was sitting meekly on the bed with clothes in his lap.
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While Macy had been in the shower, Maverick had looked around for clothes, as he had been instructed. He wasn't quite sure what he was supposed to pick out as she had not provided detailed instructions, so he had chosen comfortable clothing that could be worn for general work on a ship. Not that he was that knowledgeable about what that would entail.
He thought she would be wearing her uniform, as she said she would be working, so he laid out the one he had seen her wear once. Left with nothing else to do, Maverick sat on the bed and allowed his thoughts to wander.
He had really enjoyed how she had taken control. Once he had allowed himself to open up and trust her, she had taken it as a gift and given it back tenfold.
She’d taken the reigns and gently guided him exactly where he’d always dreamed of being.
He had always wanted to be taken care of, to feel loved. He knew it was delusional to think that, especially after only knowing her a few days. What would a Goddess like her want with a beggar like him anyway? But for those few moments, he had felt wanted, cherished.
He was still replaying what they had been doing the night before when Macy exited the washroom.
"Your turn. Please be quick, I have a meeting I need to make in about half an hour, and we still need to eat.”
“Yes Ma’am.”
Maverick made his way to the washroom, leaving the door unlocked just in case. The hasty shower still felt amazing considering he had access to running warm water.
Once dressed, he rejoined Macy in the bedroom only to notice she had changed into a casual set of clothing that was not the uniform he had laid out for her. His shoulders were hunched. His first real order and he had failed already.
She must have noticed his desolate look as she raised an eyebrow and asked, “what’s wrong?”
This woman was observant, he noted.
"I already failed at getting you what you needed," he answered honestly.
"What are you talking about?" She asked, sounding confused.
“The uniform. I didn’t get the right clothes out.”
Maverick looked down at the floor, feeling like he shouldn’t be looking up at her eyes at the moment. Macy stepped closer and he saw the tip of her boots before he felt her fingers on his chin. She raised his face and made him look up at her.
“It’s fine, you couldn’t have known which ones I would need,” she reassured him, before placing a chaste kiss on his cheek.
He felt himself blush. Why was he acting this way? He wouldn’t really understand it himself. He looked away at the bed and noticed the other uniform was still laid out on the bed.
“I’ll put that away,” he said, hurrying to do so. Macy stepped away and waited for him by the door.
She led him through the ship's corridors to the galley. There were other crew members in the room, but Macy only nodded a greeting to a few of them before making her way to the replicators, Mave in tow.
She once more let him choose his breakfast. Conscious of their time constraint, Mave didn’t explore the options at leisure, though he still wanted to.
He chose pancakes with syrup for breakfast, thinking about Molly who would have loved this. Maverick thought it curious that the sweet syrup was supposedly made from some kind of tree sap and wanted to try it.
He selected a sweet juice for a drink and followed Macy to the empty table she picked.
He tried to pace himself to finish his meal at about the same time as Macy did, while still enjoying the food. It felt so good to have a full belly and not have to worry about where the next meal would come from.
He thought back to the kids, who were being taken care of by Hannah, all thanks to this incredible woman he had the unbelievable luck to cross paths with.
They ate quietly, Mave lost in thoughts. He made sure to finish just before her so that he was ready to clean up her plate for her. As he reached out to do so, Macy placed her hand on his.
“You don’t have to do that, you know,” she said. Her touch froze him in place.
“I… I want to,” he stammered.
After a moment of assessing him, she removed her hand.
“Alright,” she said, nodding.
He wondered what it was that she'd thought about at that moment. Had she come to terms that he wanted to be of service to her any way he could? He didn't truly understand why he felt that way, himself. Though, he thought that perhaps perfect understanding was not necessary. Perhaps it was enough to just feel.
She stayed seated as Mave sorted the plates and cups, standing only when he was done and had turned to look back at her. He followed her out of the galley through the ship corridors.
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Macy had made sure to bring the remote to Maverick's collar with her. It was secure in her jacket pocket. She let Maverick through the ship's corridors until she reached Lora, their head of engineering's office.
She was buzzed in after requesting access and being announced by the automatic door.
"Good morning, Lora, how are you?"
Macy asked, knowing she couldn't spend much time on pleasantries. Lora swiveled in her office chair, giving Macy her undivided attention. The slightly older woman had her hair tucked into a braid, a few white hairs giving it a salt-and-pepper look and adding contrast.
"I am doing well, Captain, yourself? How can I help you?"
Ah, one of the things Macy appreciated most about Lora. She was no-nonsense and straight to the point.
“Two things. This is Maverick. He’s staying with me,” Macy motioned at Maverick, who was standing a step behind her.
She fished out the remote from her jacket pocket and handed it to Lora.
“I’d need his remote range to be extended to the ship areas he can access. Nothing confidential, of course, just enough to be present where and when I need him,” Macy elaborated.
“Not a problem, it’ll just take a few minutes to set up,” Lora answered, already about to turn back to work.
“The second thing,” Macy went on, stopping Lora mid-turn.
“Yes?” Lora encouraged her to continue, facing Macy.
“I’d need him to stay here for a short while. I’m meeting someone and it’s covert,” Macy lifted an eyebrow in explanation that the mission was secret. Lora understood right away, her expression clearly indicating it.
“Of course, he can keep me company. Should I bring him back to your room by a certain time?” Lora asked.
“I’ll come back for him. But if I can’t make it, then please make sure he gets meals and send him back for some sleep,” Macy answered.
“Sure,” Lora looked him over, a gleam in her eye.
Macy suddenly felt a pang of jealousy and felt the need to clarify that Maverick was officially off-limits. She hadn’t minded sharing in the past that much, but this felt different. Macy kept her voice level, making sure to sound as professional yet as serious as possible.
“Oh, and Lora, just to be clear, he’s mine,” Macy said with a meaningful expression on her face.
“Understood, Captain,” Lora saluted Macy, which reassured her she was being taken seriously and her orders would be obeyed.
Maverick, who had been quietly standing by during the whole conversation, looked uncomfortable as he held one of his elbows with his other hand. Macy looked him over, thinking she'd at least need to teach him to stand at ease during more casual discussions, and perhaps basic etiquette.
"Maverick, please stay with Lora for the day, and do as she asks. I should be back before the night shift."
Maverick nodded his understanding, remaining quiet.
Having nothing else to add, Macy turned and left Lora's office. She wasted no time in reaching Kira's room, knocking, and letting herself in.
Kira was expecting her. She was also dressed in casual clothing, looking nowhere near the Admiral she was. They were to meet with Lorena covertly, then to leave the outpost without drawing too much notice. At least as little notice as a ship this size could draw.
"Captain, I trust everything is taken care of?" Kira asked, already dressed and ready to go.
"It is. Just had to leave Maverick with Lora. We're good to go," Macy confirmed.
Kira turned to Mak, who was lounging on the bed and kissed him gently on the lips.
"I'll be back by nightfall. Don't get into trouble while I'm away," she said, a tight smile on her lips.
Macy knew Kira was always a little hesitant to let Mak out of her sight after he had gotten abducted just months ago. Mak smiled gently back and settled down to read his datapad that rested on his thighs. Having assured herself Mak would be fine, Kira turned, and they left to go meet Lorena.
Seeing them in such a domestic scene, Macy wondered if she'd acted uncaring when she turned around and left Maverick with Lora. She would pay more attention next time.
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Maverick awkwardly stood by the door where Macy had left him just moments before. He had not expected to be offloaded quite so soon. He knew Macy had to work, yet this felt awfully sudden.
"Take a seat," Lora, the head of engineering, pointed to a swiveling chair by a second desk, on the left of hers. He complied, turning towards her awaiting further instructions.
"You have any engineering or mechanical experience?" Lora asked. Her voice remained neutral, yet Maverick couldn't help but attribute disdain to her question.
Not that she'd meant it that way, he was sure. He just felt it. Because no, he didn't have any engineering or mechanical experience. Or any other kind of useful experience, except being a lowly thief, he thought bitterly. The odd jobs he had managed to get were physical and required little thinking.
The "pick up a box from location A, bring it to location B" kind of job. Nothing to be proud of, other than bringing money back to help him and the kids avoid starvation.
He couldn’t even do something as basic as reading, but he would hopefully not have to admit that.
"Umm... No?" He felt stupid as he answered her.
He looked down at his feet. Macy had cleaned him up well. In his new shoes and new clothes, showered and smelling clean, he would barely be recognized as the street rat he'd been just days before.
But inside, he felt like he was an imposter. Who was this person standing in his skin? Would they throw him out when they realized how unworthy he was of standing here?
No, because Macy couldn't. Not for another six months, at least. Then he'd be back on the streets, where he unfortunately belonged. Stars, he had wished for a better life for so long, falling asleep to fairy tales of being whisked away, but it was not for the likes of him. And here he was, effectively whisked away, though not the kind he'd thought of.
"That's alright," Lora answered, her eyes going soft.
"See that box under the desk? Can you detangle the cables and sort them by type? There are wraps in the second drawer to the right. Use those around the cables to secure them. Let me know if you have questions."
"Yes, ma'am," he said, pulling the box out and placing it on the desk.
That he could do, he thought, feeling better. A physical job that didn’t require him to read instructions or any specialized skills he didn’t possess. Lora seemed confident in him as well as she returned to tinker with his remote.
He got to work, taking his time untangling the multitude of cables in the box. He noticed the texture varied and it got easier to untangle them by feeling as he progressed.
It was a seemingly endless task, and he could understand why the head of engineering would not want to waste her time doing this. He didn't mind. It gave him time to reflect on his life, which, it seems, had taken a very exciting detour lately.
He'd never thought he would set foot on a warship, let alone as a guest. Was he a guest? For now, it seemed so. His life goals had included not being sent to the mines or the whorehouse and taking care of the kids.
His living conditions made it so that planning for the future was not quite possible. They lived day-to-day in their hovel, trying to survive. Macy had come and turned their lives upside down. In a good way, he supposed.
Not that it had seemed that way when he'd heard the Judge's words nor when he despaired at the punishment that had been about to befall him.
Now, the kids were being taken care of, and their board and meals were provided. And he was... Sorting cables, dressed in clean clothes, in a comfortable environment. Living his best life, it seemed. He almost chuckled out loud.
His "best life". It wasn't that far from the truth. The only thing that would make it better was having the kids around. If Macy kept her word, he'd be allowed to speak to them through the data pad she'd left them and see them in about six months.
It was certainly an adjustment. He hadn't been away from them, well, ever. Not for this long. A few days at a time for the odd jobs, sure, but never really for a long time.
Yes, it would be an adjustment, and likely a difficult one.
He felt his eyes prickle and tear up. He was getting emotional thinking about them.
He tried to be as quiet as he could but couldn't help a sniffle. He looked down at the cables he was untangling, the colors blending as tears filled his eyes. He heard Lora's chair swivel and felt her hand on his shoulder.
"Hey, it's OK. It's going to be alright. You don't have to sort them all at once if you can't," she looked at the cables as if they were at fault for his emotional outburst.
"It's not that... I can do it. It's just that I... I don't know what I'm doing here, and Macy... the Captain..." he didn't really want to talk about it.
Not with Lora. She had been nothing but nice, but he didn't know her. He just wished Macy was here. Not that he had known Macy for much longer, although it did feel like it.             
"Don't you worry, hun! Macy's a good person. She'll take care of you while you're here. I heard about what happened. It may be a big ship, but it's a small world, and word spreads. You'll be just fine," Lora reassured him, rubbing his back.
So, everybody knew where he'd come from. That he was nothing... Maverick didn't know what to answer. He put his elbows on the desk and hid his eyes in his palms, trying to contain himself. It didn't matter if they knew, he decided.
It didn't matter, because he was here now, and he couldn't change how he'd gotten here. He couldn't change anything in his life. Those were the cards that had been dealt to him.
Taking himself back in hand, he sniffled one last time and whipped his eyes with his hands. Lora moved around to her desk and extended a tissue. He took it, nodded his thanks, and turned back to sorting cables
Thankfully, Lora turned back to her work and let him concentrate on the mundane task until it was time for a meal.
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The meetup had not gone exactly as expected. Macy could understand that Lorena needed to take extra precautions, but they had expected to see her in person. Instead, she had sent someone disguised as a merchant they met in a dark alley.
He looked just like any other unassuming, average merchant, other than being draped in a black cloak. That could easily be explained by this outpost being on the rougher scale.
“I’ve been sent by a mutual friend,” he said in lieu of greetings.
“We expected to see said mutual friend in person,” Kira stated, irked.
“Unfortunately, they are currently indisposed in another sector of space. I assure you, you will find everything you need here.”
He extended a light blue hand in which lay an encrypted chip.
Kira nodded and Macy reached for the chip.
"One more thing. You'll also need this," he said as he reached into his cloak.
Macy stiffened, her hand on her weapon, and he slowed his movements.
"No need for that Captain, I will slowly take out my hand and you will find a code key in my hand," the alien didn't even bother looking at her, sure of himself.
Macy didn't remove her hand from her holster but watched as he indeed did slowly take out a code key. She took it, once more at Kira's behest.
"What is this for?" Kira asked.
"It will be explained in the message. That's all I know." At that, the agent turned and climbed the wall, leaving Kira and Macy standing in the alley with very few answers.
They made their way through the market and back to the ship, making it seem like they were browsing and making sure to buy something for their cover. They settled on both getting some sweets for Mak and Maverick.
Back on the ship much earlier than expected, they made their way directly to Kira's rooms to listen to the message. Mak heard the door slide open and looked up from his data pad.
He was still sitting on the bed, just where Kira had left him. He looked so happy to see Kira. Macy felt her heart grip. Would Maverick look at her like that? Did she want him to?
"Mak, darling, would you please go to the galley and have a snack? Macy and I have some boring work to talk about." Kira asked sweetly.
"Of course," he stood up and walked up to Kira to give her a peck on her cheek. Saluting Macy, he left the room.
"You make him leave debriefs now?" Macy asked, surprised Kira had asked Mak to leave as they were usually attached at the hip now.
"If there's something that could potentially hurt him, yes. Since I don't know what's on that chip, and knowing could potentially put him at risk, I'd rather he not hears just yet," Kira said.
She walked over to her data pad and inserted the chip.
Lorena's face appeared on the screen.
"Greetings. My apologies for not being able to meet you in person. I trust the handoff went well regardless. I must first congratulate you on your good work in the third quadrant. I hear through the official channels that the mission was a success on all fronts," Lorena said.
Kira paused the video, likely remembering what had happened.
Macy thought that, overall, it had been. Other than Mak having been confused for the Admiral and beaten to a bloody pulp, driving Kira angrier than Macy had seen her in a very long time...
Yet, they had managed to keep the loss of life to a minimum and quell the rebellion, as they had been sent to do. They had also learned that a neighboring planet had been wiped from all systems and star charts, which should not have been possible.
All for the minerals it produced. Migrisian. A dangerous, poisonous, and radioactive mineral. Illegal. Lethal in the wrong hands. Whoever wiped the planet's existence from the maps had likely also been responsible for the planet itself being blown up, likely to cover their traces.
This led them to this day, where they were supposed to get more information from Lorena, who was stealthily working to dismantle the corrupt people behind all this. She seemed to think certain Admirals were in on it. Kira and Macy had not been surprised. From certain Admirals they knew themselves, it was not totally implausible.
Lorena's message continued.
"Thanks to your work, we were able to infiltrate a location to obtain more information. This is where I ask for your help. You should have received an item from my friend. Use it to access gate C-6. In it, you will find what needs to be delivered to Hexa-9."
Kira again paused the video.
"Hexa-9. That's a prison colony in the second quadrant," Macy said.
At first, Kira seemed to hesitate. Delivery runs such as this were profitable, as most ships did not want to do the trips to prison planets, which were often off regular shipping paths, resulting in higher resource consumption than other deliveries.
However, Lorena’s agent stated they would understand once they listened to the message.
Kira continued the message.
"We now need an extraction. The mission is to get my agent back. They will make their way to your ship. They will have a safe word which you will find in the cargo box marked with the name of your consort.
The contents are a gift to you both. As for the rest of the boxes, they contain goods that are basic supplies. The colony's regular supplier is currently indisposed for 'some reason' and they will need these as soon as possible.
Since you are only a couple of weeks away, and my contacts have already reassured them they had someone available, you will be expected. You are only a few weeks away. When you pick up the goods, I will know you have accepted the mission. I thank you in advance for your help on this."
The screen went blank.
"So we don't know what that agent looks like. Only that they'll give us a safe word, that we'll find in a box. Do you trust her?" Macy asked.
"I do. Mir trusts her, and I trust Mir. Her last intel was good too, and what happened with Mak was not her fault," Kira said.
Macy knew it wasn't. And she trusted Mir as well. He was an older Admiral that had mentored them both back in their days fresh out of the Academy. His reputation of being fair and respected preceded him.
"So I take it we accept the mission?" Macy asked, already knowing the answer.
"We do," Kira confirmed.
"Please arrange for picking up the cargo, Captain."
Macy saluted in acknowledgment and turned to proceed.
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Macy selected a small team of eight for the cargo pickup and proceeded to lead it. She had decided to do it this same day, to get this over with so that they may depart. They congregated in a huddle room before departing and she explained what was expected of them.
"We're going for a cargo pickup. Should be straightforward as these are just basic supplies. However, this is a new supplier, so proceed with caution. Do not open any of the crates. When I will open the cargo door, I want two people on me, the rest a good distance away. I don't expect much risk, but we never know. Understood?" Macy asked. They all nodded.
"Great, let's move out."
The ride to the cargo bay was short as it was located fairly close to the dock, for the convenience of ships picking up their stock.
Macy gestured for six people on her team to remain a safe distance from the warehouse door in case it was rigged. Not that she expected it from Lorena, but sabotage was always possible in covert missions.
Two of them followed her as she advanced to the lock and carefully used the code key. The door slid open with a creak and Macy braced, but nothing happened. She examined the entrance, making sure there were no rig wires or lasers that she could see.
Satisfied that it looked clear, she gestured for the first two team members to enter and sweep the room.
"Clear," one of them said after they walked around the small area.
Macy gestured for the rest of her team to join them. Macy perused the boxes and quickly spotted the one marked "Mak".
It was small and portable. She picked it up carefully, putting it away for her personal delivery before ordering the team to move the rest onto the transport.
They made quick work of it and soon, they were back on the ship and the cargo was secured.
Giving the crew their orders to sort the cargo, Macy made her way to Kira’s quarters, where she was invited to take a seat at the table.
Macy reported to Kira the completion of the pickup and handed Kira the box. It was also a “gift” from Lorena after all. From what Macy knew of the woman and her interactions with Kira and Mak, it was likely to be something too indecent to be opened in public.
"Good job on the swift execution,” Kira told her.
Kira passed her watch over the box, checking it for suspicious substances one last time before opening it. Macy couldn’t see the contents from where she was sitting, but from Kira’s smirk, she knew she’d been right.
“Code name is ‘Cage’,” Kira told her, flipping a card.
She showed Macy the electronic key flashing the word. It had been coded to Kira’s print, and the text disappeared, self-destroyed.
“See to calling everyone back to the ship within the hour and giving the coordinates for liftoff. We leave tonight," Kira ordered.
Macy could understand wanting to leave the outpost quickly. It was no luxury retreat planet. If she hadn’t had her adventure with Maverick here, she’d likely have been happy to leave it quickly, if only to be able to make it to a nicer stop sooner.
Macy sent a message from her watch to all personnel off the ship to return.
She went to find their pilot, Tiffany, to inform her of their imminent departure. Macy’s watch located Tiffany in the training room. Macy found her sparing against Commander Valeria.
Of course, the Commander was going easy on her, while correcting the pilot when she made a less-than-optimal move. Macy waited for them to finish the round before stepping forward.
"Captain!" They both turned to salute her.
"At ease. The Admiral has requested takeoff in an hour. We're just waiting on the crew to head back. I've already signaled them. Please let me know if you don't have the right headcount when you're ready to depart," Macy informed her.
Tiffany acknowledged and quickly stretched.
“You have time for a shower, don’t worry,” Macy reassured her as she saw her rushing through the movements.
With that, she left the training room and decided to go pick up Maverick to make sure he was strapped in safely in her room for takeoff.
Arriving at Lora's office, she noticed it wasn't as late as she thought it would be, though they likely wouldn't have time for dinner before launching, as Macy had to supervise take-off and be present in case of emergencies.
After that, she promised herself, when they were out in the black, she'd come back for him, and they would have a meal together.
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Maverick had been quietly working for hours, following Lora's instructions as best he could. She'd given him various small tasks that seemed meaningless to him but were likely manual things she'd put off doing herself as she was too busy with more demanding work.
He wasn't sure he'd been that much help, but it had at least kept him busy. Lora had also taken him out for lunch and had sat with him in the galley while they ate.
No one had come to talk to them, and he wondered if it was because of him. He'd gotten a few glances, a few friendly smiles even, though he couldn't decide if they were for him or Lora.
The door system rang, announcing the Captain. He felt a light pang in his chest knowing she had come back for him. Of course, she had said she would, and yet it still did something to him.
"Captain," Lora saluted.
"At ease. How did it go?" Macy asked, pointing at him with her chin.
"It went fine. I got a lot of things done that I had postponed for a long time thanks to his help," Lora answered.
Maverick felt like a child whose parents had come to pick him up from school, the teacher showing some kind of silly drawing that the adults complimented him on.
Or at least he thought that was what school kids went through, never having had the opportunity himself. But the gist of it was there. He felt like his contribution was minimal, and frankly, just something to be dismissed as a way to keep him busy.
"Glad to hear it. Now, if you don't mind, I'll take him back as we're taking off soon," Macy said.
Lora looked back at her screen and saw the liftoff message and countdown.
"So we are. See you later. And Captain," Lora called out as Macy was heading towards the door, Maverick in tow.
"He's welcome here anytime," Lora smiled softly, looking him in the eyes.
Maverick wondered if it was pity that he saw reflected there. Lora had truly been kind to him during his stay though. He smiled back at her, trying to convey that without words.
"Thank you, Lora," Macy answered before once more turning around and opening the door.
They walked through the hallway in silence and got to the room to Macy's quarters, where she let them in.
"We're launching off planet in..." She looked down at her watch before continuing. "Twenty-eight minutes. I need to be on the navigation bridge during liftoff and supervise everything. I need you to stay here and strap in for takeoff when you hear the ship message. I'll show you how to do that," Macy said.
She walked over to one side of the room and pulled out two seats from the wall. She pointed to the seat next to the one she had taken, and Maverick walked over to her, sitting down. She explained to him how to pull the harness down and around him so that it was secure and tight enough.
It was easy enough. He once again felt like he needed even the most seemingly basic things to be explained to him like a simpleton.
She made him repeat the movement until she was satisfied, he understood and got the movements memorized. He tried not to be too impacted by his thoughts, thinking it was likely normal for someone that had not been space-traveling before to have any notion of such intricacies.
"Good. I'm locking the door behind me, so you won't be able to leave this room unless someone opens the door. Don't rummage through my things. I'll know. You already know where the washroom is if you need it. After takeoff, you can take a shower and go to bed if you’re tired, you don’t have to wait up for me," she said.
He nodded earnestly. He would certainly not be going through her things. He internally vowed to never steal from her, thinking about the irony of it as pickpocketing was what had landed him in this predicament, to begin with.
Granted, it hadn’t been him who had tried to pickpocket her. Still…
He watched her exit, leaving him to his own devices. He took some time to look around the room, exploring it with his eyes without touching anything. Everything was locked down and attached, a necessity in space, he realized.
What personal items were displayed were very feminine, which he felt contrasted with the image she portrayed to the outside world. She was so in control when she ordered the crew and in all the interactions he’d seen so far, though he’d glimpsed her softer side when she spoke to the kids.
Like she would stand between them and the outside world as a shield if need be. He wouldn’t lie to himself, it was incredibly alluring to him. That generous, kind side of her intrigued him. It made him want to delve in and explore her past, beyond what everyone else was allowed to see.
He heard the ship’s message informing the crew of takeoff and made his way to the seat. Strapping in, he remembered her instructions and followed them.
It wasn’t particularly comfortable, but it was safe. His thoughts went to the kids, wondering if they were still doing alright, as the ship took off and he felt the change in gravity before the stabilizer kicked in and artificial gravity took over.
The ship’s automated message informed him it was now safe to vacate the takeoff seat. Maverick stood and stretched. It hadn’t been that long since he’d stood but the change in gravity affected his limbs. He was definitely not used to this feeling of lightness and then heaviness.
Twisting his torso from one side to the other, he wondered how Macy did this day in and day out. She must be an incredibly strong woman to willingly take on this job.
She seemed like she could be doing anything she put her mind to. She amazed him. Kind, compassionate, sweet. Probably more so than most people noticed.
He’d seen the difference in how she’d treated him and the kids versus how she spoke to the crew. It wasn’t unkind. Just direct, clear, and concise.
He couldn’t even resent her for his predicament. In fact, he could only think the contrary. The more he thought about it, the more he admired her for how she’d approached the whole situation. He found himself admiring a lot of things about her.
His musings drifted to a different and definitely less “proper” image of her in his mind and he found himself blushing. Looking down at himself, he felt more than noticed his erection growing. Embarrassed, he looked around the room, knowing full well he was alone, but wondering if there were any cameras around. These were private quarters, he figured, doubting Macy would place any here.
Nonetheless, he didn’t take any chances and made his way to the washroom to take care of his growing need and quell his rampant imagination.
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Take-off was smooth. Tiffany was a good pilot. Macy organized the crew, making sure everyone had their orders trickling down. She briefed the Commanders, who in turn would brief their teams. Macy walked the halls, lost in thought.
She liked her job and her role, but that was mostly because she was working under Kira. Truly, she felt like maybe there was something more out there…
Like something was missing. A purpose. For a long time, she thought being a captain was what she wanted in life. Working with and for her best friend. Saving the people, they could. At least that part brought her fulfillment.
She just felt like she could be doing so much more, having a deeper, more specific impact. Working for Kira, they generally took on important missions and did have an effect, but Macy felt like they arrived, helped, and left right away, not staying long enough to make a real, tangible difference.
Back on the outpost, when she’d spent all of her allowance on helping the kids, it had felt different. It was definitely tangible, affecting real, specific lives. Somehow, that felt more fulfilling to Macy. She’d never really put her finger on this feeling before. With these recent developments, she seemed to have more questions than answers.
These thoughts swirled in her head as she went through the motions of setting everything up, confirming coordinates, and sending out their request to the prison planet to confirm they were en route to deliver the cargo.
She then called Commander Valeria into a conference room to debrief her on the real mission, the pickup of Lorena’s inside person. They didn’t quite have a lot of information, but Valeria would need to be privy as her team would be the one on the ground.
“We don’t know much as of right now, but we know we will be picking up an operative from Hexa-9. It’s a high-security prison colony, so we will assume the worst and that they’ll be coming in hot. We have no description of the operative, we’ve only been told they’d find us and give us a safe word.” Macy debriefed.
“What’s the safe word?” Valeria asked.
“The Admiral will share it once we’re there.” Macy said. In fact, Kira had not shared it with the others on purpose for safety reasons.
If they were retreating an agent from a high-security prison planet, operatives could be hiding, and spying devices could be planted.
“Noted,” Valeria replied, nodding her acknowledgment.
The conversation shifted to day-to-day operations. Macy was happy to see that Valeria had everything under control and didn’t need supervision, not only in her own tasks but in the few extra ones she had been stretching on to show that she was promotable. Kira had her in her sighs for succession planning.
Macy’s thoughts went once again to what she herself wanted. Was it truly this career? Was this making her happy, or was she trudging after Kira because she’d always had and because she had amazing working conditions? What more could anyone really ask of?
Was she being greedy in asking herself these questions and coming up with doubts about the life she’d always wanted?
Or thought she’d wanted at least. She was at the peak. This was the best it would ever be. She knew she didn’t want to become an Admiral. What else could she want?
She didn’t quite know right this moment. She did know though, that the answer would not come today. And that was okay. Because her life was amazing regardless of whether she would have that answer right now or not.
She had choices, and that was more than most had. She had some money saved aside too. She could move to one of the more far-removed, cheaper outposts and retire even.
Away from everyone. She’d get bored fast. What would she even do there? If it was a pleasure planet, or a resort planet with good weather year-round, she might consider it, but her savings would not last that long on those planets.
Finishing with Valeria, Macy returned to her quarters to check on Maverick.




30.     Maverick

 
The door swooshed open, surprising Maverick as the intercom didn’t announce anyone. Macy entered the room, her eyes quickly locating him sitting on the side of the bed. He hadn’t known quite what to do with himself after the shower he took. He had dressed and just sat waiting. He supposed things could be worse than just being bored. He was clean, warm, and safe. What more could he ask for?
“You’re not sleeping?”
Sleeping? He remembered she had told him he didn’t need to wait up for her to go to bed. Suddenly, it felt odd to be taking up her space. Did she still want to share her bed with him? Insecurity came back with a vengeance.
“I wasn’t sure where you wanted me,” he said quietly.
“Where I wanted you? What do you mean? I thought we’d already cleared that up, after what we did. Did you change your mind?”
“I… Me? No,” he replied demurely.
No, definitely not. If there was anyone who could hang their mind about them sleeping together, it would be her, he thought.
“Then, go to bed. Unless you’re hungry?” Macy asked.
Right on cue, his stomach decided to vocalize its need.
“Alright, come on, let’s go get a bite,” she said, a knowing smile on her lips.
She turned, expecting him to follow her. He hurried up to join her before the door had time to swish closed.
Macy led him through the hallway. This time, he memorized the way until they got to the galley. He once again got to select his meal and drink. He felt like a child as he realized that this was getting to be one of his favorite things to do. Macy indulged him as she patiently waited for him to make his very important decisions.
Macy led him to a table that was occupied by a few others.
“Mind if we join you, gentlemen?” Macy asked the three crew members sitting playing cards.
“Of course not, Captain, feel free. Hi, Maverick,” one of the men greeted him.
Maverick was taken aback that he knew his name. He returned the greeting, feeling at a disadvantage as he did not know the man’s name. Macy introduced them.
Unfortunately, in his anxious reaction, he already forgot all but Lieutenant Florian’s name.
He sat down across from Macy, and they slowly ate as they watched the card game.
“Ooh, good move,” Macy commented as one of the men surprised the others with a card he had been keeping in his hand for a few turns now.
They didn’t expect it and he won the game.
“So, Captain, are you going to keep the poor boy locked up for the next six months, or will we have a shot at him?” The Lieutenant asked.
The comment raised Maverick’s hackles.
“Lieutenant, I assure you no one will be having a shot at the poor boy, as you put it,” Macy was quick to respond, her serious tone reassuring him.
The Lieutenant looked sufficiently reprimanded as he sat up straighter.
“I meant no disrespect, Captain. Only teasing,” he apologized. Maverick looked between the two and noticed Macy raise an eyebrow.
“Truly. I swear on my honor,” he placed his hand against his uniform insignia.
Macy seemed reassured and nodded in acceptance.
“Nevertheless, you are correct. I can’t keep him locked up, as you said. As you’ve so vehemently sworn on your honor, I’m sure I can count on you to steer him in the right direction should you see him lost on the ship?”
“Of course, Captain, you can count on me,” he answered.
Maverick thought that, notwithstanding his earlier comment, he looked trustworthy and sufficiently contrite his comment had not been interpreted as a friendly joke.
Hopefully, Maverick wasn’t making a wrong assumption, considering the less-than-stellar first impression. He had faith in Macy’s good judgment, and she seemed to take it in stride, despite her serious warning.
The rest of the meal went smoothly as Maverick observed the shipmates play their card game.
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Macy felt guilty she hadn’t thought to leave him a snack in the room. On the other hand, he wasn’t a pet, and she needed to set his accesses accordingly so that he could leave the room to access the galley at a minimum.
Florian was right. What would he do here for a full six months…
As they sat watching the game continue, Macy figured she could show Maverick to the training room. He could maybe learn something, perhaps even a skill he could later use on the outpost.
She wasn’t sure what exactly he’d be interested in, but it would at least give him something to do other than sit on the bed waiting for her to come back.
She could do that now so that he could sleep in tomorrow morning when she started her early shift.
“Well, gentlemen, it was a pleasure. Enjoy the rest of your night,” Macy said and stood, waiting for Maverick to do the same.
He stood and followed her out. They walked back to her room.
“Do you remember the way to the galley now?” She asked, wanting to make sure he knew where to go to get food.
“I do, yes,” he confirmed.
“Good. I’ll show you to the education center now. Remember this one as well. I want you to spend your days there when I’m working. You can learn new skills,” she said, leading the way.
Maverick looked around, concentrating on memorizing the way.
It wasn’t too far, as the Captain’s quarters were purposefully centrally located. She showed him how to use the computers, and which buttons to press for which courses.
She gave a few examples of what he could enjoy. She figured that since he likely had grown up poor on the outpost, he wouldn’t have much notion of how to use one, so Macy spent some time explaining and pointing until he seemed to understand.
Once they were done, she led him to a supply closet to get him a data watch so that she could locate him and have some form of communication with him.
While they were in that area, she decided to also show him how to call the kids back on the outpost, as she was sure he would want to do that daily if possible. She explained the use of the call cabins. The tiny room felt intimate as she gestured for him to sit on the chair in front of the screen as she stood behind him. Leaning over his body, she pushed buttons and explained which did what.
“We’re not too far now so we don’t have to worry too much about the distance, but as we travel further away, you may experience delays in responses, and will have time restrictions on calls for security reasons so make sure you monitor the top right corner of the screen as it will tell you how much longer you have. Other crew members can also reserve the next spot, which will start the countdown as well,” Macy explained.
She made him memorize the access code to call the data pad she had left with the kids. Once she was sure he remembered, she made him dial the number.
“You can go ahead, and press connect now,” she said, knowing he must be burning to speak to them.
It was close to nighttime on the outpost and the kids would’ve likely been just about to go to bed. She watched his face as the call connected and their little faces popped up one by one on the screen as they scrambled to join Charlie, who had answered the call as she had taught him.
Maverick’s face lit up and she could swear his eyes sparkled with emotions.
“Mave!” Molly exclaimed loudly.
“Hi cutie pies,” he answered, his voice cracking. Macy now felt bad she hadn’t shown him the call cabins earlier. He was clearly very attached and cared about the kids deeply.
“Mave, we miss you! When are you coming back?” Molly asked.
“Oh baby, I miss you too! I miss you all! I’ll be back soon. You have to be good for me in the meantime, remember?”
“Of course! We only know how to be good,” Molly solemnly answered. Macy tried to hide her smirk. Of course, they did…
“That’s ‘cause you’re smart cookies,” Maverick answered.
“I want cookies…” one of the kids muttered. Macy gave them some privacy as she felt like she was a spectator. She backed up out of the room and closed the door, letting Maverick have some time to reconnect with the kids.
She leaned against the wall near the call cabin door and waited, her arms crossed and resting her eyes.
Some time later, he exited the cabin, his eyes red but dry. She could tell he had taken some time to contain himself. Macy pushed away from the wall and was about to turn around to lead the way back to the room when Mave put his hand on her forearm, stopping her in her tracks.
“Thank you. I can’t thank you enough,” he said, his voice as steady as he could manage it. She nodded, a lump in her throat prohibiting her from saying more. She put her hand over his and gave it a light squeeze. Sliding her palm to his, she led him back to her room.
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Back in the room, the emotional moment had passed. Macy guided him to sit and showed him how to use the data watch and added her contact in there, as well as Lieutenant Florian’s and Mak’s, just in case.
“I’ve also updated your accesses so that you can go to the galley and the education center whenever you need to. I’ll also add the training room if you’d like to work out physically. It’s important to maintain a good physical shape on a ship, especially considering this is a warship and there is always some measure of risk associated with it, even if we currently are at peace and have not accepted potentially violent missions,” she said.
The supply run to the prison planet was more mercantile in nature as well, even though it still contained its share of potential risks. However, as risks went, it was on the “not likely to materialize” side of the scale.
“Ready for bed?” Macy asked.
She certainly was. She took her sleep when she could, as you never knew what could go wrong in space and when they’d need to intervene.
Serving on a warship had its perks, but certainly its challenges. They were often the first responders to emergencies considering they had one of the most powerful vessels in these four quadrants.
Maverick nodded and extended his arms for the bracelets she’d put on to restrain him to the bed on previous nights. She looked him over, his expression seeming much too eager to her.
“Enjoyed those, did you?” She smirked.
He blushed, looking away.
“Maybe…” he replied quietly.
“Answer the question,” she insisted, wanting to be sure she wasn’t misreading him. She did like enthusiastic consent, after all.
Looking back up at her in time to notice her gaze travel up and down his body, he gulped noticeably, and his expression turned heated.
“I did,” he said, this time his voice sure and clear.
“Undress,” she ordered, motioning to his body with her hand, liking where this was going.
“Yes, ma’am,” he said, quickly obeying.
She had to suppress a giggle when one of the pant legs got stuck with a sock and he hopped on one leg to finish getting those off.
Next time, she’d tell him to go slowly. As it was, the moment endeared him just a bit more to her. She once again admired his form once he was fully naked in front of her.
He was a bit skinny still, but he’d fill out. She’d give him a workout regimen. She did enjoy knowing a boy was working out for her, after all. She might even find some spare time to watch him. With that thought in mind, she now definitely felt like playing.
She turned to a drawer to get the buckles, already imagining what else she could show him, what else he would enjoy. She liked where her thoughts went.
She turned around, still wearing a smile on her face. She approached him slowly, deliberately, looking him in the eyes. The buckles hung from one of her fingers, swaying with her steps. She saw his chest rise from the purposeful inhale of breath he took.
Stopping right in front of him, she slowly locked a bracelet on each wrist, studying his reaction. He licked his lips, swallowing. The heated look in his eyes told her everything she needed to know. She stepped further into his space and pushed him down on the bed.
She buckled him to the bed and turned to the shower, an impish look on her face.
“Now, all you can do is wait for me. I’ll be right back.”
And she was back, a quick rinse later. She’d needed to rinse the day away. She liked her play dirty, and her body clean.
Peeking back into the room, it was her turn to lick her lips as the sight of him lying naked on her bed, his arms above his head, sent a shot of excitement to her core.
She approached him, stopping just short of the bed as she ran her eyes along his sexy, naked form.
Quickly thinking over what she wanted tonight, she decided that this time around, she’d make him work for it. She unbuckled his hands from above his head.
“Hands to your sides,” she ordered.
She climbed on top of him and moved higher until her thighs were on each side of his face.
“Lick. I’ll tell you if something doesn’t feel good. If I don’t, assume it feels good and keep going. Show me how good you can be,” she said, already excited to see how they would match up on this.
“Yes, ma’am,” he said enthusiastically.
Macy lowered herself to his waiting tongue. The first lick already felt amazing. She let out a relaxed moan. Mmm… Yes. He’d do just fine.
She gave him a few moments to try some moves out and adjust before slowly riding his face, hitting the spots she wanted. She was a considerate rider though, lifting to let him catch his breath from time to time.
“Put your hands under my thighs and help lift me. I can’t be doing all the work here,” she teased. He obeyed instantly.
“Good boy,” she said, biting her lip.
She heard him moan into her pussy, which just turned her on even more. She rode his face faster, so close.
He was doing so well. He must have felt that she was close, as he inhaled and pulled her down harder to his face, working double to get her there. Stars, that felt good. Right there.
“Oh, yes, yes, Mave, yes!”
She let go, singing her orgasm, one of her hands pulling at his hair, the other flat against the wall so she wouldn’t scratch at any part of him she could reach.
He slowed down but didn’t stop. She thought she’d be done, but she crested again. And again.
“You did so well, sweetie, so well,” she reassured as she kept riding his face, giggling as she gently came down from her orgasms.
But now she wanted more. She slid down his body and slowly took him in, taking his hands and putting them back on her thighs, motioning for him to help her ride him. She started slow but very soon wanted it fast and wild.
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This day quickly turned into one of his favorites. How was she this amazing? He could barely think as she rode him. Earlier, when he’d eaten her out, it had been like fulfilling a fantasy.
He’d been thinking about it, wanting it, and it was as if she had read his mind and given it to him exactly as he had dreamed of it. And he in turn gave her all of himself, doing his best to bring her all the pleasure she deserved.
When she let him use his hands to hold her, he took the opportunity to show her just how eager he was. Now, he was once again holding on for dear life as she rode his dick.
He pushed his hips up, matching her movements at first. Looking her over, he noticed when the shift in her happened. She’d been taking him slowly, but he saw it now. That hunger, that excitement. Stars, how she turned him on.
She was absolutely in control, and that was just how he wanted it. But when he saw her enjoying herself, going faster and being so close once again, he couldn’t help himself.
He grabbed her thighs and started ramming his hips up, fucking her from the bottom. He saw her eyes go big, but she didn’t stop him.
Instead, she brought her own hands down to his, pushing down, confirming without words that it was what she wanted. He went faster, harder, giving her everything he had.
They were both out of breath, but neither would stop until she was there. He himself was oh-so-close, but there was no way he would let himself come before she had gotten her satisfaction at least one more time.
Finally, he heard her cry out her pleasure. He kept going until he felt her slow down, drawing out her orgasm as she kept moaning.
“Good boy. You’ve finished your mission,” she said, smiling.
She caressed his cheek as she came down from her orgasm. “Come for me.”
It only took a few more strokes and he did. He’d been waiting for it, holding on, but when she called him a good boy, it answered a call in him he hadn’t known he had.
More than anything, he wanted to be her good boy. He wanted to be worthy of her praise, to deserve it, to give her everything he could. She laid down on his chest and they relaxed as they both caught their breaths from the amazing moments they’d just lived.
Macy traced lines across his pecs and it was such a relaxing and blissful moment, he wished he could immortalize it in one of those Old World snow globes he’d seen in pictures. She took a deep breath and raised her head from his other pec.
“And now, I need another shower. Come, you can wash me,” she said, standing and removing what was left of his bindings.
And he followed. Always followed.
The shower was a small ship shower, but they managed. He lathered her up, taking his time, trying to make it sensual. He massaged her shoulders and heard her low, relaxed moan. At this rate, he’d discover the different moans she made.
It seemed to be working at relaxing her, as she leaned back into him. His arms encircled her as his hands reached her front, running up her belly to her breasts. His lips reached her ear and he murmured.
“I love to hear your pleasure. I had this thought that in a few weeks, you’d be able to quiz me on your sounds and I’d be able to say if you were close to coming, or just enjoying yourself calmly,” he said, wondering if he was oversharing.
“Mmm, you like games, do you? I’ll keep that in mind. You want to be played with, be my little toy?” She asked huskily, leaning her head back on his chest to look at his face.
“Mmm… I do,” he said, kissing her shoulder.
“Well, I’ll speak to the Captain, I’m sure she can arrange something. She and I have a close relationship, after all,” she said, laughing.
For a moment, he didn’t quite catch on, until he figured out she was referring to herself, being the Captain. He smiled, continuing to rub her shoulders.
Once they were both clean, they returned to bed and cuddled. She didn’t bother tying him back up. He was so far from even thinking her harm, and perhaps she had sensed that. It was as if something had shifted between them, cementing their relationship.
She lay snuggled in his arms, her head in the crook of his arm, her chin resting on his chest. He could stay this way forever, he thought, as he inhaled the smell of her hair and kissed the top of her head.
“I could get used to this,” she said, petting his chest.
“Me too, beautiful, me too,” he said wistfully.
“Mave?”
“Yeah?”
“Tell me a story. With a happy ending,” she said.
At that moment, he squeezed her harder, feeling like this was finally a request that he could easily accommodate.
Stories, he had experience telling. He decided to tell her his. He was living his “happy for now” right here with her, after all.
“Once upon a galaxy, there was a poor, sad boy. This story is about how he gets saved…”
And as he told his story, he felt her slowly drift to sleep, her thigh covering his as she shifted into her preferred sleep position.
He could barely move in this position. Yet he knew that he was a prisoner of more than her body, and he never wanted to be free.
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Maverick woke up extra warm and cozy that morning, despite Macy’s alarm ringing, feeling strangely rested despite being certain they hadn’t slept that long.
“Mmm. Yes, I could definitely get used to this,” Macy mumbled softly.
She caressed Maverick’s chest again. If only he could wake up like this for the rest of his life, he wished.
“Mmm-mmh, me too,” he answered sleepily without opening his eyes but squeezing her lightly to him.
“Even if my arm is numb. You can keep it. You can keep it all,” he smiled lazily. She smirked in reply.
“As much as I’m enjoying this, I have to get up and get to my shift. Be good today,” she said, booping the tip of his nose before rolling out of bed.
“Yes, ma’am,” he mumbled, watching her through half-lidded eyes as she quickly went through her morning routine and left the room.
Pulling the covers up to his chin, he decided there was absolutely nothing stopping him from snoozing some more.
He fell back asleep for some time, not bothering to look at the time. It wasn’t as if he had any important appointments to make. It felt amazing to just be able to sleep as much as you wanted without fear for safety or hunger.
When his body finally awoke from his slumber, he took his time getting up and getting dressed. His first stop would be the galley. He was hungry and, as always, excited about a delicious meal.
The galley had a few occupants, but no one said anything, though some nodded in acknowledgment. He nodded back, then moved quickly to the replicators, still unsure of how he’d be treated.
He took his sweet time picking out his meal based on the available pictures. The replicator was currently offering lunch meals as main meal options. He believed there was a way to make it offer others, but he wasn’t sure which button to press, not being able to read them.
He selected a steak with sides of potatoes and a salad. He couldn’t tell what the extra options were, though. Looking around, he checked no one was observing him and picked a random option before pressing the green button, the universal “go”.
He figured, if he picked one extra option at a time per meal, he’d learn them all eventually. He memorized what the word itself looked like and looked at the finished plate to compare it to the picture.
Turned out that word was pickles, as he saw a pickle next to his steak and potatoes.
Mmm… pickles. He made a mental note to select it again next time. He repeated the same process for the drink, picking something fruity looking.
Turning to the seating area, he chose a table on the other side of the people who are occupying the galley and sat down. He took his time enjoying the meal, closing his eyes to enjoy the flavors.
He could get used to this if this was to be his life for the next six months. Never wondering if he’d go hungry.
After his meal, he exited the galley and tried to remember which way he needed to go to reach the educational center.
He had an opportunity to learn something, and he would take it. Never in his life could he have afforded classes. He had a chance to learn anything he could… And he decided he would learn everything he could!
If only he could read…
Somehow, he doubted that the system had such courses, as people serving on warships were already expected to be able to read, most coming from privileged enough backgrounds. He hadn’t admitted he couldn’t to anyone.
The kids knew, but he was sure Macy didn’t. The way she had shown him how to use things, she had assumed he knew. Just like everyone else around him had on the ship. He was ashamed of it and hadn’t brought it up again.
He managed to find the educational center quickly enough, he did have a good sense of direction, after all.
Turning the system on like Macy had shown him using his data watch, he scrolled through the menu.
This screen had fewer images than the meal replicators and it took him a few tries to get to a class that seemed appropriate.
He could learn manual jobs easily enough, so he picked something that seemed to be related to building maintenance and repair. That seemed to be knowledge that could potentially be transferable once he was back at the outpost.
Maverick avidly listened to the course, memorizing everything he could. At the end of each module, he tested out, and not once did he fail. He was quite proud of himself, especially considering that was not knowledge he’d previously had.
All his life, he’d felt less, ignorant. A hoodlum who hadn’t amounted to anything. Well, other than taking care of the kids, which in his eyes was quite important.
And now, he’d come back to the outpost and know stuff. He’d be one of the smart ones now! Most importantly, he’d be employable, and that assured survival on the outpost.
Finally, when his eyes started to prickle, he noticed he was getting hungry again and made his way back to the galley.
This time, it was much busier. It must be close to the end of shifts as many tables were fully occupied, some with a rowdier company than others.
He looked at this watch, making note of the time so that he knew at which times to avoid the galley. He preferred avoiding people if he could. If the outpost had taught him something, it was that you never knew whom you could trust, after all.
After a quick dinner where he kept his head down and sat in an unoccupied corner, Mave made his way to the call cabins and called the kids.
This was the highlight of his day. Throughout the day, he kept thinking about them, wondering if they were safe and what they were doing.
So far, everything seemed to be going well. Macy had made sure of it by paying for their keep. Still, one could never truly know with strangers, even those who’d always been kind, he thought.
The call connected and he let out a relieved breath.
“Hi cuties,” he greeted them.
“Hi, Mave!” Charlie answered while the others gathered around.
“What did you do today?” he asked. Just hearing about their mundane daily activities reassured him.
“We had breakfast, played outside, had lunch, Charlie showed us words in his book, and we listened to a story, and then later we are going to have dinner and take a bath,” Kiki announced.
It did not go unnoticed to Maverick that most of the day’s events surrounded food and things they didn’t have before.
Basic things that all kids should have. Maverick smiled, bittersweetly happy. Once he was back, he would have to find a way to keep this standard of living for them.
His resolve of learning everything he could while on the ship cemented to raise the odds of becoming employable once he got back to the outpost.
He continued to chit-chat with the kids until his time counter ran out of time. Saying their goodbyes was always hard, but at least he knew he could come back the next day.
And he did so, each day that he could. They were on their way to some planet to drop off cargo and it seemed it was a few months away from the outpost.
His days looked the same. He woke up to Macy leaving for her shift. Some days, they’d make love before she left, some days she’d sleep in a bit and then go.
He’d gotten into a routine of going to the education center and absorbing all the knowledge he could.
He timed himself to be practically alone in the cafeteria for meals and spending his days learning.
Then, he chatted with the kids and went back to the room in time for Macy’s shift to end.
On certain days, he had training with Lieutenant Florian, which made him physically stronger and taught him self-defense skills and basic warship routines, in case of emergencies.
Evenings were spent cuddling, talking, and watching vids. Some nights, like tonight, they’d hang out with Kira, the Admiral, and Mak, her consort. On other nights, they joined other crew members at the cafeteria for a casual dinner or game night.
Tonight, they were sitting in the Admiral’s quarters playing a card game Mak had taught him a few nights back. Mave looked around the table at the group he now considered friends.
At first, it had been slightly odd to witness their dynamic. Mak was technically a free man but wore a collar and acted subservient to Kira in all ways.
He took care of all of her needs, yet she was the dominant one, gently ordering him around. Slowly, Maverick realized that was very similar to what he wanted and very close to how he and Macy actually acted, minus the whole collar thing. He wasn’t sure he wanted that.
To see the love Kira had for her consort and Mak clearly returned burned his chest with jealousy.
Glancing toward Macy, Mave wondered if she could ever love him like that. He certainly felt like he was already lost to her.
Her small attentions and her actions did speak to her appreciation and friendship, if not love. Maybe love? He looked her over in wonder before putting down the winning card on the table.




35.     Macy

 
Macy had never been happier, she thought, and it was in big part due to Maverick’s company. Her days had previously been quite monotonous on the ship. Now, she could barely wait to finish her shift to run back to him. She knew he was occupied in the education center all day, as she checked in on his location with his data watch.
He seemed intent on learning new skills, and she’d told him many times just how proud she was of him for it. He’d smiled shyly at first, seeming surprised she would compliment him on his smarts. After the first time, she’d made a mental note to give him more compliments.
“Mave wins! Again! Take that, suckers!”
Macy pointed finger guns at Kira and Mak before turning to Maverick.
“You’re so smart, baby!” Macy exclaimed, patting his head as he won another round.
He was good at card games. Mave beamed at her. He closed his eyes and leaned into her palm as she gave him head pats.
She knew he enjoyed those. She’d taken to giving them whenever she felt proud or happy with him.
“I guess I’ll have to contend myself with your other skills,” Kira said in a teasing, nonchalant tone, looking Mak over.
“I remember you were quite satisfied with my skills,” Mak grinned.
Kira grunted.
“It was a self-service kind of situation,” Kira replied flippantly, tucking her hair back
“You were really just lying there, and I helped myself to what was available,” she waved him off.
“I assure you, had my hands been free, you would not have needed to ‘help yourself’,” he shot back, his hand disappearing under the table as he pulled his chair closer to Kira’s.
“Perhaps, but you can’t say you don’t enjoy being tied and at my mercy,” she smirked.
Mak let out a throaty chuckle.
“No, I certainly can’t say I don’t enjoy that. You can tie me up anytime you wish, Mistress, I am your willing slave,” he whispered in her ear, gently nibbling her earlobe.
“Then come and show me just how subservient you can be.”
Kira tugged him by his shirt, leading him towards the bed as she walked backward.
“I’m sure our guests can show themselves out,” she giggled, looking back at Macy.
Again. Macy chuckled, rolling her eyes. They were insatiable.
“Come Mave, let’s go find ourselves busy somewhere else,” Macy quipped.
“Mmm, yes ma’am, I’d love to be busy with you,” he answered with a heated look of his own.
Macy smirked and took his hand, guiding him out of Kira’s quarters and back to their own.
Once the door closed behind them, Macy pushed Maverick against the wall. Raising his hands above his head, she held them there with her own and kissed him passionately.
Their fingers interlaced as their tongues danced, their breaths coming faster. She squeezed her fingers, holding his hands high above before pulling him away from the wall and switching positions.
“You’re going to fuck me hard right here against the wall,” she ordered.
“Yes, ma’am,” his lips left hers just long enough to reply.
“Take off my pants. Hurry up,” she urged, already so turned on from their exchange.
Maverick did hurry, matching her need. Both of their pants and undergarments lay discarded somewhere on the floor, but Macy didn’t care just now.
She wanted more. Pulling him back by the shirt, she kissed him again. His hands roamed her sides, coming up to her breasts. He wasn’t being gentle, and that was exactly what she needed right now.
“What did I say about fucking me hard?” She asked, breathless.
He answered by sliding his cock deep inside her in one stroke, his hand in her hair.
“Mmm, yes,” she moaned as she leaned her back against the wall and sank down on him.
He gave her exactly what she’d asked her, taking her fast and hard. His hands on her hips bounced her up and down on him. Stars, it felt good. Her hands came to his shoulders, holding on.
“Stop. Take me to the bed,” she said, wanting something different now.
He obeyed, carrying them still joined the few steps to the bed and depositing her gently on the mattress.
She slid back until he was out and turned over onto her knees.
“Get back in here,” she said, wiggling her ass.
He slid back inside her slowly, his palms caressing her butt cheeks. She pushed back against him, showing him what she wanted.
“Faster,” she ordered.
“Yes, ma’am,” he obeyed, his hands going to her sides. His grip was firm yet gentle, pulling her back to him at the same time as his strokes.
“Faster,” she commanded louder this time, and he complied immediately, finally hitting the intensity she craved.
“Yes, yes, yes! Come with me,” She screamed out her pleasure as he groaned out his. Their lovemaking was almost violent, in the best of ways.
Coming down from her orgasm, Macy noted that although he was lying down on her in the same position that they had made love in, he was not putting his full weight on her. She smiled at the attention, still limp from their tryst.
She’d loved this. She was still in control, just how she liked it, but she had also wanted to be taken, to just feel and not do anything to get to her pleasure.
She wanted to feel his need for her, his want. It had been perfect. Thinking she should probably move before she fell asleep in this awkward position, she slid her hips forward.
“Come on, cutie pie, let’s go get cleaned up so that we can sleep. Or nap until my next shift, as it is,” she said, looking at the time and realizing just how late it was.
It had certainly not seemed that long when they were in the middle of it.
A quick rinse later, she was already snoozing away, amazed that she could fall asleep so quickly. A woman could definitely get used to this, she thought, already dreaming of how she’d keep him.
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Time seemed to pass so fast, Macy was afraid to look at the calendar. They were practically upon Hexa-9 now, the prison colony in sight from the navigation bridge.
For days, Macy had dreaded approaching Kira with her announcement. Would Kira hate her? Would she be mad?  Macy was terrified she’d lose her best friend, the closest thing to a sister she’d ever have.
She couldn’t keep it a secret any longer, she needed to tell Kira. Macy just hoped she’d still speak to her after this.
“Kira, do you have a minute?” Macy asked, finally catching her alone in the communications room.
“Sure, what’s up?” Kira asked, swiveling on her chair to turn towards Macy.
The anxiety suddenly caught up. Macy wrung her hands in front of her as she took a breath and organized her thoughts.
“I need to tell you something,” she started.
“What is it?” Kira encouraged. Seeing Macy this way was unusual, and she seemed to know better than to joke around about it.
“Remember that Judge from the outpost I got Maverick from?” Macy asked, not looking up at Kira.
“The one who lost his job because he was abusing power? I remember. I signed your complaint. I heard they’re in the process of replacing him,” Kira said.
“You did, huh?” Macy asked, nervous this would make it all worse.
“I… I applied for his position and got it,” she said, getting her words out as quickly as she could.
Kira remained silent for a few moments, taking the news in. Macy took a deep breath and looked up at Kira.
“You want to be a Judge?” Kira asked, seeming confused.
“Well, not particularly, but…”
“But you want to be with Maverick and you’re taking the job that would allow you do to so,” Kira finished for her.
“Do you hate me?” Macy cringed, afraid of the answer.
“What? No! I could never hate you!” Kira said vehemently.
She stood and approached Macy, embracing her tightly.
“I could never, ever hate you. If this is what you truly want, then I understand. I will miss you, and don’t even think that you’ll be rid of me so easily. I’ll come to visit you more often than you’d like to see me!” She joked.
“I seriously doubt that’s possible,” Macy said bittersweetly.
Kira held her by the shoulders, looking into her eyes.
“I can understand wanting to be with the person you love. I know I’m lucky Mak travels with me. But I also understand not everyone has the possibility and I know Mave has the kids back on the outpost, which I’m sure are part of this decision. If you ever need anything, let me know. I’ll always be there for you!” Kira promised.
“Why does this feel like goodbye?” Macy asked.
“It’s definitely not goodbye. You’re still stuck with me on this ship for a few weeks if not months, at the minimum until I fly you to your new job, Madame Judge. Which, by the way, congratulations on the new title, Miss Fancy-pants!”
“Well, I’m still Captain for now!”
“That you are! And don’t you forget it! We’ll need to train your replacement, too. I’m assuming you would suggest Valeria?” Kira asked, her mind clearly already on task.
It was such a relief that Kira took it well that Macy promised herself to transition from her role enthusiastically, no matter how hard she found giving up the position she had worked so hard to obtain. Macy exhaled, reassured.
“Yes, I would suggest Valeria,” Macy confirmed. She was indeed the best candidate for the job.
“In that case, I suggest we announce it to her after the Hexa-9 mission. I’m sure she’ll be happy to learn of her upcoming early promotion,” Kira said.
Turning away, she added, “I don’t know what I’ll do without you. Stars, I hope you’ll be happy. And if you’re not, you call me right back and we’ll turn around for you.”
Macy heard a sniffle and saw Kira wipe her eyes. She felt guilty and sad, but at least now Kira knew. She hugged Kira gently from behind.
“I’m sorry. I love you so much. You’re the best friend anyone could ask for,” Macy said.
“I know honey-bun. I love you too. Please don’t be sorry. Happiness is worth chasing,” Kira said, turning around into her hug.
They stayed that way for longer than they ever had, comforting each other.
Finally, they let go, each wiping away their tears before regaining their composure. It really wouldn’t do if the crew saw both their Admiral and Captain leave a room in tears, after all.




37.     Macy

 
The Hexa-9 inventory drop-off passed practically in a haze. Granted, there wasn’t much for them to do. Drop off some crates, sign a logbook, and be on their way.
Macy looked the port over. It was certainly high-tech, which was to be expected for a high-security prison planet.
“Sign here,” the guard handed her a data pad.
Macy signed with her officer credentials and handed his datapad over to the guard.
Her watch buzzed and she looked at the message. Intruder alert under the left wing. Right on time.
The guard gave them the all-clear and she gestured for her crew to raise the cargo ramp and close up. She turned and headed to the left wing to make sure they had the correct intruder.
She’d made it to where the red dot on her map appeared and got her stun baton out. Just as the door to her left swooshed open, she raised the baton to the person’s throat.
They stopped sharply and looked around the hallways. Macy was surprised to notice it was a woman.
“Got anything to say?” Macy asked.
“Thanks for getting me out of that cage,” the woman emphasized the last word, which happened to be the codeword Kira had received.
“You’re welcome. I trust you didn’t have a tail?” Macy asked.
“Of course not,” the woman answered seriously.
“Good. This way. Let’s get you to the Admiral,” Macy lowered the baton, pointing ahead of her.
The agent nodded and led the way. Macy noted she knew her way around the ship and was headed in the general direction of the officer rooms.
All that was left was to fly back, Macy thought. Easy. Essentially mercantile, as promised. Macy just hoped this was worth the entire warship’s tank of fuel they’d burned to fly to the middle of nowhere for this agent.
They reached the communications room and Macy motioned for her to sit across from her. She informed Kira of their arrival and observed the agent while they waited. Macy wondered what had made Lorena set up this pickup. What could this woman possibly know or have needed to find out on the prison planet to have Lorena request that another Admiral’s warship pick her up?
The woman sat cross-legged, her fingers interlaced in front of her. Macy frowned. The agent looked overly calm like she was waiting for something.
Perhaps Macy was reading into this too much and she was just nervous to meet the Admiral. She had, after all, just been picked up from a prison colony. And by that, Macy meant the woman had infiltrated the ship.
They had, of course, picked it up on their scanners and let it go, as she had provided the passcode when Macy had caught her at the entry, but she’d still managed to sneak onto a warship, which was no small feat.
One would have to know just where this was possible and know the exact model of the warship and its layout, each ship being slightly different from the others. Needless to say, Macy was impressed.
Kira came back to the communications room, having signed off on all paperwork and supervised takeoff while Macy had been sitting here in silence with the agent.
The woman wasn’t talkative, and Macy hadn’t pushed. Macy could only imagine the hardships she might have gone through on a prison planet.
Kira sat in the chair across from the woman and clasped her hands.
“Do you have anything you’d like to tell me?” Kira asked.
Macy found the wording odd, almost funny. Like a customs agent, ‘anything to declare’? Macy turned back to look at the woman.
“No, Admiral,” she answered stoically. Kira raised an eyebrow but didn’t push.
“If you say so. We’ll drop you at the agreed outpost on our way back. We’ve spared a small barrack room for you to stay in. Please maintain stealth until the next stop so that we can cover your presence by stating that is where we picked you up,” Kira explained.
“Yes, Admiral,” she acquiesced.
“Captain, please show her to Barracks 2-C,” Kira said.
Macy noted Kira had chosen barracks that were in a sparser area, closer to their quarters.
“Of course. Follow me,” Macy stood, sending a last look at Kira before guiding the agent to her room.
Something was definitely off. She would show the woman to the barrack and come right back to ask Kira about it. The hallways were clear at this time, and most of the off-duty staff was sleeping.
“Thank you, Captain,” the woman said as she turned without waiting for an answer and entered the small room that had been assigned to her.
Macy shrugged and returned to Kira. She knew that Maverick was currently training with Lieutenant Florian. She could extend her shift a bit longer without missing him too much. This had piqued her curiosity.
Back in the communications room, Macy noticed Kira was watching their security feed on the screens of the ship, which was odd. She generally didn’t need to watch the ship’s hallways.
Macy groaned when she saw what Kira had been looking for. Kira motioned for Macy to follow her out of the room stealthily. They headed to the cargo area.
Ah. So the agent must have smuggled something more than just herself. An illegal substance from the prison planet, perhaps? Hopefully not Migrisian.
Some prison planets were known for harvesting it for “safe” use, although it was technically outlawed.
Macy followed Kira nervously. She had signed off on that cargo. As Admiral and owner of the ship, Kira bore the responsibility for it. Macy hoped it was nothing major.
If the Coalition’s higher-ups found out, Kira might be questioned, and without lying, she couldn’t explain suspicious cargo, let alone an agent smuggling onto her ship.
Macy followed Kira through the hallways. They took a shortcut to the cargo bay. There was a chair in the middle. Odd, Macy thought. Why would Kira have ordered a chair to be left here?
Kira sat down and Macy assumed her usual position behind Kira on her right, still confused, but automatically assuming her role as Captain, understanding she was to keep quiet and not currently ask questions.
They didn’t wait idly long before Macy heard the door to the cargo area swish open and saw a shadow creep in towards the merchandise crates that they had picked up on the prison planet. The prisoners manufactured items that could be sold and in exchange kept them fed.
Kira touched her data watch and turned the lights on in the cargo area. The shadow, whom Macy had already guessed was the agent, froze.
“Still nothing to declare?” Kira asked, her voice icy.
Macy remained stoic, not letting the agent guess she had no idea what was happening. Macy’s hand rested on her weapon, ready to intervene physically should the agent suddenly turn violent.
“I came to check on the crates,” the agent stood straight and answered, monotone.
“Indeed? Did you forget something in there?” Kira asked.
“Admiral…” The agent was about to continue, but Kira raised her hand, stopping her.
Kira once again touched her data watch, this time ordering whoever was on the receiving end to “bring him in”.
The door to the cargo area swooshed open once again, this time Lieutenant Florian and Maverick walked in, holding someone in a lock hold between them. Macy squinted lightly, wondering why Maverick was part of the action when he wasn’t specifically trained for this kind of intervention.
He was likely the one available exactly at that moment if their attire was anything to go by. They were both still wearing their sparring gear, in addition to weapon-proof vests which looked like they’d been thrown on quickly to intervene.
The man between them looked practically bare, the filthy rags he wore not covering much of him. So that was what the agent had smuggled off the prison planet.
A prisoner. Stars, they were in trouble. No wonder Kira looked pissed. If anyone suspected she was in on this, the whole crew would get punished, and it would not be light.
The agent looked the prisoner over, her expression remaining impassive. Knowing Kira, Macy knew keeping up this nonchalant attitude would not play out well for the agent.
This was the moment she needed to ask for leniency and beg, not spew more lies. Unfortunately, the latter seemed exactly like what the agent was going for as she inhaled and looked defensive. Kira stopped her once again with a raise of her hand.
“I suggest you choose your next words carefully. I don’t tolerate liars,” Kira warned.
The agent pursed her lips, clearly debating which way she would try to spin this. Resigned, she dropped to her knees, took off her shirt, and bowed her head.
“I understand. I will take the punishment,” the agent said fatalistically.
Other admirals used the fire whip to punish their crew. The agent likely expected Kira to do the same. Macy had never once seen Kira use it, and she was sure she wouldn’t now either. Though, this was probably the worst mistake anyone had ever made serving under Kira.
Not that this was really an error. A mistake, Kira could understand. But putting the whole crew in danger was something Kira would not take lightly. She cared for her people.
Kira stood and walked around the agent, stepping behind her. To Macy’s shock, Kira had a fire whip at her hip. Macy had not noticed it before.
Granted, the handle wasn’t large and was easily concealable when the whip itself was off. Partly the reason why the weapon was so appreciated by Admirals for punishments, it was compact and only extended when turned on and in use.
Kira flicked it on with a sleek movement of her wrist, as smooth as if she commonly used it. The whip buzzed as the agent took a shaking breath, preparing herself for the torture as Kira took her time stretching her wrist and shoulder.
“Do you realize that you’ve endangered my whole crew? Do you even know what could happen to them should we be stopped, and the prisoner is found? Over five hundred people. Not only do we have a spy on board, but we have an escaped prisoner,” Kira enunciated, still stretching, walking around the agent.
The woman didn’t answer, but Macy noticed her shoulders start shaking. She wasn’t so stoic after all.
“And here you are, kneeling and undressing so readily. Are you so eager to take on the punishment each of my crew would take for you if we’re found out? There would be nothing left of you by the time I’d be done!” Kira said coldly.
This was not the Kira Macy knew. She was angry. Kira never punished out of anger. Macy debated if she should step in but held back.
Kira had not swung yet, and she was well within her right to, in any case. Macy could legally not intervene as Captain. She couldn’t find any grounds to do so. Kira was right.
Macy saw the agent shudder, but she didn’t move from her position. Kira raised her hand and turned on the fire whip to throw the first strike.
“No!” The man got an arm free and elbowed Maverick, who let go instinctively.
The prisoner ran towards the agent, covering her with his body.
“No, I’ll take it. Please, she didn’t do anything. I made her. She was under duress. I forced her,” he rambled.
“No! Please! Don’t say anything…” the agent mumbled, crying.
Macy could understand why the agent would look to quiet the man if she loved him, as it seemed to be the case. The kind of actions he was talking about could lead to a direct death penalty.
Macy saw Kira’s hand lower as she moved back to the chair she had occupied earlier. Her legs spread, elbows on her knees in a power pose. Kira looked straight at them, a no-nonsense look on her face.
“Now. You will explain to me exactly what happened. And if either one of you gives me one more lie, I swear to the Stars, you will both have no skin left on your backs,” Kira threatened.
This time, Macy believed it.




38.     Maverick

 
Maverick got his bearings quickly after the man had elbowed him and gotten free. He wasn’t supposed to be here, he knew, but Lieutenant Florian had gotten the call while they were sparring and ordered him to follow as Maverick was the closest man available at the time and it was urgent.
The risk level was low considering they had already departed from the prison planet and that mission had been mostly mercantile in nature. They had donned the weapon-proof vests and obeyed the Admiral’s commands.
To say that Maverick had been surprised they had found a fugitive on board was an understatement.
It was notoriously hard to escape prison planets. Even more so by being smuggled onto an Admiral’s ship. The agent must be something to have been able to pull that off.
He watched the whole scene, thinking how similar it was to how he’d met Macy. Though this situation was likely much worse for the couple in front of them, considering the Admiral’s explanations.
The agent detailed how she had smuggled the man into a crate and used a tampering device to make the crate look like it contained nothing but goods both on the prison planet’s radars as well as when the Admiral’s crew checked it.
Maverick wondered how Kira had figured out that the agent had been up to something when the scanners hadn’t picked anything up but figured this was why she was so renowned.
The technicalities were lost on Maverick, but by the looks of Macy through the agent, she seemed impressed.
“Please understand, Admiral. This man has been wrongfully imprisoned. He does not deserve to spend his life on a prison planet worked to the bone for something he was set up for. He’s saved my life countless times on there. Not only do I owe him, but I… I love him,” the agent pleaded, still kneeling in front of Kira.
The man looked up at the agent, seemingly surprised. What a way to announce your love, Mave thought, wondering if it was the first time the man heard the declaration.
“Captain, please lock our love birds into the barracks initially assigned to our friend here,” Kira said as she pointed at the agent.
“And you!” Kira pointed at the agent with forewarning.
“I am well aware of your skills. If you sneak out, I will know. The door, hallways, and air ducts will be monitored at all times for both presence and tampering. If we see any movement whatsoever, it will not end well for either of you! I’m sure I will find a way to make it look like an accident for finding a fugitive on my ship.” Kira squinted at them, looking them over.
“Yes, Admiral, I understand. Thank you… Thank you,” the agent exhaled.
Maverick figured that with her skills, the lock was unlikely to keep the agent out should she truly want to disobey. Where would they even go on a warship?
The Admiral soon dismissed them, and Maverick went back to their room to wait for Macy, who stayed to finish up with the Admiral and the agent.
Back in the room, Maverick thought about the scene he’d witnessed, how the agent had confessed her love in front of everyone.
He wondered if Macy would ever say those words to him. He certainly burned to tell her. Every time they made love, he held himself back. Now, he wondered why he was doing it.
Why could he not admit it to her first? Maybe he would, he thought. Next time. He would, he decided…
But he didn’t. Days passed, they got back into their routine once more and he lost his courage. It was on his lips every time, and he tried, he truly did, but something stopped him every time, and he hated that it did.
Macy kept working her shifts as Maverick kept training and absorbing as much knowledge as he could.
Every evening, he’d call the kids, then wait for Macy in their room. They got closer and closer to the outpost. But time was not on his side with Macy; it was killing him.
Of course, he was both excited and nervous. They were on their way back to the outpost, which meant he’d see the kids soon. But it also meant that he had only a couple of months left with Macy.
He made the most he could of it, spending his nights showing her how much he loved her, if not actually admitting his feelings to her.
He still couldn’t bring himself to utter the words for some unknown reason. Perhaps partly because she hadn’t said them either, or perhaps partly because he could feel the clock running.
Was it worth torturing them both with the knowledge now when they would separate forever so soon?
It felt like they had a ticking time bomb above their head. Their time together would end soon and there was nothing he could do about it.
A lump formed in his throat, a sour, fatalistic cloud surrounding him. She was the best thing to ever happen to him, other than the kids, and he had no way to keep her.
The thought stayed with him every day this past week as he went through the motions. How could he tell her he loved her, only to lose her? So, he kept quiet.
Maybe that’s why she did too, he mused. He had nothing to offer, and she was a warship Captain. She had her life made. Her whole future was set. And once he got dumped back on the outpost, he still had nothing.
Nothing to his name, and a whole lot of responsibilities. There was no way he was leaving the kids again.
But this time, he would be employable. He’d use the skills he learned on the ship and get a job. Whatever job he could get, he’d take it.
He’d make sure none of the kids ever needed to resort to stealing and encountering the Judge ever again.
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The whole scene with the agent had shaken Macy. She realized she’d have done the same thing for Maverick. She practically had with the Judge, though in a less dramatic way. She cared deeply for him, she already knew. After all, she was about to change her whole life for him, taking on the Judge position on the outpost.
Sure, it was well paid, and she’d be the most powerful person on the outpost, but it was still a move from her current secure and cushy Captain position at Kira’s side.
Macy had had time to plan it all out. She already knew what she wanted. She’d take the Judge position, and they would open a home for abandoned children.
The outpost needed it. It would also create a job for Maverick. He was already good at it. She’d employ him and send applications for donations.
With her current connections through her job as a Captain, she already had contacts with many Admirals and Captains. With the low cost of living on the outpost, even modest donations could have a significant impact.
Although her plans were crystallizing, Maverick had seemed sadder lately. She knew he missed the kids and attributed his mood to that. She tried to be there for him as much as she could.
They spent a lot of time together in the evenings. Macy had taken to reading to him at night, enjoying some romance novels together.
Tonight, they were snuggled in bed, already naked. Mave lay his head on her belly as she read to him. Her throat feeling dry, she stopped reading for now.
“Mave, I love your voice. Would you read to me, too?” Macy asked, looking down at him.
She felt him stiffen against her and the silent rejection sent a shudder through her.
“It’s okay, you don’t have to,” she quickly added.
She didn’t know why he’d had that reaction, but she wouldn’t force him to do something he didn’t want to.
It did hurt her feelings that he didn’t, she thought. She’d felt that he was a bit distant lately. Maybe he was just staying with her because he had to?
He hadn’t admitted to any feelings, after all. Or was she reading too much into his actions?
Her mind was suddenly spinning too fast with all kinds of made-up scenarios. Had he played her feelings just to have a cushy stay? Did he even genuinely like her?
“Macy… I…” He started.
“Forget it. It’s fine,” she snapped, slipping away to the bathroom for a minute.
Her chest stung. It was silly but it felt like a rejection. She knew she was being emotional. She was probably at that time of the month when her hormones spiked and caused heightened sentimental reactions.
Sniffling back, she looked up into the mirror and got her bearings. This was nothing. It was a rash reaction, and she had nothing to be sad about. It was all in her head. Nodding at herself, she exited the washroom, full of resolve to act reasonably.
“Macy,” he started.
This time, she didn’t interrupt. She just stood in the middle of the room, looking at him. He was sitting on the bed, holding his hands together between his open knees.
“Macy, it’s not that I don’t want to,” he said, looking away. “It’s that I can’t,” he admitted.
“You can’t? Why?” She asked, confused.
It’s not like she was asking for that much, she thought.
“I never managed to learn to read. I tried. But the learning center doesn’t have reading courses. At least none that I found. I’ve been using videos and recordings. And on the outpost, well… There was never anyone to teach me. I know basic words and had hoped to learn here, but it hasn’t quite been possible yet,” he admitted.
Oh. Was that it? Of course, she’d exaggerated it all in her head.
“Would you like me to teach you?” She offered, climbing back on the bed in front of him on her knees.
She made sure to keep her tone gentle and not at all judgmental.
She sat beside him and put her hand around his shoulder. She was ashamed to admit that she’d forgotten about it. Hadn’t Charlie mentioned it that one time in the market?
He looked up at her eyes, cocking his head in deliberation.
“Would you?” He asked.
“Well, of course, I would, cutie pie,” she said.
Seeing him hesitate and smile sadly at her offer sent another pang of dismissal to her stomach. Trying to ignore the feeling, she decided to tease him instead.
“Oh, don’t look so grateful, this is purely for selfish reasons. It’s so that you can huskily read romance novels to me at night,” she joked.
Finally, a genuine smile turned his lips up. He reached out to gently caress her arm and pull her to him.
“Yeah? How about we recreate one of those spicy scenes you read to me earlier in the meantime?” He asked, leaning forward and kissing her lips gently.
“Oh? What did you have in mind?” Macy asked, shifting so that she could recline on the bed. Maverick covered her with his body and caressed her hair.
“Well. I could start by worshipping your body, covering it in kisses. Make you come a few times with my tongue. Hear you scream my name. Do my best to make you hoarse by tomorrow. How does that sound?”
“Mmm, sounds like we have a busy night ahead.”
Macy’s hands roamed his arms and chest, scratching at him while he kissed her lips, her cheeks, and her neck, heading lower and lower.
Her hands could now only reach his hair as his mouth traveled down to where she wanted him most. Her fingers gripped strands of his hair as his lips worked magic on her.
She lost count of the number of orgasms he’d given her. Had her throat been dry from reading? Just as he’d promised, it was now hoarse from screaming out her pleasure.
She might even have to embarrass herself and visit the med bay to get something for her throat later. Right now, she didn’t care. She screamed the walls off as he licked her to another toe-curling orgasm, asking nothing for himself. She knew she was a goner for this man.
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Macy had kept her promise of teaching him to read and he was doing pretty well if he could say so himself. They’d read together earlier, and he already recognized a lot of the words, able to string the letters together. He was proud of himself. He was even happier when Macy complimented him on it.
“You’re so smart, baby! You are learning so fast and I am so, so proud of you!” She said, holding his face in her palms before kissing his forehead.
Once they finished the chapter that they had been reading that night, she put her data pad away.
They lay in bed, Macy’s back against the headboard, Maverick’s head cradled on Macy’s thigh. He loved their nights together.
Macy was stroking his hair, humming. The moment was so sweet, he thought it was impossible that it was real.
He thought back to when he would stroke one of the kids’ hair on a particularly lonely night back home.
Tears came to his eyes as he wondered how they were doing. Macy’s hand slowed its caress. The ship was so close to the outpost now, just a few more weeks away.
“Are you okay? What’s wrong, baby?” She asked, noticing his emotional stare, slowing her stroking.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to ruin the moment. I just miss them so much,” he said, his voice breaking as he was unable to stop the tears from running down his cheeks.
“Aw, my poor baby, it’s okay, you’re allowed to miss them. They’re doing fine. We just spoke to them. And we’ll be back to see them really soon,” she cooed, reassuring him.
Macy’s hand gently wiped his tears away as he sniffled.
“I’m sorry,” he said once more, wondering what she must think of him.
Weak. Useless. What could she possibly see in him? Yet her stroking hadn’t stopped. Soon, it lulled him to sleep, soothing his anxiety.
He didn’t know how long he’d slept, but when he woke up, he saw that Macy had fallen asleep sitting up, his head still cradled in her lap. Feeling guilty that she wasn’t resting in a good position, he slipped from her lap and tried to shift her to lie down. She grumbled in her sleep but moved where he’d planned to lay her down.
Seeing that she was still asleep, he felt the need to open up to her. Felt like he could tell her anything, and since she wouldn’t hear him, there was no chance of him feeling judged.
“I’m sorry I’m useless. You’re this star so far above me, this amazing being that is so strong and smart, and accomplished. And I’m just… What am I even? A thief? A common criminal? You could have anyone you wanted. Why would you even look at me?”
He confessed in the lowest whisper he could manage, barely able to look at her.
“Because you make me happy,” she whispered back sleepily.
His eyes flew open in surprise.
“I’m sorry,” he said again.
“You’re sorry for making me happy?” She asked, sensing something was wrong and fully waking up.
“Yes. No… I’m sorry for not being enough,” he apologized. He felt her fingers lift his chin to look at her.
“But you are. You are enough. More than enough. You’re here because I want you here. I need you here. You may not be a decorated Admiral or an educated academic, but you’re mine. That’s all I need you to be. So don’t be sorry. Be mine,” she said.
His eyes teared up at her admission. He had never been enough. Never having much, barely enough to survive. No woman had wanted him, either for not having the means to support her or for dragging so many kids around with him. The kids… They had to come first. Even if it meant that he would be the one to pay the price.
“Captain,” he started, mustering up all the courage he could. She gave him a quizzical look at the unusual use of the title. He restarted.
“I mean, Macy…” She smirked at the change.
“Macy. I… I can’t stay with you,” his voice broke.
It took all he had to say those words. He’d lose one of the best things that had ever happened to him.
Because the kids would always come first. Macy had Kira. She had her work, her crew, and her friends. The kids had no one but him.
“Why?” She groused, her eyes seeming to tear up.
He felt horrible about doing this to her but couldn’t find any better solution to them.
“Please don’t make me say it,” he begged.
Did he really have to spell it out for her again? He’d just opened up about his insecurities. Would he need to spell out all the reasons he would never be enough? His response only made her look more confused.
“I’m sorry. I just can’t,” he repeated when she didn’t say anything else, looking down at the hands he was wringing nervously.
When she continued to be silent, he lifted his gaze and saw her facial expression had changed. He had felt her body go rigid, saw her face take on a frozen mask.
“You can’t?” She asked, her voice cold.
He knew he’d hurt her. He felt like an ass. He’d caused pain to the only woman he’d even consider wanting in his life. But that’s how it had to be. It wasn’t a real choice.
“I… No. I’m sorry,” he said, looking down again. He couldn’t bring himself to elaborate further.
“Seems that you’re often sorry. I can understand a lot. I can accept a lot…”
She took a deep breath and exhaled looking him over as he sat there quietly watching her, at a loss for words.
“Hmm. Okay.”
She seemed to have reached some form of conclusion from his looming silence. Just a few moments ago, she was this soft, loving woman, and now… Now, he saw the Captain. He’d made her angry and sad, and she’d shut him out.
“I need some space,” she said, getting up off the bed brusquely.
“I…” He didn’t have time to finish apologizing again as she interrupted him.
“Yes, I know! You’re sorry! You can be sorry all you want here while I go cool down. I suggest you wait for that to happen and don’t follow me,” she said, scarily calm. For once, he didn’t follow.
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How did a perfect afternoon turn into such a horrible evening? She felt deflated. She’d let herself care for him. She certainly didn’t want to admit it, but she’d let herself love him.
Stupid, Macy. Stupid! This is what happens when you open yourself up to someone, Macy thought. You make it that much easier for them to hurt you, to destroy you with just a few words.
“Please don’t make me say it,” he’d said.
Her insides had frozen over at his words. She smirked in anger. He wouldn’t even tell her why. She felt like an idiot.
He couldn’t be with her! With her! She could accept all of him, just as he was.
And he couldn’t stay with her! She’d opened herself up, let herself dream of them together, imagining what their life could possibly be.
She could stay on the outpost with him and the kids. Get a job. She’d even applied to the Judge position, dammit!
She had been ready to give everything up to live with him and the kids and he “couldn’t be with her”! She’d done everything she could, given all of herself, and he couldn’t be with her!
The last months had been the happiest of her life. She’d dreamed of the future she’d build for them. With Mave and the kids. She dreamed of an imperfect, homey house they’d share on the outpost.
Dreamed of waking up to him cooking them breakfast, because let’s face it, her cooking skills were limited to using a replicator.
Of her coming down the stairs to delicious smells, to encircling his waist as he flipped whatever was in his pan, as she nuzzled his back. Her happy bubble had popped so unexpectedly, she almost felt her drop physically.
She needed to hit something! Quickening her steps, she made her way to the gym. She needed to spar. Messaging Valeria, she asked her to meet her at the sparring gym. She’d be there. She was always up for a sparring challenge.
Looking down at the sleepwear she was still wearing, she decided she wouldn’t bother to go back to change.
She couldn’t bear looking at him right now. The one man she had ever loved had rejected her. Who did he think he was? He couldn’t stay with her, could he? Then he wouldn’t!
She’d move him somewhere. Anywhere. Call in a favor from someone. Because any extra space they’d had had been saved for the agent. She couldn’t look at Maverick right now. Kira would understand.
Valeria had just arrived at the sparring gym. One look at Macy and she figured something was off. She didn’t ask anything, simply got into position to debut their sparring session. She was a worthy adversary. Macy only won about half of their rounds, and that was with her anger simmering and spiking at times.
Valeria would have made a good Captain. An excellent Captain! If Macy got that Judge position. Ha! The Judge position on an outpost where she’d see Maverick and his cute kids every single day! She couldn’t bear seeing him now. That thought landed her next hit square across Valeria’s jaw.
Valeria recoiled, out of breath, bringing her fists closer into a tighter defending position. That had been a ruse and it worked.
Valeria riposted with her next hit, getting past Macy’s defenses. Macy felt it through the safety headgear. It would otherwise have knocked her out.
Finally, out of breath, and somewhat deflated, Macy called a stop to their match. She walked to the side of the gym and slid down the wall.
With her elbows on her bent knees, Macy rested her head against the wall while she caught her breath. Valeria joined her, sliding down the wall as well.
“Want to talk about it?” She asked after a pregnant pause.
Macy huffed.
“Pff. He said he can’t stay with me.” She said, imitating his voice, sure Valeria understood whom she meant.
“What? Why?” Valeria looked at her, her expression a mix of confusion and disbelief.
“I don’t know. Because… I don’t know. Whatever it is…” Macy stumbled on her words, throwing her hands up.
Then, her anger took over.
“You know what? It doesn’t matter! That’s his choice. He can’t stay with me? Fine. I don’t want him to! I’ve never forced anyone into staying with me, and I won’t start now. He can go back to his hole and stay there for all I care!”
She said, her voice raising and cracking.
They were alone in the gym, and she knew Valeria would understand her emotional state. She’d been through her own share of man troubles.
She should take a page out of Valeria’s book, Macy decided, and move on. Right after she cried about it in Valeria’s arms. She turned to Valeria, who had already opened her arms for her to land in her welcoming, friendly embrace, and poured it all out.
“I love him,” Macy wailed.
“I know, honey. I know,” Valeria held tight.
She rubbed Macy’s back, trying to comfort her. Finally, Macy sniffled a few times and took herself in hand.
This was it. She’d put the mask back on. Macy leaned away from the embrace and took the towel Valeria handed her to dry off her sweat and tears.
She needed a shower after this sparring. A very hot, practically scalding shower. She’d wash it away and then harden herself, she decided. She already knew what she needed. First, a shower.
“Can I ask a favor?” She asked Valeria.
“Anything.” Valeria replied, looking like she was ready to go to battle for Macy.
“Can I ask you to get Maverick out of my room and settled somewhere else? Anywhere else. If that’s not possible, then let me stay in your room with you?”
“Don’t worry about it. Your room will be ready for you, give me thirty minutes,” Valeria assured her.
With that, Macy turned and went to the common gym showers.
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Maverick paced Macy’s room waiting for her return so that he could attempt to explain himself. He felt completely off. He’d thrown his feelings at Macy without truly explaining them, not thinking she’d hear them because she seemed to have been asleep, and then dropped a bomb on her.
He could understand she wouldn’t be happy with him. She had every right to be angry at him. Might even feel that he’d toyed with her feelings, using her. How could she not?
He’d simultaneously announced that she was amazing while rejecting her. He’d certainly feel like shit if he was in her shoes.
He could understand why she’d remove herself from the situation if she was angry. She was a woman of action.
He wouldn’t even have been entirely shocked had she slapped or punched him. That’s how this would have been dealt with back on the outpost anyway, by most.
Not that she gave off that impression by how collected and calm she generally was.
Even when he was sure she was fuming. Stars, he wished things could be different. That he could offer her more.
That he could support everyone and be able to offer her a good life. And even then, would she accept the package deal that was him and the kids?
Sitting back on the bed, Maverick ran his hands across his face, exhaling. He’d paced the room over and over, waiting for Macy to come back. What could he say?
She didn’t come back though. It was Commander Valeria who was at the door, the intercom system announced. He wasn’t sure if he was supposed to open it, so he waited. It seemed that she had access, as the door swooshed open.
“Hi, I’m Commander Valeria,” she introduced herself.
“I’m Maverick…” he gave his name hesitantly, unsure of what else he should be saying.
He was certainly not a private, certainly not a Commander. Just Maverick. He was a.       nothing. Exactly like what he could offer Macy, he thought, deprecated.
“I know. Please take your things and come with me, Maverick,” Commander Valeria ordered, surprising him.
“Excuse me?” He balked.
“I’m supposed to stay here with Macy,” he said, taking a step back.
“Yeah? Are you?” She asked, a flare of temper showing.
She exhaled, composing herself, bringing her fingers to her nose in concentration.
“Regardless. The Captain asked me to move you, therefore you will be moved. Now. Will you get your things yourself or will I have to physically remove you and send someone back for them?” She asked, raising an eyebrow.
Macy was getting rid of him? He had to come to that conclusion. And why wouldn’t she? She could do better. He’d practically made her go this route.
“I’ll cooperate,” he said, subdued, as if she was just another Judge that had announced further punishment.
Resigned, he moved to get his things.
He dragged his feet picking up the few things he had, though truly, he didn’t have that much. Even taking his time, he was done within a few minutes and Valeria was leading him out in the hallway.
They didn’t walk far. She led him into a room that looked surprisingly similar to Macy’s quarter, perhaps a tiny bit smaller, and decorated in darker themes.
It looked very clean, with very few things lying around.
“Will this be my room?” He asked.
Valeria smirked.
“No. This is my room. There is no other room on the ship currently. I’m doing Macy a favor and I’ll let you sleep on my floor for now. The other option is the brig.”
She almost dared him to choose the latter, raising her eyebrow.
“I’ll stay,” he assured her.
He’d slept on worse. At least this was clean, dry, and warm.
“Good boy,” she nodded. She pointed to a cabinet.
“Put your things there. I’ll get you the covers you can use tonight and I’ll head out. I have surveillance set up here, so don’t touch anything, and don’t leave,” she said.
And just like that, moments later, he was once again alone in a room, this time, with no chance of seeing Macy walk through the door. With nothing else to do, he set himself up and tried to nap.
His thoughts raced, nothing new. He kept replaying his conversation with Macy. It just kept making him sadder each time.
He had not expressed himself well at all, he realized. He had so much to tell her. He should have explained, been more open about his fears, and been more candid about his feelings.
After what must have been hours of restless tossing and turning as his thoughts ate at him, he heard the door click open and Valeria walked in. It had been hours. She looked exhausted. If she’d been Macy, he’d have offered a back massage. But she wasn’t.
“Not a sound from you. I am going to shower and then sleep. My next shift is in eight hours and it’s a double, and I plan to use each and every one of those eight hours to sleep,” she said.
He understood. He’d be quiet. She wasn’t who he wanted to speak to anyway.
After what felt like forever of lying immobile to not disturb the Commander’s sleep, he finally managed to drift away to a restless sleep where dreams of guilt and lost possibilities haunted his thoughts.
By the time he awoke, Valeria had already left the room to her next shift. His body felt exhausted although he had just woken up.
He took his time making his way to the galley for breakfast and then spent the rest of the day in the education center trying to retain the most he could, though he often found himself having to restart a section as he got distracted thinking of Macy.
Was she thinking of him too? Would she come to see him? What if she refused to see him before they got to the outpost? They would be there soon. Would she say bye?
He suddenly jerked up in fear. Would they still bring him back within the promised time? And if they didn’t and the kids’ pension money ran out, would they be kicked out?
He knew he was likely overthinking it. He knew Macy wouldn’t purposefully do anything to harm the kids. That much, he knew about her by now. Still, his mind couldn’t help but wander to worst-case scenarios.
He slowly made his way back to Valeria’s room. At the door, he swiped his data watch, but it wouldn’t slide open. He scowled, trying again. Had he not been keyed in? He supposed it was possible.
He dragged his feet to the galley. Might as well have dinner, then. Eating and using the replicators had always excited him before. Now, it seemed like just another thing that had suddenly lost its shine.
Even though it was dinner time, he got himself a “Standard Breakfast - Bacon, Eggs” and a white mocha cappuccino, feeling dejectedly nostalgic for the first meals they’d had together.
“Breakfast for dinner, huh?” Valeria slid into the seat across from him, her own meal in hand.
“I temporarily keyed you to my room. I saw you on my security feed trying to get in and remembered that I’d forgotten to add you in,” she explained.
“Look, I’m between shifts just having a meal, and if you don’t want to talk about it, I can understand. But Macy is my friend. And you hurt her. I really hope it’s stupidity and not intentional. She was ready to uproot her life for you. Become Judge on some shitty outpost. No offense. Do you know how often Captain positions come along? Especially for a woman? And that woman was ready to give it up for your little ungrateful self. So if you don’t have feelings for her, get the fuck out of her life and don’t come back. Don’t play with her, don’t go hot and cold. She deserves better than that,” Valeria said, taking a deep breath before continuing.
“But… She also deserves love. And if that’s what you have to offer, you should be honest about it. It’s not something that comes around very often in this life. So if you find it, the real thing, hold on with both hands and fight for it, because it might never come around again.”
Maverick looked at her with shocked eyes. Was that what he had to offer? He knew he loved Macy. He’d never come out and said it to her, but he did feel it. Valeria looked at him raising an eyebrow, then leaned into her meal as her words were still sinking in.
He loved Macy. That was not a shocking revelation. The surprise came from hearing about Macy’s plans. She’d become the Judge? Stay on the outpost with them?
He knew he couldn’t stay with her on the ship. A warship was no place for children. But if she got a job on the outpost… Not just any job. The Judge position. The highest official on the outpost.
His self-doubts once again made themselves known. Her getting this position would not change that he still had nothing to his name.
“But I have nothing to give…” He almost whispered.
“We all have something to give,” Valeria answered in between bites.
“No, you don’t understand. I’m not like everyone else here. I have nothing,” he said.
Valeria put her fork down and looked up at him.
“You think you’re not like everyone else? Look around. You have no idea what each person’s story is. Look at me. I came from nothing. And yet I sit here in front of you a Commander. But hard work, sweat, and tears got me here. Now, I did have my share of luck too, I won’t lie. But I came from somewhere like your outpost. Not a rich family. I fought my way here. We all have a past. Life isn’t fair, but it’s also what you make of it. So stop with the sob story,” she said, taking another bite.
After a pause as he thought about that, she continued.
“We all have something. It’s not always material. And the non-material is often worth more,” she said. He thought on her words. Perhaps she was right. She looked him over and kept going, looking worked up.
“What if this was your only chance at happiness? Will you let it pass you by because you’re afraid? Because you don’t believe in yourself enough to even take a chance? This amazing woman believes in you. Believes that you are worthy of her trading her position for a chance at love. And you spit at her efforts? If that’s who you are, then maybe you’re right and you have nothing to offer. Because the only thing she’d be asking for is in there,” Valeria said, poking his chest with her finger.
“And if that’s what you’re not willing to give, then yes, you have nothing to offer and she deserves better,” she concluded.
Valeria finished her meal and walked back to her double shift, leaving him to contemplate her words. Had he been the instigator of his own demise due to his insecurity? A sinking feeling that he would carry for days to come set up in his stomach.
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The days without Maverick felt gloomy and sad. She often caught herself scowling, deep in thought, and tried to bring herself back to the moment. Her crew was understanding.
She also took up extra shifts to focus her mind on something other than the rejection, which likely made a few of the crew happy to have some extra time off. Perhaps not so much those who ended up in the sparring room with her, as she diverted her frustration to training harder.
Today, Keg was in the sparring room, and she was happy about it. The big guy was a bear of a man and their melee specialist. She could use the challenge. She’d love to not hold back her punches.
She was light on her feet, evading his maneuvers. She worked hard to not get pinned by him. Part of her wanted him to land his hits. To feel the pain.
She’d never wanted that before, but her emotions were all over the place these days. That thought surprised her and she let Keg land a shot that she could have evaded. She flew to the ground and landed on her ass. He looked at her confused.
“Miscalculate there, Captain?” He asked as he looked down at her rubbing her upper chest.
It had been blatant, it seemed. She knew Kira frowned upon her crew ending up in MedBay after sparring.
“A lot on my mind. I’ll pay more attention,” Macy promised.
She would. She couldn’t lose time in MedBay anyway. Lying around with only her thoughts was exactly what she’d been trying to avoid with the extra shifts.
She decided to swing the pendulum in the other direction and turn up the intensity against Keg. She got up and back at it.
“You sure, Captain?” He asked, taking a step back.
“I am. Let’s do this,” she said, assuming a combat position with her fists in front of her face.
It was a good sparring session. He, of course, ended up pinning her to the floor and she tapped out. There was a reason he was their expert, and she was amazed she’d been able to last as long as she did, especially after that earlier hit.
She passed by MedBay for a quick check just in case. Keg packed a strong punch. She only needed a minor patch-up. She got a dose of accelerated healers and was on her way. She’d have a bruise, but that was the least of her worries.
Worries that she’d been actively avoiding in the last days as she simmered in her hurt.
“Captain,” Valeria saluted her as she entered the communications room.
They were meeting Kira here in just a few minutes for a short debrief on their next course. Macy and Kira had spoken to Valeria about the possibility of her being considered for Captain by interim when Macy stayed on the outpost. Kira had suggested a probation period to allow Macy the possibility of changing her mind and coming back to her post.
With current developments, that no longer seemed to be a consideration. Macy felt a misplaced sense of guilt that they’d put forward that possibility only for the occasion to not present itself, but she liked to think of Valeria as a good friend and hoped she understood.
While they were alone, Macy took the opportunity to breach the subject.
“Valeria, I’m sorry. I know this would have been a great opportunity for you. I’m sorry to dangle the hope and yank it back. It’s not what I would have wanted,” she apologized.
“I know, hun. Don’t worry about it. Really. Yes, I would have loved the early opportunity, but I understand. I’m sorry you’re going through this,” Valeria said, hugging her as Macy braced herself to not get emotional.
The door slid open and they broke away, assuming their usual stance as they were still on duty. Kira walked in unaccompanied.
“Oh, carry on, ladies. Wouldn’t want to interrupt,” she said with a smile.
“We’re good. Just letting the Commander here know I’m sorry she doesn’t get to dump me on the outpost after all,” Macy smiled.
“Hey, I didn’t agree to anything. People disappear every day on outposts. If we’re one Captain short, it would totally not be my fault,” she said sarcastically.
“Did you hear this Admiral? Sounds like premeditation to me!” Macy exclaimed, raising her eyebrows.
Kira rolled her eyes at their ridiculous banter and turned to the navigation map she’d projected on the wall.
“We’ll be at this outpost in three weeks,” Kira said, pointing to Maverick’s outpost. Kira went on explaining the next possible stops, but Macy only half listened.
Three weeks. Then he’d be gone. She didn’t know whether to feel relieved or sad. Sure, she’d been avoiding him, but the rejection hadn’t come from her.
She’d have given anything to keep him for three forevers instead of letting him go in three weeks. But so be it. Perhaps it was better to let him go this soon if it was not in the stars for them.
She turned her concentration back to Kira’s explanations, who was looking for input on available missions they could take up next. Macy provided her opinion, leaning towards missions further from Maverick’s outpost to try and use the distance to forget him.
Valeria suggested something with a bit more action as the latest mission had been seemingly commercial in nature, with the delivery of goods to a prison planet.
The crew could use a distraction, she’d suggested. Something Macy would have said a few months ago. A restless crew was never good and it would give them something tangible to prepare and train for. Kira agreed with Valeria, and rightfully so, Macy thought.
Kira had put their name down as potentials for a mission a few weeks away from the outpost. It wasn’t months, as the ones Macy had picked, but she could concentrate on the action instead of the distance. That would work too, Macy hoped. She just had to keep avoiding him in the meantime.




44.     Maverick

 
The days all looked the same without Macy’s presence to brighten them. They were getting closer and closer to the outpost, almost upon it. He was running out of time.
What had been excitement was now slowly being replaced by dread. He missed the kids and wanted to see them so badly, but he knew that if he didn’t take his chance with Macy, he would lose her forever.
He had to make this right. Had to talk to her. He’d had time to think over Valeria’s words and had come to the conclusion that he was an idiot.
Well, after a more convoluted internal debate, of course. But he hadn’t exactly opened up to Macy. He’d made his own decision about them without consulting her, or even giving her a chance.
Sure, she hadn’t exactly told him all of her plans, but he wondered if he’d still have felt he wasn’t enough even if she had.
He knew he couldn’t bear losing her. When he’d first told her they couldn’t be together, he’d of course not known any of the things she’d planned for them.
He’d thought there would’ve been no way for them to be together, believing he had only himself to rely on.
He’d made up his mind to talk to her, but it seemed it wasn’t that easy. She was avoiding him, he’d noticed.
He knew her schedule and he could only assume that she’d changed it purposefully. Which is how he found himself resorting to stalking. After a few days of intense pursuit, his efforts finally paid off and he saw her in the hallway.
“Macy… Macy!” He called after her as she approached.
She stopped in her tracks, looking up from the data pad in her hand. She swiveled around, about to walk away.
“Macy, please!” He implored.
“It’s Captain to you now,” she responded, not stopping to look back at him.
“Macy!” He grabbed her by the arm, trying to make her listen.
She responded in a self-defense maneuver that immobilized him, his back against the wall and her forearm against his throat.
“No. You don’t get to decide when you get to touch me, and you certainly don’t get to play with my feelings. You can’t stay with me? Then don’t. You’ll be home soon. You can pretend we never met and get back to your life,” she said, clearly still angry.
Despite his emotions about the situation running so high, he couldn’t help but be turned on by the position and the total power she exuded.
He’d always known she could take him on. He’d seen her in action back on the outpost. But feeling it used against him now sent a shiver of desire down his spine.
He tried to suppress the feeling and concentrate on the difficult conversation at hand, but his dick refused to cooperate.
He blushed as he was sure she’d feel his reaction in this position. He wasn’t ashamed of it. She knew he enjoyed their power dynamic from the many times she’d taken control in the bedroom.
“Please. Hear me out. Please,” he begged, grateful she hadn’t been pressing harder on his throat to stop him from speaking, though she was pressing against his body in a much too alluring way otherwise.
She squinted at him, internally debating. He prayed to the Stars that she took pity on him and heard him out.             
“Fine. You get this one chance. Right now. Then, that’s it,” she said, stepping away from him.
He almost whimpered at the loss of her body pressed hard against his. He’d missed the comfort and warmth of it, the way her curves fit him perfectly, how secure he’d felt in her embrace, even in one as menacing as the one he’d been immobilized in.
It reminded him of all that he’d missed. Everything that he’d lose forever if he didn’t get this grovel right, he despaired.
“Right here in the hallway?” He asked, looking around to see if anyone was within earshot.
She didn’t respond to that, just raised an eyebrow. Realizing she wasn’t relenting, he resigned himself to the conclusion that he’d just have to comply.
How much he’d enjoyed complying in the past, he thought bitterly. He’d of course do it if that was what she wanted, though he had hoped for more privacy.
He’d expected her to react less defensively though, perhaps inviting him to her quarters to not air their dirty laundry in the hallway.
He supposed that the whole crew likely knew about them anyway, considering his recent movements and her overall grumpy mood. He doubted she let it affect the quality of her work, but she was certainly not as bubbly as usual.
“Okay,” he nodded, resigned. “If that’s what you want,” he said, quickly organizing his thoughts.
She shifted on her feet, crossing her arms and pursing her lips. Her body language certainly didn’t bear well for him. He took a deep breath and tried his best to express himself and apologize.
“Macy. I care about you so much,” he said, taking a step toward her. She took one back. He deflated. What else could he expect?
He’d just have to try harder and be completely candid. He’d have to accept being emotionally vulnerable and hope against hope that it would be enough.




45.     Macy

 
It had taken all of her self-restraint not to hurt him beyond immobilizing him. But she was not the kind of person to take her anger out with physical violence. It had been even harder to step away from him when she had his body between hers and the wall.
Even angry at him, she missed him. She almost turned around and ran to hide back in her quarters to avoid the closeness she’d missed. Stars, this was so hard.
Finally, giving him one last chance, she decided to hear him out. Just this once. Then, she’d rip off the band-aid and then forget him. 
He’d tried to get invited to her quarters to have this discussion. Nice try, she thought. No. She wanted to keep her quarters clean of these memories.
They were her safe haven. She didn’t want to look around her room and remember the exact location she’d ended their love. At least for herself. He’d likely never felt about her like she’d felt about him, anyway.
She’d just been a means to an end. Serve your sentence, have some fun while you’re at it, and drop her when they got close enough to the outpost to make it clear they had never been anything, to begin with. Stars, it hurt.
“Macy. I care about you so much,” he started.
Oh, he cared for her? She couldn’t help but feel bitterness at his word choice.
He cared for her. Not loved her. She’d given this man her heart and he just “cared for her”.
She couldn’t look at him right now. Her eyes burned as she fixed a random spot at the end of the hallway to their side, but she didn’t interrupt and let him speak his piece. Her nails dug into the fabric at her upper arms.
“When I said I can’t stay with you, it’s because I can’t leave the kids. My life is back there with them. You know where I come from, what little I had. I couldn’t imagine a way to take care of both you and the kids. I have nothing to offer you. All I knew is that you’re a Captain on this great warship and that your life is here,” he said.
“I had no idea you had any other ideas or possibilities. I just knew that I didn’t. I don’t come alone either. I’m a package deal with four kids. I know that’s a lot to ask of someone. I don’t have anything to offer you. How could I have thought you’d be willing to stay on the outpost with us?”
So… Someone had enlightened him that she had made plans to stay on the outpost. She remained silent.
Was it Valeria or Kira that had played a hand in this? Likely Valeria. It would be a smooth, double-serving move. She assessed herself and decided she wasn’t angry at whomever it was.
Sure, in her ideal scenario, she’d have been telling him herself, surprising him. She’d imagined how happy he’d be that they could remain together with the kids.
Her response to him remained silence. She was still gathering herself, still unsure.
He took another step forward, and this time, she didn’t step back. Right in front of her, he knelt, taking one of her hands in his, and she let him. He continued.
“I’m sorry. Again,” he teared up.
Taking a breath, he went on.
“I want you to know how much I want this, how much I want us. For us to be together. If you can find it in your heart to be with me and the kids, I promise I will show you just how much I care about you every day. I promise I’ll be there for you in every way that I can. I won’t ever make a decision about us alone again. We’ll make those decisions together or I’ll follow your lead. I don’t have anything to offer but my devotion, loyalty, and attention, but I promise to give you my all.”
She didn’t answer as she looked down at him. Processing his confession, she pursed her lips in deliberation. She knew they were from different worlds, different social classes. She tried to imagine herself in his position, her compassionate side already poking at her.
Hearing her silence, he seemed to resign himself to her apparent rejection. His shoulders slumped.
Observing him, she noticed just how desolate he looked, his sad eyes, his worried eyebrows, his genuine, pursed lips. She hadn’t noticed the dark shadows under his eyes earlier. Had he not been sleeping?
“I am so sorry for hurting you,” he squeezed her hand lightly.
“I know I can’t ask anything of you. But I know what I’d wish for. For us. To have a future together. But I know that’s not up to me. So my other wish is for you to be happy. And if that’s without me, then I’ll watch your ship take you away from me, from the outpost, and wish you all the best. But if there is any chance you’d stay, please, I beg you to at least think about it. Give me a chance to show you how good I can be, how good we could be together,” he implored.
She’d wanted to stay angry, dammit! But she knew she couldn’t. She loved his stupid face. His lost, begging eyes, his kissable lips that seemed to be good at bringing her pleasure, begging and apologizing.
She couldn’t stay mad. An unfortunate side effect of the love she held for him, she supposed. She, of course, knew he couldn’t leave the kids. And he shouldn’t.
She also reluctantly admitted to herself that she hadn’t quite given him the time to explain back in her quarters when she’d stormed out. Her logical side swayed her.
Just then, she could no longer keep her tears in, and she stopped trying. She let them run down her cheeks. He stood, stepping closer, placing a hand against her cheek and gently turning her head towards him.
“Please… Please stay with me. Let me kiss the pain away. Let me make it better. I promise I’ll do better. I… Please. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. I can’t lose you,” his voice broke.
She scrutinized him, again noticing the tired eyes, the slightly hollowed cheeks, the grim gaze. He’d always had an appetite.
Was he not eating properly? Surprising, considering his background and healthy appetite around readily available food. He looked hollow. Hurt and tired. She hadn’t imagined it.
She decided she would give him a chance, but not before she heard what she truly needed to hear.
“You forgot to mention one very important thing,” she said softly, pursing her lips, hoping he’d realize what she was waiting for.
He looked up, hope lighting up his face at her change of tone.
“What?” he looked at her cluelessly.
She harrumphed in response. Oblivious. He was so completely oblivious, she thought, shaking her head.
“Please, tell me?” He asked, petting her cheek.
“Do you love me?” She demanded. His face showed his shock at the question.
“Of course I love you! I just said so!” He looked incredulous.
“No, you said “you care about me”. You never said love! I want to know that’s exactly how you feel. I don’t want to be just someone you spend time with because it’s fun and I’m there. I want the real deal. If you don’t feel about me the same way that I do about you, I won’t push for something that’s not there organically,” she explained.
“Oh, Macy,” he exhaled, seeming relieved.
“Macy, I love you,” he said, leaning in for a gentle kiss.
This time, she didn’t push him away. This is what she’d been waiting for. Of course, it would have been much nicer had she not had to pull the words out of him, but she supposed she couldn’t expect him to read her mind. Unfortunately.
He leaned away, and repeated his confession, punctuating it with a sweet kiss each time.
“I love you… I love you… I love you... So much. And if I need to repeat those exact words every day until you believe me, I will,” he said, holding her face in his palms, bringing his forehead to hers.
“And you will. Have to repeat those words every day, I mean,” she said, leaning away to watch him.
He nodded enthusiastically in response.
“Yes, Ma’am. Anything you want. Anything at all. Everything!” he promised.
“Good,” she said resolutely. 
“And I love you too, Mave,” she finally admitted, pushing him back against the wall gently and kissing him.
When she’d initially pushed him against the wall, she’d felt his arousal. It had reminded her of their sensual nights and how well they meshed together.
She knew it turned him on when she took control and Stars if it didn’t get her engines revving!
And right now, she knew just what she wanted. To cement this newfound agreement with a little… celebration. But first, she needed to inform him of her decision.
“I’ll stay,” she promised.
He smiled a genuine smile then. The kind filled with longing and hope.
“Now…” She drawled, dragging a nail down his chest lewdly.
“Somebody promised to give me anything. And I do want something…” she said, punctuating it by placing her hand on the hard-on he’d been sporting and squeezing.
“Right here in the hallway?” He asked for a second time tonight, this time, his tone excited.
“Mmm. Good point,” she said, taking a step back and picking up her datapad that had landed on the floor in their altercation.
She closed off a small section of the hallway they were in for a “security test”.
“Now, where were we? Ah. Yes, right here in the hallway. There’s a surprise security test ongoing,” she said as she approached her prey with lustful intent.




46.     Maverick

 
He felt like an idiot when he realized what she had been waiting for. Of course she’d needed him to profess his love for her! She was right, he hadn’t said those exact words, perhaps subconsciously protecting himself.
He certainly didn’t expect her to jump on him after his confession and promise to stay. Her sensual attack had been a pleasant surprise. The primal lust in her eyes had ignited his own as she pushed him back against the wall, kissing him passionately.
He couldn’t help but feel taken, a whimper escaping him. His lips under siege, he felt her hands roam his body.
When they reached his forearms, she grabbed his wrists and brusquely brought them above his head, fully pinning him to the wall.
Her thigh slipped between his, forcing him to his toes. He was fully immobilized, unable to escape, and exactly where he wished to be. He was surprised by just how much this turned him on but perhaps shouldn’t have been.
He wanted this. Wanted this so much. Wanted to be at her mercy. Wanted to be owned by her. He only wished she’d keep him forever.
She leaned in, nibbling at his ear. She was much rougher than she’d ever been.
“Are you going to be a good boy for me now, Mave?” She asked in a whisper.
“Yes,” he hissed.
“Yes, what?” She asked, gently squeezing his throat.
“Yes, Ma’am,” he corrected himself.
“Good boy,” she said, biting his neck, then kissing it better.
“I want you to fuck me hard against this wall. Do you think you can do that for me?” She asked, faking a sweet tone.
“Yes, Ma’am,” he promised, a mischievous grin on his face.
“I mean it. I want to barely be able to walk back to my quarters when we’re done,” she said.
“Your wish is my command,” he responded, switching places, and hurrying to do her bidding.
They didn’t undress more than needed. There was an ongoing “security test” after all.
She wrapped her legs around his waist as he pushed her against the wall, using it as leverage. His fingers would likely leave marks from how rough he was gripping her thighs.
He was glad he’d been working out, as this would likely have been impossible in the shape he’d been back at the outpost. That thought quickly left his mind as he put himself on task.
Macy didn’t hold back her moans as he pounded her as hard as he could. He kept them going, lifting her and letting her drop back onto him as she worked her clit to her first orgasm.
Capturing her scream, he kissed her roughly, slowing down once she came. She came down from her orgasm and pushed at his chest. He leaned back.
“More! I want more!” She said, slipping off and turning around.
“Get back here,” she ordered.
“Yes, Ma’am,” he answered breathlessly and obeyed, holding his own orgasm at bay.
He slipped back in and proceeded to pound her from behind as she pushed off the wall to join in the thrusting. His fingers went to her clit, helping her reach a second and third orgasm.
“Mmm. Good boy,” she mewled, satisfied. “You can come now.”
He only needed a few more strokes and he was there.
He exploded inside her, kissing her neck, his moans muffled by her hair. Back in the moment, he left a few more kisses before pulling away and giving her space to adjust her clothing.
“I’d have to say the hallway is now safe for public use again, don’t you think Maverick?” Macy asked cheekily.
“Yes, Ma’am,” he answered automatically.
Turning mellow from the physical exhaustion, he silently thanked the Stars she’d accepted his apologies and agreed to stay.
He had almost lost hope that she’d say yes. When she’d stayed silent as he poured his heart out earlier, he had seriously doubted she’d stay. His whole body had suddenly felt lighter when she’d said she would.
Still, he needed to check she understood that he couldn’t leave the kids, even if she stayed on the outpost with him, a part of him dreading even broaching the subject.
But he knew it couldn’t be avoided. He cleared his throat and gathered his courage.
“Macy… You’ll stay? Truly? With me and the kids? With all of us? I can’t leave them…” he looked away, hoping she understood.
“Well of course you can’t leave them! I would never ask you to!” She said defensively, adjusting a stray section of her shirt and straightening it.
Thank the Stars! He exhaled, not having realized he’d been holding his breath. He hugged her tight, relieved. Had everything just aligned? Could his life truly be happy from now on? All that was missing was the kids, and they were just days away.
Kissing her earlobe, he asked her tenderly,
“Now, Captain, would you let me show you just how much I love you, back in your quarters?”
He was already envisioning a long session of sweet cuddles and kisses after the crazy sex they’d just had.
“It’s Macy to you!” She said, faking outrage, repeating the words she’d thrown at him earlier when she’d insisted on the distance.
“Yes, Ma’am,” he answered as she took his hand and led him back to her quarters.




47.     Macy

 
They were scheduled to land back on the outpost in a few hours. To say that Macy was anxious was an understatement. Was she making the right decision?
In her heart, she knew she was, but in a very tangible way, she was giving up a part of herself that she’d worked very hard to attain. It felt like she was turning a page in her life’s book. The part where she was a warship Captain, but also the part where she was always at Kira’s side.
Was she getting cold feet? She was certainly not unaffected by how monumental this decision would be. This was exactly what she was discussing with Kira, sitting across from her at the circular table in Kira’s quarters.
“Am I making a mistake, Kira? We worked so hard to get where we are. Am I giving it all up for a man? For a dream?”
Macy truly wanted to know Kira’s opinion. She’d always been the wise one. Was there something that Macy hadn’t considered?
“If you stay in the safe zone, in your current job, will you regret not following that dream? You might pass up on the one opportunity to be happily in love. I’m not saying you can’t be happy here. You certainly can. But will you always think back on the road not taken?”
Macy cocked her head lightly, pondering Kira’s words. She pursed her lips, trying to put her racing thoughts into words. Kira saw that she had yet to reach a conclusion and went on.
“You have nothing to worry about, Macy. You will always be welcome aboard this ship. There will always be not only a place and a friend but also a job for you here,” Kira reassured her, placing her palm on top of Macy’s hand.
Stars, she was such a great boss and an even better friend. Macy teared up, knowing she was safe to show her emotions here.
“Thanks, Kira, you’re the best,” Macy said, her bottom lip quivering.
“You’ve made a decision, then?” Kira asked.
“I have. I’m staying on the outpost. I want to see where this path takes me,” Macy decided.
Kira nodded, taking a moment to observe her.
“Hmm. I thought you would. Now… you’ve suggested a Captain replacement and you’ve done well on the transition with Valeria, but I do have to ask your opinion,” Kira asked, her tone serious.
Uh oh. Macy wondered what they’d forgotten to cover.
“On what?” She asked.
“Who would you suggest as a best friend replacement since mine is leaving me?” Kira smirked, the witch.
Macy squinted at her.
“Don’t you dare, woman! That position is mine forever and if you even think of replacing me, I’ll vandalize your warship and ground you to my outpost!”
“You’d dare touch my baby?” Kira faked outrage.
“Oh, I’d dare. So don’t even think about it!” Macy pointed two fingers to her own eyes, then one finger at Kira.
“Alright, alright, the position is yours forever!” Kira promised, then asked, “your outpost, is it?”
“It will be. I’ll be the only Judge, the highest authority. I might just have to find “contraband” on your warship every time you land to make your visits longer,” she threatened.
Kira raised her hands in defense.
“Please, Madame Judge, let’s not resort to such measures. I’m sure we can come to some kind of understanding,” Kira pleaded.
“Yes, I’m sure we can. You’ll have to come over often, and call me when you can’t,” Macy stated her conditions.
“Of course, Madame Judge, anything you ask,” Kira relented.
Their modest smiles belied they knew that, no matter how much Kira encouraged Macy, this would be it. They wouldn’t see each other every day anymore. They’d be like any other military family where a family member was serving abroad, and one stayed home.
“Stars, Kira, I’ll miss you so much!” Macy stood and moved forward towards Kira, who also pushed away from the table. They hugged tightly. This was not goodbye, they promised each other. It was a see you later. Maybe a bit later than they both wanted, but still.
“Alright, Captain. Time to go become a Judge. You got this,” Kira said, patting her back encouragingly before letting her go and stepping away.
Macy took a deep, fortifying breath, and went to fulfill her duties as a Captain for what could very well be her last hours in such a function.




48.     Maverick

 
Mave could barely contain his excitement at seeing the kids again. He’d told them to stay at Hannah’s and not venture out to the docks to greet him, and they promised they’d obey. Hannah had mentioned that since the last Judge had officially been fired, the outpost had been a more dangerous ground, with no one to represent the letter of the law in the meantime.
There were patrols, but the officers could only imprison miscreants in the prison for so long, or the prison itself would overflow. They needed someone to pass judgment, otherwise, they had to release them after 72 hours. With little tangible consequences, some had seen this as an opportunity for a free pass.
Maverick thought Macy had her job cut out for her, at the very least in the near future.
He hoped she didn’t regret her decision based on this. They stood on the tarmac, about to take a step toward the rest of their lives. She slid her hand into his, and he turned to look at her.
Macy had packed away her Captain’s uniform in one of the suitcases, keeping it as a souvenir, though Kira had insisted that she could dust it off anytime she felt the need to.
That had both scared and reassured Maverick. Scared that Macy could always leave him and go back to her life but reassured him that she would not feel stuck with him and that he’d ruined her life.
“Ready?” He asked, hoping the only answer she’d give was a yes.
She smiled at him.
“Ready,” she nodded.
He exhaled, not having realized he’d been holding his breath.
They stepped off the tarmac, followed by Kira, Mak, and a few crew members who were helping bring Macy’s stuff over to Hannah’s where they’d stay for a few days.
With the Judge position, Macy had access to the biggest house on the outpost, but she’d wanted to visit it first, to make sure it was secure and clean. Who knew what state the last Judge had left it in, considering the circumstances of his departure?
“This is it,” Macy said, pointing to Hannah’s diner.
He was sure the crew would have guessed it even without her statement, as four young kids rushed out the door and ran straight at them.
“Mave! It’s Mave! Mave!” He heard them shout out happily.
Maverick slipped the bag of clothes he’d been carrying on the ground, dropped to his knees, and opened his arms.
As he caught Molly, the first to have reached him, into his embrace, he almost fell over backward. The girl had put on some much-needed weight, and he hadn’t expected the velocity of the attack. Kiki was next, joining them in their embrace.
He figured the boys had held back their pace to let the girls get their hugs in first. They all group hugged him, and he couldn’t help tearing up.
How could he not? He finally got to hold them. Finally got to see them in person and not through a screen. Stars, he’d missed them! He sniffed, trying to contain his emotions.
“Ew, Mave, not in my ear!” Molly mumbled into his shoulder.
“You jumped right at me and now you’ll complain about a few sniffles in your ear, is that it?” He teased.
“I missed you so much Mave. Fine, you can sniff this one time in my ears,” she conceded.
“Why thank you kindly,” he joked, but snuggled her tighter.
They finally started fidgeting and he released them. They stepped away and he stood, looking around. The crew had been looking on quietly and had not interrupted the scene.
He saw Hannah standing in the doorway talking to Macy, who gestured for the crew to bring her things in. They followed Hannah’s directions as to where to store Macy’s things. There were more than Mave had expected for someone living on a ship. Her quarters had some great storage.
Once they were back, Macy gave her last hugs to Kira and the crew. They were leaving the same day. They had received a message from another Admiral that the agent’s drop-off location had been modified last minute for security reasons.
Kira had sworn him to secrecy for what he’d learned on the ship, effectively threatening him should he have anything interesting to say to anyone but Macy and herself.
Not that he would. Besides this being information he’d obtained by being tied to Macy, he had enough marks in his file to even risk it.
Macy looked just as emotional as he was feeling, watching Kira, Mak and the others walk away. He moved closer to her, wrapping an arm around her waist in support.
“I’m making the right decision,” she whispered.
Was he not supposed to have heard? Was she trying to convince him or herself? He certainly hoped she never thought otherwise, and he’d work hard to make sure she believed it.
He’d enlist the kids, he thought. She seemed to like them already. It wouldn’t take that much to make her fall in love with them too, he was sure. Was it playing dirty giving it a push in the right direction? If it was, he’d feel no shame if it worked.
He would start by making sure she knew just how much he loved her. He brought his lips to her ear and whispered, “I love you”.
He had promised, after all, to tell her every day, and he would keep that promise.




49.     Macy

 
Macy wiped the tears in her eyes as she watched the people who had been her family for the last forever walk away. It felt so final. Taking a fortifying breath, she turned to Mave, who was looking at her, still holding on to her waist.
Had he been staring the whole time? And if so, why did she find that more cute than creepy? Probably for the same reason she found it comforting and not overbearing that he’d been there supporting her quietly as she looked on.
Looking down, she saw the kids standing on his other side. Molly was holding onto his leg, the others were not much further away. She was glad she was able to bring him back to them timely.
She smiled down at them. They were her future now, and she’d make it good for them, she promised herself. For them all. But first, they’d settle in with Hannah.
She had paid the woman for an extra two weeks of food and board for everyone. This should give her time to check in at the new job, and hopefully move into the Judge’s house.
She’d start first thing tomorrow, having heard from Hannah the state of the outpost had taken a toll in the last few weeks since the old Judge had been fired and left the outpost.
Ex-Judges rarely stayed in the same area where they’d worked, for fear of reprisals once they were out of their position of power. This Judge would not be an exception, especially considering his less-than-stellar reputation.
She felt someone tug on her pant leg and looked down. Kiki was standing there, looking up at her.
“Is it true that you’ll stay with us?” The girl asked.
“It is,” Macy said.
“And we’ll live in a house all together and be warm and have food and a bath?” Kiki asked seriously. Macy thought that those sadly sounded like high expectations for the girl.
“Yes, sweetie,” Macy said, smiling at her.
The girl peeked behind Macy at the other kids, seemingly waiting for some kind of approval on their end. Macy didn’t move and kept looking down at Kiki, waiting for the girl to continue her speech.
“Okay. We talked about it and we want to make you a deal,” Kiki said confidently.
“A deal?” Well, that should be interesting, Macy thought.
“We’ll be good, and we won’t cry,” Kiki said, looking pointedly at Molly, who hid behind Mave’s leg. Macy held back her smirk. They were being too cute already, she thought.
“And we’ll listen, and we won’t steal things,” she said, looking at Charlie, who nodded vehemently.
“And what would you like in exchange?” Macy asked.
“In exchange?” Kiki straightened her back before replying, “In exchange, we get to stay with you and Mave, and you never separate us and never throw us out,” she said.
One of the boys cleared his throat, which seemed to prompt Kiki to remember something, “Oh, and you don’t beat us, even if we make a mistake,” she added.
Macy felt her chin quiver at that, her eyes going moist.
“Is that all?” Macy asked, trying to keep a straight face.
Kiki looked back at the others, cocking her head.
“That’s all,” Kiki said, having obtained their confirmations.
“Then you’ve got yourself a deal!” Macy extended her hand to shake on it.
Kiki shook her hand, then waved the others over.
“You have to shake everyone’s hand, so we know it’s for everyone,” Kiki told her solemnly.
“Of course,” Macy agreed.
Gosh, they were adorable in their seriousness, making Macy sad at the same time that they hadn’t had basics for so long. She’d change that, she promised herself.
After having shaken everyone’s hand, they went inside to unpack the necessities for the upcoming weeks.
The kids settled all around them on the clean floor where Macy had opened a suitcase.
“There won’t be that much interesting to see here. Just clothes,” she said when she saw them observe the contents.
“That’s okay, we just want to spend time with you,” Nikko said.
“Would you like to help us put stuff away?” Macy asked, thinking she could involve them in the mundane task.
“Do we get a coin for helping this time again?” Molly asked, then put both of her tiny hands on her mouth and looked ashamed.
Macy hid her smile. She threw a sideway glance at Maverick, who looked comically horrified.
“This part was not part of the deal, huh?” Macy asked teasingly.
“It is! It’s part of the deal!” Charlie jumped in.
“She was just joking, right Molly?” He said, looking at the younger girl intently.
She nodded quickly and looked at Macy with big eyes. Macy couldn’t help herself this time and smiled down at them.
“Alright, in that case, you can take these folded clothes and put them into the closet like this.” She showed them how to place the neatly folded rectangles of clothes so that each piece was visible.
The evening ended with these kinds of homey scenes that comforted Macy in knowing they were just the beginning. She could make a life for them here. If she could meet the challenges of getting the crime rate on the outpost to normal levels.




50.     Macy

 
She woke to kisses on her neck and sunshine peeking through the window, both feeling unusual but absolutely wonderful. She smiled and stretched lazily.
“Good morning. I love you,” he said.
Macy smiled at the thought that Mave made sure to meet his daily minimum quota of “I love yous”.
“What a lovely way to wake up,” she mumbled sleepily.
“I figured you’d enjoy this better than the sound of your alarm,” he said, his words muted against her neck.
His lips trailed up to her chin, trailing their way on her jawline to her ear. They reached her ear and his teeth nibbled along. Goosebumps raised along her skin, drawing an involuntary shudder of pleasure from her.
“Yeah? What else could I enjoy better than my alarm?” Macy asked cheekily.
“I could start with breakfast in bed,” he whispered into her ear.
“Would you like that, my Captain?” He asked, leisurely running his hand down from her stomach to her hip. He paused it there, awaiting her permission.
“Mmm, I think I would, yes. How about you show me what else your lips can do?”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said, gently pulling on her ear with his teeth before letting go.
He trailed his kisses down her naked body until he reached his destination. He paused at her hipbone, where his hand had been just earlier, and spent some time teasing her with kisses there.
He knew it was a sensitive area and that it always elicited a strong response.
“Wait,” she ordered and felt him freeze.
“You locked the door, right?” She asked, just now thinking about the kids.
She wouldn’t want them to walk in on them on the first day they were all together, after all.
“I did, yes,” he confirmed.
“Okay, good. Carry on,” she told him, reassured.
“Yes, ma’am,” he said, his lips trailing lower over her mound.
When they reached her clit, he stayed there a few seconds, his breath ticketing her wickedly. She whimpered in frustration, her hand reaching into his hair.
Her fingers grasped his strands and pushed him where she wanted him most.
“Don’t tease me, it won’t end well for you,” she warned, giving his hair a warning tug.
She could only assume the mumble she heard coming from her was a “yes, ma’am”, as he enthusiastically got to work. She raised her hips, matching his movements.
Stars, it felt good. She’d definitely put “breakfast in bed every morning” into his suggestion box.
She was already cresting, but she remembered where she was and silenced her moans. She pressed her palm against her mouth to silence the mewls that slipped out.
“Again,” she ordered, and he obliged with pleasure.
She’d already been so close to the second one, it barely took any time at all as she guided his mouth with her hand on his head.
“Mmm, yes. That was perfect, thank you, sweetie,” she said, not even wanting to open her eyes. She felt him kiss the sides of her thighs before moving to lie down beside her and hold her.
Coming down from her orgasms brought back thoughts of the day’s responsibilities.
She hoped that the Judge’s house had good sound insulation, otherwise she might have to hire someone to add a layer to her bedroom walls. Walls that she’d need to check out today, she thought, as she reluctantly pulled away from Maverick and got up to get dressed.
“I want you to stay here today,” she said, pulling on her underwear.
“But I want to go with you,” he protested.
She turned and walked over to him, caressing his cheek.
“I need to be alert out there. Hannah said it became even more unsafe. I can better protect myself if I don’t have to worry about you. I’d prefer it if you stayed here with the kids. Could you do that for me?”
He leaned into her hand and nodded. She smiled gently and turned back to finish dressing.
She added a weapon-proof vest under her jacket. One night when they’d been discussing the risks of the outpost, Kira had asked Macy to keep it and wear it. Macy couldn’t protest.
It was safer to follow that suggestion, especially as she didn’t have her Judge’s uniform yet. It was waiting for her at the station, which she still had to get to.
Mave took the opportunity to put on some comfortable clothing and opened the door for her when she was ready to exit their bedroom.
They descended the stairs and saw the kids were already sitting at a table having breakfast. They joined them, Macy grabbing something small to eat. The first few days planet-side were always the hardest, her stomach trying to re-acclimatize itself to food not coming from food synthesizers.
Mave didn’t seem to have the same problem as he dug into Hannah’s food with gusto. Macy smirked at his zeal.
“I’ll get going and see everyone in the evening,” she said, standing up. “Take your time, everyone,” she motioned for them to stay seated as they were about to get up, “and don’t wait up. I anticipate the first day will be a long one,” she said.
She walked over to where Mave was sitting and kissed him goodbye on the forehead. Molly stood and walked over, pointing at her forehead.
“Me too, please!”
Macy giggled at the girl’s antics, thinking it was cute. She placed her hands on each side of the girl’s head and gave her a smooch on the forehead.
The other kids, seeing this was allowed, rushed to line up next to Molly, looking at her expectantly. There was no way she’d refuse them.
Hannah handed her a packed lunch and Macy was off to what she already anticipated would be an exhausting but exciting day.




51.     Macy

 
She was being extra vigilant on her way to the station, observing her surroundings. Macy had dressed down, making sure not to attract attention, but was wearing her concealed weapons and a holstered gun, near which her hand rested in a seemingly nonchalant way as she walked. She could feel eyes on her, her fingers itching to draw her weapon in anticipation.
Her instincts weren’t wrong, as she saw someone approach her with a knife and another one further away rushing her.
She stunned the man further away, but the first one was too close to use the gun, she calculated quickly. She didn’t truly want to shoot anyone on her first day as a Judge, especially out of uniform, so she would only resort to the minimal force possible.
She recognized her assailant a few moments before he swiped at her. She stepped aside, grabbing his arm.
Pressing a few pressure points and twisting his hand, she made him drop the knife and kneel. It was the same hoodlum as a few months back.
“You again?” She asked, pulling his hair back so that he’d look up at her. His eyes rounded in recognition.
“Fuck,” he muttered.
“I don’t appreciate foul language,” she raised an eyebrow.
“That’s just too fucking bad,” he spat.
“What did I tell you would happen if I caught you again?”
“Who are you gonna report me to? The Judge?” He smirked.
“Actually, yes. Off to the station with you.” She exerted just enough pressure on his wrist to force him to stand and make him walk in front of her.
“Don’t try to run away, or I’ll stun you and come back for you and your friend,” she said, pressing her gun to his ribs.
“Jokes on you, lady, there is no Judge. They’ll just let me out within hours and I’ll come right back for you and I’ll bring friends,” he threatened.
“Attempting to intimidate an officer happens to also be punishable. You trying to get sent off to a mining colony, boy?” She shook her head. He grunted but stayed quiet after that.
She still felt eyes on her, but with her gun on blatant display and the earlier scene, it seemed there were few courageous enough to try again.
They got to the station shortly, and she buzzed the front door to be let in.
An officer opened a small window on the station door.
“State your business,” he said.
“Former Captain Macy Swift. Heard you were short a Judge. There’s a uniform with my name in there,” she said.
“My apologies, Madam Judge, I didn’t recognize you at first from your ID picture,” he said and hurried to open the door.
“You’re the new Judge?” The thug asked nervously.
“Still feel like threatening me?” She asked humorlessly.
“No, ma’am,” he answered, properly chastised.
They were let into the station, where four agents were sitting at their desks, and the agent who had opened the door stood at the ready. She handed the thug over to him.
“Please see him to a cell for now,” Macy gestured at the boy.
“Yes, ma’am,” the agent obeyed.
“Alright. First things first. I’ll change and we can get to introductions. Can someone lead me to my office and get me my uniform?”
They all stood to attention. They looked at each other and seemed to throw the ball at each other to choose a “volunteer”.
After a few short moments, one of the agents walked towards her to lead the way.
Well then, at least they were well-trained regarding protocol. She did notice that they were all men. She couldn’t be too surprised. Security fields of work were still very male-dominated, probably still partly due to genetics.
Her new office surprised her. The station itself was very basic in terms of decor with average working stations for the officers. But the Judge’s office.
Wow… This was where the budget had gone. Lush furnishings, a high-back chair that looked practically like a throne, a big, dark wooden desk, two dark leather visitor chairs, and a gorgeously adorned but empty bookcase.
No wonder the windows had intricate bars and the door had a high-security lock. There were no knickknacks, as to be expected.
Getting closer, she noticed the table was scratched and the chair had deep lacerations in it. She overly optimistically hoped that this was not an indication of how she’d find her future home, though she had little doubt about it.
“I swear, it wasn’t us. The old Judge… He wasn’t very happy when he was let go,” the officer quickly defended himself.
She turned to look at him raising an eyebrow. He looked genuinely afraid of her reaction.
“Tell me, what would the old Judge have done, had he been met by an office in such a state?” She asked, truly curious.
“He…” He gulped, looking down at her waist, noting there was no fire whip there.
“I see. Well, hopefully, we can avoid that,” she waved to the desk and chair.
“I’ll find someone to get that fixed as soon as possible,” he promised.
“Hold that thought. Let’s see what we’re working with first. I want the budget and expense book for office furnishings on my desk by the end of the week,” she ordered.
No point in wasting money on fixing an expensive chair if she’d spend more time in the field at first, getting to know the outpost.
Besides, from what she’d seen of the rest of the station, the office was not a top spending priority. She could do with a basic chair in the meantime.
“Now, if you could please close the door so that I can change?” She waved him away.
“Of course, Madam Judge,” he said and obeyed, leaving her alone in the lavish room.
Ridiculous, she thought. An officer position on such an outpost was supposed to be comfortable to compensate for the remote location, but it should also fairly apply to the other officers.
She changed into the uniform, noting the built-in weapon-proof vest. She wouldn’t need to keep her own on. She folded the clothes she’d been wearing and placed them on one of the visitor chairs.
Exiting her office, she noted that as soon as she opened the door, the officers stood at attention.
“At ease,” she said, approaching them.
She motioned for the officer at the front desk to join the others as well.
“I’m former Captain Macy Swift. You can address me as Judge. I’m sure you know all about me from the debriefing file you received, and I don’t need to expand on my experience?” she asked.
She was glad that they nodded in response as she preferred to stay humble about her experience. She asked them to briefly introduce themselves, then got to business.
“Now. Let’s get some judgments out and clear out the holding cells before this town becomes a battlefield for lack of holding space,” she said.
She was led through a hallway and found the holding cells were indeed overflowing. That wouldn’t do. She turned to the agent who was accompanying her and gestured for him to pass her datapad.
She called the detainees out by name in order of lowest misdemeanor to highest crime. Thankfully, there were no heavy lawbreakers that would merit truly serious sentences, though there were a few recidivists.
She gave everyone various amounts of community service as punishment, thinking this might just be what this outpost would need.
“Judge, do you really want to let everyone go so lightly?” The officer scratched his head as each detainee thanked her for the considerately light sentence.
She knew that, compared to what they could’ve gotten, she was letting them off with a slap on the hand.
She saw some smirk and comment. That was a good point. Some of them had expected harsh punishments and might think her soft.
“Let me be clear. If you don’t show up to serve out your sentence, I will apply the harshest sentence possible for your original infraction. For most of you, that could mean the mines or whorehouse. So show up, and give your all at the task. If I get any complaints whatsoever, you’ll see me again and you won’t like me. I’m hoping that by reinvesting yourself in your home outpost, you’ll see it as a place to be a decent person, and not resort to criminal activities. And if not, we’ll find other places where your time will be better spent. Like the mines. So don’t test me,” she warned.
“Questions?” She raised an eyebrow, looking the lot of them over. She heard a few hushed “no” answers.
“No what?” She asked loudly.
“No, Judge!” They answered louder.
“Great. Now, my officers will dispatch you in an orderly fashion in the coming hours. I don’t want to see you here again.” With that, she turned around and exited the holding cells area.
Considering how crowded the cells had been, it had taken her the rest of the day to pass judgment.
By the time she was done, the night shift officers had arrived to work and she introduced herself again, meeting them. She left a message for two officers to escort her tomorrow morning to visit the Judge’s house she should be moving to, to make sure Mave and the kids would be safe when visiting. Macy was exhausted and starving by the time she arrived home.




52.     Maverick

 
Mave had gone through a range of emotions as the clock ticked. Macy still had not come back from work. Hannah had set her some food aside and he had at first waited to have his dinner with her. Eventually, the kids won out and convinced him to eat.
He knew he shouldn’t feel so disappointed. The first day would undoubtedly be very busy and he told himself to keep his expectations low. Telling himself that and actually believing it were two different things though.
And so, he couldn’t help feeling a pang of dismay in his chest, through no fault of hers.
At least he’d been able to keep busy, feeling grateful that he’d been able to keep the data pad he’d been granted on the ship. With intergalactic access, he was able to find new things to learn while he waited for her.
He also created a new profile for himself on the outpost’s job group. Mave was disheartened to see that, despite his new skills, there were few jobs available.
He considered it at least partly likely due to the outpost’s recent spike in criminal activity. He hoped that, with Macy’s arrival, things would settle down and the outpost would see a revival. Perhaps even an uplift.
He was busy online, and the kids were already asleep when she walked into the bedroom.
“Hi, cutie pie. Did you miss me?” she asked, smiling tiredly at him.
Was that even a question? This was the longest they’d been apart since their falling out and that time had wrecked him. He stood, pushing his chair away, and walked over to her, hugging her tightly.
“I will take a wild guess and say yes,” she giggled and slid her fingers in his hair, staying that way as they hugged.
She tugged his hair lightly, signaling to let go. He obeyed reluctantly, wanting to hold her in his arms all night.
As if reading his mind, she whispered, “I know. I missed you too. But we can cuddle after I shower. I’m so tired. Would you like to help me undress?”
“Stars, yes,” he whispered back.
He grabbed some lounge clothes and followed her to the bathroom, gently yet efficiently helping her with her clothes.
This was not a moment of seduction, but rather of service. Get her comfortable, clean, and relaxed. Be there for her needs.
He took off his clothes too and joined her in the shower, soaping her up. Her moans and the way her shoulders sagged in relief and relaxation were his gratifications.
Done with the cleaning, he kissed her shoulders, dragging his kisses to her neck, ending with a gentle nibble of her ear.
He reached over to turn off the water and reached for the towel to dry first her, then himself.
He barely noticed he was getting cold while toweling her down. She looked so tired, his poor Captain.
He felt embarrassed about his earlier disappointment and glad that he hadn’t let it show. She’d clearly had a long day. The least he could do was be helpful and be present for her. He helped dress her into lounge clothes and put his own back on.
“Do you want something to eat?” He asked as they walked back to the bedroom.
“I can go downstairs and get something,” she said, yawning.
“That’s okay. I’ll get you something,” he said, kissing her temple before descending the stairs.
Back with her meal, he watched her eat it eagerly. He cleared off the dishes before they made their way to cuddle in bed.
Her back leaning against his chest, his arms around her, he held her tight, kissing her hair.
“Have I told you today that I love you?” He asked, caressing her arm. He knew full well he now woke her up every morning saying just that.
“Mmm, not enough times,” she said, her voice tired.
“Then, please let me tell you again. I love you,” he said, kissing her hair again. “I love you,” he moved his lips to her temple, leaving the softest kiss there. “I love you,” he whispered in her ear.
It was a night of sweet kisses and gentle caresses, with nothing more, and it was perfect. They drifted to sleep in each other’s arms, their limbs entangled.
—
Macy surprised them all the next morning when she announced that they were visiting the Judge’s house, where they would soon be moving to. The kids were especially excited to finally be able to leave the house.
At first, he’d been slightly worried about bringing them, considering the day before, Macy wouldn’t even allow him to accompany her. However, she reassured him that they would have an escort for their trek across town.
The first few moments as the two officers accompanied them had made Mave a bit nervous, considering his past, but the officers either didn’t remember him or pretended not to.
The facade of the Judge’s looked as well-kept as ever. The previous Judge had probably invested in self-grooming plants around the house that didn’t necessitate much upkeep. To have that kind of money to waste, Mave pondered.
The inside of the house was another story. The Judge had not left happy. It was a wreck, with upturned furniture haphazardly lying about.
“Be careful where you step,” Macy told them, pointing at the glass from a broken vitrine in the living room.
Mave picked Molly up despite her protests that she was a “big girl”.
“Even good girls can have accidents. You’ll get to run around soon enough,” he told her softly. “Stay close, guys,” he told the others.
“That’ll take a lot of work to get cleaned up,” Macy grumbled, looking around, making a disgruntled face.
“Lucky for you, Madam Judge, that you have just assigned community service to an entire holding block,” one of the officers chimed in. Mave looked them over. Had she? He’d never heard the old Judge to even consider such a low sentence.
“Hmm. I suppose. It would be self-serving, but I’ll take it. Do you know anyone who could monitor their work?” She asked.
“I volunteer,” the man said, placing a fist on the uniform emblem on his chest.
Mave suddenly liked him less, his jealousy spiking at the man’s eagerness. He couldn’t help thinking the man was trying to impress Macy, and why shouldn’t he?
Not only was she an amazing woman, but she was his new boss. Regardless, Mave thought that the man should show more restraint.
“I graciously accept,” Macy thanked the officer, smiling.
He wondered, now that Macy had better options, would she leave him as she found someone with a real job?
Someone better and smarter than him? He felt jealousy and worry twist his insides at the thought. He selfishly wanted to keep all her smiles to himself.
He knew he was being unreasonable, but he couldn’t help the feeling. He would have to work on that, he thought. After all, he was sure this would not be the first nor the last time he would feel this way.
Molly shifted in his hold, reminding him they were here to assess the house. He was no connoisseur, but the structure looked sound and well-built.
Nothing leaked, and there was no visible major damage to the building. The only destruction was of the furniture and the wall paint.
The Judge had probably not been able to bring all his things as he left in a hurry. He’d been petty enough to choose to destroy them instead of leaving them for his successor’s use.
Rich, petty people, Mave bemoaned internally, rolling his eyes at the waste.
Macy led them room by room, verbally cataloging what she wanted to be done to the officer. They carefully climbed the stairs to the second floor where the bedrooms were. The kids followed them carefully, exclaiming their wonder at how big and beautiful the place was.
Other than the destruction, the rooms were large, with big windows. Most bedrooms had a nice view of the garden and good luminosity. The ceilings were decorated, and beautiful chandeliers hung proudly, either too high for the Judge to reach, or simply forgotten in the rush.
Molly tapped Mave’s shoulder to get his attention as they perused the many bedrooms.
“Is this like a princess castle, Mave? It’s so big!”
“I’ve never been to a princess castle, baby, but I’d guess that it comes close. It’s a Judge’s house, and this is where Macy will live soon,” Mave told her. Molly nodded.
“You mean where we’ll all live,” Molly corrected him. “Macy said so herself!”
“Well, if she said so!” He smiled, the feeling not reaching his eyes as the pit of doubt remained, wondering if she’d still want them all with her.
“Is Macy going to turn into a scary Judge like the other one?” Molly whispered into Mave’s ear.
“No, baby. She’ll stay herself. We’ll make sure of it, right?” he reassured her. And he really hoped she would.
“Right!” Molly nodded solemnly.
Macy turned to look at them and winked, turning him to mush. How could a single person make all his worries go away with a single wink? Stars, he loved her.
She walked over to them and gave Mave a peck on the cheek, surprising him as she hadn’t shown that much affection since they’d been out.
He hadn’t even been sure if the officers were aware they were together. He half-wondered if they thought he and the kids were just a charity case she’d picked up.
“Me too, please!” Molly demanded, pointing her cheek. Macy smirked and gave her a loud peck. She turned to the kids.
“Alright, listen up! There are enough rooms here for each of you to have your own room.” They ooh-ed in response.
“You can pick your room if you all manage to agree on it. If not, we’ll do a draw,” Macy said.
“Does Mave get a room too?” Molly asked. Macy side hugged Mave.
“Mave will be sharing a room with me,” she said, smiling slyly.
“So we all get a room, but you have to share?” Molly asked her. “You know he snores sometimes, right? You can share mine if you want. I don’t snore.”
Mave felt himself blush. Kids could say the darndest things sometimes…
“I’m sure Mave will be on his best behavior, won’t you Mave?” Macy asked, squeezing him lightly in her hug.
“Absolutely,” he promised, shifting Molly in his hold.
She was getting heavy, and he was happy about it. It meant she’d put on enough weight while he was away. She looked much healthier too. They all did.
He turned to look at Macy, and it was as if she knew what he was feeling. She gave him a gentle smile and leaned in for a sweet kiss on the lips. Molly didn’t say anything this time, just looked at them wide-eyed.
Breaking the silence that seemed to envelop them, Macy moved away and clapped her hands once.
“I think we’re done here for now. Think about what room you want. Now, who wants lunch?”
The kids all raised their hands. Mave’s hands were occupied as he was still carrying Molly, so he raised her. They giggled at his antics and walked back to Hannah’s for lunch, where Macy had, unfortunately, in Mave’s opinion at least, invited the officer to join them.




53.     Macy

 
Work was going well so far. Tony, the officer who had volunteered to supervise the Judge’s house cleanup, reported daily on the progress, and kept logs of all community service performed. Even the miscreants hadn’t complained about the work they’d been assigned.
Macy decided to go check on the progress.
“Hi Tony, how’s it going?” She asked when she found her officer supervising the cleanup.
“Everything is progressing quickly and efficiently, Madam Judge. One more day and you should be able to start moving things in. I also took the initiative to order a refresh of the paint in some rooms that had visible damage. We found extra paint in the basement,” he said.
“That’s much appreciated, good job.”
She looked at the workers, who were all busy doing something. Per her orders, Tony had made sure they were provided with water and a mid-day meal. After all, she had to set an example of decent working conditions if she were to expect it from others.
She also noticed a line of people on the street in front of the house. Macy had ordered that any material that could be salvaged be donated to those in need.
She hadn’t expected the news to travel and to see a lineup at the Judge’s house of people scavenging what was being brought out, but she was glad any of it could help.
She was impressed with Tony’s organizational skills and a plan started to form in her head.
“Tony, are you enjoying this work?” She asked, wondering if he was the right person for what she had in mind.
“Very much so, Madam Judge,” he smiled, looking up from his data pad.
“How would you feel about leading our new community service program?” She asked.
“We have a community service program?” He asked, confused.
“We do now,” she smiled.
“We need to get this outpost into shape. I want this to be a safe place people can call home and live comfortably in.”
His eyes lit up at the idea. “I would love that, Madam Judge,” he answered earnestly.
“Amazing. Finish up with the Judge’s house, let me know when I can move in. Then, make a plan for the next places that need attention. Focus first on services related to children and those in need. If funds are needed, add estimates to your plan, and we’ll see what we can manage. Good job here,” she said, tapping him on the back.
“Thank you, Madam Judge. I won’t disappoint you,” he said.
“I know you won’t.” With that, she turned and walked back to the station.
Back in her office, sitting at the scratched desk, she looked over the station’s budget and expense book for office furnishings. She didn’t have much loose this year, but lucky for her, the new financial year was starting soon, and the budget would renew in a few weeks.
She made a note to update the other officer’s chairs and desks, allowing them each a portion to choose their own chairs, while suggesting a few kinds of desks for them to get a consensus on.
They’d start with that this year. Other than when they were on their rounds, their desks were the places they spent the most time at, after all, and they deserved to be comfortable.
She also had a budget for furnishing the house, and she’d use it. She had four kids and Mave to think about now. A family.
The thought made her sag in the cheap chair she was using as a temporary replacement. A family. Something she had doubts she’d ever have.
After all, when would she have time to find a potential mate, competent at parenthood, at that?
She held back the tears that threatened to emerge as the thought really hit her. She was distracted from the thought by a knock on the office door.
Quickly wiping any potential proof, she sniffled a few times and cleared her throat before inviting them to come in. The officer taking care of reception that day peaked into the room, not coming in.
“Sorry to bother you, Madam Judge. You asked to be notified if we proceeded to any arrests in need of judgment. We waited until everyone was back from patrol and have a few new guests in the cells for your attention.”
“I’ll be right there,” she promised. Time to go deliver judgment. She’d get this outpost in shape in no time.
After she was done, which had once again resulted in various amounts of community service, she’d ordered them released with a warning.
No serious crimes had been committed. Mostly petty theft. She hated that so many on the outpost had so little that they needed to resort to stealing to eat.
This in turn added losses to struggling businesses, who couldn’t hire personnel or lost their businesses, which all led to more unemployed people.
And so, the cycle continued. She needed to change that. It was a challenge, but she was up to it. She already had so many ideas.
Brainstorming about all that, she went back to Hannah’s to tell everyone they would be moving in the next few days.
As soon as she passed the door to the rooms they were renting, she heard the kids arguing, then Molly crying.
She rushed to the room where she heard the noise and opened the door. Molly turned to look at her with big, scared eyes, and froze, looking petrified, only to sniffle and restart wailing even harder.
Macy kneeled in front of her and opened her arms to hug the girl. She walked right into her hug, still inconsolable. Macy rubbed her back, cooing reassuringly and trying to calm her. How could such a small girl cry so loud, she wondered.
“It’s alright, baby. It’s okay. You want to tell me what’s wrong?”
“I cried,” Molly said, hiccupping.
“I know you did. Did something scare you?” Macy asked, remembering the look on the girl’s face as she walked into the room.
“Mmm-mmh,” the girl nodded, wiping her tears. “I cried and now the deal is off!” she restarted crying at that.
“What deal?” Macy asked, confused.
“Now, you won’t have to keep us, and we’ll have to go because that was our deal,” Molly explained.
Macy suddenly remembered the deal she was talking about, when the kids had asked that she keep them all and not separate them, and in exchange, they’d be good, not cry and not steal.
“Oh, honey, it’s okay to cry sometimes,” Macy said, wiping Molly’s face with her sleeve.
“Sometimes, we have strong feelings, and we can’t hold the tears, and that’s okay. I won’t leave you just because you cry sometimes,” Macy said, hugging her tight.
“Promise?” Molly asked.
“I promise!” Macy squeezed her again. “Now, why were you crying?”
“I… I don’t want my own room! I want to share it with Kiki, but Kiki said that you said that we all had to have our own room and we can’t stay together,” Molly sniffled.
“Kiki, come closer,” Macy said to the girl who looked as if she was in trouble. To reassure her, Macy opened one of her arms to invite her into their embrace. The girl gently settled in Macy’s arms, turning to look at Macy.
“Kiki, what do you want? Do you want your own room, or would you like to share with Molly?” Macy asked.
“But you said we can’t?” Kiki asked, confused.
“What I said was that there were enough rooms for everyone. If you’d like to share a room with Molly, you could both start by sharing and then, if you change your mind, you can each have your own. Would you like that?” Macy asked.
Kiki looked at her with big eyes and nodded, a shy smile on her face.
Macy studied her for a moment, trying to determine if this was actually what Kiki wanted or if she was just agreeing to calm Molly down. Either way, if she changed her mind, there was an extra room. Crisis averted.




54.     Maverick

 
Mave stood in the doorway, watching the touching scene. When he’d heard Molly cry from the kitchen, he’d rushed up to see what was wrong, still wearing a borrowed apron, flour on his hands. He had asked Hannah to teach him to make bread and help her with cooking so that he could learn and be able to cook for Macy and the kids.
He hadn’t expected to see Macy was already here and taking care of the crisis. He was equally surprised at Molly’s reasoning and the ensuing resolution. It made his heart melt.
How had he ever had doubts about this woman? Every day, she showed him just how amazing she was.
“Hi Mave,” Molly said, turning to look at him from where she was still hugging Macy. “I cried, but Macy said it was okay,” she said, wiping a tear away.
“Of course, it’s okay, baby,” he said from the doorway.
He smiled at Macy, mouthing a thank you to Macy. She smiled back, lightly nodding her acknowledgment, her arms full of girls.
The situation clearly being taken care of, he returned to the kitchen to finish kneading the bread he was helping prepare. Hannah greeted him with a smile.
“All good?” She asked.
“Macy took care of it,” he nodded in response.
“I don’t know how you got that lucky. She’s officially the best catch on the outpost,” Hannah told him, kneading the dough harder.
“Sometimes, I wonder myself,” he said, getting back to work, his mind ruminating over her words.
Hannah was right. Macy, this unbelievable woman who had deemed him worthy of uprooting her life for. Mave promised himself he’d do everything he could so that she never regretted her decision.




Epilogue

 
It had been a few weeks that they’d been talking about opening part of the huge house to homeless orphans, so that kids like theirs had a place to go and didn’t starve and freeze, or worse.
Macy would of course keep her Judge position, but this could be Mave’s new job. With Macy’s contacts and Kira’s backing, they could probably even get some donations going to help pay for it.
They were laying in bed discussing possibilities when Mave proposed his idea.
“Let’s call it Macy’s House.”
“Just Macy’s? What about you? You’ll be the one running it!” She argued.
“Without you, it never would have existed. Macy’s House,” he insisted.
She cocked her head, looking him over.
“Fine. But if we ever open anything else, it’ll have your name on it,” she said.
“Anything else? Like what?” He asked.
“I’m not sure yet, but Mave’s Kitchen has a nice ring to it. We could open a soup kitchen one day. Not just for kids. But for people in need. I hate to see people steal food to survive. It breaks my heart whenever I have to arrest someone for it…” Macy admitted. Her thoughts seemed to drift.
“Oh, and I believe it’s Molly’s birthday soon. We’ll need to find a special way to celebrate it. I want to do something for Kiki too since you had to miss hers. We won’t miss another birthday ever again,” she said.
“Hmm. Deal,” Mave agreed, kissing her forehead, and sealing the deal. Stars, he loved her. And he once again made sure she knew by repeating it over and over and showing her every day.
The end
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The Commander’s Conscript

 
Lukas
He’d held on to hope throughout his sentence at the mines. A sentence for stealing to survive. Dropped on an outpost at the end of it, what prospects does someone like him have? What happens when he must steal to eat and gets caught again? One thing is certain, he refuses to go back to the mines!


Valeria
Commander Valeria’s dreams are coming true. An early promotion due to an unexpected Captain position opening up early gets her nominated to an Acting-as-Captain interim position, while she proves herself. All her hard work is finally paying off! If only it were that easy in love! Her dominant personality makes it difficult to find the right love match. And saving a sausage thief won’t help her on any front…




SNEAK PEEK - The Commander’s Conscript

 




Valeria

 
Macy and Valeria walked in silence for a few moments, enjoying the different colors and smells of the market. It was a nice respite from the recycled air of the ship.
Valeria spotted an attractive face in the crowd. The outpost on which Macy had become a Judge wasn’t often frequented due to how far removed it was from the usual trade routes. Which in turn made it affordable, yet too remote for tourist activity.
“Cute guy,” Valeria said, pointing with her chin.
“A bit skinny for my taste though.” She added.
She liked them buffer, able to take everything she had to give without being worried about breaking them.
Macy looked in the direction that Valeria pointed.
“You mean the guy stealing that smoked sausage?”
“How can you even tell that it’s smoked from here?” Valeria asked.
“What can I say, I know my sausages,” Macy smirked.
“Actually, I’m a regular customer. Now if you’ll excuse me, as you have so graciously pointed that misdemeanor out to me, I will now have to don my judge cloak and arrest him.”
“You have a cloak?”
Valeria scanned Macy’s clothing with her eyes, surprised, but it just seemed like a regular uniform.
“It’s an imaginary one. Figure of speech.” Macy rolled her eyes comically.
“What? You don’t like my irreproachable sense of humor, Captain?”
Macy raised an eyebrow, daring Valeria to contradict her.
She was about to do no such thing. Especially as Macy reminded her in that same sentence that she was, de facto, now acting-as-Captain thanks to her.
“As you say, it is irreproachable,” Valeria confirmed, raising her hands in defense.
“Come on, let’s go reprimand him before the stall owner catches him himself and asks for further restitution,” Macy accelerated her steps.
Valeria felt slightly guilty that she’d just drawn the Judge’s attention to someone who was likely stealing to survive. She found it unfortunate that some people had to resort to stealing food, but she understood.
Life was hard, especially on outposts such as these, where legitimate employment was hard to find. Macy was making a difference since she’d taken on the Judge position, building community programs, but that was slow work.
“I heard you were a lenient Judge,” Valeria commented.
To some, that might have been an insult. Considering the old Judge that used to hold the position before Macy had relieved him of it, that was now a compliment.
“I do what I can. You should’ve seen the guy before me. Even kids got the full sentence.”
“They are lucky to have you now,” Valeria exhaled.
She remembered that was the reason Macy had ended up with her guy, Maverick.
By the time they were close enough to the stall, the guy had already eaten half of the sausage.
“Care to provide proof of payment for that?” Macy asked.
The man turned to look at her, his face a mix of surprise and fear.
That look quickly turned to a dangerous resignation as he noticed her uniform.
He turned, trying to run, but Valeria was close, blocking his way before he could get even a few steps away. Macy joined them, running the scanner over him.
All judges were equipped with a scanner that doubled as a stun gun. Valeria looked over at it and was surprised to see the man had just recently been released from the mines.
She noticed that he looked fitter than she’d first thought, albeit grimy and underfed. However, he was very much alive. Not many people made it back from the mines, and when they did, not many were still whole. It was grueling and took its toll, both on the body and the mind.
“State your name and occupation,” Macy asked, to validate his identity per protocol.
He stayed silent. Macy raised her eyebrow, giving him a stern look.
“Lukas Zayn. Unemployed.”
He croaked a reply, his head bowed, resigned.
“You are in violation of intergalactic law, by way of being caught stealing by an officer of the law. Do you have anything to say for your defense?”
The man gulped but didn’t answer, the uneaten half sausage still in his grip was all the necessary proof.
Valeria hated to see people get arrested for food theft. Alas, that came with the territory of being a Judge on one of the poorest outposts in this quarter.
She knew Macy couldn’t let him go completely, as then crime would run even more rampant. Though she was a lenient Judge, she still had to uphold the law. However, she could at least make sure to be fair and clement.
As much as she knew that Macy wanted to be lenient this time around as well, she realized it was simply not possible. He had already been sent to the mines once, completed a sentence, and now got caught again. He was labeled a recidivist and sentences only got harsher in that case.
She knew the scanner’s options for sentencing would not allow for anything lenient, and he was now back in the system. Valeria clenched her teeth, cursing under her breath. This would not end well. She heard Macy mutter under her breath as she came to the same conclusion.
“Considering your penal history, unfortunately, the only options I have are the mines or the whore house,”
“I can’t. Please. Please don’t send me back.”
The man fell to his knees, looking alternatively at Valeria and Macy. They were drawing attention from onlookers. Most already knew that Macy was a Judge, and they quickly looked away.
She was better liked than the last one, probably even more so because of the last one, people were still weary of Judges. It would take time for them to grow more comfortable around her if they even would.
“There’s not much I can do. I’m sorry. Even if I give the minimum sentence, it’s still already at 6 months because it’s a repeat offense,” Macy stated.
Valeria knew that tone. It said, “I mean business, but underneath it, I hate that it has to be this way.”
The man stood, shoulders slumped. Valeria saw his expression change from horror to resignation, then to despair, and finally, to resolve.
Oh no. Valeria knew that look. She recognized the signs of someone with nothing left to lose and nothing to live for. She knew what would come next.
The man lunged at Valeria, reaching for the gun at her hip. She subdued him easily, using his momentum against him. She had practiced these moves over and over. She would not have made Commander, even less gotten her new role as acting Captain, if her skills weren’t good enough for even this basic intervention.
Valeria held the man’s arm behind him, turning him to face Macy, who looked resigned.
“Commander, this man just attempted to assault you. Would you like to press charges?” Macy asked.
Valeria gave her an inquisitive look. She wondered if Macy had had the same thoughts as Valeria when the man reached for her gun.
Valeria doubted it had been to threaten them. In fact, she was certain he had been about to turn the gun against himself.
He stood limp in her hold, no fight left in him.
“What happens if I press charges?” Valeria asked slowly, still holding the man.
Macy looked at her quizzically, no doubt wondering why Valeria would ask that, as she knew in any normal situation, Valeria would never press charges against something so minor. She may make the person pay in other ways, such as rigorous sparring or additional training, but not even consider sending them to the mines.
“It would add time to his sentence.”
Macy answered slowly, clearly trying to figure out what Valeria was thinking.
Valeria remembered what Macy herself had done with her guy, Maverick.
They had had a stop-over on this outpost when the old Judge, who had been merciless, had been about to send Maverick to the mines or the whore house, just as what was about to happen to this man.
Macy had intervened, saying that she demanded “retribution in nature”, as she had been the subject of the initial crime. Maverick had not even been the one to commit it. It had been one of the kids who lived with him, whom he protected. He asked to take the punishment for one of the kids, as the mean judge was about to whip the child.
Maverick had thought he would take the whipping for the kid. Instead, the judge had decided to judge Maverick as if the crime had been committed by him, which would have resulted in the mines or the whore house.
“And what if I were to ask for restitution in nature?” Valeria raised an eyebrow.
Macy’s expression finally changed to one of comprehension.
“That could work. But let’s think this through. You’re still legally only Captain per interim, right? Even if you got named, the legal paperwork hasn’t passed through yet. I can’t release him for compensation in nature to anyone under the rank of Captain.” Macy thought out loud.
Valeria pursed her lips, thinking.
“What about conscription? Can you force conscription in such a case, and then release him to a Commander?”
“Genius. You’re a genius! With the initial crime being theft, it wouldn’t allow the conscription, but if I were to add your charges, I’d be able to force conscription!”
Macy laughed dryly at the loophole Valeria had just found. “I would never have thought of it.”
“As genius as it sounds, I’ll still leave this choice to our friend here. Could you please explain it clearly for him, Judge?”
Valeria felt the man’s posture change, and she knew he was paying attention.
“Here are your choices, assuming all are minimum sentences. Option 1: Six months at either the mines or the whore house. This would assume the Commander here does not press charges and you are only sentenced for the theft,” Macy explained.
She looked at Valeria to confirm that would be the case. Valeria nodded.
“Option 2: A year in conscription. This would consider the initial sentence for theft, as well as the Commander’s added charge, as you have assaulted an officer, albeit failing. You would be compulsorily enlisted, drafted into the ship’s armed forces for the duration of your sentence, and obey your superior officers.”
“So basically, grueling work and possible death at the mines again, or torture, rape, and be used as cannon fodder. What kind of choice do you think I have?”
The man squared his shoulders under her hold. Valeria was still holding his arm behind his back, so she couldn’t see his expression, but she heard the defiance in his question.
“I assure you, the ship you would be on and the command you would be under does not send out soldiers unprepared, nor does it do so recklessly as “cannon fodder” as you state,” Macy replied, her tone implying she did not appreciate the insult to her previous crew.
“But ultimately, it remains your choice. That’s the best deal you’ll get. I served on that ship myself. They’re good people.” Macy remained stoic in her reply.
Valeria could not say that she wasn’t insulted by his statement, but she would not hold it against him. She knew that under other Admirals, it was likely to be true.
After all, what was done to conscripts on other vessels was despicable, where conscripts were treated as nothing other than property and used and abused in all possible ways. She knew their own ship was completely different, though they’d never had a conscript.
With Admiral Kirana Kot, Valeria’s ship Admiral, it was a completely different situation. She was a good boss and a fair Admiral. The working conditions for the crew were great, and the low staff turnover was an accurate indicator of just how well their Admiral took care of them.
Valeria would have to make sure their crew understood he was off limits for anything short of acceptable treatment. Macy fully trusted she would make sure he was treated fairly and knew Valeria would go to the Admiral if she needed to.
For instance, Valeria knew that on most ships, Admirals only provided the minimal requirements for both nourishment and accommodations. Valeria thought she would go nuts if she had to eat only meal bars or nutrient gruel every day.
On their ship, the Admiral provided food replicators and the crew could choose their meals, snacks, and drinks all day long.
Valeria knew other Admirals sometimes advertised such replicators as perks on their ship, but they were very rarely free of charge to the crew. In fact, most other Admirals charged for everything they could, running their ships like a business instead of as a crew. They charged for replicators, for the use of the relaxing holo-rooms, and even for training.
On Admiral Kot’s ship, all those perks were standard and included for all the crew. Valeria wondered how fast she would go stir-crazy without the holo-rooms, where you could select different environments and be immersed in them with all your senses. It made long space voyages bearable.
She knew some people that spent most of their pay on those holo-rooms, becoming little more than slaves on their Admiral’s ship as a result. Another reason why Admiral Kot had no trouble recruiting for her ship. She was therefore not only preceded by her stellar reputation, but also by her eager and loyal crew’s stellar reviews.
 If everything went according to Valeria’s plan, the whole crew would submit Admiral Kot’s name in the annual gala for both the best employer and the best Admiral awards. The woman definitely deserved it.
In any case, the man would just have to see it to believe he’d be treated fairly, Valeria thought, though she could understand his reticence. She would have had the same reaction had that been her.
“I choose conscription,” the man replied in a low voice, resigned.
“Smart choice. The Commander will release you now. If you run, you’ll just add time to your sentence.”
“I’ll comply,” he sighed.
Valeria let him go.
“Come.”
Macy motioned with her head for them to follow her. The man walked after her, Valeria closing the march. They soon arrived at Macy’s office, where she let them both in and motioned the man to take a seat.
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