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      Intelligent and focused, Kyra Simmons has her eye on the prize. She’s locked her sights on becoming the top technical engineer for the most prestigious space program back on Earth. That is, until her life and plans are turned upside down in an instant on board a maintenance Space Station.

      Stranded on the now failing Space station, Kyra needs a miracle to survive. She has no idea that the ‘foreign’ astronauts who show up to rescue her are out of this world—literally.

      Lord Tordin, Crown Prince of Olodia,  knows he’s outside of the mandates of the Intergalactic Alliance when he intercedes to rescue the survivors of the Earth space station. But there’s something or someone pulling him in.

      He’s not prepared for what he finds in the unassuming Earth female. Try as he might to stay away, the pull grows stronger and stronger to be with her. His mission depends on his ability to stay focused and be prepared but that’s almost impossible with Kyra in his thoughts and dreams.

      On the alien mother ship speeding away from Earth forever, Kyra’s biggest problem is not getting back to Earth; it’s how not to fall for this alien Warrior Lord who’s the actual man of her dreams.

      Can she find a way to realize her dreams of power and recognition now that she’s been rescued by Tordin?
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      “Come in Jalek,” he said, eyeing the warrior who reminded him a little too much of himself at that age. “What is it?”

      “Sire, the bridge asked if I would transport this to you. It appears to be something Malm didn’t want the others to see.”

      He stood to cross the expanse of the large personal work chamber. Jalek handed the antiquated package to him and turned to leave.

      “Hold, Jalek. I may have a response for Malm, and I have not excused you yet. You forget yourself, young one. Your duty is to anticipate what your commander wants and to execute what your post entails. Are you not the lead protocol officer?”

      Jalek looked away ever so slightly to hide the hint of embarrassment that etched his face. “Yes, you are correct, Sire. I believe it is the surge making me so out of sorts. Thank you for the correction. I humble myself to await your direction,” he said, giving Tordin a look that pleaded for understanding.

      “Okay. I remember when I went through that, but you have to pay more attention to your surroundings and think of what to expect. You have to anticipate to become a well-rounded warrior. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Sire, thank you for the wisdom, Sire,” the young warrior said.

      “Now you may leave. I’ll send for you once I have my reply ready for Malm. And Jalek, go to the Healing Section to get an application for that. I don’t want you hurting someone by accident.”

      Tordin watched Jalek leave and remembered how crazy his surge had made him. When men turned into full-on adults, the urge to mate with females came on strong, making even the most docile of them aggressive, forgetful and even combative. Jalek was a good warrior, and Tordin believed the young male could become a great one with a little guidance and mentoring.

      He focused his attention back on the primitive form of communication Malm had sent. It was a sealed, handwritten note and looked to be some sort of plans and command. When he opened it, his father’s scrawl stretched across the page with a mission. Tordin had known it was too good to be true. For eight cycles, he’d been able to go where he pleased, and he’d decided to go to the other edge of the small galaxy, where the Terrain lived.

      He loved to position his fleet there for rest and to grab snatches of the Terrain’s communications to learn what they were up to. His warriors loved learning how the small, lone, blue planet’s inhabitants were learning to space travel. It looked more than anything else like babies learning to walk and was a delight to see. They weren’t able to travel out of their own solar system yet, but at least they were venturing off their surface.

      He enjoyed catching up on the latest tongues of the various lands and delighting in how they entertained themselves. It was amazing how they fixated on outward appearance, power and ability instead of character, honor and calling. Anyone with ability in the least bit different or enhanced, they revered and almost worshipped. That was why he was parked outside their galaxy—he was hiding. The Terrain didn’t know they were not alone. He’d cause an avalanche of trouble if his presence was discovered.

      The piece of heavy parchment in his hands reminded him that his father had sent a mission, which could cut this little vacation short. He read the words and grunted with displeasure.

      He should have known.

      It had something to do with his older brother, Cordin. Would the Goddess ever deliver him from having to be his brother’s keeper? Cordin was always into some sort of trouble or scheme. Tordin was growing tired of it.

      Instead of being the Warrior Lord of his father’s realm, which was a galaxy three times larger than the one he sat on the edge of now, his recent work had deteriorated into becoming his father’s personal police to find and catch Cordin before he did something that would cause too much trouble. Cordin took being the Emperor’s son to levels of entitlement Tordin could never conceive of, and he was tired of cleaning up after him. But this was his duty and honor, to protect the realm and his father’s throne. A throne that Cordin was obsessed with.

      He might as well get this over with. He pulled up the visual communicator to speak with his father, the Emperor, on the secure channel code he’d sent via the written note.

      “Yes father, I received the note. What has Cordin been up to now?” he asked, knowing his father would give him a long list of reasons why he should go help his brother.

      “Oh, my dear son. He’s determined to ruin the family. Cordin is on his way to Nenndi to try and stop a war that just broke out. I don’t have to tell you what could happen if he’s there by himself for long.”

      Tordin was well aware of the havoc his brother could get into. He would go only to spare those poor people of Cordin’s sadistic ways, if nothing else. Not to mention how pivotal Nenndi was to the harmony of the galaxy. It was one of the smallest planets in their galaxy, but it was rich with resources that the others depended on.

      “Yes, I see the dilemma. What is the mission, father?” he asked, knowing it was honor that drove him to override his desire for peace and, for once, his desire to do what he wanted to. He listened as his father laid out the mission.

      “I need you to try to get there as fast as possible, if not before Cordin. He told me only this cycle after he’d taken a small battle ship. I have attempted to contact the ship but cannot get an answer. He’s purposely blocking me, and the warriors on board probably have no idea I have not approved this mission.”

      “Do you want me to intercept the ship or make it to the planet? I need to know so I can get my coordinates and get started.”

      “Get to the planet. Once on the surface, you’ll be able to handle him. In that battleship, there’s no telling what he might do. If he were to fire on you, I don’t know what I’d do. I worry when you are on these missions. I always want you to be safe, but your brother seems to have a death wish, with all the dangerous things he does.”

      “Father, don’t get yourself worked up over him like this. I need you to let me know what you want me to do. Give me all the information you do have, and I’ll take it from there.”

      After Tordin managed to get the Emperor to give him the requested information and a mission to get to the planet and offer assistance, he hung up. This was getting old very fast. Maybe it was time for him to start looking for a mate on one of these missions, to settle down and let his brother blow himself up with one of his schemes.

      “No, that would never happen. Father would worry until I gave in and went to bring him back.”

      Tordin pulled out his tablet with all the fleet’s resources, levels and energy. He worked up a plan to get to Nenndi by taking the closest hyper sling. With any success, he’d get there a cycle or two before Cordin, if Cordin had just left their home planet of Olodia this cycle, as his father hoped.

      Tordin had just finished posting the mission in his commander’s log and given Malm, his second, access to it when Malm contacted him through his vo-link.

      “Yes, Malm, what is it?”

      “Sire, there is a distress call coming through on an unauthorized frequency.”

      “Why are you contacting me then? You know we can only answer calls on the IGA frequency.”

      “I know, Sire, but it’s coming from a Terrain vessel close to that planet’s atmosphere. It sounds like they are in real need of help. I wanted to let you know, since it has been broadcasting and none of their agencies have answered.”

      A strange tug pulled at him from deep within. It was subtle, but he felt it. It wasn’t hunger-related but gave him pause.

      Maybe he’d have Malm investigate to make sure the Terrain would be okay. He needed to get their fleet moving to get to Nenndi.

      “Malm, do a quick scan to see if you can gather more information about the call.”

      “Sire, I already did, and it is not good. It is a large stationary vessel with quite a few Terrain on board. They are reporting vessel failure, and no one has responded to their call.

      “Okay, we’ll check it out from afar. Set a course for their location. Cloak us and let the other ships of the fleet know not to follow. We’ll assess their damage, and if there is a way to help without discovery, we’ll assist. When we’re done, we’ll return here to meet up with the others and then off to a new mission I just received from the Emperor.”

      “Okay, Sire. You have a new mission now?”

      “Yes. I’ve given you access to my commander’s log, so you can take a look and get the bridge ready to proceed. We’ll take the closest hyper sling to get to Nenndi.”

      “Nenndi? What’s happening there? That’s on the outer reaches of the galaxy.”

      “Yes, but it has a very big problem heading its way—my brother.”

      “Oh, I see. Okay, I will check the log and get on it. I’ve set a course toward the distress call and will let you know when we are within visual reach of it so you can observe and give your orders.”

      “Thank you, Malm. I hope their own will respond before we get there to help.”

      “Yes. I hope so, too. I will send a notification when we are within visual distance. Is there anything else you require, Sire?”

      And this was one of the reasons Malm was Tordin’s second. He’d already gotten the information from the distress call, set a course as they spoke and didn’t forget to ask if his commander needed anything else. Malm was a superior warrior, and Tordin appreciated his service as well as his friendship.

      “No, not at this time. Let us hope we don’t have to rescue any Terrain today. That could turn into a delicate situation fast. Thank you, Malm, and I’ll wait to hear when you have a visual.”
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      Kyra’s body instantly responded in a smooth twirl, a 180-degree pivot.

      “You know, violence in the morning makes me happy—especially when it’s directed at you!”

      The mug she’d held shot through the air with a release of gusto that had been pent up for far too long. She knew she shouldn’t have said or done it the instant the mug of hot coffee connected with the lead technical analyst’s chest. But it felt cathartic, like a huge weight was lifted.

      She was rewarded with the look of shock and disorientation that flittered across his face. The impact of the mug as the liquid made contact with his body was the weapon she needed to let him know she meant business. The fact that some of it managed to ricochet back onto her hand and arm had little effect on her highly stimulated fight response. He was moving away from her personal space, and that was the ultimate goal.

      Thankfully, none of the various consoles’ delicate electrical components were affected. Nope. The only casualty was the last precious cup of her delicious, hot morning coffee. Brewed from her own specialty blend from home, the last of it was now splattered down the front of her boss’ body.

      Such a waste of great coffee.

      “You fat, ugly bitch! How dare you throw a missile of coffee at me?” He looked around frantically for something to sop up the dark brown liquid that had drenched the front of his too-tight, work-issued, button-down shirt and khaki pants.

      They were alone in the space station’s operations room, and he’d taken advantage of that fact once again.

      “I was defending myself from you, Brantley,” she said, not caring whether the coffee burned him or not.

      As he frantically rubbed at the stain on his shirt with a dust repellant cloth used for the equipment, he had the nerve to say, “You attacked me for no good reason. This is insubordination.” The movements seemed to exert him as he began to huff and puff in exasperation.

      She had no instinct or compulsion to help him. Instead, she stepped back from the broken mug on the floor and watched. She would later recount that moment as either her boldest heroic feat or her greatest act of stupidity for not walking away from the jerk. She concentrated on hiding her disgust at the swirls of long, dark belly hair trying to creep out of the now coffee-stained white shirt he wore.

      Why was he so…nasty? Would it kill him to put on an undershirt like most civilized men?

      Too many times she’d seen this same nightmare-inducing sight. She suspected a glandular problem, because at the end of his shift, his shirt was usually drenched with sweat and clinging to his doughy body. The swirling belly hair, looking like a parasite trying to emerge from his tight shirt, would always freak her out. And she wouldn’t dare think about all the weird designs his back hair created under the sweaty shirt.

      Gross! She shuddered at the thought. Worse, he had the nerve to try to rub up against her butt all the time.

      Kyra hated the fact that he always managed to have her work the same shifts he did. When she’d asked about moving to another one to get away from him, he replied that she was the junior analyst and would always have to work the same shift as the supervising manager—him. It had been a little over twenty-three months of this tyranny, and she’d snapped.

      Yes, she’d had it.

      Twenty-eight minutes into her morning shift, and he’d already managed to sidle up and rub himself against her backside. She was bent over a console checking temperatures, climate composition and the gravity regulators when he’d done it. All her muscles instinctively stiffened as she felt the hardness of his little penis wedged between her butt cheeks.

      She hated their uniforms. Why couldn’t they wear the more informal shirts that looked like the classic golf shirts of old and the more flattering utility slacks, like other departments? No, she had to wear men’s white button-down shirts that only managed to gap across her ample chest when she didn’t have safety pins to doubly secure the spaces between the buttons.

      Those hideous, stiff, men’s khaki pants never managed to accommodate her trifecta of womanly designation—large hips, butt and thighs that were out of proportion with her waist. The effect was a perpetual gap in the back of her pants that belts couldn’t always fix. To remedy as much of the distortion as possible, she wore pants that were a few sizes too big. It was either that or run the risk of the fabric stretching for dear life across her thighs and butt. She always managed to feel like she’d dressed in a white and tan blob of demoralizing designation reserved for the invisible and unattractive of society.

      Kyra had no doubt that it was Brantley who chose the atypical set of uniforms the station’s operations staff wore. He was stuck in a bygone fashion era, based on a corporate world that no longer existed. The pleas of the staff to change the uniforms always met with his same tired reply. “We are the backbone of this station, and we will set ourselves apart as such.”

      The sad fact was that he was delusional and thought he looked professional. His big stomach and flat butt made his pants sag. He looked like a damned fool. They might have been glorified custodians of the space station, but they didn’t have to dress like janitors!

      Kyra was the only female on the crew of seventeen, and the uniforms were cut to fit a man’s body—not her very curvy one. To make herself feel like the woman she was and to have something that fit her body in a more flattering way, she’d decided to wear approved uniform khaki skirts. She’d wear them from time to time to mix it up and to remind herself that she didn’t have to look like a thrown-away hobo. Her only consolation this morning was that she’d worn the unflattering pants instead of one of her skirts, which somehow offered her the feeling of a little more protection.

      This time, Brantley had gone too far. He’d actually wiggled himself against her. There was no mistaking it. All the diplomacy she’d managed to exercise for almost two years flew out the room with that act of blatant disrespect.

      Before she knew what was happening, she’d swung around and thrown her coffee mug at him. It didn’t matter that she’d just filled it with hot coffee. It served him right for sexually harassing her once again.

      Kyra dreamed of becoming the space program’s top technical engineer, and this post was her first step. She’d worked hard, earning a master’s degree in applied technical engineering from MIT, and she took this position instead of going on to get a PhD. At the time, it seemed like the best way to get into the program on the surface, forgoing additional schooling to get field training here. These positions were coveted, and she’d jumped at the chance to join the space station, even happy to start as a junior analyst. But almost two years of dealing with this toad with no promotion in sight was not worth it. She’d had it. This was proving to be the dead-end, thankless job she feared she’d get trapped in. Brantley was never going to promote her. She knew that now. He couldn’t teach her anything; none of them could. She was here, doing her own thing and learning by trial and error. He just wanted her around as dependable labor and an object to feel on and get his rocks off.

      “Brantley, I warned you. I told you if you tried to rub your little, shriveled, gherkin-pickle dick against me one more time, I’d make you regret it.”

      “You think too much of yourself. I was just trying to get by when you stuck your fat ass out. No one…” He looked around to see if anyone else was around to hear what he was about to say and repeated it more slowly. “No one is going to believe that I would ever attempt to sexually harass you. It’s not like you’re a looker like your doctor friend. Why would I risk my job over your sub-par ass? I still don’t know how you passed the physical or weight requirement to be up here in the first place.”

      “Ha! You’re one to talk, Jabba the Nut!”

      “Oh, okay, so now you’re really making this too easy. You attacked me unprovoked, and now you’re hurling insults at me? Kyra, I’d say you are creating a hostile work environment, and I can’t have that on my team. You’re fired!”

      “What? You can’t fire me. I’m the one forced to work with you. You’re the hostility in this trap!”

      He turned, ignoring her as he snatched the station intra-connected communicator up to speak. Kyra couldn’t believe how calm she was. It was as if she didn’t care anymore. Anything was better than having to work day in and day out with this loser.

      Brantley’s rushed voice filled the room as he connected with his intended party.

      “Security? Yes, this is Brantley Mitzen, Head of Operations, and I need an escort to remove an ex-employee from this secured space.” He glared at her as he emphasized ‘ex’.

      “You’re calling security on me? You have lost your mind. Duh. We’re on a space station. Where am I going to go?”

      At that, he turned back to her with a smirk for the ages. “I’m going to have you confined to your quarters until transport back to the surface can be arranged.” He covered the receiver with a hand and continued, “You messed up, Kyra. You didn’t play the game very well—you shouldn’t have denied me. You didn’t have the options you must have thought you had. I was the only one showing you any interest, and you managed to blow even that. Or should I say, you didn’t blow it in a way that could help you advance.” He glanced up and down her body in a way that made her skin crawl with the ickiness of it. Still not content to give it a rest, he added, “Now you’ll rot in your rooms until I can get your ass kicked off this station. You messed up, and now you’re fired.”

      He was mental. How could he think she’d be willing to put up with that kind of behavior from him? But now was not the time to show weakness. He’d only make her more miserable if he knew he could get on her nerves.

      She mustered up all her strength, put on an impenetrable face of resolve and said, “Fine. I don’t want to be in the same vicinity as you any longer than I have to, anyway.”

      Soon the doors to the area slid open, and five large security personnel filled the room. The one in charge looked from Kyra to Brantley and asked, “Is this the perpetrator?” She watched him as he seemed to appraise the coffee-drenched and highly agitated Brantley.

      Brantley took the opportunity to launch into an Academy Award-worthy tirade. “Yes, she attacked me and threw hot coffee on me, unprovoked.”

      She didn’t miss the quick look of triumph that slithered through Brantley’s dull, poop-colored eyes. The bastard.

      Hearing that, the head of security instructed the others, “Secure the perpetrator.”

      Oh hell, he called me a perpetrator—twice. This can’t be good. She immediately braced for rough handling but was instead surrounded and led back to her quarters—to sit and wait.
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      “Then what happened?”

      “He fired me is what happened. He even had the nerve to call and have security bring me back here. I’m confined to these quarters until a transport back to Earth can be arranged.”

      “Yeah, I heard security escorted you back here after you beat up Brantley.”

      “I didn’t beat him up, although in hindsight I should have. You know, as a parting gift.”

      “You’re too funny. I wish you had called me right after it happened. We could have cornered him. I would have held him down while you beat the crap out of him.”

      “See, that’s why you’re my bestie. You get me,” Kyra said nodding her head in approval.

      “That I do, but what about the transport back to Earth? The next supply shipment would most likely be that transport, and it isn’t scheduled to arrive until…” Phoebe paused to think when the next medical shipment would arrive, “…the end of next week. Kyra, you’ll be stuck here in your quarters for almost two weeks. Have you tried to contact the commander yet?”

      Kyra knew how fast gossip spread on board and figured her friend would come as soon as she heard, which only took about an hour. True to form when she found out, Phoebe had rushed over to check in on Kyra.

      “Kyra, please tell me you contacted the commander. There’s no telling what Brantley is saying about you.”

      Of all the females on board, Phoebe was considered the catch. Single, beautiful, smart and nice, she embodied what Kyra wished she had—feminine style and grace. And Phoebe was her greatest advocate, always there to help her navigate the politically charged environment. Phoebe had proven time and again that she was a strategist to be reckoned with. Kyra didn’t understand why her friend was so content with her vocation instead of going into politics.

      Phoebe or Phee, as Kyra liked to call her, was a diplomat, whereas Kyra was a grouchy tinkerer. She’d rather take something apart to figure it out and improve it, rather than learning to maneuver and position herself in the crazy head-games people on board played. Many used this station to leapfrog to better positions when their time was complete.

      Five years was a fairly short time to spend up here, considering the perks one got in return once back on the surface. Kyra hadn’t even made it halfway through her contract before getting booted. But that was life; no use crying over it now.

      “No. I’m still trying to get my head around everything. It all happened so fast. I was working, and the next thing I felt was his slimy body rubbing up against my butt. I snapped and gave him the perfect opportunity to get rid of me.”

      “Ooh, gross!” Phoebe said, shuddering at the thought of it.

      “I know, that’s exactly what I thought!”

      “You’re good. I’m not sure I wouldn’t have killed that troll for touching me.”

      “Phoebe! You never advocate violence. I think I like this side of you.”

      “Well, I’ve never had to deal with a sexual predator. I wouldn’t be able to deal with that. You’ve done so well for two years! I’m impressed. All you did was throw coffee. I probably would have injected him with a paralyzing agent to allow me time to filet his pecker.”

      “Wow, and they say I’m the mean one,” Kyra said, laughing at her friend’s vivid description. When she sobered enough to think about her predicament again she said, “Phoebe, thanks for coming to check on me. It means a lot. I didn’t realize until now how much I’m going to miss you.”

      “Oh hush up. Something tells me you’re not going anywhere. Everyone knows you’re the backbone of the operations team. Brantley’s a bureaucratic blowhard who can’t run most of the systems that you and the others can. It’s no secret you’ve modified and rebuilt most of the infrastructure. Everything runs more efficiently since you’ve been here. I’m sure once the commander finds out, he’ll do right by you.”

      That was Phoebe, smoothing everything out to show the optimistic side of things.

      “I hope you’re right about that. I’m not ready to leave.”

      Phoebe leaned in to give Kyra an empathetic pat on on the knee. “You won’t. We need you too much.”

      Kyra looked up at Phoebe. Their differences couldn’t have been more obvious, but they had some similarities, as well. Like Kyra, Phoebe was a woman of color, although her flawless, toffee-colored skin was delicate compared to Kyra’s deep amber coloring. Kyra watched with a tinge of guilty envy as Phoebe spoke, noting how her long ringlets—perfect brown curls infused with honey blonde—rustled with the slightest of head movements.

      In contrast, Kyra’s own head bore unruly, tight coils the color of the blackest midnight. Her massive mane of hair fell just past her shoulder blades and refused to play nice, no matter how much she cajoled it.

      “I’ve never spoken directly with the commander. I doubt he knows who I am. I guess I should have been more social, as you asked me to be. I might not be in this mess if I’d listened.”

      “Don’t do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “Beat yourself up in hindsight. I know for certain he knows who you are.” Phoebe leveled a ‘don’t doubt me’ look at Kyra and continued. “I know this because he came to the medical bay a little while back and asked how we were doing on power fluctuations. Remember, I told you that we used to have outages before you got here, and we had to print bio replacement specimens for the scientists.” Kyra nodded and waited for Phoebe to continue. “When Dr. Steven told him we’d had no issues in a while, he said, and I quote, ‘Yes, since our new analyst Kyra has come on board, this station hums like a kitten.’ Unquote.”

      “He said that?” Kyra asked in disbelief.

      “He sure did. I didn’t mention it before because he made it sound as though you had interaction with him.”

      “Well I’ll be…”

      “Don’t you see? You are the one the commander sees as the value in that department. There’s no way he’s going to let Brantley ship you away. He’d be too scared some other agency would snatch you up. Your reputation is spreading, Honey Bun.”

      Kyra smiled, loving Phoebe’s occasional term of endearment. It made her feel like they were family.

      “Speaking of honey buns, you got anything sweet to eat? I’m craving chocolate, and you seem to always have the best stash,” Phoebe said.

      “I think so, check the pantry.” Kyra pondered the possibility that the commander might know who she was, after all.

      Phoebe made humming noises from the kitchenette as she located candy. That was another thing to like about her. Like Kyra, she was also blessed with curves. Phoebe’s were a slightly smaller version of Kyra’s, but both women understood the trials of being shapely. They appreciated food and didn’t live on the micro-fasting diets that a lot of the women on the station followed. They ate food, appreciated it and didn’t quibble about calories. Neither was excessively overweight, but they did have distinctive bodies. As Phoebe liked to put it, “You can tell I’m a woman from far away.”

      Kyra’s attention floated back to the conversation as Phoebe re-entered the room carrying a bag of miniature candy bars. She asked, “Hey Phee, if you were me, how would you handle this?”

      Kyra valued Phoebe’s advice. They were alike in many ways but in this situation, she knew she needed Phoebe’s finesse. They were glaringly different in how they handled their predicaments. Kyra acted more like a battle cat when confronted with her plight as a woman on a predominantly male space station; Phoebe flowed with things. She made the best of them and knew how to play the game.

      Kyra loved men and often fantasized about a strong alpha type coming in and sweeping her off her feet, making it obvious he wanted her and only her. Of late, she’d started to have dreams about a raven-haired, gray-eyed sex god who would get her all hot and bothered by simply being nearby. Just as she’d worked up the nerve to consummate their relationship, she always woke up. Talk about sexually frustrated! In real life, she was shy when it came to being around men she was attracted to.

      She’d never had a real romantic relationship or gotten past some heavy kissing. At twenty-eight years old, she was embarrassed to admit she was still a virgin, so she opted to stay to herself when she wasn’t on duty, preferring to tinker and enhance stuff. Sure her libido was off the charts, but she’d learned to pleasure herself and focus on her job. No harm, no foul.

      Phoebe, on the other hand, was a social butterfly. She went on dates from time to time and even managed to befriend some of the married couples. Those same married men acted like protective brothers, helping to keep the creeps away from her and the ever-growing fandom of guys who crushed hard on her. When she’d ask Kyra to join her for outings, Kyra always refused. Their friendship was that of an odd couple, but it worked.

      Kyra would never admit that she felt socially awkward around Phoebe when they were in public. She felt like she lived in Phoebe’s shadow and, she was embarrassed to admit, even a little jealous of her. Phoebe, with her usual grace, never pressured Kyra and didn’t seem to notice her apprehensions.

      Phoebe had become a close friend and more like the big sister Kyra always wished she had. When Kyra had first shown up at the station, trying desperately to hide the fact that she was scared and alone, Phoebe had been the one to show her the ropes. Forming friendships with other females had never been one of Kyra’s strong suits, but Phoebe made it easy to like her with her optimism and caring ways.

      Two years ago, she and Phoebe were part of a small number of single females on board. That number had dwindled since then, with many of the woman quickly snatched up with marriage proposals. To hear Phoebe tell it, it felt more like the running of the bulls, the way guys pursued women on board, and she had managed to deftly sidestep all takers, saying she’d know when it was the right one and the right time.

      Kyra admired her for that strong sense of confidence. She retreated in the opposite direction when men approached her. The other women who made up the female population came to the station already married or in committed relationships; many were working with their spouses and significant others on board.

      Kyra was a junior technical analyst, and Phoebe was a doctor—a senior member of the medical staff and second in command of the medical bay. She was in her fourth year on board and fielding offers that were pouring in for when she finished next year. Only a few years older than Kyra, Phoebe was light years ahead in her social skills and ability to handle the rigors of living on the space station. She was a great friend, humble and the voice of calm when Kyra needed to vent. Kyra could be full of piss and vinegar when someone got her riled up, but Phoebe seemed to float through life, shining her tranquility on everyone. Kyra had occasionally tried to hate her, but Phoebe’s good so outweighed the bad that there was no option but to love her like a sister.

      Phoebe sat in a lounge chair while Kyra reclined on a couch, munching down miniature candy bars. “You know each of these is going straight to my ass, and I don’t even care.”

      “You’re the doctor. No one will dare say or even think anything about what you do. You have a god-like status. Heck, you can have all the candy bars you want if you can give me a shot that repels Brantley and all the other creeps on board.”

      Phoebe gave a quick shudder and said, “Honey Bun, if I had that kind of power, most of the guys would give us both a twenty-foot berth. But you may be onto something. Maybe I can work with research on something that makes us smell like a corpse flower whenever we’re grossed out by a guy.”

      They laughed, and Kyra wondered how Phoebe could stand to play second fiddle to the older head doctor, Steven, who appeared to give orders and take all the credit for all his staff’s work. But true to Phoebe’s nature, she was gracious. Everyone knew who did the real work around the medical bay, anyway. Her innovations and breakthrough procedures were cutting-edge. Everyone always asked to be treated by the brilliant one when they came to the medical bay, and it wasn’t Dr. Steven, for sure. Phoebe was in high demand, both professionally and romantically.

      Kyra sighed. No use torturing herself over her perfectly loyal friend’s perfect life. She had to think about what to do next. Kyra voiced aloud her thoughts about the job to bounce them off Phoebe.

      “Now that I think about, it won’t do any good to talk with the commander. You and I both know there’s no where else I can work here. I wouldn’t pass the physical tests to work security, and no one with half a brain will let me near the flight deck, medical bay or kitchens. I wouldn’t be able to resist taking stuff apart instead of doing the job. It’s either this or become part of housekeeping. I don’t have the stamina to clean all day, either, so scratch that one off the list.”

      She stood to pace and think. Why was everything in such a mess? This morning started out with promise, and now this.

      “Oh Phee, I should have stuck with the core exercise requirements. I’m at least fifteen pounds heavier than I was two years ago, and I haven’t studied to qualify for anything but an operations technical specialist. Heck, you’re eating part of the reason that my surface mass has increased exponentially.”

      “Kyra, if you don’t stop beating yourself up, I’m going to put you in a time-out in that corner over there,” Phoebe said, hurling a miniature candy bar at her.

      “You know me…I tinker and figure out technical stuff. I can’t fight, and I most certainly don’t have the patience or training to be a researcher or medical specialist like you.”

      A loud crunching and scraping sound filled the air. As Kyra attempted to sit back down, a muted but hard thump shook the room.

      “What was that?” Phoebe asked, looking panicked.

      “I don’t know, but whatever it is can’t be good.”
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      Fucked, that’s what he was. Why had he lost his cool with her? Now he was screwed to oblivion, and he knew it. Kyra was gone. She no longer worked for him. She was out of his life. Who would keep the controls running smoothly now?

      Succession plan be damned. He hadn’t taken the time to make sure Kyra recorded everything she did in any given shift—at least she hadn’t done it that he knew of. Maybe the guys on the other shifts knew if she kept a log and where it was located, but he was too busy being moon-eyed over her to ever take the time to ask. He knew better than to get caught up in her allure. Now he was the one with his pants around his ankles, looking shabby and exposed.

      The console emitted flashing lights, worrisome messages and angry sounds. Were those temperature spikes? And that looked like a warning that the station was moving by a matter of degrees. His pressure was rising by the second.

      Too many systems required attention, and the conflict warnings glared an angry red at him. He knew enough about the controls Kyra had constructed to begin to panic. She hadn’t been gone an hour, and everything was going to hell.

      His handling of the situation was going to get him fired or worse. He needed her back, but he couldn’t just call her back to the control room. Security had already revoked her clearance, and there was no way he was going to let her work on his credentials. She might try to sabotage him and mess something up. No, he had to think, had to find another solution. He had to get Dirk to come back in, or someone—hell, anyone!—who could get him out of this mess.

      Dirk was not as brilliant as Kyra, but he knew how to clean up a mess quickly. Brantley scrambled to get him to come in and cover the vacancy Kyra left.

      Brantley had lied to her about why she always had to work with him. The real reason was that he was obsessed with her. He knew it sounded sick now that he replayed it in his mind. Another reason was so he could learn from her; ensuring that she did great work while he was on duty made it seem like he was on top of things. She made him look good, and he wanted her, badly. His plan had been to work with her and woo her over time. That plan had now sunk like a bag of rocks.

      For years he’d skated by, never having to prove he knew anything, just coasting on his rank. Now he had to put up or shut up. Kyra hadn’t yet calibrated the systems for the day when he’d lost his mind and decided to have a quick feel and smell of her. She drove him crazy, and he always acted nuts around her.

      He couldn’t explain it, but she was the most alluring woman he’d ever met. He loved that she was unaware of the effect she had on him and every man who came into contact with her. And her body! It was the stuff of many wet dreams—Brantley’s and others’. No one bragged about having had her, and if the rumors were true, the idea of her being a virgin was too much to handle.

      When she so blatantly rejected him with that look of disgust this morning, he’d lost all control. His anger drove him to do something he couldn’t take back. He’d fired her and brought security into it. He’d been driven to make her pay, to show her who was in control and who had power over whom.

      But now it looked like she would win. There was no way he could run the controls without her. He hated his life right now. Then he thought about it, and he hated her for making him lose control. She was the cause of this mess. It was because of her and her temptress ways that he’d had to do what he did. She knew what she was doing when she leaned over that console every day, displaying that perfectly rounded ass of hers. And all the times she’d flash a bit of her plump, ripe breasts in those lacy bras was too much. He positioned himself in a seat whenever she stood so he could look up and see through the buttons of those shirts, hoping to catch glimpses of her perfect tits.

      She knew full well what effect it had on him and the others. She was a seductress, playing innocent and hard to get. That’s why he had to keep her on his shift and away from the others as much as possible. He’d wanted to woo her, but almost two years and she still wasn’t warming up to his advances. She was a cold-hearted bitch, that’s what she was. It was her fault he was in this predicament. Kyra was to blame for all of it. He wouldn’t be surprised if she hadn’t managed to do something to sabotage him before she left. She could be dangerous if she wanted to be.

      On second thought, it was best if he got her off this ship before either of them did something drastic.

      Dirk finally picked up the communicator and tried to play tired. Brantley was not in the mood; Dirk would get himself here or else. Wait, he couldn’t fire another of his staff, but he could make his life a living hell. He could make sure Dirk didn’t get much time to spend with that hot new wife of his. Yeah, that would make him get here.

      “Dammit, can’t you come in now? I need someone to help me get the station back on line… Oh, Kyra?” he hesitated as the second most competent man of his crew asked where she was. She never called in sick, so he couldn’t use that lie. He had to confess. “She’s no longer working here. I had to fire her.”

      He held the phone, wondering if the analyst had fallen back to sleep. He knew it was possible, since the man had just finished up his twelve-hour shift, but Brantley was in a bind.

      “Look I need you to come in, if only for a couple of hours until the midday staff arrives…Yeah, yeah, I’ll let you have extra time off. Just get here now!” he muttered and slammed the communicator down before Dirk could wrench any other promises out of him. He didn’t want him to pick up on how desperate he was, or the guy would ask for the fucking moon.
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      ATTENTION! ATTENTION! ATTENTION! All staff report to your stations. ATTENTION! ATTENTION! ATTENTION! All staff report to your stations.

      

      Kyra looked at Phoebe and saw her own confusion mirrored on her friend’s face.

      “Yeah, this is bad. Look, Phoebe, you’d better go back to the medical bay now, something must be happening.”

      “I don’t want you to be stuck here without knowing what’s going on,” Phoebe said, looking a little hesitant.

      “I’ll be all right. You heard your orders. I’ll try the intra-communicator channels to see if anyone has any information. Now scoot. You can tell me what happened later.”

      There was a loud and anxious knock on the door. Before Kyra or Phoebe could respond, a strong male voice shouted through the door, “Kyra Simmons, this is security. May we come in?”

      Her heart was in her throat. Security wanted her again? She cast a quick glance at Phoebe and all she got in return was a shrug.

      Okay, she had to be calm and find out what this was about. She’d done nothing and was as clueless as the next person about what might have caused that sound. With what strength she had left from her already horrible day, she managed to get out, “Yes. I’m coming.”

      When she opened the door, she saw a different set of security personnel. It was only three this time, but she recognized them from the commander’s detail. Oh sugar, this couldn’t be good, not at all.

      When they filed into the room one of them spoke directly to her as if he knew her. “Kyra, the commander requests your presence on the command deck in the mission control room. Please follow us.”

      They turned without acknowledging Phoebe and filed back out of the room. When Kyra failed to follow, the one who had spoken before turned back and said, “Please Kyra. This is an emergency.” Then he addressed Phoebe. “Dr. Brown, I suspect you are needed in the medical bay. Please excuse us while we attend to this matter concerning Ms. Simmons.” Phoebe looked like she was about to speak when he added, “Don’t be concerned. She is not in any trouble. On the contrary, it’s us who need her help.” With that he turned and said to Kyra, “Please, come quickly.”

      Kyra gave Phoebe a quick glance, and they left in different directions, she with the security officers and Phoebe to the medical bay.
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      “Good to see you Ms. Simmons…or may I call you Kyra?” the commander asked as she came into the vast room.

      Mission control looked as she’d imagined it. There were people and technology everywhere. As on the rest of the station, the air was sterile and cool. She should know—she programmed it to be that way. Working with Phoebe, she’d come up with the optimal temperature and air quality mix to stave off the spread of disease and bacterial growth.

      The room bustled with quiet activity; each person having a highly specific skill. They paid no attention to the new arrival, continuing to focus on their tasks as she tried to overcome the awe and wonder of the scene. Kyra knew this was why members of the flight crew were deemed the cream of the crop.

      An air of complete competence permeated the room.

      That was the confidence she coveted when she saw it in others who were boldly themselves, no matter what happened around them.

      But that didn’t matter now; she was no longer a part of the space station—she’d been fired. Kyra stilled herself enough to dare to act like these people. She forced down that piece of her that nagged the back of her consciousness, the one that made her feel inadequate. Was the commander going to reprimand her in front of everyone? She didn’t know what she’d done to make everything seem so solemn, but she wasn’t going to allow them to see how rattled she was.

      She held her head a little higher and managed to get out in a clear, almost confident voice, “Yes sir, by all means, please call me Kyra.”

      With a warm smile, he gestured for her to follow him into another room off to the side.

      Once inside the impressively decorated and official-looking office, the commander, his second and two of the security officers remained. After he gestured for Kyra to take a seat at a large conference table, the rest of them followed. His voice was mellow and comforting. She liked that. He was an attractive man who looked to be in his late forties or early fifties. He was in great shape and had a full head of salt and pepper hair; Kyra found that she could easily develop a crush on him.

      Stop that. This is the commander you’re considering for your pitiful crush adoration. Her thoughts were quickly interrupted when he spoke to her again.

      “Kyra, thank you for coming so quickly. Unfortunately, time is not on our side today, and we need your help.”

      She felt her eyes widen with surprise as she listened to what the commander of the largest outpost space station had to say. They needed her help? With what?

      The commander continued to speak. “First let me say it has come to my attention that Brantley Mitzen attempted to have you fired and removed from the station this morning. I want to assure you that you are not fired, nor have you been relieved of any of your duties.” He paused and noticed her surprise. “I can tell by your expression you were not aware of this.”

      “No sir, I—”

      “Please Kyra at a time like this, I think it’s best to drop the formalities. Please call me Mark. That’s the least I can offer for what I’m about to ask of you.”

      “Okay then… Mark, what is the big emergency?”

      “It appears while we were allowing you to cool off in your quarters this morning, Brantley was allowing the ship to veer off course and some of the most vital systems to overheat. We’ve drifted into the path of some space debris. The loud noises you heard and disturbances you may have felt were due to our colliding with some rather large pieces of junk and old space hardware. Now we’re in a magnetic pull toward a larger mass of this junk. If we don’t correct our course soon, the situation might very well become grim.”

      “Hmm, okay. I’m not sure what he may have done to cause us to veer off our coordinates, but I’ll be happy to go down there and take a look and fix what I can.”

      “Oh no, there’s no way we’re going to let you anywhere near him again.” Commander Mark cleared his throat as he began the next part. “It has also come to my attention that you were routinely sexually assaulted by that…man. We are purposely allowing him to think he can hide what he’s done or failed to do until we can get this fixed and have him put into confinement. He’s a disgrace to our corps, and I want to extend my deepest apologies to you. If I’d known what he was doing to you on a regular basis, I would have intervened. Please don’t ever be silent or work in conditions like that again without saying anything. We failed you in that regard, and for that I’m sincerely sorry. Please accept my apology.”

      The sincere hurt on his face allowed Kyra to let down her guard and instantly trust him. She decided then and there she’d do whatever the commander needed of her.

      “Commander, I mean Mark, there’s no need. But may I ask who told you? How did you find out about that?”

      “When Brantley contacted security and said he’d fired you, which is not in his power to do, by the way, he triggered the security protocol. That protocol requires that we access and review video and audio footage of events leading up to the charge.” He scanned her face for signs of misunderstanding as he spoke. “Let me assure you, Kyra, that we do not watch video of anything anyone does on the station without probable cause. Although video and audio is recorded at all times, the footage can only be accessed once the protocol is activated. This information is above Brantley’s security and management level, so he wouldn’t have known it existed. Before this morning, we had no evidence of what he was doing until he brought security into the situation. We watched with horror at what he did to you. Then we reviewed other times he’d worked with you, only to discover this was a norm with him where you were concerned.” He looked at her again, this time to gauge her reaction. When he was satisfied she was handling it well enough, he continued. “We also learned how incompetent he is. We’ve taken control from his console and re-routed the systems operations up here. If you can find it in your heart to forgive us, we’d like you to attempt to fix whatever he has done. It appears you are the only one who fully understands this system. In fact, it looks like some type of proprietary system you created. Plus, it has since locked up and won’t allow anyone to bring it back online.”

      When he put it like that, Kyra saw how much she’d overstepped her bounds in reconfiguring the system. She quickly offered what she’d done. Might as well get the tongue lashing over with.

      “Yes, I did some work to use different sources to power the system, but I made sure to leave an override, and the operations manual is in the SOO file on the Standards of Operation drive. It would only go offline if there was some sort of threat. Did anyone attempt to corrupt it with a foreign command? It makes no sense it would lock up otherwise. The guys should have known how to bring it back online,” she quickly added when he looked puzzled.

      “We didn’t allow them to come to Brantley’s aid, even though he attempted to bully Dirk to come back to work after he’d already worked twelve hours. The only person to touch it has been that moron. As for the documentation and file location, we will make sure that’s noted in the ship’s main operation manual. And to answer the question you didn’t ask, no I’m not angry about your changes. This station never ran better than when you got here. I’m glad to know where the SOO file is now too.” He looked around at the others as if looking for strength and said, “But in the meantime, we are in a perilous situation. We are right in the path of a large piece of an abandoned space station from the early twenty-first century. If we collide with it, it may cause irreparable damage to the station. Those pieces of antiquated metal are heavy enough to cause serious damage or worse.”

      “Oh, well, let’s get to it then. How much time do we have before impact?” Kyra asked, hoping she had enough time to unravel what had happened in the last two plus hours under Brantley’s control.

      “Less than five hours to impact is our current calculation. And there’s another issue. The debris that already collided with us has lodged itself into one of the ten engines. The engine is now off line, and that collision was just a slight bump. Imagine what will happen if debris hits us with any force? We’re operating at eighty-five to ninety percent engine capacity at best. That may not be enough to move us out of the path before impact. All I can say is that I wish we were meeting under better circumstances.”

      She nodded, unable to comprehend how this had managed to get so bad so fast. Brantley had struck again. But she’d have to process that later. “It’s all right. Please lead the way so I can get started on the system.”

      Kyra was placed at a console that put the one in the operations section to shame. After she logged in and got acclimated, she began. When she had the system back online, she looked up to see many of the same people she’d admired when she came onto the floor staring at her in amazement.

      “Commander, would it be possible to get someone to help me with the calculations for the thrust needed to dislodge the mass of the debris? I want to see if we can remove what’s already entwined with the engine. Plus, if you can spare them, I need a few engineers to help with a couple other things.”

      Without hesitation, the commander motioned for four people to come to her station. After she gave out the directives and worked for another couple of hours, she motioned for the commander to go back into his private office and briefing room.

      Once inside and certain only his trusted staff was there, she announced, “I don’t see a way to avoid most of the debris field. I recommend that you prepare an evacuation immediately. I’ve already used up more than two hours trying to find a way to avoid the field. I don’t know how long it would take to get some other transports, but I suggest you give the order to get most of the crew into the shuttles and back down to the surface as soon as possible.”

      The room remained quiet for a few beats too long. Then the commander spoke.

      “I see. So what you’re saying is that impact of some sort is inevitable? Even with the system back online?”

      “I’m sad to say, yes, that’s correct. We’ve drifted too far into the field, and our engine capacity by your own engineer’s calculation is down to eighty percent at best. We must prepare for the worst. Even if we had someone go out there and physically remove the debris from that engine, we still wouldn’t have the thrust capacity to change course in time. I’m sorry, but that is my best recommendation.”

      The commander squared his shoulders and stood. “All right people, you heard her. Get everyone ready to evacuate the station.”

      The words had no sooner left his mouth than a loud crash sounded, and the station shook from a collision impact. As in so many of the fictionalized accounts of space collisions she’d watched in old movies growing up, there were blaring alarms and flashing warning lights. If she didn’t know she was in mission control with the best people to handle a crisis, she might have panicked. Instead, she affected a steely resolve and went about assessing the damage and becoming part of the solution to get people to safety.

      Her next thought was how Phee was doing. She could only imagine the chaos she must be enduring in the medical bay. As she ran a quick scan of systems, her worst fears seemed to be playing out today. The air pressure and oxygen levels were compromised. They were losing oxygen more rapidly than they’d be able to evacuate.

      As she scanned and re-ran the data, she thought about how much she wanted to hate Brantley right now for putting everyone into this predicament, but she knew that was a cop-out. Now wasn’t the time to be a temperamental shrew. It was her place to work and find solutions. Blaming was a waste of time and energy that could be better spent getting things done.

      “Commander, I need you to get some help from the surface. Is there a way to send a Mayday to them? I don’t think the station will be able to sustain air quality for the two plus hours we need. If everything remains constant, the air will be gone in an hour and forty-nine minutes. We need to get all non-essential personnel out of here now.”

      The commander gave her a look of disbelief and then quickly went into action. “Thank you, Kyra. Looks like you’re the commander today. I’m going down to the engine rooms to coordinate the evacuation. Please keep me apprised of the systems’ situation every ten minutes. I can be reached on the intra-communicator on this frequency.” He pointed at a frequency she hadn’t known was available before then.

      With a quick nod to confirm that she understood what was to be done, he was off.

      Within the next few minutes, the station-wide announcement system began to broadcast the mandatory evacuation. Hearing the announcement brought chills to Kyra’s body. This was not a drill. She was in the heart of a potentially life-or-death situation. Looking at the disarray of many of the station’s systems, she dug in deeper to unravel as much of the chaos as possible.

      A buzzing notification let her know the filtration system was failing. If the filters couldn’t keep up, then the air quality would deteriorate even faster, poisoning everyone with gases mixed in deadly proportions. This was nuts. She could only imagine what the rest of the ship must look like. Up here in mission control it was starting to unravel. People were running back and forth, and the tension in their voices belied their calm appearance. Seeing these strong-willed people start to fray around the edges gave away the rawness of the situation. Any minute now, someone would lose his cool and snap.

      Buzz, buzz, buzz…

      The sound startled her, but she picked up the intra-communicator next to her station. Dirk’s agitated voice filled her ears.

      “Kyra! What the hell is going on? I came in to help Brantley. He’s in a corner crying and losing it, and I can’t access any of the systems. Plus, someone just reported a fire in one of the loading galleys next to an engine that seems to have stopped working.”

      “Dirk, slow down. Did you say there’s a fire next to one of the engine rooms?”

      “Yes but I can’t get control of the system to run a check.”

      “Don’t worry about that. Mission control overrode it. I have control of all the systems up here in the control room now. I’ll take a look to see if I can locate the fire and activate the extinguishers.”

      She scanned the area for elevations in temperature, and sure enough, there was a growing fire in the room next to the inoperable engine.

      “Looks like I found it. I’ve turned on the overhead extinguishers. I’ll see if we can dispatch someone down there to help with putting the fire out, to make sure it’s done.”

      “Hey Kyra, what happened? Why are you up there, and why did you leave? Brantley is a mess. I can’t get him to talk or even move from that corner. It’s like he’s snapped.”

      “Dirk, it’s a story too long to talk about at the moment. And I didn’t leave, he tried to fire me. Once we get everyone to safety, we’ll have to catch up, and I’ll be happy to fill you in. Let’s just say Brantley is feeling the heat of not knowing how to do his job. But you should leave and find your wife. Prepare for evacuation and head to your nearest designated area to board a shuttle. It’s not looking good, and this is the real thing, not a drill. You understand? You need to leave now. Let Brantley know to do the same. Find your wife and get out to your shuttle.”

      “All right, thanks for the heads-up. Whatever is happening up there, be careful and stay safe. If I don’t get to see you before we make it back to the surface, know that I’ve always admired you and the work you do.”

      With that, they severed the intra-communicator connection. It was time to try to save as many lives as possible. Another explosion shook the station. Kyra watched in horror as many of the once calm engineers and flight crew raced to the observation window and stared in horror. She didn’t have time to do the same—she only listened for snatches of what they saw.

      They had just collided with the piece of debris they’d feared most. There was a gaping hole in the station’s hull; casualties were reported, and uninjured crew members were attempting to put out raging fires.

      This was not good on so many levels. Kyra worked to restore systems and watched with disbelief as the fires devoured precious oxygen. At this rate, they had about thirty minutes of air left. The evacuations had only started, and she needed a status report to see how many shuttles were still viable.

      Remembering to report updates to the commander, she picked up the intra-communicator. She tried to ignore her shaking hands as she activated his frequency. He immediately came on the line.

      “Commander…Mark. It looks like the fires in the hull are depleting our air supply at an alarming rate.”

      “How fast?”

      “We may have thirty minutes at most before the air is unbreathable. Evacuation efforts need to speed up if at all possible.”

      She waited for him to respond with her next directive, but his silence made her falter for a moment. Then her will to survive kicked in and she said, “Mark, move everyone to the shuttles and forget about the fire. No use trying to fight it when we’re all leaving anyway. Stuff as many people as possible in each shuttle. Let your people know it’s okay to start leaving mission control. I’ll stay to monitor systems and leave on the last shuttle.”

      Silence. Then she heard him come back on the line, “Kyra you are very brave. I never thought we’d be in this situation. Times like this really let people know what they’re made of. You, my dear, have a warrior’s heart. I want you to leave with the rest of the crew. I’m down in the area by the fire. As soon as we can contain it enough to salvage some of the shuttles and get crew aboard them, I’ll give the all clear for everyone to start boarding. Be ready to leave in no less than twelve minutes from this moment. Do you understand me? That is an order. Don’t try to hang around and be a hero. You have to survive and make it off this station.”

      At that moment another piece of debris crashed into the station, causing the lights in mission control to go out.

      “Kyra, are you all right? What happened? It sounded like something hit close to mission control.”

      “Yes we’re all right. I think another piece of debris hit us. The lights are out but…yes, the auxiliary generator lights just popped on.” Then the thought hit her—auxiliary power. “Hey Mark, do you think you could have most of the fire controlled in ten minutes?”

      “I’m not sure…why?”

      “Because I have an idea. If you can contain the fire to that one area, we can activate the emergency doors to that engine room to shut it off from the others. We’d use a boost from the auxiliary power to close it off. Then I could couple the regular power with auxiliary to clean the air down there, hopefully enough to give us another half hour. It’s a long shot, but that might give the surface time to send help.”

      “Not to sound like a pessimist, but I doubt it. The soonest they can get here is about four hours. The Mayday went out only a little over an hour ago, when you asked me to send it. No, Kyra, we have to save ourselves on this go round.”

      “Okay. I’m not giving up on ideas to buy us more time. Sir, how many shuttles are located in that engine area?”

      She listened as he took a count, asked someone with him for confirmation and then said, “There are normally three shuttles per engine room for a total of thirty shuttles. Each one can hold forty people. The station is at full capacity with just under 1,200 people.  It looks like we might be able to salvage one or two of these in the fire-damaged area. Then we’d need to make room for 40 to 80 people on the other shuttles. Only one shuttle is currently compromised. We may be able to absorb that on the other shuttles.”

      She didn’t like the odds of the other two shuttles in that area working. She wanted to close it off completely. Another quick check and her suspicions were confirmed. The area’s air composition was changing to include hydrogen. That was a dangerous recipe for an explosive situation. Could this day get any suckier?

      “Mark, it looks like we need to forget about those shuttles. The air is filling with hydrogen, becoming poisonous and dangerous. There could be more explosions in that area at any time. Please get your people out of there now. I’m going to attempt to activate the emergency door shutdown.”

      “You can’t without my override. There’s no time. I’ll fill the shuttles that work in this bay first and then move on. I have to use every available seat to get everyone out of here. It’s time for you to come down and leave, as well. I’ll see you when you get here.”

      The communication went dead. The area was volatile and could cause the entire station to explode, but she had to obey her commander. She couldn’t pull a mutiny. He didn’t need that added pressure. What good would it do in the long run? They had minutes to move more than thousand people off this station. She made her own executive decision to keep her misgivings to herself and follow orders.

      “Sir, tell me what you want to do and we’ll make it happen up here,” was the response she gave instead.

      “Start sending people to this engine room. That includes you leaving the area to come down to the shuttles, as well. We’ll fill up as many shuttles as we can and send them out as soon as possible. You can try to override and shut down the doors to cut off any more oxygen to the fires from the control panels down here. It looks like we’ll have them well enough under control for people to come into the area. And Kyra, if I make it out of this, I’m going to do two things.”

      She wanted to help him keep his spirits up, so she encouraged him. “Oh yeah, what’s that sir?”

      “I’m going to beat the shit out of Brantley if I ever see him again, and I’m going to have a medal of honor awarded to you for your bravery and leadership. You, Kyra, are a natural leader, and it’s been a pleasure to work with you, even if it’s been under extreme duress and for this brief time.”

      She was humbled and floored at his words; all she could manage to get out was, “Thank you, sir, and the same goes for you. I’m honored to have this opportunity to work with you.” She looked around at the panic in the room and said, “Time is wasting. I have to get your crew out of here. I’ll contact you in another ten minutes.”
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      Tordin’s starship fleet broke the edge of the galaxy in time to see the first of what would be three explosions to hit the floating craft. How had they managed to get so far into a debris belt?

      Tordin readied his ship to help the casualties get back to the surface of their planet. His warriors would attempt to be as covert as possible, not revealing their presence in accordance with the mandates of the Intergalactic Alliance, or the IGA for short.

      As they moved at warp speed to reach the ailing craft, he noticed no other vessels were present to help them. He instructed Malm to remain cloaked as a precaution.

      When his ship was within ten leagues of the craft, another explosion rocked the Terrain vessel, causing its keel and lower hull to ignite with flames. This was serious. He and his crew watched as tiny ships resembling pods started to depart the craft. He waited. Maybe they wouldn’t have to intervene after all. The Terrain beings might be able to survive on their own without him having to risk discovery or intercede.

      Still, the floating craft tugged at him, and he observed it with intense interest. Something about it or within it drew his attention. The pull was undeniable.

      His men counted the pods as they scrambled away from what looked like a floating space colony. When the pod count grew to twenty-eight, the largest explosion yet ripped through the side of the craft from which the pods were departing. They all watched as the craft began to tilt as if crippled.

      Tordin’s breathing stopped for a moment, and he hoped he’d not just witnessed death on board the craft. If he was going to help, it had to be now. No one else was there to lend support. If any Terrains were still on board attempting to leave, his warriors could provide the needed air and containment of the raging, life-devouring flames tearing through the station long enough to help them.

      He contacted the command bridge to give his orders.

      “Malm, do a life scan of the craft to see if any sentient life remains on board,” he instructed his second after the stream of fleeing ships came to a halt.

      He watched as the angry blaze devoured parts of the craft. It was a hungry beast, eating up the life-sustaining component of air that allowed all humanoids to breathe and live. If it continued, no living being would be able to survive it for long. He hoped all had managed to depart before that vicious explosion happened. The blaze continued to grow and roar its anger in the darkness of the void.

      After a brief moment, Malm came on the line to report. “Our scans reveal at least ten to twenty living beings still on the craft. We are awaiting your orders, Sire.”

      Tordin remained calm, allowing his training and heritage to come forward and asked, “Is there anyway to determine if any of these lives are female or offspring?”

      “Not at this time, Sire. We could scan for the weaker life-forces on board, but that is not a sound determinate for finding females or young on the craft. We’re still too far away for that level of detail.”

      “Thank you. Please give me a moment,” Tordin said. He closed the link and started to pace the expanse of his private situation room.

      He had to think. Too much was going on. He was already on a probable rescue mission of the inhabitants of an entire planet on his father’s orders. Now he was faced with this situation before they’d made even the smallest advance on the journey.

      He looked out his observation panel at the leaning vessel. The station floated limply like a wounded but gentle beast. As he turned away to plan his next command and actions, another gentle pull made him stop and turn back around. There was something calling him to that craft. The magnetic connection was subtle but sure. Some force connected him to it. It called to him and wafted across his beating life core, caressing it.

      Tordin shook his head to clear the seductive lure of that feeling. He was a warrior lord of reason, wisdom, strategy and logic. He had to focus and make a decision now. Back to the facts.

      The primary directive of any rescue was to help females and offspring first. If any were displaced without kindred or home, they would be offered safe shelter for the rest of their lives under the protection of the Emperor—his father—and brought to his home planet of Olodia to live out their remaining days. This was if they were under the governance of the Intergalactic Alliance. Would this apply to any on this craft? He doubted it.

      What he was fully prepared to do, however, was get them to safety.  But by doing this, would he place his father in an impossible predicament? Tordin never wanted to bring dishonor to his father.  He understood the reason for the original order the Emperor gave him. Going to Nenndi and restoring peace would keep his brother from harming too many beings to count. But this situation with the Terrain’s craft was a matter of life and death, as well.

      As the Emperor of their galaxy and a powerful member of the IGA, his father had to play by the mandates and lead by example. A decision as big as who would be the next to govern after him had to be presented with proof of its wisdom to the exacting requirements of the ever watchful IGA. Tordin had agreed to this mission to go after his brother for his father’s benefit; it was more important to play nice with the IGA than to do what he wanted.

      To stop and help the Terrain in what now looked to be a major rescue effort might open up a whole new realm of issues. There were still so many more reasons to leave this small faction of Terrains to their own devices. One of the biggest being the most obvious—Terrains didn’t know other humanoid species existed. If he helped them with the kind of support he clearly saw they needed and if the Earth planet found out about it, he might put his fleet and father at risk.

      The Terrains’ discovery of other humanoid life forms by an act of Tordin’s carelessness could become an intergalactic maelstrom, ripe for in-fighting and posturing for power within the IGA. Relations were already strained between the Emperors from the ruling galaxies. One major slip like this could give any one of them the edge he needed to disrupt the current delicate balance of power. Tordin hated governance.

      Then there was the fact that he would give up his healthy lead to his brother on this latest mess his father had asked him to fix. If Cordin arrived first, there would be no way to make sure he didn’t do or say something to make matters worse. He’d done it before. No, it was his way, and part of Tordin’s lot in life was to clean up the messes his older brother made. His father had asked him to go, knowing this to be so. Cordin’s disregard for anyone besides himself knew no bounds. If the major areas of the planet were locked in war, his arrival and subsequent gaffes might cause more planets to join in.

      Tordin rubbed a hand through his unruly hair. He made a mental note to have it cut again once they were back on course. The thick, jet-black mane with hints of deep blue grew too fast and always managed to get in his way. If he weren’t his father’s son, he’d keep it shaved, but knew he had to be presentable as a member of the royal family and for those times he was summoned home for official events.

      His mind continued to race with all the reasons it was not a good idea to do anything, but he at least needed to help any survivors get back to their planet’s surface.

      His thoughts grappled with each other as he ran down all the implications. He played an intricate game of strategy with all the possible actions he could take. Over and over, he turned each action around, seeking to develop the wisest approach.

      Probably the biggest reason he needed to leave the Terrain to their own devices popped into his mind at that moment.

      These Terrain had not sent their distress call on the IGA frequency, as was the proper way to signal help from any of its members. The IGA could say he broke the mandate and interfered.

      He looked at the vessel, careening at a precarious angle now. Time was evaporating, and he had to make a decision. What if they needed immediate life-saving attention? How would he explain having ten or more Terrain on his ship? Would he be forced to take them back to their planet and risk starting a war because of their primitive understanding about not being alone in the stars? The IGA’s policies were an intricate tangle of actions devised to police each member galaxy more than to help them.

      If only he knew what that brother of his was up to this time. Tordin couldn’t risk botching both situations. Knowing more about his brother’s plan would help him decide what to do now. He would know if he had time to handle this situation properly or if he needed to provide a quick fix and move on. He knew whatever he decided would be the most honorable thing he could do.

      Cordin, on the other hand, was always looking for the shortest path to his own benefit—no matter the fallout. Would taking time to help these beings put an entire planet at risk if he didn’t get to Nenndi before Cordin?

      “Gadd!” he said in frustration as his thoughts looped.

      Tordin knew his brother like no one else—not even his loving father. But in this case, he had no clue what he was up to. All he did know was that something was not right about Cordin’s eagerness to leave the trappings of home and to race to a planet that he had no ties to. There were just too many thoughts, all playing havoc with his gut.

      The more Tordin thought about it, the more he knew what needed to be done. He pushed all the arguments aside. There was no way he would abandon viable life on any craft that he had the chance to save. He would assume his brother was up to no good. He would also do the quickest, most honorable thing to help any remaining Terrain get to safety. Then he’d get back on course to reach Nenndi before his brother did.

      With characteristic focus, he commenced on his plan to help the Terrain. Or did they refer to themselves by their tiny blue planet’s name? Were they Earthians?

      Pressing the link to connect with Malm, he waited without a stray thought. When Malm answered, Tordin commanded, “Set a hyper speed course to get us as close to the craft as possible without sustaining any damage to our own ship. We will help those still on the craft—if they request it directly. Send Jalek and a few of your best warriors on a search, rescue and retrieve encounter.”

      “Yes, Sire,” Malm said, but Tordin could hear a question in his voice.

      “What is it, Malm?” Tordin asked, knowing it had to do with the young Jalek.

      “Why send Jalek? He’s young yet. I don’t want to have to make sure he doesn’t get injured. I know he is one of your favorites, and I would not like to have his welfare on my conscience while we are down there.”

      “I’m sending him because he’s young. I’m also sending him because he needs the experience of real danger. Let him fend for himself. If he hasn’t learned how to be cautious yet, this will be a lesson worth learning. And what do you mean ‘you’? I do not want my second away from the ship on such a trivial mission. You can direct it from here. Send your best males.”

      “But Sire,” Malm lowered his voice so others could not hear, “I have the unction to go. It is very strong. There is the pull for me to go.”

      Malm had used the ancient, holy word unction. At the mention of it, Tordin’s gut quivered as if confirming that the pull he experienced was unction, as well. It couldn’t be.

      When that word was used, there was no argument or reasoning to overthrow its implications. To have an unction was to be called by the Creation Goddess to meet your destiny. Many of the holy teachings about unction involved the meeting of true mates, as well. They would join and produce a greater purpose together. None currently alive had ever had experienced unction of this kind; it couldn’t happen to both of them and not at the same time, so it was indeed a rare occurrence.

      The continued stirrings within him didn’t allow Tordin to dismiss it so easily, though. Maybe there was more to this mission than he could even see. Malm had always had the ways of the Creation Goddess and understood more than others. This was part of the reason Tordin kept him close and why he counted Malm as his closest ally, even brother. There was some force pulling Malm—and him—to the craft, and Tordin would not upset the ripples of life by interfering.

      Instead of denying his statement, Tordin relented. “If it be an unction, then who am I to interfere? Go in grace and strength. I will cover at the helm in your absence. Be prepared to keep me abreast of all actions. Also prepare a secondary team to follow if the matter is worse than we anticipate. And Malm…”

      “Yes, Sire?”

      “Do not let any harm befall you. If it’s too dangerous, have everyone pull back and return to the ship. I don’t want any injuries on my watch. Do you understand me?”

      “Yes, Sire. Your command will be followed to the letter.”

      “Good. Now prepare to leave as soon as you get close enough to use the Jump.”

      Tordin ended the communication and made his way to the command center of the mother ship. Even though he traveled with the fleet as the Sire in charge, he still liked to have his hands in the action, too. If he didn’t need to remain close to the ship to answer any incoming communications from his father, he would have been the one going down to the craft to help.

      From the ship’s command center, he watched as Malm and his men prepared the Jump to connect the two vessels. Now that they were close enough, he could see what looked like a humanoid attempting to dislodge another of those smaller crafts without success. His was the advantage since they were still cloaked, and he could observe as his men moved onto the craft without detection. Magnifying the viewer to get a better perspective, he watched what looked like a Terrain male attempting, in vain, to release the damaged pod from its locked position.

      There was no way that craft would be operational. Destructive, violent energy had destroyed most of one of its sides, and the Terrain looked no better as life-force fluids streaked his body. His vitals were weakening, as well. This new information changed everything. Without a working pod, the remaining ones had no way to get back to their home planet. The rescue effort would not be to help them get to their pods; it would change to bring them on board and help them survive their injuries. Tordin itched to go down and help, but he could not leave the post. He would not enjoy fighting this battle with the council members traveling with his fleet, and even worse, he was now in direct opposition to the orders from his Emperor—his father.

      He quickly reassured himself that his decision was honorable, and he would do what he must. He focused on giving his greatest friend orders that would absolve him of any guilt. As the team finished securing the Jump to the other craft, he sent a direct communication to Malm, making sure it was recorded.

      “Malm, this is the Sire, Warrior Lord Tordin giving orders to take a few of the healing transporters for transport of the sick and injured back to the fleet’s mother ship. We will receive them into our Healing Section. Bring surviving Terrain, who’ve directly asked for your help, back to the ship. This includes any you are able to find without causing danger or injury to your team. That is an order from your Sire, do you understand?”

      His intonation must have communicated his intent, because Malm confirmed, understanding his order for what it was. They were going to bring any Terrains back to the ship and not send them back to the surface of their planet.
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      “Mark! Commander Mark! Can you hear me?” Kyra didn’t like the sounds of what could only be fire coming through the intra-communicator link.

      The commander had stopped responding to her, and she didn’t know his personal frequency for a direct link. This was beyond bad. She was in over her head, and this was the longest day of her life. The line remained quiet as she tried once more to raise him on the link.

      Silence.

      The commander’s silence coupled with the sounds of fire were enough of a pattern interrupt to snatch her out of her fixation with what was going on down there and back to her own surroundings. She looked around to discover she was alone in the vast room that was mission control.

      More silence.

      The auxiliary lights were still on, but the warning sirens had ceased, and most of the stations were a deathly black—lifeless without the power she’d rerouted to close down non-essential operations.

      It was now or never. She had to leave or be trapped in here. Before she stood, she realized she hadn’t confirmed that Phoebe had made it onto a shuttle.

      Please let her have made it onto a shuttle. Phoebe, don’t try to be a hero today, Kyra prayed, hoping that the gnawing worry in her gut was not some sort of indicator. As a last ditch effort, she grabbed a portable communicator on her way out and contacted the medical bay. There was no answer. Good. Hopefully everyone got out.

      She took the emergency pathway instead of the powerless elevator to the station’s hull. The closer she got to the bottom, the higher the temperature rose; the air thickened, making it harder to breathe. By the time she got to the level where the engines and shuttles were, the blazes were high and aggressive. Kyra yelled for the commander or anyone else, but her call met only with the roaring of fires here and there. Please don’t let him be dead, she thought as she picked her way into the engine room area. Little fires burned in a crazy pattern as she hopscotched her way into the corridor that led to the different engine rooms. Maybe Mark and the rest of the crew had already left? She could only hope.

      That would mean she was possibly the only one left on-board. Her mouth began to do that weird thing it did just before she vomited. She fought to keep it down. She had to figure out a way to get off the station. She decided to check each engine room for a working shuttle. Walking towards the shuttles in the farthest engine room revealed that all the shuttles housed in this section were gone.

      Boom!

      Another explosion somewhere off in the distance shook the station, slinging her against a steel enforced support column. She checked herself for injury and felt none.

      Keep moving. Go to another engine room and find another shuttle.

      This was crazy. She didn’t know how to fly one, even if she did find a shuttle. She was going to die, but the urge to live was too strong. It drove her to move her feet in search of something…maybe even a miracle.

      “Kyra! Kyra is that you?”

      She turned toward the sound of the voice to see the commander limping toward her.

      “Mark, let me help you,” she said, rushing toward him. “What is our status down here? Did everyone get off the ship?”

      He didn’t try to stop her from lending a shoulder to help him walk. As he limped alongside her on their way to another engine room, he briefed her on their status.

      “By my calculation, most everyone got on the shuttles and left. Taking into account the fatalities and counting you and me, that still leaves about four unaccounted for. It’s too late to try and find them. The fire has damaged the last two shuttles I found, and I’m not sure they’re able to fly. I had hoped you’d gotten on one of the shuttles in another engine room. I tried to keep count and watch, but I’m sure I missed some, and I was hoping you were on one of them.” He paused to look at her with deep sorrow in his eyes. “I don’t know how to get you back to the surface, kiddo. I’m the commander and knew I would stay until she went down or exploded, but you…” he trailed off, not looking at her any longer.

      “Hey, it’s all right. I’m here, and we can work on the other shuttles. Remember, I’m sort of good at getting things to work better. They might still work—okay?” She looked around at the empty room and asked, “Are we the last ones down here?”

      He nodded, concentrating on not putting too much of his weight on her.

      “It all right, and everything is going to work out. We have to be optimistic, you know. We still have about fifteen minutes of good oxygen left, and I’m not giving up without a fight. You in?”

      He smiled at her, opting to remain silent. She knew he was at his limit, but she had to know. “Mark, did you see Phoebe—I mean Dr. Brown—board any of the shuttles?”

      He scrunched his face up in pain and concentration as he thought about her question.

      “Come to think of it, I remember the medical staff coming down as soon as we sent the message to evacuate with their patients. As they boarded a shuttle, they said she would be down with another patient but not to hold the shuttle for her, that she would catch the next one. I’m sorry, Kyra, but I never saw her come down with a patient or by herself. Did you try to contact her on her direct communicator?”

      Kyra fought the tears that tried to take over. She wouldn’t cry or mourn her friend. Phee was not dead. Kyra knew it like she knew she herself was alive. When she had her emotions under control again, she re-ran the times she’d contacted Phoebe. Come to think of it, no, she hadn’t tried the direct link, only the medical bay. Hope sprang up as Kyra used the portable intra-communicator to contact Phoebe. She hoped it would still work in the shuttles.

      The communicator connected with Phoebe’s direct link, and as Kyra listened, she heard scratching noises. “Phoebe, it’s me, Kyra. Are you there, can you hear me?”

      More scratching.

      “Phee! It’s Kyra, please, if you can hear me say something… just let me know you can hear me.”

      It took a few more seconds, but Phoebe’s weakened voice came on the line. “Hey, Honey Bun.”

      Kyra’s stomach flipped with dread. “Phoebe, where are you? Are you hurt? Let me know so I can find you!” Kyra pleaded, not knowing what happened to her friend.

      “I’m…I’m… I think I’m in the emergency pathway above the engine room that exploded. I can’t move. I’m pinned under fallen debris. Don’t come for me. You can’t get me out from under all this stuff.”

      Kyra saw her pained expression reflected back at her in Mark’s eyes. He was in no shape to help her, and she didn’t know exactly where Phoebe was. Could she find her and get her out in time? It was getting harder to breathe. She put on a brave face. They weren’t going to die, at least not today if she could help it.

      “Phoebe, I’m on my way. Keep your link on. I’ll find you.”

      The heat from the engine bay became unbearable as she helped Mark out of the room. Kyra wanted to go find Phoebe, but first she needed to get Mark seated and somewhat comfortable.

      She had just managed to help Mark turn his body around and away from the fire when the station lurched violently. Mark tumbled out of her grasp and into the steel wall. She cringed as she heard bone crack. The captain lay against a metal support column with his side crushed. She winced when a trickle of blood started a mournful descent down the side of his forehead.

      “Mark! Oh no—Mark are you okay? Can you stand?” She rushed toward him down the steep incline of the floor.

      “No, stay back!” he said, putting up a blood-smeared hand to stave her off. “The floor is slippery. You don’t have the proper shoes to keep from slipping and falling. You won’t be able to get back up there if you come any closer. I’m fine. Let me gather my faculties, and I’ll come up to you.”

      She wasn’t buying it. He didn’t look like he could stand without her help. She inched closer, noting the floor was indeed slippery. Trying to walk down a wet surface with slick-soled flats was not the brightest thing to do, but she had to try. She took another step, trying to find traction.

      “Kyra stop—that is an order! Stand down. Don’t come any closer. You have a chance. Go to the other engine room to your left. When you find the two shuttles, follow the emergency directions to engage the homing device. If you can get one of them to work, look for the icon for the auto-pilot mode. Once you engage it, it will offer to set a course for the nearest surface station. Go now!” he yelled, the harshness of his words not touching his eyes.

      Hot tears prickled her cheeks before she realized she was crying. She was a grown woman and could do this. One more step, and he gave a warning that let her know her coming any closer would cause him more injury than anything else. With one last look to express her sorrow, she turned to leave.

      The pounding sound of someone or something’s footsteps moving toward her caused her body to freeze. What was that?

      She looked up through the doors to the side of the engine bay from where she and the commander had just come. She saw nothing. She might be under extreme stress, but she knew something was moving toward her. She wasn’t that far gone. When it was too late to run, she could make out the outline, like a shimmer in the air, of some extremely tall—astronauts?— advancing quickly to grab her.

      Oh no, where did they come from?

      Willing herself to scramble and leave, she broke away to run up the incline to the other door and engine room. Right before she made it out the door, her body shut down. She couldn’t move anything. What was wrong with her? Kyra willed herself to move her legs in spite of the oxygen depletion. She watched in horror as what looked like a six and half to seven foot foreign astronaut approached her.

      Frozen. She was frozen to the spot. Maybe terror and a severe lack of oxygen were starting to play with her lucidity. Maybe this was a hallucination.

      The mirror-like shield and helmet hiding his face reflected her terrified and grime-smeared face staring back at her. Maybe he wasn’t real. The suit he wore didn’t resemble any of the countries with a space program. She’d attempt to communicate with him anyway—just in case he was indeed real. Now was not the time to be monolingual either. What could he or the others she now saw come into view be, Russian? Or were they some of the researchers she’d never met before? She couldn’t place them. They were too tall to be anyone from this station. She’d remember almost seven feet tall men walking around. This was too much. She felt herself increasingly overwhelmed as they closed the distance to stand in front of her.

      “Who are you? How did you get onboard this vessel?” was all she managed to get out before slumping in one of the men’s embrace.

      

      [image: ]

      Malm held the tiny female in his arms. He was sure it, no she, was female. She looked like a young Terrain with a most appealing amber skin tone. She’d spoken a language that sounded like one that was prevalent on her planet. He felt a thread of pulsing power running just under the surface and yet also sadness for her too. Malm could smell the high anxiety and exhaustion emanating from her—even through his protective suit. No wonder she overloaded and short-circuited herself enough to pass out. As he continued to hold the limp female in his arms, he used his universal interpreter to discover she’d spoken Colonial North American English with a hint of some unrecognizable dialect.

      Good, he would change to this tongue, and he instructed the others to do the same. Her breaths were shallow. He took out a breath support mask and gently slipped it over her small head. The air began to flow, and relief flooded him as her breathing deepened.

      Good, hopefully the female would live.

      “Malm,” Jalek called out to him. “This male’s vital signs are extremely weak.”

      Malm turned to see a male Terrain leaning against the wall. Even though the male now had a breathing mask on, Malm’s senses confirmed he was close to expiring.

      “Leave him. We are to scan for survivors. Jalek…” The younger warrior stepped forward. Malm was impressed so far with how he carried himself.

      “Yes, Sire?”

      Malm would put Tordin’s theory to the test. He would have Jalek handle the task of scanning for survivors and see how he handled it. “Jalek, I want you to—”

      The female in his arms began to rouse herself. She mumbled something he was not able to understand. He didn’t want her to be startled and pass out again, so he gave his warriors the signal to remain still and quiet.

      “Where am I?” she asked as if coming out of a deep slumber.

      She jumped when she heard his voice. He knew his voice was deep, even among his own kind, but he wanted to make sure she understood what was happening.  They had all uncloaked themselves when she passed out. He knew she must have seen at least his helmet before, and now he wanted to treat her with the utmost care to avoid causing additional harm or fear. It appeared the Terrains had been through a huge ordeal so far.

      He spoke as gently as he could, taking care to use her language. “You are on your failing vessel. We are here to remove you to our craft and attend to your injuries—if you allow us to.”

      It took a moment for her to comprehend what he said. She tilted her head down and back a few times and smiled. She said, “I knew a miracle would show up!” Then her entire being perked up as she spoke. “I’m fine. Please, please, you have to find and rescue my friend, Phoebe. She’s trapped under fallen debris, and we don’t have much time. Please find her,” she pleaded, grasping at the material of Malm’s protective suit.

      He still hadn’t removed his helmet, because the air quality was almost unbreathable. She began to look drowsy again, like she would pass out once more. He then realized she’d taken off her breathing mask. Before she lost consciousness again, he placed it back over her ears and waited for her to regain enough awareness to give him more information.

      Within a moment her eyes opened, and he proceeded to get more information from her.

      “What is your designator?” he asked, not sure that was the right word.

      “Oh, you mean my name? My name is Kyra Simmons, and yours?” she asked, appearing to have regained some of her energy.

      “I am Malm. My team is here to help you. Would you like to leave this vessel? It’s failing. If so, please follow my warrior to the Jump transport. We cannot stay here too much longer.”

      He attempted to pass her off to the nearest team member when she stood her ground and said, “Yes, please help me. It’s my friend. You have to find her. Her name—um, designator—is Phoebe, Doctor Phoebe Brown. Please find her. I’m not going anywhere until you find her.”

      He watched in fascination as the little Terrain spoke with strength and purpose. She was unique, even from his experience of interacting with countless beings from different galaxies. He would locate her friend and get them safely to the ship. They were both female and fell under the protocol. She had asked for help, and they were now within the mandate of the Alliance to bring them on board the mother ship. His Sire would not have to stand trial for breaking any laws.

      “Malm, can you hear me?” Tordin’s voice came through his vo-link loud and clear.

      Malm subvocalized his reply as not to scare the tiny Terrain in front of him. “Yes, Sire, I can. We have found one female in fairly good health and a rapidly expiring male so far. She has asked for help for her and her companion female, who we will search for now.”

      “Thank you for knowing why I called. And thank you, Malm, for following protocol. She asked for help, and you have the documentation of that?”

      “Yes, Sire. She is right here and will board the Jump once we locate her female… friend.”

      “Ah yes, a friend is a companion who is close, like you and me,” Tordin said, helping Malm with the term, as he spoke more languages fluently than all of them put together. “I’ll release the line for you to carry on, but understand you have only minutes to find and clear the vessel. We have run a scan. There are only two more beings with vital signs. One is in the area where you are now, and the other is one and a half levels above you in a passage way. There are no other vital signs in the entire vessel.”

      Malm felt the pain of what his Lord spoke. Other Terrain had died on this vessel. He had to hurry if the other female was in danger. The air quality was almost unbreathable. He responded to Tordin, continuing to subvocalize his reply. “Yes, the other one here is expiring rapidly.”

      “No, there is another still. Vitals are as strong as the female with you. That one appears to be hiding close by. Use the portable scanner to locate it, and be careful.”

      “Yes, Sire. Will make haste to get these three on board now.”

      “I’ll meet you when you return for a debriefing, Malm,” Tordin said before he broke the communication link.

      Malm wasted no time putting the team into action.

      “Jalek, I have an assignment for you. There is a female located one and a half levels up. She is most likely injured and covered with debris. You will need to give her the breathing mask as soon as you locate her. Take Surt with you to retrieve her and bring her to the Jump. Make haste, as the vessel is very unstable. You have…” he checked the environmental conditions to be as accurate as possible, “six clicks to return with her. Move!”

      Malm watched Jalek and Surt hurry to find the other female. Then he gave similar orders to another team member to locate the other being hiding in this area. He and his second waited with the female who was fighting bouts of unconsciousness.

      

      [image: ]

      Kyra was ecstatic. Help had come, albeit most likely athletic Russian cosmonauts, but help nonetheless. The events of the day had taken their toll, and she was tired, struggling to stay awake. She didn’t try to speak as she stood there with these two very big and tall men, waiting for Phoebe to be found.

      The oxygen mask was a welcome relief. She hadn’t realized how much the air had deteriorated until this large man had placed the mask on her. Then she remembered Mark. He needed a mask, as well. When she turned to find him, her heart sank. She could tell from where she stood that his soul had left his body. He lay in a crumpled mass against the same wall he’d been thrown against before these men showed up. There was no condensation forming in the mask from his breathing. She wanted to cry and hit something.

      The commander was dead. He was so close to being rescued like she’d told him. She’d failed to help him stay with her just a few minutes longer. What if she hadn’t turned her back to leave? This was so unfair, and she wanted to take it out on something or someone. The thought of Brantley crossed her mind again. It was all his fault. That one little, sniveling idiot managed to take out an entire space station. Kyra wasn’t sure whether he’d made it off the station or not, but she hoped he got his just deserts for this.

      “No, don’t let her see me. She’ll try to kill me! You have to help me. Keep her away from me, please!”

      Kyra spun around to see the object of her murderous rage. “Brantley! I’m going to kill you!” She lunged at him before the tall one named Malm had a chance to catch her.

      Kyra managed to land four or five good punches before the men pulled her off him. Brantley cowered and hid himself behind one of the men.

      “Keep her away from me. I told you she would try to kill me.”

      “You bet I will. You did this! It’s all because of you. You killed the commander! Brantley, you need to pay for what you’ve done.” She ran toward him again only to go airborne in the arms of the strong Malm. She had the quick thought that these men must be body-builders, but at the moment she had Brantley to kill.

      “What has this male done that has upset you so, Kyra?” Malm asked.

      Since she still could not see his face, she had to gather from his tone that he wanted to stay impartial. She wasn’t having it. Brantley didn’t deserve to be rescued. He didn’t deserve to breathe the air they were giving him. She looked at him in utter disgust as he took in huge gulps of oxygen and attempted to hide behind one of the giants.

      She directed her response to Malm. “This one is responsible for all this,” she said waving a hand around the engine room. “He’s the reason we’re in this mess. He killed our commander. Look at him, Brantley. He’s dead!” she screamed, pointing to the commander’s still form against the wall. “How does it feel to know you killed him and who knows how many others? Do you feel powerful enough now? Huh?” Her skin felt white-hot with emotion.

      The commander died, but Brantley lived to be rescued? That was the epitome of tragedy.

      Before she could launch further into the tirade she felt bubbling up into her chest on how she was going to do everything in her power to have him prosecuted for this, heavy footsteps drew closer.

      Kyra turned to see two more of the big men running back; one of them carried Phoebe in his arms. She broke away from Malm, managing to kick Brantley hard in the shin, and dashed over to her friend before anyone could stop her. Phoebe wasn’t conscious, but Kyra could see the condensation from her breath within the oxygen mask.

      “Is she all right?” Kyra asked the one holding her.

      He hesitated and then with very short words that seemed disjointed and fragmented, he said, “Her deep sleep. Healing have to be.”

      Kyra felt a large hand on her shoulder and guessed Malm was standing there. When he spoke, her suspicions proved correct.

      “It’s time, Kyra. Follow me, and we will make sure you are seen by our healers.”

      “I don’t need that, I’m fine. Just do me a favor. Make sure you help my friend Phoebe and…” she swiveled to lock eyes with Brantley again, “keep him far away from me, lest I kill him where he stands.”

      Malm took a moment, as if subvocalizing with someone. He made a gesture with his head and said, “As you wish. We will keep the male away from you. Now follow us. This station is about to fail completely.”

      She took a few steps following behind Malm when the Station tilted again, and she fell head-first into his back. She was so tired, but they had been rescued. This day was over, and she and Phoebe had lived. She finally gave in to the dark pull of sleep and let it wash over her.
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      He moved slowly, taking his time climbing up the length of the bed to capture her body. She lay there watching and marveling at the ripple and play of muscle across the broad expanse of his large chest and arms. He was huge in a muscular, athletic way.

      Breath begged to enter her oxygen-starved lungs as she waited to be taken by this beautiful man. When he drew close enough to cover her with his massive body, in an act of complete surrender she opened her arms and beckoned to him. She knew she trusted him completely.

      His astounding strength was evident when he bent down in a seductive half push-up over her. His full, warm lips brushed feather-light kisses across her forehead and down to her eyelids, nose and cheeks. He was playing with her in a slow, torturous tease.

      Flashes raced through the neurotransmitters firing messages of excitement and passion through her body. She was connected to him through his kisses and his essence in this intimate exchange, and she never wanted to let go.

      He was so close, maybe even inside her soul with his penetrating presence. Even though he barely touched her, she was completely his for the taking. His addictively fragrant scent wrought havoc with her ability to process anything but want, need and passion. Every slight move he made caused tremors of excitement to run through her entire being. Her hand reached up of its own accord, seeking out his flesh to touch, investigating its wonderful composition. The firm, smooth skin and hardened muscle of his bicep greeted her as her hand caressed his arm.

      This was her freedom. He knew and understood her like no other had before. Without her usual fear of touching another, she ran fingertips along the ridge of his collarbone. To her great delight, vibrations rippled through his body and into her touch as he let out a deep, throaty growl of pleasure.

      Heat from his body lapped against her own, teasing a gentle moan from her in answer. His assault of kisses marched down her cheeks and onward to settle upon her waiting lips. She was hungry for his kiss and moaned at the sweet torture he inflicted on her. How was she going to survive it?

      The press of warm, full, masculine lips to her own sent fire through her body. On instinct, she arched up to meet him, and her arms looped around his neck, pulling him down to her supine position. In welcome answer, his large body blanketed hers as he lay on top of her, still holding back his full weight. She felt small in comparison to him, yet womanly and appreciated as his piercing gray eyes took in every inch of her face. She relished the feel of his weight, at least that which he allowed to press against her, pinning her in a sweet take-down. Yes, finally Kyra felt safe, protected and wanted.

      A wayward lock of raven hair, so dark it looked blue, fell from his hairline to tickle her forehead as he continued to explore and tease her lips with the sweetest kisses she’d ever experienced. What was he doing to her? She never knew a kiss to be this emotionally binding and sexually satisfying. His alluring scent enveloped her, eliciting sighs and moans of pleasure, taking her to heights she’d never known. Was it possible for passion to be so good it was painful?

      She wanted to weep, laugh, cry and scream in this moment. It felt like he touched her soul and spirit with his kiss. Kyra meshed with him as one being when he gathered her into his arms to hold her closer. They lay together in that embrace. Could this amalgamation of feelings last forever? She sure hoped so.

      Please let this never end. It feels so good and right, her heart sang as she fell deeper into him.

      Her breasts were crushed against his massive, strong chest. Together they beat out a symphony of heartbeats in answer to one another as he intensified the kiss. He was her dominant, take-charge sex god. She wanted nothing more than to give him her all in response. She was ready. Kyra wanted him to fill her with himself. She wanted him inside her.

      She felt his deep intake of breath as he rose ever so slightly to capture her gaze again with his amazing eyes. They sparkled like many-faceted diamonds. She could see something beyond want in them. It was too powerful to articulate, as if he asked something of her that was more than she could comprehend.

      This—whatever it was—and the purity of it scared her the longer he held her gaze. It sought to convey something to her that was bigger than the both of them, so brilliant and intense. Kyra was alive, as if ruled by a bolt of lightning. A vast electric life force coursed between them. It weaved some kind of eternal bond through them, in and out of them. She fought the urge to look away, but his gaze bore light and examination into her. His essence probed her to her depths, where nothing could be hidden.

      Would she be able to withstand the scrutiny? Would he still want her if he saw all of her? All the flaws and ugly parts were there, ready to be laid bare. Shivers of fear shook her to the core. He would see her.

      She dared to look back at him and felt a range of true emotions all at once. Love, insecurity, trust, shame, excitement, guilt, loyalty, desperation, joy and longing—all juxtapositions warring with one another, caught in the swirling vortex of intensity they shared. The power of it threatened to make her heart leap out of her chest as her heartbeat accelerated.

      In tune with her, he placed a hand on her heart and leaned down again to capture her mouth with his once more. This time she felt a transfer of something akin to a quick electrical shock. She startled and jumped at the sensation. What was he doing to her?
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      Kyra woke with a sharp intake of breath. This time the dream felt too real. It was a dream, right? The way her body had writhed and moved in response to her dream lover was more intense. She swore she could still feel the touch of his hands and mouth. And the moisture between her thighs was undeniable.

      Kyra squeezed her eyes shut again, hoping it would clear up her sleep-fogged, passionate state. After a few more minutes, she knew it was no use. Her body still hummed with passion and wanted release—release that could only come from him. The dream was too real, and it almost frightened her how strong the effect was.

      Once her eyes opened again and decided to play nice by focusing, she chanced a look around. Nothing looked right. And what was she lying on? Nothing felt right, either. She felt sore and disjointed, and her orientation was off. These surroundings didn’t add up. Where was she? Kyra continued to lie there, allowing herself to emerge from the haze of what felt like an exceptionally deep sleep. As if her brain was attempting to reboot and come back online, the events leading up to now replayed across a screen in her mind’s eye.

      Brantley, the space station, the commander, death and rescue were the prevalent thoughts that came to the forefront. The room’s warm, dim lighting was not enough to soften the emotional blow when all the memories came rushing back.

      Oh God, where was Phoebe?

      She had to find out if the Russian cosmonauts were taking them home or to their own country. She started planning her tasks. She had to locate Phoebe, find out their current location, make contact with the surface to give a report, have Brantley arrested for causing the deaths of so many on board the station and… locate some clothes.

      At that moment she became keenly aware of two things. One, she wasn’t wearing her own clothes. It felt more like a light sheet or weirdly shaped gown. And two, she wasn’t alone. The sensation of being watched edged into her consciousness. Instead of giving in to the panic that wanted to take over, she practiced the deep breathing patterns that had helped her remain calm in stressful situations all her life. Were they friend or foe?

      She attempted to sit up, and the sore stiffness of every muscle in her body wrenched a painful yelp from deep in her throat. Before she could try again, two very large men were at either side of the massive, soft form she lay upon. They must have sensed the overload of fear she gave off at seeing them rushing toward her, because as if on cue, both stopped and waited.

      Kyra dared to look at the one to her right and gasped when her eyes met his face. He was huge and… almost too handsome to be real, except for the white line of a scar that traveled from just above the start of his very pronounced left cheekbone to his jawline. Perhaps it needed to be there to make him appear real.

      With softening eyes so green they looked like emeralds, he smiled down at her. Did he know her? Why was this hunk of a man in here with her? The old, familiar shyness that came on her when she was in the presence of a hot, attractive man rushed over her. She pulled the material up to her chin as if it could aid her in speaking up. After taking another breath for courage and hoping her voice wouldn’t fail her, she attempted to speak.

      “Where am I?” she asked, noting the roughness of her timid voice. She hated that. It was time to be confident and strong, not timid. She didn’t know where she was, and she needed answers.

      The emerald-eyed stranger spoke with a slightly familiar yet almost inhumanly deep voice. “You are aboard the mother ship of the Olodian fleet led by his highness, the Warrior Lord Tordin. I am Malm. We met onboard your failed vessel.”

      Okay, so this was Malm, and he was sexy as hell! Then she took a longer look at him and decided he didn’t look Russian, either. Maybe Greek? His features were almost ethereal like the portrayals of the ancient Greek gods. Who knew? Malm was a total stud!

      Get your mind right, girl. You are on a space craft going God knows where, and you’re checking out your rescuer—all while you’re practically naked under this sheet thing. She scolded herself as a way to break the trance his presence induced.

      “Malm, did you say an Oolong or Oolongian fleet? I’ve never heard of that place, just the tea.”

      His chuckle managed to put her at ease. She then looked to her left to see another stud muffin. This one looked younger but had the weirdest colored eyes. They were purple against his olive tan complexion, and long, medium-brown hair framed his face like a rock star.

      She didn’t know Greeks could look this hot up close… or that they had a space program. Maybe they’d rebounded more than anyone thought from their twenty-first century financial chaos. The younger one gave her a breath-snatchingly gorgeous smile, and she blushed in return.

      She was such a spaz!

      Malm’s deep voice drew her attention back to him. He spoke with a hint of laughter in his tone. “No, Kyra, I said Olodia from the galaxy of the same name.” He paused, and she noted the change back to all seriousness. After a breath’s beat he added, “Kyra, we are not of your world or galaxy. Our fleet was near the outer fringes of your galaxy when we intercepted your distress call and came to assist you. When your vessel failed, you and two other Terrains were brought on board our mother ship by order of Lord Tordin himself. You are safe under his and his father’s, the Emperor’s, protection. It is my truthful pledge, nothing harmful will befall you.”

      Aliens. That was the only word floating around her mind now. Aliens! She had managed to get herself beamed up to a freaking alien spacecraft of movie star supermen. Great! Dorothy and Toto had nothing on this wrap.

      She spoke, more to herself than anyone. “Now you’ve really done it. Olodian from the Olodian galaxy? I don’t even know how to begin to find that on any star map. This is going to be a good dream when I finally wake up.” As if to test the theory that she was still in a dream, she attempted to sit up more.

      Strong hands from either side gently helped her up as a cushion was placed against her back. On a whim, she reached out and pinched Malm’s forearm.

      “Yes? That gesture is a little painful, Kyra. What does it mean?” he asked, and she yelped in spite of herself.

      “Oh no! This isn’t a dream? I’m really here? You…and you, too,” she said, motioning to the amethyst-eyed hottie, “you’re both real? Say something. What is the capital of the United States?”

      The other one answered this time. “It is the District of Columbia, more commonly known as Washington, D. C.”

      “Ha! Got you. You are human,” she said and eyed him suspiciously. He was surreal in his beauty, but he looked like he could be a huge human. Nah, they weren’t aliens, couldn’t be. Aliens don’t exist. Then she wondered if this was for some crazy video segment for the surface’s entertainment pleasure. She wouldn’t put it past the space council as a way to continue to garner support for the expensive space program they ran.

      Kyra looked around, searching for hidden cameras and said to the air, “I’m onto you. I’m not some puppet you can string along. Was that bastard Brantley part of this sick experiment? Where is everyone? The gig is up. Bring out the crew and stop playing around.”

      Malm and the other man exchanged looks of concern and then looked back to her.

      “Jalek, get one of the healers in here to check her for fever. She seems to be in some sort of mental torment.”

      “Hey, I can hear and understand you. That’s not going to scare me. Stop playing around, Malm, or whatever your real name is. I’m not feverish—feel my forehead.”

      He obeyed and placed the back of an enormous hand up to her forehead. After a moment he removed it and spoke to the other man in a language she couldn’t make out. The other one, Jay-lick was what she thought she heard Malm call him, left the room.

      “Look, Malm, I’m serious and not playing around. Please, tell me the truth. Where are we, and what’s really going on? Don’t you think I’ve been through enough to deserve the truth?”

      Malm looked at her for a long moment and then spoke. “The other male, Jalek, has gone to get Lord Tordin to speak with you and provide proof you are on board his spacecraft. When he gets here, he will explain to you what is going on. Kyra, I promise you, you are in no danger. Please believe me. I know this may be hard to accept, but we are who we say we are. We are Olodians. We are not from your Earth planet or constellation. I do wish there was some way to help you understand this, but maybe meeting our commander will provide the answers you seek.”

      Kyra released the breath she’d been holding. Of late she’d learned that about herself. When under extreme stress, she was a breath-holder. No time to analyze that at the moment, though. Right now she had to figure out what was truth and what was some horrible nightmare she’d woken up to.

      Malm looked a bit tense, and she felt bad for her antics. He had only been nice and accommodating to her. She, on the other hand had flown off the handle, insulting and accusing him of lying to her. She had better manners than that. From here on, she would be the better person and do what Phoebe would in a time like this. Oh no! Where was Phoebe?

      Kyra decided to start over and ask questions that got her the answers that mattered.

      “Malm? Do you happen to know where my friend Phoebe is? Is she all right?”

      Malm’s stance softened again as he answered, “Yes, Phoebe is here and alive. Your friend is in another part of the Healing Section. Her body is healing properly by your species’ standards. She endured quite a few injuries and gas poisoning. It will take time, but she should make a full bodily recovery.”

      He might be alien, but Kyra could still tell when a person wasn’t telling her the entire story.

      She asked, “Malm, what are you not telling me about Phoebe? Can I see and talk with her?”

      He hesitated, looking away for a brief moment as if searching for words. “Yes, you may see her, but as for talking with her, she is not able to communicate with you or anyone at this time.”

      “Why, what’s wrong? What happened to her?” Kyra asked. Her voice was laced with panic.

      “As I said before, she suffered many injuries and was without proper oxygen for a while. She is in a deep healing sleep from which she will not awaken until she is healed. I believe your language calls it a coma.”

      A coma! Phoebe was in a coma?

      “Malm, I have to see her for myself. How long has she been in a coma? How long have we been here?”

      “By your planet’s rotational scale, we calculate you’ve been on board for four Earth cycles… days.”

      “Four days! I’ve been sleep for four days? Did you give us something to keep us sedated for that long?”

      Malm looked confused. The corners of his eyes crinkled as if trying to scry into some unseen realm. Then he replied, “No. You were not given any healing applications except fluids to keep you hydrated and food to sustain your bodily systems. As for your friend, she was given applications to help her body heal, but her consciousness is healing on its own. She will be in her coma for as long as her system sees fit. Her body is healing, and we believe her consciousness is, too.”

      Kyra thought she understood most of what he said, but she still had a hard time believing she’d slept unaided for four days straight. Maybe their calculations of Earth time were off. She started to ask him how they calculated Earth days when the other man, Jalek, re-entered.

      Behind him was another even taller man dressed in what looked like impressive activity attire, like he was about to go to the gym, only more stylish and tailored. Since the room was dimly lit, she couldn’t make out faces too well until they came closer. The other man appeared to look at her from the shadowy periphery of the large space. What was he doing? Trying to intimidate her? She had to assume this was the famous Lord Tordin Malm had spoken of, based on how the two other men’s countenances straightened and became respectful of his presence.

      Then she heard that sub-vocal murmuring she’d heard when they first rescued her. Malm’s lips were moving slightly, as were Jalek’s as he came to stand by her again. She stayed silent, trying to take in as much information as possible. The atmosphere had changed significantly. Where she had been pleasant, she now felt hot and excited. She couldn’t be sure if, with the entrance of this Lord, the temperature had changed, or if it was him. Maybe he was a hotbox furnace, throwing off immense heat. That might explain his reason for being so rude and hanging back, like she was infected with something.

      Instead of remaining shy, now she felt the beginnings of frustration. She didn’t want to throw a hate dance on this man’s ship, but would it kill him to act like he had some manners and come closer so she could meet him? She was pretty sure she wasn’t contagious or anything. They would have had her in a bubble or quarantine if that were the case, right? She decided to cling to the rapport she’d built with Malm and directed her attention toward him.

      “Malm, who came in? I can’t make the person out.” She felt certain it was their leader.

      Malm looked to the shadows, gave a nod and then said, “Kyra, please allow me to introduce Lord Tordin. He is here to answer any questions you might have. Due to our current mission, Jalek and I must return to the command bridge. Lord Tordin wanted to give you time to get settled before he came. Are you in pain or in need of anything? We can bring you refreshment and nourishment— food. I believe that is what you call it—if you are famished.”

      What? They were going to leave her with the Shadow? That was so rude, but she remained committed to acting with grace and dignity, no matter what they threw her way.

      Instead of voicing her feelings and thoughts on the way this was unfolding she said, “No, Malm, I’m fine. I’m in no pain, but I could use something to drink and eat if that wouldn’t be too much trouble.” She did have to admit her stomach had started speaking as loudly as anyone in the room.

      “As you wish, Kyra. We will have something brought to you now. We have modified your meals to mimic those of your region of the Earth planet, although our—I believe you call them vegetables and proteins…excuse me, I am still attempting to get used to using your words for things—will be slightly different. Your body has accepted everything we’ve fed you so far without rejection, so you should be able to eat without fear,” he said with a slight smile that made his scar move into a faint arc over the side of his face.

      Malm really was beautiful, but she was beginning to like him as a friend, as well. She offered him a smile and said, “Malm, I think you have a better grasp on what I need to eat than I do at the moment. I will accept whatever you send in. Thank you.” There, she hoped that was gracious enough. Plus, she found that she really meant it, where he was concerned.

      He offered her a wider smile this time, unleashing a dazzling set of straight, white teeth. This was so unfair. She could feel the plaque that started to feel like hair growing on her own teeth, and her breath was beyond putrid. How could they stand to stay in there with her? No, she needed a proper bath and to freshen up before she spoke with this shadowy Lord Tordin.

      Oh well, might as well ask for what I want. “Malm, there is something I am in great need of before I talk with…his highness Lord Tordin over there,” she said pointing with her chin to the shadows where he lurked, watching.

      “Yes, Kyra, what is it?”

      “I need a bath. I would like to clean my teeth and mouth and put on some clothing before I eat and speak with Lord Tordin. Do you have things for me to attend to that?” Good, let the old stuffy Lord wait until she was able to get onto better footing. She didn’t want to talk with him with no clothes and a yucky mouth, anyway.

      Malm did that subvocalizing thing again and said, “Please forgive. We have invaded your sanctity of personal space. We are excited you are awake and well. Our enthusiasm exceeded our understanding of priorities. Yes, Lord Tordin has called for those things to be sent to you now. Do you need help attending to your personal ministrations?”

      “My personal ministrations? I’m sorry I don’t understand.”

      “Oh, again forgive. I mean with your cleansing ritual or relieving yourself?”

      “Oh, I see,” Kyra said, embarrassment flooding back in. “Does your designated area for doing this differ from that on Earth? If not, I should be able to handle it by myself. I mean, you don’t have any animals that will try to suck dirt off me or enter my mouth to brush my teeth or anything, do you?”

      Again he chuckled, and this time it was chorused with two other deep male voices.

      “No, Kyra. Our rooms differ a little from those on Earth, but you should be able to comprehend what to do once you’re in there. I also promise it will be only you in there, no other little… animals. Yes, I mean no animals will be in there with you.” He looked around to Lord Tordin, and after a moment he added, “We will leave until you are finished. Please wave your hand over this panel to let us know when to send food. For now, thank you for offering peace upon hearing of your current location and who we are. Your grace is greatly appreciated and admired. We will take our leave now.”

      And as quiet as the air, Malm and the others left the room, leaving Kyra to figure out how to get off that very soft platform and start her new life on this alien spacecraft.
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      “I swear I’m never getting out of this thing,” Kyra said to herself.

      She was in a cleansing room, where the equivalent of a tub was a wading pool. She pondered the empty pool and finally realized that she needed only to step into it, and it began to fill. The liquid had a blue-green tint to it like ocean water, but it seemed to stay at the perfect temperature for her body and what she liked. At first she balked at having to bathe in a pool instead of the shower she’d used all her life, but she remembered her personal pledge and decided to continue being grateful for everything. She and Phoebe would be dead now if it hadn’t been for these beings.

      There were no hot and cold controls, just more panels to wave her hand over. The liquid quickly filled the pool to right above her navel and below her breasts. As she rubbed this water on her skin, it sparkled and fizzed. She watched in amazement as her skin began to gleam as if she’d spent all day at a top-of-the-line spa. She accidentally bumped into the side of the pool, only to discover it massaged her where she touched it. Thus began her love affair with the thing.

      She channeled her inner cat and rubbed every portion she could expose to those walls for the best massage she’d ever experienced. Then came the true test. Could she do it? Her hair smelled sour, and she desperately needed to shampoo it. It was a tangled, matted mess. She had none of the many instruments and products she normally used, but she couldn’t take the stench of it. With a resolution to look like a clown if necessary she dunked her head back into the water. Just as it had on her body, the liquid fizzed deliciously against her scalp. She decided to try to finger comb her hair while it was submerged. To her utter disbelief, instead of snarling in the knots and tangles, her fingers glided through the curls from root to tip. Once her hair and scalp felt as clean as her body, she waded around the pool, allowing the liquid wrapping to envelop her like a super soft blanket.

      After staying in for way too long, she made the mournful march out and noticed the liquid receding before she waved another hand over the panels. Another shocker was that she was completely dry. She felt moisturized, energized, like a million bucks in fact, but there was no wet, dripping mess on the floor. She wasn’t even wrinkled like a prune.

      “Yes, this is my new place of worship,” Kyra said with a laugh.

      She looked around and spotted a basin. There was no toothbrush, but there were pink and red capsules in a bowl next to it. She smelled them to discover they smelled like berries—the real ones, not the artificial scent used in products. She popped one of the capsules between her thumb and index finger to examine the liquid inside. The aroma of berries filled the room. She took a timid taste of the liquid and was surprised when it fizzled on her teeth and tongue. She spat it out in the basin, noting that her mouth felt a little cleaner.

      This must be how they clean their teeth. Please don’t let me poison myself by mistaking this for toothpaste when it’s really something like hand soap or bathroom cleaner.

      She popped two of the capsules into her mouth and bit down. The liquid immediately expanded and filled her mouth with fizz. It had a tingle that reminded her of hydrogen peroxide from home. She tried to swish the liquid around but it solidified when she moved her mouth and liquified up when she stopped. Kyra felt the liquid weaving itself between her teeth, brushing them and her gums. The sensation of fizzing, brushing and scraping made her want to giggle.

      It scrubbed her tongue, the insides of her cheeks and even the back of her mouth and her tonsils. This was a 3-D experience of dental hygiene, and she was a big fan. She waited for another few minutes as the liquid did its thing, and then like magic the fizzing berry taste faded away to nothing. She looked at her reflection in a mirrored wall on the other side of the lighted room. Not only did her teeth look like they’d been professionally whitened, they looked extraordinary somehow. She’d always had a decent smile, but now she looked like a starlet.

      But that wasn’t the only transformation. Her skin looked amazing. Gone was the drab gray undertone that came from months of no direct sunlight. It was replaced with the perfect healthy glow. And her hair? Forget about it! She looked like she’d spent all day at the hands of a hair whisperer. It looked gorgeous, and she looked like she’d been Photoshopped by a pro.

      Was this why all the men looked so perfect?

      “I have to make sure I get all this alien technology. I wonder if I can…” and then she stopped herself. She was about to try to dismantle the pool and everything in the cleansing room to see how it all worked. “Kyra, please don’t get catapulted into outer space for pissing off the aliens,” she said, chastising herself for her insatiable tendency to take things apart.

      That reminder brought her attention back to clothing and food.

      There were no towels, but she didn’t need them since there was nothing to dry. She peeked back out into the room to make sure she was still alone. When she approached the platform that was her bed, she saw a set of clothes and new, boot-like shoes. There was a top, pants and even underwear! The latter looked like her own bra and panties but newer.

      Hmm. Did they have access to lingerie?

      She eyed the new top and pants with dread. It would be so embarrassing if they were too small. She’d been known to turn even a t-shirt into a risqué experience. Kyra knew she’d been at this freshening-up thing too long; she couldn’t put off meeting the Lord Tordin any longer.

      “Time to be the woman of your dreams—confident. Take this one piece at a time,” she counseled herself.

      To her surprise, not only did the bra and panties fit better than the originals, her top and pants fit like they’d been tailor made. She slipped into the boots, amazed that they were comfortable as well. These aliens rocked!

      This whole thing was looking up. Maybe it was a reward for enduring the day from hell. She’d managed to triumph, despite Brantley’s best efforts to ensure otherwise. Malm and these aliens might be angels—drop-dead gorgeous angels—but why did Brantley have to be here, too?

      “Argh, that rotten little weasel,” she mumbled and notice how her demeanor instantly deteriorated. She’d make a decision then and there to not be angry with Brantley any longer. From here on, she would live with gratitude for every moment.

      After her food was sent in and she’d eaten what was probably the best meal of her life, she waved a hand over the panel to let them know she was ready to talk with Lord Tordin.
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      The walk to Lord Tordin’s section was shorter than Kyra had expected. Another tall, great-looking man led her in and showed her to a chair next to a huge observation window, and her heartbeat started to settle back down. She watched the hypnotic lure of outer space, the far-reaching void, as she often though of it. Even though she knew the ship was moving at what was most likely a crazy fast speed, space was too vast to be bothered with providing scenery for their trivial existence. Instead, she concentrated on watching other ships off to the side of this one, traveling alongside it.

      This really was a fleet of ships. Lord Tordin must be some big shot.

      Movement behind her drew her attention back to the room. She turned to see a very tall, muscular man standing in front of a desk far across the room with his back to her. She watched with rapt fascination, as that man did not look like the older Lord she was expecting.

      Must be one of his officers, she thought.

      She wondered who he was. Something about him made her come alive. Every part of her sizzled with awareness of her arousal. She scanned the back of what was no doubt his perfect body. She knew it would be perfect if he was like the others. Working her way up from his powerful long legs to the perfect footballer’s butt, past the narrow waist, up to the cobra-like back and still farther up until she stopped at…jet black, almost blue hair that played with the collar of his shirt. She took in her fill of what must be another one of Lord Tordin’s beautiful warriors.

      Blue-black hair. He had blue-black hair.

      Her heart beat so fast it could explode through her chest if it wanted to. Was this her sex god? It couldn’t be. This alien couldn’t be the man who’d invaded so many of her most explicit dreams of late. She crossed her legs as the tell-tale signs of moist arousal tickled her lady bits and started to wet her panties.

      Maybe this wasn’t him. Maybe it was a coincidence with the hair. She hoped and prayed this alien officer wouldn’t pick up on how much he affected her. Where was this Lord Tordin? Why was he taking so long to meet with her, and why was this man here ignoring her?

      As if sensing her questions, he turned around and strode toward her with his head bent,  reading a glass-like tablet. When he got closer, he looked up and locked eyes with hers.

      It was him!

      Diamonds. That’s all she could formulate to describe those eyes of his. Huge, perfectly beautiful diamonds. They sparkled from across the remaining expanse of room between them. Then it got worse. He approached her, invading her extended personal space, and she wanted to disappear into the chair. This was the most amazing, gorgeous, beautiful, fine, hot, handsome, sexy, attractive, seductive man she’d ever laid eyes on, and he was right in front of her, only a few strides away. As he kept advancing toward her, she realized those words were far too inadequate to describe him.

      Don’t stand up. Don’t do it. You will fall—on your face—in front of the incarnation of the man you’ve dreamed about giving your virginity away to for weeks.

      When he came within a few feet of her, that same addictively fragrant scent from her dreams played with her nose, and she had to fight to remain cordially aloof. She wanted him, right here, right now. He smiled, revealing perfectly straight, white teeth. His was a smile that could serve as a stand-in for the Earth’s sun. She was officially done for.

      Don’t ask him to give you babies, don’t drool, and for sugar’s sake, don’t jump him!

      He extended a massive hand to offer a handshake. Kyra didn’t know if this was a universal custom, but she didn’t want to chance touching him and losing all sense of decorum. She couldn’t be held responsible for what she might do to this Adonis in the flesh. Instead, she stared at his proffered hand with a focus that could burn if her gaze were a magnifying glass.

      Like thunder rumbling, his voice was deep and full as he spoke. “Hello, Kyra, I’m Lord Tordin, but please call me Tordin. It is good to finally meet you, now that you are awake and, I hope, refreshed.”

      And that’s when her panties became drenched with evidence of the arousal he wrought within her. She prayed he couldn’t tell how he affected her, but judging by the look on his face, he knew full well.

      Don’t be a punk. Toughen up and shake the man’s hand.

      With bravery she knew she borrowed from somewhere else, she stuck her hand out to shake his. When he took her hand, enveloping it into his own massive one and covering it with his other, she knew it was over.

      Sparks.

      White hot sparks of electricity, fast and furious, raced through her body, igniting her every nerve. The overwhelming flood of sensations was too much. She wanted to snatch her hand away and at the same time run into his arms and attempt to climb into him. It hurt, and it felt like the best thing she’d ever experienced. She held on until she couldn’t any longer.

      No, no, no, not again, she thought with desperation.

      Everything was closing in as if the inky black void of outer space was seeping into the room, threatening to overtake her as well. She couldn’t give in to it. She had so many questions. Why did he of all people or aliens have this effect on her?

      Everything faded to black.
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      He couldn’t deny it any longer. The unction was real. He’d tested it, and it was proven to be true.

      Knowing the customs of Earth, he’d extended his right hand to greet her to establish the first touch while they were both in a conscious state. He noticed how she’d hesitated but didn’t deny the offer of introduction. When they touched, the connection was too powerful to resist. The spike of pure, potent, powerful passion that flooded him must have transferred into her, causing her to faint. She was his receiver in this unction. He knew it. She would receive, magnify, grow and nurture anything he gave her to the best outcome for both of them.

      He had to process this. This was the moment his years of logical existence collided with the metaphysical, mystical magic of the Creator Goddess, and he was elated. The unction was real, and Kyra was proof of it.

      “Thank you, Goddess, I’ll never doubt you again,” he whispered and looked down at the small Terrain before him.

      She was in his arms, albeit slumped in unconsciousness, but in his arms just the same. How long had he looked at her in this same state of sleep while she recovered in the Healing Section, longing and wondering? They’d shared the Goddess’ spark. It had been strong and sure, too. Kyra, passed out in his arms, was proof of it.

      Kyra. He loved the sound of her name. He inspected many of Earth’s records and found that it meant Sun. She was a sun—a super star in the truest sense. Aptly named, she had already started to shine bright in his once darkened existence.

      Kyra was also his Sun.

      What did the Goddess have in store for this small Terrain? How would she change his life and possibly his world?

      Tordin looked at the most beautiful female he’d ever encountered and thanked the Goddess again for her exquisitely perfect gift. Was she sent here only to help him with his mission? Or dare he even hope… was she to be his mate as well?

      He lifted her up into his arms and strode over to the lounging area. He didn’t want to put her down or ever stop touching her. This small being had invaded his thoughts and dreams for so long. They’d shared dream journeys, which was unusual in itself, but to also have the unction connecting them was the rarest of gifts.

      Before their actual meeting, he did everything to deny their connection, using plausible logic to explain it all away. But this occurrence was too much to dismiss, especially now that they’d touched. He wanted her like his next breath. Yes, that was it—he wanted her so much more now that he’d had a chance to touch her while she was conscious. The spark had been ignited, and he wanted to pursue her to the fullest, but he owed her his honor and word. She was under his protection, and he would obey his own mandate. He’d do it even if he had to stay away from her.

      His conscience informed him that the proper thing to do was to contact Malm or one of the other officers to assist him, but he didn’t want anyone around Kyra. He didn’t like the way she was kind and affectionate with Malm. She was sent to him, his unction, and he wouldn’t give Malm the opportunity to take that away from him. She might not be affected as he was by the Goddess.

      Tordin didn’t know or care if Malm was as magnetically drawn to Kyra as he was, but he knew he wouldn’t give her up. For two days he’d waited patiently for her to awaken to test the touch. He’d known Earth days were approximately half as long as his. The Terrain male was still on that sleep cycle. When she didn’t wake at a normal time for an Earth day cycle, he remained patient—waiting. The pull to be around her had only increased once she was on board. It was increasingly hard for him to stay away from her.

      Tordin felt her pull during his dream time, as well. They found each other in the dreamscape. She allowed him to lie with her, allowed him to embrace her in many shared dreams. He found immense joy in giving her comfort and pleasure. She was pure. Even in their dream journeys, he would not overstep the sexual threshold. She was to be honored and cherished above all else, no matter how much he ached for her. He’d put everything he could into the chaste kisses he offered, never delving into her sweet mouth. Only precious kisses, and they’d been enough to make him want to explode.

      When the Healing Section had summoned him to her as she thrashed about in her sleep, it was his touch that soothed her and calmed her back down.

      Aside from the healers, he’d allowed only Malm and Jalek to sit with the two females. They were his most trusted warriors, the ones who had brought them from their failing station to the ship. He was careful to keep the rest of the crew away from the Terrain females, no matter how curious they were to see them.

      It had also become evident Jalek was beyond smitten with the sleeping one, whereas Malm showed no special affection for either, simply treating them as the treasured gifts they were. But he, Tordin, was the one the healers had called to calm Kyra when the terrors tormented her in her deep sleep. Neither Malm nor Jalek had done anything for her. Only his touch had soothed her and helped her to regenerate enough to wake.

      Tordin sat with her in his arms, relieved she wasn’t still locked in the deep sleep like her friend. She was so small and delicate yet powerful. He sensed the strength of the Creator Goddess coursing through every part of her. The energy soothed him and made him even more protective of her. Holding her brought peace and contentment he’d thought was merely a warrior’s tale to soothe the turmoil of the battle-weary. Now he had proof.

      Kyra was here in his arms. He wanted to do whatever it took to make sure she had everything she wanted. More important, she was here and was definitely everything he wanted. He would relish being able to touch and hold her in this private moment for as long as he could.

      She stirred a bit in his arms and then nestled herself more into his lap. He tightened his hold and allowed himself to enjoy these fleeting moments of complete bliss before he had to return to the tasks before him and his duties of honor where she was concerned. She was a Terrain, and he could not hope to have her as anything more than a protected guest until he’d followed the proper protocol. That could only happen after he’d presented her to his father, and the IGA had absolved him of any guilt for bringing her and the other two Terrain onto his ship. Until then, he was duty-bound to keep his distance, maintaining his role as nothing more than the commander of the ship she was on.

      At this moment, though, holding her so close and feasting on her delicious scent, he knew he was too close to the edge of claiming her for his own. If he wanted a real shot at having her with him for anything more than this mission, he had to follow the mandate to the smallest detail.

      He took in a deep breath and savored the smell of her and her obvious arousal for him. Unlike Terrain, Olodians—especially males— had a strong sense of smell that rivaled even the lower beings on the planet Earth, or animals, as the Terrain called them. He made a mental note to use more Terrain-based words to help Kyra acclimate to her surroundings better and faster. He’d already talked with the crew on all ships and instructed them to study all the materials on Earth and its inhabitants, especially those from the North American land region.

      He took in another long whiff of her sweet smell that called to him. She was healthy, pure and would be ready to receive him if he was able to take her now. But he couldn’t, bound by the mandate as he was.

      As warriors and great hunters, Olodians also possessed the best traits of the lower beings over whom they became lords. Tordin was capable of heightened senses and bodily abilities, including limited flight, enhanced jumping, extraordinary strength and many other traits he realized Terrains didn’t possess.

      For the IGA to allow him to pursue her, she would have to demonstrate that she understood he was not a deity and had no special power over her. She must show that her will was still her own and fully intact.

      He’d always been fascinated with the Terrains and their ways. That’s why he was so close when the distress call had gone out. He had visited their galaxy many times. During those journeys to the outer fringes of their galaxy, he would scan for the wave frequencies that transmitted their thoughts, beliefs and dreams. This allowed him to catch up on their latest trends. He was fluent in many of their languages, customs and histories. Now in hindsight, maybe it was Kyra all along who kept pulling him back to her galaxy.

      He knew Terrain would label him and his men as what they called ’superheroes’ or even gods, based on their abilities. This had been done before. Unlike them, Olodians had evolved to embody the best traits of all living beings in their domain of planets. Millennia ago, when Olodians first visited the small blue planet, the Terrains had been amazed. Their designators of superhero and god came from the Terrains’ interactions with Tordin’s ancestors after observing what they could do. He understood that. But he wanted the Terrain he currently held in his arms to see him for what he was—here to serve and honor her.

      She stirred again. He could tell by her vitals that she would awaken soon. He would have to set her down before she woke and realized she was in his arms and on his lap. Her feminine essence drove him wild with want. The best thing was to start now to put some distance between them.

      He would have to get an application from the Healing Section to dull his desire for her. It had been years since he’d needed such applications for the surge. He’d learned to control his baser urges. Those applications were more for the younger warriors like Jalek, but this was an unction calling and harder to overcome. He would humble himself and take the application if it ensured he honored her and his father.

      His thoughts drifted to the despicable male they held in the guest area. He complained constantly and had a terrible outlook on life. Nothing was good enough— the nourishment, their ways, and even the accommodations. Many of the crew in that area had asked to be transferred to avoid having to interact with him. He was divisive, and it took much patience not to drop this Brantley off at the next planet, no matter if it could sustain humanoid life or not.

      It seemed Kyra’s dislike of the little male was well warranted. Tordin especially disliked how often he asked about her and what she was doing. He suspected the male had feelings for her that she didn’t return or want to receive from him. He would have to make sure this male Terrain was watched closely now that Kyra was awake and able to move about the ship. Tordin would do everything in his power to honor her request that this Brantley be kept far away from her and from the sleeping one, as well.
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      Kyra’s eyes popped open, and she looked around.

      It had happened again. She’d blacked out. How embarrassing. She was laid out on another soft platform, but this one resembled a sofa, its high back for support in a sitting position. Without moving, she gave the room a quick scan to get her bearings.

      It all came rushing back. She’d fainted as soon as she’d touched him. But there was something about that touch… She had to remember.  Ah yes, he’d shocked her, and the force of it must have knocked her out. Wow, the static electricity on this ship was really amped up. She’d have to remember to watch how she strode across a room. She could take someone out with an electric handshake if she wasn’t careful.

      Maybe she could find the operations portion of the ship and take a look at the air composition to see if there was a way to increase the moisture content. Yeah, that should be a quick and easy solution to the amount of static electricity. Depending on their fluids and laws of condensation, she could reroute the collected condensation and aspirate it… her rapid-fire thoughts paused. She felt that familiar feeling. Someone was watching her. That’s when she saw him out of the corner of her eye.

      Kyra turned her head just a tad to see the diamond-eyed winner of her ‘Mr. Everything’ competition sitting quietly, watching her. Not only was he as beautiful as before she’d passed out, he was majestic—regal, even—without the air of pomposity she’d assumed he’d have. His expression softened as she looked over at him. She had to swallow the lump in her throat and fought to regain some sort of composure.

      Nothing else to do but try and salvage this major blunder. Successful diplomacy was so out of her wheelhouse of expertise. This major gaffe was proof of that.

      She’d fainted in the presence of the commander of this entire fleet—Lord Tordin. Not to mention he was the man she’d been dream-humping for weeks. Lord Tordin was her dream sex god. How could this be? She knew it was him. He looked, smelled and moved just as he did in her dreams, except for the clothed and professionally distant part that was real life. Kyra knew it could be bad if she let on she had the hots for him. He was the commander, and she would have to respect him and not act like a horny teenager around the object of her affection. She couldn’t accost this man, no matter how much every part of her wanted it.

      Judging by the fact that she wasn’t in a heap on the floor, and there didn’t appear to be anyone else here, he’d had to move her to the sofa thingy by himself.

      Oh joy, I fell out like a crazy fan girl as soon as I met him. And now he knows I weigh just as much, if not more, than I look. What a great way to impress the awesome, beautiful, sexy-as-hell commander guy.

      Then she chuckled to herself. Maybe I have a thing for commanders, she reasoned as she remembered her slight crush on Commander Mark from the space station. The thought of him brought on a wave of sadness. He was dead, and she hadn’t been able to save him. Kyra pushed back the onslaught of a crying fit. She wouldn’t do this, not here while this man was watching her so intently. She took a few breaths and resolved to act like she had some sort of strength and composure. She wouldn’t have an emotional breakdown in front of him. No, she’d save that for when she returned to some private area.

      “I apologize Lord Tordin, for my inability to stay conscious long enough to have a complete conversation. How long was I out this time?” she asked, hating how she now had a tendency to black out since leaving the space station. “It’s starting to get embarrassing.”

      Kyra sat up to get a better look at him. Lord Tordin was poised, calm, confident and collected—everything she wanted in a man. Still, she couldn’t believe how much bolder she felt around him than any other she’d been attracted to. Normally, she’d be hiding or going the other way. With Lord Tordin, she wanted only to get close enough to sneak another touch of him.

      “No Kyra, please call me Tordin—just Tordin. And you don’t need to apologize. That is to be expected. Not only did you have smoke inhalation and poisonous gas in your lungs, you are still acclimating to our ship’s gravity and air concentration. They are slightly different from yours.” He leveled those brilliant eyes of his on her and asked, “Are you up to talking? I’ve cleared my schedule to speak with you and answer any questions you might have. But only if you’re up to it. I don’t want you to wear yourself out. So, any questions?”

      Yes, will you marry me?

      She shook her head to clear the thought and then realized he might think she was signaling she had no questions. In reality, the only things she did have were questions. Being around him clouded her mind with thoughts of being with him. She tried hard to ignore the powerful pull he had on her.

      Tordin sat in a chair across from the long sofa. Based on what she was experiencing, that distance was a wise choice. She was still trying to figure out a way to cop a feel.

      Is this how pervy guys feel around women?

      She was twisted and sprung over this god-like man. The thought that she could possibly objectify him as many men on Earth had done to women made her almost sick. She’d do better by him in her thoughts. No more lusting after the commander. The nausea of personal disgust passed when she looked at him again and noticed he beamed a smile back at her.

      He was so much like a human man except for his larger size, unnatural beauty and the almost glow-in-the-dark, piercing, gray eyes. Power emanated from him. His long legs extended out in front of him, casually crossed at the ankles as he talked with her, looking better than in the best of her dreams. She was certain if he were closer, she’d try to climb up into his lap and stay forever.

      You’re objectifying him again, her thoughts accused. But she couldn’t help it. That was how strong the pull was for her, being this close to him. She wanted to touch him and be touched by him. No, she wanted to wrap herself around this man like his favorite blanket.

      She shook off the haze of desire and tried to remember what he’d said. She could do this and act like a good and normal representative of her home planet. She’d be a sane person and get through this.  What was it he said?

      Questions. Ah yes, what were her questions?

      Kyra willed herself to return to the practicality that had served her so well. She was intelligent and capable of so much more than lusting after the commander of this fleet of alien spaceships. With a will of steel, she said, “Where are we, and when will we be returned to our home planet?”

      He sat up, set the digital tablet down and answered, “We are in a suspended vacuum hyper sling transport, heading toward a galaxy approximately forty of your Earth’s light years away. When we arrive at our destination in the equivalent of a month of your Earth days from now, it will be a little over forty years later on your planet.”

      He leveled a blank look at her. She couldn’t read him, but the words she worked hard to process left her numb, as well. Was she stuck here? Would she never see home again?

      “So you’re not going to return us to our planet?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

      “No, dear Kyra. When your vessel failed, we had to bring you onboard. There is no way we could have returned you to the surface of your planet without detection. It is currently against the mandate of our governing body to reveal ourselves to Terrains.”

      “Who are these Terrains? Can’t you let me speak with them? I could make a great case and agree to sign confidentiality agreements. I’m sure all of us would.”

      His soft laugh made her belly quiver with want. “The Terrains are you, your people. That is how you are known to us. Kyra, what do you call yourselves?”

      “Americans.”

      “No, not your country, your planet! What do you call yourselves? Earthians, maybe?”

      Kyra had never thought about it. The only thing she’d ever heard was that stupid name, Earthling. It always sounded so pejorative in its context. She could live with being called an Earthian.

      “Earthian, that’ll work. You can refer to me, I mean us, as Earthians.” She wanted to see if there was any other way to get back home. Maybe it wasn’t too late to try and get there. “Tordin, what if you gave us a shuttle to get there on our own? I wouldn’t hold you responsible for getting us back to Earth. Give us a shuttle from your reserve, and we can find a way back. I’m pretty good with a star map.”

      “Ha! You, dear Kyra, are humorous. Unfortunately, it doesn’t work like that. Even if you took this ship—and don’t think about doing that—by the time you made it back to your galaxy and planet, everyone you know would be at least twenty Earth years older. We’ve been traveling for the equivalent of two plus cycles of Olodian on-board time or almost five of your earth days already. Back on your planet, you’ve already been gone for at least seven to ten years. Going back would not help you rewind time. I do offer my sincerest apology.”

      She sat there trying to classify what this information meant to her. It felt weird because when she thought about it, who was she trying to go back to anyway? Her family was deceased, and her best friend was here with her. She was not losing too much of anything except the comforts of home and familiar surroundings.

      Phoebe, on the other hand, had parents and siblings who must be missing her terribly. As for Brantley, she couldn’t care less what he’d left behind. He probably had no one, either, as he’d most likely pissed them all off or managed to get ‘unrelated’ or disinherited, thanks to his sheer power to annoy.

      Tordin was right. There was no way to get back home. This was her new life. She may as well make the best of it. There would be no clicking her heels three times this go-round.

      She asked, “Is this place we’re heading to going to be my new home?”

      “No. Your new home will be on my planet, Olodia. Once I’ve finished this mission, we will return to Olodia. You’ll be under the protection and provision of my father, Emperor Gordin.”

      Something deep within Kyra rebelled at this. She wanted to be with Tordin, not to live in some harem of his father’s on an alien planet. Maybe she could prove herself and stay on the ship as an operations analyst. She hoped Tordin would overlook that her last position ended in the station exploding, but that wasn’t her fault. All she knew was that she wanted to stay with him. She didn’t want to be separated from him for even a moment.

      Odd. I don’t know him well enough to be this attached. Please don’t let me have some illness from the alien air that makes me unnaturally attracted to the commander, she pleaded, thinking she may be losing her mind.

      Kyra didn’t like how he affected her, and yet she did. The idea of working appealed to her in spite of her desire to stalk the commander. She would work and make a new career and home for herself. She wouldn’t have to be some damsel in distress, living in an Emperor’s harem. Yeah, that’s what she’d do.

      Kyra engaged her mental gears to figure out a way to earn a spot on his ship. She’d show him she could be invaluable to him and his fleet.  Now wasn’t the time to ask about that. She’d find out how to do it without tipping her hand. Before he knew it, he’d have no other choice than to allow her to work on the ship and continue to travel—with him, of course.

      Instead she asked other, more trivial questions, loving the sound of his thunderous voice. It wasn’t loud, but it filled the room like the rumblings of a storm brewing. She loved the vibration of it and how it made her entire body hum with joy.

      When she came to the end of questions that didn’t border on the silly, Tordin looked as if he had a deep thought. She watched him pick up a tiny disk from the table and place it against his neck, directly under his ear. Then his lips moved, and she heard the slightest sound, like he was talking to himself. It looked like a cool telecommunication technology Kyra would love to examine. How did the disk adhere to his neck like that?

      Tordin finished what she realized was a call. She’d made out he was speaking in another tongue by the way his full lips moved. When he finished, he spoke a few words to her in the same language and soon realized what he was doing. She was fascinated, watching him switch from his alien tongue to her English one so flawlessly; it looked like artistry in motion to her.

      “Kyra, your living quarters are ready. When we’re done, you are going there to get settled. As I’ve directed, Malm has arranged for you to have a tour of the ship. You’ll get the ship’s layout and have the freedom to move around. I want you feel comfortable on board. You are my guest and as such, you are able to go about the ship in peace. No one will harm you. You are under my protection. And if you have need of anything that has not been provided, please do not hesitate to let me know personally,” he said in a professional tone.

      She tried not to sigh. She wanted to be in the action, in the thick of things, not some ‘guest’ of the commander, floating through life on board.

      “Commander, I do have a request.”

      “Yes, I will do my best to accommodate you if it is possible.”

      “All right then, I want to work. Specifically, I’d like to work in your operations department, the area that keeps the ship running properly.” There, she’d gotten it out. Now she’d wait to see what he said.

      It didn’t take long for his reply.

      “But of course. We’d be happy to have you join the crew, and we can use the added help. If you don’t mind the steep learning curve, I think it will be good for you to have something to do. Get rested and take this.” He passed her another disk like the one he still wore—without touching her.

      “What’s this?” she asked excited to get her hands on the piece of technology.

      “It’s sort of like your mobile telephony. This one is calibrated to contact me directly. When you wish to speak with me, place it along this muscle of your neck,” he said. Instead of running his finger along her neck, he demonstrated by tracing a line along his own.  Kyra was surprised at how her heart fell with the missed opportunity to have him close enough to touch. “It will adhere on its own. When you wish to contact me, say my name. ‘Tordin’ is all you have to say, no Lord needed, and it will notify me of your wish to communicate with me. Likewise, if I wish to contact you, even if you do not have it on, wherever you placed it before, there will be a humming sensation only you will hear. Place it on or if you are wearing it, touch it lightly, and it will connect the link. Now you try it.”

      Kyra attached the disk and felt a sensation of slight warmth. She said his name, “Tordin”, and he touched the disk still attached to his own neck. When he spoke to answer, she didn’t hear his voice in the room—it filled her head in a delicious, soft rumble. “Ooh! This is cool,” she said in response.

      He smiled and said, “Another thing. You don’t have to use much volume to be heard on my end, and vice versa. The vo-link—that’s what this is called—will transmit your words at the right volume for me to understand. Watch as I speak with you now. In the room you barely hear my voice, but in your head you hear me perfectly, correct?”

      She nodded, understanding what all that subvocalizing was about now. They’d been having phone conversations. And the great thing was, it could be private, even with someone standing close by. Excitement grew within her at the prospect of what she could learn and do around all this alien tech. This disk might be one step from telepathy.

      Boldness rose within as she spoke with the commander. She’d try her own theory out. If he didn’t hear her, then no harm, no foul. Without using any volume, she thought her words, only moving her lips to say what she was thinking. “Tordin, thank you for being so gracious to give me a way to communicate directly with you. I’ll make sure to use it only when necessary.” She felt like such a flirt, and she liked this side of herself.

      As soon as she’d finished he said, “You’re very welcome,” and smiled.

      Hot dog! This thing could make the wearer almost telepathic. She wanted to know so much more. “What is its maximum effective distance?”

      “It depends, the more you use it, especially between the same person or people, the stronger the link. I am able to communicate with Malm, my second in command, through different galaxies. My father rarely uses his to contact me anymore, since he’s communicated with me since I was a small offspring.”

      “Oh, I see. So is it biologically based? Does it begin to fuse with my body? Or will it have to be replaced from time to time like any other piece of machinery?”

      He cocked his head, looking for a way to answer that question. “Kyra, your questions are intriguing. Your approach to viewing the vo-link is quite refreshing and different. I would say it is more biological in application and mechanical in construction. It is made of a metal found on our various worlds. The metal is magnetically drawn to our skin. It isn’t harmful and won’t pull or attach too tightly to the skin. It behaves almost like something sentient in that it will only attach as strongly as needed. So when we perspire it clings more firmly to maintain contact in spite of the moisture.”

      “Oh. That’s very interesting,” she said, her mind whirling with questions. “So you are able to sweat? You know, to compensate for overheating?”

      “Haha, yes, dear Kyra, we are. Our ’sweat’ as you call it, is not made up of the liquid you call water from your Earth. It is made up of our fluid called gaiata. It is what you used to cleanse yourself. You will also drink it to hydrate and refresh yourself. It is our life-giving force, as your water is for you.”

      “Will it trigger any reactions in my system?”

      “Most likely. On your world, your historians refer to it as the fountain of youth, and the waters of the ancient garden started as an experiment on your planet by our ancestors. Let me think… if some of your ancient texts are right, you gave it names based on the flow pattern it took from the original source. I believe the names were Pison, Gihon, Hiddekel and Euphrates. But we didn’t allow the experiment to go too far, because your people started to change and become more like us instead of evolving on their own path. We only wanted to help the planet grow and remain lush, not to change its species. Our gaiata gave you longer life spans closer to ours, and your flora and fauna become—how do you say it?—super-size. In some cases, they became more vicious, turning into the creatures you called the dinosaurs, and the effects went on and on. Gaiata is way more potent than your water. All sentient beings are able to live in it, and it restores, repairs and rejuvenates us. We ingest it, cleanse with it, cook, heal, grow our food and so many other things with it. Without it, we would cease—or die, as those in your world would say.”

      Kyra was stunned. “Wait, you mean to tell me that the blue-green liquid I bathed in earlier was part of the Garden of Eden?”

      “Yes, dear Kyra it was, and it is this same gaiata that I will ask you to drink very soon. Your vitals show you are dehydrated. That would also account for your passing out.”

      “Sure, yeah, I’d love to drink some of this fountain of youth liquid.” Then it dawned on her—were they immortal? “Tordin, is your race immortal? You know, able to live forever?”

      He looked amused at her question but answered, barely moving his mouth, “No we are not, but by your standards we may as well be. Our people are able to live…” he quietly counted and then continued, “thousands of your Earth years, as long as we take care of our beings. I will have you speak with the healers to let you know what you can expect, since you’ve been ingesting gaiata since coming on board. One thing I can tell you is that your day will start to elongate to match ours. Our days are twice as long as yours. We usually require a rest period of about ten to twelve of your Earth equivalent hours, but where you would sleep twice, we sleep once.”

      “So you’re saying I will stay up for twice as long as I used to?”

      “Ah yes, you have a better way of explaining. That is correct. One of our days equals two of yours. But I will make certain the healers give you a complete evaluation to let you know what else to expect.”

      Hearing the mention of the healers again, she felt guilt creep up. In all her enjoyment of spending time with Tordin, not once had she asked or even thought about Phoebe. She was so selfish. Phoebe could be fighting for her life, and here she was trying to figure out how to climb this mountain of a man.

      Kyra shook her head in disgust, then she remembered she wore the disk. She hoped she wasn’t doing her usual thing and talking to herself. A quick look back at him, and he seemed none the wiser. Then she asked, “Tordin, would it be possible for me to visit Phoebe? I want to make sure she knows I’m nearby and here for her.” That sounded good, but she knew she’d said it more to make her feel like less of a jerk. Kyra had to go to Phoebe and make it up to her. Her plans to stay on the ship would have to wait until she was sure Phee was all right.

      “Of course. I can escort you there personally when we’re finished or take you to your new quarters. It is up to you. The only thing I require is that you drink some gaiata now. Your system is getting weaker by the moment.”

      “How can you tell how my system is doing? You don’t have a scanner do you?”

      “Yes and no. I am able to sense your heartbeat, energy levels, blood flow, breathing and other things. My senses include the five you know of and some more that are sharper than those of the Terrains, I mean Earthians.”

      “So you have powers like a super hero? Like you have x-ray vision, can hear an ant crawling and stuff like that?”

      Tordin laughed so loud, his voice threatened to shatter her consciousness. When her hands came up to her ears, she saw him rush toward her and then halt just before touching her. He looked pained and said, “Kyra, dear Kyra, I forgot myself. I apologize for my explosion of emotion while you still wore the vo-link. It won’t happen again. Are you all right?”

      “I don’t know; can’t you tell me?” she said, not understanding how his voice managed to sound like God blasting in her ears.

      Then she did get it. He said they’d come to her planet thousands of years ago and interacted with them.  Both his and Malm’s voices could easily be mistaken for a god’s if someone listening to them were none the wiser. They must have given those people ways to communicate with them like this vo-link thing. And in turn, the people thought they were speaking with God. Tordin admitted his heightened abilities and senses. Couple his presence with gaiata, and the ancients could have easily mistaken him for a god. Someone with less knowledge of space and the worlds beyond Earth might well draw that conclusion. He was the superhero of her world. She was standing in front of the real superman! This was breakthrough stuff.

      She couldn’t help herself and asked, “So you are the people my people must have thought were gods and superheroes?”

      “Yes,” he said, a clouded expression washing over his face. He turned to busy himself with the glass tablet before speaking again, not looking at her. “The Pyramids and whole Mount Olympus thing were some of our greatest embarrassments and low points. My ancestors liked to play around with the Earthians. They dishonored your race, and the practice of vacationing on Earth was stopped for that reason. The name Olympus is even a mangled name for Olodia.  To be fair, that was a mixture of Olodians and our cousins from a near by galaxy, the Herodians. Malm is half Herodian and can better explain how they excel at flight and other gifts. Where we Olodians have hyper-acute senses, they have flight and can manipulate a planet’s elements. We all have these capabilities to some degree, it’s just that over time each galaxy has become stronger in one set or another. But we are all able to do these things if the need arises.”

      Kyra’s mouth was dry. She realized it had been hanging open as she listened to Tordin. They could fly and manipulate elements? These aliens had built the Pyramids and been the freaking Olympians! Zeus, Hera and the gang were aliens having a good time playing with the stupid Earthians. No wonder these men all looked like Egyptian and Greek gods walking around in the flesh—because they were!
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      “Phee you’re not going to believe what I’ve managed to get us into this time,” she said in a whisper, trying hard to cope with seeing her friend suspended in the blue-green liquid Tordin called gaiata. “We’re on an alien ship headed to a galaxy forty light years away from Earth. And heads up, they look like Egyptian and Greek gods, because they basically are.”

      Phoebe was totally submerged in the stuff. There were no tubes or intrusive needles or machines beeping or monitoring anything. She was dressed in a beautiful gown that floated about her, revealing none of her private parts while she was in suspension. It was as if she were floating underwater in a blue-green pool while she slept.

      She looked so peaceful. Kyra could tell she was breathing only by the slight rise and fall of her chest cavity. It was weird knowing that her friend wasn’t drowning. And she had to admit, if nothing else, Phoebe looked amazing, if improving on her looks were even possible.

      The healers were gracious and quite knowledgeable, as well. Although they resembled the other the huge men, they themselves looked identical, like they were triplets. Their presence was ancient and beyond any wisdom she’d known. Before she could verbalize her next question, one of the three answered and added more information to help her understand.

      She asked about the state of Phoebe’s condition and they informed her, “Phoebe is in the deep sleep and will emerge when she is ready and healed.”

      Kyra had a hard time accepting that there was nothing they could do to bring Phoebe out of the coma; she continued to ask questions to probe possibilities they might not have considered.

      “Could you use the gaiata to go into her head and help repair her brain? Isn’t gaiata like the all powerful fountain of life?”

      One of them spoke with patience and kindness. His deep voice was soft and comforting, giving off a parental or more like a grandfatherly vibe when he said, “Bright one, your tenacity in wanting quick healing for your nigh relative is admirable. Yes, we could do more invasive things to manipulate her healing, but we will not. It is not the way of Creation, and the Goddess has her time for all things. We do not invade; we support and assist in healing. Your nigh relative is on the proper path and time. We can tell you she will awaken, but in her own timing. To force or attempt to control that would be akin to striking down her soul. So we employ patience, which can be a healing in itself, bright one.”

      Talk about feeling like a kid being chastised. It reminded her of when she’d been rebuked as a child for wanting to do something harmful, like pour salt on a snail or some other cruel, heedless thing. Kyra felt like slime. They were right.

      She left the area and found her new quarters. She’d learned that the original room was actually part of the Healing Section. This set of rooms was spacious. When she entered the area where food and nourishment were stored, like a kitchen, Kyra remembered to drink a large container of gaiata. It had no taste, just like water, but it was refreshing and almost addictive. She felt great after she drank what could have been a few liters of the stuff. Her body craved it and was rewarded with a burst of energy.

      When Malm showed up to show her around the ship, she was amazed at how long it the tour took, and he said they’d only covered the main areas. She wanted to get her bearings. Not having a watch or completely understanding the time on board threatened to make her go a little nuts. She felt like she’d been up for a day, but her body wasn’t tired. It didn’t feel like it was time to go to bed, so she decided to take another cleansing bath.

      A long time later, she came into the sleeping area to find another closed-off space that contained new clothes and shoes—all in her size. This was like having a fairy godmother. She busied herself playing dress-up for what felt like a few more hours and then finally felt the urge to sleep.

      

      [image: ]

      Kyra fell into an easy routine. She went to the operations section, about a twenty-minute walk from her quarters. She began to learn the systems and the symbol language, which reminded her of ancient script. Everyone was patient and kind, showing her how they operated. Their applications and methods were so far ahead of what she and others on Earth were doing, she felt like a toddler in an operating room. There was so much to learn and grow into. It was as if her prayers to learn and become her best had been answered.

      Another thing fascinated her about them, as well. She noticed the operations crew all had the ability to sense the machinery. When she asked about it, the lead warrior instructed her to drink as much gaiata as her body craved, continue to learn the system and their language and give it time. He said her senses would grow the more gaiata she drank and as she interacted with the ship. She learned that whatever the duty, the Olodians’ senses would intensify to interact with it—especially if they did it often. They became one with the task or job.

      That was cool.

      Also cool was how much Phoebe improved each day Kyra came to visit. By the third visit, she saw a pattern emerging. A few times, she’d seen Jalek coming to sit with Phoebe when she was leaving. Kyra could tell he was in awe of the comatose woman, staring at her with wonderment. She didn’t know how long Jalek stayed, but she could tell he had feelings for her friend and was diligent about coming to sit with her.

      She felt sad for him, though, after making her discovery. Phoebe just lay there, having no response either to her or to Jalek. She thought her friend was in a coma like those she’d seen in films back on Earth—she’d become a vegetable, unable to move or do anything. The real breakthrough Kyra needed to feel good about Phoebe’s progress came when Malm joined her a few times to visit and check in on Phoebe.

      The healers would ask Malm to hold her hand, and when he did, Phoebe moved her arms and legs a little. She seemed to respond to his touch. Malm remained still, sitting next to the container and holding her hand as the dutiful servant and warrior he was. He would do this for as long as the healers wanted him to. Kyra admired him and was grateful for his act of kindness toward her friend.

      It was also weirdly calming to watch him with Phoebe. Kyra realized that while Jalek was only allowed to sit with Phoebe, the healers asked Malm to touch her, almost like a form of rehabilitation therapy. Each time he did, Phoebe’s range of motion appeared to increase. The healers made notes on a glass tablet like Tordin’s and made small adjustments to the angle and position of the container. The lighting in Phoebe’s room appeared to simulate the light of a full day. When Kyra came to visit at the beginning of her day, the room looked like it was morning. When she visited at the end of her day, depending on how late she came, it looked like afternoon or evening in the room. Kyra marveled at the healers and their methods.

      Their ways were starting to rub off on her, as well. She asked them about touch and what it meant to the patient.  She secretly wanted to know why she wanted to touch Tordin so badly. The urge hadn’t left, and the only reason she was able to contain herself was that she rarely saw him now.

      One of them replied, “Touch is the conduit to your essence. The right touch has the power to heal and to make you whole, whereas the wrong one can deplete and crush your life spark. You, bright one, have been touched by the Goddess and your unction. You are whole and will perform wondrous feats with your chosen. Be encouraged that you have found your path, and it will reward you for embarking on the journey. Do not allow your temporal sight to dictate what your eternal one knows. Be diligent and steadfast, holding onto what is truth. Remember, bright one, fact is the temporary appearance of what you might expect, but truth is the consistent thread running through your life spark.”

      Talk about a deep answer. That was what she got for asking a being most likely older than the Himalayan mountains what touch meant. All she could do was remain quiet and try to plaster a gracious smile on her face. His words had managed to confound and silence her. The words felt alive, like they were traveling deep down into her psyche. She had no clue what he meant, but something, like some power or source, restrained her from asking for clarification.

      When she thought about his words later, they came back to her like a recording, word for word. She wasn’t able to turn them around and analyze them in her normal way. No, they remained as they had been delivered, in their totality. She felt like the words had a life unto themselves and could not be changed by interpretation and analysis. They were and would be as they were delivered. She would know what they meant when they were ready, not when she was.

      Was this how her life would be among the aliens? Would she always be in reactive mode from here on, always having to respond to what was new and unknown?

      She would have to give up the control that comes from knowing or risk losing her mind. It was as if this world required her to walk by some elusive faith in the unseen and unchartered. That was not her way. She was a woman of science and technology. To make sense of her world, things had to add up. One plus one had to equal two, or she was lost and confused, and this upset her.

      She wanted Phoebe to awaken and help her. Phoebe was more the spiritual one and would know what to make of all this. The healers’ way was to let things take their course. The more she interacted with them, the more she was certain they were older than the dirt on Earth. Their perception of time was vastly different from hers. And why did they call her ‘bright one’? They never called her Kyra, and it was starting to make her question how much they knew about her.

      She was about to leave Phoebe and go to her rooms for what seemed like evening on board. She had this urge to go. No, it was more like she was drawn to stand and move. Maybe she would walk and explore the ship some more. Most of the crew would have departed to their rooms or to the central part of the ship, where they gathered and socialized in a lounge area. She knew she didn’t feel like being around too many others, so she might try to find a library or media room.

      She stood to leave and noticed Tordin stood in the entry to Phoebe’s room. She hated the fact that she hadn’t sensed his presence. Although when she thought about it, the air had seemed to get warmer, and she’d had the urge to get up, move and leave. Was he the reason for this? Kyra took a step back into the room to allow him entry. She watched as he neared Phoebe’s container to look at her.

      “She looks a lot better than when she was first brought in. The healers tell me she will make a full recovery.”

      Kyra didn’t know what to say. His being so close was wreaking havoc with her ability to function and form coherent sentences. It was as if she’d short-circuited. She hadn’t been this close to him since the day she’d fainted in his office. That was days ago but felt more like an eternity now. She took a step toward him and watched with dismay as he took a few steps toward the other side of Phoebe’s container, as if to put it between them like some sort of barrier. Did he know how much she wanted to touch and be near him?

      Oh no, do I disgust him?

      The thought drove a spear of pain through her that took her breath away. If she made him feel anything like Brantley’s unwanted attention made her feel, she’d be sick. Who was she kidding? There was no way Tordin would be interested in her.

      For all he knew, she was just the little Earthian refugee running around, trying to fit in. She offered nothing in the way of great accomplishment or personal beauty. She was average-looking, homeless and completely dependent on his graciousness for her survival. She was his guest, or more likely burden, who also had the hots for him. She had to make herself realize how stupidly she was behaving. Once again, she’d been a fool when it came to the affairs of the heart. She didn’t understand men or how to deal with them.

      When she was able to regain a normal intake of air, Kyra chose to make light of her hurt feelings by completely suppressing them. She put on her best smile. She could do this, but not if she had to look at him.

      She looked at Phoebe’s sleeping form and said, “Yes, the healers are amazing. I’m in awe of what they are able to accomplish. Phoebe is doing better, and I trust the healers that she will wake in her own time.” She paused to take in breath, since she’d not taken one during that entire reply. Then she added, “Thank you again, Tordin, for taking us in and being so kind. I don’t know that any of us would be alive if it hadn’t been for your kindness. You saved our lives, and for that I will always be in your debt.”

      She looked up at him to see a quick look of affection. He was looking at Phoebe. Kyra’s heart sank to a new level of despair. Even in a coma, Phoebe rendered every male in her presence a drooling idiot. Phoebe looked almost angelic. She couldn’t blame Tordin when she compared the two, now almost side by side. What was she thinking? There was no way she could ever compete with Phoebe.

      Kyra remained silent, not knowing what to do next. She was immediately reduced once again to that awkward woman in her friend’s shadow. What could she say to the most perfect man she’d ever met when there was Phoebe? She watched as he continued to look down at the real life Sleeping Beauty. At that moment, Kyra hated her and then, just as quickly, hated herself for thinking that way about the woman who had done so much for her.

      Her thoughts and feelings were in conflict. All she ever desired was the confidence to go after what she wanted. She wanted Tordin, but now she knew it wasn’t mutual. He’d been kind, gracious and professional. But that was the extent of his feelings for her, and it all came tumbling down. All the days she’d spent daydreaming and thinking about him were for naught. And she felt really stupid about all those dreams she continued to have, with him as the star.

      Whenever it came to men, stupidity seemed to hound her. If she liked them, there was a great chance they never reciprocated. This was no exception. Now she only wanted to get out of here, away from him as he made goo-goo eyes at Phoebe. She’d worked up the nerve to walk out of the room when Malm came in.

      Malm. He was the only one of them who was safe. He treated Phoebe and Kyra the same, behaving like a loyal friend. She ran to him before she realized what she was doing and gave him a big hug.

      “Malm! I’m so happy to see you. I wondered if you’d come by to visit Phoebe today,” she said, holding onto his firm, narrow waist as if she’d fall without it. She felt him stiffen a little, but then he returned the hug.

      “Kyra, no I was detained a bit by something in the command room. I’m glad I managed to come when you were here, too. Phoebe seems to do better when you’re here.”

      “No. She only responds to you, Malm. I just enjoy seeing her do something more than lie there when you touch her.”

      Malm tensed again and removed her from his waist as he addressed Tordin. Kyra assumed he hadn’t realized he was in the room until now. The lighting was set for evening after all, and it was dim in there.

      “Sire, I didn’t see you at first. It is good to see you visiting Phoebe. I know she senses all our presence. I think it will help her knowing you’ve come to visit, as well,” Malm said, assuming an air of respect for his commander.

      Kyra slipped back to allow the two to interact. She wanted to watch how they acted around Phoebe, now that Malm was here and Tordin had been ogling her.

      “Malm, cousin, we are off duty. Please stop with the Sire. Yes, I’ve been meaning to come down for a visit.” He looked at Kyra and said, “I was drawn to come and make my presence known. It’s been too long since I did that.”

      Malm turned to look at Kyra as well and gave a warm smile. She noticed the thin scar make its usual arc as he did so. It only served to make him even more handsome in her opinion. At least one of them could appreciate her in Phoebe’s presence.

      Malm spoke, “I agree, but it looks like you may have spent too much time away. Is everything as you remember?”

      “Not as much, but I will find a way to get back into a routine that works. I see you have managed to do it, with great results.”

      Now Kyra was lost. What were they talking about? They’d slipped into their native tongue, and they now spoke too fast for her to comprehend. Were they talking about the healing bay or work? It didn’t make sense, and they were effectively ignoring her, so she decided to leave them to it.

      When she took a few steps, she heard Tordin say to her, “If you are leaving, I can walk with you. I’m headed back to my private quarters, and I’d like to catch up with how things have been going with you.”

      She was startled. Now that Malm was there, he wanted to show her some attention. She ought to say no, but she couldn’t because he was the commander, and she ached to be around him. Darn her, she was too weak around him. He didn’t want her, but she was willing to take any bone he would throw her way. She was disgusting in her own eyes.

      “Okay. I’m heading to my quarters for the evening, as well.” She directed her attention to Malm, who had taken his normal seat as one of the healers attached the unit that allowed him to touch Phoebe. She also noticed that Tordin stared with what looked like a look of amazement as Phoebe began to move her limbs in an undulating motion that was growing more full and fluid with each day’s passing. She felt a smug sense of satisfaction that Phoebe responded to Malm in front of Tordin, and also that Tordin seemed in awe of Malm’s effect on her. Neither mattered. The sooner she got this walk over with and made it to her room to cry, the better. “Tordin, I’m ready if you are,” she said and headed out of the room.

      She set a quick pace to get as far from him as possible. Let him catch up. She wasn’t lingering to see him drooling over Phoebe a moment longer. She’d allow him to do his duty, but she wouldn’t have to make it easy for him.

      “Kyra, wait for me, please.”

      She didn’t want to admit how hearing him say her name turned her to putty; she slowed down but didn’t stop. In a few seconds, he was by her side, walking in step with her. The walk to her rooms was long, and she didn’t know if she could make it without tears escaping. She was so hurt—she wanted to be alone to have her crying fit.

      He walked beside her, not saying a word. The only communication she felt was the heat wafting off his body and tickling hers. She felt tortured. On the one hand, she wanted to cry over how he’d rejected her, and on the other she wanted to accidentally bump up against him. The corridors of the ship were too wide to pull that off with any believability, since this one was empty but for them. So she walked onward and continued to pick up her pace.

      When they passed one of the training rooms, what would be called a gym on Earth, hope mounted within her. She knew she was over halfway to her rooms. He was still walking next to her, quiet as ever and as hot as ever, too. She was dying here. It would be so easy to grab his hand, but she wouldn’t. He’d made it clear he didn’t want to be near her. He was simply being a gentleman, seeing her to her rooms, and she would accept it as such.

      Finally.

      They reached her rooms, and she turned to say thank you. When she did, his hand came to rest against her cheek. Before she realized it, his thumb rubbed away a tear that was about to fall. She’d teared up in spite of herself. His touch melted every part of her and made her feel like everything was right with the world. Stupid! She was still addicted to his touch, and now she didn’t want him to stop.

      “What’s wrong, Kyra? What has made you so unhappy?” he asked, sincerity in his brilliant eyes.

      She shook her head. She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t confess how stupid she’d been in her girlish crush on him. He didn’t deserve her dumping that on him. He had every right to like and want Phoebe. He was a man, and Phoebe was beyond beautiful. Heck, she got better looking each and every day.

      So she lied. “I’m just tired and sad to see Phoebe like that. I think I need to get some sleep, and I’ll be all right.” She turned to go into her room and was surprised when he followed her in.

      “Kyra, why are you shielding and being untruthful with me? Why do you hurt so much? I can tell it has to do with something I’ve done. Please allow me to make it up to you.”

      What? Damn aliens and their super powers. This sucked. She couldn’t even have her lie to herself. He stood too close, and she didn’t know what to do. Breathe. So she did, taking a moment to take a few deep, calming breaths. He stood there, unmoving, and waited.

      What could she do? She couldn’t confess what was really wrong. He might run from the room and avoid her like the plague. She hedged for time and hoped he’d get the hint and leave. Instead he stepped closer until only about an inch of space separated them.

      A finger under her chin brought her tear-stained face up to look into his.

      “Kyra, you are a terrible liar. You can’t even think of something better to tell me? Why won’t you trust me enough to tell me what’s going on—the truth. I apologize for staying away. It’s how it has to be for now.”

      “What? Your words are so confusing. Have I done something that would cause you to stay away from me? Have I repulsed you?” she asked before she could stop the words from falling out of her mouth.

      “What? No! You could never repulse me. You are my guest, and I should find a way to check in on you more often.”

      Oh, that again. She didn’t want to be his damned guest, she wanted to be with him. This torture had to end. She tried to move back to put more distance between them before she lost control and threw herself at him. He leaned down and in. With the stealth of a panther, his lips brushed hers.

      Liquid, pulsating heat spread through her as their lips connected. She was too stunned to move. Was this really happening? She hoped so with everything in her. She stepped back into the kiss and rejoiced when she felt strong arms encircle her.

      A small moan escaped her throat as Tordin continued to kiss her. Kyra was in over her head. This wasn’t some dream where she had all the confidence that she could wish for. This was real. He was here, able to tell how inexperienced she was. She didn’t know what to do or how to act. Maybe this was a kiss of mercy to help her out of her sadness. Was he trying to get her to confess what was wrong by kissing it out of her?

      Well, that might just work if he kept this up. What should she do with her hands? She wanted to rub them up and down his chest, but she was too self-conscious. Then he captured her face between his large, strong hands and tilted his own face to crush her lips with more hunger than before. He removed a hand from her face to find hers and placed it on his chest. “Touch me back,” he said against her lips.

      She trembled with excitement and need. He’d given her permission to touch him, and he hadn’t run away. Either he was a great actor, or he wanted her. This kiss had all the passion and heat she always hoped it would. Allowing herself to let go and enjoy the moment, she ran her hand up his chest, enjoying the firmness of it. She brought her other hand up to join in and found his hardened nipples. She traced tight little circles around them with the middle fingers of both hands and rejoiced when he let out a low growl that resembled a distant thunder rumble and that vibrated into her, down to the core.

      This was the invitation she needed to become bolder. Her hands spanned his chest, down the eight-pack of hard abs and around to encircle his narrow waist. He responded by following suit, pulling her tightly against him in an embrace that locked her into him. She sighed in contented pleasure and opened her mouth to beckon him in for more.

      When the tip of his tongue met hers, prickles of electricity sizzled and slid up and down her spine, causing her to arch into him. Her full breasts squeezed against his hard chest as she fought to remain grounded. Her entire being felt like she could easily float or even take flight. His tongue glided into her mouth as she felt his hot sweet breath caress her face. When he flicked and teased her tongue, Kyra knew she would give in to any demands he made.

      Her nails lightly ran up and down his back, and he began to make sounds that stirred her insides, increasing her need for him. When he released her mouth for a breath, she sucked his bottom lip into her mouth, and he shuddered.

      “Stop. I have to stop. I’m not supposed to be here with you like this. This is not how it should be. I could mess everything up. Please forgive me for losing myself.” He pulled back from her and looked at her with horror in his eyes.

      She was overly aroused and confused. What was he saying? “What? No, I want you. I mean I wanted you to kiss me. I enjoyed—”

      “No, Kyra, you don’t understand. You’re my guest. If I do this, then I could mess up any hope for a future that doesn’t bring dishonor to my father. I have to go. I thought I could be around you. I have done wrong by you. My apologies, but I must leave now.”

      He stepped away from her. The removal of his body from hers was so swift she almost lost her balance and stumbled. The loss of his body heat left her cold. She watched as he whirled away as if in slow motion, his strides eating up the space between them and the door. Once there he said, “Again, dear Kyra, I apologize for overstepping into your personal space. I must not let myself lose sight of what is right or let this happen again. I will do my best to remember you are my guest and under my protection. Please forgive my actions here.” He turned, opened the door and left.

      Kyra could only stare in disbelief after him as she stood in the empty, cold, lonely room.
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      Kyra dove into her work, spending long hours learning the ship’s systems. She’d started to pick up an Olodian word here and there as well. Realizing the men around her all spoke English, even if it was a chore for them, Kyra asked the lead warrior to have his team speak their native tongue so she could learn. Hearing the language all day and forcing herself to stretch and grow to communicate with them gave her the perfect opportunity to focus on work and not on Tordin.

      If she couldn’t have happiness of the heart, she’d become the best at her job. Kyra needed a win. She couldn’t lose everything she’d worked so hard for. She was determined to become the best here so they had no choice but to keep her or even elevate her to run a crew of her own. She’d find a way to get over not being around the commander by working harder and smarter. She’d pull her own weight and stop being a burden on him and his resources. She just had to learn their language, become strong enough to stay up for two days at a time and learn a whole new world of science, physics and technology—no big deal, right?

      One thing was working for her, though—gaiata. Gaiata had become her best friend and personal salvation. If people on Earth had this stuff, drugs would become useless. She drank lots of it, luxuriated in it during her cleansing times and felt the elixir of life doing its magic as each Olodian-length day passed. The liquid was a miracle substance. She was no longer tired and dragging after what would be a typical workday—the equivalent of thirty-six hours in an Earth cycle. Instead, she flowed into a circadian body rhythm that mimicked that of the warriors.

      Her sleep time was longer, at what she calculated to be ten to twelve Earth hours, but she felt refreshed when she woke. She reminded herself that her days were about twice as long, so her sleep needed to be, as well. Resting now meant allowing her body to repair and rejuvenate as the gaiata did its magic. She made sure to drink some before bed each night. With each passing day, she picked up more of the Olodians’ ways, what to do, how to live, and she did it faster.

      After work she went to visit Phoebe, and Malm usually met her there. Although he was still the only one the healers allowed to touch Phoebe, she felt like her friend sensed and appreciated her presence, as well. And Phoebe looked well-rested and healed, perhaps almost ready to wake up—or that was Kyra’s hopeful assessment.

      Malm remained his normal self and sat, quietly holding Phoebe’s hand as Kyra watched in awe and a little bit of sadness. She’d also noticed that Jalek had come by a few times when Malm was there but left quickly, not entering the room. Before leaving, though, he watched Phoebe move in response to Malm’s touch. Kyra was certain she saw hurt written across his face.

      She was intimately familiar with that look. She’d endured it for years, always feeling like she was the second choice. Living in the shadows of people whose light shone way brighter than her own had made her a pro at concealing rejection, even if it ate her up from the inside out. She was always the invisible one trying to be smart enough to be taken seriously and respected. She figured if they couldn’t adore her as a beautiful woman she could at least get their respect as a brilliant colleague.  Yes, she definitely understood what she saw in Jalek’s expression.

      There it was again. Her heart lurched with want for Tordin. What was he doing at that moment? Did he feel this, too?

      Kyra ached at the torturous pull to be with the commander; she couldn’t seem to stop when she was alone and forced to be with herself. Before she met him, she’d never had a problem spending endless hours alone. That seemed like eons ago. Now Kyra’s entire being wanted and needed Tordin to come to her, to hold her in his arms again. It was more than sexual. It was like needing air to breathe.

      Seeing Malm with Phoebe made her sad and a little sorry for herself. It might not have been so bad if she’d never known what it felt like to be in Tordin’s arms in real life, but she did. That was the torture—she had experienced it only to have to endure its loss every day.

      He had rejected her, plain and simple.

      She really knew how to pick them. Why couldn’t she fall for one of the other beautiful men on board? They were plentiful, kind and ripe for the picking. But no, she had to choose the commander, Lord Tordin, who had a huge conflict of interest where she was concerned. Or at least that’s what he said. Why was she so powerfully drawn to him if she couldn’t have him?

      The pull to be near him felt stronger and more real as each day passed.

      Am I obsessed to the point of madness over him?

      She caught herself aimlessly walking the corridors of the ship, only to discover she was in the command center or training area where he was. Kyra never approached him, hoping she’d correct her course before he saw her. She was quick to leave as soon as she realized she’d gone to him. Her drifting toward him was trance-like. She didn’t know when she’d flow into it. Her only hope was that she’d be able to see him coming into view in time to divert her trajectory and go the other way.

      I’m acting like a stupid, loyal, love-sick puppy where he’s concerned.

      He looked downright distraught and horrified when he left her the last time, and she never wanted to see that look on his face again, especially if she was the one to put it there. Kyra had no doubt he’d wanted her as much as she wanted him at the time, but somehow, it wasn’t enough.

      Or maybe she was just a woman of convenience for him. She was the only female on board who was conscious and walking around in good health. Maybe she was just a warm body that would do in the meantime. She evidently didn’t matter enough for him to try to figure out a way to make it work. She just wasn’t important enough to him.

      Kyra stomped her foot in anger before she remembered where she was and that Malm had been watching her.

      “What troubles you, bright one?” he asked.

      There it was again, that moniker, ‘bright one’. What did it mean when they said it?

      “Malm, why do you call me that? ‘Bright one’.”

      “Because it is your name and what you bring.”

      “Huh? I don’t follow what you mean.”

      “Oh, forgive. What I mean is that your name means Sun according to your Earth’s records, and you bring the bright shine of your Earth’s sun with you everywhere you go, especially to our Sire.”

      “I didn’t know that’s what my name meant. And as for your Sire, that’s the last thing I bring him. He stays away and avoids me like I’m a bad infection. It’s as if I’m obsessed with what I can’t have. Do you think I’m obsessed with him?” she asked, ashamed for feeling as immature as she did.

      Malm smiled and said, “No, you’re not obsessed with him. It is the Goddess at work. As for Tordin, what he does is for both of you. Please do not believe what you see. Trust your heart. He wants to do what is right and honorable. Being around you tempts him to run the risk of limiting the chances of a long future with you.”

      “See that statement right there makes no sense whatsoever. How can he avoid me in order to have a future with me? I might find someone else. This ship has oodles of men, and let’s not even talk about the ones on the other ships in the fleet.”

      Malm nodded his head as if understanding. She was surprised he used the Earth gesture, but she’d noticed he’d picked up quite a few of her sayings and ways of late. Then he said, “It means he has to conquer himself where you are concerned. He is a strong leader in so many areas, but in this part of his life,” he gestured to her, “he must overcome his drive to fulfill his immediate desires in order to have life-long peace and happiness. The Goddess wills it. He must learn, grow and conquer himself. He has to become what the unction calls him to be.

      “There are forces at work that neither of you see but will face in due time. You are his greatest strength and weakness. If he becomes what is required of him, you will help him open up possibilities of change that will impact our world in dramatic fashion. His avoiding you has nothing to do with not wanting to be with you. He is preparing to be able to be with you the right way, bright one. In that preparation, he’s taking this time of separation from you to focus on the mission his father gave him. The success of this mission is a key to your desires coming to pass. He honors you by keeping his distance. Trust your heart, bright one.”

      “So I’m a distraction to what he needs to accomplish. Okay, I’ll continue to stay away, but I don’t know how to stop the dream-walking to find him.”

      “You are never a distraction, bright one, you are a hope that helps him to stay focused. As for your walks, allow the Goddess to give you wisdom. I know that is not what you wish to hear, but it is the only advice I can give you. Your life’s path is joined with his. Only the Goddess knows the reason and purpose, but you are like her in many ways.”

      “I don’t know about this Goddess you speak about. Is she like the God of our Earth?”

      “Your god is encompassed within her. The Creator Goddess gives life and interacts with each of us in the way best for us to grasp. The energy of the Goddess flows strong within you. Her unction is upon you, and I have no doubt you will fulfill the call.”

      Confused, that’s what Kyra was. Instead of begging Malm to speak like a normal person instead of some esoteric prophet, she decided to give it a rest. There was one thing she couldn’t deny, though. She felt the weight and life of the words Malm spoke. They set up residence deep within her like the ones the healers had pronounced over her.

      All she could do was stare at Malm as he returned his attention to Phoebe. She’d moved like a mermaid, gracefully undulating in smooth ripples as he’d spoken. He never stopped touching her through the entire exchange. Kyra envied her friend to be able to exist in a coma and not have to deal with all of this.

      Phoebe was back to her normal, smooth but limited movements now that he was silent. If Kyra didn’t know any better, she’d believe Malm and Phoebe were symbiotically bound together in some way. Phoebe’s body had reacted differently as he spoke to Kyra. What was going on between them and between Tordin and her?

      She had to think, and she left the room as quietly as possible. She focused on making it to her room but was dismayed to find herself at one of the training rooms closer to the Healing Section.

      “Oh no, I did it again,” she said, not liking how in spite of her best efforts she’d ended up at the training room where Tordin might be.

      The room was empty at the moment. That was odd. Normally he’d already be wherever she’d been led. Maybe Malm’s words were working on her in some way, kind of how the healers’ did. Might as well get some exercise in, then. Now she knew that must be the gaiata working within her. She never voluntarily worked out, especially not by herself.

      She finished a rigorous simulated hike that climbed some alien trail, and she marveled at how the gaiata refreshed and cooled her skin after the exertion. Sweating was such a different experience now. It felt…good, not slimy and gross as it had was on Earth. Plus, her body didn’t hurt after the exercise. That was a huge win. She might make this part of her daily routine. She’d come here and work out after visiting Phoebe.

      She didn’t hear the footsteps until he was close enough for her to hear his ragged breathing.

      “So you bought into their mind control hook, line and sinker, I see. Look at you. You look and act more like them as the days go by!”

      Brantley! She’d know that spineless wonder’s voice anywhere. The troll was here in the same room with her. When she turned around, the shriek of horror that flew out of her filled the room. Brantley was hideous, and he smelled as bad as he looked.

      His skin had an unhealthy yellowish-green hue, like he’d been living in some radioactive sewer, and his eyes bulged with a crazy gleam.

      “Brantley, what are you doing here?” she managed to ask as calmly as possible.

      “I’ve been waiting to catch you when he’s not around, watching and lurking.”

      She was confused. Who was he talking about?

      “Brantley, what are you talking about? Who’s been lurking around me besides you?” She couldn’t resist the dig. This was beyond creepy and felt a little stalker-ish, too.

      “Who? Why, the great and all-powerful Oz, also known as Lord Tordin. I hate him. He never lets you out of his sight. Whenever I’ve asked to see you, one of his football player-looking goons tells me you’ve refused my request. But I know that can’t be right. I can see now they’ve brainwashed you to believe their lies. I had to get to you to warn you and get you to snap out of it. We have to escape.”

      Kyra could tell Brantley was out of his mind. He looked badly malnourished and deranged. Gone was his pot gut; instead he looked haggard, saggy and old. She almost felt sorry for him until she remembered what he’d done, and anger replaced pity.

      “Brantley, stay away from me. Lord Tordin was doing what I asked him to—keeping you away from me. I still can’t get over how you sexually harassed me and what you allowed to happen to the station. Your carelessness is the reason we’re here now. You caused the deaths of so many people, and I do not want to be responsible for doing something harmful to you.”

      “Ha! Harmful to me? You can’t do anything that hasn’t already been done. They watch me all the time. I have to sneak around and hide like an animal just to get away from them. They’re out to have my mind. I can tell they already have yours now. And that poor woman in there. They have her pickled like some lab experiment in that box. There’s no telling what they’re doing to her.”

      Kyra tried hard to follow what he said, but when he spoke of Phoebe being pickled and experimented on, she knew he was delusional. “No, Brantley, Phoebe is not dead, she’s in suspension while she works her way back to consciousness. She’s in a coma.”

      “No, she’s not. That blue liquid is alive. It does things to you. It sucks your life away. I won’t allow them to make me take it. It’s evil and part of their attempt to brainwash me. Don’t drink it or go near it.”

      “Yeah, look at all the good that’s done for you,” she said, noting how he appeared to be rotting away.

      Brantley didn’t stop his tirade, though; he was convinced. “They are all evil, trying to take everything from us. When I ask for normal food and water, they say they don’t have it. Lies! They want to brainwash us to be their guinea pigs. You have to stop believing them. It’s too late for Phoebe, they’ve killed her, but you—we can get away and escape. Don’t believe them. They are evil,” he said in an elevated trill.

      Kyra looked around for a way of escape. If Brantley continued to work himself up, she didn’t know what either of them would do. Would he try to force her to do anything? Would she have to protect herself and harm him? How had he managed to get in here without anyone noticing, anyway? She had to get away from him before something bad happened. Then a memory brushed against her mind. It was brief and gentle, but she grabbed hold. It was a long shot, but she hoped it would work. She had nothing to lose by trying.

      She blocked out everything but one thought and said in a whisper, “Tordin”, as she pressed her neck where the vo-link had once been attached.

      Immediately his voice filled her head, “Yes, dear Kyra, how may I help you?”

      His voice sounded like bliss. Kyra snatched her focus back to the present. She was simultaneously grateful and overwhelmed to hear Tordin’s voice filling her head, but she had to work fast. Brantley eyed her like she was crazy. She mouthed the words as she thought them and said, “Please send help. Brantley has me cornered in the training room by the Healing Section, and he’s starting to scare me. I don’t know what’s wrong, but he appears to have had some sort of mental breakdown.”

      “Okay, please don’t do anything to engage or agitate him, I’m on my way. I’m very close by, so keep him busy for a few moments, and I’ll be there. Keep this line open until I reach you. Hold on, Kyra, I’m on my way.”

      Concentrating on the sickly looking Brantley, everything Kyra had gone through on the station in its last moments rushed back. Oceanic waves of grief started to crest over her, washing her in anger, fear, hatred and remorse. She’d been helpless to stop any of it. She’d tried, but it hadn’t been enough, and this man was the cause of it all.

      This time the stinging, angry tears rolled down her face before she could stop them. She didn’t look away, though. She continued to stare at the man responsible for causing one of the most traumatic events of her life. The sight of Brantley standing there, looking insane, triggered the other most traumatic event of her life—her parents’ death in a car accident.

      She’d been a child in the back seat. She’d emerged unharmed, but they were gone by no fault of their own. The two events began to blur and fuse together. Brantley became the personification of the drunk driver and the villain of all her worst, most tormenting nightmares. People like him caused senseless accidents that could be prevented with a little more attention and responsibility. Brantley was a bringer of death and despair. Hatred threatened to send her over the cliff of reason. She wanted his blood. She wanted him dead.

      “Kyra, what’s wrong with you? You don’t look right,” he said, looking at her like she was the crazy one. “Are they mind-controlling you now? Have you gone mad?”

      Maybe she had. Maybe Brantley’s craziness had rubbed off on her, too. They would be two crazy Earthians in this room for all the aliens to observe and learn from. They would become a part of the Olodians’ historical record,  yet another incident proving Earthians were weak and inferior. They would demonstrate how they couldn’t keep it together when bad stuff happened.

      “Brantley, shut up and don’t talk to me,” she said. This was not how she should go about keeping him calm, but she didn’t care. He needed to know that he was to blame for his own predicament. “Brantley, if I never saw you again, it would make for a very happy life. Every time you’ve been involved in something around me, it’s gone wrong. You’re a screw-up, plain and simple. You don’t take responsibility for your actions. It’s always someone else’s fault, and I’m done with it. I’m taking back my life. I won’t allow you to do anything else that effects Phoebe or me. Do you understand me? Stay away from me!”

      Brantley stepped back, startled at the force of her rebuke.

      “Kyra, I didn’t do anything to you. I was just playing the game; you know the political landscape like everyone else. I had to do what I did. Everyone wanted me to fail. They forced me to play every card I had in the way I did.”

      “Brantley, shut up! Just stop it. You’re not the victim here, you’re the villain. You are the reason Phoebe is in a coma, and we’re on this ship of aliens—you and your actions. So don’t tell me this cockamamie story about how you had to do what you did for survival. And please give it a rest about us being brainwashed by the Olodians. The only one who is brainwashed is you, by your own thinking. That’s guilt talking to you and filling your mind with outlandish scenarios—your guilt! You need to face yourself and see that you are the catalyst for all your turmoil. Buck up and be a man of honor and character!”

      Brantley moved away from her and crouched in a corner, attempting to plug his ears to shut out her voice.

      It served him right.

      “I told you to stay away from me before we left the space station. You didn’t listen, but you will now.” She moved closer to him, where he was balled up on the floor, cowering like the scum he was. “I don’t know why or how you survived the space station, but it serves you right if you’re living in torment now. You don’t deserve to know happiness until you acknowledge what you did and take responsibility.” Kyra turned at the sound of a door opening.

      Tordin entered the room and scooped her up into his arms with no more effort than picking up a small object. Up in his arms she felt grounded and sane again as her cheek pressed against his warm shoulder. She felt vibrations rumble from that same rock-hard chest— he must have spoken by vo-link to the other men filling the training room.

      She watched as they surrounded the now trembling and defeated-looking Brantley. Before she could tell what they were going to do with him, Tordin turned and left the space with her still in his arms.
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      He walked away from the training room with her still in his arms. His strides were long and purposeful as Kyra clung to him.

      “I can walk, Tordin. I’m okay, I promise,” she said when he’d walked a few more moments without speaking or putting her down.

      He ignored her and kept walking. Was he upset with her? She didn’t want to make matters worse. Maybe he’d heard her talking to Brantley and was upset with what she said or how harsh she’d been. Kyra’s nerves still hummed with adrenaline, and she didn’t know what to make of this, of him. She’d never seen him behave this way.

      When she saw the door to her rooms come into view, she prepared to get out of his arms, but he kept walking. Where was he taking her?

      A short time later and around the bend of the corridor, he came to another door and waved a hand over the panel to open it. He brought her inside a room that was vast and beautifully decorated. He still didn’t put her down until he’d made it to the lounging area. Once there, he gently sat down with her still in his arms.

      She didn’t dare move. Instead she relished the feel of his strong, protective arms around her trembling form. She was trembling, but why? Then it hit her; she started to cry.

      Damned wuss, she thought.

      What was the use of trying to hide from it any longer? The force of everything that had happened to her was too powerful. She gave into it and quaked with emotion and loss as tears burst forth uncontrollably. It all came tumbling forward. The terrifying last few hours on the space station replayed in her mind, despite her efforts to push it back down. The memory of the horrifying situation threw her into a tailspin of pain.

      She tumbled deeper down the rabbit hole of bad memories, where she landed on the most tragic of them all—the loss of her parents.  All the other things that she’d never grieved before now heaped retribution on her. She’d done this— stuffed them all down, packed them away nice and tight, and now she was consumed with the festering intensity of them. Kyra never thought about them because she feared she’d never emerge sane again—too alone and weak to venture into this space by herself.

      As she clung to Tordin, though, that feeling of being alone and weak was…missing. She felt more solid somehow. Kyra relaxed a little into the onslaught of memories with him holding her and allowed scenes to play in her mind. Scenes of her dead parents in the front of the crumpled car, flashes of Commander Mark lying dead against the wall of the space station, Brantley misusing her, so much fire and fear, Phoebe unconscious in the wreckage of the station and so many more scenes of destruction in which Kyra had been unable to help… She’d pushed them down all her life, and now they wouldn’t be denied attention any longer.

      The wailing sound that snaked up and out of the depths of her tormented soul prompted Tordin to give her a tighter hug. His strong, warm body acted as a buffer against the loneliness and fear of this painful plane of existence. She wailed and cried in long deep sobs. Over and over she turned the scenes at various angles in her mind’s eye, scrutinizing them. What could she have done better?

      She should have been stronger, more confident. She was no better than Brantley. She was a coward, too. That fueled her hatred for him—he reminded her too much of herself. She could have done more to help and change things, but she just allowed everything to happen without fighting and resisting more. Her ugliness threatened to rip her apart.

      Pain from her fingernails digging into her palms as she gripped the front of Tordin’s shirt, gave her permission to hurt. He allowed her to abuse his shirt, pulling and tugging on it as she thrashed and bucked through the darkest part of her memory palace’s dungeon. The memories were heavy chains looping over her and pulling her down to the ground. She might not make it through this—it was too much.

      “It’s too much. I can’t…I can’t bear it,” she said not knowing if she’d said it aloud or in a silent scream.

      “I’m here, dear Kyra, hold onto me. Give it to me, let me help you. I can take it for you and bear the burden. We are in this together,” he whispered and rubbed her back as he began to rock her.

      The heat and life pumping from Tordin all around her gave her strength to withstand the worst of it. She siphoned strength from him as he offered it, in silent communication. Somehow she hoped he’d be here for as long as she needed him.

      “They’re all gone. I should have done more to help them. It’s my fault!” she cried as he continued to rock her.

      “No, dear Kyra. You did all you could.”

      “It wasn’t enough.”

      Kyra felt worthless. She couldn’t save any of them. She was weak and broken. How could she expect a strong confident man like Tordin to want to be with her once he got a chance to know her and how much she lacked in strength and accomplishment. What had she accomplished that would warrant him giving her the time of day?

      “I’m not enough. I don’t measure up—can’t help you or anyone in any real way,” she sobbed, still caught in the web of memories. “I don’t deserve happiness, either. I’ve hidden from how ugly my life is.”

      She didn’t deserve a chance with him. They had nothing real and concrete to base a relationship on. Who was she kidding? Outside this weird attraction, they had absolutely nothing in common. He was strong, self-assured and the Warrior Lord over an entire fleet. This was in addition to being a trusted son of a doting father, who was the Emperor of an entire galaxy. Kyra didn’t measure up. She was lacking in every aspect.

      Then the ultimate realization hit. She would never be able to be the woman Tordin needed—she was too damaged, too weak, and she offered nothing that would help or support him with all the demands upon him. She’d fail him when things became too hard, no matter how much she tried to help. That was her life. She had failed.

      Cold self-hatred oozed down to cover her hope. The grimness of it snatched a shudder of defeat from her.

      “No, dear Kyra. Listen to me. You are strong and deserving of everything you desire. You are the bright one who brings me life and joy. I need your essence and presence in my life,” he said and placed a gentle kiss on her forehead. “Look at me,” he commanded. When their eyes met he said, “I feel the negative thoughts, and they can’t have you. I won’t let them because they’re all lies. Let’s do this together; let me help you. Together we’ll overcome everything that tries to keep you locked in whatever head space you are in. I see you, the real you, and you’re a beautiful warrior. You, Kyra, are to be admired. It was your efforts that saved Phoebe and most likely so many others. Please don’t give into the lies—that’s all they are.”

      The assault of negative emotions released her, leaving her spent, exhausted and too overwhelmed to think any further. She reached out to him to hold her and was met with warm, full lips pressed to hers.

      He felt so right in spite of everything.

      His lips against hers were a lifesaver in the middle of an angry emotional sea. She groped and hungered for them, for him. Her hands roamed the expanse of his chest and stomach as she struggled to sit up and straddle him for better access. Each moment and every touch gave her fresh energy of renewal to recover from her ordeal.

      He answered her exploration and need by adjusting her so she faced him, as she managed to straddle his strong thighs. She would take whatever he offered this one last time before he snapped out of it and remembered that he had his precious honor to obey.

      All Kyra cared about was her need to stay physically connected with him. It was as if her sanity depended on it. When she felt his large rough hands touching bare skin under her top, she gasped in surprised pleasure.

      “Yes, please, touch me Tordin. I need you,” she said, ignoring how ragged her voice was with need and high emotion.

      “I couldn’t stop if I wanted to,” he said, running his hands up and down the length of her torso.

      Everywhere he touched, stimulating pulses of pleasure surged within her to greet him. Her body and very soul responded, arching into his touch, as she grew bolder to return the gesture.

      “Please, let me take this off you?” she asked tugging at his shirt.

      He didn’t speak but nodded, removing his hands from her to accommodate her, taking his arms out of the sleeves of his shirt. Something deep within her blossomed as she saw the look in his eyes. He looked happy, and her heart sang.

      No matter what happened after, she would hold onto this moment in which she knew that look was meant only for her.

      Before she could return to kissing him and feeling the taut skin across his chiseled upper body, he tugged at her top. She gladly lifted her arms up, allowing him to pull it from her. When he stared at her bra with confusion, she giggled.

      “This is my bra; it holds my breasts still while I go through my day—you know, my over-the-shoulder-boulder-holder. These girls have a mind of their own when they’re loose,” she offered, amazed at his reaction to the garment. He’d looked at it as if he’d never seen one before.

      “Take it off. I don’t want to ruin it, but I will if you don’t take it off now. I have to taste your breasts; they continue to call to me.”

      “What? My breasts are doing that? I guess I have to give it up to the girls. They do indeed live a life of their own,” she said, loving the way he devoured them with his diamond-like eyes.

      “Yes, dear Kyra, they torment me all the time. I’ve waited so long to have them in my hands and mouth. Please do it now, or I’ll rip that awful piece of covering to shreds.”

      “Okay, no need to do any ripping. Here…” she said and quickly unhooked the back of the bra to release her swollen, heavy breasts.

      When she removed it, and her breasts tumbled out on their own weight, his eyes widened. She marveled at how flecks of blue, gold and green appeared to make his dazzling gray eyes almost illuminated with colored splendor. He pulled her closer and took one of her breasts into his mouth. She mewed and almost purred as he began a slow long suckle, allowing his tongue to lap and lick her nipple.

      She had a hard time keeping any sort of rhythm to her breathing. Foreign sensations raced through parts of her she didn’t know existed. Even her ears tingled with excitement. This felt like nothing she’d ever experienced before.

      She wasn’t naive about sex acts and what they were, she’d just never had them happen to her. Amazing was such an inadequate word to describe this feeling. Her head fell back as her body took over. She offered up her breasts to him for his enjoyment and her arousal.

      Kyra wasn’t ready for the feel of her sex clenching in time with his sucking of her breasts. Nothing she’d ever experienced in her real life or her dream one ever caused an ache as intense or exquisite as what she felt now. She wanted him so badly it hurt, and she needed to feel him inside her.

      She ran frantic hands through his blue-black thick hair, trying not to tug or pull on it in her fever. He remained focused on his task as she moaned with pleasure. This must be what it felt like to be on the receiving end of worship; Tordin began to work on the other breast to give it equal attention. The coolness of air swirling around the wet nipple he’d just released sent shivers through her body. She tried to replace the loss of his mouth on that nipple with her own hand as she pinched and rubbed it in her excitement.

      She needed this—him. She knew without a shadow of a doubt he was her ultimate therapy. He was the only one who could give her release and healing. He was the only one who could get her to open up so completely and withstand the hurt.

      She felt him picking her back up and walking with her.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, fearing he would end his ministry of healing.

      “I’m taking you into my sleeping chamber where I can have full access to you,” he answered and halted. Tordin looked into her eyes, his own clouded with arousal and asked, “Do you wish to stop? It will be hard but I will honor your wishes.”

      She didn’t hesitate. “Tordin, if you stop I might cause you physical harm when I attack you. We can’t stop, not now. I need you so badly. Don’t you want me? Please don’t do this, don’t reject me again,” she said pleading and not caring.

      “I can’t stop. We are in the throes of mating, my dear Kyra. If you will accept me now, I will give you so much pleasure and cherish you. Do you allow me to continue? I need to hear you say it with clarity.”

      “Yes, whatever I need to say, I’ll say it. Tordin, I want you to continue to give me pleasure and for me to give you pleasure. I want us to have pleasure together. I want you to make love to me.”

      “That I will. Thank you, dear Kyra. I will make love with you, and it will be right. You are becoming my mate with this act. Here, now. Do you accept me as yours?”

      He wanted to be her mate? That must be something big. She’d take it. She knew she was falling for him and wouldn’t be stupid enough to let something like this slip through her fingers. The rightness of being his mate settled over her, and she knew it was the right thing to do.

      “Whatever you just said—yes, make it so. I’m your mate. I’m whatever I can be for you,” she said. Her heightened passion and need for him was impeding her ability to communicate.

      He laid her on a soft platform bed, like the one in her rooms but larger. She felt her stomach flip with excitement and suspense. This was it. She was going to give the man of her dreams her virginity. She was going to mate with him. She’d expected to be scared, but instead her desire grew to a pumping drive within her. This was right, and she was so turned on she didn’t know if she could wait much longer.

      Kyra began to pull down her pants to take them off when he stopped her and did it himself. She watched as he removed her panties, too, without tearing them. His movements were graceful and fluid; she watched in hypnotic fascination as he stood and removed her shoes to untangle the pants pooled at her ankles and then removed the rest of his own clothing.

      Lying on his bed, bare as the day she was born, she fought the urge to cover up when she saw the hunger in his eyes and how his body responded to hers. She allowed herself to take him all in. Her eyes scanned down the length of his tall, muscled body to his manhood; the massive, stiff organ pulsed and bobbed in appreciation. This was definitely not a gherkin pickle; it was more like a hulk-sized cucumber—wow!

      Like everything else about him, he was massive in that department as well. Long, thick and perfect, his member jutted out straight and ramrod stiff. Would she be able to take all of him inside her? As if in answer, the lips of her sex involuntarily quivered in response, and her body prepared itself by releasing more of her wet nectar. She tingled all over at the exquisite experience that was unfolding. He was spectacular, and he wanted her.

      His eyes returned the appraisal and traveled the length of her, settling between her partially spread legs. Without a word, he climbed the length of the bed up to her as he did in her dreams and settled his face between her full thighs. He smiled a toothy grin that resembled a lion about to eat its prey as he lowered his head to feast at her entrance.

      Kyra wiggled nervously when she felt gusts of his hot breath close to her womanhood. He peppered kisses and licked the soft skin of her inner thighs as he worked his way up to her now throbbing core. He gently pushed her legs open wider and buried his head to taste her. The first touch of his lips against her womanly ones made her buck with delight. Then his masterful tongue devoured her. He licked, sucked and kissed her lady lips, driving her into the entrance of sexual oblivion.

      Tordin parted her folds with his tongue and delved deep into her wetness only to stop and examine her. Kyra whimpered when he did. Fear of turning him off flooded her already amped-up emotions.

      “What, what’s wrong, Tordin? Why did you stop?” she asked as she propped herself up on her elbows.

      “You are an innocent. You’ve never taken a lover before—you are pure in the purest sense,” he said, so low she had to strain to hear him.

      “Yes, I’m a virgin, but I’m no innocent,” she offered, trying to hide her embarrassment while assuring him it would be fine to continue. “True, I’ve not been with anyone before, but I know all about sex, and I want to have it with you. I want you to be the one to initiate me into becoming a full woman.”

      He looked up at her with quizzical eyes. “Are you considered to be fully grown by Earth’s standards? Are you old enough to engage in such things?” he asked, still poised between her thighs but apprehension clear on his face. The air from his words played havoc with her need for him to return to what he was doing.

      “Ha! Yes, I’m very much old enough to have sex. I’m almost twenty-nine Earth years old. Many Earth females my age have children of double-digit age. Tordin, I just waited for the right one—you. I want you, and this is not something I’m jumping into lightly. Everything in me lets me know it’s you I want to share this with. Now please, don’t deny me any longer. I think I might die if you do.”

      He continued to look at her, and she could swear it might be love for her in his eyes. God, she sure hoped so, because she knew she was falling fast for him.

      Then he spoke, a little louder this time and said, “You honor me greatly with the gift of yourself. I will forever cherish it and you. The Goddess truly sent you to me. Kyra, I will honor you and make certain to make this a beautiful experience for you—mate.”

      “I know you will—if you continue what you started. Tordin, you’re torturing me. Please,” she said as she reached for him to climb up and kiss her.

      He complied, moving up the length of her and nestling his hips between her thighs.

      “Kiss me,” she said and he did.

      He was gentle at first, then with her prodding and plunging her tongue deeper into his mouth, his intensity grew. He ravaged her mouth with his own, owning her and making her body sizzle with pleasure. Instinctively, her hips bucked and moved against him, beckoning and seducing him to enter her.

      She knew she would experience some sort of cathartic release once he was inside her. It called her to move beneath him. “Please, Tordin, I need you inside me, now.”

      “Dear Kyra, you’re not ready yet. I haven’t prepared your body to take me into it. I would only hurt you if I entered you right now.”

      “Please, I’m ready and I hurt for you now. Can’t you sense it?”

      He paused and stilled. She could tell he fought with something within. Then he relented.

      “We will go slowly. I do not want to hurt you, and I am rather large for your small body.”

      “Ha!” she laughed in spite of the intense moment. No one had ever called her small in her adult life. Yeah, beyond a shadow of a doubt she knew she was capable of loving him right now. “Tordin, thank you for making my entire adult life better.”

      She could tell he didn’t quite grasp what she meant, but her body drove her hard to consummate their joining. She needed this good pain to finish driving out the bad. With deft hands and an urge more powerful than herself, she reached down between them to gently grab his hard shaft and rubbed the tip against her drenched folds, positioning it at her intimate entrance.

      His thunderous groan resounded in her, making her smile with triumph. There was no way he would be able to stall or deny her any longer. She knew at that moment, without a doubt, he needed her as much as she needed him. She lifted her legs, placing her feet on the bed to give her better leverage and pushed up and into his tip. He stiffened, remaining still as she took in deep breaths. She’d researched years before and knew what to expect.

      The burning sensation she felt subsided a little, a welcome sign to let her know she was doing it correctly.  As she began to push herself around his massive tip again, he stopped her.

      “Kyra, let me do something. I might tear you if we continue this way. You feel so good but still way too tight to take me inside your sweet body.”

      “No, I want you, not your fingers,” she said, knowing that’s what he planned. “I want you to pierce me, not your finger. I want that passionate pain. I can handle it…trust me. We can go slowly, but this is how I want it to be. Okay?”

      Tordin nodded and took over. He guided the head of his shaft up and down her slick folds, generating more moisture from her body. He stimulated her and drove her to the edge as his tip ran tight circles around her sensitive bud. Over and over, he played her body like a violin, bringing her to greater heights of pleasure. When she was about to explode with ecstasy, he pushed into her hard and deep.

      She felt the white hot fire of his stiff, thick manhood inside her, throbbing, followed by the stretching sensation of her body accommodating him. It felt…good. She began to move her hips around him and winced with stings of pain as he began to join her, pushing in and out of her in short, slow thrusts. Soon the pain gave way to a sensation that was beyond anything she’d experienced up to this point. She opened entirely to him and grasped his butt, urging him on.

      He complied, moving faster and deeper with each joined thrust.

      She couldn’t get enough of him. He was her medicine. Each thrust, breath, retreat and collision shattered some hardened piece of her. One by one, Tordin broke down the old, hardened defenses that no longer served her. He thrust into her, kissed her and and held her tight as their motion built into a frenzy. She saw it—her secret essence—begging to be touched and rescued from the moat of despair she’d painstakingly built around it all these years.

      Tordin swooped in and freed her, giving her wings to fly up and away from that prison. She felt lighter than air as her heart sang and her body soared. She offered herself to him completely, and he answered in kind.

      The joy of making love with Tordin made her heart beat so fiercely she thought it would leap out of her body and proclaim her love for him on its own. They climbed the mountain of ecstasy together, going higher and higher and higher until they reached the top, and she allowed herself to let go and experience the intensity of the moment. She was having an orgasm—yes! She could do that with him.

      Kyra rejoiced as her body continued to guide her response, tightening around his huge member in sporadic convulsions as she hung on for dear life.

      In response, Tordin’s pace increased to inhuman speed.

      He captured her eyes with his own strikingly brilliant gray ones and said, “You, Kyra, are my mate, and I am yours. I give you my essence from my body to yours.”

      The friction of his fast, deep thrusts quickly took her over the edge again until it happened. They froze together in mid-stroke as they crested together. She felt the release of his hot seed deep inside her in time with his last thrusts. She couldn’t move or release him for long moments and was grateful he continued to hold her tightly. She didn’t want to let him go, and she relished the sensation of floating down from the orgasmic mountain they’d climbed together while still in his massive arms.

      When she felt like she was back in her normal body based on calmer breathing, Tordin released her and rolled over. She didn’t want him to go far and scrambled to fit into the crook in his side. He rewarded her instinct with a hug and kiss on the forehead as she nuzzled in and settled down beside him. He didn’t say a word, and she didn’t know what to say. This was beyond explanation. To try to verbalize it would lessen its impact.

      She smiled and tried to commit to memory everything that had just happened. She felt herself drifting. She didn’t know how long this could last with him. He’d said she was his mate, but she didn’t quite know what that meant to him. For now, she would find comfort in Tordin’s world, wrapped up in his arms. She relented and allowed the allure of sleep to take her into its wonderland.
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      “Malm, please come to my rooms as soon as you can,” Tordin said in a quiet whisper into his vo-link.

      Tordin was back in the main room attempting to be quiet. Kyra slept in the sleeping room, and he needed to talk with his friend about how everything in his life had changed. He still buzzed from the sexual high and the thought of his mate as she slept in the next room. He looked back at the now closed-off area where she lay and marveled at how he might have missed out on having her in his life if he’d stuck with his normal, logical way of thinking. He knew he was different now that they had joined. His loyalty had shifted. She was his mate, and he’d do whatever it took to make sure he could keep her safe with him forever. Kyra was his first priority.

      Shortly after he’d called, Malm arrived and came into the room to see some of Kyra’s coverings still on the recline.

      “Tordin, what is this?” he said pointing to Kyra’s top.

      “That’s what I want to talk with you about. I asked you to come because I need to hand the command of the fleet over to you. I have made Kyra my mate, and she has agreed. I do not want to bring dishonor on the post of commander for having done this while she was supposed to be a protected guest under my command. She’s my mate, and my first priority is to her now, not the mission. I can’t put her in danger, and thus I’m not fit to lead as commander any longer.”

      Malm flopped down on the recline and stared off into the distance, a chorus of emotions evident across his face.

      After a moment, Malm spoke, choosing his words carefully. “Tordin, you have no need to vacate your station or duties. You have made the right choice in joining with your mate, Kyra. The Goddess is pleased. Your bond with Kyra will only help you complete this mission satisfactorily. She is your balance.”

      Tordin wanted to believe that, but the fact remained that he had joined with Kyra before getting his father’s blessing or making certain that he didn’t have to answer to the IGA for any infractions during his rescue of the Earthians.

      “The Goddess may be pleased, but I still have to face my father and the IGA for what I have done. In addition to that, I still don’t know what my brother is up to. I am behind on what I need to do for this mission. I’ve not been as focused as I should be.”

      Malm sat up and concentrated his attention on the commander. “Tordin, you have the blessing of the Goddess. Your focus was always where it should have been. Kyra is a rare gift in that she is both your unction and your mate. Your joining with her must have been the next step to finding out what is going on and rectifying the situation. You of all people know that everything is interconnected. I feel how strongly the Goddess is within Kyra, so I know you must feel it even more. Take this as the blessing it is and work with her to do what has to be done.”

      “I want to, but nothing is coming to me on how to begin. If you won’t take over command, at least help me figure out what to do next. I’m torn. All I want to do is continue to lie with Kyra in a deep blissful sleep, but the tug of responsibility to do what is right still rides me.”

      “Cousin, that is your weakness. You are driven to deny yourself and your pleasure in pursuit of doing what is best for others. Hasn’t the pain of denying yourself your mate this long shown you that you deserve to have joy, too? As I see it, the Goddess has seen fit to weave your happiness into your mission,” Malm said and paused as Tordin began to pace. Tordin revealed his turmoil by running fingers through his unruly hair. Malm’s deep but kind voice filled the space again. “If you follow your bliss, the mission will succeed. I advise you to go lie down with your mate and rest. When you are refreshed, speak with her about what lies ahead and get her input. The only thing I will add is to contact your father and let him know of your good fortune.”

      Malm looked at Kyra’s discarded top once more and smiled. “Tordin, don’t despise the gift before you. We should all be so blessed. It could not have come to a better person. Your mating will give the men hope that it will happen for them, as well.”

      “Thank you, cousin and friend. You’re right.”

      “I know I am,” Malm said with a rare smile and left.

      Tordin looked at the door through which Malm had departed and then to the one that held entry to the other room, where his mate slept. The jolt of rightness urged him forward, and he went to rejoin Kyra in slumber. She was his balance, and he’d talk with her when they woke.
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      Brantley scrambled through the doors as one of those goons left.

      He had to find a way to get out a call for help. His plan was working. The aliens were in their late evening shift, and he was in his morning one. He was as refreshed as possible, given his energy depletion, and he was ready to find a way to call to anyone out there for help. He would get rescued if it was the last thing he did.

      In order to work his plan, he’d learned their schedule and timed his sleep patterns to be opposite to theirs. Sure, he needed way more sleep than they did, but it was going to work to his advantage. They thought he slept too much, anyway. He’d tricked them to believe he slept all the time. When they would go about their business, he would slip out of his rooms and find all the hidden areas of the enormous vessel. It took what seemed like forever, but he’d finally located the ship’s operations area and had even seen that bitch Kyra coming and going from it.

      It was just like her to cozy up to someone on the crew and seduce him, so she could get what she wanted. Typical whore. She was so far into playing their game that she even used some of their language. She had no loyalty. She would cast her lot with whoever was in power. He felt the hatred rising up in his empty stomach.

      Then and there he made a vow to see her destroyed.

      When he entered the operations room, the skeleton crew worked at stations far removed from each other. He only had to watch what they did and figure out what the symbols meant. Once he had that down, he would wait until one left his console and send out a Mayday call. He was weak and didn’t know how much longer he could go on with this hunger strike, but he knew he would make it off this ship. He had to.
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      Tordin woke with Kyra still nestled into his side. The feel of her small, naked body pressed up against his felt so good. Warmth flooded him. He knew this was the way he wanted to wake up each and every morning. He never imagined she would end up sharing his sleep space when he’d moved her next door to him. He was prepared to be content knowing she slept close by. Having her here with him was more than he would ever have expected.

      Kyra stretched and began the slow journey to wakefulness. He loved how his link with her gave him vital information about her and her wellbeing. Since their joining, his awareness of her was stronger and would continue to grow. He made a mental note to explain it to her as well, since she would experience something similar. She was Earthian, and he wasn’t sure to what extent, but he knew it already affected her by her recent dream walks to find him.

      She moved again. As he looked down at her, her eyes popped open as they had in his office. He would never tire of watching her sleep, or waking up next to her. This must be the emotion the Earthians called true love.

      In his world, finding a mate was to be linked and able to accomplish greater things together than they could apart. The Olodians’ matches would have kindness, sexual attraction and even fondness for each other, but not this irrational need and hunger for all things concerning their mates. The insatiable drive to protect Kyra above all others and never be without her was strange to him, and yet it was the very thing he experienced with her. He was in love.

      Tordin remembered his father describing similar emotions for his mother in this way. The Emperor had been heart-fallen when she died. Tordin had never until now been able to understand why he took her death so hard. Whenever the Emperor retold stories of their life together, Tordin thought he was acting the showman for effect and entertainment.

      His father was never as vibrant and happy after the loss of his mother. He said she was his beloved and the love of his life. The words ‘love’ and ‘beloved’ came from the language of the Earthians, and Tordin had always found them fascinating. Now he was in love with an Earthian. He realized how strong his father must be to carry on without his mother after all these years. Knowing how he felt about Kyra in this short amount of time, Tordin didn’t know how he would survive if something were to happen to her. This thought sobered him.

      “A penny for your thoughts,” Kyra said as she stretched and sat up.

      “Good morning, dear Kyra.”

      She moved to prop herself up against the head of the sleep platform. His body hated the loss of her touch. He pulled her back to him in a fluid, swift motion as he sat up, placing her across his lap. The sleep-warm feel of her super soft skin against his made his member stiffen in response. Before he could adjust himself, it pressed and poked against her bare womanhood as she sat on him. Instead of moving away from him, she grinned and straddled him, taking his member into her hot body and sinking down slowly before he recognized exactly what she’d done. She was so wet and ready that he couldn’t help the gruff sound that escaped him as her sweet, hot body wrapped around him.

      “Do you like that?” she asked in a whisper as she began to move her hips in circles and infinity loops.

      “Kyra, you are too much. Yes, I more than like this. Aren’t you sore, though? I don’t want you to overdo it.”

      “I’ll worry about that later. Have gaiata, will make love to my mate often,” she said in a sing-song way and rubbed her nose against his in a nuzzle.

      He liked this side of her. She was affectionate and a little naughty. He allowed her to guide this joining as she moved slowly enough to tease him into any submission she desired.

      Tordin knew sweet agony, and this was it; Kyra was taking her time to drive him mad with hunger for more of her. “You’ve rendered me powerless, love. I’m yours to do anything you want me to,” he admitted.

      He watched, trying to remember to breathe correctly as she rose up and down, taking him into herself with a measured pace. It was a slow pace that threatened to make him howl with frustration if she kept it up. When she rose up almost to his tip, just enough to give him access to her delicious breasts, he suckled one with vigor and then quickly shifted to place her on her back.

      Tordin didn’t mean to be rough, but she’d driven him to the edge. He pushed himself deep inside her, exacting his sweet revenge for the torture she’d inflicted on him. Increasing the tempo of his lovemaking, she joined in, meeting each of his thrusts with equal intensity. He came down into her as she smiled and said, “I love you, Tordin.”

      He stopped like the wind had been knocked out of him. Kyra loved him. This was monumental for an Earthian to say, especially a woman to say it first. He knew this from countless content he’d consumed about their customs. Her words hit their intended mark as his heart beat fast, strong and proud. He knew he could return the sentiment with complete abandon. She loved him.

      “I love you, dear Kyra. Thank you. I know what it means to say this, and I know it is true for me, as well.” He continued to weigh the seriousness of their professions and rolled it over again. “We love each other.”

      “Yeah, we do,” she said, and her eyes filled with tears.

      He kissed away her tears as he started to move inside her again. She wrapped herself tightly around him, bringing her legs up and around him as she held on. Tordin loved this. He made sure she found pleasure before he took his, releasing his essence deep inside her and relishing the pure pleasure the act brought.

      If she was able to give him offspring, that would be the ultimate blessing from the Goddess. Then the thought ruptured his happiness. What if her body was too fragile to endure an Olodian birth? Many of his own kind did not fare well in pregnancy. Cordin’s mother had died in childbirth, after all.

      Tordin’s only solace was that Kyra was not in her heat, where she could conceive. He could smell that she wasn’t. That was another thing they would have to discuss. This mating had moved faster than he’d planned, and there was a lot to discuss between them.

      Tordin tried to keep his dampened mood from seeping into her and quickly thought of their happy future together. He loved the joyful vibrations she gave off, and they were because of him. He hated to release her but did when he felt her shallow breaths, knowing she needed to breathe deeply.

      She lay there, smiling and looking at the ceiling as she said, “And here I thought you had the hots for Phoebe.”

      Tordin was confused for a moment until he remembered what ‘hots’ meant. He wanted to assure his love that had never been the case. “No beloved, I never had feelings for her except as a being who needed my help. My heart has belonged to you since before we met, and it will always belong only to you.”

      “How so?”

      “Mating is for life,” he said hoping not to frighten her with this bit of news. He knew he’d purposely neglected to tell her that part. That hadn’t been his usual way of honor, but he wanted her like nothing he’d ever wanted before.

      “No, I mean how did you know before you met me?”

      “I was drawn to your vessel. I couldn’t make myself leave before I’d helped. Even though it was against our mandates, and my father had already given me a mission, I knew I had to help. I knew there was someone or something on board drawing me to it. That someone was you. Now that you’re my mate, I am joined to you and only you. No other can touch me or make me feel like I do for you. It is impossible now that we are mated. I’m completely synced and locked into loving you alone.”

      He watched as utter joy erupted through her. What he’d said brought the moment to a beautiful crescendo. Kyra radiated light and love as she said, “Aw, Tordin, you make me so very happy, knowing that. You are my gift. It’s as if all the things I missed and all the things I needed are in you. You are my answer to prayers. I just hope I can live up to what you need in a mate. I don’t have much to offer right now, but I’m willing to learn and become whatever I need to, to support and help you.”

      Her words were so sincere and pure. She was perfect the way she was.

      “No, Kyra, don’t change a thing. You are more than perfect the way you are. You are exactly what I need. So much so that I need to explain what is happening with the mission and see if you will help me figure out what to do next. We have much to discuss about us, but at the moment, I need my mate to help me with this mission. Will you?”

      She sat up so fast it startled him.

      “Wait, you’re the commander of this huge fleet, and you’re asking me to help you? I’m floored and honored at the same time. You trust my judgment enough to ask me?”

      She leaned over and kissed him with excitement.

      He didn’t know what he’d done to elicit that type of response, so “yes” was all he said and waited.

      She said, “Tell me what’s going on, and we can work through it together. Is that good with you?”

      He knew she was going to be his help. Instead of trying to take over, she wanted them to work on it together. With a huge smile he said, “I’d be happy to.”

      They talked through the intricacies of the mission, what his brother might be up to, how Tordin’s actions might impact his father’s position, the planet Nenndi and what the IGA might do.

      After looking at everything from different angles, strategizing and planning, Kyra finally said, “I think you should contact your father. Lay everything out for him and allow him to give his input. Something tells me he will help and make things easier on you.”

      Tordin kissed her and felt good about their plan. He’d contact his father and go from there.
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      The problem with Cordin…

      

      “And that’s where we are at this point. I would like your blessing if at all possible, father?” Tordin asked after laying out everything that had happened since his most recent communication.

      “Well, I can tell you the last thing I expected was that you’d find your mate en route to Nenndi.”

      Tordin waited, half-expecting his father to lecture him on his honor and duty. He knew, with clarity, he was fully prepared to give up his mission to another if his father refused his mate.

      His father continued to speak.

      “But…You’ve never asked for anything and yet you do so much for me and the realm. I’ll not be the one to deny you any happiness you can have. This explains the stirrings I’ve sensed from the Goddess. She is definitely at work in all this. I have always trusted your wisdom and logic, my son. And I’ll not change now. I give my blessing to your mating and will do what I can to help smooth things out with the IGA.”

      “Thank you, father. As I said before, Cordin has been extremely quiet. We are two cycles away from Nenndi. Has he reported his location and time of arrival to you?”

      “He has arrived, and that is all I know at this time.”

      Tordin heard the pain in his father’s voice stemming from Cordin’s blatant refusal to behave decently, to repent of his past indiscretions. Since they were so close in age, Cordin and Tordin were treated as if they were doubles. Cordin was the one with disregard for rules, mandates and accountability. He expected to ascend to the throne at the end of his father’s reign.

      The Emperor knew the blame lay with him. After Cordin’s mother died in childbirth, the Emperor gave him everything he could ever hope for. Mostly out of guilt, the Emperor never disciplined him, allowing Cordin to do as he pleased. He grew up feeling entitled both because of his great tragedy and because his father was the Emperor.

      Tordin had no such misguided impressions of himself. The half-brothers could not be farther apart in deed and character. Tordin had no aspiration to lead and preferred to be out with his warriors on missions around his father’s realm. He loved the freedom of getting away from the IGA and all the intricacies of dealing with the governing body. He was a Warrior Lord, not a governing head who sat in meetings and fiddled with mountains of trivial requests from the various planets in the realm. The thought if it made him shudder. Tordin did not want that, and he gladly helped his father keep peace so the Emperor could concentrate on the important quality-of-life issues for many beings.

      Recently Cordin’s transgressions had come to the attention of the IGA. The Emperor, tired of his son’s antics, no longer tried to hide or make amends for them and allowed the IGA to learn of them. When he was sanctioned and pulled from a council, Cordin’s wrath was felt far and wide. He’d done cruel things to a small, under-protected community of beings on a planet that didn’t receive much attention. When the Emperor found out, Tordin was called back to Olodia from a peace-keeping mission to discuss Cordin’s latest antics with his father. Without protest or even comment, Tordin went to the planet and righted his brother’s wrongs. This was the story of their existence. Tordin cleaned up after Cordin. But that had to change now that he had Kyra to consider. How would she take the news that he was actually the crown prince to the throne, and not Cordin?

      Tordin had been shocked to learn that his father never planned for Cordin to take over. Instead, both his father and the IGA had always planned for him to be the next Emperor. They kept this information from Cordin, and he went about his life thinking he was the next in line to the throne.

      When he’d been sanctioned and kicked off a prominent and powerful IGA council, Cordin finally began to feel the threat of not being able to do as he pleased. Thinking he was still in contention for the throne, he offered to show his remorse and repentance to prove himself worthy to govern as Emperor in the future. He concocted a campaign to show his father and the IGA how much he’d changed and grown into his responsibilities. The only issue was that he did it before his father knew what he was up to.

      Now Tordin raced to another faraway planet to keep his brother from making matters worse.

      He knew how much Cordin wanted his council seat back. Tordin also knew his brother couldn’t do things the right way and would find a way to shortcut the process. The problem was that his shortcuts never worked out as planned, leaving Tordin and his father to fix and clean up Cordin’s path of destruction.

      Cordin’s decision to go to the distant planet of Nenndi couldn’t have come at a worse time. Nenndi was on the verge of planetary war. Cordin wanted to use his nonexistent diplomacy to stop the war and to show the IGA his leadership abilities.

      Tordin certainly didn’t want the throne, but he would do whatever he could to stop his brother ascending to it. To allow his brother to take over would end in galactic anarchy. In addition to being spoiled, entitled, and lacking the training and character to be a true leader, Cordin’s heart was blackened with greed and lust for power. He would do nothing that didn’t directly benefit him. Cordin left sorrow and long-lasting damage in his wake.

      Too many times Tordin had to go behind his brother to right his ethical wrongs, and Cordin acted like he was none the wiser. If he ever found out he was never in consideration to ascend the throne, there was no imagining what he might do. Thus the Emperor had entrusted Tordin with that information in confidence. Now he had asked Tordin to intercept his brother by getting to Nenndi first to make sure he didn’t make matters worse.

      Based on his father’s update, not only was Cordin already there, but he was certain to present himself as the Emperor’s representative. Tordin normally would have cringed at all the things that could go wrong when Cordin was at work; now he felt detached and somewhat passive about it. He wanted to make sure he helped his father, but he couldn’t muster up the urgency to fix another of Cordin’s messes. He had a mate to attend to and many other things to do to keep his father’s galaxy safe. His desire was to help his father stay on the throne for as long as possible. Emperor Gordin could do this for a few more millennia if he didn’t have Cordin’s antics to deal with.

      Tordin’s thoughts drifted to how to stop his brother’s path of destruction without taking him to a black hole and leaving him there. His father’s voice cut through his musings.

      “Son, I know you must be in bliss with your mate, but I need to point out that if Cordin makes a mess of this Nenndi situation, the IGA has informed me that this time, I will be sanctioned. Since he is my son, I am responsible for his actions. The last issue was the last straw, and I put my position on the throne on the line to keep him from banishment. He doesn’t know this, but if he makes the war on Nenndi worse, then I will lose the throne.”

      “What? Father, you didn’t!” Tordin said, not caring that his voice rose. His father had gone too far with this, all for the benefit of a son who was thankless and unworthy of his father’s sacrifice. “I can’t go there with any guarantee that I can keep the planet from war or that he hasn’t already made matters worse. You know how Cordin is. Trouble finds him. This is too much to do without knowing the major entities on the verge of war. I’m going in blind, and this is a situation set up to fail.”

      “I know, my son. It’s as if it was orchestrated to have a no-win outcome. In hindsight, I should have allowed the IGA to banish Cordin. I have lived to see the day I regret all my actions in rearing him to adulthood. He is not the male he needs to be.”

      “What happens if you lose the throne? Will they expect me to ascend immediately?”

      “My throne will become the first IGA run realm if you refuse it.”

      “Oh no, father. You know I don’t want that, nor do I want to have to take on the throne—at least not now,” he said. Tordin’s fingers raked an angry trail through his hair as he resisted the urge to pull at it. Then he said, “So if I don’t fix yet another of Cordin’s potential epic messes, I have to ascend to the throne or allow the IGA to take it away from our family?”

      The Emperor sighed and said, “Yes, my dear son, that is correct. I have failed you over and over again, taking you for granted. I used you to parent Cordin, when I should have done it. I have dishonored you. I apologize and ask forgiveness.”

      “There’s no need. We both have a responsibility to keep our family’s little monster from wreaking havoc on the galaxies. I’ll do what I can to keep you on the throne.”

      “Again son, I apologize. I know you want to spend time with your mate, and once this is over with, I will give you all the time you want to spend with her. I know she must be a lovely woman. Terrains have always fascinated me. I think that may be where you got your own interest in them.”

      “Yes, she’s everything that I could have wanted and more. But at the moment she and I have a mission to attend to.” Then Tordin spoke words he never thought he’d say with any seriousness. “Father, she is also my unction and has agreed to help me with this mission.”

      “Well, that makes everything better! The Goddess has given you an unction and a mate. That is rare and means great things, my son! You are sure to make a great change and victory, I’m certain of it,” the Emperor said, happiness tinting his voice for the first time. “It is all working together. You will succeed.”

      “I have to. The other options cannot bode well for anyone.”

      “Now you see why I must ask you to do what you can to make this situation turn out for the good. I know you do not wish to be Emperor, but if something were to happen, I want you on the throne. I do not want it to fall into IGA’s control, nor do I want Cordin manipulating any loopholes to sit on the throne, either. Do you understand my wishes?”

      “Yes, father, I do.”

      “Good. I will send you a copy of them with the official signatures, expressing my will, should anything happen to me.”

      “Yes, father, I understand. Thank you for the blessing, and I will do what I must to make this turn out for the best.”

      They ended the communication, and Tordin had to sit in silent anger for a moment. He didn’t like the way his life was being disrupted to save his father’s throne. He had to stop his brother from making matters worse in a delicate planetary situation that could spread into a galactic war at any moment, if his brother was involved.

      Talk about a way to start off a mating.
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      “This is Nenndi?” Kyra asked as the green planet came into view from the observation window of Tordin’s private office.

      She tried hard not to despise the planet that was taking Tordin away from her. She admired his loyalty to his father but not when it took him away from their mating bliss. Her desire to keep him close was selfish, but she was new at being honorable and majestic like her mate. Kyra reasoned she had time to grow into that more mature viewpoint, sharing him with the many worlds his father governed. Just not today.

      “It seems mighty small to be causing so much havoc,” she said, eying it with a hint of distaste.

      “Yes, but it’s also one of the largest exporters of what you know as crystal and precious gems. It might be small, but it’s a big player in export and trade. If its control falls into the wrong hands, innumerable things would happen. It could cause our entire galaxy to fall into war and civil unrest. Cordin is no fool; he knows a win in this situation could help his case tremendously.”

      “I see. So they export stuff like diamonds?”

      “Yes, but they also export power. The crystals that grow here are some of the most potent for amplifying power. They export them to our galaxy and beyond. They are the top producer, and we have to keep this resource safe.”

      “Hmm. This is way more serious than you let on before, Tordin,” she said, starting to worry for his safety even more. “How long before you leave?”

      “Soon. We have to get permission to land or run the risk of them thinking we’re invading. Malm is contacting the different provinces to acquire a location to land. Once we do, I’ll go down and gain as much information as possible on what is going on and what havoc my brother has possibly wrought,” Tordin said, hugging Kyra from behind as they looked at the planet in chaos.

      They’d spent the better half of the previous evening talking about what this mission meant for the safety and on-going peace of the galaxy as a whole. He’d made light of how important the green planet was. She knew he had to go, but she didn’t have to like it.

      “Listen to me,” she said as seriously as she could, “I need you to be careful and come back to me. You got that?”

      He pulled her in a bit tighter as he said, “I’ll take more precaution than ever before. And I won’t do anything that keeps me from you any longer than necessary. Promise. I don’t want to be away from you for a moment.”

      “Good, you know that’s what I needed to hear.” She turned in his arms to look up at him. Playing with the amazingly durable yet elegant fabric of his shirt she asked, “When do you break the surface?”

      “Listen to you sounding technical. I like it. We’ll go as soon as Malm gets the location and permission to land.”

      “You know… I could come with you as a show of non-aggression. If they see you arriving with your mate, they should know you mean no harm and have no intent to fight them, only to help.”

      She wrapped her arms around his narrow waist, watching as he fought the immediate ‘no’ from escaping his mouth.

      After another few moments of concentration he said, “Allow me to go down and gauge the activity. Once we know what we’re heading into, if it proves best, I’ll send for you to join me on the surface. Remember, I’m only going because it is the right thing to do. If Cordin does manage to make things worse, you now know why and how it could start a domino effect of violence throughout the galaxy. I’m ultimately doing this for us, our freedom and peace.”

      As usual, his response was full of sound wisdom and logic. She knew what was at stake and grasped that it was Tordin’s honorable duty to intervene.

      Malm entered in a hurry, which was out of character for him.

      “Sire,” and seeing Kyra, he added a new address, “and Lady. We have a location not too far from where most of the conflict is happening. They appreciate your presence and offer to assist. They await our arrival. If you are ready, we can leave now.”

      Tordin gave Kyra a tight squeeze and  a kiss as he prepared to leave with Malm. “I’ll leave my vo-link on so we can communicate. Please stay close to the quarters or here. I don’t know what we’re going into, and I need to know you’re safe.”

      “I’ll be fine,” she said with a wave of her hand, trying to appear casual when she was anything but. “I’m going to work in Operations. That will keep me busy and not so worried about what’s going on with you every second. Trust me, you want me busy and not keeping you on the vo-link while I listen to you breathe,” she said with a laugh, trying to deflect her fears for him.

      He smiled, catching her apprehension and agreed, “Okay, off you go. I’ll make sure to let you know when we land and you…” he bent down for another kiss, “are to stay in our rooms, here in the office or in the operations area. No roaming around. You hear me?”

      “You need to include the Healing Section, too. I’m going to check on Phoebe today, especially since Malm will be with you. I think she’ll be able to tell he’s not there, and I want to make sure she has someone with her.”

      “Yes, my love. That is wise to check on her. I’ll leave Jalek here on board if you require anything.”

      She watched him leave with Malm. The emptiness of his absence crept in fast as she hurried to the operations room to keep herself busy.
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      This day seemed like the longest she’d endured in her life. She fought the urge to contact Tordin every few moments. She didn’t want to act like a typical worried wife, but she couldn’t stop her thoughts from drifting to him and what might be happening. She couldn’t get settled since he’d been gone, distracted by a niggling in the pit of her stomach. She hoped it was simply nerves and the fact that this was their first time apart as mates and not something more sinister.

      She had a mate to think about now. It was surreal to think of herself as a mate or wife, especially to an alien superhero of a man. But that’s what she was. Kyra was in awe at how fast her life had changed in such a short time. Maybe she didn’t have to harbor bad feelings toward Brantley—he was the indirect reason she met Tordin.

      Brantley had been mighty quiet of late; Tordin mentioned he’d received reports that Brantley was sleeping most of the time and not being his usual annoying self. Kyra had to confess that last part was her commentary and not Tordin’s. She felt a laugh sneak up at the thought of Tordin ever saying that something was annoying. He seemed to glide through life, taking on all things with a majestic grace she found beyond sexy.

      Tordin. That wonderful man was hers, her mate. She sighed in contentment. He had no problem letting his crew on all the ships know she was his mate, and that she was to be treated as such. The operations crew she worked with showed a new reverence for her now. She didn’t know if she liked it or not, but she’d live with it.

      Kyra felt uncertain about having no tangible symbol of her joining with Tordin, though. There was no ring. What signaled to others that they were mates? Sure, they hadn’t had a ceremony, but he’d explained that they were considered to the be the Earth equivalent of married. Kyra, however, wanted a ring. With their mutually agreed-upon mating and joining, his father had given his blessing and decreed in the records back on Olodia that they were mated. She didn’t want to be a whiner, but she wanted a ring or some such symbol. He assured her that their mating was binding forever. There was no such thing as divorce or going away from each other, and she knew she’d never want to, anyway. She was a stick-and-stay kind of woman. At the moment, though, she was a married woman, worried about her husband—and she wanted a ring.

      With that loop now banging around in her head, she tried to concentrate on working. What must have been at least a few hours passed, and her vo-link buzzed. “Thank you, Goddess,” she whispered. Tordin was calling. When she answered, an unfamiliar voice resounded in her head.

      “Who is this?” she asked, startled and a bit panicked.

      “Lady Kyra, please come to the Healing Section. Something appears to be wrong with Phoebe.”

      Her heart leaped into her throat at the mention of Phoebe. What could be wrong? Then she mentally kicked herself for not following her instinct to go to her sooner. But who was this talking with her?

      So she asked again, “Excuse me, but who is this? Where are the Healers?”

      Silence.

      The intuition of deception snaked up and down her spine. Something was not right. She knew it just as surely as she knew she loved Tordin.

      “I’m going to ask you one more time. Who is this, and what have you done to Phoebe?”

      “Who I am is no concern of yours, but if you want to see your precious Phoebe again, you’ll come to the Healing Section now.”

      Tingling pinpricks of numbness ran through her fingers while her stomach flipped with anxiety. Someone had Phoebe or wanted her to think they did. With a quick look around the operations room, she spotted the lead warrior and strode quickly over to him.

      “Excuse me, Palon, but I need your help with something. Someone who refused to identify himself just contacted me on my private vo-link and said I had to come to the Healing Section, or he’d do something to Phoebe. Is there anyway you can help me find out who he is and what’s going on down there before I go?”

      “Oh, Lady, most certainly. Please, give me your vo-link, and I’ll run a scan to see if it is working properly. Did this just happen now or some time ago?”

      Kyra was too charged with adrenaline to focus clearly, but she tried to give Palon the answers he needed. “The male just called. It’s the only call I’ve received since Tordin left for the surface.”

      Palon placed the disk into what looked like a centrifugal spinner and allowed the machine to hum and work. When he retrieved it, it had turned into something akin to a piece of coal.

      “Lady, did anyone have access to your vo-link? It has been compromised. It also looks like the commander’s link to it was severed.”

      “What does that mean? Is Tordin hurt?” she asked, trying to keep panic from overtaking her.

      “No, it means his calls to you will not connect.”

      “Is there a way to see if he’s attempted to contact me? Is there ever a time when someone might not answer a vo-link call? I don’t want him to think I was ignoring him.”

      “You might not answer a call by ignoring it or the link being corrupted or compromised. I suspect your issue is the latter. I’m pulling the activity from your vo-link now.” Palon moved quickly, running reports and working to get her some answers. He shot looks of concern over to her a few times but kept working fast. After a few more minutes, he read the results from his tablet. “The commander has attempted to connect with you four times in the last…” he paused, mentally calculating time into her earth clock equivalent. She was grateful for his accommodation and realized they’d had this entire conversation in English. “Four Earth hours. Yes, he’s attempted to contact you four times in four hours.”

      “Would he think something was wrong if I didn’t answer?” she asked.

      “He might not, since the atmosphere on Nenndi is full of raw energy from the crystals and interference from all the explosions and fighting. He may think the link is weak on his end.”

      “Sugar! I need to get in touch with him. Is there another more secure vo-link where I can contact him privately?”

      “I can configure one quickly. Please give me a moment to get it online with his frequency, and then we can try it. In the meantime, I’ve had some of the others working on what is happening in the Healing Section, and it looks like something is amiss.”

      “What? Don’t just stand there, Palon. I have to figure out what to do. Phoebe is down there.” Kyra knew she had spoken rudely and quickly corrected herself, “Palon, please forgive me. I just need to make the best decision that will keep everyone safe, and time is ticking. He said I had to come now, and it’s been a few minutes since then.”

      “Yes, I know, my Lady. Please remember it takes time to walk from here all the way down there, so we’re using that time to put in a patch that will send back visuals from her compartment.”

      Another warrior called out, “Got it, Palon. Sending the link to your station, and you’re not going to like what you see.”

      Palon’s huge monitors changed to what looked like a live feed of Phoebe’s room.

      “Brantley! That bastard!” Kyra yelled, unable to hold in her anger any longer. “Palon, quick—who are those other…things with him?”

      Palon stared at the screen with undisguised horror. “My Lady, we have to shut down that space immediately. Those are Skleen! They are deadly, parasitic, humanoid-like beings who suck the life force out of others. They kill indiscriminately. They are usually mercenaries for hire. Someone called or sent for them. They don’t come unless there is payment and/or life force to be harvested.”

      “But how did they get on board and into Phoebe’s room?” she asked, not believing her eyes.

      The ’Skleen’ as he’d labeled them, looked almost translucent, with waxy skin and hollow eyes. They stood about the same height as Brantley’s 5’9” and looked like something from Halloween. There were five of them in the room, surrounding Phoebe as Brantley paced back and forth. She watched as one of them used a vo-link to attempt a call. Kyra imagined it was attempting to contact her again. When there was no answer, she saw them push Brantley out the entrance as they began to walk down the corridor.

      “Palon, quick, get Jalek to send men down to that area to close them off. Make sure he knows they’re armed. Tell him to also make sure his warriors don’t kill all of them. We need to capture them in order to find out how they got on the ship and what their plan is.”

      “Lady, Jalek is already ahead of you. Watch.”

      Kyra looked at his monitor just in time to see Jalek himself take down two of the Skleen in a surprise attack from behind. Another warrior subdued the one who’d attempted to contact her, and yet another grabbed Brantley and the last one, marching them off, out of the monitor frame.

      “Where are they taking them?” Kyra asked, still watching the rest of the warriors gathering up the bodies of the defeated Skleen.

      Palon didn’t respond, and she realized he was on a vo-link call. When he disconnected he relayed the information.

      “That was Jalek. He and his guard have eight Skleen down in the transport room, and they are about to have them transported to the penal ship. He wants to know if you’d like Brantley sent there, as well. It seems we are at fault for some of this. Brantley was able to send a message down to Nenndi, and the Skleen intercepted it and made contact. According to the leader of this group, Brantley managed to allow them to come on board while everyone was concentrating on the commander leaving the ship. There’s something else.”

      “What is it?” she asked, dreading any worse news.

      “Brantley promised them they could have the mate of the Crown Prince of Olodia as payment for his rescue. They came here on a kidnapping mission.”

      “What? Brantley contacted those things looking to get rescued and made a deal to help them kidnap some poor female? Who is she? I didn’t know there were any other women in the fleet but Phoebe and me.”

      Palon looked at Kyra with the oddest expression before he said, “It’s you Kyra. You’re Tordin’s mate.”

      “Duh, I know that, but you said the Crown Prince of Olodia, not Tordin. Does Cordin have a wife, I mean, mate?”

      Palon continue to look at her strangely but said, “Not that I’m aware of. My Lady…I know it might not be common knowledge outside this fleet, but Tordin and the Crown Prince are one and the same. He’s the Crown Prince to ascend the throne. That makes you the Princess of Olodia through your mating to him.”

      Her knees buckled, and she had to sit down for a moment. She was like the first lady, but of a galaxy. “Wow—I didn’t know. Tordin never said anything about being the next in line to the Emperor’s throne. I think I’m going to be sick.”

      Palon rushed her to a chair and gave her a large container of gaiata. Once she drank enough to regain her composure, she asked, “Does Tordin’s older brother know this? That Tordin is the Crown Prince instead of him?”

      Palon hesitated as if trying to decide what to say. Then he spoke. “Lady Kyra, it is not safe to have these types of conversations out in the open, considering the security breech we’ve experienced. But for your sake and safety, I’ll give you a quick summary of what we know. We believe—it’s speculation at best—that he may have recently found out, and that is why the Skleen were on the ship, trying to lure you down to the Healing Section. They either want to ransom you back to Tordin themselves, or they’re working for Cordin. We’re not sure yet. Jalek and his men are still interrogating them. Then they will send them over to the penal ship.”

      She nodded and quickly processed the new information. Kyra felt a new power rising up within her. She’d make the Skleen pay for almost harming Phoebe. Brantley was less than a dead man now, and Cordin would pay for causing her mate to go through so much drama. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned and all that jazz. They messed up when they messed with her and those she loved.

      “Palon, please contact Jalek to see when it’s clear for me to check on Phoebe. And have him send Brantley to the penal ship. Put him in the worse quarters available,” she said, determined to not let anyone, including Brantley, take away her new, hard-won confidence. She was a survivor, not a victim, and she’d see her friend and find a way to connect with her mate. New understanding coursed through her, and she welcomed the good feeling.

      In the Healing Section, Jalek’s men found the Healers locked in a supply closet. She was relieved they were all right and made apologies for them having to endure the crazy Brantley’s antics. In their usual wisdom, they expressed no hard feelings and quickly returned to their duties, checking on their patients, including Phoebe.

      Kyra stared at Phoebe’s still sleeping form. She lay there as if nothing had happened, oblivious to the room full of hulking males swarming around her for evidence the Skleen might have left behind, and the Healers making sure she was all right.

      Kyra wanted Tordin. Her mind kept drifting to him, and she needed to know he was safe. Palon had assured her that he would connect her to to Tordin’s vo-link when she came back to operations, and she itched to go back and talk with Tordin.

      But she stayed.

      Guilt for not being there for her friend when danger came close slithered up to ride her old scars of self-doubt. Remembering a long talk she’d had with Tordin about forgiveness and true strength, she shook it off. She’d live in this moment where Phoebe was safe and well looked after. She’d concentrate on what happened that was good, instead of what could have been so very bad. After the room cleared out, she went close to Phoebe’s container and spoke.

      “Phee, I’m so very sorry I wasn’t here when those creatures invaded your room. I did see how Jalek and his men were able to catch them quickly, and I’m so glad you’re all right. Malm should be back soon, and I know he’ll come to see you as soon as he can. Oh, how I wish you could talk with me. I’m praying for you to wake up soon so we can catch up. I’ve only been mated for days, but it feels so good and…” Kyra felt a strong force against the back of her head.

      The invisible blow was so forceful, it caused her to see double for a moment. Kyra’s instincts went on high alert. “Tordin!”

      She raced from Phoebe’s room to the operations area to find Palon. Something was wrong with Tordin, and she had to raise him on the vo-link—now. Running like she was stealing home base, she slid into Operations. Palon was at his station working in a frenzy. He didn’t bother to look up when she pounced on him.

      “Palon, something’s wrong with Tordin. I felt a sharp pain in the back of my head, like I was struck, and I know it has to do with Tordin. Can you please connect me to him now? I have to hear his voice to make sure he’s all right.”

      “My Lady, that is the issue. We’ve been attempting to connect with him since you left to see Phoebe. We’ve been unsuccessful. The vo-link is working—we’re able to connect with Nenndi, but none of the initial surface party are answering, including Malm or Lord Tordin. My extreme apologies.”

      Kyra stared through him. She would not accept this. This was Tordin he was talking about, her Warrior Lord. Before her brain could catch up, she grabbed a vo-link that sat on Palon’s desk and connected to Jalek. When he answered, she had her plan in mind and wouldn’t take no for answer.
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      “But Lady Kyra, I cannot take you to the surface. Lord Tordin gave specific orders that I stay on board and protect you. I can’t do that in an unknown environment. I don’t know the surface well enough to plan for the number of warriors we’ll need,” Jalek said, trying to get her to understand she wasn’t going down to the planet.

      “Jalek, I want you to find a way to accommodate my request or get out of my way. I’m going down to find Tordin with or without you. He’s in trouble, I know it. I have to find him,” she said, in no mood to argue with the handsome, young, amethyst-eyed warrior.

      Jalek gave her a pleading look—a puppy dog-eyed, last-ditch effort—but she’d not be moved, especially when it came to Tordin. Everything in Kyra screamed danger for Tordin, and she was in no mood to hear anything except that Jalek was either going to help or get out of her way. Finally, when he seemed to realize they were in what Earthians would call a stalemate, he relented.

      “Lady Kyra, I’m only doing this because you and Tordin are one, and I trust your instincts, especially where he is concerned. If anything were to happen to him, and I didn’t do something to help, I would not be able to live with that. Allow me one of your Earth hours to prepare transport and a group of our most trusted and fiercest warriors to accompany us.”

      The flood of danger warnings that had threatened to drown her began to subside a little as it sank in that she was going to find Tordin.

      “Thank you, Jalek. And if he is fine, and I’m giving into some sort of paranoia, I’ll make sure he understands it was my insistence and not your direct disobedience, but I can’t shake this. I know what I feel, and need to get to him as soon as possible. I’ll leave you to it, but in an hour— whether you’ve contacted me or not, I’m leaving—even if I have to parachute out of here,” she said, noting that there was no way to parachute out of a space craft. Right now reason didn’t matter; nor, evidently, did sensibility. She was on a mission and had to follow her instinct.

      That instinct pushed her to find Tordin, and she knew it wouldn’t let her down.

      True to his word, Jalek had transportation and a small troop of warriors ready to depart in under an hour. Kyra only vaguely listened to him rambling on with all the warnings and precautions of what she should and shouldn’t do once they landed.

      Palon, ever the diligent operations manager, secured permission for them to land in the same area as Tordin’s delegation had earlier. If she weren’t so tense about what could be happening to Tordin, she might have laughed and made some type of joke about the protective suit they gave her to wear. She looked like a stale, crushed marshmallow. The suit was made for one of them, and she swam in it.

      The walk to the smaller craft they would take to the surface sobered her, as she realized that she was about to do something she’d never done before—land on the surface of a another planet from space. Take that, space program! Her credentials would officially trump any person’s from Earth after she landed on Nenndi. And here she didn’t have to shrink down to a certain weight class to do it.

      Kyra determined to blank out the ride to the surface as soon as the intimidating hum from the transport’s engine roared to life. The engine sound rattled her teeth. They called this contraption a Jump, and that’s exactly what she wanted to do—jump when she heard the thing come to life. She was thankful take-off had been uneventful and even quiet as they left the cavity of the mother ship to emerge into the inky blackness of space.

      The ride to the surface would be terrifying if she allowed herself to pay attention to the streaks of what looked like fire outside the windows of the Jump as they descended into Nenndi’s atmosphere. Instead of watching how close she was to burning up in fiery blaze, she focused on the task ahead.

      Kyra sat next to Jalek in her way-too-large space suit, trying with all her might to hold onto the courage to not fail Tordin if he was in danger. The closer they got to the surface, the more anxious she was to find him, and she wanted to get there as fast as possible. She might have screamed at the two warriors piloting the craft to hurry up, but that would be rude, and this was not about pissing them off. She sat in silence and attempted to meditate to find some kind of center and balance.

      That was the thing. Tordin was her balance, anchored to her center. He grounded her and made everything seem better. As she attempted to sink down into primal nothingness through meditation, hoping to gain peace and courage, his piercing eyes met hers in the darkness. His presence in her deepest thoughts reminded her of how much she loved him. Kyra decided to hold onto that vision. It would guide her to him, even if something had indeed happened.

      Before she realized it, they were landing.

      They landed on a rocky platform, peppered with brilliant crystals, in the lush, jungle-like expanse. As soon as everyone had disembarked from the four large transports, a set of beings closer to her own height met their party. They looked almost human except for their odd coloring of yellow and orange hues. Since she had no clue what their tongue was, one of the council members who traveled with her team had been appointed to speak with them.

      The council member had kind eyes of the purest amber and spoke fluent English. She’d never met him, but Jalek promised her he was especially fond of Tordin and traveled on all his expeditions. He hadn’t gone to the surface with Tordin earlier only because he’d been unable to reschedule a meeting with the IGA. She also noticed a hint of regret in his eyes for not going with Tordin, and she immediately softened to him.

      She watched and listened with unwavering attention as he spoke a hard, guttural tongue with the five beings. After what she thought was too long to remain reasonably calm on her part, he turned to her and Jalek and motioned them to step away from the others for a private conference.

      Before he could speak, Jalek spoke up. “Counselor Rilic—what did they say? From the looks of it, they don’t seem to know where Tordin and the others are.”

      Counselor Rilic answered, looking grim. “Yes, you guessed correctly. They say after Tordin and the others met with them, they set off with a few of their guides to find Cordin. No one has heard from them since.”

      Heartache made her stagger with pain. Tordin was missing.

      Jalek grabbed her before she could hit the hard rock they stood on. With an authoritative voice she didn’t know he possessed, he spoke in English to the large group of warriors.

      “Warriors, Lord Tordin and his team have not been heard from since departing from here. Lady Kyra is to be protected with our lives. Prepare yourselves to move out once we get a scan for any residue of life signatures. It is my understanding that the day cycle of this planet is shorter than ours. By the looks of it, we do not have much more daylight remaining. Keep your teams tight, forming no more than twelve to each unit. We have to move quickly to make up time. Does anyone have any questions, suggestions or comments?” he asked.

      After a few of the others, who Kyra assumed were some type of generals by their appearance, had spoken and asked questions, they gathered scans and started out.

      As for surface transportation, they’d brought what looked like a souped-up version of hover bikes. She watched in awe at their engineering as Jalek and the others unfolded them from fairly small cubes and then proceeded to pack the collapsed cubes in the kits each carried with them. The bikes were stylish. At first glance they looked like a gearhead’s dream—all slick, aerodynamic and fast, resembling a crotch-rocket back on Earth. In reality, the thing was a tool of torture to her hind parts.

      The seat was not designed for comfort, certainly not for a woman with plenty of backside. It reminded her of a spinning bike seat gone wrong. The hard surface was unforgiving, making it feel like it was constructed purely for revenge. Her backside spilled over the sides of the seat a little here and there. Add this to a hulk of man sharing that stingy seat, and it made for misery. She wasn’t happy that she had to ride with Jalek, but she’d have to deal with it. They didn’t have time to teach her how to drive one of the bikes, and the gears were more complicated than a personal hovercraft on Earth, so she kept her mouth shut and decided not to be a back-seat driver.

      She still wore the space suit’s undergarments to protect her from the harsh rays of the planet’s faintly radioactive twin suns. This extra layer of clothing and a healthy slathering of a goop to protect her from the sun did her no other favors during the ride. Although she was miserable in the get-up, riding on the back of the bike from a thousand hells, she didn’t mind that she was getting closer to Tordin. She’d be gracious and behave like the lady they all called her. She rode behind Jalek and smiled like a beauty queen.

      She began to hate the solar-powered hover bikes less as they continued. They covered the open field of crystal that she’d seen from the Jump. There were no roads, interstates or paths like those on earth, so they travelled fast, several bikes abreast. The bikes skimmed over the surface a few feet above the ground. This was great, considering the ground was littered with sharp, angular spikes of crystal and gems. Walking though it would have resembled playing hopscotch, dodging crystal bushes and patches to get through the maze. These bikes provided them agility and ate up a lot of distance in their pursuit of the missing party.

      As they approached the path the previous party had taken, Kyra’s stomach lurched. Thankful for her new vo-link, she used it to communicate with Jalek without having to scream. Looked like she would indulge in a little back-seat driving after all.

      “Jalek, we need to veer that way,” she said, pointing from behind him so he could steer toward what she assumed would be the eastern region based on the planet’s twin suns. “I’m being pulled that way. I don’t know what else to tell you. I guess we’ll have to keep going until I get another signal.”

      “Lady Kyra, I trust you. Your word is my command.  Hold while I communicate to the others why we are going this way.”

      “Sure, just don’t make me sound like I’m a loon, I mean crazy, for following my gut,” she said, thinking he may not know what a loon was.

      “I would never do such a thing. You are our only hope of finding Lord Tordin as fast as possible. I owe you my apology, respect and allegiance for standing your ground on coming to find him.”

      After they rode for a while, she led them to a high ridge of rock formations, where they stopped to go farther in on foot. They would have to hike and climb the rest of the way. Hiking and climbing—she could do this. She’d been using the hiking and rock climbing simulator in the training room for the last week or so and said a silent prayer of thanks for what must have been the Goddess’ prompting and preparation to take up the pursuit.

      Kyra was able to scale the short rock face, scrambling up to the opening to which she was being pulled. She hadn’t realized how much upper body strength she’d recently developed, and she remembered she had gaiata to thank, as well. Taking a huge step toward the next platform of rock, her pants rode down a bit.

      She straightened her clothing that threatened to show more of her backside as she came to stand on the flat plane, not that any of them noticed. They were too busy climbing, carrying gear to equal her weight. Her victory didn’t feel so great once she realized she’d only had to heft herself up to this point. Kyra and the others of the first group waited while the other members of the large party scaled the ridge. This gave her time to catch her breath and get the indication of where to go next. Soon they found a secluded pathway peppered with low, green bushes on either side of it.

      A few of the scouts in the party went ahead to check out the terrain and reported back that they believed they’d seen some Skleen.

      Those ugly things were here, too?

      As they soldiered on, she knew she was headed in the right direction when her body doubled over with the force of a pull to change direction; they bore left through a narrow passage of rocks. Waiting, Jalek motioned for only the most experienced warrior scouts to proceed. The rest of them fell back and waited for the scouts to return.

      The next sounds Kyra heard were scuffles and a light skirmish of grunts and fists hitting what she hoped was enemy flesh.

      One of the scouts returned to report that he and the five other scouts encountered twenty Skleen in what those hideous creatures had planned to be an ambush. None of the warriors was hurt. He’d also gathered information from two of the Skleen that Lord Tordin and the others were up the path ahead, being held by none other than Lord Cordin with about a hundred additional Skleen.

      The scout said, “The Skleen told us it was Lord Cordin’s plan to lure Lady Kyra away from the ship. The plan was twofold—to capture her for Lord Cordin and to create a diversion with the ambush while they attempted to kidnap her. They’d never interacted with the Terrain species before, so they had no idea if she’d be intelligent enough to see through their ruse.”

      Kyra felt both offended and proud at the same time, hearing that last part. She was nobody’s dummy and prided herself on having a healthy dose of paranoia. She didn’t trust many. The scout continued to relay the information, saying that the Skleen bragged about how the landing party had done them a favor by bringing Lady Kyra to them and that they would be slaughtered if they tried to approach the camp.

      Jalek spoke up, “Why are they so sure about that? They’ve never been able to best any of our warriors in direct combat. I don’t understand why they would be willing to tell you so much before their death.”

      The scout said, “The one I, um, questioned believed in the power of a mysterious figure traveling with Cordin, who seems able to wield unimaginable power. The Skleen said that was how they were able to overtake Lord Tordin and his group. The Skleen also said this mysterious being shut down Tordin’s group devices and sent some type of unknown electrical pulse through the air that rendered them temporarily paralyzed. The bottom feeder had the nerve to laugh, saying his dying wish would have been to watch us suffer a fate worse than death—to be alive but unable to control our own faculties.”

      Kyra shuddered at his words. She didn’t want to think about how much Tordin might be suffering at the moment. She spoke up to address the warrior scout, “Did that thing say for certain it was Cordin who was behind this, or was he attempting to deceive you?”

      “No, Lady Kyra, we saw the truth in him.” When she looked a little skeptical, he continued, “The Skleen are what you’d call scum and bottom feeders. They feel no dishonor skimming energy from your life force and killing when it is easy, but they are spineless. When captured, if you do certain things to them,” she noticed how he spared her the details of his torture techniques, “their life force cavity—in the middle, where our stomachs are located—will begin to glow blue when they speak truth. This happened as we asked him all these things, and we corroborated it with the other one before their demise.”

      “I see,” she said and tried not to vomit from the thought of having to pass by twenty Skleen bodies to get to Tordin. “I need to get this straight before we proceed. Is it your report that Tordin’s brother is behind this, and that he is keeping Tordin prisoner up ahead?”

      “Yes, my Lady.”

      “And am I to understand that he wants to capture me, as well? And, oh yeah, he has some type of magical wizard with him who can paralyze us with a mental death ray?”

      The scout looked to Jalek before answering. When Jalek offered no additional input, the scout affirmed her summary of his report. “Yes, my Lady. That is correct.”

      “Okay then. I just wanted to make sure I had all the points so I can make a comprehensive plan. I’m going to make Cordin rue the day he decided he could harm my mate.” She pointed to both the scout and Jalek. “I need both of you, Counselor Rilic, and five of the best engineering warriors we have with us. Once I have a plan, we will assemble here and work on implementing it. And oh, is there anyone among us who is familiar with the atmosphere and flora of this planet?”

      “That would be me,” Counselor Rilic said and came to stand next to her.

      “Good, I need you to help me figure out what natural resources we can tap to ring this magician’s bell. He, she or whatever it is, is going down. They’ve all managed to really piss me off now,” Kyra said and strode off toward an overhang of branches on a nearby small tree. When she saw none of them had joined her, she yelled back, “Well, what are you waiting for? Get over here!”

      After a twenty-minute pow-wow with her assembled team, they had a plan of ambush to deal with the mysterious being in Cordin’s camp. They’d wait until nightfall to attack.

      Kyra didn’t dare think of all the things that could and probably would go wrong with their hastily thrown together plan. She had to believe that the Goddess was with her, helping and guiding her to Tordin.

      The twin suns were lower in the sky, and it was time to move out.

      “My Lady Kyra,” Jalek called to her.

      “Yes, Jalek, what’s the matter?”

      “Nothing, except I think it would be best if you cover your head with your flight suit cap. I think it would be better if they have to get near to confirm your identity. We can protect you if they get close, but if they can spot you from far off and plan some sort of aerial attack to capture you, we can’t resist that as well.”

      “I see. It would be easy to spot me from afar with my hair out. Thank you for thinking of that. I’m doing it now,” she said and pulled the knit-like material over her thick curls.

      They proceeded up the trail, taking every precaution they could imagine. Kyra continued to keep the swift pace the large warriors set, noting something powerful fueling her from within.

      Pick the agate and aegerine crystals. Place them close to your body. Gather as many as you can carry and still continue unaided.

      “What? Jalek, why are you telling me to pick up crystals?”

      “Pardon me, my Lady? I’ve not said anything to you in a while.” Kyra was about to ask if he meant the instructions for another and had gotten the vo-link confused when he offered, “Did the voice sound like mine does now?”

      She paused to think, and no, it sounded more like her own when she had a thought but way stronger.

      “No, actually the voice sounded more like my own.”

      “Then my Lady you are truly blessed. It must be the Goddess giving you direct guidance. Do what it says. It could not hurt, and we need all the advantage we can get.”

      Kyra pondered his words. This was getting deep into a realm she wasn’t comfortable with. Hearing voices could be a sign of a psychotic break. What if she was losing it out here on an alien planet and leading sixty-plus warriors to their death in response to her crazy voices? As soon as the thought formed, a stronger feeling of certainty and rightness washed over her. She had to believe in what she felt and heard. Tordin’s life could depend on it.

      She was grateful that she knew what those crystals looked like but had no clue why she should wear them close to her body. Now wasn’t the time to argue with herself as she trotted over to a patch of crystal and wrestled with the two types within the beautiful, multi-colored collage. She tugged, pulled and tried to snap off pieces of the two crystals without success. Seeing her struggle, Jalek and Counselor Rilic came over and assisted her, easily snapping off the ones she instructed them to.

      “It looks like the Goddess is in our midst,” Counselor Rilic said, looking at Kyra with greater appreciation.

      “What does that mean?” she asked, not understanding what was happening.

      “It means that you are being divinely guided by the Goddess herself. Agate,” he paused and took a piece of the greenish colored stone in his hand and fingered it as he continued, “is a powerful stone crystal that enhances your creativity and intellect. It also offers strength and courage to you while keeping your body in harmony. It is called a good luck stone for its ability to help situations turn out for your best.”

      Whoa, this was getting to be a little freaky. If the Goddess was instructing her to load herself down with good luck stones, what lay ahead could be treacherous. What was she coming up against?

      Kyra ventured to ask about the dark, almost black spiky aegerine rods she held in her hands. “And what are these for?”

      “The aegerine is a powerful crystal of protection against psychic attack and negative energy. It works to energize your core points—I believe your old Earth term for those would be chakras. It can be used to energize both the wearer and the place the wearer inhabits. On a side note, aegerine will help strengthen your connection to Tordin, as well. It is known to amplify, repair and strengthen bonds such as yours. I would definitely say the Goddess is with you.”

      Kyra wanted to take the time to process all of this, but knew they had to keep moving. It seemed the Goddess was preparing her for some type of battle.

      It didn’t take long for them to reach the outer edges of the camp. The wondrous scouts eliminated about ten more Skleen lookouts before they had a chance to run back and alert the camp. Kyra and the others set up a perimeter around it and looked for where they were keeping Tordin and the delegation.

      When she spotted the tall, frat-boy beautiful man, she knew she’d located Cordin. Instead of being muscular like Tordin and his warriors, he had a slightly less muscled swimmer’s build; he was golden and too pretty to be handsome. He was nothing like his half-brother Tordin, who had dark, strong manly features. Her mate looked like a man who’d known battle and won—he looked like a champion. This one, on the other hand, strutted around like a peacock, looking more like the dandies of old from Earth. Everything about him was meticulously executed, from his hair to his fancy shoes. Not a speck of dirt appeared to sully his coverings—in the middle of a rock-enclosed camp. How did he manage that? Kyra looked down at her own stained clothes in confirmation that this was a huge feat.

      When she turned to glance at something that caught her attention, out the corner of her eye, she saw him. Tordin and the others were locked inside a cage—a freaking cage, like they were animals! She continued to peer over the distance toward him, willing him to look at her. As if he sensed her presence, he turned his head to look in her direction. She was hidden, up in the rocks surrounding the encampment, but he found her. Their eyes locked onto each other like beacons, and she felt the magnetism of the connection spark in the air. At that moment, she knew without a shadow of a doubt nothing would keep them apart.

      Tordin rose from his sitting position and walked to the front of the bars of the cage. He didn’t reveal their hiding place but scanned the ridge and smiled. He knew. She could tell he knew they’d come for him. Before she could do anything to try to communicate with him, the middle of the camp sprang to life, and a luminous tall figure emerged from what seemed like empty space. It generated a brilliant light that caused the Skleen to scatter like rats.

      Kyra held her breath as the figure, garbed in a billowing, hooded robe and looking more like a strange rendition of a cult high priest, moved toward the cage where Tordin and the others were. Without opening the door, it latched onto Tordin’s arm and held on. She watched with a mix of horror and hatred as Tordin’s face contorted in pain. She felt a scream about to erupt from her throat when Jalek’s hand clamped down hard on her mouth.

      Shock at watching what was happening to Tordin didn’t keep her from landing the instinctive punch to Jalek’s side for putting his grimy hands over her mouth. She had to admit, though, he saved them from being discovered—until the being began to speak in an amplified voice.

      “I know you are the Goddess-bearer. Show yourself, and I will release him. Come to me now. If not, I will drain him of every last bit of life while you watch. You will have come all this way just to fail.”
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      This would not be another instance of Kyra failing someone she loved. That had been the story of her life. When the people she loved needed her the most, she had failed them, over and over again. Try as she might, they still suffered. Now Tordin could die, and it all depended on her.

      She wanted to be that strong, confident woman she felt lived deep down inside, but not at the expense of his life. What if her antics got him killed? But…what if this was a chance to break that pattern? A budding confidence she’d begun to sense growing within her days ago sprang up and slammed against her old thoughts of doubt and self-deprecation.

      Not this time.

      She’d succeed and get Tordin and the others out of this. She had to; there was no other option. Heck, the Goddess had her wearing enough crystal to light up the place better than the techno show this being had just put on.

      Kyra scanned the camp, looking for any idea. How could she get that thing to release Tordin and put this nightmare to rest?

      “Goddess, any help would be greatly appreciated now. Can you help a girl out?” She whispered the invitation, this time hoping the voice would speak up.

      Kyra waited, resisting the urge to grab at straws and feign mental thoughts. The same voice that had spoken before returned clear and strong. She’d not entertain any emotional deception or mental monsters of illusion. Kyra wasn’t the same woman who had believed she was unworthy to have happiness or love. She’d grown and had proof that she was indeed loved, cherished and appreciated, not only from Tordin but from all his warriors who had come here with her, based only on her instincts. She was strong and could do this. She was Lady Kyra!

      A soft thread of remembrance wove its way to the forefront of her thoughts. That being had called her the Goddess-bearer. What did it mean? There was something to that statement.

      Think, Kyra, you can figure this out. Breathe and think. She urged herself to dig deeper, concentrate, and press onward to get a clue. It was there, just out of reach—she could almost sense it.

      If she was to believe what Tordin had told her about the Goddess and the unction, then she was his help and answer to doing something big. This looked like it might qualify, too. She continued to look, think and even pray—anything to help her come up with an idea to stop this madness.

      Why was this being calling her out, ignoring the others? Did it want to do battle with her for Tordin’s life? She wasn’t a wizard or a warrior. She was Kyra, Tordin’s mate. All the men on Tordin’s ship had been so kind and gentlemanly, showing her great respect. She didn’t realize how much she’d taken their actions for granted. It seemed like on this planet, chivalry never existed, at least not with this monster. She was Lady Kyra and Tordin’s mate—not a fighter—or was that part of the answer?

      She was the Lady, feminine like the Goddess. Kyra was able to create life if she wanted to. None of the men could do that.

      “Wait! Chivalry, honor and me,” she said forgetting she was vo-linked with Jalek.

      “Excuse me, Lady Kyra, what are you talking about?” he asked, confused and anxious about what she would do.

      “I’m talking about me. I’m LADY Kyra, not LORD Kyra—a female, like the Goddess. If I’m a bearer, that means I have a womb. Jalek, unless female Skleen look exactly like the males, I’m the only female here and the only one with a unique connection to the Creator Goddess. I have the power to create from a seed—I can produce offspring. Think about why that being may want me to come out into the open.”

      He’d moved closer to her as a precaution in case she’d decided to go down to the camp, giving their location away. “I don’t know,” he said, clearly frustrated and frazzled.

      “Jalek, look at that being. Really look it, past the intimidating robes and presentation. Look at him and tell me what you see. Look at the hand he has extended to touch Tordin, that’s going through the bars of the cage.”

      She waited while Jalek used what looked like tiny binoculars to look at the being. When he’d taken a long, inspecting look, he said, “He looks sort of transparent.”

      “Exactly. I think he’s able to do all the stuff he does because he’s not all the way in our realm of existence. I suspect he’s dying and trying to find a womb to infest and get some skin to be able to stay here. Don’t you think it’s mighty odd that he’s not asked for anything but for me to come out in exchange for Tordin. If he wanted to kill him, he’d have done it by now. Also notice how long he’s been waiting for me to come out and show myself. If my hunch is correct, he wants and needs me way more than he’s letting on.”

      “Oh, Lady Kyra, I want to believe you’re right on that one. But what about Cordin, what’s his reason for all of this?”

      “Jalek, I’ve been with you this whole time. How should I know? I’m as much in the dark about that as you are.” Kyra’s nerves were fraying around the edges with all his questions, while she still tried to find a way to save her mate and love. She still didn’t like how harsh her answer may have sounded. She tried to rephrase it. “Forgive for my sharp tongue. Like you, I’m still in the dark as to his end game. I know he wants to inflict pain on Tordin. We all know he wants to be Emperor, and we know he’s joined forces with this being in order to kidnap his own brother and lure me here. I’d say it’s for some sort of power this thing has promised him. That would be my best guess.”

      “Okay, but why you specifically? Why couldn’t this being get any woman?”

      “I think it has to do with the unction. On my home planet Earth, spiritual teachings say the unction was mentioned as some sort of anointing of an individual by a supreme being in order to carry out a task or life calling. Maybe this unction that is on Tordin and me is similar. Maybe this being needs both of us together to get whatever it’s after. It’s a long shot, and I feel like I’m grasping at straws, but how else do you explain this?”

      “I don’t know, but what you’ve said makes the most sense, and I think you may be right. So, what do we do? Stick to the plan of waiting till dark to attack, or does that change since they know you’re here?”

      “Scratch the plan. I’ve got to do this. You all will have to wait and watch to see what happens. I don’t know how I know, but I’m the one who has to go out there and face this thing. It’s the only way for Tordin to get away.”

      “I don’t like this.”

      “I don’t either, but something tells me everything is going to be all right.”

      Kyra stood. Agates gently brushed against her skin as they remained nestled in both cups of her bra. She’d wedged a few pieces of aegerine in her cleavage and felt the rest of the crystals moving in all the pockets and compartments of her clothing. She hoped she didn’t clatter as she climbed down the rocks into the camp.

      The closer she got, the stronger her connection to Tordin grew. A few hundred feet from him, and her mind filled with his voice. He was using the vo-link connection.

      “Kyra, what are you doing? Stay away from this thing. It wants to impregnate you with itself.”

      “What? How do you know that?”

      “It’s been telling me through hypnotic suggestions that as soon as you came for me, it would enter into me, forcing you and me to join. It’s been trying to hypnotize me to do its bidding. It doesn’t realize how our unction works. Your thoughts about me have allowed me to fight off its attempts to brainwash me. Since you came to the camp, I feel more mentally clear than I have in a very long time. It’s like my thoughts have been cleaned. You bring me clarity.”

      “I think it’s the crystals doing that.”

      “The crystals?”

      “Yeah, a gift from the Goddess. But what do you propose we do?”

      “I think the Goddess is talking with you exclusively. All I sense is that you are the key to defeating them.”

      “Wow—girl power to the rescue!” she said, full realization dawning on her. “Tordin, I think I’ve figured it out. This thing can only be defeated by a womb bearer—a female, and I think it wants to be born as a female. That way, it will be able to connect with the Goddess in a way unlike that of men. It will be able to create like the Goddess and not just worship her. It wants to become the most powerful being—the Creator Goddess!”

      “Oh no! That makes so much sense. Through our joining, it would impregnate you. It wants to siphon off the Goddess power you possess and become like her.”

      “Yes, that’s got to be it. Everything in me is buzzing with confirmation. But why us?” she asked, slowing her steps toward him.

      “Because of the unction and its desire to gain control of my father’s throne. As one of his blood-related descendants, it would have access to the throne. Not only would it be able to grow in the power of the Goddess, but it could also become the Empress of our galaxy. Ours is the largest and most powerful in the IGA, but my father has been too busy dealing with my brother to exert that power.  And speaking of my idiot brother, he promised this thing he’d deliver us to it in exchange for the throne. Cordin has no idea it plans to murder him as soon as it gets its way.”

      Kyra was close enough to see that a blood vessel had burst in one of Tordin’s eyes under the pressure of this being’s grip. Instead of speaking out loud, Tordin looked at her, willing her to continue to listen to him through the vo-link.

      “Kyra, my love. You are the only one who can defeat this being. You have the power and the link to the Goddess to do what none of us can. I love you and will do what I can to help, but it is you who will stand against this being.”

      Kyra swallowed, knowing his words to be true. She saw Cordin inching closer, and rage tore through her. This rat-bastard was worse than Brantley. Before she knew what she was doing, she raised her right hand, leveled a pointing finger at him and lifted him off the ground. As he rose through the air, crystals that littered the ground sparkled and glowed. Kyra felt each of them sending power to her through the ground where she stood.

      The being roared, “No! Stop that!”

      She knew she’d found out what it didn’t want her to. She was the biggest, baddest power here. Yes! And she was going to tinker with and explore this power. Out of kindness for her father-in-law, she didn’t crush Cordin. Instead, she lifted him about ten feet off the ground and released him over a clearing. She smiled as he screamed in pain.

      “You won’t be kidnapping me anytime soon, you wannabe movie star-looking ass wipe!” she said, with venom tinging her voice.

      “Remind me to not make you angry,” Tordin said, trying to turn his head enough to see his wailing brother crumpled on the ground like a bag of rocks.

      Kyra blew him a kiss and winked. Before the being had time to react, she turned her attention to it.

      “Okay, Goddess, this thing has decided to try to replace you. You’re not going to stand for that, right? Please help me do all the cool stuff you can think of that I can pull off—without hurting Tordin, of course,” she said in an admittedly weird prayer to the Goddess.

      She indicated neither movement nor intent as she focused on the being’s core. Through her connection to the Goddess’ intuition, insight and instinct, she finally knew what it was. It was a Skleen leader, trying to upgrade from its pitiful, bottom-feeding existence. That was how it was able to suck Tordin’s life force from him.

      She blew, and its robes rustled enough for everyone to see the grizzled old Skleen within them. When the other Skleen saw one of their own, they pounced toward it. Evidently they didn’t appreciate being used like slaves by another of their kind.

      “Cease!” she said with a thunderous voice that would rival Tordin’s, and all of them halted as if in freeze mode.

      This new power stuff was too cool. But there was no time to play with the minions; she had some rescuing to do.

      “Stand down. I will give whatever is left of this…thing to you after I’m done.” She turned back to the old Skleen and said, “Release my mate now, or I will punish you. Don’t try me. I’m a woman on the edge. You made me come out here. I’m dirty, tired and pissed off that you dared to touch my mate, and my butt still hurts from riding the hover bike constructed from Satan’s farts. I’ve had it.”

      Cordin let out a yell of pain as Jalek’s men gathered him up.

      She was done with him, too. “Cordin, shut up, or I swear I will make sure every one of your limbs is broken. You messed with the wrong mate, son!”

      She heard Tordin chuckle in her mind.

      “You are sexy beyond belief when you take charge like this. I’m highly aroused—more than usual,” he said, making her grin like a kid on Christmas morning.

      “Back at you, mate. Now allow momma to work. I’m not done with this Ming the Merciless wannabe.”

      “Got you, although I think he’s more like a Dr. Frankenstein wannabe,” Tordin said, making her laugh out loud.

      “Look at you, spouting Earthian literary culture. I’m impressed, mate.”

      She realized he was getting weaker as they spoke, and she turned her attention to the old Skleen again, and this time she was making short work of the thing. “Didn’t I tell you to let go of my mate?” she demanded with gravelly hatred in her voice. She directed her attention to its see-through fingers. With a simple intention, she pried them off Tordin’s arm, one by one. Once loose from its grasp, Tordin quickly stumbled away and as far back as possible from the being.

      Kyra aimed sure and straight at its stomach area. When she threw the blast of creative energy, the scream that sounded was enough to curdle milk still in the cow. It scratched against her mind in excruciating pain. It attempted to fight and to resist the power of the Goddess. Each counter-energy strike it attempted to launch turned into wonderful, consuming power that sped up its demise. Finally, it couldn’t hold on any longer and exploded into minute pieces of robe.

      Kyra watched as pieces of the robe fell to the ground like confetti. She waited and scanned the energy force of everything that she could now see. She saw everyone’s life force with clarity and was amazed to see vibrant colors where Tordin and the other warriors were. Cordin’s life force wasn’t as solid—more the wimpy, muted color of vomit. She returned her gaze to where the being had been to make sure it wasn’t a smoke-and-mirror trick. She didn’t want it trying to enter into anyone there. When she was sure she sensed no more of it, she came closer to the outer ring of its debris. The remnant piece of robe lay there as if glued to the ground. Once satisfied again that this thing was no more, she turned her attention to the cage. She saw the door open in her mind, and it was so.

      Tordin was the first one out and rushed to scoop her up into his arms.

      “You did it! Oh by the Goddess, you did it!”

      She hummed as powerful currents sent restoring strength to her somewhat weakened mate. He responded to the transfer of energy, recovering as he held her. She felt like she had tapped into an infinite source of power and was careful not to release too much, too fast to him. Then Kyra realized it was both of them working together. Tordin’s touch had magnified her power level, too. She got it. He was her anchor, enabling her to hold more of the power of the Goddess that coursed through her.

      He released her enough to look down as he asked, “What do you have on? You feel lumpy.”

      Kyra laughed, remembering all the crystal she wore. “Oh, that’s the crystal the Goddess instructed me to wear to come into battle with that thing.”

      “Oh, I see. If that’s the case, I’ll get enough of it to make you a robe to wear around.”

      “No need. I think I may have overdone it, wouldn’t you say?” She looked back at the camp and how much she’d done.

      As if in confirmation, one of the men who had started to pack the Skleen into the cage they’d just vacated pointed and said, “Look at the Goddess’ mark!”

      All their attention went to where he pointed. The remnants of the being’s robe that had scattered to the ground were sprouting into wildflowers of different, vibrant colors. It looked like a patch of beautiful bouquets in the midst of a rock and crystal landscape. The warriors focused on her with an awe she’d never before felt and or even imagined.

      “You know this will become a shrine to the Goddess, now that you’ve marked it as such,” Tordin said.

      “How? I don’t understand.”

      “Oh sweet, dear Kyra, the Goddess’ mark means a great shift of change happened at that spot. It is a physical show of her presence and blessing. You have left her mark here as a testament and truth to this fact. You have fulfilled the unction of the Goddess.”

      Kyra knew she’d have to get Tordin to explain this in greater detail, but for now, she wanted to get him back to the ship and checked out by the healers. Somehow she didn’t feel like the Goddess was done with them yet, though.

      “Okay. That’s great. Now can we get you all out of here?” she said, wanting to get back to the ship.

      “Yes, as soon as we make an important stop,” Tordin replied, looking around for someone. She liked how he refused to release her, no matter what. When he found who he was looking for, he said, “Counselor Rilic, thank you. I knew you would come if my mate sought me. Thank you for your allegiance to me.”

      “You are most welcome, Sire. The Lady here has a warrior’s heart like yours. You chose well,” he said and gave Kyra a warm smile. She did like him.

      “I’m not sure I did any choosing. I think it was all the Goddess where Kyra is concerned. I am beyond blessed to be joined with her. Oh, and before I forget—would you please capture the Goddess’ mark for the historical documents and get a few eyewitness testimonials of what happened? We’ll leave here once you have them. I want to present them to the officials in the capital city of Ziar. That’s where we were headed before Cordin ambushed us.”

      “Most certainly, Sire, but why Ziar and not our Olodian ally, Ampor?” he asked.

      “Because they are not the ones who need proof of the Goddess’ presence—especially that her power lives within the Princess of Olodia. Once we show them the evidence and get the parties to talk, this war should end. I know that in my gut. The Goddess has indicated as much.”

      “Yes, Sire,” Counselor Rilic said and then added, “and thank you as well, Lady Kyra.” He proceeded to bow in respect in front of her. All the others followed suit and bowed for a protracted moment in reverence.

      Tordin squeezed her with approval as he watched his warriors honor her with the highest show of respect. He looked down at her and said, “Shall we go to Ziar now, my Lady?”

      “Yes, I think it’s about time we put an end to this war,” Kyra said and gave him a kiss.

      They both ignored Cordin’s cries, pleading with them not to go into Ziar.

      Kyra couldn’t help but wonder why Cordin wanted so intensely to keep them away from the capital. “My love?”

      “Yes, my dear.”

      “Why is Cordin so adamant about not going to Ziar?”

      “There’s no telling, but we’ll find out soon enough.” He looked at the hover bike Jalek presented to him and then at Kyra’s backside. “Jalek, please don’t tell me you made the Crown Princess ride on one of these to find me.”

      Jalek turned a flattering shade of lavender that matched his eyes as embarrassment took over. “Yes, sire. I didn’t think to bring the side carriage.”

      Kyra looked at Tordin’s slightly frustrated expression and then over to the young warrior. “You mean to tell me there was a more comfortable option available? I could have ridden in a side carriage with more room and maybe even cushion for my as—backside? Hmm, Jalek?”

      He looked like he wanted to hide under one of the surrounding rocks but said, “Yes, my Lady. In our haste and my concern for Lord Tordin, I forgot to get the carriage.”

      He looked so sad and fearful that anything she might say to chastise him would crush him, so she remained quiet and let Tordin handle it.

      “In the future, when any female or offspring travels with you and you use the land slider, remember to attach the carriage. Only if a grown female refuses do you not use it. Understand? The ride is extremely uncomfortable for them. Lady Kyra is going to feel this ride for days, and I don’t want to think about how many times the Goddess bearer will think about you whenever she winces from the soreness of it. Let this be a lesson—you must think about everything before you act. Okay, Jalek?”

      “Yes, Sire,” Jalek said, sounding like a teenager who’d just been disciplined.

      Kyra smiled. “Thank you for that, my love. I hated that bike, but at least I only have to ride it out of here.”

      “No you don’t. I have a carriage with our bikes. They are about two leagues from here. I’ve already sent five scouts back to retrieve them. They should be back by the time Counselor Rilic finishes up. You’ll ride with me in a carriage. I always bring one, just in case. Maybe deep down inside I knew you’d find a way to join me on the surface, and I was preparing for it.”

      “Maybe so but if my butt hurts for more than a few days, I’m going to turn Jalek’s butt into a flower patch. You got me?”

      “Ha! He deserves more, but I think I’ve got you.”
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      “Lady Kyra, on behalf of the citizens of Ziar, I bestow our highest honor on you for your valiant efforts to thwart the manufactured and manipulated war between our neighbors and us. May you and the Goddess always remember us in blessing and kind thoughts.”

      Kyra bowed and leaned over to allow the Governor of Ziar to put a diamond necklace around her neck that would make the crown jewels back on Earth look like pauper’s trinkets. The heavy weight of it let her know the carat count would be off the charts. She remembered to be gracious and not jump up and down with giddy joy. She had the biggest diamond necklace she’d ever seen, and it was from an alien planet. She looked down at the clear stones sparkling against her dark skin and was reminded of Tordin’s brilliant eyes.

      “Thank you very much, Governor. I accept this on behalf of the Olodian people and will cherish it always,” she said remembering what Tordin had rehearsed with her to say if they offered her any gifts.

      He told her if she said anything else, it could be construed as offering something other than simple thanks for the gift—like allegiance, support, compensation or any number of things. Apparently, alien diplomacy was trickier than dealing with the fabled Elves and and Fairies of lore on Earth. Tordin squeezed her hand in approval, and she released a breath when she stood up straight again.

      After receiving a ceremonial sword made out of a metal that looked like titanium with a jewel-encrusted hilt and giving his thanks, Tordin bid the leaders of Ziar goodbye. Kyra was tired, and the day had been long. Her body clock was off since it was late night here on the surface but most likely only late afternoon by Olodian time back on the ship.

      Tordin placed her in the carriage that was a hundred thousand times more comfortable than the bike he rode. She looked around to see Cordin poured into a carriage attached to Malm’s bike, and she fought the urge to jump out and punch him before Tordin or Malm could catch her. That male was rotten to the core, pure and simple.

      When they’d first entered the city limits of Ziar, Cordin’s protests had grown louder. They quickly found out why he didn’t want to be there when they had to fight off a gang of outlaws that ambushed them. This was getting tired fast, and Kyra was ready to blast Cordin into a botanical garden.

      She’d been right about his wickedness. Cordin had welched on paying this gang to connect him with that souped-up Skleen and his companions. This group wanted payment or his head. She’d watched as the warriors had to subdue thirty-plus gang members before they could even find out why they were being attacked.

      If it had been up to her, she would have done the deed herself, presenting Cordin’s head on a dressed-up platter for their inspection. Not only was Cordin wicked, selfish, power-hungry and delusional, he was also a deadbeat who didn’t pay his debts. How could two brothers be so different?

      Tordin went off to the side to work things out with the leader. After a half hour, he’d returned, and they continued to see the officials in the capital compound.

      When he’d gotten back on the bike and started it up without saying a word, Kyra couldn’t stand it. She wanted to know why they’d been cornered and assaulted.

      “So what was that about?”

      “Cordin was up to his usual antics,” he said, brushing the incident off like it was something that happened all the time. She eyed him until he looked over at her and saw that she expected details. Tordin continued, “He thinks since he’s the Emperor’s son he can make deals and then conveniently not pay up when time comes. I used to pay the debts out of my own account when I went to clean up after him. Recently my father gave me direct access to his trust fund, and now I pay them out of his fund—with interest. His account is getting low. Too low to finance another coup for a while.”

      “Your brother is lowdown. I say you block him from his funds. If he wants to act like an evil baby, then he shouldn’t be able to use your father’s money to do so. Let him earn his own money.”

      “Yes, I agree. Now that he’s been kicked off the council, that money is no longer coming in, either. He’s completely dependent on my father again, and love of my father is the only thing keeping me from cutting him off. Hopefully now he will see how bad Cordin’s gotten and stop supporting his foolhardy mission to steal the throne.”

      “So does he owe anyone else? I don’t like getting jumped at night on the streets of a strange planet, do you?”

      “Knowing him, I’m sure he owes so many more, but for now, we need to wrap up this mission and get back to the ship. I called ahead for an emergency meeting to get all the warring factions into a room to kiss and make up.”

      “Hear, hear, I couldn’t agree more. Let’s get this over with. Do you think everyone will show up to the meeting?”

      “They had better, or they will incur the wrath of Warrior Lord Tordin.”

      “Ooh, that’s what I’m talking about. I love it when you use your warrior power, meow!” Kyra said, laughing, as they raced to the capital compound.
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      After all was right within the world of Nenndi again, and everyone clearly saw how Cordin had agitated the situation to start the war in the first place, they’d signed binding treaties and agreed to Tordin’s terms for better export deals. He’d even gotten them to regulate their currency to the one used by the rest of the galaxy. Kyra realized that just because he didn’t want the Emperor’s job didn’t mean he wasn’t highly qualified for it.

      She’d observed everyone’s awe of him and his superior understanding of their issues. He had the heart, patience and wisdom of an elder statesman.

      When they’d concluded the long hours of meetings and received their gifts from the planet’s various civil alliance areas—the equivalent of continents on Earth—Tordin had whisked her out. He apologized for their hasty departure, but  the Princess needed to go home to rest after such a trying and long day.

      Kyra was happy, because she was dead on her feet, but she still wanted to tie up the loose ends called Brantley and Cordin. Those two jokers needed to be dealt with before they could find ways to cause any more havoc.

      On the way back to the ship aboard the Jump, Kyra brought this up with Tordin. It had begun to eat at her, and she realized the Goddess was giving her a clue as to the potential harm.

      “Tordin, I need to talk with you about Cordin and the thorn in my butt named Brantley. They need to be disciplined. What are you planning to do with them?”

      “Ah, mate, you are really becoming spot on with our connection. I have been thinking the same thing. In keeping with IGA mandates, I have to turn Cordin and the remaining Skleen in our custody over to the IGA for trials and sentencing. They are all in one of the Jumps, which will go to the penal ship, where Brantley is already held, for transport back to Olodia. As soon as we get to our private quarters, you and I will contact my father on the visual communicator and let him know what has happened. I’m sure he’s dying to meet you officially. I think it would be a special treat for him, since we have such good news about the outcome—except for Cordin’s deception.”

      The only bit Kyra heard from that last part was that she would meet her father-in-law with her hair looking like it had been fried in a desert. Technically it had, but she didn’t want to meet anyone until she’d had time to freshen up. Men! No matter what species or planet, they all acted the same.

      “Tordin, make sure you keep Brantley and Cordin separated. I don’t want them to scheme and plan. Promise me so I can rest better. As for the other request, I’ll be happy to meet your father after I’ve had an hour to soak in a pool of gaiata. I have to tame my hair and get this grime off me.”

      “On the matter of my brother, he’s in solitary confinement. It’s my understanding that they’ve already done the same with Brantley. You taking time to get cleaned up is fine, as long as I can join you,” Tordin said, betraying a hint of arousal.

      “I’m looking forward to it. Now—are we there yet?”
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      “Tordin, by the Goddess, she’s beautiful!” Emperor Gordin said, looking at Kyra from the large monitor in their rooms. “Son, you’ve been extremely blessed by the Goddess. The entire planet is excited to meet her. Before you even called, word had gotten back that she’s kissed with the Goddess’ power.”

      Tordin squeezed Kyra’s hand and asked his father, “How did that news travel so fast? We just got back to the ship an eighth of a cycle ago.”

      “Counselor Rilic sent the documents of the Goddess’ mark and some live action footage of the scene for the archives. One of the clerks told someone who told someone else until it spread like wildfire. Kyra’s being called the Amber Princess. Now looking at her beautiful amber skin, I see why. You do know that amber is the sign of purity and purification, and son, that is exactly what she has done for us. She’s purified us from shame and dishonor.”

      Kyra wanted to say she was right there, still in the room, but she didn’t want to offend the older Emperor. She remained quiet, listening to his lovely conversation with his son. Tordin looked like a younger version of him. She was happy to know that when her mate was older he’d look like the best Earthly renderings of Zeus. She could easily see Tordin holding a thunderbolt and leading a pantheon of his warriors. She must have worn a stupid grin on her face, because her father-in-law was chuckling as Tordin attempted to get her attention.

      “Huh—what? I’m sorry. I drifted off for a minute there,” she said, feeling embarrassed at getting caught daydreaming.

      “I only hope I had some role in that daydream,” Tordin said.

      “You were the star of it,” she said, allowing him to kiss her.

      The sound of coughing snapped them back to the fact that the Emperor could see them. When Kyra realized they must be giving him a show, she gently pushed Tordin back into his seat and straightened her top to show respect for the Emperor.

      “You two remind me so much of your mother and me. This is true love, and I am so very pleased to have you as my daughter, dear Kyra. Do you have a father back on your planet?”

      The question caught Kyra off-guard, but she answered with a strength that surprised her. “No, my father and mother died in a car accident when I was a child. I was raised as an orphan—that means my government raised me instead of my parents.”

      “So would you allow me the honor of becoming your father? I would have no power over you except for the job of loving you as my own and worrying when you were in danger, as I do with Tordin. In our culture, it is up to my children’s mates to accept me as either their equal or father. Father is a more revered position, but I would be honored just to be your… how do you refer to it? Ah yes, your friend as well.”

      She knew she liked him and said, “I’d love for you to be my father. But I expect to get my way and be spoiled as all good princesses are.”

      The laughter that exploded from the Emperor’s chest sounded like a lion’s roar. “Ah yes, my son, you have definitely been favored by the Goddess.” To Kyra he said, “I’ve wanted all my life to have a daughter. You know females are not as plentiful on our planet as they are on Earth. We produce mostly males. Being able to spoil and dote on you would be such a gift from the Goddess. Yes, I promise to treat you better than all your real and fairy princesses on Earth, and I cannot wait to see you in person. Son, how long before you bring Cordin and the other prisoners back to the IGA for trial?”

      Kyra was amazed that the Emperor could go from promising to spoil her to talking about his dickhead of a son in one breath. She followed along with the conversation even though they slipped in and out of the Olodian language.

      “We plan to be there in less than ten cycles. We’re taking the magna hyper-sling back in order to cut our travel time down to less than half. I don’t want to give Cordin enough time to heal and find a way to escape. We’ve needed to deal with him for a long time. Now that you’re on board, he might finally change, if he has to pay for what he’s gotten away with for so long.”

      Kyra noticed the hint of sadness in the Emperor’s golden eyes, but he knew Tordin was right. Cordin had to answer for himself or continue his twisted ways until something very bad happened to many people. Tordin ended the call with his father and turned toward her.

      “Now where were we?” He leaned into her to capture her mouth with his again.

      The spicy, clean, masculine scent of him invaded her senses as he lifted her from the chair.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, knowing he was taking her to the sleeping room but wanting to hear him say it nonetheless.

      “You, little princess, are about to be spoiled and get to have your way with your prince. I can’t let my father have all the fun.”

      She giggled in anticipation. Her separation from him had been the biggest trial she’d had to endure. Never in a million years would anyone on Earth have convinced her that she would become Princess of an alien empire and have the love of a Warrior Lord Prince like Tordin. He was her balance and anchor.

      As he crossed the large room, thoughts of a Hindu Goddess came to Kyra’s mind. She remembered one of her male friends from India in her engineering program saying she’d reminded him of the Goddess Kali because she was so fierce when working on an assignment.

      She’d been so intrigued that she looked the Goddess up and was dismayed to see the scary, six-armed, blue image staring back at her. At the time, she’d thought the swoon-worthy Indian man had been insulting her. Now she could see what he’d seen. He saw deep within her the Goddess’ power to create and to fiercely protect those she loved. He wasn’t focusing on her dark skin or crazy hair, or even insinuating that she had an attitude problem; he’d been trying to give her a high compliment. She wondered how many times in her life she had mistaken a compliment for an insult.

      The softness of the sleeping platform cradled her like a waiting nurse. It brought her back to the present and gave the most wonderful caress to her slightly sore back side. Tomorrow she’d hunt Jalek down and give him a swift kick to the tush if hers was still sore.

      Tordin ran his hands up and down her body, molding them to her ample breasts. Without thinking, she let out a whimper of contentment and allowed him to massage and undress her. He took his time removing piece after piece of clothing, whispering sweet things about how much he loved her. He told her how his thoughts had centered around getting back to her, letting her know what he’d realized about her when they’d been separated. He wanted her to know she was his world and heart.

      Kyra reached up to fold him into her arms. She wanted to feel the weight of him, to know this wasn’t a dream, and he really was back here, safe in her arms. When he came to lie on top of her, every blissful moment she’d dreamed of felt shabby in comparison. He was her sensation overload. Their pairing pleased the Goddess, and She rewarded Kyra with a love that was alive on all levels—emotional, physical and even spiritual. Kyra ran a hand through Tordin’s longer locks. She could swear his hair grew inches by the day. It looked like a black lion’s mane, and she loved it.

      As her fingertips made contact with his scalp, he groaned a long low rumble of pleasure and nuzzled against her fingers.

      “That feels so good when you run your fingers through my hair. It’s so thick that my scalp doesn’t get much air or stimulation. I love your hands on my head. If I could, I’d keep it shaved, but given my station and the fact that it would be an act of futility, I don’t.”

      “Don’t ever shave your head. When I dreamt of you, your hair was the first thing I saw. It drew me to you and let me know when we first met that you were my dream lover. I love your hair, and I’ll give you a head massage every night if that keeps you from shaving it off.”

      “I shall take you up on that offer, but in all fairness, I’d have to shave it off every day, and I’m not willing to keep that up. It grows extremely fast. My father swears that part of our strength is held in our hair, that it’s a family trait.”

      “What? Like Samson from the Bible?”

      “No, like my ancestors who were the first known warriors. They wore their hair in long, thick braids that were sentient and could act of their own will. The braids could lift things, act as weapons and perform a whole lot of other feats that might make you think my family members were freaks of nature.”

      “Wait, so are you telling me Samson could have been a descendant of your family?”

      “If his strength was in some way tied to his hair, then it’s a possibility.”

      “You just get more and more cool everyday. But if your strength is tied to your hair, why would you want to cut it off?”

      “Because it can be annoying. I don’t want to constantly shoo it out of the way all day. I don’t feel that much different when I cut it, either. But since you like it, I’ll keep it. Okay, enough talking. I want to do some Goddess worship on my mate. You rescued me and the others today. I want to show my gratitude. Kyra, I’m so in awe of you and your power. You rock, as you like to say.”

      She rose up to kiss him, and that was all the invitation he needed. Their bodies molded into one as they pleasured each other and rode the waves of ecstasy to orgasm after orgasm. Their lovemaking took on a life of its own, growing and expanding to enclose them in a cocoon of mated pleasure. Tordin made Kyra’s body sing with joy as he explored and focused on points and positions that drove her wild. Sensory overload couldn’t describe how every part of her sizzled with exhaustion as he continued to take her over and over again.

      “Stop. I can’t take it anymore. You’ve thoroughly ravaged me, Lord Tordin. I’m out of breath, and my lady bits are starting to protest, too,” she said, noting the sweat-stained sheets and her tingling body. They’d been at it for hours, and she was sexually spent.

      “Ah, just a little more and then I promise to let you go to sleep,” he begged, continuing a slow penetration in and out of her.

      “Why are you so randy for me now? Aren’t you as tired as I am from your ordeal on the surface?”

      “Yes, but you’re in heat, and it’s like an aphrodisiac. I’m addicted and can’t seem to get my fill of you.”

      “Wait, you can sense when I’m ovulating?”

      “Yes, but more like smell and feel it. You smell sweet and delicious and feel electric—hotter than normal. It’s extremely hard to fight off. Why do you think I kissed you as I did in front of my father? I couldn’t stop myself. You are pulling me with your heat.”

      “Well, I’ll be. I never knew you could do that. Does this mean you’ll know when I’m menstruating and other things like that?”

      “Yes, but I won’t embarrass you by letting you know, if that’s a problem. I do believe you should have privacy in the things you need to feel private about.”

      “Oh no, it’s not that. I’ve been wondering what your superpowers are, is all.”

      “My superpowers? You don’t believe in that stuff like others on your planet, do you? You know I’m humanoid, or human as you call it on Earth, right?”

      “Yes, but you all seem to be more human than us. It almost feels like we’re a derivative of you. I can’t smell and do the stuff you can. How is that?”

      “Our researchers and healers believe it is because of your planet and what your race has done to reduce it to a weird shadow of itself. You’ve messed with your air and polluted your life force liquid called water, so it now has the power to kill you instead of healing you like our gaiata does for us. Your race is killing itself and weakening your abilities.”

      He hit her spot again with his thrust, and she tightened around him. Oh, Goddess she was going to have another orgasm! Her response spurred him on. All conversation was forgotten as they fused together experiencing pleasurable heights of exquisite lovemaking. More in tune than ever, they crested together and lay there, still entwined, until their heartbeats slowed to normal. When Tordin rolled off her, she felt a tinge of loss. She was into this male so deep, she wondered if she’d be able to survive if anything happened to him.

      He pulled her into him as was becoming his custom, and they drifted off to sleep.
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      Kyra was at her monitor on the operations deck when her vo-link sparked to life. The memory of the Skleen contacting her on it made her cringe, but she was over being scared. She was Lady Kyra, and confidence was now her badge of honor.

      “Yes?”

      “Lady Kyra, this is Surt, we met briefly on your vessel.”

      She vaguely remembered the warrior but knew instinctively nothing weird was going on. “Yes, Surt, how may I help you?”

      “The healers are in a frenzy over the activity, and thought you might want to come down to the Healing Section.” He must have heard her take in a sharp breath of fear and quickly added, “No, my Lady, nothing bad has happened. On the contrary. Phoebe is awake.”

      

      
        THIS BOOK IS OVER BUT…Find out what happens, now that Phoebe is awake.

        

      

      Revived By Malm, Book 2 in the Olodian Alien Warrior Romance Chronicles
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      Kyra and Tordin may have found love in the stars but what of Phoebe? A lot has happened since she fell unconscious on board the failing Space Station.

      Will Phoebe be able to adjust to life after Earth? Kyra has blossomed to become the powerful Princess of Olodia but what about her? What does she do now?

      She appreciates the attention from the drop dead gorgeous and clearly interested Jalek, but her heart isn’t in it. He is what she’s always wanted in a man but her heart isn’t matching up with her reason. It longs for the attention and touch of the one man who is the least interested—the one with the emerald eyes called Malm.

      Will Phoebe make peace with her new life and get over her insatiable need to be with Malm?

      Please continue the journey in Revived By Malm, Book 2 in the Olodian Alien Warrior Romance Chronicles.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Thank You

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for purchasing, downloading and READING my book. I’m beyond excited to be able to share this story with you. It means a lot to me and I really appreciate you. If you enjoyed it, please go right now and write a review for it on the sales page where you purchased it. Think of it as clapping for a performance you enjoyed. Also let me know your thoughts and feedback! I want to give you what you want to read.

      

      
        What to do Next?

        

        Leave a Review
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        Sign up for my Newsletter here:

        http://MychalDaniels.com/newsletter
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      Mychal Daniels is an emerging author of Paranormal, Sci-Fi and Fantasy romance. She’s off working hard to introduce you to your next Book Boyfriend. This is Mychal’s debut book.

      

      Please follow her on social media and don’t forget to leave a review!
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