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Summary









Who has time to miss coffee and chocolate when there’s an Alien Warrior superhero stealing hearts?


Clever with a bright future ahead of her, Dr. Phoebe Brown has it all— intelligence, an enviable career as a highly respected doctor, beauty and brains. That is until her life is endangered on a failing maintenance Space Station.


A heroic rescue by a fleet of honorable, if not unbelievably sexy Warrior Aliens, places a now comatose Phoebe in a new alien world.


She wakes to find her entire life as she knew it is gone and she must start over—alone.


Malm is the ultimate warrior, committed to fulfilling his duty as second-in-command to his cousin and friend, Tordin. So, when he experiences an undeniable pull and extraordinary attraction for the sleeping human female, he wants nothing more than to get her safely to his planet. There she can find a male worthy of her and… away from him.


Will Phoebe be able to create a new life after Earth—alone—when her heart longs for the attention and touch of the one man who is the least interested—the one with the emerald eyes called Malm?
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Buzz, buzz, buzz… buzz, buzz, buzz


An incessant, buzzing sound vibrated against her hip, dragging Phoebe back to consciousness. Disorientation and confusion immediately increased her heart rate. The shock of her new awareness made her jerk up. The force of the debris that lay on top of her was solid, and forced her to remain still under its great weight. Where was she and what happened to this place?


Phoebe lifted her head off the floor to look around. The place was in ruins. As she took in the damage, it all came back. Phoebe was still in the space station. She’d been running down the pathway, heading toward the engine room, when something hit the space station hard. The cavernous area she was currently in told a story of the floor opening up to swallow her. The exposed and twisted support beams of the upper floor confirmed her suspicions. Based on what she knew of this area, she must be just above the engine room now.


Destruction ruled the pathway. Even from her vantage point, she could tell there was no getting out of here. That is, not without heavy lifting equipment to free her and make a path. The vibration of her intra-communicator continued to hum and buzz in the desolate space. She was alone. The flashing yellow caution lights kept rhythmic time, counting down to her demise. She knew that if she died now, the last thing she'd remember would be the sound of another soul attempting to connect with her.


The intra-communicator, got to get it.


An attempt to reach down to grab the device coaxed a shooting pain to spear her chest and lungs. Trapped and immobilized, Phoebe ran scenarios of how to free herself through her mind. A large piece of a fallen ceiling beam covered part of her chest and torso, pinning her arms to her sides.


Think Phoebe, you can get out of this somehow, was the pep talk she gave herself to keep hope alive.


The call had to be from Kyra, looking for her to leave the space station. That was her girl, always looking out for her. If it was the last thing she did, she’d let her know she heard her voice. Determined to answer the call, she contorted herself enough to wiggle part of her body free. Tingles of pain reverberated through her free limbs as blood flow rushed back in. She ignored the instinct to stop moving and forged ahead to get the call.


Phoebe maneuvered the device out of her pocket enough for it to fall to the floor. Using a piece of ceiling to drag it close, she managed to get her numb finger to turn it on. This small victory felt sweeter than a piece of chocolate, melting on her tongue.


She took in as much of a breath as she could manage and said, “Hey, Honey Bun,” attempting to sound normal.


Those few words took a lot of energy to get out. She was sure a rib must be broken or something, for her lungs to be so compromised. Phoebe grasped the hard-won intra-communicator for dear life. She waited to hear Kyra’s voice, most likely for the last time.


“Phoebe, where are you? Are you hurt? Let me know so I can find you!” Kyra pleaded.


The destruction of the pathway dashed her hopes of getting out of here alive. There was no way someone could get to her in time to beat the smoke of the fire from smothering her. A layer of smoke inched up from the engine room. It collected and hovered just above her as it got thicker by the minute.


She put on a brave voice and said, “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.”


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


Kyra's voice had that determined edge to it—the one that showed her fearless personality. Phoebe could imagine her racing to try and find her in time. But she wouldn’t be the cause of her friend’s death.


With the last bit of strength she could conjure, she said, “No Kyra, please don’t come looking for me. Promise me…”


Silence was the only answer from the line. Kyra was gone, most likely on her way to find her. A tear escaped the corner of her eye. She didn’t want her friend risking her life. Kyra had a chance to make it off this station and Phoebe was determined that she’d escape.


Crash!


The loud sound of something falling with great force nearby pushed her into overdrive. Urged on by the desire to live, she worked in hopes of getting free from the debris. A few more minutes of struggle, and she realized her movements had slowed too much to make a difference. What seemed like forever to wiggle a few more inches had tired her out beyond belief. The air changed, getting thicker and harder to breathe. Phoebe fought to stay conscious. She looked out for Kyra but with each labored breath, her fears crept closer. She was dying—alone.


Her eyes drooped a little too long, introducing her to the tender pull of unconsciousness. In the distant reaches of her awareness, she felt a large body and hands lifting her up and away from the wreckage. The murky darkness of sleep was too strong to open her eyes, but she knew someone strong carried her to safety. She might live after all.



[image: ]


Malm, Malm… Malm, the word played a continuous loop around and around. It slid through her mind and body like a silken embrace. There was something about that word that sent warmth and comfort through her. It called her forward, to a special point in the hazy distance. It parted a pathway through the murky confusion of thoughts, dreams and visions. It pulled her in a singular direction—toward it.


Malm, Malm… Malm, the word seduced and beckoned her closer. She followed until it brought her to the cliff of no return. Elation and a strong instinct to follow this word, knowing that she would somehow live if she did, led her to the edge of the realm of dreams. Then the word faded. She searched, wondering where her hope—this Malm—had gone.


The warm, secure assurance that everything was fine was missing. Why was this Malm so life affirming and yet elusive? She craved it… needed it. Phoebe searched looking for the now familiar and addictive presence of this Malm. Faint though it was, she had to find it, to reclaim it and hold on.


The moment she thought it was gone, the comforting presence settled back down around her. It offered protection and safety. Phoebe yearned to have it with her forever. She made the leap toward it with the strongest effort she could manage. She fought to break through the haze around her to find the Malm… until she broke the surface of her deep sleep.


Her eyes popped open on their own. A new state of awareness enveloped her, yanking Phoebe away from the calm presence of the Malm.


Fuzzy images filled her mind, as her eyes stared ahead. Phoebe’s mind grasped for any logical explanation of what she saw. The ache from her eyes, most likely from disuse, and the inability to focus her sight, set her diagnostic habit as a doctor to work.


Do a mental and physical scan of my body. What’s two times two? Four. Move my left leg—check. Gage the radius of my neck movement… a little stiff, but within normal range, she thought. On and on, she went through the list of physical assessments. She had to gain some control of this strange situation.


The realization that she was in an unfamiliar environment put her on guard. Nothing was in focus and everything had a blue-green tint to it. Phoebe tried to clear the lingering fog from her brain, but it was slow to come back online. As she continued to test her body, the liquid gave her the sensation of anti-gravity floating. It had been so long since she had experienced weightlessness training that she had almost forgotten what it felt like.


Her limbs floated and glided through this blue-green water with ease. It submerged her completely and yet she breathed. Panic and disorientation seized her as she began to fight the liquid. Why was she underwater, and how was she breathing? There were no tubes to assist her with her breathing, and yet she felt fully functional, but how?


Try as she might to float above it, the substance moved with her, cradling her body. It felt different from normal water. Was this real, or a dream? Someone came close. Strong hands lifted her out of the strange substance. The series of events, from the liquid to a soft bed nearby, was discombobulating and surreal. Fear joined the prickling itch of panic that hovered on the edge of her awareness.


She’d be able to calm down as soon as she could see. Shapes were still fuzzy, rendering her helpless. This disability put her at a disadvantage and triggered an instinctual urge to go on guard. Her body's neurotransmitters ignited warning signals, throwing her into a fight-or-flight panic. Phoebe’s natural reaction when in perceived danger was to fight, and that’s what she did. It was true in her case that doctors made the worst patients, but was she a patient, prisoner, or worse?


Large, strong hands continued to hold onto her as she fought harder to break free. Free from what? She wasn’t sure. She thrashed about, not needing a logical reason, driven by pure adrenaline. Her knee collided with a rock hard abdomen. The action made no impact on the figure’s ability to hold her. Phoebe increased her assault. By the number of hands, she could tell it was more than one person. They seemed to be larger than normal men by the size and strength of those that held her down on a soft surface.


“Let go of me!” she said, attempting to wiggle free of the large forms looming over her. Deep-sounding gibberish filled the room in response. “I can’t understand you. Please, let me go.” She kicked out at the nearest man, amazed at the quick, fluid movement from such a large being as he avoided the kick with ease.


Practiced but gentle, the hands continued to handle her with care. She continued to try to free herself. Phoebe’s weakened kicks were the best she could muster. A million questions emerged. She’d managed to get into this predicament without a clue as for why, what, and how.


“What’s going on? Why are you holding me down? Let me go,” she said, allowing the pleading to slip into her request.


Her questions produced more rumbling deep gibberish.


It wasn’t long before fatigue smothered her ability to fight. Muscles relaxed and her heart rate slowed, in spite of her disorientation. The men seemed to be friend, not foe. Hot tears stung her face as she realized she wasn’t going to be able to free herself. Phoebe wanted to make sense of what was happening.


Unable to do anything else but lay there and regain her composure, her eyes began to focus. Three handsome men surrounded her. Phoebe took in each face with care, as they did hers. The faces seemed to be almost identical. Were they identical triplets? Did it even matter?


The room gave off a familiarity she welcomed, but what was it? Then she remembered. She must be in some sort of infirmary or hospital. Now that she was calm, her observers had released her and appeared to be more open to allowing her to sit up. She did as they helped her. To her surprise, she was dry, not a drop of wetness on her or the others. Sitting up, her new vantage point allowed her to take in more of her surroundings. Phoebe was definitely in a medical area and her attendants were huge. From the looks of it, they had to be close to seven feet tall, dwarfing her modest five-foot-six-inch full and curvy frame. No wonder she couldn’t take them down before.


Their deep voices continued in low rumbles. Speaking in a foreign language she couldn’t place or seem to pick up, as if she couldn’t hear enough of the words themselves, just the rumbling sounds of speech.


“Where am I?” she asked with more volume, to make sure they heard her. “Please… I don’t understand you. Where is Kyra? Do you know where my friend is?”


One of the gentle giants spoke up saying, “Yes—Kyra, the bright one. Yes, she is here. We will send for her.”


Phoebe’s astonished look that he spoke English must have taken him by surprise. He repeated the statement. “We will send for her now.” Then he offered a smile full of kindness and reassurance.


“Thank you for getting her for me, but you still haven’t answered my other question. Where am I? And… what is Malm?”
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“This is some bull!” she halfway screamed, hurling the insult at the clearly confused threesome. “I’m a doctor. I demand you show me my medical records—now.”


The three stood their ground, silent and patient. She was at her wits’ end with them. Nothing worked. Phoebe feared she must be disfigured, for all the good her usual ability to smile and be pretty did on these three. They were stubborn and too calm—no, more like breathing monuments that didn’t respond to normal antics and threats.


Each time she’d attempted to get out of the bed, one of them would take a step closer and gently say, “No, please Radiant One. Stay for your unction.”


Phoebe didn’t take kindly to the three larger men denying her access to her medical records. Did they even know what she was talking about? It was a standoff to rival a western, her refusing to let them come near her again, and them refusing to give her one of their fancy glass tablets with the data she knew had to be about her medical condition.


She looked around the room, attempting to get some bearing on where she was and how she’d gotten here. Nope, nothing looked familiar in the faintest sense. Expecting to see labels and signage of some sort, she desperately tried to find anything she could read to tell her where these mysterious, yet gorgeous men were from. Just when she’d given up hope of finding out anything, Kyra burst into the room.


“Kyra! Yes, thank God you’re here,” she said. Phoebe took a moment to get a look at her friend and noticed something had changed. Kyra looked more beautiful, and somehow serene. “You look amazing, chica.” She looked over at the hovering trio of hunkiness and lowered her voice as she said, “But you have to get me up to speed on what’s going on, so we can get out of here.”


Kyra came close and sat on the large bed next to her, snuggling up close against her, like they’d done a hundred times before on the space station. One thing she was sure of was that she was no longer on that space station. As for the rest, someone had better get to talking, and fast. Kyra looked over at the three huge men and said something in the weird tongue they’d spoken before they thought she was conscious enough to hear them. They peered over at her, halfway hidden by the coverings, then they turned and left the room.


“Whew! How did you do that? I’ve been trying to get them to leave since I woke.” Phoebe sat back up and gave Kyra her best stare down as she said, “No playing around, Kyra—what’s going on? Where am I and what happened to me? I feel like I’ve lost time and woke up in Wonderland.”


Kyra’s pause and shy grin didn’t go undetected. Phoebe had known her friend for two years and learned most of her friend’s facial tells in that time. Kyra, like those men, was hesitant to let her know what all this was about. “Dammit Kyra, spit it out! What the hell is going on? I deserve to know. I woke up here, alone and confused. Plus, I have this crazy word on a continuous loop in my head and it won’t stop. Do you know what a Malm is?”


Again with the hesitant looks. What was going on with Kyra? This time she looked down and Phoebe could swear she was laughing. “Speak up now Kyra, or I swear this is cause for war! You don’t want to have me on the opposite side. You said yourself you’d pity the person who had to go up against me. I’m not playing around, I’m serious. Start talking or I start tickling you.”


Phoebe loved how ticklish Kyra was and could exact sweet terror on her friend when she wanted her to do something, simply by tickling her underarm. That woman was jelly when it came to her body sensitivity to stimuli.


“Okay, okay! No tickling—I’ll spill, but you have to promise me you won’t freak out. I mean it Phoebe. You know how hot-headed you can get when something challenges your notions about stuff.” Kyra looked her in the eyes this time, and Phoebe knew with certainty this woman had changed in a drastic way. She was different and yet the same. This did more than anything to throw her off.


What was going on? This was like a bad horror movie where the script was written by a mental patient. “Yes, I promise. I won’t freak out.”


“No matter what?”


“No matter what. But you know that’s unfair to ask that of me. I’m already on the edge as it is. But, my word is my word. Hit me with it, Honey Bun.” Phoebe knew using her nickname for Kyra should help the woman ease up a bit and tell her what she needed to know. She sat up against the wall in the bed to brace herself for the worse. If they had been captured by space pirates as slaves and Kyra was suffering from some type of Stockholm syndrome, she’d do her best to get them both to safety—somehow.


“Good. Now, what I’m about to say is one hundred percent true. Hear me out before you say anything. When I finish, I’ll answer any questions but not until I finish. I have to get it all out or we’ll be here all cycle, I mean day. Oh! I guess I should start by asking how much you remember before waking up here.” Kyra stopped talking and looked at Phoebe, waiting for her response.


Phoebe blinked, not following that she was supposed to answer. Didn’t Kyra know she remembered nothing? When Kyra continued to remain silent, she said, “All I remember is the ceiling caving in on me in the pathway of the space station, above the engine room. Then I had weird dreams and the word Malm continually came to me—like it was a beacon or a way back to consciousness.”


Kyra leaned in, looked Phoebe deep in her eyes and lingered for a moment.


“What, Kyra! Why are you doing that?”


“I’m checking your pupils, like the Healers said to make sure you are staying with me—you know lucid.”


“Hellfire Kyra! I’m a damn doctor. I know what that means. I’m very much ‘lucid’ and I’ve been asking those… triplets to give me my medical records so I can assess what happened to me. They said they’d be willing to supply everything I asked for, once I’d spoken with you. Yes, you are the key to me getting to the bottom of this bizarre world. Quit stalling and get to talking. I promise to stay quiet until you finish. Ready, set, go.”


“Okay. Again, all this is completely true and no, I’m not crazy.” Kyra turned in the bed to look Phoebe dead on, grabbing her hand as she began to speak. It was as if she thought Phoebe might try to bolt or something.


Phoebe could be strong-tongued and hard on her friend for being so gullible at times, but she was awake and her normal, calm self. She nodded, giving Kyra the added assurance she needed to start talking.


“Phoebe, we were dying on the space station. I had to make a quick decision and you were in serious danger of certain death. I… I had to trust my gut to do this. Okay, all ready,” Kyra said, more to herself than Phoebe. “Here goes. Phoebe I told you this earlier when you were in your coma, but I managed to get us rescued by Alien Humanoid Warriors from the planet Olodia, some forty light years from our galaxy. We’re currently on the mother ship of the Royal Space Fleet, commanded by Warrior Lord Tordin, Crown Prince of Olodia. We are headed back to the planet to regroup, rest, and prosecute his brother and Brantley for treason and other offenses.”


At the mention of Brantley, Phoebe’s eyebrows lifted, but she remained silent.


“Yes, that bastard Brantley, you, and I were the only ones left alive on the space station when these warriors arrived to help. Against my better judgment, I stood by and allowed them to offer him refuge along with us. He repaid their trust and hospitality by sneaking a request to the thugs helping Lord Tordin’s brother to ambush him—and me—to kidnap us.” Kyra held up a hand, as if knowing Phoebe would have a question at this point and said, “I know it’s confusing and I promise to tell you that part as well, but let me get back to the parts that are most important to you.”


Phoebe shifted to allow blood flow back into her left leg she’d bent to face Kyra in the bed. She’d noticed how quickly her limbs lost circulation and blood flow. Phoebe wanted her medical chart to see what other anomalies she’d exhibited during this coma. Depending on how long she’d been out, she’d need physical rehabilitation and other tests to make sure she’d make a full recovery.


All this was something else to be worried about, but in the meantime she wanted to find out if her friend was indeed off the deep end. Aliens—ha! Kyra glossed over the tidbit that she’d been in a coma, too busy talking about aliens, and that was cause for concern. That was another thing to remember in her litany of questions she’d ask when Kyra was done. For now, she’d listen as requested, and take it all in before she reacted. If Kyra could tell this with a straight face, there must be some validity to it, even if her friend had suffered from some sort of mental collapse.


“Oh Phoebe, so much has changed and I need to get you up to speed as soon as possible.”
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“Stop laughing. I’m serious. I’m the Princess of Olodia—for real,” Kyra said, giving Phoebe that look that was supposed to be her best “I’m being serious” face. The gesture was a wasted on Phoebe though.


Laughter filled the space, as Phoebe fell over from laughing so hard, Kyra couldn’t do anything but giggle and say, “Tordin and I are mates—you know, married. His father, Emperor Gordin of Olodia has decreed it and everything.” Phoebe could see Kyra was playing the part to the hilt, but there was no way innocent and untrusting Kyra would fall for a guy, much less an alien, that fast and get married.


Kyra tried hard to sell this story, but Phoebe wasn’t buying it. It was so not working. The more Phoebe listened to Kyra’s tall tale, the more certain she was that Kyra had to be pulling her leg. Why, she wasn’t sure, but she’d agreed to listen until Kyra finished and that’s what she’d do. Phoebe doubled over, laughing hard again. Tears streamed down her face, releasing some of the pent-up tension of the situation. Bless her heart and Lord help her, but aliens? Come on, really?


Kyra’s story of fields of crystals and precious gems, laser beams, and wild flowers in a showdown with a poor excuse for some Star Wars villain, was pushing it. But when she said they had mini space ships that could land on the surface of a planet, without the need for an operation like Mission Control to make sure they didn’t burn to a crisp on reentry to the surface, that tipped this story over into the absurd. This was pure, hysterically funny comedy, fanciful and outlandish even. The truth must be too horrific to come right out with it. What could be so bad that Kyra had to make up such a far-fetched story to take her mind off of it?


Do I have some terminal illness that she can’t bring herself to tell me—the Big C or something? Oh wow, I must be disfigured for real. Poor thing, she’s never been good at giving bad news.


Phoebe loved Kyra for trying to soften the blow, but this story was leaning a bit too much on the spectacular side. But she had to give it to her, Kyra continued on in earnest, in spite of the tears rolling down Phoebe’s face in laughter.


“You laugh, but what about Malm? How do you explain knowing about him?”


At the mention of that word, Phoebe stopped. Him? A warmth she couldn’t explain flooded her body and soothed her mind. That was the Malm she was used to—that feeling, not a person. She chose to ignore the part about it being a man—Kyra must be mistaken—and instead asked, “What about the Malm?”


“You heard me Phee, stop pretending you didn’t. Malm is not a what, but a who.”


“Who? Kyra, I’ve never met a man named Malm. That doesn’t make sense. Most likely I got this guy’s name mixed up in my weird dreams. Maybe I overheard his name spoken, allowing the name to weave itself into my subconscious.”


“Yes maybe, but Malm is a real person. He’s actually the second-in-command to my mate, Tordin. You’ll like him. I sent for him to come and meet you, now that you’re awake.”


Laughter faded as Phoebe’s mind started processing the idea of what this word meant—a man, and not a thing—and that she’d have to meet him soon. Resistance to that notion rose up, but she couldn’t figure out why. Having Malm be a thing was what she wanted and needed—not some man. Kyra had to be mistaken. She wasn’t medically trained; Malm must be something else as well, something medicinal, like aspirin. It had to be something else.


“Are you sure that Malm is only the name of this man? That can’t be right. Can’t it mean something else too—like some sort of medicine or healing device?”


Phoebe hoped Kyra was wrong about this. She had to trust her logic. There was no way she could know the name of a person she’d never met. That was absurd. Unease crept up that some of this story might be true—a real flesh and blood man named Malm, whom she’d never met, but who had invaded her deep-dream state to bring her back to consciousness, was real and here. Rolling the thought around of Malm as a man and not a thing, brought back the familiar comfort and peace she’d experienced before.


Interesting.


Kyra observed as her body relaxed to the name of Malm. “No, Malm’s a warrior, like Tordin.”


“Then how did he invade my dreams? His name was the force that brought me back, you know… revived me.”


“That would make sense. He would come and sit with you for hours each day and hold your hand. His touch was the only one you’d respond to. The Healers had him come as often as possible to help with your daily exercise.”


“What? You allowed some man you barely know to hold my hand—to help me get daily exercise, how is that? It sounds a little suspicious to me.”


“Phee, I would have let a monkey hold your hand if that meant you’d recover faster. Quit trying to big sister me.”


Phoebe let out a huff, annoyed that Kyra was still so naive about so much in life.


“How could you be so trusting about this guy around me? You don’t trust most people. What’s come over you? I don’t get this—this whole story is too much.”


“I could and do trust him because Malm was kind and diligent to come and do this for you daily. No matter how much he had to do with his duties, he never hesitated to come when the Healers asked for him, and he even made it a part of his schedule to come and sit with you.”


“Well, if he’s so kind and awesome, why isn’t he here now? Where is my knight in shining armor at the moment? Oh, let me guess—it’s not time yet. I’m later on in the day on his schedule.”


“Phee, don’t do that.”


“Do what?”


“You know what. Don’t deflect. I know this is a lot to take in all at once, but I’m telling the truth and you’ll see that this is a good thing. I trusted Malm before I trusted even Tordin.” Kyra offered comfort by rubbing Phoebe’s tensed shoulders. “Calm back down,” she cooed. “He’s a great person. You have to know I wouldn’t have let anything happen to you—not then and not now.”


“Kyra, I’m feeling so overwhelmed right now, I don’t know if I’m processing any of it at the moment. It’s going to take some time, if this is all true. Sorry, but it’s hard to wake up to a completely new life.”


“I know sweetie. It takes time. How about you lie back down,” Kyra said, pushing Phoebe’s shoulder back in a gentle suggestion to lie down. “I can postpone you meeting Malm or doing anything else, to give you time to rest up.”


Kyra rose to prepare to leave. Phoebe couldn’t stand the thought of being alone and the only person she knew leaving her, and grasped hold of Kyra’s hand.


“No, please don’t leave. Tell me the rest of it. I can handle it. You went through this all by yourself. I’m not a chicken-shit. I can do this,” she said, allowing a weak smile to come and hopefully reassure her friend to stay and continue the story. “Sit back down and tell me more about why you trust this Malm guy so much.”


Kyra did as she wished, and sat back down to continue sharing. “I’m so ‘Team Malm,’ it’s not funny. I catch Tordin giving him a hard time about me, because he gets jealous over how comfortable I am around Malm. Tordin says I treat Malm better than I treat him.”


Phoebe laughed at the way Kyra changed her voice to mimic a guy whining with that last part.


“Then there’s the fact that he was also the leader of the team who came onto the space station to rescue us. He’s the first one of them I met and is a wonderful person—you’ll like him. When he would hold your hand, your body would move and gyrate, allowing your muscles to get the movement they needed. You looked so graceful and beautiful lying in the gaiata, moving in arcs and patterns like a dancer.”


“Kyra, all of that—yeah, that’s the kind of stuff you’re saying that’s hard to process. And what is gaiata?”


She watched as her friend got excited and sat up a little more to talk. “Look over there,” she pointed to the tank Phoebe had been in earlier. “You see that tank of blue-green liquid?”


“Yeah, that’s the water I was in before those… triplets got me out of it. I still don’t know how I was able to breathe in there, though.”


“That’s the miracle substance called gaiata. It’s what water wishes it could be. If we had this back on Earth, there would be no need for plastic surgery or most drugs. Better yet, it would put all the beauty supply stores out of business. I don’t dread styling my hair anymore because of it. Yours is doing its thing as well,” Kyra said, pulling one of Phoebe’s springy light brown curls.


Phoebe never minded when Kyra did that, knowing she loved her Shirley Temple-like naturally curly hair. At least that would be one less thing she’d have to worry about. Women of color didn’t do so well on Earth when it came to hair care on the go. Who would have thought they could find relief on a weird ‘alien’ spacecraft?


Phoebe pointed to the tank of liquid and said, “You’re sure that’s not some spa gimmick to get us to pay a lot of money to transport us back to the nearest space station?”


Kyra huffed in exasperation. “Phoebe, we’re on board the mother ship of an Olodian fleet. Not a spa resort in space. Now, let me finish what I was saying.”


Phoebe nodded, remembering her promise to be quiet.


“Okay, as I was saying, gaiata is what we’d call the fountain of youth and the real elixir of life. It’s a wonder substance and does all the things water can do. In addition, it heals and extends life too.” Kyra caressed Phoebe’s hand again and said, “Phoebe, gaiata is the main reason you’re alive. When you arrived, the Healers said you had internal injuries, bone fractures, and possible brain damage due to prolonged exposure to the poisonous gases onboard the space station. They put you in the tank of gaiata and monitored you. Gaiata helped you mend and healed your body. The fact that we’re having a conversation lets me also know that you are definitely not brain damaged.” She squeezed Phoebe’s hand for emphasis and said, “You owe your life to that stuff.”


The lighting in the room became brighter as if someone turned the dial up on several different lights. It wasn’t too bright, but reminded Phoebe of what it might look like if an early morning sun was able to shine into the room. With the added illumination, Phoebe got an even better look at her friend, and noticed Kyra looked like she’d had the Hollywood treatment.


Kyra remained silent, allowing Phoebe to do what she did, looking at her and taking in the surroundings of the room in the new light. This time, it was her turn to lean in and look at Kyra. The woman positively glowed. Her hair, which had always been a jet black mane of puffy adorableness, now looked like a blanket of black orderly curls, fit for a queen. Kyra looked beautiful, and regal. Maybe this water was a miracle elixir after all.


“What happened to the lighting in here? Did someone turn it up?”


“No, it’s an automatic setting to mimic a cycle—I mean day—on Olodia. Their days, or cycles as they call them, are equivalent to about two of our Earth days. They keep the lighting programmed to keep everyone on a similar circadian rhythm of time. So, we stay up about thirty-six hours and sleep about twelve.”


“Great—it’ll be like being stuck in an eternal loop of living like a medical resident again. I’m not saying I can believe—process—any of this yet, but I’ll make my best effort. No matter what, I won’t embarrass you,” she said, placing a hand over her heart in a fake oath. Phoebe continued in a serious tone, “But I’ve got to know something…”


“Sure, what do you want to know? You’ve taken most of this way better than I thought you would.”


“What’s really wrong with me? What aren’t you telling me? Do I have some sort of terminal illness or other unpleasantness? Am I disfigured and no one wants to let me know? Those triplets—“


“They’re the Healers.”


“Whatever. Huey, Dewey, and Louie acted like I was some strange being when I tried to persuade them to show me my medical records. I had no pull with them. Come on, tell me. Am I ugly, or disfigured now or something? I can handle it.”


“First off, that’s just wrong calling them that. They are simply known as the Healers—no distinction in names. I’ve never seen them apart from one another. Next, feel your face.” Kyra placed Phoebe’s palm against the smooth, flawless skin of her cheek. “Does that feel like disfigurement?”


Phoebe ran hands over her face and neck, marveling at the soft, silky feel of her skin. Everything seemed to be in place and firmer. “Wow—if feels like I had a spa treatment. Told you this was a spa!”


“Quit playing around. You know it isn’t, but that gaiata is the truth. Tordin takes baths with me now to make sure I get out of the stuff. Else, I’ll be swimming in it all day. I think it’s a way to make sure he gets to see me naked as much as possible but—“


“TMI! You and this Tordin guy bathe together?”


“Yep, and I love it—and him. Don’t look at me like I’m a hussy, we’re married. But getting back to the gaiata, it’s a miracle worker. You see my hair right?” She paused and leaned in to allow Phoebe to touch the soft, bouncy curls. When Phoebe’s eyes grew in size at the feel of her friend’s normally coarse, stiff coils, Kyra said, “I know right? Told you—gaiata baby! I promise, you’ll get to experience the magic for yourself very soon. By the way, how are you feeling?”


“I’m fine except my limbs keep losing circulation. I could think of a million reasons why that might be happening, but I’ll relax and remember that I did just emerge from a catatonic state. How long was I out? You never said. You were so busy telling me about the ‘aliens’ that you glossed over that part.”


“They are aliens, and I wanted to make sure I got that out first. They can be overwhelming when you meet them, but they are all gentlemen, except for Cordin.”


“Who’s that?”


“Tordin’s older brother. He’s a piece of work, and nothing like Tordin and the warriors you’ll meet on the ships here. But to answer your question—you see how I got back there? I knew you thought I forgot. You’ve been asleep for what the Healers say is the equivalent to a tad over five weeks.”


“Five weeks? That was a real coma then.”


“Yes, and we were all on pins and needles praying you’d wake. How long has it been since you drank any gaiata?”


“Huh—I’ve not drunk anything. You actually drink that stuff?”


“Yeah and it has no taste—like water. Hold on a sec while I get some for you to drink. I’m not the doctor or healer here, but I remember when I woke up onboard I had to drink the stuff almost continuously. It helped me get acclimated to the environment and the longer days, and healed me from the trauma we went through on the space station.”


Phoebe remained quiet and watched as Kyra moved about the room like a pro. She allowed her to give her what looked like a carafe full of the colored liquid.


“Drink it all and be ready to drink that much or more every hour or so.”


Phoebe took a sip, prepared to balk at it, but was surprised when her body responded to just a few sips of the tasteless, odorless liquid.


“Drink up dearie. Your body is going to begin to crave it, and you need to replenish as much of this as you can. I suspect your body is fighting to adjust to the change in environment and air mixture. Do yourself a favor and don’t be like that ignorant Brantley.”


Phoebe drank more, turning sips into gulps as her body began to crave the liquid like Kyra said it would. Finishing the container way faster than she thought and asking for more, she added, “What else did that dweeb do?”


“He went on a mini hunger strike, convinced everything was poisoned. He almost died until we sent him over to the Penal ship and they began to force feed and hydrate him. Now he’s a healthy idiot, on his way to a trial when we reach Olodia.”


“That sounds like him. My only question is, why is he still alive? I still don’t get how he, of all people, was able to get a message out to betray these guys, if what you say is true about them. He’s not too smart. How did he manage to learn enough to get a signal out and do what he did? Wasn’t anyone watching him?”


“Unlike Earthians—that’s what I’ve asked them to call us—Olodians give the benefit of the doubt first. They treated him as a guest onboard and gave him free rein of the ship. He learned when most of the operations crew would be off duty, and snuck into the operations bay to watch and learn how to do stuff. When he was ready, he sent a mayday out and got an answer from the Skleen—those were the parasites helping Cordin try to overthrow his father and kill us—and he agreed to hand me over to them. That’s what got him a one-way ticket to Olodian jail. Once you try to cause harm to the Crown Prince and his mate, that’s grounds for treason.”


“Again, why isn’t he dead? Kyra, if you could do all the stuff you’re able to now, why is he still sucking up air? Trust and know that if we ever cross paths, he might not live to see another second. I’m not as forgiving or kind as you. He managed to kill all those people because of his ego and stupidity. Not to mention, I almost died because of his shenanigans as well. His ass is mine if I see him.”


“He’s still alive because we’re not barbarians. He’ll stand trial and get due process. I have to believe—“


Kyra stopped mid-sentence as three larger-than-life men filed into the room. Their presence and powerful energy was palpable. The first thing Phoebe noticed, after their amazing physiques, was their eyes. One with gray eyes that sparkled, and hair so black it looked blue, came close. Kyra jumped off the bed to go to him and gave him a kiss that made Phoebe marvel at how sensual her friend acted with this gorgeous man-god. Kyra had blossomed into a beautiful woman that Phoebe found herself envious of for a split second.


Now she got it. These aliens looked like what she imagined demigods or superheroes would be, taken straight out of a mythological setting. This one, openly claiming her friend as his own, must be their leader, the Warrior Lord Tordin. He looked every part of a Warrior Lord with his domineering presence.


She continued to watch how he interacted with Kyra, adoring and fussing over her as he wrapped her up in his massive arms. The two nuzzled like they hadn’t seen each other in forever, ignoring everything around them.


Now it made sense. If she’d met this man before Kyra had snatched him up, she would have married him on the spot as well. This alien was sex personified, and not anything she thought he’d be like. No extra tails, no weird tentacles coming out of his head, or gills on the side of his face. Normal… no, more like super-normal. It was like witnessing a perfect specimen, up close. Phoebe knew she was staring, but couldn’t help herself or stop it. Yep, this sold her—for the most part. Her friend wasn’t suffering from delusions after all.


Well played Kyra. I’d believe anything this man said too, even if he told me he was the real Superman.


Phoebe quickly overrode her previous apprehensions about believing they could be real. She continued to ogle the couple until she felt the unmistakable sense of being watched. She managed to take her eyes off the sexy exchange and followed her senses to see two sets of equally beautiful eyes on her. Standing closer to the entry way to the room were two more of the warriors.


With her focus now on them, there was an undeniable force—no pull—to get up and go over to them. They were also remarkable, and great to look at. One on the left had the oddest color of blue eyes, or were they purple? He was beautiful in that ‘almost too pretty to be a guy’ way. She could imagine how many billboards, runways, and movies he could own if back on Earth.


Closest to Tordin and Kyra, he acknowledged her attention, gave her a dazzling smile of perfection, and began to step forward. Before he got two steps closer, the other one placed a hand on his shoulder, stopping him. Good, she thought. She didn’t know why but he wasn’t the one she needed to meet. Despite his beauty and kind smile, he wasn’t the one who pulled her. It was the other one. The quiet one with the piercing eyes, so green, they looked like glowing emeralds against his olive skin.


He has to be Malm—my Malm.

















4









Phoebe tried hard not to squirm under the intense gaze from the emerald-eyed Adonis, across the room. So that was Malm. Like the others, he was gorgeous but in a dangerous sort of way. She wished he’d come closer so she could get a better look at him. At the moment he hung back, closer to the entrance, allowing Kyra and Tordin to interact with her.


Kyra managed to tear herself away from Tordin to make introductions. “Phoebe, this is my mate, Warrior Lord Tordin and Crown Prince of Olodia,” she said pulling the giant closer for Phoebe to meet him.


He extended a huge hand in greeting and said, “Please, call me Tordin. I don’t require or like all the titles and formality.”


She liked his deep voice. His smooth delivery put her at ease and reminded her of distant rumbles of thunder right before a storm. Extending her hand in return, she said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Tordin. Kyra told me a lot about you, but her words didn’t do you justice. Thank you for your kind hospitality and allowing us refuge onboard your vessel.”


He nodded and smiled. It wouldn’t be enough for him to look hot from afar, nope, he had a smile that could make the staunchest nun disrobe. Kyra had struck gold!


Her mind back on Kyra, she noticed the woman pulling on the quiet, green-eyed man, attempting to get him to come closer. He wasn’t budging. Something fierce and painful sprang up and clawed at Phoebe’s heart. She visibly winced at the sight of him refusing to come over and recognized her nemesis—horrible, wretched rejection, eating away at her. He didn’t want to meet her. What was it with these men?


First those triplets and now him. Fine! She’d ignore him too.


Kyra relented and led the other beautiful one over to the bed to meet her. He looked younger than the other two, but just as buff and manly. He extended his hand to shake hers, like Tordin had just a moment ago and said, “Hello, dear Phoebe. My name is Jalek and I am so very pleased to finally meet you. Please let me know if there is anything you need.” He smiled his megawatt smile and added, “I would love to show you around the ship when you are rested and up to it. Vo-link me and I’ll come for you.”


Tordin tugged on Jalek’s shirt to get him to step back, giving him a stern look of disapproval. The way he looked, like he was being scolded by an older brother, made his cheeks turn the oddest shade of lavender with embarrassment and the whole exchange was sort of cute. Phoebe made sure to pretend like she didn’t see it and kept smiling as she offered, “That would be wonderful, Jalek. Thank you for the offer and hospitality.” The last part she couldn’t help but add a bit of emphasis to, considering the last man was still lurking in the shadows, refusing to come closer.


Tordin must have picked up on both her and Kyra’s line of focus. He said in a booming voice, “Malm, come forward and meet Phoebe—the awake Phoebe. She needs to know the person who spent the most time with her outside of Kyra.”


Malm stepped forward, attempting to hide a scowl directed for the briefest moment at Tordin. When he came close enough to the bed that Phoebe could reach out and touch him if she wished, a warm wave of pleasure washed over her. Before she could catch herself a soft, sensual sigh escaped her, startling both her and Malm.


Mortification at doing that stiffened her spine and rendered her mute. She couldn’t believe she’d done that. She was mature and knew how to handle herself around men, and especially ones she was attracted to. This was ridiculous. Had the coma done something to her common sense and basic self-control?


It appeared this Malm was a gentleman because he made no mention or acknowledgement of her reaction. Instead, he cleared his throat and with a voice so deep, it felt like tectonic plates must be moving, said, “It is a pleasure to meet you, Phoebe. You gave Kyra a scare when you didn’t immediately wake up. Please let us know if there is anything you need, to help your adjustment to living on the ship go as smooth as possible.”


That was it—no handshake, just this canned response. He delivered it like he was the purser of a ship doing a commercial—no warmth, strictly professional. In contrast, Phoebe’s body was on fire this close to him. She felt like it wouldn’t take much to forget herself and pull him down on the bed to kiss him—damn him.


Instead, she pulled from her many years of training and experience on how to behave when in stressful situations and said, “Thank you Malm, for all your help already. Kyra told me how you were so kind and diligent to come and sit with me each day. I don’t know how to repay you, but know that I am grateful for all the help you’ve already provided.” There, that should suffice for pleasantry.


Malm remained stoic as he gave a curt nod of acknowledgement and stepped back a few steps. With more distance between them, Phoebe was acutely aware that he was the only one of them who didn’t offer to shake her hand or touch her in some way.


What was this about?


She had to keep it together, pushing down the rabid urge to go completely off on him. It had been a long time since someone managed to get under her skin like this dude. Sure, he was handsome as hell, but he didn’t have to treat her like she had some highly infectious disease. He had some nerve acting like he was above her; like she was some patient of his, thirsty for any bit of attention he gave her now that she was out of the woods. She knew the type.


Phoebe had worked with hundreds of doctors, many with savior complexes. When there was danger, you couldn’t keep the saviors away from the patient. They were willing to go to inhuman feats of courage to help. But as soon as the patient recovered and wanted to spend even a second with them as a stabilized person, they couldn’t wait to be gone. He seemed to be one of these people—or aliens.


Malm had the bedside manner of a porcupine. And she’d be damned if she’d feed his ego by appearing to want to be around him any longer than necessary. In a split second, her mind was made up. She’d take the offer of the gorgeous purple-eyed one. He continued to stand close, beaming a smile and face that would make Cupid proud. Yes, she’d give her attention and praise to him. Let that sourpuss Malm kick rocks for all she cared.


“So Jalek,” she said, turning on her own charm. “What do you do on the ship?”


It was like watching a golden retriever find a playmate. She’d thrown the ball and he’d snatched it out of mid-air. “I am the Lead Protocol Officer. I make sure policies and procedures are followed, and report to Lord Tordin as a liaison for security and other departments he’s assigned me to.”


“That sounds very interesting. Am I to assume you’d be able to give me a thorough tour of the ship, then?” she asked, pouring the flirting on a little thick.


Kyra narrowed her eyes, sizing up what Phoebe was doing. She looked from Phoebe to a now openly-annoyed Malm and then over to Jalek. As if understanding the entire scene in a flash, Kyra chimed in to add, “Yes, Jalek has access to most areas of the ship, and all the ones you’d be interested in.” She looked over at Malm, who looked like he wanted nothing more than to leave and added, “Jalek is the warrior who found and brought you back onto the ship. He risked his life to find you in under a few minutes, while the air quality was quickly eroding on the space station.”


Phoebe took the lobbed ball and ran with it. “Is that so?” She gave Jalek her best smile and added, “I have to find a way to thank you for your heroism. I guess I owe my ability to string two words together to your quick thinking and action.”


The blush and smile of pride the warrior released could compete with the biggest touchdown dances from any Super Bowl. Darn it. That was one of many things she’d have to mourn. Her love of sports, especially football and hockey, made her a hit with most men. Here with the alien hunks, she wasn’t so sure she’d have access to any types of sports.


Oh well.


Jalek regrouped enough to say, “Thank you Radiant One. It was my duty. I was acting on the command of Lord Malm to find you as fast as I did.”


“Thank you as well, Lord Malm,” Phoebe said, adding the coolest formality she could manage to that statement.


The look of slight confusion that crossed Malm’s face was reward enough for the rudeness he’d shown her. She directed her focus back on the dear young warrior. He had a good heart, she could tell, and she also felt the familiar admiration he had for her. It was the usual way most men reacted to her. This, she could work with. That cold fish standing off to the side like she was last week’s kimchi could go. She wouldn’t be ignored and made to feel less of herself. If he couldn’t see how nice and grateful she was, she wouldn’t jump through hoops and wave flags for him to get a clue.


Kyra came back onto the field of engagement to wrangle everyone in when she said, “Phoebe, once the Healers give you a clean bill of health, you’ll be assigned living quarters. Jalek can escort you to them, if you’d like.”


Jalek quickly added, “It would be my pleasure if you agree, Phoebe.”


Phoebe noted the deflation in her heart that Malm wouldn’t be the one to show her to her quarters. She was determined to put on her best face to continue the conversation and show her appreciation for Jalek’s kindness. One sour apple wouldn’t spoil the bunch.


“Then it’s settled,” Kyra said, moving back into Tordin’s arms and sending a pang of jealousy through Phoebe with the loving way he welcomed her. “Once the Healers do a final check and Malm assigns you a room, Jalek can come and escort you there.”


Phoebe wanted to know why Malm would be the one to decide where she lived but she kept silent, opting to watch him instead. His facial expression was neutral enough to confound the most astute poker player. She didn’t know enough about him to decide if he was spiteful or not. Her only hope was that he wouldn’t put her in the bowels of the ship, next to some loud boiler room.


Huey, Dewey, and Louie came back into the room. Phoebe giggled at her secret naughtiness for calling them that. She liked her nickname for the trio the others called the Healers—no matter what Kyra said. They began moving the tank out of the room, stirring up activity. She supposed they were there to do her final check before they’d release her to go to private quarters.


The room was large, but with six of these large alien men filling the space, it felt cramped. The triplets weaved around the others, setting up an area for her exam. Their type of medicine had no rhyme or reason to it, at least not based on her medical training, but she watched all their coordinated moves with fascination. She eyed the glass tablet of the one closest to her, calculating how close he’d have to be for her to snatch it. He got close enough for her to make a move, only to move out of the way just as fast.


Tordin, Kyra, and the others took directions, helping to move the tank and bring in another contraption. She stole a look at Malm’s back, his muscles rippled beneath the shirt as he pushed the tank and helped bring in other odd equipment. The longer she watched him, the more her pulse quickened and body temperature rose. It wasn’t fair. Phoebe had made a promise to herself a long time ago, never to lie to herself. She was so into Malm, it was pitiful. The first man to ignite something in her, in like forever, and he couldn’t care less about her.


The atmosphere sprang to life as he moved about, taking direction from the triplets to set up the room. Phoebe’s senses spiked in response to the electric raw power and masculinity that sparked and popped. What was the use in trying to pretend? She knew beyond a shadow of a doubt… he made the room come alive for her. She inhaled, taking in his spicy-male essence that peppered the air. Her senses stayed on high alert, as if waiting and wanting something specific to happen between them.


Maybe he could feel it too? Craziness—she scolded herself. She wasn’t a high school girl, hoping the popular guy would somehow look her way and discover he was madly in love with her. This was a new world, with new rules. She looked over at Kyra, laughing with Tordin as they removed some sort of chest to another room. In this world, Kyra was the winner at love.


Phoebe hated herself a moment for thinking that. She didn’t like this one bit. She’d awakened to find her world was gone—stolen away as she slept. In her world, she knew all the rules and was a master at winning in it. Here, she was in last place without a map, rules, or guidelines for what to do. Like a glutton for punishment, her eyes found their way back to him. They all huddled close to the entry, in some sort of pow wow. Hushed tones of conversation were all she could hear. Snatches of it let her know they were back to speaking that weird language.


Double drat damn it! She wanted to know what they said.


Kyra stepped away from the group, and came back over to the bed, saying, “Phoebe, the Healers want to do a thorough examination before they release you. We’re leaving now to allow them and you some privacy. I work in operations and was on duty when they called. I’m going back, but will find you after I finish my shift.” Phoebe’s eyes must have betrayed how scared she was of being left alone, because Kyra said, “I can hang around if you’d like. Let me tell Tordin my plans have changed and—”


“No, that won’t be necessary. I’m fine. Go… finish your shift,” Phoebe said, willing herself to sound like she was totally fine with everything.


Kyra must have bought it because she smiled and kissed her on the cheek. “If you need anything, let the Healers know to get me, and I’ll get here as fast as I can.”


“Go, I’m fine. When they’re done, I’ll have them send for Jalek to show me to my new digs. You can come visit me there once you’re off shift.”


Phoebe shooed Kyra away and watched as the others left. One of the Healers left, catching up with Malm and stopping him. She couldn’t help herself as she watched the exchange. Malm didn’t look happy as the Healer spoke. Then the look morphed into what she could only describe as extreme frustration. The Healer said something else, placed a hand of comfort on his upper arm and… led him back into the room!


Aw hell, what’s that about?


Maybe they needed him to do some more manual labor. Besides Tordin, he was the largest of the men. She looked away, attempting to busy herself with sitting up straighter in the bed and smoothing out the coverings. None of them paid her any attention as they continued to set up at the other end of the room. Good. She’d try to calm down and figure out a way to appear normal around Malm. She didn’t notice any monitoring machines, so hopefully they wouldn’t be able to chart her heart rate or other processes that might give away how much he affected her.


Thump, thump…thump, thump… thump, thump—Phoebe swore she could hear and feel another heartbeat, its metronome-like steady rate beat solid and strong. She shook her head to clear the thumping away. The most logical explanation was that she was just hearing her own blood pressure, her heartbeat echoing in her head.


With the difference of air composition on the ship, she was sure her body was compensating to thrive. Stress and adjustment to her new environment could very well trigger higher blood pressure. A tell-tale sign was a thumping sound. No biggie. Determined to calm down, she took in deep breaths. She closed her eyes for added measure to fight the urge to watch Malm.


Trust your instincts. You know the truth. You two are as one. Life depends on your acceptance of this.


“Whoa! What the…?” she said, almost jumping out of the bed. One thing was for certain, she was hearing voices. She looked back over at the Healers and Malm, who were finishing up putting that contraction together. They seemed to be oblivious of her. She checked her pulse rate. It was elevated again, and she needed to get it back down. She didn’t want to stay here in this place for another moment than she had to. Her own space, that’s what she needed.


Phoebe paid closer attention, looking at Malm again, and then she knew. This had to be his heart beat—had to be, but how could she feel and hear it? It beat sure and clear in her head. She’d stake her life on this as the truth.


The Healers did similar tasks but only Malm’s heartbeat reached her ears. These alien warriors had great power, that was for certain. She felt the presence of a great collective of it hovering in the room. It wasn’t aggressive or intrusive. No, it had a refinement to it and felt… heavy, but in a good way. The best comparison would be firmness, or better yet, concrete and certain. Yes, that summed it up. But how could she feel that, and know what it was?


The wall support of the bed cradled her as she leaned back against it in what must be a sensory overload. All of it—the sounds, smells, the way her skin tingled with life and the familiar calm serenity wrapped her up in a cocoon of safety. Phoebe knew everything would be fine. She took in another long pull of air through her nose, enjoying the reaction she had to the scent.


She continued to enjoy the moment with her eyes closed. She didn’t want the distraction of sight to hinder it. Phoebe wanted a full immersion into this front row seat of a most peculiar experience. If she could, she’d swim in it to take more of the sensation in.


In the distance she heard the heavily-accented voice of one of the Healers. Phoebe couldn’t be concerned with what those three might be doing. She had a wave of joy to ride. They continued to speak, voices moving away from her, while the familiar calm she remembered in the coma came closer.


Her eyes popped open to see intense green eyes staring back at her. The man those eyes belonged to still wore an impenetrable blankness on his face. But the eyes betrayed him. The power they emitted washed over her, pulling her to sit up, making her want to get out the bed to go to him. He was closer to her bed than before.


One of the triplets approached and said, “Good, we’re ready for you, Radiant One.” Then he turned to Malm and said, “Please help her over to the examination area, will you?”


Phoebe didn’t want a repeat of earlier. She’d had enough rejection for one day, thank you very much. She hurried and scrambled out of the bed, ignoring a bit of light-headedness. She could do this. Numb tingles shot up her feet to her calves as she hobbled to get over the dizziness of her sudden movement. She should have drunk more of that blue-green stuff before attempting this. Too late now, she took a step, fixated on getting to the other side of the room—by herself.


She watched Malm step aside, giving her a wide berth as she began to walk for the first time in five weeks. As she suspected, he didn’t want anything to do with her. Again, she’d show him she didn’t need or want his help.


A few more steps and everything went blank.
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“Where do you want me to place her?” Malm asked one of the Healers.


He held the limp beauty with care. She’d collapsed without warning, after she’d shot out of bed like a destroyer missile. He saw how stubborn and determined she'd been to walk on her own that he'd let her, before rushing forward to catch her when she fell.


Malm hated seeing her reaction to his refusal of touch. Touching her while she was conscious for the first time might trigger the Goddess Creator’s unction between them. The unction was the strongest bond that existed. It could be for a specific task or more… to signify your life mate as well. An unction with Phoebe was the last thing he needed at the moment. Malm had so much to work on before being bound to a calling from the Goddess. He knew he definitely wasn’t ready to take a mate. The way Tordin had changed focus in an instant after making Lady Kyra his mate, gave Malm a bird’s eye view of what that meant. He had too many personal struggles and issues to overcome before joining with anyone on that level.


Phoebe didn’t understand how touching her could go wrong. He was not good enough to be her mate. Understanding this reassured him, he’d done the right thing. Malm could live with that, knowing she thought of him as distant and sullen, instead of the truth. His past showed him that he could be a sexual predator, a brute… and worse.


A male worthy to be with her, to serve her and understand her needs, would be best. Phoebe could have that, she just needed to get the opportunity to see there were more options outside this spaceship and fleet. But, if Jalek had his way, she’d be the young warrior’s mate in no time. He saw how determined Jalek was to encroach on her and win her over before they made it back to Olodia.


Malm walked over to the area the Healers continued to prepare with the unconscious Earthian nestled in his arms. He dared to steal a look down at her, noticing the smooth slope of her full breasts as they rose and fell with her deep breathing. Prickling heat of arousal edged in, giving him the warning to look away. Instead, his eyes made a trail up her chest to feast on the exposed creamy, light brown skin that peeked back at him through the opening of her sleep clothes. It would be so easy to pull her closer for a quick inhale of her sweet perfume.


Jalek wouldn’t know what to do with such a woman. That warrior wouldn’t have the stamina and discipline to take his time to relish and adore this female. He’d rush in like an overly-excited beast and ruin the beautiful moments to be mutually shared that only came with experience and maturity.


Thoughts of Phoebe with Jalek punched his heart hard, making it race with anger and… jealousy. Malm knew he couldn’t have it both ways. He knew he couldn’t have her, but didn’t want to see her with anyone else, especially Jalek. That young warrior hadn’t earned the right to pursue a mate yet. He still had many lessons to learn. Neither of them deserved a mate, and clearly not the Radiant One. Malm would do what he could to keep her busy disliking him long enough for her to see that neither Jalek or him were good enough for her. He’d be willing to let her be upset for a little while longer.


Holding her in his arms at the moment didn’t do anything to strengthen his resolve or ability to enact the plan. Even now, he fought back desires and urges she brought to the surface. Her delicate, sweet scent continued to tease and taunt him. It wasn’t enough that he’d come to meet her like Tordin commanded, he’d helped set up the examination area too. Now the Healers were determined to make him stay here with her while they did the exam. Holding Phoebe tested every bit of restraint he had. Once he got her to wherever the Healers wanted, he’d make a hasty retreat. He was in no hurry to continue touching Phoebe—the Radiant One—especially when she was awake. If she was his unction, he'd be in trouble.


Already, everything in him worked overtime to stay neutral enough around her. Self-control had been so much easier when she was in the coma. He’d sit there, engaged in a sort of meditative practice to keep himself calm, centered, and focused on providing the best help possible. The Healers knew how much it took for him to sit there. It was his duty to help, if he could. Malm would do that for anyone in need. But Phoebe spiked his desires like no one before.


Many nights after sitting with her, he’d prayed and almost begged the Goddess to remove this attraction to her. She made him want to claim her as his own each time he saw her. Many times during her coma, he felt her calling to him. Malm wasn’t sure how, but felt like he went into her coma-induced world to bring her back to him.


He could sense when she would drift, distancing herself from this realm. He’d go into her world during his meditations to coax her back. Even if he could never be with her, he wouldn’t let her slip away—if he had the power to call to her. Now that she was conscious, a new set of desires came roaring to life. He wanted to do things with her he hadn't had the urge to do in a long time. He wanted to explore, tempt, tease, and subdue her in every way possible.


No! Don’t start that. She is not one to play with. Being with her means being with her forever, his inner voice warned.


This female needed the best, worthiest warrior, not one who couldn’t commit to her for the rest of his life. He’d make certain she got to Olodia and had a chance to meet more of the great males on the planet. Phoebe deserved to have every opportunity to make the best choice of a mate—if that was what she wanted. It was her life and she didn’t need any of them influencing her one way or the other. But his loins ached with the desire to be deep inside her. There was no denying that. Even on the applications for sexual control, Phoebe made him want to take her on the spot.


Since coming into the warrior class many years ago, Malm had always used the applications. Without them, he could become a sex-hungered savage. The Herodian blood that flowed through him from his father's side was strong within. The heightened sex drive of his father's people was a little gift from dear old dad.


As soon as Malm had discovered he'd be plagued with a high sex drive, he went on the applications to control not only his need for sex, but the aggression as well. His focus was on his missions and supporting his cousin, Tordin, as the best second possible. His sense of honor, the Olodian part from his mother and passed down the line to him, warred with his baser Herodian self.


This war had gone on for years within. The Healers were the only ones who knew his struggle, and helped by keeping him on specially enhanced medical applications to subdue his urges. With the Healers keeping his secret, and the applications they provided, he'd managed to live a life of service and denial. Holding this warm, soft, beautiful woman in his arms threatened to break the barrier he'd erected many years ago. He couldn't allow that part to take over and rule him. She could be the one to do that—he knew it like he knew he'd eventually lose this battle.


“Place her on the examination table and get ready to hold her down when we bring her back,” the Healer said.


He moved with a swift grace that defied his solid, tall frame. As he placed the unconscious female on the table he asked, “Why did she collapse? What is wrong with her?”


“We have our suspicions, but will know for certain in a few moments. Come stand at the top by her head and place your hands so,” one of the Healers said, moving his hands to cradle her head. “Hold her head like this and place your fingers at her consciousness entrance like this,” another said, adjusting his thumbs to lightly touch her brow line between her eyes.


“Is not this the site of her internal eye? Would it not be better if one of you did this part? I am not certain I should be the one to do this, much less touch her at all.”


The last one who hadn't spoken but who was the leader of the three said, “Malm, you know we are well aware of your blood and passion. We also know that we must test to make sure this isn't a symptom of the unction. We believe she is your unction, much like Lady Kyra is Tordin’s.”


Malm opened his mouth to speak in protest, but was stopped by the elder Healer again. “Yes, I know the last thing you would like to do is have a mate distracting you, but please hear us out,” said the elder Healer, who many said had been around during the great battles eons ago. He moved to the end of the table and placed his hands against the soles of the sleeping beauty.


She was exquisite and someone Malm knew he shouldn't be around. His passions were bold and she was too delicate. He'd only allowed himself sexual pleasure on his off-seasons. Even then, he'd made sure to travel to the farthest pleasure planets to fill his needs. It had been longer than usual between off-seasons, and his blood heated to a level that even the applications wouldn't be able to combat much longer.


She stirred, as if coming to, and he jerked his hands away. The soft thud her head made on the metal table as it hit sent a pain of regret through him. He never wanted to hurt this precious woman and here he was, already allowing her head to hit the table.


“Malm, grab that cushion and place it beneath her head and neck. And, for Goddess’ sake, stop rebelling against the inevitable. We all know who she is, so let’s get this done so she can move into her calling.”


“What do you mean, ‘know who she is’? I do not know for sure there is an unction between us. The pull toward her could have been my lust, since she is female—nothing more.”


The Healer many believed to be the most empathic of the three spoke. “Malm, you have to move past what you think you harbor. You never stepped out of line with Kyra, or any of the other females we have known you to have come into contact with. If you think you need more restraint, we will administer a stronger application. But, I encourage you to allow the last one to completely wear off and see how you do around her. We can monitor you, and even fit you with a consequence chip if you step out of line.”


“Yes, I want that done now, before she comes to. I would not be able to face myself, if I dishonored her in any way.”


The Healers looked at one another as a low-emitting vibration filled the space. Malm knew they were speaking telepathically. He always sensed the power of the Goddess at work and was sensitive to feeling their power. All the Healers were called and gifted by the Goddess to support life. One of the signs of the calling was their look. Each Healer looked like the others. The males looked alike and so did the females, although they were rare. The Healers on board the Royal Star Fleet were some of the most ancient, agreeing to serve Tordin exclusively. It was rumored one of them—the elder one—was part of the ancients’ trios. Some even suggested he left his original trio that served the Empire to serve under Tordin.


Malm removed his hands from Phoebe’s head with care and waited for them to finish. He honored and respected them beyond comprehension. His link to the ways of the Goddess connected him to them. They had always been there for him, like a wise counsel of holistic wisdom. He decided to continue to trust them with this as well. Once they’d concluded their private meeting, the eldest looked at his posture, noting he held his hands behind his back in a resting warrior position.


“Malm, we believe the Goddess wishes for you to interact with Phoebe without any medical applications,” they said as one unit. He bristled involuntarily at their unified proclamation. He’d heard them speak like this before and knew the matter to be settled. They continued to speak as one voice and said, “We suspect you will behave within normal ranges when interacting with the Radiant One.”


“How can you be so sure? At this very moment, I feel every part of me reacting to her on my baser level. I feel drained with the amount of effort I am using to remain calm and composed. When she is fully awake and I get near her, energy like I have never experienced consumes me, and all I want is her. This experience has been taxing and I would like to leave now… please.”


Malm didn’t use the request often but he humbled himself to allow the Healers to see how racked with concern he was. This issue would not get better if he stayed any longer. They had to see and know that. What were they attempting to prove or test?


He invoked their tendency to reason by offering, “I can come back and check on her once she has regained consciousness. That would give me time to regain my composure and show more courtesy toward her,” he said, hoping the Healers would see the wisdom in his request.


This time the elder Healer spoke, giving Malm his direct attention. “I will help you, Lord Malm.”


Malm tried to size up the Healer’s next move. The Healer came to stand next to Malm at the head of the table near Phoebe’s head, and placed a sure hand on Malm’s forearm. Searing pure energy surged through his arm, up into his chest area, sizzling through his torso and then out to the other extremities. He breathed in to allow the energy to tame his heightened heart rate and marveled at how it electrified his blood flow. He felt regenerated, as if he’d soaked in gaiata for days.


The last part of the power boost came from another jolt of pure energy to the back of his neck from all three of them. This last one was a bit of a shock, since his attention had been locked on the energy moving throughout his body. The new dose wrapped around his head and pulsated with life. A dim and dark film seemed to dissolve from his vision, making everything brighter. Sensations simultaneously both cold and hot tickled his scalp and worked their way down to his face and neck. His ears rang with new sensitivity, allowing him to hear the gentle breathing pattern of the woman lying before him. At the sound of her breathing, a gentle caress of well-being brushed against his essence.


“What is happening to me?” he asked, not wanting to move or do much to disrupt the action of the energy.


“We gave you pure energy pulses. Your form will use them in the areas you need the most. Do a mental check and scan of your body to sense where the energy is working with intensity. This will give you an idea of where you need to strengthen yourself. The energy is simply a boost to what you already have. It is not an override of any of your essence, applications, or bodily functions.”


The Healers moved back into their previous positions and motioned for him to resume holding Phoebe’s head. “The energy had its intended effect—to help you clear your conscience. How do you feel now?” one of them asked.


Malm took a moment to concentrate. His mind and body felt renewed and revitalized. He spoke up without hesitation, “I feel great.”


“And how do you feel about testing the unction now?”


“Right now?” A second was all he needed, to know without a doubt he must do this. The Healers remained quiet, giving him the time he needed. Malm said, “Yes, I am ready to test it now, but only if she is willing as well.”


The elder Healer smiled and said, “Thank you. We would have it no other way.” Encapsulating the soles of Phoebe’s feet with the palms of his hands, the Healer said, “Continue holding her head. We will assist you in calling her back. If at any time during, you feel like it’s too much, let us know and we’ll stop. Let me also say this, warrior…” The Healer looked at the sleeping form of the female and continued, “We do not suggest doing a purge of the current application from your system. We will have you to test the unction here—if she agrees. If the unction is not there, we will give you the stronger applications you want. But, if the unction is true, we will not give you any additional applications. Do you understand, Lord Malm?”


Stirrings deep in his stomach threatened to make him howl in frustration with losing his insurance of the applications, but the confidence of knowing what he must do rallied him onward.


“Yes, I understand. Let us continue to wake her. I do not want her drifting too far away from us.”


With a quick nod, the others joined the table holding Phoebe’s hands on either side. The change was almost instant. As if an electric shock snapped through him to her, Malm sucked in a breath as Phoebe’s eyes opened and peered directly at him.


The Healers stepped back in unison as she reached back to touch Malm’s torso with the back of her hands. The simple yet amazing gesture sent waves of pleasure through him that made him stagger. He continued to cradle her head in his hands, thumbs in contact with the soft skin of the section between her eyebrows. He knew the ancients on her planet taught that this was called the “Third Eye” much like his people called it the inner eye.


“You’re touching me, and it feels amazing,” she said. Phoebe’s voice was husky from sleep. She continued to look directly into his eyes and said, “Your eyes are mesmerizing. I could stare into them all day.” Then she removed her hands from over her head and attempted to sit up.


Malm and the Healers helped her up to a sitting position on the table. When she sat upright on her own, she reached for Malm again. He felt the undeniable pull of the unction to go to her, and obeyed.


The unction proved true. Goddess help him.
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“Wait! Where are you going?” Phoebe said, looking at the lightning-fast retreat of the huge warrior.


He’d moved so fast that the only thing she saw as he left was a blur of the man’s back. That Malm could move!


Confusion stunned and threw her for a loop. Phoebe didn’t know whether to be upset or happy about the situation. She knew Malm felt whatever had just happened too. What it was, she had no clue, but something powerful and real had transpired between them. Once again, he’d managed to get under her skin. This time, she knew for certain she was drawn to him in more ways than one. This went way beyond physical attraction.


She’d come out of her latest swoon with him holding her head, in the gentlest way. The first thing that greeted her was his intense, sparkling emerald-green eyes. Waking this way had been beyond amazing and felt right. His fingers were hot to the touch. Her immediate response had been to touch him back. So she did, and luxuriated in the fact that he didn’t retreat. Instead he held still, allowing their mutual touch to send bolts of joy, power, and arousal through her. Malm touching her felt like nothing she’d ever experienced before and she wanted more of it—of him. Then he was gone. If she didn’t still tingle with passion and excitement, she might have thought it was another one of her dreams, with how fast he’d left. She let pent-up air out of her lungs with a mournful sigh. Malm had left her.


What happened between them was real… and mutual. Wasn’t it? That look in his eyes wasn’t one of rejection. It was something completely different. She couldn’t say for certain with such a short encounter. She wanted to know why Malm made her feel more alive than ever before.


The other question she needed to know was how did he feel about it—about her? What made him react so forcefully around her? It was as if he wanted nothing better than to be the farthest away from her as possible. Did he think she’d be some love-struck, clingy human? Maybe he didn’t want her getting the wrong idea about his intentions. For all she knew, this could be his alien pheromones wreaking havoc on her senses. Phoebe’s mind raced, attempting to remember everything she did after she woke this last time.


Did I accost that man? Oh God, please don’t let me be the crazy human lady stalking these gorgeous aliens. Did I paw all over him? She scrambled through the events, trying to look at her actions objectively to see if she’d come across as crazy. As best she could tell, all she did was touch him back and ask him to come closer, once she sat up. He did and then took off like a flash. Oh well, if I did seem like I was crazy, maybe he’ll blame it on my medical condition. I can’t stalk him anyway. I suck at the fan girl thing.


To test her theory of being affected by their pheromones, she looked over to the three handsome men still in the room with her. They eyed her with an interest that bordered on intense investigation. She knew that look well. It was the one a researcher had when observing an intriguing occurrence during a testing trial. Hey, wait a minute—were these three using Malm to experiment and observe her actions? That was low if they were.


Before she allowed herself to gain some composure she said, “What was that about? What are you three up to? You aren’t fooling anyone. I know you made that poor man stay behind to see how I’d react to him. Let me save you the trouble of trying to use either of us as lab rats. Yes, I’m extremely attracted to him. And, as you can see, I repel him like oil and water. Or whatever you have on your planet that refuses to cling together.”


Thinking of her next move, she knew she wanted to get out of here and away from the triplets. Something about them made her feel like they saw more about her than she wanted them to.


“Can you please help me down from here? I want to go to my own private room,” she said to the three.


Huey, Dewey, and Louie continued to stare at her in silence. Instead of hopping down from the high table, she sat and tried to get a response from the triplets. They continued to stare. She wanted to get down from this perch, and didn’t want to fall or pass out again. On closer inspection of the one nearest her, she noticed he didn’t respond to her wave for his attention. Low vibrations rode the air as they continued to look at her, but not really look at her. Where they in a trance, spouting out incantations, or something?


“Oh Lord, I’ve managed to get myself in the middle of some weird high priest ritual crap,” she said murmuring and fussing with the twisted bottoms of her sleep clothes. “Great, I have a damn wedgie too. This place keeps on getting better and better—not.”


Phoebe looked around for anything that looked like it could help her down from the table. Peering over the edge, her feet dangled at least three feet from the ground. “This thing is made for these giants,” she said, noticing the triplets beginning to move toward her. “Hey fellas, how about you help me down from here. I’m ready to go to my personal space. I feel great now, promise. Whatever that warrior did to zap me with this bit of feel-good juice worked.”


One of the Healers came to stand inches in front of her and looked her over—remaining silent. She felt the table lift up to bring her eye-to-eye with him.


“Hey, this table is moving in the wrong direction. I want to get off it, not touch the ceiling.”


“Please, Radiant One, he is conducting the initial part of your exam. Try to refrain from speaking until we are done,” a deep, soothing voice said from behind her.


“You expect me to sit here all quiet, like a good little human, while y’all stare at me for God only knows how long? That ain’t happening. Didn’t I ask to see my medical charts? You said once Kyra came to see me and told me where I was, you’d let me see my charts. Pony up, or I’m out of here.”


Phoebe knew she was being that kind of patient, but she didn’t care. Their brand of medicine bordered on quackery. How could a proper exam be done by staring at a person? Were they going to stare at her until she broke down and cried, or revealed all her deep dark secrets? This was some bull.


“Dear Radiant One, we—”


“Hey—why do you keep calling me that? My name is Doctor Phoebe Brown. You may call me Phoebe or Doctor Brown, but I don’t answer to ‘Radiant One.’ That sounds like some crap from a bad fantasy movie. But… come to think of it, if you wanted to call me something like—oh I don’t know—Mistress Phoebe and bow down to my every whim, that would work too.” She giggled at her own joke. Radiant One, what kind of name was that?


HDL—the shortened name she’d given the triplets instead of the long phrase “Huey, Dewey, and Louie”—didn’t laugh with her. Instead the one who stood in front of her spoke.


His voice felt like water running over river rocks. He took her hand in his massive one and said, “Radiant One, your unction is greater than most. You are called to be a great seer.” He looked deeply into her eyes with his soothing amber-colored ones. She could swear flecks of fire danced in them as he continued the great stare down. His voice transfixed her, rendering her motionless.


Phoebe had to break this weird spell he wove over her. It wasn’t like the passion trip when Malm was near. This encounter calmed her and behaved like a polite probe. It didn’t do anything to make her go on the defense. Forcing herself to blink and concentrate on her breathing, she tore her attention away from his eyes. She edged herself closer to the edge of the table, preparing to make a jump off of it when he spoke again.


“Phoebe, your name means Radiant One, and that is also part of the calling you have from the Goddess. Your radiance will light the way for us and reveal the darkness among us. With your gifts, things hidden for too long will be exposed and eradicated. Your unction with Malm will bring about a change in the foundations of government and life as we know it,” he said, catching her eyes again with his and continuing to hold her gaze. Phoebe couldn’t be sure, but he didn’t blink, just spoke in that voice that rattled her to her core.


There was no way she was some sort of crystal ball, or fortune teller. She was a doctor and a damn good one at that. Phoebe hadn’t worked all those years to end up as some half-baked crackpot, speaking in vague riddles that could be interpreted as truth—if the listener had a great capacity for the creative. She was a firm believer in the scientific method.


There was no way she should believe any of this. The story of being on board an alien space craft, heading to a distant planet to live, was a bit much to absorb and accept. Her pragmatic mind struggled to come to terms with it all. Then there was that blue-green water and the magnetism she felt toward Malm to consider. The look of these quarters was not like anything she’d ever encountered either. A lot of this didn’t add up, but she could meet them halfway. She needed to see her charts and figure out if all of this was part of an unfortunate brain malfunction. Phoebe didn’t want to rule anything out.


“Thank you for telling me that piece of information. I will take it under consideration, but in the meantime, may I please see my medical charts? I need to see my stats and vitals to determine if my circulation problem is due to my coma or something as simple as a need for more oxygen and hydration.”


At the mention of hydration, she felt her mouth water for that blue-green liquid. She hadn’t had any since Kyra left, and her body craved it.


What do you know, that stuff is good for me, it seems… huh?


She continued to look back at the Healer, determined to stand her ground on the request to see her medical information. She began to make her case more detailed for why she wanted her information when another Healer brought her a carafe of the liquid and asked her to drink.


He said, “Dear… Phoebe, please drink more of the gaiata. We believe your circulation and consciousness issues are due to dehydration. It will take a few days for you to become acclimated to your new environment. While you were in stasis in the tank, we tried as best we could to mimic what we could find of normal levels from on board your space station. But our atmosphere is a bit richer with various gases. The gaiata will help you adjust.” He offered another one of their signature kind smiles and made the gesture for her to drink.


She took a long sip of the refreshing water-like liquid and felt her body respond immediately. This stuff really was a miracle worker. The tingling that still plagued her feet and fingertips stopped, and she could feel the liquid repairing her body and giving her energy. If she didn’t feel it herself, she wouldn’t have believed this liquid to be true. Gaiata did rock as much as Kyra said it did.


“Thank you for the drink,” she said, holding the empty container out for him to take. “Now back to my medical records. I need to see—”


“Here they are, Radiant—I mean, Phoebe,” the one with the fiery cognac eyes said. “We had to get them transcribed to your written language. Contained in this report are all our notes, including our summary and ongoing healing regimen.”


Phoebe took the glass-like tablet thing from them to read. After taking her time to go through the highly impressive data and findings, she realized her assessment was way off. She was fine. Nothing out of the ordinary and if anything, better than she was before. They hadn’t used any invasive tactics to repair anything, and though they had used methods she’d never heard of, they made the most logical sense. If anything, these beings were so far advanced in their medical abilities, that she felt like she didn’t know more than a teenager pretending to be a doctor.


Phoebe prepared herself to eat a bit of humble pie and said, “Thank you. I see your notes are extremely thorough. And, it appears your technology and processes are quite more advanced than ours back on Earth.”


Placing the glass tablet beside her on the table, she looked at each of the Healers and recognized something she hadn’t seen in a very long time—understanding. They understood her fears and desire to know what had happened to her. It finally dawned on her that they meant her no harm, and would never knowingly do anything to keep her in the dark. If anything, their presence was more like having three fathers who cared about her. In an instant, she thought about her parents and family. Today had been taxing, but the thought that she hadn’t remembered her own family until this moment made her feel like a self-centered brat.


Overwhelming loss flooded her body. Phoebe realized she wouldn’t see her family again. Cold realization slammed into her. She was alone on an alien space craft. Her only connection to her past was Kyra. And Kyra clearly had a new life and family—Tordin. Nothing mattered more to Phoebe at this moment than knowing she would never have someone to love and be with her. Over the years, she’d learned to push the fear away by staying busy and striving for bigger and bigger goals. But what did she have now? If was as if her worse nightmare had come true, on steroids.


Heat rose to her cheeks and she blinked in rapid succession to stave off the inevitable. She was going to cry. Loneliness resurrected itself to encroach on her outlook. She’d fought it off for so long. Heck, the main reason she’d been on the space station was to stay so busy, she didn’t have time to think about how lonely she was.


A single hot tear spilled over the water line of her lower lid as she tried—and failed—to hide her emotional state from the three Healers. Instead of questioning her about what was wrong, HDL descended on her, wrapping her in a male hunk pyramid. Tears tore through her restraint like a run in a whore’s stockings.


She blubbered like an inconsolable baby as the Healers whispered the best things she could imagine. They reinforced her soul with how much she was loved and adored, both here and back on Earth. These Healers seemed to know what she needed and stayed there, hugging her in a sandwich of male strength and caring.


Strength and protection permeated the air, and she knew they would do anything and everything in their power to protect her. They felt like family now. The Healers would never take the place of her birth family but they felt like benevolent fathers, watching over her.


She smiled as another one of her questions was answered. The alien warriors didn’t have some super-duper pheromone showers that rendered her a senseless twit. No, she was exclusively drawn to one Lord Malm, and only Malm.
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“I left before they had a chance to do much of anything,” Malm said, clearly not wanting to have this conversation with Tordin.


“Malm, what’s going on with you? You’re acting like someone I don’t know. First, it takes you forever to get free from your duties to go and meet her. Then when you were there, you behaved in a manner so rude, I didn’t know whether to punch you, apologize to Phoebe, or make you leave.”


“I would have gladly left; I promise you that.”


“Okay, so tell me what’s up with you?”


Malm’s ears prickled with the way Tordin spoke, using phrases and terms that Kyra would use. Tordin had always been way more versed in the tongues of many planets, but he took her way of saying things and spoke like her all the time now. Sometimes Malm had to ask what he meant. He wasn’t happy about it—Lady Kyra should try to embrace more of their way of speaking. She’d changed Tordin so much in such a short time. He didn’t like it but if he was honest, he had to give her some credit for her efforts too. The reminder that she already spoke the majority of the time in the Olodian tongue pinched him with a tinge of guilt.


He didn’t want to be surly, but he didn’t ask for this. He was fine being alone and serving as a warrior. Now the Goddess had him in her crosshairs, and all he wanted to do was get as far away as possible.


Malm couldn’t see himself with a mate. He wasn’t ready. He’d tried to stretch to incorporate more lax terms, observing Tordin with Kyra to learn how to prepare if Phoebe was his mate, but it felt too strange. Tordin had a different temperament and way than Malm. Tordin was a natural statesman with excellent diplomacy skills. Malm was a warrior, who preferred to act instead of talk. The awake-Phoebe was definitely a talker, and it looked like she expected him to talk to her. He could see having an Earthian mate wouldn’t be easy.


What else would he need to change to accommodate her? Would he start to speak like Phoebe if he succumbed to the mating and unction? He didn’t want to go around speaking like that—no offense to Kyra or Phoebe.


“It made Kyra concerned too, and you know that isn’t going to fly without her getting on you for the way you acted as well,” Tordin said, continuing to scold him.


Malm knew Tordin watched as he paced the length of the commander’s office in agitation. He didn’t want to talk about it now. He hadn’t had time to process what any of this meant. Not only was there the unction from the Goddess, but to find out that Phoebe was his mate as well didn’t do much to make him happy about the situation. He needed time and space to process and think about what to do.


Malm sensed Tordin’s heated glower lessen as the commander took a vo-link call. The vo-link was the subvocal neural-communicator that attached to the neck and allowed them to send and receive calls and messages. Tordin wore his almost non-stop.


Wearing a vo-link—that was another thing he’d have to change with a mate. She’d need to be able to get in touch with him, and he’d need to have a way for her to do that. That meant wearing his vo-link most of the time when he wasn’t with her. He enjoyed his relative freedom from it and only wore his vo-link when he was on duty, away from the bridge.


Malm took advantage of Tordin’s call to make his escape. He’d almost made it to the door when he heard Tordin call out and say, “Hold, officer. I’m not done yet.”


The lump in the pit of his stomach landed with a thud as he turned to come back and take more of Tordin’s scolding. Tordin motioned for him to sit. Malm wanted to find something to keep himself occupied but after coming up empty-handed, sat and attempted to block out the other male’s conversation. Even though Tordin subvocalized the conversation, Malm’s sensitive hearing could easily pick up most, if not all, of what he said. Luckily—or perhaps unluckily for him—Tordin quickly ended the call and returned his attention back to Malm.


“Malm, what happened when you touched Phoebe after she awoke? You’ve skirted around answering that part since you got here. That was the elder Healer on the vo-link,” Tordin said, motioning to his neck where the vo-link was lodged. “He wanted to know how you were, and if you had returned to duty yet. You know he doesn’t call that often. I want to know what happened, but first you need to speak plainly by giving me a simple yes or no answer. Is there an unction between you and Phoebe?”


Malm sat up in his seat, determined to present himself as the strong, honorable warrior he was. His commander had asked a direct question and, as his second in command, it was past time he remembered that. Having an unction and a mate would not make him any less of the warrior he’d been before this cycle.


He cleared his throat to speak with confidence and said, “Yes, there is an unction.”


Tordin sat forward in his seat, looking excited. “And… is she your mate as well? Or is it too soon to know? I knew the moment Kyra and I touched.” He saw the neutral expression that Malm was trying so hard to keep on his face, and said it again, “Come on Malm, give me a yes or no. It shouldn’t be this hard to get a straight answer out of you.”


“Yes, she is my mate as well,” Malm said. Hearing the words aloud for the first time felt like something beyond his control had been activated. Great, another “gift” from the Goddess to contend with.


“So, you’re going to make me drag every bit of information out of you, then? What happened when you two touched? Did she pass out? Poor Kyra was out for a while. She collapsed on the spot. I was glad in a way. It gave me time to settle myself. I don’t think I told you this, but I held her while she was passed out. I let the idea settle and took it in. By the time she came to, I was ready to move forward. She had no clue what was happening, and it fell to me to help her get up to speed.”


Tordin leaned in a bit closer and used his most serious tone to say, “Malm, I messed up with that part. I did everything but help her understand what was happening. If I could do it again, I would have let her know what to expect, and how to understand the ways of the Goddess. So much unnecessary pain and longing could have been avoided, if I would have been a better mate from the start. I tell you this so you won’t make the same mistake I did.”


Malm didn’t want to hear about Tordin’s missteps. He wanted to find a loophole out of this. He wasn’t the best person for this. He didn’t want to chance ruining Phoebe’s life with his issues.


Tordin continued to look at him with an expectant expression. But what he expected, Malm didn’t know. He wasn’t able to do this, not take on a mate. Performing the unction, maybe, but a mate? Not likely. He had to be honest with himself and Tordin, if he was to make it through this unfortunate event.


“Thank you for sharing that. It is great wisdom; a wisdom I do not plan to have to employ.”


“What? Why not? Malm, what are you thinking?”


“I know I cannot go through with this. There are things about me you do not know that make me the last male Phoebe should be with, let alone be her life mate.”


Tordin recoiled back into his seat in disbelief. Malm refused to take back what he said or go into it further. It was the truth, and he had the duty to make sure this didn’t happen.


Tordin regained enough composure to say, “You’re saying that the Goddess got this one wrong? You know an unction and mating in one is rare, and for it to happen to both of us at the same time is extraordinary, to put it lightly. But there’s no way I believe that the Goddess is wrong. I saw how Phoebe responded to you alone when she was in that coma. I saw how no matter how much Jalek tried to use his charm, her eyes and attention never left you. And, I know how much you’re fighting this.”


He paused to run a hand through his hair, a gesture letting Malm know how emotionally invested his friend and commander had become in his situation.


“Look, I can’t make you do anything, but I can command you to do the right thing. I’ve never known you to do anything but what is most honorable and just. All I ask is that you make certain you aren’t putting up barriers due to…” he trailed off, as if looking for the best word to use without bruising Malm’s ego. Then he continued, “You know… due to fears you might have about living up to what you think is expected. From my own experience, I’ll say to do the best you can, but be the real you.” Tordin paused to take another vo-link call. “Excuse me. Hold on a second… and don’t leave yet. We have to get to some sort of understanding about what you’re going to do.”


Malm wanted to slouch and scowl but couldn’t let years of training and discipline as a warrior and officer in the Royal Fleet allow him to give in to an unguarded moment. Instead he waited quietly for Tordin to finish his call, running scenarios of how he could get the fleet back to Olodia sooner. The faster they made it back, the easier it would be for Phoebe to get a chance to see all the males worthy of her caliber.


Tordin finished his call and said, “Knowing you, you didn’t pay attention to any of that call either, but that was Lord Quan requesting Jalek come back now for something he needs him to attend to.”


At the mention of Jalek’s name, Malm perked up. He’d never been as big a fan of the young warrior as Tordin had. He saw Jalek as a privileged and pampered male, riding on the laurels of his father. Malm believed the only reason he was the Lead Protocol Officer of the mother ship of the Royal Star Fleet was because of his father’s connections with Emperor Gordin. Not to mention, Tordin had this mentor affection for the male that allowed him to have more responsibility than he should. Malm never said anything, but it bothered him nonetheless. Since Tordin brought it up, he’d use it as a way to turn the conversation away from his predicament and onto getting Jalek back home as soon as possible.


“Why do I need to know about Jalek’s departure? He answers directly to you, Sire,” Malm said.


“Because you will need to get Phoebe situated in her new quarters. Remember, he offered to show her around the ship and take her to her new quarters? The ones you are supposed to get assigned to her?” Tordin said, letting a bit of teasing float into his tone. “Isn’t it something, how the Goddess works? I mean, here we are talking about how you are Phoebe’s mate and the one male who could throw a snag into your smooth transition gets called away on an important family matter. I’d say you don’t want to mess around with this.”


Malm didn’t want to hear about providential plans and manipulations to get him and Phoebe in close proximity. He wanted to go back to the way it was before she’d awakened. In order to do that, he needed to find her accommodations that would keep her safe; close enough to Kyra for her to feel somewhat comfortable, and far away from him.


“I cannot escort her around. I have been away from the bridge too long and need to catch up on the activity. And, I still need to find and set up quarters for her to live in until we reach Olodia. I am sure she will need a configuration similar to Kyra’s, correct?” he asked, giving Tordin the opening for input on how best to accommodate an Earthian female.


“Right, make sure she has lots of soft coverings and those items Kyra can’t seem to get enough of… you know, ah yes—pillows and throws. Reflection panels for her to check her appearance and grooming items will be good to have in her rooms as well. I’ll get Kyra to give you a list of things to make sure she has. I should have remembered to do this earlier.”


Relief spread through Malm as Tordin continued talking about getting Phoebe’s rooms in order. Maybe he would be able to change the subject to something else. They still needed to discuss how to allocate more resources to the Penal ship.


Since it was almost full with Cordin and the Skleen, the crew was stretched thin. Tordin and he needed to put together a shift for warriors to rotate in and out of there to relieve the taxing load it took to keep the prisoners from planning an uprising.


He noticed a lull in Tordin’s lists and jumped in to close the subject and move on. He said, “I’ll get it set up and see what is close enough for her to be by Kyra and the Healing Section too. As for now, I need to get briefed from the crew on what has happened so far this cycle. We still need to discuss the resource allocation and rotation for the Penal ship as well. Not every warrior is trained or equipped to handle that duty.”


Tordin held up a hand to stop him. “No need to concern yourself with that or bridge duties for the rest of the next few cycles. I’m monitoring everything and working with the crew to make sure the fleet gets back to Olodia as soon as possible.”


Malm shot Tordin a look that must have shown his frustration, because Tordin continued, “Yes Malm, I still know how to command the fleet and man the bridge. From this moment on, your first priority is to get Phoebe situated in living quarters close to yours and make sure she is up to speed on what is happening. The Healers say she’s asking for you, and she’s ready to go to her room now.”


Malm fought back the yell of frustration that tried its best to escape him. Tordin couldn’t do this to him—not now. “Sire… Tordin,” he said, appealing to his friend and cousin, instead of his commanding officer. “Have I done something to make you doubt my ability to do my duty and help Phoebe? I am fully capable of both fulfilling my assigned duties and helping her adjust to everything. I am back, and can take over watching the bridge as well as getting her living arrangements set up.” Malm stood to pace, hoping to make a better plea to Tordin. He needed the distraction of work. Without it, he wasn’t sure what he’d do. “Tordin, allow me to show you I can handle both before you take away my duties as your second-in-command. I will not disappoint you.”


Tordin managed to catch his attention when he turned back, pacing closer to the sitting area. “Malm sit down, all this pacing isn’t going to change what has to happen… sit, please. I need to make sure you understand what I’m asking of you.” Tordin let out a loud breath and scratched his head.


Malm didn’t want his friend to have to struggle with this as well, but he wouldn’t do this to Phoebe. He cared too much about her and her long-term happiness to mess it up with pretending he was something he could never be.


Tordin spoke this time in measured words as he said, “Malm, I know you’re capable of performing your duties better than anyone, but I also know that Phoebe needs you—at least for the immediate future.” Malm opened his mouth to speak but Tordin quickly added, “How about you take the rest of this cycle to get her rooms ready, show her around the ship, and get settled in. You can come back on duty for your next assigned duty cycle.”


There was no use in discussing this anymore. Tordin was determined to have Malm spend time with Phoebe. It appeared the entire galaxy conspired to make this happen. He rose and said, “Yes Sire, I will return to duty on my next assigned cycle—tomorrow. In the meantime, I need to find Phoebe suitable quarters and get her settled.”


“Make them close to you, trust me on that.”


Malm cringed at that command, but was determined to be the best warrior he could be—no matter the circumstance. “Yes Sire, as you wish. Is there anything else before I take my leave?”


“Yes. Malm, trust yourself and the Goddess. This is going to work out fine. You have to know the Goddess doesn’t make mistakes.”


This time, Malm looked Tordin in the eyes and said, “I never said the Goddess got it wrong. I said I am not the right person for her at this time. I will do my duty to fulfill the unction. If at all possible, I will make certain Phoebe knows I do not expect her to fulfill any part of the mating pull. We will be back on Olodia soon. She is free to make her choice from any of the males there, if that is what she even wants. Until then, I will do my utmost to make sure she is safe, well provided for, and comfortable.”


Before Tordin could lasso him back into another discussion, he moved quickly to the door, grateful for the silence that dismissed him.
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She’d just swallowed the last drop from another carafe of gaiata when none other than Mister Quick-Dash Malm came into the room. And, as if on cue, her heart did a little flutter when she saw him.


Geez, I’m worse than a spaz around this warrior.


Dressed in new clothes that fit her like a tailor’s obsession, she’d been sitting on the bed waiting for her next move. The wait had been long enough for Phoebe to start wondering what was taking so long for her to be discharged. She’d expected Jalek to show up. This man—Malm—in her room was a pleasant surprise.


Thankful to be wearing clothes that flattered her curviness better than anything she’d worn in a long time, Phoebe felt a little better meeting Malm for the second time. Although grateful for the pajamas from earlier, they’d done nothing to make her feel beautiful.


He looked calm enough as he came to stand in front of her. The closer he came, the more she wanted to rush over to meet him halfway. Instead of losing the remaining composure she knew was deep down inside, somewhere, she willed herself to stay put. Malm stopped in front of her in a flurry of masculine beauty and strength. To her delight, she managed to keep it together. It might have been due to her quality time with the Healers. She liked HDL so much more since their bonding moment.


After her exam, which proved she was healthy and almost totally recovered, the Healers surprised her when another gorgeous man came in with the chest she’d seen earlier. It was the one she’d seen Tordin and Kyra carry out. Made out of some sort of ultra-light metal material, the chest opened to reveal compartments, much like a small wardrobe and train case in one. In it were clothes specially made for her and what looked like personal grooming items.


She wanted to hug the man. Surt was his name, if she remembered correctly. Everything she needed to have—clothing, shoes, and undergarments—were neatly rolled and organized in that chest. Phoebe held garment after garment up to inspect and found everything to be beyond the finest quality she’d ever encountered. Clutching what she knew would make an excellent nightgown, she asked HDL how this came about. They told her everything was made as soon as she came on board the ship, including the pajama set she’d awoken in.


“I’ve got to make an appointment with your clothier. These pieces are the best I’ve ever seen.”


“We allowed them to make three dimensional scans of your body to make sure the coverings would fit properly,” they’d said, letting her know why everything fit like a glove.


It made sense. Everything the Healers did during her examination had been non-intrusive but thorough. This must be the way their culture approached life—non-invasive, yet extremely accurate. Phoebe thought about a comparison. Life on Earth would be like drilling for oil or searching for treasure. Without jumping to too many categorical conclusions, the Olodian’s approach would be akin to a laser-targeted focus to get to the prize, rather than the fumbling about her own planet did.


Inadequacy leapt up again when she considered her medical training in comparison to theirs. The Healers were able to do so much more. Inherently, they could interact with the whole body to access areas of concern that doctors on Earth needed machines to do. Plus, those machines couldn’t scan for anomalies in the emotional state of the patient, like HDL could. They knew she’d needed that hug because they could see her body needed it.


Mind blown.


After her emotional bonding moment with the Healers earlier, she’d had time to learn about them and how one became a Healer in Olodian society. Unfortunately for her, it was a birthright and not a skill to be obtained in this world. Chosen by their Goddess from the womb, the Healers were imbued with certain gifts, skills, and training. One of the signs of a healer was their distinctive appearance. They all looked alike. She still couldn’t believe the three men weren’t triplets.


Phoebe refused to mourn the loss of practicing medicine, but maybe she would become a medical researcher or something to continue using her skills. She wouldn’t give up completely on finding her way in this new world. In the meantime, she had Malm—the man who’d invaded her dreams to bring her out of her coma—standing close enough she could touch him.


“Phoebe, are you ready to explore the ship and see your living quarters?” he asked.


She wanted to pass out from how deep and sexy his voice was. It reverberated through her, producing sensations of power and protection. She felt the safest she’d ever felt in her life with Malm. One thing she hadn’t done yet was to dare look into his beautiful eyes. To do that with him so close might make her do something crazy, like attack him.


He’s not a piece of meat. Get over this crazy physical attraction and learn who he is as a person. You’re no better than a pervert, otherwise, she mentally corrected herself. Mind adjusted, she focused on interacting with him as a person who was there to help her.


To her amazement, he offered a massive hand to help her stand and said, “Jalek has been called away to attend to a family matter. I will be your escort for the tour and to your rooms. Shall we get started then?”


Dumbfounded that he would spend time with her, just the two of them, she couldn’t stop the rush of excitement. Relief from not having to fake enjoying spending time with anyone but him released a weight she didn’t know had been there.


Was this what joy felt like? Hmm…


She tamped down giddiness and the desire to squeal before she dared to take his hand. Phoebe’s day had just gotten way better. Remembering he’d asked her a question, she took a quick steadying breath and said, “Yes, I’m ready. I have that chest of clothes to take with me,” she said, pointing to the only possessions she owned.


“I’ll have one of my warriors transport it to your room while we take a tour of the ship—that is, if you still wish to see it.”


“Yes, I’d love to explore this vessel. It’s so different from anything I’ve seen before.” She knew she was making chit-chat but didn’t want to spook him and send him running again, so she played it safe and slow. Lord Malm was to be her escort today. Phoebe didn’t really know him at all, and she wanted to use today to get a better understanding of the warrior who’d revived her from a deep coma.


Placing her hand in his, she swallowed as heat and strength enveloped her. Remember your promise, get to know him. With that reminder, she said, “Please, lead the way.”



[image: ]


“How many training rooms does the ship have?” she asked, looking at the large-sized room with exercise equipment that resembled much of what they had on Earth.


“There are two such areas per level.”


Phoebe did the quick calculation in her head. Impressed she said, “This ship is the size of a small city. You must have over twenty of these rooms.”


“Twenty-seven to be exact. Lady Kyra has equated the size of this vessel with one of your ocean liners—a cruise ship is what she called it. This mother ship is the largest of the fleet, with a capacity for thousands. We are not at full capacity at the moment, but still have quite a few warriors on board. Depending on the mission, the fleet is able to carry what you would consider to be a small city.”


Phoebe loved talking with Malm. The tour was in full progress and they had an easy flow. When they got to a general meeting area and saw more warriors, Phoebe realized that looking like a super-fit, warrior model was in the DNA of these aliens. She had yet to meet anyone who wouldn’t take the average human’s breath away. They all hovered between six-and-a-half to just over seven feet tall and behaved like gentle giants around her.


Malm led her over to watch a group in a large stadium-like area who played a game that looked a lot like a combination of soccer, football, and rugby. The ball was a tad smaller, but the game had similar goals to score. The players saw them and seemed to ask Malm to join in. They spoke their language for a few moments more, as Malm shook his head in refusal. Finally, one of the buff warriors ran over to them and spoke in accented English.


“Lord Malm, would you please show us that…” he paused to search for a word in English, “…maneuver you used last week? We’ve been attempting to do something similar, but can’t get the height and landing correct.”


Malm looked down at Phoebe before speaking, and said to the younger warrior, “Maybe some other time. At the moment I am on the official duty of escorting the Radiant One on a tour. We still have other areas to see, and then I need to take her to her living quarters.”


The warrior looked crestfallen and Phoebe felt the sting of pain at his words. He only did this as an official duty, not because he wanted to spend time with her. It sounded like he had been ordered to babysit the human. She wouldn’t allow him to think she was some burden, and she’d love to watch more of the game, especially if Malm played.


She spoke up before Malm could turn her away to continue the tour, and called out to the warrior. “Hold on a moment, please?” Malm maintained his demeanor and waited for the warrior to come back. Once she had the young man back in hearing distance she said, “What if I wanted to see an exhibition of this game? Would you and your fellow warriors be willing to play a bit for me to show how it’s done?” Without hesitation, she grabbed Malm’s strong arm and pulled him forward, adding, “Take him and show me this maneuver you spoke of, please,” she said, shoving Malm toward him. “I’d love to see how you play. I believe we have something similar back home that I miss already.”


A stunned Malm turned back to look at her in confusion. “Phoebe this is not proper. I am on direct orders from Lord Tordin to escort you on a tour, not play recreational activities with my warriors. In addition, I do not have the proper covering to play with my best effort.”


Unfazed, Phoebe said, “Are you going to keep making excuses, or get in there and play? I want to see how this game is played. I love sports—that’s what we’d call something like this back home—and want to have a ‘tour’ ” she made air quotes and laughed, “of this game. What’s wrong? You afraid I might see them defeat you?”


She didn’t know how she knew, but suggesting his warriors could defeat him did its intended work. Malm gave her a look that set his eyes on high sparkle and huffed.


“Phoebe this is not proper. This activity is reserved for off-duty recreation, and I am still on duty. I will complete your tour and get you settled in your rooms, as I was instructed. Now, if you would, let us continue.”


“Nope, I’m not having it. I want to see a sample of this game played with you in it as part of my tour. That request fits into your duties, I’m sure. If you’d like, I can wait until you change, but I’m going to see this game played with or without you. Now,” she said, giving him her best authoritative voice possible.


His eyes narrowed as if in warning, but Phoebe stood her ground. She wouldn’t let his emerald gaze stop her from allowing him to do something that he clearly liked. This was her opportunity to get to know him, and what better way than to see him doing something outside of work? She might just be part of a day’s work for him, but she didn’t have to be the dull part of his day.


“Why are you still standing there? Can someone get him the proper coverings to play? I’ll wait,” she said, and walked over to an observation area where a few more warriors sat.


With this distance between her and Malm, she watched as he gave orders to some of the men. One raced off at an inhuman speed. She had to remember that was the thing… they weren’t human. Phoebe watched as Malm walked onto the playing surface and called a huddle. He was one of the tallest of the men and had an air that demanded respect.


He pointed and spoke in that alien tongue, calling out to another warrior who brought more of the balls onto the field. Phoebe watched as the first warrior he’d dispatched came back with a bundle and gave it to Malm. He strode off into a side room to return a few minutes, dressed like the others.


Well, hello! In the athletic attire, Malm had this Conan the Barbarian meets Superman thing going on. She knew he was muscle-clad under his clothes, but dressed like this, he looked like Mr. Universe. Phoebe had to remember to take in a breath as she watched him move. He was fast—too fast to be human. Three of the other warriors tried to guard him in some sort of cornering tactic. Each time he shifted in quick turns and fake-outs. He advanced the ball down the field, avoiding any collisions. It looked more like a highly choreographed action scene than sports.


A crowd gathered, watching the scrimmage. Phoebe tried to stay calm, but seeing the near misses Malm executed, charmed a loud cheer out of her before she could catch herself. Once it was out, she couldn’t stop herself.


“Go Malm! Watch out—on your left. Yeah! Go, go, go!” she yelled, as she cheered and clapped with abandon.


Other warriors in the seating area eyed her with amusement and began to clap at some of the particularly intricate moves. Then, as if in slow motion, Phoebe watched as Malm leapt over the tall warriors and glided to land feet in front of the goal. His score was almost anticlimactic as she tried to process what she’d just seen. It looked like he flew for a brief moment, but that couldn’t be right. It couldn’t be. This couldn’t be happening. Malm was evolving into her perfect man. She had a weakness for great athletes, and he ranked number one in her book. Malm could fly.


The room erupted with cheers as Malm strode off the field to the sidelines. He looked for her in the seating area and headed her way. Instead of rushing out to meet him, Phoebe hung back to observe him in a relaxed environment. She’d always been drawn to athletes and needed the time to cool down and not make too much of a fuss over what she’d just seen.


Before he could reach her, the mob of warriors in the area descended on him. Phoebe noticed how much he looked like a man’s man, interacting with the excited warriors and demonstrating how to leap to execute that move he did. The original warrior who asked for him to demonstrate the move, managed to make it inside the crowd as Malm continued to work with a few of the players to get their footing right for the leaps.


Malm patted the male on the back and proceeded to show him how to leap. The young warrior managed to get a leap high into the air, did a flip and landed. There was no glide, but it was still impressive and nothing mere humans could pull off. Pride shone bright on the young male’s face as Malm ran over to congratulate him. Watching him with these men, Malm was alive and vibrant, not like the stuffy perfect officer she’d been around. This was the real man she was drawn too. He’d been hiding under the surface all day.


As if sensing her thinking about him, Malm looked up from the crowd, locking eyes with her. In that shared moment, she couldn’t tear hers away, heat generating between them as she stated into his emerald eyes. His eyes flashed with a promise of something and God knew she sure hoped it was more than a tour. Hunger met hunger as sparks of arousal flew between them. Finally, he looked away to answer a question from another member of the group of players.


Phoebe felt flushed with want and needed another moment to get her composure. It seemed the longer the day went on, the harder it became to keep it together around him. She allowed him to finish up with the team. He gave her another quick look and motioned to the room he’d come from before the game. She assumed it was some sort of locker room and nodded her understanding.


By the time he re-emerged, she’d had time to calm down and was talking with a group of warriors about Earth and her customs. They reminded her of military cadets or freshly minted servicemen from a bygone era on Earth. They were polite and respectful in a way that made her appreciate their efforts. Malm approached and the men all stopped speaking, as if on cue. Malm spoke to them in their language and they all began to bid her goodbye.


When the last few had gone, she looked over at him and felt the wave of something from earlier. She shifted a little in her seat, aware of how moist her panties were. He looked like he’d showered, but his hair wasn’t wet. The fresh appearance and his new set of less formal-looking clothes helped to ease her a bit. Maybe he wouldn’t continue to think this was work.


“Did you enjoy what you saw?” he asked.


She could answer that in so many different ways, and most would be naughty. Instead, she opted for the answer that didn’t objectify him by saying, “Yes, it was spectacular. How did you do that last move? It was as if you took flight. Absolutely amazing.”


He smiled, and she wanted to swoon. It was the first time she could recall him doing that. The perfection of his smile dwarfed every other one she’d admired and enjoyed since waking up on the ship of Alien Superhero Hunks. The thin scar from his temple to jawline became a bit more pronounced, arching and giving him a devilishly delightful look. Phoebe was a sucker for ruggedly handsome men, and Malm was the epitome of that.


Standing this close to him, she traced the length of the scar with her eyes, taking in its graceful slope and character. It looked like it had to exist on him, like it grounded and defined him. She caught herself lifting a hand to touch it before folding her arms across herself as a prohibitive move.


Then, her stomach made the loudest growl she’d ever heard.


Malm looked down at her stomach area in response. Phoebe fought the instinct to turn or try to hide her stomach from direct scrutiny. Her soft belly with its rolls was something she tried to hide with clothing and even spandex, when she’d been back on Earth and the space station. This outfit was great but didn’t have the added support of Spanx. Come to think of it, that would be another thing she’d add to her list of stuff she’d miss.


This man-god and possessor of perfect abs and physique stood here looking at her stomach in such close proximity. His attention to her body made her want to run. There was no way to hide this imperfection from him. The irony of how it felt to be looked at wasn’t wasted. Another reason to stop lusting after him. Note taken.


Malm spoke, “Please forgive, Radiant One. I have been a callous escort. You need nourishment, as do I. Let us get food to eat and then we can continue the tour.”


Phoebe’s knee-jerk response tumbled out before she could edit it, “Yes, I am a little hungry. Can we have the food brought to my room? We can eat in private, and I can get to know you a little better.” Her hand clamped down on her mouth the moment the last word left it. She’d just asked Malm to come to her room and eat in private with her.


I’m a certifiable hussy and I don’t want to take any of it back. I want Malm to myself, if just for a little while. The thought was so fast, true, and raw, she couldn’t argue with it. She did want to have him to herself, all his attention and focus.


The other warriors stood far enough away to allow them some privacy, but they hovered, like he was their idol. She had to guess he was. Malm stood out among the others. He was a true alpha male. The way the men treated him, and his response to them, was the definition of an alpha leader. Watching him play that game had intensified her attraction to him a hundredfold. Her close proximity to him now spiked it even more. Maybe it was his pheromones playing games with her emotions, but the thought of having to share him or be away from him right now drove her to do drastic things—like invite him to eat with her alone in her room.


She swore she saw a twinkle in his eyes as he said, “That request can be arranged. Let me make the necessary arrangements and get you to your room.”


He took her arm in his as if they were out for a leisurely stroll, and began to lead her away from the group of warriors.


Phoebe didn’t know what to make of his response or where they were going. When they were in another hallway, she asked, “Where are we going now?”


He looked down at her with that hungry look they’d shared before and said, “To your room, of course.”
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“Where do you want the food?” he asked, holding a tray laden with food fit for a fête instead of two.


Malm and Phoebe had just finished taking a tour of her rooms when the food arrived. She still reeled from the electric tension popping and sizzling between them. It was as if getting Malm to loosen up with that game unleashed his ability to relax and be himself. She really liked this version of Malm. He talked and touched her more.


As they’d gone into the door of her living quarters, she felt the firm touch of his hand against her lower spine. It felt delicious and intimate, like that’s where his hand was supposed to be. She didn’t know their customs yet and didn’t know if his touching her meant the same thing as it did on Earth. She kind of didn’t care either. He acted like she was his to protect, and she wanted to be covered by him in more ways than one.


Stop it! I so qualify to be a hussy! She rebuked herself.


Thoughts like this would get her put off the vessel for sexually harassing a lead officer. Malm was simply doing his duty and accommodating her requests. The fact that she exploited each and every one of them to get him to stay with her didn’t matter. Did it?


“I’ll leave that up to you. You know the layout way better than I do. Set it up and I’ll help, in whatever way you direct,” she said, not trying to hide her appraisal of him standing there looking more appetizing than anything that tray held. “Yes… I’ll definitely need to follow your lead.” She trailed behind him as he placed the huge tray on what she assumed was a table in front of their version of a couch.


“Phoebe, please sit and I will get what you need from the… I think you call it a kitchen,” he said, going to the area in the back and pulling out what looked like plates and cups.


She didn’t know what to do with herself, and plopped down on the large sofa to wait for him to return. He did everything—took charge. This was new, and she didn’t know what to make of it. Sure, she’d dreamed of being around a take-charge kind of guy, but reality was way different. The ugly truth about her bubbled to the surface.


Phoebe was a control freak. Another truth pushed that one to the side. Malm was not a man to be controlled. She knew that on a deep level. He was her equal—and so much more. He came back and sat down close enough for her to feel the heat emanating from him, but just far enough away that they weren’t touching.


“Mmm,” she said, letting the moaning sound slip in reaction to his closeness.


“What is that? What does that sound mean?” he asked, turning to look at her with those “take me now” eyes.


This close, she noticed he had eyelashes so long and thick they practically waved at her. It wasn’t fair. How was she supposed to behave and not act like someone from the movie Earth Girls are Easy?


“Oh that? It’s a sound we use to signify we like something,” she said with a chuckle, trying to think of how to get out of this slip. She had to throw him off the real reason she’d done it, or be even more embarrassed about how she’d acted. “You know, the food. It smells delicious and so I said Mmm.” Whew! Hopefully he bought that explanation.


He continued to eye her as if he didn’t quite believe her definition. A sly grin broke out, causing a dimple to emerge in his cheek.


Come on! This is so unfair! He has a dimple too?


How was this not the greatest collage of all her best dreams? She could do this—had to. For a little more insurance of keeping her hands to herself, she scooted over to the left, putting a bit more distance between them on the sofa.


He noticed the move and spoke, “You are still hungry, yes?”


She nodded, too scared to say anything.


“Come close. Let me show you what we have. I had the kitchen send a sampler to see what you liked. I tried to pick things I knew Lady Kyra liked, and other things that our knowledge of your world says is close to what you have,” he said, looking over at her.


He had muscles everywhere. She watched the muscles move in his arms as he lifted the tops off different dishes. There was no way she could trust herself, and that was a great reason for staying put where she was—hugging a corner of the L-shaped piece of furniture, far away from him.


As calmly as if he was handling a little kid, he leaned over, looped a large arm around her back and pulled her back over, up against him. A whiff of spicy, sexy Malm wafted over her, sending a shiver of lusty pleasure straight to her lady bits.


Breath taken, officially gone.


“Phoebe, you cannot eat like that—hovering in a corner a like a wee one. What is wrong? Are you getting tired?” With his arm still around her waist, he glanced at the inside of his wrist to look at a hologram-looking adhesive with strange Hieroglyphic-like symbols on it. “Ah yes, you have been up longer than one of your Earth days. Would you like to sleep now, or eat first before I put you to bed?”


Was he freaking serious? There was no way he was putting her to bed without being in there with her.


Remember your home training and who your mother is. Make her proud. Make her proud and don’t shame daddy. Act like he’s worse than the worst. You have to do this. You have to be able to face this man tomorrow.


“Aw, screw it!” she said. And with that, she lunged forward and planted her lips on his full beautiful ones.


Malm didn’t miss a beat. Before his back hit the sofa, he’d already enveloped her into his arms. His lips were firm and warm, like the best heat after being cold for too long. Phoebe ran fingers down the back of his head to remove the band that held that dark brown hair of his. For her efforts, cascades of his hair fanned out beneath him. She ran her fingers through the long, thick strands, tugging and pulling playfully as he did things to her mouth she didn’t know could occur.


Malm’s body made hers feel small and dainty. She liked it and pulled away to admire him. He strained up to capture her mouth again and she gave in. When their lips touched, she gasped at the electric shot of joy that pierced her being. This was different, like something real and significant was happening. At that moment, Malm sat up, easily lifting her into his lap to position her to straddle him.


“My turn,” he said, thrusting his hot tongue into her mouth.


Phoebe felt strong hands run up and down the length of her back as she sat, inching up as far as she could to connect with her Malm. She looped her arms around his neck and returned the kiss of her lifetime. The only reason she didn’t press herself smack dab up against him was that her knees were embedded into the cushion of the back of the sofa and she couldn’t get any closer.


“Need to get closer,” she said into his mouth. “Sit forward a little more.”


He obeyed, scooching forward and allowing her to press herself up against him. She easily folded her legs around his trim, narrow waist. The large hard bulge she felt under her, so close to her womanhood, would be something she’d entertain a little later.


“Mmm,” she moaned.


“I thought that was just for food. I am not food, dear one,” he murmured against her lips.


“I lied, all my Mmms are for you,” she answered.


“I know,” he smiled and pressed against her harder, claiming her tongue with a flourish.


She fell hard, right then and there. This was her Malm, the one who’d come for her and revived her from the depths of a coma, no less.


She couldn’t care less what he might think of her afterwards. Right now, she’d live in the moment and allow herself to fall into him. Her nails were much longer than she normally kept them, from having been unable to keep them trimmed. Her hands felt different with longer nails, and she’d tried to ignore them most of the day. Now she’d use them like never before.


His muscles rippled in his back as he cradled her in an embrace. Phoebe took pleasure rubbing each muscle as it rose and fell under her touch. She allowed the edges of her nails to playfully skim him through his athletic top as she ran hands up and down the expanse of his cobra-shaped back.


“This needs to go,” she said, tugging at the hem of his shirt. He raised his massive biceps to allow her to take his top off. She vaguely heard the shirt land on some of the food on the table behind her. “Now I’m ready for bed.”


Good God, this was happening and she was the wanton fool driving the train straight into it. He continued his ravenous kiss, moving down her neck to rest his sucking mouth just past the dip between neck and shoulder. Her breath came out rugged and labored as he expertly played with her jawline, neck, and collarbone areas. He knew anatomy—extremely well. He swirled his tongue over her pulse point at the jugular as his thumb rubbed a rhythmic pattern at the base of her neck.


Hell fire! He was a sexual savant.


“Phoebe, we have to stop. You do not know what you are doing. I have to explain,” he said, continuing to suck and nip at her neck.


Each suckle he made was in direct correlation with the tightening of her womanhood. Phoebe couldn’t remember a time when she wanted nothing more than to be impaled, hard and deep. She wanted him, deep inside. She felt herself getting wetter by the second.


“I have to stop. I smell your arousal and it is driving me crazy,” he said, lifting up and away from her neck.


“Noooo,” she said, whining at the loss. “We don’t have to stop. I don’t have any diseases and won’t get pregnant, or at least can’t, not for another few months.” Malm’s eyes grew large and she quickly explained. “What I mean is that as part of being a member on board the space station, all the females had to take hormone and contraceptive shots. The shots last six Earth month cycles. We don’t menstruate or have to worry about getting pregnant during that time. The last time the shots were administered was…” She counted on her fingers and then asked, “How long have we been on board again?”


Malm looked dumbfounded. She could still see the cloudiness of arousal in his ultra-optical beauty that passed for eyes.


“Never mind, Kyra said I was out for five Earth weeks, so add that to the three months before and…” She looked at Malm and said, “Yep, two more months.” She reached out to pull him back to her and he held up a palm the size of a small purse.


“Phoebe, Radiant One, we have to talk. I have to explain this. I would not be able to forgive myself if I did not. Please… if you do not help me, I swear by the Goddess I will take you right here.”


“Yes, please?” she said, too gone with want to be shameful about it. She wanted him so bad she was losing the ability to speak… she would have to start pointing and using sign language soon.


He must have sensed how close to getting sexually accosted he was, because this time he put her back on the sofa and stood. The bulge in his pants snatched her focus and she found herself staring in fascination at the outline of what had to be an equally impressive piece of equipment to match the rest of him.


Yay me! She secretly cheered, hoping she could seduce him again before her window of opportunity was over.


Why was she so randy? Oh yeah, three and a half years on an unintentional cock fast would do that. But, this had more going on. She knew if she were still on the space station, she could ignore how long it had been and just keep working. This had everything to do with Malm. Phoebe couldn’t stay away from him. It was like a real magnet pulled her to him. Even now she sat at the edge of the sofa, like a cat about to pounce as he paced back and forth.


He was in tune with her as he turned around and said, “Stay. Do not come near me, please? I need to let you know what is happening to us before you do anything else.”


“Fine. I’ll stay here, but can you go over there? I can’t seem to stay away. It’s taking everything in me not to leap off this sofa and jump you. I know it’s not lady-like but it’s the truth. I don’t know why, but I do know it has to be you and only you, Malm. No one else does this to me. Do you know why that is?”


He did as she requested and sat on a chair next to the opening of her bedroom.


Did he know how strategically dangerous that chair was for him at this moment?


She shook off the idea and breathed slowly, trying to calm herself down. She had to get back into her skin and stop being so sex-crazed.


“Phoebe, what you—no, we are experiencing is call the mating pull. It is intensified with an unction or specific calling by the Goddess.”


He paused to look at her. She continued to sit still, waiting for him to explain what in the heck he was talking about.


He continued, “I was drawn to you before we met, even before your space station had trouble. We were in your space for a few of your Earth days before the incident. At the time, I could have placed our fleet anywhere in the vicinity of Earth but the Goddess directed me to place it there—closest to you, without detection. Maybe I should say both Tordin and I were drawn to your station. He knew he wanted to visit your galaxy before I did, and had me set a course for it. When we got there, we could have positioned ourselves at numerous points, but there was only one that fit both Tordin’s and my instincts.


“When your station sent out a distress call, I had to get to you. I did not know it was you exactly, but knew I had to get to the station before something happened to it. When we found Kyra and Brantley alive, I felt a bitter sweetness. I knew Kyra was not my mate, or unction. But, when she refused to leave without her friend, I could not bear to be the one to find you if you were dead, so I sent Jalek. As soon as he came back with you, and even before we boarded the ship, I knew you and I had a connection. At the time I thought it was only an unction.”


“Wait, hold up. What is an unction, and are you using the word ‘mate’ like Kyra, as in married or spouse… for life?”


Malm stood and went back to pacing. Phoebe had loads of questions now. Did he think sleeping with her meant he’d have to be her husband for life? If so, she couldn’t blame him for putting the brakes on things. Instead of asking more questions, she let that sink in.


He spoke again. “An unction is a special purpose, calling, or assignment given by the Goddess to a chosen pair. Sometimes it is for something that can be done, and then the pair is released to live their lives. On some occasions that are more rare, the Goddess will place an unction on a couple whom she has also fated to be mates. Their unction will be for a life-purpose that the two are to fulfill. As for being my mate, the sign is the extreme draw we have for one another. The mating and unction combination is a powerful force. A couple will know it is the calling of the Goddess, if when both are awake and touch for the first time, there is an exchange of energy that may feel like an electric shock.” He paused his pacing to look over at her and asked, “Do you understand why I did not touch you earlier? Once we did touch, I was drawn to you, to the point that I could not be away from you. Phoebe… did you have a similar experience? And it is fine if not, I simply want to know before I say the rest of what I need to.”


She pulled herself into a ball. It was real, and had a reason. Yes, she’d felt all of this, and it had been because of some alien Goddess playing matchmaker. Her emotions were all over the place. She didn’t know what to think or say. The only thing she could do was answer his question.


“Yes Malm, I felt the surge of energy when we touched. I actually felt it before, and it was stronger when I touched you. I’ve been feeling it all day and it’s so strong now, I can’t sit here without wanting to go to you.”


He smiled, making her heart melt again. “That part is the pull to mate. Once the mating happens it calms down a little, but not much by what I understand.”


“How does the mating happen?” she asked.


“Through the transfer of life fluid, semen as it is called on Earth. In order to mate, we would join and when I released my seed for the first time into you, it would bond us as mates.” He looked away and turned his back to walk as far away as possible. She knew something bad was about to happen. He said, “I do not wish to mate with anyone. I believe you need time to see all the males who are eligible before you make such a permanent decision. Soon, we will be back on Olodia and you will have opportunity to meet a lot of males.”


He turned back around to look at her and said, “I do not want to ever cause you harm, but I am not the best male for you. You deserve to have the best, Radiant One. That is why we must stop. I apologize for giving into the pull of the mating urge, but I promise that it will not happen again.”


Crushed.


Phoebe flashed back to being pinned under the debris on the space station. She couldn’t breathe and gasped for air. This was too much. His words had snatched the air out of her, and she ached deep down past her bones to her soul. Tearing was the best way to describe the horrific pain stomping through her being.


“I hurt. Oh no, make it stop, I hurt, can’t breathe,” she said, trying to gulp air.


Malm leaped across the space to land on the sofa. He righted himself and scrambled to help her.


“Phoebe! Hold on, let me help,” he said, ripping her top to shreds to expose her chest to administer chest compressions.


Phoebe mouthed, “Help me” but nothing came out.


Malm scooped her up in his arms and raced out the room. She hoped he headed to the Healing Station. He ate up the distance like a blur. When they made it to the area, HDL met them and took her to place her back in a tank of gaiata.


“No, please, not that,” she wheezed out.


“You have to Phoebe. You have to live. This is the only way,” Malm said, looking frazzled and stressed.


She allowed them to submerge her in the liquid, hoping she didn’t drown. The liquid embraced her and she found a bit of relief. Her airway opened enough for her to breathe, though she still felt the crushing and tearing feeling. Phoebe willed herself to rely on her medical training to keep herself out of shock. She accepted the feeling of pain and death, allowing it to wash over and take her into its dark shelter. Relaxed and in more control, she closed her eyes to experience the moment to its fullest. Expecting to drift off to some weird realm again, she was happy to feel the comforting sensation of Malm’s hand holding hers.


She turned to look at him through her blue-green tinted world. She laughed. Maybe this was how she’d have to live in this new world. Then she saw HDL come close. They pulled her up to sit in the tank and began to speak to her and Malm.


In that three-part unison voice, they spoke saying, “The mating process has begun.” They all turned to Malm and continued, “You must finish it or the Radiant One will not survive. The Goddess cheated death to bring her to our world and to be your mate. Malm, she is the only one for you and you are the only one for her. There is no other for either of you. Lord Malm, it is your time to fulfill your calling, and it is with your mate, the Radiant One—Phoebe.” Then HDL looked at both of them with sorrow in their expressive eyes. “Your fates are entwined. Either you mate or the Goddess must release the Radiant One back to the fate she was destined to have on Earth—death.”
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“No pressure huh?” she said, trying to make light of the situation.


Malm stared in shock, looking right through her. He hadn’t spoken a word in the past few minutes, not since the Healers had given their little show. She was living on borrowed time and this man was the link to staying alive. A man who didn’t want to have a mate or an unction. Great freaking way to survive.


“Malm, you don’t have to do this. I had a full life on Earth. It’s fine, I promise. I had one of the best days of my life with you. I can die happy.”


His eyes focused at her words and he shook his head. “Stop, please. I will not listen to you speak of death or dying. I know what I must, no want, to do. I want to live and I want you to live. Come here,” he said, standing to take her out of the tank.


He wouldn’t allow her to stand. Instead he kept her in his arms and called out to the Healers. When they came back into the room, he said, “I know what I will do. The Goddess has spoken with me. Phoebe is to come with me now.”


They made no attempt to restrain him from taking her. They smiled that warm, fatherly smile she adored as he took her and walked out of the Healing Section. When he had her back in one of the hallways, headed where only he knew, he said, “You are my mate and I want to be yours. I have some things I need to speak with you about before we do anything to finish the process. You deserve to know what you are getting into… but if you can live with that, I would love to be your mate. Phoebe, I want you to live but I want you to have joy and happiness more.”


She felt like the roller coaster she’d been riding all day had taken a plunge at high speed as her stomach flipped. “I don’t know what that means, but the way this day has gone, not too much else could faze me. You don’t have some weird anatomical parts or something?” she asked.


He laughed and the vibration of the deep sound rumbled through her as he continued to hold her. “No, I am humanoid and anatomically compatible.”


“Good, because I don’t think I could take it if you had something out of the ordinary. My near death today is as much excitement as I want for at least the next year. Hey… where are you taking me? This doesn’t look like my room.”


“You are around the corner. That was the closest I could get you to my quarters. Tordin was right about needing to have you close by—until we were mated. But, you are still in the officers’ area. This is my living space. Please excuse the sparseness. I do not require as much as most,” he said, opening the door to a large room, similar to hers in size.


He stepped inside, still holding her, and Phoebe thought of the tradition back on Earth where the groom carries the bride over the threshold the first night. She’d keep that part to herself. He walked past the simple furnishings of the large room into the bedroom area. Inside was the largest bed she’d ever seen, and it welcomed her with open arms as he gently placed her down onto it.


“I figured we would bypass the sitting part. We have to discuss some things. Depending on how you feel, I would like for you to get some rest before we think of doing other things,” he said, moving away from the bed to go back into the other room.


Phoebe waited for him to return. He was gone for a while and she started to get sleepy, but was determined to stay awake. She got up and started to pace, much like he had earlier. He came back into the room carrying the food from her rooms and a huge container of gaiata. She wanted to hug him for his thoughtfulness. With all the activity, she’d forgotten she had yet to eat.


“Thank you Malm. You take such great care of me,” she said, liking it. She could get used to this.


“You are up walking. How do you feel?” he asked, coming near to offer his arm. He had a look of concern and said, “Please do not overdo it. I do not know what I would do if we had a repeat of earlier.”


Phoebe allowed him to lead her back to the bed and sat on the edge. She watched with interest as he positioned the food on a small table and climbed on the bed to join her. It wasn’t until they were both in the huge bed that she realized neither of them had on a top. Instead of pointing it out, she took the large container of gaiata he passed to her and began to drink. As expected, the liquid gave her a much-needed boost. Malm had moved to sit against the headboard portion of the bed. She grabbed something that looked like sweet potato fries and began to eat. It tasted a lot like them, and she ate more.


He remained quiet as she tasted and ate things from the tray. She felt his gaze on her, but continued to eat until she felt full. Everything she ate tasted familiar. Some of it had different colors like vibrant blues, reds, and greens but tasted like the vegetables she was familiar with. She didn’t see any meat proteins on the tray and thought they might be vegetarian. When she finished and covered the tray with her napkin, Malm got up from the bed to remove the tray to the kitchen.


She needed to go to the bathroom something fierce. She guessed gaiata could act like water and she’d drunk enough of it today to pee a river. Before he left the room she asked, “Where is your bathroom, or toilet? I have to relieve myself.”


“Through that entry way. Follow me and I will show you how to use our facilities. At first it is different, but you will get used to it fairly soon.”


She followed, and allowed him to show her how to use the highly-efficient apparatus and was able to do her business, rinse, and get back to the room before him. Malm was such a gentleman.


When he returned to the room, Phoebe sat again on the edge of the bed. He walked over to her, picked her up, and sat down on the bed with her in his arms.


“You scared me today, Radiant One,” he said, nuzzling her neck. “Please try not to do that again. I did not tell the Healers, but I think I felt some of what you experienced. I felt the constriction of my throat, and excruciating pain like I was being crushed and torn to bits. I pray to the Goddess you did not have to go through that.”


Phoebe placed her head on his chest and concentrated on listening to his strong heartbeat. She’d listened to a thousand heartbeats before, but never one that beat in symphony to her own. She knew this as her heartbeat synched to beat in answer to his.


“I will do my darnedest to make sure neither one of us has to go through that again. I feel so much better now.” She adjusted herself in his lap to look up at him and said, “Thank you again for doing so much for me. I’m not used to someone taking care of me, and I’ll admit it takes some getting used to, but I like it.”


Malm tightened his hold on her, moved a stray ringlet of her curly mass and kissed her forehead. “Hearing you say that makes me feel joy. I am not used to that feeling either. It appears a lot of this will be new for both of us. As for taking care of you, I cannot help but do it. It is as if it is an automatic program, as if I must do this for you. I cannot see doing things any other way. Will that be a problem for you? That is, if you still wish to be with me after I tell you what I need to.”


“I know I’m fine with it. I told you I like it. Now, quit stalling and let me know this big, bad information that threatens to make me go running from the room in terror,” she said, attempting to make light of what obviously had him concerned.


“Yes, you are right. I am stalling.” He stood up and placed her on the bed and then crawled in to sit up against the headrest again. He reached out for her and added, “Please come here? I want to hold you while I say this.”


Heart melting again.


Phoebe smiled what she was sure had to be the biggest, dopiest grin as she crawled up to nestle into his arms. This giant of a man was gentle with her and loving. She could get used to this. A quick thought ran through her that she hoped he had other settings as well, since it would be nice to have more fire and passion sometimes. After she’d gotten comfortable and settled, he began to speak.


“Phoebe, I am not full Olodian. My father is Herodian. He married my mother, Emperor Gordin’s sister and Tordin’s aunt, as part of a political arrangement, but never loved her. My sister and I are the offspring of his union with my mother. I am told I may have other siblings, but have yet to meet any or know for certain.”


Phoebe adjusted to look up at him and said, “Is that it? Boy if you think that is something, I can tell you that would be a normal situation back on Earth. We sort of call that the warm-up family. Then once they divorce, each gets the family they’ll stay with for the rest of their lives. Or, at least that’s what many do.”


“Shh, Phoebe, that is just the background of the situation. I am not finished with how this would affect us. I also want you to know that my Herodian blood is more like my father’s than I’d like. Herodians have an extremely high sexual appetite and can be very… aggressive, especially in our sexual encounters. Without help from the Healers to use medical applications, I can become extremely aggressive and sexually insatiable.


“As part of an agreement with the Healers to test our unction and possible mating, I agreed to stop taking the applications if you proved to be my mate. They said it was the will of the Goddess that I stop using them if we were mates. I have to let you know, I do not trust myself to be gentle with you without the applications. I have been rough in past sexual encounters, and have taken great measures to refrain as much as possible from having sex unless I am away from duty during my off-season.” She allowed him to tilt her chin up to look at him. “Well? What do you think of me now?”


“Is that all? That’s nothing. It’s actually like an answered prayer. I like fire and a little roughness in my sex. And, it feels good to say it out loud. I’ve never told anyone that before. I thought it made me slutty.” At the confused look on his face, she supplied a definition, “Slutty means a woman of ill-repute. Loose with her sense of modesty in sexual behaviors. But, I just like a bit of excitement sometimes. I like a bit of spanking, hard pounding, dirty talk—you know, light pain play. I hope that doesn’t scare you off.” Malm’s eyes took on a fiery intensity that danced and sparkled like she hadn’t seen before. “So from your expression, am I to take it that this is a good thing?”


“My dear Phoebe, yes, oh so much yes. I will never doubt the Goddess again. I did not understand everything you said, but if what you say is compatible with my natural likes, we are a perfect match. You, dear one, are in for a ride, as your Earth saying goes. But, I need to finish telling you all of what I need to say.”


Phoebe laughed and said, “But wait—there’s more!” and burst out into giggles. Malm didn’t understand her joke. “Oh Malm, that saying is from a famous advertisement on Earth. Don’t worry, I’m not having some sort of mental breakdown. Sorry, I’ll stop interrupting, carry on,” she said and mimed locking her lips and tossing the key.


He smiled, shaking his head. “I love hearing your laugh. It is infectious. To finish, I might as well tell you that I am the Crown Prince of Herodia. My father is the Emperor, although the planet is not as powerful as Olodia in the Intergalactic Alliance—partly due to the fact that he is an ass. I have tried to abdicate the throne but my father refuses to accept, saying he will not allow me to disgrace the line like that. I should also say that my mother brought my sister and me back to live in the royal enclave on Olodia when we were children. We were not raised around my father, instead learning the ways of Olodia—my mother’s people. Lord Tordin and I are first cousins, and I have taken an oath to be his second-in-command. I do not wish to rule a barbarian planet such as Herodia.


“The athletic skill of my ability to fly, as you put it, my speed, and other things I am not prepared to exhibit, come from that part of my heritage. I believe my physical abilities are fed by my voracious appetites and thus I do not feed them, subduing them. If I did not, I would fight all the time and run amok. I owe my civility to my Olodian blood and heritage. I do not wish to unleash the Herodian part of me, but with you, I find it very hard to control that part that wants to take you and do things I have not even dared to think in a long time. There is also this to consider, that there is a chance that if we have offspring, they could behave like that part of me. Now do you understand why I want you to understand everything you get, if you decide to mate with me?”


“Wait a minute. So you’re saying you’re royalty two times over? Wow—let me think this through. You are part of the royal family of Olodia, as the son of the sister of the Emperor so that would make you a—hold on a sec… ah yes, a Duke. Then your father is the Emperor of Herodia and you are the Crown Prince. Hmm, on Earth, you and Tordin would be Kings, since an Emperor is over a king. You are royalty. I would have never thought that. So, that’s why HDL keeps calling you ‘Lord Malm’ when they want you to do something honorable, huh?”


“Who is HDL?”


“Oh, haha, HDL stands for Huey, Dewey, and Louie. It’s the name I gave the Healers when I thought they were triplets and no one would tell me their names when I was laying on that cold as a witch’s tit table. And that brings me to another thing, since we’re confessing dark stuff and all. I swear—a lot. I don’t usually do it in public, but I use lots of naughty words—especially when I have sex. It’s been hard not letting loose like I wanted to, since all this shit has happened. I mean, stuff.” She gave him a hard look to see how he reacted, and when his beautiful face remained unchanged she asked, “Is that going to be a problem for you? You know, your possible mate talking worse than a sailor? You are the second-in-command, a Crown Prince, and a Duke.”


“Haha!” his laugh was thunderous as he grabbed her up to plant a kiss on her. “We are truly made for each other. I tend to use not-so-nice words when I am emotionally excited as well. How about we make a pact? We can use those terms in private. In public, we will behave with all the decorum of our heritage and station. That way we will not offend others, and still be able to have an outlet for our baser selves.”


“Deal,” Phoebe said, sticking out her hand to shake on it. “Now, I’d like for you to do that again.”


“Do what? I do not follow your meaning.”


“Kiss me.”


“Oh that? Yes, I would love to, but I need to hear you say it.”


“Say what? I’m not following your meaning now.”


“Say that you will allow me the privilege and honor of being your mate.”


“Oh that. Of course. Didn’t you realize you had me at ‘It is a pleasure to meet you’? That was the first thing you said to me. It seems like such a long time ago but was only this morning, by your daily cycle. It feels like I’ve been up for days.”


He looked at that strange watch of his and said, “It has been close to a day and a half by Earth standards. It is now evening for us and time to get some rest.”


“So, the great Lord Malm is too tired to make me his mate?” she said, putting on an exaggerated pout for emphasis.


“Phoebe, you have had a trying day and I do not wish to do anything to make you have a relapse.”


Before she realized what she did, Phoebe took his massive hand and put it between her thighs to feel her hot, soaked womanhood. She knew he’d be able to feel the moisture, even through her clothing. The gesture did its intended duty when she saw his member harden right before her eyes.


“Malm, I’ve been hot and quite bothered all day for you. I want you. You’ve fed me, now I want you to fuck me and put me to bed like you promised. Please, don’t make me hurt any longer. Didn’t you say you don’t like it when I hurt? I ache for you.” She said all this while continuing to guide his hand and fingers to rub and massage her private parts through the damp material.


She moaned and ground herself into his hands as he took over massaging and teasing her.


“No, I definitely do not like it when you hurt.”


“Will you help me not hurt any longer?” she cooed, wanting to see if Malm would play along.


He did as he said, “And what do you think I could do to help you not hurt anymore?” He took the tip of his large thumb and pushed in, separating her lady folds enough through the material to make her dig fingers into his forearm with pleasure.


“Ooh that feels so good,” she said continuing to swivel her hips in circles around his probing fingers. “I think doing a thorough job of making me your mate would help me to stop hurting, don’t you?”


“Yes, I do,” he said, quickly pulling her down to lay in the bed as he started ripping her bottoms away with the ease of paper.


His loose, thick, dark hair fell forward as he dipped his head to kiss her mound. Phoebe squirmed, remembering she hadn’t waxed and now had a mass of curls covering her womanhood.


“Malm, wait—I haven’t waxed down there.”


He paid no attention to her and continued to push her legs open for better access. When he looked up to capture her attention, his eyes almost glowed in the soft lighting of the bedroom.


“If you are talking about that hideous practice of using hot candle wax to remove the hair of your woman’s nature, do not bother to do that ever again. That is some twisted Earthian practice. I do not like it. It is unnatural and reminds me of a wee one. I want my mate to look like the mature woman she is, and not some young girl. I love your softness, full hips, backside, breasts, thighs, and especially your wet, hot woman’s nature. Do not do anything to diminish any of them. Do we have an understanding?”


Well, then. He wasn’t lying about becoming aggressive.


“Yes, we most certainly do,” she said, nodding vigorously. Good, this was something less she’d have to do to keep up her grooming habits.


“Good,” he said as he swooped in to lick and suck her into a maddened frenzy.

















11









“I can’t take it anymore, please fuck me now. I need to have you inside me. Stop torturing me Malm,” she begged.


He had taken her over the crest of orgasm once already and she was about to come again. He had yet to remove his clothing or even come up for air, and here she was gasping and thinking about how she’d have to start training to keep up with him.


“How much do you want me?” he asked, teasing as he bit little nips on the sensitive flesh of the insides of her thighs.


“Too much to make sense. I need you to live.” At that he stopped and she cursed, “Shit, I didn’t mean it like that. Baby, please don’t stop? I want and need you so bad, I’m almost out of my mind with desire.”


He unleashed a broad smile that lifted her mood immediately and stood. “I am not stopping, just getting undressed. I will hurry. I could not go on much longer without having you as well.”


She watched as he removed his pants to reveal the outline of a huge, thick cock straining against form-fitting boxer brief-type underpants. He turned toward her and began to pull them down. Malm stepped out of the briefs and stood upright. In his full glory, he was perfection. His chest was covered with a dark mat of hair that fanned out and down to a point that ended right before his wondrous member strutted out, erect and thick.


Phoebe licked her lips as she eyed the tip of his massive shaft, glistening with moisture. This was just like having sex with an Earth guy, just on a larger scale, she thought. His anatomy was perfect in every way.


“Turn around,” she said, directing him to turn away from her.


He did without hesitation and she was rewarded with the most perfect and tight ass she’d ever seen on a man, in person or on film. She allowed herself to drink in the vision of him. Insanely wide shoulders and back tapered into a narrow waist and tight ass, only to flare out a bit with his powerful thighs and calves. Yes, he’d win every body-builder contest by a landslide if he were back on Earth.


“Do you like what you see?” he asked, with a hint of humor in his voice.


“Yes I do, very much. May I touch your ass?” she asked.


“You can do whatever you want. I’m yours.”


“Wow—really?”


“Yes, but remember, the same applies for me. So make wise choices,” he said.


“Why Malm, you witty man!”


“In my wit lies the truth as well. Now, may I please turn around and come back to be inside you, Radiant One?”


“Well, when you put it like that, yes!” she said, and squealed when he turned around and conquered the bed, tackling her like that ball from his game earlier.


Malm’s masculine, spicy heat enveloped her as he used his body to press her up against him. He smothered her mouth with his as he put her on her back and pushed her thighs apart with one of his strong knees.


“Open for me, dear Phoebe,” he murmured into her mouth.


She obeyed opening her mouth and legs wide to receive him. He rose up onto his haunches to insert a few digits into her soaking-wet core. In and out, he took his time pushing his thick, long fingers into her. She held still, enjoying the sensation. Then he added another finger and she bucked with excitement.


He withdrew his digits and sucked each one with the patience and thoroughness of a well-executed plan.


“You are still very tight, and I am larger than your males. I cannot hold off any longer. Will you tell me if you experience discomfort? I promise to stop if you do, dear one.”


“If you stop, I’ll punch you. Please do it now,” she said, and pulled her thighs up and out to open herself to him more.


The hunger in his eyes grew exponentially as he took the tip of his shaft and rubbed it up and down her moist lady folds. Phoebe felt the inner muscles of her core involuntarily contract and convulse in anticipation and invitation of his entrance.


“Amazing. Your response to me is like nothing I’ve ever seen before,” he whispered, talking to himself.


“Come on in, the water’s fine and welcoming,” she said, hoping he would quit torturing her.


Before she could say another word, he plunged into her. She felt her womanhood stretch to accommodate him. The tingle and sting of being stretched moved from temporary pain to the sweet caress of pleasure. She took in a breath to relax her muscles even more as he withdrew and pushed in more, coaxing her to take more of him.


Liquid heat of acceptance flooded out of her as her body took him in. With one last forceful thrust, she felt he was fully seated deep within her. She dared to look up into his face. Her reward was to see a mirror of her awe as he held her gaze with a shared understanding that this was always meant to be.


They began to move, setting a slow rhythm that allowed an ember to build between them. With each pelvic thrust, and meeting of flesh inside of flesh, she fell harder and deeper for this Alien Warrior. Malm hooked an arm around the back of her right knee and leaned in, filling her more. She shook her head, not comprehending that there was more of him to take in. She rose up to see he was not completely inside her and she set out to change that.


“Harder please,” she moaned, loving his immediate response.


She’d found her harmonic match. He gave her the exact amount of pressure and pleasure she’d always craved in a sexual encounter. Their joining was unique and almost mystical. Phoebe continued to look down at their staccato union. In and out he took her, pushing more and more of himself inside of her. As she took more of Malm in, her heart strengthened. The dullness of energy that felt like a frayed edge from earlier went away. It was as if with each thrust, he infused her with life-giving energy.


More, she wanted more of him. She wrapped her legs around his waist and pushed into him with as much force as she could. Malm returned the gesture by pounding into her, deep enough for her to feel his tip in her deepest depths. The sweet-stinging pain quickly transferred to the most exquisite pleasure she’d ever experienced.


On and on, the friction of pleasure built. She felt herself hit that elusive subspace she’d heard of where her body took over, rendering her a spectator of the greatest sexual union she’d ever known. She’d needed this for so very long. He was the personification of her deepest desires. Malm stopped his rough pounding to grind his hips, allowing his massive member to stroke every crevice of her hot core.


Breath snatched and held hostage in the best way.


The new sensation of his grinding and stroking her insides made her breathing pattern change up to a quick-huffing pace. Her insides tingled with a new sensation of erotic anticipation. He turned her onto her right side as he stayed deep inside her, continuing to rotate his shaft in ways unimaginable until now. He administered a swift, perfectly placed slap to her exposed ass cheek and she fell deeper into the pleasure vortex he’d created. Total erotic release inched closer, hovering on the periphery of her grasp as he seduced her into submission. Malm could do anything he wanted to her and she’d happily jump at the chance to experience it. Then it happened. She creamed all over him and the covering. Like a dam, wetness saturated her thighs as her body gave up the pretense of holding anything back from her Malm.


He never lost a beat as he took her over and over. Sounds of her moans, whimpers and passion-infused panting welcomed him deep inside with each thrust. Her body urged him on as the sounds of their love-making filled the room. He pulled almost completely out, threw her left leg over to the right and plunged in with enough force to make the top of her head touch the headboard. He pulled her back down to him, holding onto her hips and he pummeled her, faster than humanly possible.


The piercing scream she heard didn’t register that it came from her until he picked her up and flipped her onto her stomach, pulling her onto her knees, her ass against his hardness.


He’s going to fuck me senseless, and I want it so bad I can’t even speak to beg for it.


Again, he spread her legs apart and seated himself deep inside her. In this position she finally realized how thick and long he was, and it felt like each thrust touched the bottom of her stomach. Malm alternated his powerful thrusts with stroking and grinding her into a mumbling idiot. He was in complete control of her, this mating, and her life. It was what she’d always needed—a powerful warrior to make her his mate.


Malm lay down on top of her, allowing his weight to push her into the soft bed a bit more. He grabbed a cushion, propped it under her stomach and began his assault again. Her fingers gripped the covering as best she could as he took her hard and deep. She loved it. When she didn’t think she could stay conscious from the overload of sensations, he flipped her again, this time onto her back.


He withdrew but continued to stroke himself as if he was still inside her and said, “I am about to release my seed deep into you, and I wish to see your face as we become mates forever, dear Phoebe. Are you ready, my love?”


She couldn’t form coherent sound and instead nodded abruptly, staring up into his face through the glow of passion.


Without another word, he pushed into her again, increasing his thrusting to a pace she was incapable of matching. She lay there, allowing orgasmic sensations to overtake her. Phoebe didn’t know if she came or fainted, because for a few moments she was in a slow-motion free fall. Hot fluid shot into her, filling her up as Malm released into her. She dug her fingernails into his back as he bent down to finish his complete and utter destruction of her entire being with a kiss that touched her soul.


He continued to pump into her as spurt after spurt of his seed hit her inner walls. Phoebe continued to hold on as best she could as he slowed down. With one last powerful thrust, he collapsed on top of her. Phoebe’s left leg shook with the aftermath of her climax. That had never happened before, and she was impressed that her body would react to pleasure like that.


He remained deep inside of her as her body continued to convulse and milk his shaft for the last of his seed. In return, his still semi-hard member twitched and pulsed, sending little waves of excitement throughout her being. Phoebe could swear she felt him in her fingertips and even in the ends of her curly mess of hair. They were truly one. None of her previous experiences had ever felt like this. Not that she’d had many, but she knew this was sex and all the other encounters had just been cheap foreplay.


Their bodies were slick with exertion, body fluids, and satiated bliss. She groaned when he rolled off her, allowing cool air to lick her body in place of his sultry heat. He moved to the edge of the bed, took the adhesive off his inner wrist, and waved his hand over a glass plate with symbols on it next to the bed. The room plunged into darkness. Phoebe waited to allow her eyes to adjust as much as possible to any light in the room. When she still couldn’t make sense of anything she gave up, remaining where she was. She felt Malm move back toward her and then the soft feel of a covering pulled over her. He pulled her to him, wrapping her into his arms.


He placed a kiss on her nose and said in the darkness, “I feel so much love for you, I cannot think of doing anything but being here with you. I told Tordin I would be back on duty in the early cycle, but I am going to change that. That is, if you wish to spend some time with me as well. I believe you have a custom for what I am experiencing. It has something to do with your sweet nectar called honey.”


She smiled and snuggled up into the crook of his arm and said, “Yes, it’s called a honeymoon. It’s where a newly married couple spends time sequestered. It is a lovely time full of sex and fun, from what I’ve been led to believe. And to answer your other question, I’m honored you want to spend time with me. I would love to spend a honeymoon with you as well.”


He rubbed her arm in a slow, soft caress as they lay there tangled in each other’s arms in the dark. When Phoebe thought she heard Malm’s breathing slow to a deep rhythm that denoted sleep, she said, “I love you so much Malm. It makes no sense. I wasn’t supposed to fall in love this fast, but I know I am. You are the best man to cheat death for, and I plan to be the best mate I can be.” She paused and allowed herself to release some of the residual emotions that had flooded her today.


Silent tears marched down her cheeks as she released the negative emotions of fear, confusion, and longing. She wouldn’t have to be alone ever again. With Malm, she felt she had solved some great mystery of whatever had always driven her to stay busy. She finally felt safe and loved.


Before she allowed herself to drift off, she spoke into the quiet of the room in the softest whisper she could manage, “Thank you Goddess, for finding me and giving me my Malm. I don’t know what you have in store for me, or us, but I’m going to need you to teach me how to be all right in this new world, with this new husband. He’s so much more than anyone I could have imagined. Please help me to live up to what he needs in a mate as well. He is perfect, and I have to be what he wants and needs as well. I love him.”


Before she could settle down to sleep, a large thumb wiped away the tears from one of her cheeks. The deep rumble of his voice filled the space between them as he said, “I love you Phoebe, and you are already more than I could have ever hoped to deserve or be with. I promise to do everything I can to always grow and be the male you want and need as well. Please stay with me and never leave me—will you promise me that?”


She placed her hand where she believed his heart was, then moved it to the strongest point of his heartbeat and said, “I promise you, my mate, my Malm. Thank you for coming into the depths of my coma to bring me back. I knew it was you before you ever spoke. You revived me. It was you I woke up for, and I want to experience all of this second chance at life the Goddess has blessed me with—with you.”


He covered her hand and they fell asleep together.
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“Jalek is moping and dragging his feet to leave. He keeps asking Malm if he can see you before he has to go, but Malm is adamantly against this. I don’t think Jalek believes you two mated the other night, if you ask me,” Kyra said over breakfast while they sat in Tordin’s and her private quarters.


Phoebe and Malm had managed to spend an entire uninterrupted day together, before outside life came calling and Malm had to return to duty. She still buzzed from all the lovemaking, laughing, and getting a chance to know each other. Now, sitting here with her best friend, she felt like she should be doing something as well.


Jalek was the young cutie she’d met the other day when she first woke, and now Kyra said he wouldn’t leave without seeing her. “Wasn’t he supposed to leave the other day? And why me? I can’t believe he put off leaving for a family emergency to see me. That’s cuckoo. I don’t know him like that.”


“That’s because he has a crush on you—a bad one. He cut up something fierce when he found out you were awake, and worried the heck out of Tordin until he allowed him to come to meet you. I guess he thought that since you flirted with him, he had a chance. He’s been like this where you are concerned ever since he found you on the space station. He came to visit you while you were in the coma as well.” Phoebe watched Kyra take what looked like a mushroom and smear some orange-paste substance on it. “Here try this. It’s like an English muffin with a nutty butter. I can’t remember what they’re called, but they’re a plant and nut from one of the planets under Olodia’s rule.”


Phoebe took the mushroom-thing Kyra gave her. “But the only one I remember was Malm. He is the one who I wanted. Kyra, I know this sounds crazy, but he was the one I woke up for. I had to have him. He meant life for me, and now I know why.”


“Why, what do you mean by that. I hate it when you start talking all cryptic.”


Phoebe paused to weigh the wisdom in telling Kyra what the Healers said about her cheating death, then said, “It’s nothing. You know I never thought I’d find someone to settle down with, much less a soul mate. Now with Malm, I’m amazed at how right this is. I don’t want to be a worry-wart but I fight the thought that everything is just too perfect, you know, like it won’t last.”


“Oh hush up your worrying. Malm is a salt of the Earth sort of male. He’s a stick-and-stay guy. You won’t be able to get rid of him. The bond you two share is stronger than any piece of paper, commitment ceremony, or vocal vow you could ever experience on Earth. When the Goddess gets involved, stuff gets bumped up to the magical.”


“You can say that again,” Phoebe said, pushing the niggling worry to the back of her mind.


“As for your mating, I’m still in awe at how much Malm has changed in such a short time. Who knew he had such a beautiful smile?”


“His smile is pretty bad ass, isn’t it? Hold up, you’re acting like you’ve never seen him smile before.”


“That’s because I haven’t—not like that. Sure, he smiled… but seeing him do it now, I know what he used to give us was just fake. Before you woke up, Malm was sort of an uptight stick-in-the-mud. I didn’t know he could be as down to Earth as he was when I talked with him today. I mean, he actually is sort of witty. How did you do that? No—wait, don’t tell me. Judging by the glow you’re sporting, I know it has something to do with the awesome Olodian Warrior sex you two are having. Isn’t it amazing? Tordin curls my toes every time.”


Phoebe blushed, thinking about all the non-polite Herodian sex they were having. Malm loved it when she talked dirty, and she loved how hard he made her come. The other stuff they did, she’d keep to herself as a naughty little secret.


“Yeah, you could say it has something to do with our compatibility.” She decided against telling Kyra what HDL had said about the Goddess cheating death to bring her into Malm’s world.


She and Malm talked about the possible meanings of what would happen now that they were mated, and even planned to have a meeting with the Healers to learn more. But for now, they wanted to enjoy each other and make it back to Olodia. Tordin had already approved time off for Malm to coincide with his and Kyra’s own planned honeymoon. It was wild that she and Kyra would both be on their honeymoons for what would be an equivalent of two Earth months when they reached the planet.


“So, give up the goods Phoebe, what makes Malm tick? He’s usually so intense, but with you he’s dreamy.”


“I’m going to warn you just once to stop lusting after my man. You have your own Prince for that.”


“Okay, I guess I wouldn’t like it if you talked like that about Tordin.” Kyra took a sip of a black beverage that was cold and tasted more like orange juice than the coffee Phoebe kept expecting. “But what do you mean, your own Prince? Tordin’s the Crown Prince.”


Phoebe smiled, allowing the fact that she was in essence a Princess as well give her a boost to check her friend. She couldn’t help herself and said, “You know Tordin and Malm are cousins, right? Well, they’re first cousins. Malm’s mother and Tordin’s father are siblings and some time ago, the family married her off to the Emperor of Herodia—in another galaxy. Malm’s father is the Emperor of Herodia, making Malm the Crown Prince of Herodia.” Boom, she’d laid it on her friend. Now maybe she’d stop flaunting that “Crown Prince” crap about Tordin all the time. Even he didn’t like being referred to as the Crown Prince.


“Oh—Malm is a Crown Prince as well? Why doesn’t he talk about that? I had no idea. I just thought he was Tordin’s second-in-command,” Kyra said, sounding a little deflated.


Phoebe had reached her limit on stories of Tordin’s epic greatness. It was as if Kyra couldn’t talk about anything else. Phoebe had tried to steer the conversation back around to what her friend wanted, thought and needed, like before all this. And, each time Kyra managed to talk about Tordin again. It was time to shut this down.


“He doesn’t talk about it, because it’s not what defines him—you know how Tordin tells people to call him Tordin and not get all weirded out by his title. I think it’s a family trait—being humble about that stuff and concentrating on what’s important—the content of their character. Neither of them appear to like to use their titles. From what I can tell, they are closer than cousins, more like brothers. Malm is Tordin’s second by choice and skill.” Phoebe knew she was giving a thinly-veiled correction to Kyra, but she’d never liked how her friend fixated on some things—usually the wrong things. A title didn’t make the character of a person.


Kyra remained quiet, taking another bite of food. They sat in an uncomfortable silence. When Phoebe decided she’d had enough food and conversation for the day, she stood to make her excuse to leave. Kyra had changed—neither for the worse nor better, just different—where their friendship was concerned. She guessed it was what happened when you got married. That person, and the life with them, became your world. Phoebe didn’t want to lose her friend, but she also didn’t want to let stuff go that used to annoy her. Life was too short to play around with stupid shit.


Kyra stood in response and came over to hug Phoebe. “Thank you for correcting me, Phee. I guess I was getting all wrapped up in that stuff. I can always count on you to make sure I don’t go around looking and acting like a fool.” She released Phoebe and looked her in the eyes as she said, “You’re right. It doesn’t matter what titles they have, what matters is that they are good and honorable. Thank you, wise one. I love you. Now you see why you had to wake up? I couldn’t do this without having you around.”


Phoebe hugged her back, releasing a breath of relief that her friend hadn’t taken offense to her comments. Kyra was a sweet person.


“I love you too. Now I need to go and let you leave for work.”


“Oh that, I can go in later. I’m just working on some backlogged operational stuff. I think Palon is trying to find stuff for me to do.”


“Who’s Palon? Let me guess, another gorgeous warrior?”


“Yep, and he’s brilliant too. If I could, I’d set him up with some wonderful Earth woman. He’s a real catch. Heck, all of the guys that I’ve met here are. As for finding me stuff to do—he pretty much lets me tinker around and do what I want. Plus, it keeps my mind off of constantly thinking about Tordin and what he’s doing.”


“At least you have something to do. I found out I won’t be able to continue practicing medicine.”


“Oh no, really?”


“Yes. In case you haven’t noticed, I don’t look like the Healers. It seems that’s the genetic marker that a person is a Healer. It’s a birthright from the Goddess. But I’m not sweating it too much, now that I know they’re like priests in that they don’t usually take a mate.”


“Wow, didn’t know that about them. I just thought they became Healers when they were old.”


“They aren’t old, are they?”


“Yes, Tordin’s said that the elder one is probably older than all of our known Earth history.”


“Aha, that would explain why I always feel like they throw off this fatherly vibe. I’ve come to really like them, too.”


“That’s great. Maybe you can do something medically related,” Kyra said, moving to put the breakfast spread away.


“Let me help with that. I won’t dine and dash. It’s the least I can do.”


Kyra stopped, putting up a finger for Phoebe to cease talking. Phoebe stood by and watched as Kyra took a call on that awesomely weird phone tech they had called a vo-link. Malm had gotten her one yesterday and showed her how to wear it. She didn’t remember to put it on this morning and hoped he hadn’t attempted to contact her.


“No, she’s not wearing a vo-link. Okay, let me tell her. She’s standing right here… yes, I’m calm and she will be too,” Kyra said.


Phoebe’s nerves immediately went on high alert. She waited for Kyra to finish her call, allowing herself to take a few breaths. It had something to do with Malm, she knew it. Kyra disconnected the call and looked at her with surprise.


“Phoebe, that was Tordin. He wanted to know if Malm had been in touch with you. He went over to the Penal ship to work this cycle on getting the staffing up to par. It seems the ship was just fired on by Cordin’s battleship. Tordin hasn’t been able to make contact with Malm or anyone on the Penal ship yet, and they are not manned with enough firepower or personnel to launch an adequate counter-attack. Tordin has the other ships firing on the battleship. Unlike our exploration vessels that only have minimal ammunition, this thing can outlast and blast a lot of our ships to smithereens.”


Phoebe didn’t react immediately. Instead, a wave of calm descended on her and she knew this was something she had a part in. She saw a flash of Malm and her in some type of cave, and knew she had to get to him.


“Kyra, I have to go. How do I get to the Penal ship?”


Kyra’s wide eyes blinked with confusion. “Phoebe, you can’t do that. Tordin asked me to stay with you until we can make contact with Malm.”


“Kyra, didn’t you tell me you made the warriors take you to an alien planet when Tordin went missing? Remember that determination and pull that meant that you had to do something? Well, that’s the same thing that’s happening to me right now. I have to be with him. I know he’s alive, and I also know I’m supposed to be with him. Now, either help me or move out of my way.”


Kyra nodded and got Tordin on her vo-link. After what looked more like mumbling that talking, Kyra ended the call and said, “Come with me. We’re going down to the hull to get you ready to transport over to the Penal ship. And so you know, Jalek has volunteered to escort you over there.”


“Thanks, but I don’t need some guy with a puppy dog love crush getting in my way. Is there anyone else who can help me get over to Malm?”


“Phoebe, Tordin promises that Jalek understands and will not do anything to hinder your getting to Malm. He’s the one who led my expedition to find Tordin. He’ll help you stay as safe as possible. This is part of his job, and he’s good at it. Trust me; Tordin wouldn’t put you with him, if he didn’t believe Jalek would be able to handle the mission. Now, come on. You need to grab your vo-link and a few pieces of clothing to wear under the transport suit.”


After running what felt more like an obstacle course, Phoebe was ready and in the transport area. She’d managed to beat Jalek and everyone there. Kyra stood with her, waiting. Soon after, Jalek and four other warriors Phoebe had never met before came to the area. Everyone immediately went to work preparing for the trip over to the other ship.


Even though they were part of the same fleet, the Penal ship was the farthest away from the center formation due to its purpose in transporting prisoners.


“We will be ready to go as soon as the thrusters are online. Put this on so you can hear us through the internal communication,” Jalek said, handing Phoebe a mirrored visor helmet that looked a lot like the ones the astronauts back home used.


She took it and was thankful he was professional about what they had to do. The transport over to the other ship would be difficult, as they would have to avoid fire from the battleship. Phoebe knew she’d make it to Malm, and shooed Jalek away as he attempted to help her put the enormous helmet on. The suit was made for a warrior and swallowed her, but she would wear poop if that’s what it took to get to Malm.
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“What is she doing here, Jalek! Have you lost all your senses, bringing her into enemy fire?” Malm said, voice booming like an explosion on its own.


Phoebe and the crew had made it over to the Penal ship without incident, only to discover the vessel’s power was at forty percent. Malm had thought a skeleton crew of his men were coming over to access the damage and enact his plans for evacuation. Instead, he’d bellowed some hard sounding alien curses when he saw Phoebe take off the helmet.


Malm didn’t scare her like he did the other warriors. She marched up to him and bent him down for a kiss of greeting. That threw him, since it was so out of character for the situation. The vessel rocked again as it took another hit from the battleship. She looked up at him to see her kiss had done what it was supposed to do, which was calm him back down. Well, a little.


“Malm, I’m here. This is what the Goddess wants. We’re supposed to fix this together—you got me? Stop making matters worse by getting angry with these warriors. They’re following Tordin’s orders to bring me here and help where they might.”


Malm stood there silently fuming as she spoke. She didn’t care. Phoebe knew this was fear for her safety causing him to act like a temperamental beast. She had to get some semblance of order established between the new warriors and the ones already here. Malm was too wound up to act rationally at the moment. She would be his right-hand mate as he got it together and helped them evacuate the ship.


“Malm?” she asked, testing his temperament. “Are you able to tell us the plan for evacuating and getting rid of the battleship?”


“I wanted to send a signal back to the mother ship to send over at least thirty more jumps to evacuate everyone. Then I was going to program the ship for a straight collision into the battleship, in the hope of damaging it. I know the battleship will be able to move in time to escape a straight-on hit, but not enough to escape unscathed.”


“Good, that sounds like a great plan. I have my vo-link with me. Are you able to use it to let Tordin know what your plans are? No one has been able to reach yours.”


“Yes, it should work,” he said and took the device and got Tordin on the line.


While he spoke with Tordin, she huddled the other warriors from her ship and asked them to start working with those on this level to find out what their medical needs were. By the time Malm finished his call, she had everyone working to get an up-to-date assessment on injuries and casualties.


Malm came to stand next to her and asked, “What do you have them doing?”


“Taking a count of casualties and injuries. If anyone’s hurt or needing medical attention, I can help with that. We can put the worse cases on the first ships to arrive, then work back from there. It’s the way we did it on Earth when I worked in war-torn areas.”


He gave her a look of astonishment, “You have worked in war time?”


“Yes, as a field doctor. I’m used to working under these conditions. I told you we could do this together. Now, let me know what you want me to do while I allow the men to gather the worse cases.”


“Stay by my side here until you are needed. We can work on getting our warriors off this ship first, and then if there is room, the prisoners.”


Phoebe didn’t like the idea of leaving any living soul behind, but also understood wartime tactics. They couldn’t have the other ships overrun with these Skleen parasites.


“What do we do about Cordin and Brantley? I know Tordin doesn’t want the Skleen on the other ships, but what about those two? Aren’t they supposed to stand trial?”


“We will have to transport them with us, when we go back,” Malm said, not missing a beat of fending off a direct-fire attack of the battleship with some sort of impact absorption force field.


Phoebe followed his lead and stayed busy doing whatever she could to handle the logistics of evacuating the ship as quickly as possible. Together, they made a list of the inhabitants of the holding cells from the least to most dangerous. The idea was to transport them over in that order.


They didn’t want to make the decision about any of the prisoners’ fates. But, the battleship was on a mission to destroy them all anyway and space in the transport vessels called jumps were limited. The jumps started arriving, and left with the injured just as fast. With some creative configurations, Jalek and his crew crammed each jump transport vessel to capacity. Malm and Phoebe worked as one unit, him coordinating counter attacks with the other ships of the fleet and her working to get the rest of the crew on the departing jumps.


“I gave Tordin an update, not to send another round of ships. We have to hurry and get back. The systems will completely fail at any moment and I want to get out of here before it goes into auto-pilot for the collision. How many do we have left to transport?” Malm asked Phoebe and Jalek.


Phoebe kept track of everyone boarding, as was her training and habit and said, “We’re down to the crew here, Cordin, and Brantley—and of course the rest of the prisoners still in the cell area. Cordin and Brantley have been brought down and are ready for transport.”


Malm snarled at the sound of those names but didn’t get off track. “Load everyone in and prepare for immediate transport. I have this ship’s coordinates set to collide with the battleship in less than five clicks—excuse me—five minutes.”


“Gotcha love, I knew what you meant. All right, time to ditch this ride!” Phoebe said, the last part loud enough for everyone to hear.


Phoebe went over to the area where Jalek and his co-pilot helped get everyone suited up. After almost having to sedate Brantley to keep him from fighting them to get his transport suit on, both he and Cordin were ready to be transported over to the mother ship. Cordin screamed at Brantley as they boarded the jump, accusing him of pinching and touching him. They behaved worse than children, and she did not look forward to being cooped up with them in the smaller jump. She didn’t know what it was with Brantley, but he constantly stirred up trouble no matter where he was stationed, and was the most disagreeable person she’d ever encountered.


After the quickest boarding yet, Malm, Phoebe, Jalek, and the others departed in the last jump to return. There hadn’t been enough transports or time to take all of the prisoners to other ships. Phoebe felt a little bit of peace in that they had been able to transport the least offending and those simply there for punishment of some minor offense.


Due to the increasing danger of the attacks and the ship’s status, they’d decided to open all the cells as they left, allowing the most violent and dangerous to fend for themselves. All of the Skleen and the worst of the worst were left on board the Penal ship.
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The jump lurched, dipping in an angry descent that sent the controls into chaos. Before Phoebe realized what she’d done, she’d yanked Malm’s arm up against her chest in a death grip, immobilizing it with her terror-fueled strength. He didn’t try to remove it. Instead, he leaned in against her shoulder, allowing his reassuring gesture to calm her down.


“Jalek! Switch to partial control, then turn off the back left engine. The hit to that side could cause the whole thing to explode,” Malm said in English.


Phoebe was grateful he hadn’t reverted back to Olodian, keeping her in the loop on what was going on. It was weird. All the other ships had been left unmolested as they shuttled back and forth. As soon as they’d left, and the Penal ship set course for collision with the battleship, the damn thing started firing at them.


“Turning the engine off isn’t the issue. We only have the front right engine working, and I can’t get the others back online! We’re losing energy as well,” Jalek yelled, returning the answer also in English. “We’re flying blind. Can’t get any of the systems online. My guess is that we’ll lose propulsion in the next few clicks, too short from the nearest ship.”


Phoebe’s body shook in an involuntary shudder, as if a cold finger pricked her between the shoulder blades. This had to be it. This had to be how they ended up in a cave somewhere.


“Malm, we’re going to make it—I mean, not die,” she said and raised her mirrored visor up to look at him. He did the same, revealing unspoken words of emotion in those brilliant green eyes.


“That is the plan. We have to get close enough for Tordin to pull us in, into the magnetic transport dock. We are getting closer,” he said, trying to reassure her.


She didn’t believe they’d make it back to the ship. “I’ve seen a vision where you and I are in a cave. I’m not sure this is the time, but if so, I’m ready to do whatever you need me to. I know this isn’t it for us. I’m with you, love,” she said, knowing everyone could hear her through the helmet links.


Until now, the only sound from Brantley had been a sniffle here and there. Maybe the thought of imminent death gave him some sort of stupid courage, but he piped up to say, “Jesus! You too? What’s with you alien-loving sluts? Geez—get a room.”


The seat restraint was the only thing holding Phoebe back from lunging at him to give him the ass-whipping he so richly deserved.


“I know you’re not forming your lips to say a word, you little ass wipe. The only reason you’re alive right now is because of this alien man allowing you on this jump transport. Brantley, I owe you for all the shit you’ve done. You seem to think I’m all nice, forgiving, and sweet like Kyra.”


“That whore’s not nice. She’s evil and possessed—just like you. They have you both fooled. You’ll see,” he spat back.


“Ah, so you want to talk all big and bad. Brantley, when we make it to wherever we end up… run. ‘Cause your ass is mine if I catch you. I promise you that. I ain’t some punk on the street and I have no problem doing what these men of honor can’t bring themselves to do. I believe bugs should be squashed—dead.” Phoebe felt the belt restraint loosen a bit and quickly jumped toward him, as much as it would give. He jumped back into a deathly-quiet Cordin. “Yeah bitch, that’s what I thought. Now, shut your ass up and stop giving me a reason for you to see the side of me that has no problem beating the shit out of you, m’kay?”


Phoebe ignored the looks she got from the other warriors, who had raised their mirrored visors to see the action. Malm put an arm around her and pulled her closer as one of the warriors who’d been part of the crew from the Penal ship began to clap. Others joined in and gave her a cheer.


The warrior who first started clapping said, “Bravo, Radiant One! Well said. We have wanted to say something similar—maybe not as colorful— for as long as he’s been there. He takes a lot of energy to deal with.”


“Not for long, if I have my way,” she said, turning around to look at the sniveling idiot. “Brantley, believe that. You better run, and hope I don’t get my hands on a gun. You low-rent bastard.” She felt the vibrations of Malm’s chuckle as he continued to hold her.


The jump took another hit and banked sharp to the right. It was full to capacity with eighteen of them. The quick weight shift made the ship descend further. When it didn’t correct itself to stabilize, Malm spoke up.


“What is our status Jalek? I do not like how quiet you are being. Why are we continuing to lose altitude? I need an update, warrior,” Malm said, continuing to hold onto Phoebe like life depended on it. “We need to get the Radiant One to safety—remember that.”


“Yes, Lord Malm. I’ve managed to get the front left engine back online at half capacity. But, it’s still not enough to pull us back up into the magnetic field. Still working on getting as many as possible back online.”


Phoebe asked, “How many engines are we talking about? Can we shift our weight or push Brantley out the back hatch to lessen the weight taxing the engine?”


“Unfortunately, losing Brantley’s weight will do little to help us…” he paused, checked the dash panel and said, “Yes! Thank you Goddess! Just got the middle engines to come back on. They are barely on, but every little bit of power helps. Hopefully the auxiliary power of the adjacent engines will kick in as well. And to answer your question, there are six main engines and two auxiliary ones. It takes at least four engines, operating at full capacity, to operate the craft. We’re currently at maybe fifty-five percent overall power.”


Malm said, “Everyone grab the emergency breathing masks, secure your helmets, and use the masks to breathe until we regain enough energy to maintain atmospheric conditions.” He grabbed masks from under the seats for Phoebe and himself. She allowed him to put hers on first, noting his need to take care of her, even before himself. He looked around to make sure others had the masks on as well. When all the warriors gave a signal confirming the switch, he said, “Jalek, put your mask on and switch off the cabin air pressure and flow. That should relieve some of the drain on the engines to help us regain altitude into the magnetic field. Also, contact Tordin to have him get the retrieval arm ready.”


“I’m still unable to make connection with Tordin, and my vo-link isn’t working either. I think the battleship sent an EMF pulse hit to us. Please try yours and let me know if my suspicions are correct.”


“Yes, I already tried to contact the bridge when that last impact hit—no connection,” Malm admitted. “Turn off the internal atmospheric controls and hope the Goddess helps us make it to the ship’s magnetic space.”


Weightlessness crept into the cabin as everyone waited and hoped the engines would have regained enough energy to make it to the mother ship. Phoebe grabbed Malm’s large gloved hand as they waited. She stayed in the moment, enjoying having him with her. No matter what happened, she wasn’t alone, and for that, she’d thank every god and goddess she could think of.


Something mechanical rumbled under her as the craft righted itself, leveling out. She knew without anyone telling her that the engines had regained enough power. Again, many of the warriors clapped and cheered as Jalek and the other co-pilot maneuvered the jump to come back into the magnetic field of the mother ship. Without a window to see how their progress went, Phoebe attempted to think of all the things she could do to help with the injured when she made it back onto the mother ship. She would have something to do while Malm performed his own duties. This might be a small blessing, after all.


Malm’s voice pulled her out of her thoughts. “Jalek, status report.”


“Thrusters for five engines are operational. Would love the ability to cloak, but we can’t have everything now, can we?” Jalek said. Phoebe had the strange feeling he was making a veiled reference to her, but let it go. He continued to fiddle with something on the dashboard as he added, “As for making it to the magnetic dock, we might be able to manage it, if we don’t sustain another hit—Goddess willing.”


Rumbles of power pelted the jump as Jalek maneuvered the limping craft closer to the mother ship. Phoebe leaned forward for a better look out of the front dash to see the mother ship firing at another vessel. That must be the battleship. The massive cargo hold was visible as Jalek put in a sharp turn scramble to avoid a missile attack.


He came back on the line to everyone and said, “Hold on everybody. We have new company. Looks like we’ve got two jumps from the battleship on our tail, trying to intercept us. Got to beat them to the cargo hold. We’re just outside of magnetic-pull range. And before you ask Malm, our thrusters are still not up to full power. Tried them, but we’re not able to outrun the other jumps yet.”


“How far before we make it to the outer rim of the magnetic field?”


“Two clicks, but only one and a half before one of the enemy jumps reaches us.”


An impact so forceful, Phoebe felt the imprint of the seat restraint through her travel suit, hit the jump causing a 360-degree roll. She didn’t know how much more of this her stomach could take, and practiced breathing through her nose and exhaling through her mouth to regain control of her gag response. A few more breaths and she was good to go. Pushing away from her seat a bit to look through the front dash again, pitch-black space was the new view.


“Oh no, what happened? I don’t see the ship any longer. Jalek, what happened?” she said, noticing the higher pitch of her stressed-filled voice.


“Jalek, report… Jalek… Hordas come in. What has happened to Jalek?” Malm commanded from the co-pilot.


Silence blanketed the communication link with impending doom.


Malm turned to look at Phoebe and said, “Stay put. I have to get up there and see what we are dealing with.”


He unlatched his seat restraints and floated in the weightless cabin, grabbing onto anything he could to help him advance to the front of the jump. As he reached it, he turned around, looked at one of the warriors who’d accompanied Jalek over with Phoebe earlier, and said, “You are in charge back here. Make sure those two do not do anything,” he said pointing to the back where Brantley and Cordin sat. “And see that the Radiant One has what she needs until I either return or get us back to the dock. As for the rest of you, stay seated and we will get back to the mother ship as soon as possible. I will give you an update on what has happened here as well.” Then he turned and floated into the smaller nose-shaped cockpit of the jump.


Phoebe had remained silent, not wanting to make an open show of disobeying him in front of his men but knowing there was no way she’d sit here like a good little damsel in distress. Malm’s short-term memory must be on the fritz because she’d meant what she said earlier. They were in this together.


She willed herself to stay put as a stillness cast itself over the inhabitants of the jump. The vessel floated in weightlessness, full of dread as the moments ticked away. A wet, cold surface pressed against her forehead, and she realized she’d drifted off to sleep and was slumped forward slightly, in full on drool mode. The glass of her visor was cold, allowing the condensation from her breathing mask to cloud it up.


Dammit to hell with these two day cycles, she silently cursed. The activities of the day had taxed her beyond normal, and her body still hadn’t quite adjusted to the longer Olodian cycles. She smacked her lips, noticing how dry they were, and tried to remember how long it had been since she’d last drank any gaiata—too many hours to count. Well, at least she didn’t have to pee. Straightening in her seat to regain cool points she most likely didn’t have with the warriors, she focused her memory to remember what she’d been thinking about, before her little cat-nap.


When the time is full, use this jump to force a crash into the jump on your left. Rogolas will shelter you.


Huh? The voice sounded like hers but not hers. It had been gentle but clear. What was a Rogolas? Sitting there in stunned contemplation, she replayed the message in her head, making no sense of its meaning. After what seemed like forever, the jump sputtered to life again.


Malm’s voice filled the helmet link. “This is a status report. Both Jalek and Hordas are incapacitated at the moment. Nothing permanent, but they will have to be seen by the Healers for impact wounds and damage. The engines are back on, but we also have company—two enemy jumps, flanking both sides and steering us away from the ship. No communication from them, most likely due to our control systems’ damages. It appears they are escorting us away from all the ships. I will go along with their lead until I can figure out how to break away from them. Stay where you are and continue to use your breathing masks.”


Phoebe spoke up, “Malm, I’m coming forward to assess Jalek and Hordas. We don’t know how long it will be until we can make it back to the ship.” She didn’t give him time to answer before she unlatched the crisscrossed seat restraints and headed forward.


Once in the cramped space with Malm and the other two warriors—who floated like rag dolls—Malm grabbed her hand and had her switch to a new private channel to communicate.


“Please get one of the other warriors to help you move and secure them.”


She nodded and recruited another one of the ones who’d originally come over with her earlier. The other warrior helped move Jalek and Hordas to a makeshift infirmary area.


She raided an emergency kit, for all the good it did. Most of the items—like the ones back on the Penal ship—were foreign to her. The issue now was that she didn’t have time or medics from the Penal ship to help her understand how to use these new little goodies. She was on her own, and had no clue what they were used for or why. The foreign writing might as well have been at home on the walls of a pyramid back on Earth. Phoebe beat down the pangs of inferiority in the situation. How quickly she’d fallen off her carefully-constructed pedestal of medical perfection.


Remember, they have the same humanoid anatomy, just on a larger scale. You can do this, she coached herself, knowing lots of eyes were on her. Removing their helmets but not their breathing masks, she worked on the injured warriors, as the others watched in silence.


Once the other warrior assisting showed her how to open the top and bottom of the suit for access to their chest, torso, and leg areas, she did a visual scan. On first pass, Jalek didn’t have any obvious bruising, nicks, or cuts, but was unconscious. Hordas on the other hand, had a large, bleeding gash in the back of his head, just below the crown. His helmet showed a sharp deep dent. From the damage, it had to have come from a high-force crash into a protruding metal object behind him. She worked fast to apply pressure to stop the bleeding. The long, thick hair he wore made it hard to properly clean the injury, but the cut was manageable soon enough.


She turned her attention back to Jalek and did another probe to discover an injury emerging—a deep angry purplish red bruise spreading across the left side of his chiseled abdomen. This could be a surface bruise, or something internal, and she wished she was able to do a scan to know for sure. At the moment, his pulse was weak but not life threatening. Nothing she did revealed why he was still unconscious though, until Malm spoke up.


“They will be fine. The battleship and its jumps are equipped with high frequency sonic pulses that attack bone conduction. The effect renders the pilots of other vessels temporarily unconscious. I saw blood. Which one is hurt?” he asked.


“Both. Jalek as a nasty bruise on the left side of his abdomen. Hordas is the one bleeding, with a deep cut into the back of his head. I’ve got the bleeding stopped, but I have no way to understand what any of this stuff is in the emergency kit. I need to sew up or at least bandage his wound, but I can’t anything to use for that.”


“That is because the Healers seal wounds with their healing gifts. We use those for bandages until a Healer can take a look,” he said, motioning to a stack of thin, white sheets that she’d thought might be for trash or some sort of clean up. “Take one, tear enough to cover his wound, and it will adhere to keep out foreign objects and germs. Do not worry, it is my understanding that our healing time and immune system is very robust, compared to that of Earthians. We heal fast. If the bleeding has stopped, he will begin to heal.”


She sure hoped so. That gash was huge. The information about Healers closing wounds might explain a lot, though. “So, is that why I don’t see scars or wound marks on your warriors?”


“Could be. I have a scar, but I did get it as a child when no Healer was around.” He looked over at her and said, “Phoebe, come sit down, something is happening. Look at their formation. They might be about to try to take us back to the battleship.”


“When is help coming from the fleet? Shouldn’t one of the ships, or at least a squadron of jumps be on their way to help rescue us?”


“Yes, but with a large ship, it takes longer to do anything. Unlike the battleship’s jumps, ours are not outfitted with ammunition. So, a ship will have to pull away to come, and it will take time to reach us. Battleships are made for agility and speed, whereas our fleets are made for exploration and long-distance diplomacy missions.”


“So are you all able to fight or not? It would seem like common sense to have at least one battleship traveling with the fleet for times like this—you know, like a queen defending the king?”


“What? I do not follow,” Malm said.


“Never mind, it’s from an Earth strategy game called Chess. You do what you can to make sure the king on the game board is protected with the piece that has the most power—the queen.”


“Oh, now I vaguely remember that game from your planet’s archives. I will make certain to brush up on how to play it in the very near future. If you play, you can teach me,” Malm said, and then switched channels to update everyone. “Be on alert and prepare to be forcibly boarded. It appears we are being led back to the battleship after all. Again, prepare for hostile engagement.”


Phoebe looked out the window of the jump, past the other enemy ones to see a small red planet began to appear in the distance. The soft caress of the word remember kissed her consciousness. It revved her into action. Raising him on their secure channel, she spoke.


“Malm? Look over there. What is that planet named? It wouldn’t be called Rogolas by any chance, would it?” she asked, pointing to the small planet, but already knowing deep down it was.


He looked over at her. The mirrored helmet hid his expression, but she knew he must be confused. “Yes. That is the hot, red planet of Rogolas. It is one of the dwarf planets of our galaxy. I do not know much about it, except for the surface is uninhabitable. There are rumors that there are some life forms on the planet, but none that I can confirm. It is on its own, having no interaction with the other planets… if it is indeed inhabited. Now, how do you know about it?”


“I’m not sure but I had this weird thought, and think we should give it a shot.”


“What is it?”


“I fell asleep after you left to come up here. When I woke, I heard this voice that said to crash into the left jump and that Rogolas would shelter us.”


Malm remained quiet for a few moments. He looked back at her and then said, “That was the Goddess speaking to you. I do not know how I will get the power to ram into that other jump hard enough to cause a crash, but I will do it. Did she give you any other clues as to how to pull this off?”


Phoebe reran the incident, turning it over in her memory to remember it all. “Yes! She said when the time was full. Not sure what that means, but that’s when you need to cause the crash.”


“My dear Phoebe, you are the best mate I could ever want or need. I love you so much! Yes, I know what that means. Look at this,” he said, pointing to the advanced-looking dashboard. “It is the left forward engine thrust capacity. Out of all the engines, it seems to be powering up the fastest. Currently at eighty-nine percent, we should have full power in another ten clicks or so.”


“I don’t know if this will work or not, but when you do crash into them, hit them from underneath—like a fake out.”


“What is a fake out?”


“Pretend to lose power and fall below them. When they slow down to investigate, throw this thing into the fastest thrust you can manage to crash into them. Oh, and don’t sit in Jalek’s seat. I think he got his bruise from that other piece of metal sticking out.” She looked around the space, tight even for her, and continued, “This cockpit is not built for the best use of warrior resources. Too many metal angles and protrusions, waiting to cause bodily injuries.”


“Noted, but at the moment, we have a violent war maneuver to execute. So please sit back down and prepare yourself for impact, my love.”


“I’m not going back there. We do this together, up here,” she said and plopped down into a seat behind the co-pilot chair. Malm continued to sit in Jalek’s seat and she added, “Uh-uh, my love. Engage and then come back here. Remember Jalek and Hordas’ injuries? I’m not having the same happen to you. Right here, next to me,” she said, patting the seat next to her.


Malm hesitated, then said, “As you wish.” He switched back to the all-communication channel and said, “We have a change in plans. Get all the back-up masks, emergency landing gear—everything out of the back. We will need everything available and ready to use, including the land sliders and carriage mounts. We are making a run for it, to the closest planet, Rogolas. We will not sit still and allow them to capture us today—not without a fight.”
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Malm was a much better pilot than Phoebe realized. He set the course she’d suggested as soon as the front left engine’s thrust hit full capacity. Unable to actually backseat drive like Phoebe wanted, Malm moved back into Jalek’s seat for this part.


He managed to make the plan look good too. Without warning, they dropped hundreds of feet. He waited for the other jumps to acknowledge the fake distress. When both of the enemy jumps slowed down to change course to help the “injured” vessel, Malm took advantage and charged, nose first into the sensitive underbelly of the left jump. Fire flew out from the impact site, licking the windows and front of their vessel. Then he engaged all engines, thrusting through the fiery wreckage to sprint toward Rogolas. Phoebe kept a lookout for the other enemy jump.


“Punch it Malm! The other one is gaining on us!” Phoebe said, full of excitement. “Don’t worry baby, I’ve got your six!” she said, allowing the adrenaline of the moment to drive her amped up actions. She knew he had no clue what that last part meant, but when would the next legitimate time she’d be able to say it come around? There was still a bit of distance between them and the other jump, but it was in hot pursuit. She practically hopped up and down in her seat, unable to refrain from asking, “How long until we reach the atmosphere of Rogolas?”


“About to enter now,” he said, turning back to look at her. “For the love of the Goddess, put your seat restraint back on—I mean it!” Switching to the all-communication link again, he said, “This is it, prepare for impact and a possible crash landing.”


Entry into the atmosphere might as well double as a good representation of Dante’s Inferno. Phoebe reported seeing the other jump pull back before reaching the atmosphere of Rogolas. She hoped they didn’t know something Malm was unaware of about surviving entry. Without a map, coordinates, or even a visual, the vessel charged in, completely blind. Phoebe sat, half frightened and half mesmerized by the fiery display outside the craft. If they made it, this was going to get recorded as the most amazing honeymoon trip ever!


“Malm this might not be a good time to ask, but are we going to burn up before we land?” she asked, hating to reveal her strange anxiety and excitement mix.


“Not if I can help it. Our chassis is made of fire-resistant materials, made to withstand atmospheric entries.”


“Has anyone ever entered this planet’s atmosphere that you know of?”


“No, not that I know of, but I take the word of the Goddess as a good bet that we will make it. She said there is shelter on this planet, and that is what I am expecting.”


Phoebe sat in silence, absorbing the pressure of Malm’s unwavering confidence that she had heard this goddess’ voice. For their sake, she hoped she had and that she’d gotten the interpretation right. A few moments later, the fiery flames gave way to red haze. The moon of this planet shone bright, illuminating the red dust storm swirling around them.


“Phoebe I am going to have to land blind and hope it is not in a body of liquid, a crater, or anything else that could kill us.”


Take his hand and guide him.


Phoebe looked around, startled to hear the voice again. But this time, she knew it wasn’t her own thoughts, and that it must be their Goddess speaking to her.


Freaky.


“Malm, give me your hand. The Goddess wants to lead us to the right place to land.” He took her hand, swallowing it with his, in the too-large gloves made for a warrior. She swallowed, pushing down the urge to scream and asked, “Are you ready?”


“Yes, of course, it will be fine Phoebe. Do not trouble yourself,” he said, giving her hand a squeeze.


She decided to go for it, to just bypass thinking and speak whatever came out, trusting in the Goddess to provide the right words. Hopefully it would make sense. “Here goes—keep going, but drop altitude some. Look for a clearing that has a yellow patch, visible to the eye. Once you see this patch, land.”


Malm followed her instructions. The only problem was that the visibility was almost zero. He continued to fly the vessel lower until he broke through to a clearer layer of atmosphere. “We must have been in this planet’s cloud cover,” he offered.


“Yeah, a red, dusty cloud,” she said, allowing herself to breathe a little deeper.


They continued on slower, looking at the landscape and all the varying types of jagged rock cover. The face of the planet was a spiked, rocky mass of confusion. After they traveled for what felt like another half hour, the landscape changed to reveal slopes and dips of rolling, red desert. Phoebe decided to continue to have faith in this Goddess and said a little prayer.


The voice responded almost immediately. Veer right and follow that path for forty clicks until the yellow patch becomes visible.


“Malm, please veer right and travel for forty clicks. We will need to go that way until the yellow patch becomes visible.”


“Doing it now,” he said.


As they veered right, the jump sputtered for a second. “What was that?” she asked, afraid of crashing before the golden salvation of the yellow patch appeared. They were still high above the surface, enough to have greater visibility.


“It might have been the back left engine. It was the one that got hit.”


“If you turn it off, what could happen? Would we be able to continue on with as much speed?”


“No, we would have to drop lower and skim closer to the surface. The system says we are good on that engine, though. We will make it. Have a little faith in your connection to the Goddess,” he said, urging her to relax a little.


“This is your Goddess, I’m just along for the ride. I still don’t understand why she picked me or how she works. Where I come from, there are various versions of books and reading materials to get familiar with the ruling god. I was never one for religious fervor, and would make a horrible Priestess. Here, I have no clue what she wants or what I need to do. I feel like I’m going to get fired if I mess up, or somehow get us all killed.”


Malm definitely noticed the tension in her voice and her fears. He looked at her through that mirrored helmet, and she knew he would support her throughout it all. Continuing to drive the vessel one-handed as he held her hand, he said, “Phoebe, this must be highly stressful for you. I still worry about your health. You need to get nourishment and gaiata into your system, then some rest. As for whose Goddess she is, we are as one. She is leading and speaking to you, and I am following her lead. I would say she is our Goddess, but will never force my desires or beliefs onto you. I simply want you to have peace, health, and prosperity, and all of it with me for as long as possible.”


What could she say to that? He was the most loving and caring soul she’d ever encountered, and here she was fretting and freaking out. Settling back down to look out for the yellow patch of surface, she finally spotted it in the distance.


“There! Look over to the right. There it is!” she said, pointing to the speck of yellow in the distance.


Malm steered the jump in that direction, accelerating to eat up the distance. Opening up the all-communication link he said, “We are about to land. I am restoring the internal pressure and air climate to allow you to re-acclimate to gravity. Continue to use your breathing masks. The system is still not reliable on gauging the air quality of the planet’s atmosphere, but is giving a reading of non-breathability with high concentrations of lung-irritating gases. Prepare to land in the next ten clicks.”


Off in the distance, what looked like craters before were now active volcanoes, spewing yellow and red hot lava into the air. A glowing, thin stream of yellow snaked through the red sloping surface to feed into the larger mass. This yellow patch was more like a lake of thick, bubbling yellow stew. The surrounding area still maintained a vibrant shade of crimson red hills and valleys. As the jump came closer to the yellow patch, Phoebe saw some of the bubbles of the lake morph into blue flames of fire as they popped.


She remembered stories from her childhood religion class that told of a land of brimstone, fire, and extremely hot conditions. If this didn’t qualify as the biblical destination called Hell, she didn’t know what would.


“Malm—the Goddess sent us to Hell!”


“What? You mean your culture’s designator for ultimate punishment and torture?”


“Yeah, that’s a good way of putting it. Where’s the sun, the breeze, water… or even a living thing!? I bet cockroaches can’t survive here.”


“Remember, there is shelter here on this planet. Everything the Goddess has said has proven true. We survived escaping the battleship, made it through the atmosphere, found the yellow lake and now we are about to land safely.”


“You know your optimism can be grating on my neuroticism, don’t you?” she asked, mirth tinting her voice.


Malm squeezed her hand again and released it as he said, “Have to find a stable enough area to land the jump. I think that requires both hands. As soon as we land, stay here until I get everything set up and ready to disembark.”


Something about how he said this made Phoebe want to obey. He wasn’t bossing her around. No, he was taking care of her. The warmth that came over her whenever she thought of him soothed her, allowing some of the tension in her neck and shoulders to ease away.


“That’s fine Malm. I want to check on and get Jalek and Hordas situated before we open up the jump to this area. They are still unconscious, and it worries me a little.” She looked over to the large warriors, who lay still as the dead. Phoebe knew they were still alive, and their pulses had improved a little the last time she’d checked on them, but she still was concerned that they hadn’t yet woken up.


Watching Malm negotiate the area around the “lake” to land, the seriousness of the situation dawned on her. They were alone on what could be a tangible version of Hell, with no way to communicate with the fleet, no water, and no way to know if they would be able to get off this planet. Yes, that about covered their current situation.


The jump’s landing gear extended, much like an airplane back on Earth, but landed vertically like a Helicopter. On the surface it had a slight tilt to the left due to the uneven landscape, making it a little harder to move and get out, since the door was on the right of the jump. Phoebe waited patiently as the warriors gathered up a stoic Cordin and a wiggling Brantley to disembark first.


“Why are they the first to exit?” she asked.


“Because if there is something unexpected out there, it is better to have it happen to the prisoners first. I know it is not kind, but it is equitable. And it is not like they can escape to anywhere. We are their ride off this planet. Consider it as part of the reaping portion of what they have sown. See, I know something of your religion as well,” he said referring to the teaching of sowing and reaping.


“Good job, sweetheart,” she said to Malm, watching as Cordin stepped out of the jump, hands secured behind him and head forward as if defying the unknown.


The warriors had transported Brantley and him with their hands magnetically locked to a pole in front of each of them. Now, they both had their hands in a strange infinity loop of energy behind their back. Cordin stepped down the few steps to the surface, looked around and stepped forward. His feet sank a few inches, as if he were walking in mud, but nothing else hindered his progress.


“Ew, what’s that smell? It’s like being locked in a disgusting port-a-potty,” she asked getting a whiff of the strongest smell of rotten eggs she’d ever encountered.


“It appears that yellow lake is sulfur, and the gas it is producing is the sulfur dioxide that causes lung irritation. This is partly why the air is not suitable for breathing,” Malm said.


“The fact that we can smell it—does that mean it’s causing damage to our lungs?” she asked.


“It is hard to say. Our portable breathing masks are made to filter out harmful gases and pollutants, while delivering an oxygen mix that will give the wearer fresh air for about ten cycles before needing to change the air cartridge.”


“Oh, good to know. Based on that and the extra masks, we should be good for more than the equivalent of an Earth month here,” Phoebe said, doing the mental calculation.


“Goddess, no! I plan to have us out of here as soon as we make sure we weren’t followed, see after Jalek and Hordas, get some rest, and allow the jump to recharge. Once we do that, I would like to be back up and headed to catch up with the fleet. That should take no more than two cycles at the most.”


Phoebe could live with that. It would mean fasting for three to five Earth days, but she would make it. It wasn’t like she didn’t have enough weight to keep her from dying anytime soon. She pushed the thought of food to the back of her mind and began directing the warriors who were helping her move Jalek and Hordas.


Arid, angry, and acrid, the surface of the red planet did nothing to welcome its newest inhabitants. Malm set up a staging area near the jump. Three of the warriors set up these cool-looking hover bikes, probably the same ones that Kyra had mentioned as being sleek-looking torture devices for a woman’s ass. She watched as they went off on them on a scouting expedition. Inside what amounted to a camping tent, she continued to monitor Jalek and Hordas, as well as set up the other supplies that contained food rations—apparently, they wouldn’t have to fast—and yes, some drums of gaiata!


The first thing Malm made everyone do was use the food attachment for the masks to eat and drink. He was adamant about no one else falling ill. She managed to find another more universal medical kit in the supplies that had a way to hang an intravenous drip for up to ten people. She set it up, and started delivering gaiata to Jalek and Hordas. The fluid appeared to be working on both of them as their coloring improved and Hordas’ muscles started responding to stimulation.


With Malm’s instructions as a safety measure, they all left the internal flight suit clothing on, added protective goggles, and continued to use the breathing masks. He didn’t know how caustic the air was to skin or eyes—and didn’t wish to find out. But for Phoebe it was the heat that was the biggest problem. Even with the internal temperature regulators of the suits, she felt smothered, hot, and miserable. She didn’t want to worry Malm, so she took a moment to sit on the cube she’d made out of the hover bike cases. Her eyes drooped as she fell into a semi-awake trance. Images of Jalek, Cordin, Malm, and a cave with a hot spring of illuminated water intermingled and flooded her mind.


Go underground. The air quality deteriorates as the heat levels rise in the light of day. It is not safe to remain on the surface. Daylight dawns within the next few hours. Danger comes in the full light of day. Your scouts have found a cave opening. Go inside and find the large open room with fresh air, a hot spring, and smaller rooms attached. It will be your shelter.


Phoebe’s head bobbed from her relaxed sleeping state, sending her almost tumbling off the makeshift seat. She caught herself in time, looking around the tent, a bit disoriented. “Whoa! Did that just happen?” Either the heat was starting to make her loopy or they were in danger.


She stood and checked on her patients to find their temperatures slightly elevated as well. This was so not good. The gaiata drip wasn’t enough. They had to get them out of this heat and she had to get them to that cave.


“Malm!”
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The cave may as well have been a five-star resort. Not only was the air quality fresher than anything she’d encountered since leaving the mother ship, the temperature was slightly cool, allowing a pond-sized hot spring to showcase its beauty in the middle of a huge, open space. She had to give it to the Goddess, she’d done her thing with this one. Who would have thought a Hell-inspired dwarf planet would hold such a wonderful retreat?


Malm’s sexiness continued to elevate in her eyes as she watched him rally the troops and get them all moved to the cave in under an hour. As soon as she’d relayed what the Goddess said, he went into action, never questioning it. His unwavering devotion and trust of her words continued to pull her into loving her alien warrior even more.


The cave was a perfect size. There were alcoves peppered along the rounded walls of the great room. They were large enough to store supplies and even the rather large hydrogen cell batteries of the jump. Phoebe knew many scientists and inventors back on Earth would give their right eye to get their hands on this alien technology. She’d been surprised to learn their brilliant getaway had been done on the power of these batteries. It only made sense that they wouldn’t rely on fossil fuels, and would harness the abundance of naturally occurring gases to fuel their transportation. Malm assured her the batteries would continue to recharge, even in the cave, and would be ready to go before they finished one cycle.


“Malm, can you come here?” she yelled from the room where they’d set up her temporary infirmary. When he entered, she pointed at the injured males and said, “I thought you said they would be fine. It’s been way longer than usual for them to recover from a temporal hearing shock. Are you sure that’s what happened to them?”


He looked at them, confusion and a bit of worry clearly etched on his features. She knew then he didn’t have a clue as to why they hadn’t regained consciousness yet. “My love, I do not know. I am hoping maybe the Goddess will lead you on what to do about them as well.”


As soon as he said this, the Goddess spoke, Take them to the hot spring, to purge them of their neurotoxins. They have been poisoned.


Phoebe’s eyes must have become large as saucers because Malm looked at her, worried, and said, “What is happening to you? You look… different.”


She didn’t have time to respond to that. If Jalek and Hordas had some sort of neurotoxins poisoning them and that hot water would heal them, she needed to move fast. Encephalitis could—or might have already—set in. That would explain their unconsciousness and weakened muscles and pulse rates.


“Malm quick, get some of the warriors in here to help me get Jalek and Hordas stripped down to their underwear and into the hot spring. The Goddess says they have been neurologically poisoned and they need to be submerged in the hot spring.”


Then she realized how fast she was speaking and how crazed she must have looked. Instead of asking her to slow down, he sprang into action, getting help to move the males into the spring.


“I’m not sure this is like gaiata, so don’t completely submerge them. Leave their mouths and noses out of the water,” she said advising the four warriors who’d also stripped down to take the wounded into the spring.


She’d begun to disrobe to go into the spring and monitor the ill warriors when Malm stayed her and said, “Please, Radiant One, allow my males to do this. They need to honor their comrades and you by helping. See how they care for their brothers-in-arms? This is a bonding moment I have only witnessed a few other times. Jalek, especially, needs this as he has always been an outsider, due to his father’s power and connections. This…” he said gesturing to the men holding Jalek’s body afloat, “makes him like any other Olodian warrior, instead of a member of the privileged elite. Let the bond happen.”


She stopped to look, around and saw all the warriors focused on those in the hot spring. Something miraculous was taking place, and she wouldn’t be the one to snuff it out. She settled down to watch and opened herself up in her inner heart to allow the Goddess to speak. There was silence. So, this must be what was to happen.


After watching for a few hours as the warriors took turns supporting Jalek and Hordas, she went to get settled for some sleep of her own. Just as she went to lie down in the room that was to be Malm’s and hers for sleep, Phoebe heard them call to her. Rushing to the edge to the hot spring, she saw Hordas began to respond with more movement. He began to move an arm, as if wading in the water. A quick look at Jalek did not yield the same response.


She called out from the edge, “Gently sit Hordas up in the water.” She threw a cloth over to the nearest warrior, “Clean his face in case the water from the spring stings.”


The warrior did as she instructed. Hordas began to open his eyes, slowly at first as if seeing bright light, and then fully open.


He spoke in their alien tongue at first, and must have been asked to switch to English as he began again with, “What happened?”


Malm came to stand beside her and spoke. “You and Jalek were piloting the jump when we were attacked by an enemy jump from Cordin’s battleship. We thought you had been hit by a normal bone conduction sonic pulse, but somehow you were poisoned with neurotoxins.” He paused long enough for the young warrior to process what he said. When Hordas nodded and motioned for the others to help him stand, Malm asked, “Warrior, is there anything you remember during that time that could help us understand what happened, and why Jalek is still not conscious? You two have been out almost an entire cycle.”


Hordas still sat on the edge of the spring with his legs submerged up to his calves and said, “The only thing I remember was seeing a jump full of Skleen firing on us. They must have sent a pulse, because then everything went black and I woke up here.”


Phoebe had moved to check the back of his head and change another one of those sheet bandages. To her astonishment, his cut was almost healed and looked like a plastic surgeon had done the work, the wound carefully closed and almost invisible. Her astonishment must have shown as Malm said, “What is it Phoebe? Is his head healing as it should?”


She stuttered as she said, “Yes, almost completely.”


Her eyes trailed back over to the still-unconscious male who had been the reason she was able to be here with her mate. Jalek remained still and unresponsive as the warriors continued to support his limp body in the water. Sadness drained the last bit of energy she had from the long day as she half-whispered this prayer to the Goddess, “Please save this young warrior. I put him in your hands.” All the others looked to her for direction where Jalek was concerned. She had to be that strong, assured Phoebe she’d been in the past. She was in here somewhere—had to be. Then she spoke up enough for the others to hear, “Take him back to the infirmary for the evening rest and we will submerge him in the pool again in the morning cycle.”


Once she had him dressed and set up with a gaiata drip, she checked in on Hordas. He was awake and chatting with the other warriors. It made no sense, and she had to get to the bottom of this. Jalek should be awake by now. She went back to the Infirmary and stood there staring at the beautiful young male. A teardrop escaped her eyes as she contemplated what to do for him. He was only trying to help her get to Malm. This wouldn’t have happened if she’d insisted he went home to his family when he was supposed to. It was her fault he lay here unconscious now.


Malm’s large hand ran a warm caress up her back to rest on the back of her neck, as he kneaded out some of the tension. He leaned into speak with her and said, “You need rest like the rest of us. Jalek will pull through. He is young and strong. Come to bed.” As he led her off to bed, she looked back at Jalek one more time, sending another silent prayer to the Goddess to heal him.

















15









“Where is my son, Lord Tordin? He was supposed to be here by now. If he left when I called him home, he would be here. I want a straight answer from you. Where is he?”


Tordin had avoided this call for as long as possible. He wanted to have something to report to the Lord about his son. At the moment, nothing had changed. He’d bucked it up to do his duty and give him an update on what he knew. It would have been easier to take this male’s call earlier, if he weren’t so abrasive and condescending all the time. He was one of Tordin’s least favorite males to have to talk with. So much so, he always made it a practice to end the call as fast as possible.


He took a moment before responding, reminding himself to be on his best behavior. Allowing Lord Quan to rattle him would only give the manipulative male something to use against him with the Intergalactic Alliance, IGA for short. That could make his life a little more difficult when it came to dealing with his own father, Emperor Gordin. That was this male’s way and Tordin had little use or tolerance for it.


“Lord Quan, I am looking into that. He did not leave immediately. There was an issue on our Penal ship and he stayed to make sure Lord Malm’s mate was escorted safely over to him. When they attempted to return to the ship, they were fired on by Cordin’s rogue battleship. The jump he piloted was last seen spiraling down to an uninhabitable planet called Rogolas. I have a search party on its way to find survivors as we speak.”


“How could you have let this happen? You disobeyed a direct order to have my son sent home for an important family matter. You should have made sure you put him on the transport yourself.”


“With all due respect, Lord Quan, I am the Crown Prince and Master Lord of our Defense Ministry, not you. I do not take orders from anyone except the Emperor. Make certain you correct your understanding of that. And, Jalek is of full age and able to make his own choices. I relayed the request and he decided to volunteer to help with this before he left to go back home. This has nothing to do with me, and everything to do with the fact that your son is of full age, with his own mind.”


“You got him killed! Did this have anything to do with that Earthian female he was mooning over? He had some sort of unhealthy infatuation with a dying Earthian on your ship, and I told him to stop being foolish. If this has anything to do with her, you will pay for your carelessness.”


The male’s tone and threat set Tordin’s blood to boiling but he wouldn’t let this pompous ass get him flustered. He took a breath like Kyra did when her temper flared and said, “Watch yourself and your threats. That is your first and last warning. As for your son, how is it careless if he did indeed choose to help her or anyone else? I don’t see your logic in that.”


Tordin had never been a fan of Lord Quan. He was a distant relative of his mother’s family and flaunted his royal ties to make others obey him. Tordin had taken Jalek under his mentorship as part of a way for the young man to blossom and get away from his overbearing and strict father. Jalek had grown and was beginning to flourish far enough away from Lord Quan, and Tordin knew he didn’t want to go back home. He’d allowed him to take his time to leave and had gladly given him the task of escorting Phoebe over to Malm, once the young man realized she wasn’t to be his.


Lord Quan didn’t take the hint and said, “If my son is dead, you will pay dearly.” Then the line went dead.


That bombastic old fart had threatened him twice and hung up on him. Tordin understood he was upset about his son, but this didn’t help him. Lord Quan may be head of the IGA but he wasn’t Emperor of Olodia, nor did he have any power to do anything to him. There was much he could forgive and excuse, but Lord Quan walked a fine line.


Tordin shrugged it off. Right now he had to save a jump full of his best people and find out who was behind Cordin’s battleship attack. Tordin knew his brother wasn’t savvy enough to plan his own escape, and he was determined to get him back into custody to finally answer for his antics. Tordin couldn’t explain how, but he knew his wayward brother still lived.


Tordin ran a hand through his thick mane and looked out his observation window down to the small, hot planet. He turned his attention to the smaller speck in the distance—the battleship that sat there waiting. This was a race to find them, him against that rogue battleship. Malm, Phoebe, Jalek, and the others had to be alive, and he had to get to them before whoever was in that battleship did.
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Phoebe ran. Her lungs burned from the fiery ache of overuse. Each inhale came at a huge price. Air refused smooth passage into her body as she labored to drag it in. How had they found her? She had to keep running, couldn’t stop, couldn’t get caught. Didn’t they know Jalek was here? Jalek must be protected.


Cordin stood at the entrance of the cave, laughing as she ran around outside from an invisible assailant. His laugh taunted and bullied her. She had to keep running. She had to get away. If she could make it to the jump and fly away then she’d be safe. The more she tried to make it to the jump, the farther it was. Wait—how could she leave Jalek? He still needed medical attention. She wasn’t a coward. Phoebe didn’t want to run away, but something pushed her onward.


Cordin’s maniacal laugh rang in her mind, haunting and driving her to madness.


They wouldn’t capture her. Malm wouldn’t allow them to capture her. He’d come for her. She continued to fight, kick, punch, and scratch. They wouldn’t take her—not without all the fight she had within. Then it happened. She was caught, held tight, and subdued. She fought and scratched as if her life depended on it. She struggled to free herself. Cordin’s laughter in the distance mocked her.


They come for him now. They have found him. Remove the device at the base of his hairline. Do it now.


Phoebe woke, thrashing and kicking, as Malm held her.


“Shh, my love. It is just a bad dream. Shh, you are safe,” he cooed in her ear, holding her tightly against his chest.


“Oh no, did I hurt you?” she asked, realizing it had been Malm she’d been fighting as she tried to escape in her dream.


Do it now.


The sight of a laughing Cordin flashed through her mind as she shot up from the sleep mat. “Quick Malm, we have to get Cordin. Something is not right with his hairline. We have to get it out of him now.” She grabbed his arm in the dim light of the room and said again, “Please. The Goddess showed me danger. We have to find him and remove something—a tracker—yes, that’s it. He has a tracker on him and we have to remove it now. The ones who hunted us are coming for him—now!”


Malm raced out of their room to alert those on watch. Phoebe stood back as they took Cordin toward the illuminated hot spring for a better view. Malm tilted Cordin’s head forward, as the man fussed and complained about the harsh treatment. She watched as he ran the tip of his thumb along Cordin’s hairline and then stopped.


He looked at Phoebe and nodded. “Bring me something to cut it out.”


“Hey, wait a minute. What are you doing? You cannot cut me! I’m the Emperor’s son. I have to be treated better than this,” Cordin wailed.


Phoebe ran to the infirmary where Jalek still slept, unmoved from the position he was in when she’d left him. She rummaged through the supplies until she found a surgically sharp crystal-looking scalpel, and returned to Malm at the water’s edge.


“Malm hold him still and I will do it. It may be close to a nerve and I don’t want you paralyzing him. Now show me where it is.”


“You stay away from me. You are not a Healer. I demand she stay away from me!” Cordin cried, trying to fight the inevitable.


Warriors converged on him, not needing an explanation for why she wanted to cut him. They wrestled him down to the floor on his stomach as Malm held his head still. Phoebe dunked her hands in the hot spring to wash them, prayed he didn’t have some incurable alien disease, and came over to do what could very well save them all. She took a steadying breath, focused, and made a small incision directly above the lump hidden in the very edge of his hairline. Beneath lay a small sliver of black onyx.


She used the tip of the crystal scalpel with expert ease to remove the device, placed it in Malm’s palm, and slapped one of the white sheets on the back of Cordin’s head. Malm looked at the sliver, broke it in two and then called over one of the scouts.


“Run this through the press to destroy it.” Then he spoke to everyone. “When it is dark again, we will leave, board the jump, and depart. I do not want anyone leaving this cave until we all do. Does everyone understand?”


The warrior took the pieces and went about his work of grinding it up to dust in a device Phoebe suspected was able to pulverize just about anything. The warriors brought Cordin back up to sit and face Malm and Phoebe. His face was tear-stained, and with his hands still linked behind his back, he couldn’t wipe them away. Phoebe ran and got something to clean his face and a container with some gaiata in it for him to drink. Yes, he was a prisoner and had done some very bad things, but she felt bad not using any type of numbing agent. At the moment, it couldn’t be helped. She couldn’t read their language yet, and time had been of the essence. The Goddess had shown her how to keep them from getting caught by whoever looked for Cordin. She’d done it and hopefully they’d be safe and able to get back to the fleet.


“Cordin, you owe us a lot of answers. Let us start with you telling us who is after you, and why we did not know you had a tracking device all this time.” As if reasoning aloud, Malm continued, “The Penal ship’s scanners should have detected it.” Malm said, beginning to pace a bit in spite of the tight area the warriors crowded by the hot springs.


As if something dawned on him, he stopped pacing to stand in front of the prisoner, invading his personal space. “You are the reason they fired on us. It makes sense now as to how they knew to stop firing on the Penal ship and stay with our jump. It is because we have you with us. Who is behind this?” he asked the defiantly quiet man. Cordin refused to say a word, so he continued, this time adding more information that could make the male talk. “You have to see they want you dead, and are not trying to rescue you. Let me repeat that slowly for you—There is no rescue attempt. Tell me now. Who is doing this, and why did you remain silent about the tracking device—answer me!” Malm said, producing an animalistic roar that echoed in the cave, deafening everyone for a few moments.


Phoebe could feel the heat of anger wafting off him. She placed a hand on the middle of his back and rubbed little circles of comfort to help keep his aggression and anger at bay. She couldn’t blame him for getting angry with this situation, but she didn’t need him losing it in front of his males either. His muscles relaxed under her touch and she breathed a sigh of relief as well. They had to deal with the possibility of unknown assailants knowing their destination and coming directly after them. Were they sitting ducks with an entire army outside that cave? Or, did they need to leave now?


Cordin got his composure back and began to speak. “I do not know exactly who is after me. Nor did I know I had been tagged like some low-life servant or property. I am as shocked as you, and have the pain and possible scar from this fake Healer to prove it.”


Phoebe blanched as the insult he hurled about her medical credentials landed, eating away some of the confidence she’d regained. It was Malm’s turn to comfort her as he reached for her hand and held it.


“You will not speak to my mate like that. I do not care who you are.”


“At least I simplified it enough by speaking in her vulgar, unsophisticated tongue so she could understand. I could have spoken our language and said anything. She wouldn’t have been the wiser. What is the matter, cousin, does it not boil your tainted blood to know you are too unstable to do anything but be Tordin’s servant? Even now, you fight yourself to keep what you truly are hidden. What will this weak, pitiful subspecies do when she finds out she mated a monster?” Cordin said, daring to taunt and disrespect Malm in front of his men.


Lightning fast, one of the warriors, who’d been behind Phoebe just seconds ago, had Cordin dangling off the ground by his throat. It was Hordas. The warrior’s muscles flexed and tightened as he continued to choke the stain that was Cordin. Before now, Phoebe had felt a little sorry for the male, believing he was in the unfortunate position of having to learn a hard life lesson. Now she knew for certain he was as Kyra said, a bad egg.


Cordin clawed at Hordas’ hand as his face purpled with lack of air.


“Hordas, put him down. He is not worth your honor coming into question. We may not like it, but it is not for us to dole out punishment to him. His judgment comes soon, and we will deliver him to those with that authority,” Malm said, using a fatherly voice to tame the heated intent that devoured the young warrior.


“It is because of him I almost died. Now, he dares disrespect the Radiant One? I cannot let that go—even if you are content to do so,” Hordas said, never looking away from Cordin.


Murmurs from the other warriors confirmed their agreement. They had no patience for his lack of information, casual attitude about the attack, or the insult to Phoebe. Phoebe’s legs trembled beneath her from the heightened infusion of emotions filling the space. The situation had turned volatile in a matter of seconds and it scared her. She knew Malm could snap Hordas and any of the others in two, but she didn’t want to be the cause for him having to defend her honor. She was grown and able to do that herself.


Malm spoke quietly and calmly to his males, “I can only imagine the pain and anger you feel at having to treat Cordin way better than he has ever treated any of us. But… that is what we must do.” He continued to speak, reminding them they were Royal Warriors under the command of Lord Tordin. He made them remember who they were and not who they wanted to be for a few moments, until the blood lust abated.


Listening to Malm give the warriors this talk helped her open up a new understanding of his daily struggle—no, his daily ritual. This could very well be the same talk he gave himself all the time, to remember he was in charge of his life and wasn’t ruled by the aggressive Herodian blood. Malm was complex, admirable, and way more in control than she’d ever be.


Malm turned to look at Phoebe by his side and continued, “My mate is like no other female I have ever encountered. She is more than capable of defending her honor from anyone,” he stressed that word and looked around the room, “Who would try to trample on it or take that task away from her? She is my equal and never my property. I will defend her from any and all danger, while I honor her right to do the same for me. None of you will usurp her rights, no matter how noble you think your misplaced actions are. It is because of her that we are safe and alive. She has proven time and again that her power and strength puts all of ours, combined, to pitiful shame.” Malm looked back down at her and gave her kiss in front of them all. Then he spoke only to her when he said, “Phoebe—Radiant One, do you want us to discipline Cordin for his blatant disrespect? We will honor and carry out your wishes as you see fit.”


He’d managed to dumbfound her. It was confirmed henceforth and forevermore, she was married to an alien god. Men from Earth never acted like this. He was the best fusion of strength, sensitivity, and sensibility. Malm continued to impress her. With all her training in trauma situations, she still couldn’t think this fast, to diffuse a hostile situation like he’d just done.


Phoebe fumbled around in her mind to find an answer worthy enough to be his mate. Nothing jumped out at her. Instead she saw a flash of a chess game in progress, one where she’d opened with the classic Queen’s Gambit. She never tired of using her love of chess to help her navigate the treacherous waters of politics back on Earth. Using a move that appeared like she sacrificed her pawn to quickly gain the upper hand was a move she adored. Many an egotistical blow hard had fallen to that move. Unlike them, she was willing and able to release some power up front to gain it all back in the end.


This might be the Goddess leading her, or maybe her old confidence attempting to revive itself, but she decided to engage into a little bit of the old Queen’s Gambit where Cordin was concerned. She imagined the idea of sacrificing anything was completely foreign to him and thus something he wouldn’t see as a strategic move. He’d laughed at her in his dream as she ran around like a chicken with her head cut off. How could she equate that dream to the chess move? Who had been the pawn she’d sacrificed in the dream? She had to think quickly. Something about this seemed so right, and she had to make the best show of her execution.


Eureka! Jalek had been her sacrifice. In the dream, she mourned leaving him for safety, but had to do it to help them all. She’d use what she’d learned in the dream. Malm would have her back and not let anything happen to her. She knew that.


With as much acting as she could reliably pull off, she looked at Cordin and said, “Please, tell your team to stand down. We will do as you say, just give me the cure for Jalek, please? He will die without it. We will surrender and go quietly. Just don’t let him die. Please?” It was complete and utter poppycock, but she knew Cordin couldn’t refuse having power over her—even if it was a lie.


Cordin laughed, taking the bait. “For such a low life form, you amuse me. Why should you care about Jalek? You are beneath his lineage. Trust me, if the shoe were on the other foot, you wouldn’t fare so well. Only these… peasants and barbarians care about your safety, I assure you. Back on my planet, you wouldn’t qualify to clean after us, let alone be in our presence. Your Earthian weakness and beliefs are humorous,” he said, sneering down at her.


If she didn’t have to school the asshole, she would have kicked him right in the nuts. But, he was a predictable one. Her “innocent” defensive opening move had been initiated and accepted. Cordin was living up to be as big an ass as she suspected. He couldn’t resist the carrot she’d dangled in front of him. She didn’t believe he ran things any more than she believed the next part she was about to say. Cordin was a spineless twit, leaping before he jumped, and she would make him jump very high. She didn’t doubt that he’d play right into her hand, showing his weakness as she played the second pawn sacrifice.


“Oh really? And why is my belief in Jalek’s health unwarranted? Could it be that you and Jalek managed to dupe us all into helping you escape? Why don’t you tell us how you poisoned him and Hordas to keep him quiet? Go on, tell us the truth, or I won’t be able to stop myself.”


His eyes grew large. “What are you talking about? What won’t you be able to stop? I never even met that male, Jalek!”


“Hold him down, males,” she said moving closer and pushing Malm aside. “Unlike Malm, who is a way better person than I am. I have no problems taking this scalpel with my fake Healing self, and cutting you from here to here,” she said, moving a finger from right to left with her left hand, as she still held the ultra-sharp instrument in her right hand. “Now, call them off or face your own death by my hands.”
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“Stop! Cousin, control your mate—make her stop!” Cordin yelled, thrashing and bucking as Phoebe came closer with the precision scalpel. “All right, I may be able to call them off. It is a long shot but I may be able to do something about it. Just get that thing away from me—you crazy lower-species female.”


“How?” she asked, holding the blade close to his throbbing jugular. Hardcore interrogators had nothing on her. Phoebe was certain he’d pee his pants if she kept this up. “Tell us Cordin. How did you plan all of this? It’s funny… all that shooting and we never suffered anything but the equivalent of a busted tail light and an electrical shock to the engines. Something to slow us down enough to overtake us, and bring back to that battleship. I’m gonna need you to tell me who,” she ran the blade up the contour of his neck as he took a big gulp, “And how,” she finished, running the blade back down to rest near his jugular again.


To save face, he’d have to offer to go out of the cave first in order to speak with his minions, or admit he’d lied and give up the real mastermind behind all of this. Her only hope is that he really did know more than he let on.


“I—I…” he stammered.


“Yes?” she asked, pressing the sharp tip of the blade a little heavier at the base of his throat.


He was cornered. They both knew it. Either he took the leap and agreed to go outside, or give up the false power he thought he’d won with them. One way or another, she’d get a straight answer out of him. Was Cordin going to be the coward or hero today? That was the question. Everyone in the vicinity held still and quiet as his hard breathing filled the space.


Phoebe decided to poke the bear, so to speak, and pricked the skin of his neck to draw a little harmless blood. The deep red color against his pale skin made for a fearful sight and a testament to her ability to defend herself, and she allowed the warriors to take it all in—just in case there was one who wasn’t totally Team Malm.


“Well? I’m waiting,” she said, lifting the tip of the scalpel to show him his blood running down its razor edge. If she didn’t know better, she would have thought he was about to faint at the sight of his own blood. Oh well, it looked like the coward would show up today.


“I lied! Get that thing away from me. I lied. I don’t have anyone at my command. I assume the attack is from someone I owe. I’m not sure who, but that’s the best I can think of.”


“No Cordin, that’s not good enough. If you owe money, your creditors usually want you to stay alive to pay—not dead. Think harder. Who wants you dead… besides everyone you’ve ever met, that is. Who wants you dead enough to carry it out? Give me a name.”


“I promise I do not know! I am as shocked about all this as you are.”


“Who have you spoken to? You must have had someone you confided in while you were on the Penal ship. Tell me everything, or take your last breath—don’t test me Cordin!”


He broke down sobbing uncontrollably. That type of emotion couldn’t be faked. This was a dead end, but why would she dream of Cordin laughing at her? It wasn’t like they had any sort of interaction. He didn’t taunt her as much as try to insult her and play big and bad to hide how scared he was. No, that dream meant someone else was playing her. But who?


Phoebe removed the knife from his throat to allow him to think straight. She’d won this round. Or did she? She played the right game—wrong opponent. Someone on their team was in cahoots with whoever was behind the attack on the Penal ship, the jump, poisoning the co-pilots, and most likely tagging Cordin with a tracker.


Time waited for no one, and she had to figure out how to get from here to that jump without Malm or his warriors getting hurt. Still, the idea of throwing Cordin, or more likely Brantley out there for either the elements or the hunters to shoot them, wasn’t off the table. She had no qualms about doing it, if it came down to a choice between them and Malm.


Thinking of Brantley, he’d been especially quiet the entire time. She knew she’d threatened him, but Brantley was a compulsive complainer. There was no way he’d be able to keep quiet and amiable this long. She turned to Malm, who had the unmistakable look of passion in his eyes, and asked, “Where are they keeping Brantley?”
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“He’s gone!” one of the warriors finally said after they’d scoured the rooms and passageways looking for Brantley.


Another took inventory of supplies. Malm asked for a report on what Brantley might have taken. The warrior didn’t look happy to deliver the news. “Lord Malm, his transport suit, a few breathing masks, and a hand weapon are gone.”


Malm turned in a 360-degree circle, looking—no, more like glaring at each of the warriors. He stormed past them to Phoebe. When he was by her side, he turned back and said to the crowd of males, “Now is not the time to place blame or point fingers. At the moment, we have an unstable, armed prisoner out there doing Goddess only knows. Pack up. We leave as soon as possible. You have less than an hour.”


Finished, he looked at Phoebe with something in his eyes she hadn’t seen before—helplessness. She didn’t want to see it, but knew he didn’t know what to do and it was driving him to protect her and everyone. She placed a loving hand on his cheek and said, “Honey, what’s wrong? We’ll be fine, you know that.” She reached out for his hand. When he took it into his large, warm one she said, “Come on now… what’s the matter? You have to tell me, remember, we’re in this together.”


He grabbed her by the wrist and whisked her away to their private room. It was the farthest away from the great room to give them privacy, although they hadn’t wanted to chance doing anything in the somewhat-communal space. Once they were inside, he motioned for her to move over to the farthest corner of the room before he said anything. She did, allowing him the last few moments to compose whatever it was he was about to say.


Malm spoke. “Phoebe, I feel like it is happening all over again—like when we were ambushed by Cordin and the Skleen on Nenndi. I fight those thoughts every cycle. It still haunts me, taunting me that I was not able to protect the party and do the one duty I was supposed to.” She couldn’t make out the details of his face in the dim room, but the parts she did see were marred with anguish and pain. She urged him to continue with another caress to his cheek with the back of her hand.


He said, “I fight the thought that this time I will not be able to help you—that I will lose you. As I think about it, this is part of the reason I did not want a mate. The thought of anything happening to you has been one of my harshest opponents. Ever since you came onto the Penal ship. I have not been able to do what I am capable of, to protect you. I failed. It was my responsibility to make sure Brantley was watched at all times. As I think and go back through the events, each time we worked to see after Jalek, Hordas, and even when we dealt with Cordin, all the warriors rushed out to take part. Most of these males have never worked the Penal detail, and are not in the habit of thinking like a guard of a prisoner. Brantley escaped because I did not do my job, and now he may be on his way to the enemy to tell them exactly where we are. At this very moment, we are sitting in a hole, waiting for the enemy to find and kill us.”


Phoebe didn’t immediately respond. She knew she had to give his words a moment to sink in. Plus, the Goddess was quiet. It didn’t make sense. Why lead them here, show them about Cordin’s tracker and help Hordas recover, if only to place them in danger with Brantley escaping? She took a moment to concentrate, to hear the Goddess’ voice. Silence—no not silence, but her own mind’s racing thoughts were the only thing to greet her. She turned over all the whys she could think of, hoping something would flash or show her the way.


If the Goddess was quiet, maybe it wasn’t so bad? Phoebe slinked closer to Malm, putting her arms around his narrow waist as she held onto him. He returned the gesture by pulling her close. She needed him, just him and not the leader and warrior. At this moment, she’d dare steal a slice of pleasure from her mate. All the running around, surviving, and improvising was tiresome. This was, in essence, their honeymoon. Instead, they stood in a darkened corner of a communal cave, holding onto each other in their time of need. She needed him more than she could breathe. If just for a moment, she needed to feel the pleasure they could give each other.


Phoebe didn’t know what would happen next but she knew what she needed to happen now. As bold as she’d ever been, she placed a hand on the front of his pants to find what he’d said was hers, and began to rub and massage. His member was already impossibly hard, throbbing and hot through his clothes. She smiled. This was her reward she needed for surviving and being in this predicament.


Bringing his head down to meet hers, she whispered, “I need you inside me, if only for a few moments. I can’t do this without you and I need to connect with you in the most intimate way possible.


He cocked a heavy, masculine brow at her and said, “But the males… they have extra sensitive hearing, like me. They will hear us.”


“I don’t care and I’ll be extremely quiet, I promise,” she said, already moving to find her treasure as she loosened the band of his bottoms to pull out his massive cock.


“I do not believe you can be as quiet as needed, based on your history. This is highly arousing but not appropriate. I dishonor you to go any further with this. Please Phoebe, we must contain ourselves and wait until we are back on the ship.”


“There are no guarantees of anything!” she said in a loud whisper. “We have to seize the moment, this one in particular. Would you deny me my needs, especially when they are for you? I do not want to beg, but that is what I’m doing. Please, Malm,” she said pausing to run a tongue over the outline of his wonderfully full bottom lip. “Please fuck me now. I promise to be quiet, but I need you pushing me into pleasure. Let me make it good for you too, baby. Please,” she cooed.


No other words were exchanged as she found herself facing the back wall of their room. Malm moved swiftly, pulling down her pants and running the tip of his long, thick middle finger down the crack of her bountiful ass until he found what he wanted. She was past wet, more like slippery with her need for him.


She placed a cheek against the limestone like wall and breathed, “Fuck me hard right now. Can’t you see how bad I ache for you?”


Her question was answered by the sweetest, most exquisitely forceful impaling she’d ever experienced. Malm’s hot breath fanned the back of her neck and left shoulder as he leaned in and said, “Is this what you want, my love?” Before she could answer, he withdrew almost to the end of her and surged in again with enough force to make her hiccup with the connection. “Say another word and I stop. You drive me insane with want for you and I find myself unable to deny you anything. Take it and take it all. One sound and I stop,” he said, the promise evident in his voice. Again and again he fucked her hard, against that wall, daring her to say a word. Each thrust a promise to stop if she said anything more.


The struggle was real. Phoebe felt her eyeballs roll back in her head as she fought nature’s urge to speak, moan, or make any sound at all. The primal erotic ecstasy of it all was the most exquisite sensation she’d ever encountered. There was an added thrill of knowing his men roamed not even thirty feet away. He did this for her, for them. As he pounded her, filling their small space with the sound of her body’s juices giving his massive shaft invitation in, she fell into a haze of beautiful splendor. Reaching back to grab his wrists for better stability, she became aware this was the Goddess’ doing.


She took him into her gladly, allowing her core to convulse around him, knowing her release was nigh. The frequency of his thrusts was maddening, and threatened to make her faint from the climax that teased and hovered just out of reach. Onward, he pushed in and withdrew, coaxing a grunt from her. She shook her head as if giving herself a warning, but held on as he drove her over the cliff, past the fall, and into a new realm of excitement. Then it all became clear. She saw so much, it threatened to make her screech with excitement.


Brantley and the Skleen had never stopped working together. He was the one person around Jalek, Hordas, and Cordin while they were still on the Penal ship. Flashbacks of his antics as the co-pilots helped him get his transport suit on, and how he touched them and made it difficult for them not to have close proximity with him. Then there was Cordin’s complaint about Brantley pinching him as they boarded the jump. Brantley must have rammed the thin tracker into Cordin’s neck from behind before their hands were secured to those magnetic poles on the jump.


She saw flashes of Brantley on the ship, speaking with a now dead Skleen through the walls. The scene was gruesome as she saw some sort of mist permeate Brantley, sucking some of his life force out until he obeyed the Skleen. Seeing this part did nothing to soften her heart toward him though. He knew what awaited him back on Olodia—a chance to live. This way, working with the Skleen, he’d chosen certain death. Brantley was nothing more than an impulsive brat with no backbone.


He was more like Cordin than Kyra had known. The only reason he was on the space station and kept getting promoted was because of his uncle. His uncle had been the director of the entire Space Exploration Federation—over all the space programs around the world. No one wanted to upset or draw his attention to them if they didn’t promote his nephew, and so they did. They kept allowing his incompetence and failure to develop a false sense of importance. The little monster gained more and more power, until his inability to do his job became the undoing of an entire space station, killing countless brilliant, innocent souls.


Another flash showed her Brantley outside the cave waiting for them, in ambush, just as Malm feared. She saw him laugh as he picked off warriors one by one, from a perch on one of the hills by the jump. In an instant, she knew he wanted to take Cordin and Hordas to fly the jump to the battleship to get his reward. He needed the batteries and a pilot to get his prize back there. She also saw ten hideous beings—most likely Skleen—on the planet close by. They searched for all of them.


Then the expansion of time collapsed with her climax as she slumped down, almost buckling to her knees with the pleasure of it all. Malm held her up, pumping into her a few last times as he released his hot seed into her, filling her up. He held her from behind as she trembled and allowed the orgasm to travel the length of her body. She loved the feel of his still-hard shaft inside her as they recovered together. A few more precious moments spent, and she knew they had to leave.


When she’d begun to straighten, signaling her composure, Malm said, “I felt her upon you. She showed you something, didn’t she?”


Phoebe was still speechless from the experience of the orgasm with the super-detailed vision. It overwhelmed her in a completely different way. She knew her strongest abilities from the Goddess would always involve Malm, and having him closer to her or better yet, inside her, intensified the clarity of the visions and meanings. His presence was part of her bridge to the Goddess’ realm. Malm, in the flesh, acted like a booster antenna to her communication with the Goddess.


Each time before, she’d been asleep or in some sort of trance. This time, she’d been in the suspension of an oncoming climax. She packaged this bit of information up to mull over and then discuss with Malm later. For now, they had to decipher the parts of her vision that helped them get to the jump, take out Brantley, and escape the life-stealing Skleen.


“Yes Malm, she showed me a lot. At the moment, we have to pack up to leave. You and I have to come up with a plan to make it the twenty yards from here to that jump without any casualties.”


They reluctantly released each other from the intimate embrace as Phoebe gave him a quick run-down of what she’d seen.


“So, Brantley is still out there? I sensed the Goddess showing where he was and what we needed to do to make it out of here.”


“That is amazing! So you really did feel her and some of what she showed me then?” she said, marveling at that piece of information. “I guess when we joined, it made everything stronger and put us in some sort of cosmic bubble where we shared the presence of the Goddess.”


“Yes, we have traditions that speak of a Seer and her mate’s joining as the strongest portal to the realm of the Goddess. Until now, I thought they were tales of a glorified past. It is believed that the sexual union as an expression of love is a very powerful tool of the Goddess.”


“Back on Earth, we had something like that call Tantric sex. I never got into it but can definitely see the benefits.”


“It is a little more involved than that. On your planet, that was known as sacred sex, although with the influence of the worship of your male deities with fragile egos, it was most commonly known as sacred prostitution.”


Phoebe bristled at that word. “That is most definitely not what we just did.”


“Quite right. We shared a sacred time and worshipped the Creator Goddess. In our union, her presence became evident and heightened. It is believed that the male is cleansed through the act. Many have sought out seers like you for cleansing before a war, important decisions, or even illness.”


“That sounds more like the temples where men would go to have sex with temple prostitutes!” she said, not understanding how she felt about this explanation.


“Yes and no. They were most likely seers like yourself, blessed of the Goddess and therefore known as Priestesses. I may have this incorrect but one of the earliest writings from your world about the Creator Goddess’ impact was well before even our fiasco on Mount Olympus.”


“Mount Olympus? What’s that got to do with anything?”


“I do not have time at the moment to go into detail, plus it is an embarrassing part of our shared history. But, understand that much of what your world believes to be Greek and Roman Mythology is most likely the antics of my ancestors having fun while vacationing on Earth. Because of their meddling in the lives of Earthians to satisfy their capricious forms of enjoyment, we were banned from coming to your planet and interacting with your people.”


Phoebe’s face scrunched up, not liking the idea of being a living pawn in some unpredictable alien game. She glared at him not trusting herself to say anything. He’d said those were his ancestors and not him or his contemporaries. She could never imagine Malm doing anything like that to her or anyone else, but she didn’t have to like it just the same. Her reaction must have spurred him to move away from that subject and onto explaining more about the Goddess’ call on her.


He continued, “As for the way the Goddess interacts with you is more in line with her more traditional designation for the expression of her power and impact. Your world knew the Goddess as Inanna, Queen of Heaven, and then later as Ishtar. But I need to stress that you are not limited to only one type of sight. You encompass gifts like those of prophecy, sight, intuitive strategy, and so much more. It is as if you are a warrior-seer, executing the wishes of the Goddess.”


“Whoa, this is a bit much to take in. I thought that’s what Kyra did?”


“Yes, in that she seems to be the power of the reactive expression of the Goddess’ power after something has happened. You differ in that you appear to be the wisdom, precognitive gift, and strategic power of the Goddess to prevent things from happening. It seems Kyra and you together are a two-power Goddess punch. You prevent and she cleans up if something gets past it. Both of you possess power in your own right. Your ancients told of these types of females, called of the Goddess as well. Females like Candace: Warrior Queen of Ethiopia, the great Oracles of Delphi, Joan of Arc, Mother Teresa, Harriet Tubman, Benazir Bhutto, Malala Yousafzai, and so many more, both praised and unsung, are examples of the various females blessed of the Goddess.”


“So, seers are real, and our ancients weren’t making up deities to worship?”


“Yes… and not necessarily. There are charlatans, fakes, and confusing accounts for all of them. Some of your psychics are real seers, some of your gods are real gods. Most of your creation stories do come from real accounts. You will see the Creation Goddess represented in chronicles from most of your cultures. It’s when you get to some of the later gods that you may have been worshipping Olodians and Herodians, instead of the true gods.”


“Oh, so Zeus, Hera, Hercules, and Aphrodite were real, just not gods?”


He cracked one of his breath-snatching smiles, winked, and said, “Tack on any number of gods from various cultures to that list. If and when we survive this and you meet my family, especially my uncle, Emperor Gordin, my father, or even my mother, you might have a stronger understanding. I am not saying they are the ones who perpetrated those myths on your planet, but they bear a very suspicious resemblance to depictions of some of these gods on Earth.” He gave her a quick affectionate hug and kiss as he said, “But in the meantime, we have to get going. I promise we will continue this history lesson a little later. Let’s find Brantley.”


She nodded, gave him a quick kiss in return, and began straightening her clothes to get out of there.
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“Listen up, warriors!” Malm’s voice boomed through the cave as his warriors stopped to focus on him. “We believe Brantley is still close by and planning some sort of ambush. We also believe there might be a team of Skleen approaching as well. Gather all essential gear into as much as you can carry in one trip. We will dispatch you in teams. If able, we will return for any non-essential materials left.”


Phoebe went to check on Jalek. In all the commotion and then her ‘session’ with Malm, she’d neglected her duty to check on her patient. She came closer to where he lay on the thin sleep mat and noticed his overall appearance looked better. She would perform a sensory check to see if there was any measurable improvement there as well. Phoebe didn’t like the idea of having him moved in this fragile state, especially under the circumstances, but it was the better option for saving his life.


She knelt down closer to him and said his name by his ear, “Jalek, can you hear me? It’s Phoebe.”


Before she knew what happened, he’d hooked an arm around her and crushed her to him. He pressed his lips to hers in a bruising kiss. She fought to get him to release her, screaming into his mouth. His eyes remained closed. Hating to do it, she put a well-placed punch to the left side of his abdomen, where his earlier bruise was. This caused his eyes to pop open. As the look of horror crept into his violet-colored eyes, his grasp on her became lax. Phoebe knew in an instant that this must have been an involuntary response to her voice, and that he didn’t know what he’d done until now.


She didn’t lose time getting up and away from him, just the same. As she stood to get her composure at a safe distance, his weakened voice floated in the air as he said, “Oh my. Please, Lady Phoebe, please forgive me. I don’t know what came over me. I didn’t mean to do that. I really don’t know how I did that. I promise I didn’t mean to dishonor you. I—”


She cut him off, hearing the shame in his voice. “Jalek stop, you’re fine. It was an involuntary response to the stimuli of my voice. All is well with me. You, on the other hand, need to get better so we can get you moved to the jump and back to the mother ship.”


He fought to sit up, and she wanted to help but hesitated until she knew he was still too weak to do it on his own. After she helped him sit and placed a land slider case against his back for support, he spoke again, this time a little stronger. “Where are we, and how long have I been out? I feel like I’ve been out for a while. Is everyone all right?”


“Let’s start by finding out what you remember, shall we? What’s the last thing you remember?”


He thought a moment and then offered, “I remember being in the cockpit of our jump, in an evasive scramble with an enemy armed jump. They must have hit us with a sonic pulse, because that is the last thing I remember.” His hand went to his left side, where she’d punched him, and Phoebe felt a tinge of guilt for possibly re-injuring him there.


“Good, you remember everything up to the crash. As for your questions, you’ve been out for roughly a little more than two cycles.”


“That long? I know you are a healer on your planet, is that a long time from where you came from? I mean, will I be all right?”


“Haha, I don’t know if I qualify to answer that. Remember, I was out for a few weeks in comparison. But no, I don’t think you were out too long, although you will need to be seen by the Healers when we get back to the ship.”


“I like how optimistic you are about getting back. And as I recall, you were out for well over five weeks.”


“Oh yeah, but isn’t that only about two weeks in Olodian time? Don’t make me feel like more of a slacker than I already do… what? What’s that look for?” she said, noting the puzzled look on Jalek’s face. “Oh slacker, it means underachiever. Sorry, I forget our slang is hard to follow.”


“No, it’s not that. I know what you meant. I’m thinking about how long you were in the coma. I came to visit you every day, and I know for certain you were out for five weeks and two cycles—Olodian time. If my calculations are correct, you were in a coma for ten and a half Earth weeks.”


Phoebe’s stomach did a flip. She was going to kill Kyra! Her condition had been worse than even she’d thought. Then she realized she’d gone off into her own world and her patient needed answers. She gave Jalek a smile, hiding all the what-ifs brewing within, and said, “Thanks for clarifying the time, and for coming to visit me each day.” Feeling a bit of softness for the sweet young male, she reached out and gave his hand a sisterly squeeze. “Now for your other question, we are currently in a hot spring cave approximately ten feet under the surface of Rogolas.”


“Rogolas, really?” he said and felt his perfect face. “But I’m not wearing a mask or the transport suit. I thought the planet was uninhabitable?”


“It is, on the surface. But, the Goddess led us directly here and provided fresh air, a comfortable climate, and an amazing hot spring. You should feel good, we had you in the hot spring for hours, trying to counteract the effects of the poison.”


“Poison? I wasn’t poisoned—just stunned with that pulse, right?”


“No, you were poisoned as well. We think that’s why the sonic pulse sent you into a deeper state of unconsciousness, taking longer to come out.” Phoebe took a moment to look at him again, scrutinizing his movements. She wished she had at least the most rudimentary parts of her medical bag. She could check his pupils for response or a possible concussion. How do you feel now? Any dizziness, pain, or unusual sensations?”


“Outside of that punch you managed to get me with, I feel somewhat normal. Still a little groggy from being out of it, but fine.”


“Do you think you could walk for me, if I helped you to your feet?”


“Sure, I don’t see why not. I’m not an invalid. My body feels normal,” he said, moving his legs and rotating his feet.


Good, hopefully this was another break in what they had to do. If Jalek could walk and get himself to the jump, that would release more warriors to be able to help move and be on the lookout for Brantley.


She came over and helped him to his feet. It looked like he would be able to walk, since he was able to keep from putting most of his weight on her. They stood and took a few steps as Malm came into the room. His expression was priceless as he watched Phoebe walk with a conscious Jalek.


“Phoebe, my love, let me help him. You can tell us what to do to help him recover, but I need you to concentrate on getting this room packed up.” He strode over, hooking his arm around Jalek’s shoulders, and began to help the young warrior get back into the swing of things. Looking over at Phoebe as she packed he said, “Some of the warriors believe Brantley might be harboring a Skleen’s essence. If so, that would explain a lot on how he was able to infect Jalek and Hordas and plant an organic tracker on Cordin.”


Jalek stopped walking and said as his eyes grew big, “Brantley did what to me? That’s it. Lady Phoebe, you don’t have to worry about—how did you say it?—whipping his ass, because I will, as soon as I get my hands on him. Where is the little runt now?”


“Gone, and no you can’t do anything to him. I don’t want anyone going near him. How about we concentrate on getting you back in top condition? We have to leave soon,” Malm said, getting Jalek to start walking again.


Phoebe was still processing what he’d said before that. Brantley had a Skleen’s essence? What was that, some sort of jar of poison? “I don’t understand, what do you mean he’s harboring a Skleen’s essence? Are you talking about like carrying it around, or like being a host to a parasite?”


“The latter—a host or even worse, a possession. I mentioned what you said about seeing a mist from a dead Skleen overtake Brantley. The males informed me that is a way they can inhabit the body of a humanoid being. It makes both of them stronger as they share their energy. This also means Brantley is able to behave pretty much like a Skleen in his ability to drain life and infect others. I think he took that weapon to throw us off. He might not need it if he is able to get close enough to touch us for any amount of time.”


Phoebe stopped packing to remember to breathe. This was worse than being stuck in an everlasting parade of horror houses. She didn’t know how to deal with an invisible enemy. How could she fight what she couldn’t see coming? Brantley had done a pretty good job of concealing his extra passenger the entire time. But, it made perfect sense that this was the case. She knew Brantley couldn’t pull this off by himself. Plus, that would explain the laughter from Cordin in her dream. She saw, but didn’t see the real truth behind what she saw. She’d been chased by an invisible assailant—the Skleen’s essence, while it hid in Brantley. Cordin was the decoy—clever.


Brantley had done his part by allowing them to think it was Cordin causing havoc. The job was so well executed that his guards came to help with Cordin, believing him to be the biggest threat. This allowed Brantley to escape. But how did he get those infinity loop cuffs off?


“Hey Malm, what your warrior says makes sense. I have a question though. How did Brantley get out of his cuffs to escape?”


“If he does have a Skleen along for the ride, that would be easy enough. The Skleen are manipulators of energy. They eat the energy of souls and can manipulate other types of energy. It is highly likely he was able to short circuit the energy field and walk out.”


“So you mean, he was able to get away the entire time? Why did he stay on the Penal ship for so long, even before we came, if that was the case?”


“Didn’t you say you saw the mist when the ship was fired on?”


“I don’t quite remember, but I get that impression.”


“Skleen are able to enter a host when the host is at its weakest. Fear weakens a host, making it easy for the dying Skleen to take over. Brantley may not have expressly given his permission to be inhabited. It may have been part of the commotion of the moment when the ship was under attack.”


“I guess so, but now we have to get back to our own ship,” she said, looking around the room to make sure she had everything.


Malm continued to help Jalek walk. The young warrior looked strong, no longer relying as much on Malm to stay upright, and they moved faster, almost at a normal pace. Hordas came to the door of the room and stopped when he saw his co-pilot up and walking.


“My Goddess, Jalek—you’re up!” he said, then yelled, “Hey every one, Jalek’s awake and up walking.”


Soon the small area was overrun by warriors cheering Jalek on as he continued to walk around, unassisted this time. Phoebe began putting some of them to work to take equipment and other gear out of the room. She needed to keep them busy, moving. They still had a big problem and she didn’t want to be a sitting duck.


“All right, males,” she yelled. “The Radiant One says it’s time to leave.” She didn’t like talking about herself in third person, but using this term seemed to get them moving with a purpose.


Packed and ready to go, Phoebe pulled on her connection with the Goddess for support, help, and a possible last minute insight on how to leave the cave. They’d discussed who would leave first as a scout. The lead scout on the team volunteered, but only if he could take Cordin with him. He’d reasoned that having Cordin with him might give him an advantage if he was indeed attacked or ambushed. Neither Phoebe or Malm liked the idea, but finally agreed when they considered all the equipment they needed to transport back to the jump.


The Goddess was quiet again. Although Phoebe would love to take her mate back to the room and have another go at it, she knew they had to leave. She’d have to wing it. She walked over to the brave scout—the same one who’d found the cave in the first place—and said, “May the Goddess protect, keep, and honor you for your bravery and sacrifice.” With that, she placed the palm of her hand to his forehead as he leaned over to bow to her.


The room gasped as she did this and it made her a little self-conscious. She hoped she hadn’t done something taboo, but didn’t have time to fix her mistake now. Instead, she shooed the warrior away and watched as he took a land slider and loaded it with a heavy load of supplies and Cordin. The entire party made it up to the opening of the cave. It looked like it had when they’d entered. It must be night time on the planet’s surface now. A sigh of relief escaped her as she thought about the Goddess’ words, that daylight was not safe.


She could see the jump in the distance as the scout scurried over to it on the land slider. They all watched as he went inside with Cordin to attach his cuffs to the magnetic pole, and then he unloaded his slider. Another set of scouts headed out, carrying another huge load of supplies. Good, so far three of them had made it safely to the jump, and not a peep out of Brantley or anything else.


Phoebe watched as load after load went into the jump, the last being the batteries. By strategic design, she’d insisted on Hordas going before Jalek to the jump, but as part of the last group before Malm, Jalek, and herself. Splitting them up into smaller groups gave Malm and her time to make any adjustments to their plans if something happened.


As soon as Hordas got to the jump, he connected the batteries while six other warriors stood watch. They used their hand weapons and scanned the area. Phoebe closed her eyes to scan with her senses. She felt a presence and knew they were being watched, but didn’t know why they hadn’t been attacked yet. Once Hordas gave the signal for them to leave, Malm bolted out the door with Jalek on his back. He jumped high into the air, gliding until he landed a few feet away from the jump. Depositing Jalek, he came back for her.


“Are you ready to fly?” he asked, grabbing her up into his arms.


“I love it when you ask questions you already know the answer to. Hell yes!” she said, holding onto him as he turned to take a running start.


Malm smiled, planted a kiss on her, and ran to gain speed. Then he leapt, soaring high into the air. Phoebe chanced a look down to see the arc of his leap cover the distance. He landed, allowing his strong calves to absorb the impact of the landing. When he sat her down, right outside the door to the jump, she had to fight down the impulse to ask to do it again. Their move out of the cave had gone faster than she ever thought possible. Malm didn’t want to chance Jalek giving out before they reached the jump. He also hadn’t wanted her attempting to run the distance, and get hurt or captured. His part of the plan worked brilliantly and she beamed with pride that Malm was her mate and husband.


For protection since she didn’t know how to handle one of their heavy hand weapons, she kept the sharp scalpel with her. Malm informed her it was made of pure diamond and wouldn’t break in combat. If anything corporeal did dare come near, they’d be sliced from ear to ear before they knew what hit them. It seemed like that sixty feet or so was the easiest stretch of land she’d ever traversed—simple, get a super hero to fly over it. The entire party had made it to the jump safely. Adrenaline continued to surge through her as she visually inspected everyone on the jump. All members of the party were accounted for, except Brantley. Malm made sure everyone was seated before preparing to take his seat in the cockpit. Jalek would sit this one out and continue to recuperate.


They’d managed to take everything and get everyone on board. Happiness floated her for a nanosecond, only to be replaced by an impending sense of foreboding. She didn’t want to look for what could go wrong. She wanted to get out of here and make it back to the ship, was that too much to want? The engines roared to life under her, and she wiped away tears that had shed of their own will. They idled for a moment as Malm came out of the cockpit, saying that he needed to check the landing gear. Something was wrong with it and he wanted to check it out.


As soon as he said that, she knew it was wrong. She screamed, “No!” as he opened the door, only to be grabbed by a sadistic-looking Brantley. Unlike the rest of them, he only wore a breathing mask and the underclothes of the transport suit. Brantley looked inhuman and deranged as she watched her strong husband crumple to the ground, falling out of the jump. Before she could think, she was out of her seat, locked in battle with a vile-smelling Brantley.
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“You bastard! I promised I’d kill you, and now I’m gonna make good on my words,” she screamed, putting frenetic force behind her rampage.


Phoebe took Brantley down to the ground in a Judo move from her past, from when she took classes as a teen. She didn’t know how she’d remembered the maneuver from so long ago, but allowed her body to take over as she pinned him to the dusty hot ground. He latched onto both her arms with a vice grip of pain. For the slightest second she felt a weak drain of energy. Phoebe didn’t have time to react to that. His death was the only reward she’d accept from him.


Unlike Malm, Brantley was puny, especially after losing so much weight. She sat on him, squeezing for dear life with her ample thighs and loving the fact that she easily had fifty-plus pounds on him. As she continued to tussle with him, it became evident he did indeed have some help. He was strong—too strong. She willed herself to use every ounce of knowledge, training, and experience she could pull from to outmaneuver him. She remembered that she had dropped the scalpel into a breast pocket of the travel suit. If she could get a hand free, she’d get it and rip him to shreds.


Suddenly she was airborne, lifted off him and encased in a pair of strong arms, as warriors swarmed them. It was Jalek. He’d removed her from Brantley in an attempt to help. Murderous rage coursed through her toward the well-meaning young warrior. She wanted blood to spill—Brantley’s—and by her hands.


“Get away from me and him—he’s mine,” she screamed and kicked against Jalek, like a berserker. He released her. Phoebe quickly got back into position to destroy the man-thing. The warriors formed a circle around the two as she advanced on Brantley. She wanted to strip out of that suit and helmet to have better mobility and vision, but she’d have to work with it for now. He had to die.


The little twit didn’t look the least bit fazed as he continued to dance with her, as if teasing and playing with her. He remained quiet as well. This was definitely not Brantley. The real one would have been spitting out venomous yet shallow threats uncontrollably. This one was a calculating entity, with clear intent on Brantley’s face. The eyes were hollow though. Why she hadn’t recognized it until now stumped her. Memories of how she hadn’t taken the time to spare him a glance the entire time they’d been here surfaced. That would teach her to stay sharp and notice everything. Lesson learned.


This was the real game, the real time to put the Queen’s Gambit into play. She slumped to her knees, feigning being injured. She wanted to make him believe his death grip had affected her. Kyra’s words about how Skleen were powerless in the presence of the Goddess rang true. She had only felt a momentary drain, and then nothing. The Goddess was with her.


Phoebe sat on her haunches in the dusty red landscape of the hot, smelly planet as that thing advanced toward her. Instead of speaking to it, she called out to the warriors who came near, closing the circle. “Stay back! His touch is dangerous! I command you—stay back—now!” They froze and she felt a wave of anger and helplessness wash over her from these beautiful young males. Sitting there gave her time and a direct view to her husband. He lie still like Jalek had before, crumpled by the side of the jump’s entry. She would not allow him to die.


It must be proximity, she thought. If Brantley stayed close to his infected prey, the poison lasted. The only difference between Malm and Jalek was that Brantley’s escape had given Jalek time to recover. She had to put an end to this. Brantley’s tour of terror was over. He’d caused too much pain and loss. His last breath belonged to her.


As if on cue, he accepted the move and moved toward her. The hot tears that streamed freely down her face were real, but the reason was as far from the presentation as could be. She tilted her head forward, as if in supplication and surrender as the others continued to look on helplessly. A deep breath to still her nerves and she felt what she needed to do. The meaning and power of it bypassed her intellect and went straight to her womb and gut.


When she saw his prison-issued shoes come into view, she whipped out the scalpel from her pocket, jumped up, and slit his throat from ear to ear. The savagery and force of her attack spewed a brilliant red arc of Brantley’s blood across her and a few of the warriors. She didn’t care. Nothing would harm her family.


As if in slow motion, Brantley collapsed to the ground to his knees, much like Phoebe had done a few moments before, But, unlike her, he did it as a muscle response and not a choice. As he fell forward to land face down, she rushed over to his twitching body. This wasn’t some stupid-ass movie and when he went down, she wanted him to say down. She ran the bloody scalpel across both his hamstrings, effectively paralyzing him. She’d be damned if he got up again.


The weight of their combined observation let her know the entire circle stared at her. She must have been a sight. A blood-drenched woman of color surrounded by giant warriors in a circle on a planet that looked like Hell, and she was the most lethal of them all.


“Quick, get Malm into the jump. We’re not out of danger. I feel the others close by,” she said, instructing the warriors to snap out of the shock of what had happened. She watched as a limp and lifeless Malm was picked up by three of his warriors and taken back into the jump. No sooner had they’d gotten him inside did she sense the vile smell again.


Phoebe did the fastest scan she could manage to calculate her options. Jalek and Hordas were under the jump, fixing the jammed landing gear and about ten more warriors were outside, some moving Brantley’s body away from the transport. She twirled around, feeling all the power of a creator protecting her family as ten of the most hideous beings ate up the short distance. Feeling the warriors behind her, armed and ready to shoot, she asked, “Can your weapons kill them?”


“Yes, if we shoot now before they can get into range to disable them.”


“Then take the shot, now,” she commanded and stepped aside.


Unlike guns from Earth, their weapons were made of concussive energy. The sound was more of a feeling than audible. Each shot’s aftermath resounded in her, sending dull, muted vibrations through her. It unsettled her for a moment as she fought down the urge to vomit. Over and over, they shot at the Skleen, taking down all but two as they made it to within thirty feet of the jump.


This is your fight. You must do this on your own.


Phoebe shuddered at the thought of being alone. Her worse nightmare was upon her. What if Malm didn’t make it? Could she go on, knowing the taste of being loved and supported for such a short time? She wanted Malm here. He always had her back. What if she couldn’t win? They looked menacing.


Before the next thought of doubt could wreck her more, the Goddess said, You are never alone. Malm is with you. You must do this on your own. You are the only one powerful enough.


Phoebe knew she was up. She wouldn’t allow the Skleen to kill any of these males.


“All right boys, these two are mine. Stand back and leave them to momma!” she said, pushing through the wall of males they’d erected to shield her from the Skleen.


One of them, whose name she couldn’t recall right now said, “With all do honor and respect Lady Phoebe, these are not your average Skleen. They are massive and stronger than any we’ve ever encountered. It’s taken more power to overcome them than we’ve ever used before. We need to make a run for it.”


She knew he spoke true, but that applied to males, not females—especially not her, not now. “I understand your concerns and they are wise. But do you see your pilots still under the jump? Unless any of you know another way to get us off this awful planet, we aren’t going anywhere until they fix that gear.” He refrained from saying another word. She decided using a little more tact wouldn’t hurt as she said, “Please go inside the jump. Having you out here is causing me more worry than these two. Trust me, I can handle them. I have the Goddess with me.”


Like sad children fighting bedtime, the warriors moved back toward the entrance of the jump. “Inside, warriors—I’ve got this!” she yelled, putting a little bass to her command. “Take care of my husband, and make sure he’s all right until I get there.”


She sensed more than saw them go inside the jump as a surge of beautiful clean power washed through her. Smiling at the confirmation of the Goddess’ presence and help, she stepped forward to engage the Skleen. They were indeed larger than she’d imagined, based on Kyra’s description, but they’d go down just as hard.


The one on her right extended a hand toward her. The faint brush of energy tickled. She knew he’d attempted to drain her and decided to play along. She stumbled and crouched over for a moment. Had to make it look good. She remained where she was. She’d allow both of them to approach and then she’d make her next move. Her king was in that jump and it was time for the queen to do what she did best, protect her king.


Again, they took the bait.


Would males of all species, planets, and galaxies never learn? Appearing weak and being weak are not always the same. The moment the first one touched her, she wanted to vomit but swallowed, allowing the foulness of his touch to dissipate. Then the other came close, grabbing her other arm and ripping off her helmet and breathing mask. They’d moved faster than expected, not allowing her time to regroup from the sick feeling of their touch. Then the first put his shriveled, boney hand around her throat in a vice grip. He squeezed, cutting off her airway. Her eyes burned as they pushed away from their retinal attachments. There was no real flesh to claw at or puncture with her still too-long nails, as she fought for much needed air.


Remember—you are never alone. The Goddess’ words gave her hope. No, they wouldn’t win, not while she still had breath in her body.


She knew the warriors watched from the jump and wanted to disobey her, but she said a silent prayer that they’d stay put. With both the Skleen latched onto her, and her body burning with air loss, Phoebe relaxed and went limp, playing the dead role of a lifetime. They released her, allowing her to fall to the ground.


Ow, that hurt. She’d make them pay for that, too.


Giving herself a few beats to pull in the acrid, burning, sulfur-infused air of Rogolas, she steadied herself enough to take in enough oxygen from those caustic breaths. The two Skleen forgot about her and advanced toward the jump. No one would die on her watch… she willed herself to remember the Goddess was with her. Phoebe scrambled around the ground, grabbing her breathing mask and helmet. A few seconds to allow fresh air to fill her lungs and she stood to a full-on run.


Catching them from behind, she bent low and with all her weight behind her, tackled both around their lower legs. Watching all that football had finally come in handy. The element of surprise left them vulnerable long enough for her to gather herself. Their hollow eyes showed no emotion, but their bodies were quick to respond. They jumped back onto their feet and advanced on her again. No one had ever called her slow-witted and this time she was prepared.


Phoebe allowed them to grab her again. She felt the stares of the horrified warriors, not even ten feet away as she lifted her head, giving in to the presence and allowing Skleen and warriors alike to see the power of the Goddess radiating through her. She wasn’t sure what she looked like, but based on the features of the hollow-eyed creatures and the gasps of the warriors, it must have been a sight indeed.


Phoebe reached out to grab onto the Skleen as they tried to scramble away. She was too fast and held both in her grip as a transfusion of creation pulsed and throbbed to her core. The Skleen writhed and sneered at her as she held fast. Their features began to contort as their bodies convulsed and spasmed. She knew it wouldn’t be long. Almost all the foul, mutated energy had been converted to life-giving power. Then, as if like a timer going off… poof!


She watched as bits of their coverings and skin—if that term could be used loosely—floated to the ground. She didn’t want to waste another moment with them, so she stepped over the remains to rush back to the jump and to Malm.


By the time she reached the entrance of the jump, most of the warriors gawked at something behind her. Phoebe didn’t have time to deal with anything else but getting to Malm. She pushed her way through the throng of tight abs and biceps, like a running back in sight of a touchdown, to get to the one person she couldn’t live without.


“Malm!” she screamed, wincing at the pain in her throat and lungs. She took in the sight of him lying on the floor in the same place Jalek and Hordas had been on the trip to the planet. She collapsed in crippling grief. Phoebe flung herself across his body, smearing him with the still wet blood on her suit and rocking with the force of her sobs. “Malm, please, wake up,” she said, allowing tears to overtake her.


No one dared touch her as she held onto Malm’s still body. Instead, she ignored the commotion around her as some of the warriors rushed back out of the jump to see something outside.


“Someone, get me something to clean this foul blood off of him,” she said, motioning to Brantley’s darkening blood smears. One of the others must have told Jalek and Hordas what Phoebe wanted, because they both came inside the jump and stood in front of her.


Jalek took a step forward and she shook her head no, in a fury of disapproval. Try as she might, anger toward him for interfering in her fight still seethed under the surface. Phoebe would make a note to work through that and apologize later. For now, she didn’t want him anywhere near her. Hordas rummaged through the medical supplies until he found what he looked for and brought her a packet of something she’d never seen before.


She took it, looked at it, and broke down into hysterical tears. It was another strange alien medical invention with their language plastered all over it. Phoebe wanted to hurl the thing at Hordas’ head but found the strength to refrain. Instead she tossed it aside, slumped for real this time, and scooted herself against the wall of the jump closest to Malm. She struggled to lift his dead weight but she wouldn’t give up. When the warriors saw what she wanted to do, they lifted Malm’s body up and placed his head onto her lap. She cooed and cried over him, running her hands over his helmet. If she didn’t know better, he could easily be asleep.


Hordas must have understood what sent Phoebe over the edge—again—as he stooped to grab the discarded packet. Keeping an eye on her as she watched over Malm, the warrior kneaded the packet in his hands, tore off the top, and handed it to her. Phoebe noticed steam coming out the top as she peered in to see what looked like a towel. Silent gratitude melted her heart as she tried to give him a smile of thanks in spite of her grief. She took the warmed moist towel out and began to clean her mate’s clothing.


When she attempted to take his helmet off, Hordas came close. She motioned that it was all right to help, and he proceeded to take Malm’s helmet off for her to inspect his head fully. With the door still open, she didn’t want to leave his skin unprotected from this air, and hurried to check him out. He was still handsome perfection.


After she had wiped down Malm’s face and placed a quick kiss to his warm lips, she replaced both of their breathing masks and said, “Hordas, help me get his helmet back on please?”


The warrior helped her put her mate’s helmet back on and checked to make sure his breathing mask was secure. He then motioned for her to put hers back on as well. Once she had the helmet back on, Hordas’ shoulders seemed to release some tension and he stepped back to allow her space with her mate. Certain she didn’t want to spend another minute on this planet, the wheels of her mind started to turn. It was time to get Malm back to the Healers. They had to help him. He had to wake up.


Think Phoebe. What has to happen to get him back to them? She ran scenarios of what might be waiting for them, if they stayed here and if they had enemy company waiting for them when they broke the atmosphere of Rogolas. Nothing about the situation had changed for the better, save Brantley’s death. They still had no communication, no coordinates to where the mother ship was, and not even enough power to make it back to Olodia. Or did they?


Jalek was the Lead Protocol Officer. Kyra said it was his job to know policies, procedures, and what types of resources they needed to run the ships. Maybe he knew how to get them back to Olodia if they couldn’t find the mother ship. She needed to eat humble pie and willed herself to be kind to the young warrior. He didn’t deserve her wrath. When she looked over to him, she saw the hurt on his face from her earlier actions.


Geez, I can be a spiteful bitch at times. Jalek only tried to help and I acted so nasty, she chastised herself.


“Jalek, I want to apologize for my hurtful actions earlier. There’s no excuse for them. That was unbecoming a team member and I ask your forgiveness,” she said, hoping he wouldn’t hold a grudge.


The smile that he beamed to her did away with that thought. “Most definitely, Lady Phoebe. I apologize for getting in your way earlier. The others told me what Malm said about usurping your ability to defend yourself and him.” He looked down at Malm and said, “He was right. He knows you so well. As for me, no apology is needed. I only ask that you allow me to assist you in whatever way possible. We have fixed the landing gear and are ready to leave on your order.”


She blinked at his words, ‘on your order’. Phoebe didn’t know what she was doing and didn’t want to take the lives of these warriors into her hands. She wanted to hold her mate, check out, and wake up at the Healing station with HDL to fix Malm. She looked down at him and imagined Malm taking charge to get them back safely. When she looked back up, a number of the males looked at her with something new in their expressions. It was… hope, but why?


“Why are you all looking at me like this? I don’t know what you want me to do. I couldn’t navigate a bee to a flower.”


Jalek spoke again. “We know how to navigate and do all that to find the ship. What we need is your blessing to make sure our journey is safe. You left a Goddess mark on the patch where you defeated the Skleen—like Lady Kyra did on Nenndi. Plus, you used the supreme blessing of the Goddess on Devar—you know the lead scout,” he said, pulling the male to stand in front of her as he bowed low again in honor. “Lady Phoebe, with your blessing, we will make it home. You gave it before and we were all able to make it to the jump.”


“Little good that did for Malm. I don’t know what I did, but please don’t put your faith in me. It was all the Goddess. I’m not anyone but an Earthian, in love with her mate. I will do whatever it takes to make sure he is all right. If it pleases the Goddess, I will ask her to give us her blessing. But please, do not put your trust in me. I can do nothing for you.”


“We will honor your wishes. What would you like to do now?” he asked.


She could tell nothing she said had changed their view of her one iota.


Give your blessing if you desire to, it is yours to use as you see fit and will be honored. Have faith in yourself—they do. Power dwells within.


Hearing the Goddess’ voice choked her up. Phoebe was out of her league and yet a deity instructed her to give males, strong enough to be superheroes back on Earth, her blessing as she saw fit. They stood, continuing to watch her. The hope in the air was palpable.
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Phoebe wanted to make him proud of her.


She’d given her blessing to each of the warriors by placing her palm on their foreheads, in honor of Malm. They’d come and knelt before her as she continued to cradle Malm’s head. When she was done, a pull of desperation drew her attention to the back of the jump to where Cordin sat, looking at her. It was him. He wanted her blessing too. The same male who had called her a lower-species female.


Then the words of the Goddess came back to give her blessing to whom she wished. She didn’t wish to bless bad deeds and remained seated, silently refusing his plea. Cordin had to face judgment for his actions. She knew that like she knew her own name. He was a runner, always running from his actions and decisions. It was time for him to make a change and that would come only when he had to reap what he’d sown. Realization that she’d operated in a manner Malm would approve of brightened her mood a tad.


The Goddess was right, she wasn’t alone. She felt his presence and strength as surely as if he were up and taking charge of things. For now, she would take care of him and make sure he woke up to hear her news.


“We’re ready to depart if you are, Lady Phoebe,” Jalek said over the all-communication link.


“Let’s blow this popsicle stand then. I mean, let’s go,” she said, trying to lighten her mood. The engines roared back to life under her as she continued to sit on the floor with Malm’s head in her lap. “Jalek and Hordas, please give me a status update on all systems. I would like for you to try to communicate with the ship. I’m hoping Brantley’s absence might mean we can reach them again.”


“Yes, my Lady. So far we are not back online with any of the fleet’s systems, but have the coordinates to Olodia if we need to get there. We are in the same solar system and should be able to make it there if we do not locate the fleet.”


Hearing this gave her hope. She didn’t know exactly what that thing in Brantley had done to Malm, and she didn’t want to chance his health on exploring and speculation. If the Goddess said she could do this, then that’s what she’d do.


“Good, please continue to give me periodic updates. Since both of you were out of it when we came in, I can answer any questions you have on making it through the red dust clouds. Also, remember we veered right twice when we came in to find that sulfur pit.” She knew she rambled with nervousness, but wanted to give the pilots every opportunity to get them out of this and to real safety.


After a promise from both of them, she allowed herself to release the guard she’d held since Malm had opened that door. Her body relaxed, releasing the sea of adrenaline she’d lived on since going over to the Penal ship. A wash of tiredness flooded her, as her eyes drooped in spite of her best efforts to keep them open.


Phoebe had ignored a lot until now. Her throat and lungs burned from the sulfur dioxide she ingested, and the toll of her fighting crept up to seize her muscles in sore stiffness. She would not move from Malm though. The longer she sat still, the more her body hurt from the abuse she’d put it through.


Finally, she gave in and dozed off on the floor, cradling her mate’s head. As she drifted through the mysterious realm of light twilight sleep into the deepest level, a familiar pull of stillness cascaded around her. Phoebe welcomed the calmness. Yes, she wanted to be at peace and leave the cares of this world behind. Too much strain and sacrifice in such a short time.


Malm was so embedded in her heart, it hurt when he hurt. The combustible fire of her feelings for him consumed her, pushing her onward to do things she’d never thought possible. In a short number of days, she’d gone from being a highly respected doctor to becoming some sort of channel for an alien Goddess, physically fighting parasitic beings intent on killing her, and killing a man-thing that used to be Brantley, all in defense of her mate. This was completely out of character for her. Could she keep this up… loving him so deeply she would kill? Tiredness siphoned off her energy more efficiently than even the largest army of Skleen ever could.


The familiar call of the sweet void eased in, beckoning her to come closer. Phoebe could take a quick dip into that void and rest. Nothing was that important that she had to fight as hard as she had, right? This felt like peace and calm. Her worries would be over and she’d be able to relax. Yes, just a little bit farther into the sweet caress of it, and she’d be there.


As she took a step to cross the boundary from the strife and struggle of her day to the stillness of the void, Malm came for her. His presence wrapped her in safety and protection. He didn’t speak, simply existed, holding her tight and keeping her from the void. Conflict warred within. She loved Malm and wanted to be with him, but it was so hard being there and fighting. She needed rest. The void offered that promise. The more she looked to the void, the more his presence rose up as a standard against it.


He loved and cared for her. She felt that more than ever. It was stronger than she’d remembered. He’d come into the void for her after all. He wanted her to stay with him. There was nothing to keep her from staying with him, but the void. Again, he pressed in, imploring her. She wanted to choose him but the void was so enticing too. No more worries, battles, struggles, fears, or troubles.


The peaceful allure of the void beckoned but she couldn’t completely commit to its draw. Phoebe saw him in the space between space. Once more, the void flirted with its offer of a worry-free existence. A choice between the peaceful void again, and a life with Malm would be hard to make. It would be one or the other. She’d have to choose between the void or Malm, simple and final.


She stopped her progress toward the pull and then looked back at him. For the first time, she saw him, standing there with her. She wanted to run to him but couldn’t. She wanted to free herself from the void and embrace her life with him, but the need to be at peace was strong. Somehow Phoebe knew choosing him would include uncertainty and no guarantee about what tomorrow would bring. What if he went away? What would she do then? What if he didn’t love her after a while? That could happen. She wasn’t that interested in what ifs—she wanted certainty.


Again, he came to her, enveloped her in his presence, and spoke. “We are bound together forever, my love. You promised to stay with me and I with you. I go where you go.” Even in the purgatory-like void, his emerald eyes burned through the ambiance of bleakness to capture her heart. “My promise is true and I’ll never leave you. I love you, dear Phoebe.” His presence drew near as it kissed and soothed her soul saying in its own way, “we are one.”


She looked at the void and knew it wasn’t for him. The passion of seeing him live was too strong. “No, this is not for you. You cannot go into the void. It is not for you,” she repeated, more for herself to allow the truth of it to sink in.


“But if you go into it, I will go with you. Where you go, I go. We are one,” he said as a matter of fact. He offered her his hand and stood there waiting for her to take it. She did and he moved her away from the edge of the void, back into his protective embrace.


He held her and Phoebe held on in return, inviting their union to encircle them into a bubble of visions. Visions streaked across her mind as she saw the battleship, the mother ship and his brilliant green eyes looking back at her. He held her future and her reality. She shrugged off the hold and allure of the void and turned back to him. Phoebe chose Malm. Power pulsed through her, elevating her up and away from the void.


Radiant One, you have chosen wisely. That death from another world and life no longer has a hold on you. You are free to live in this new life with your mate.


Electric shocks flooded her body, sending her into convulsive seizures. Images of her past, present, and unknown times flooded her. Explosions of bright light rocketed her understanding, tearing away stale beliefs and fears. Scales fell off her eyes as she saw everything with more vibrant color, perception, and perspective. Nothing was the same. A million possibilities lie ahead for every occurrence. Peace and love greeted her, enrobing her with a new confidence that she belonged here with Malm.


Over and over, more shocks raced through her body, repairing past hurts, injuries, misconceptions, and lies. It was a purging of great magnitude. More images pressed to the front of her mind for inspection: scenes of her family back on Earth working through the loss of her, Tordin and Kyra scouring over information looking for them, an older-looking Jalek full of rage, a bright spark of light threaded between Malm and her, an explosion destroying darkness, and many more. They paraded in front of her, presenting snatches of scenes and feelings as she tried to catch memories of each.


Deep voices in the distance echoed. “Don’t touch them, something is happening.” “Is that glow dangerous? Should we wake her?” “Stand back, she needs room.” “Why is she still seizing? Will she die? Please don’t allow her to die. We all need the Radiant One to survive.” On and on the voices spoke, each infusing her with a duty and purpose. She and Malm were one. They had a purpose—to live and not die. Phoebe willed herself to “get it,” get the message, get the understanding, knowledge, oversight, and power of this life and calling. Malm and the others were not superheroes, they were beings aspiring to be the best parts of themselves every day. She was part of this life now and she’d do the same.


I’m the Radiant One. I shine light into the darkness for all to see, give information to root out that which threatens us all, and annihilate that which does not propagate creation or life. I accept my calling, purpose, and life’s plan. I commit to the way of the Goddess and a long life with my mate, Malm. Without a shadow of a doubt, Phoebe knew the Goddess accepted her and bound with her in the capacity of her declaration.


The most invigorating surge of energy to come yet hit her with a force so enlightening, she felt as if she floated and burst forth like the Skleen back on Rogolas. The rush of power packed electricity, zipped through from her head to toes, making her back ramrod stiff. When it dispersed to settle deep into her bones, awareness of her surroundings came back online. Phoebe blinked away the cloudiness to see all the warriors, save the pilots and guards for Cordin, standing around her and Malm.


They watched, as if seeing a new being. Wonder and curiosity popped and crackled in the air as the desire to ask her questions was held at bay by their sense of decorum. Thankful to be saved by their good manners and restraint, she put on as calm and confident a face as possible.


“Well, I hope I didn’t give any of you too much of a show there. How long have I been asleep?” she asked, trying to sound like what she’d gone through was no big deal.


It was Hordas’ voice that came through the all-communication link in answer, “Radiant One, you and Malm have been in a coma-like state for more than four hours. We have broken through the atmosphere of Rogolas. Jalek is working to manually plot our coordinates to Olodia, since we cannot see or pick up any activity from any other vessels in the vicinity.”


“Oh, I see. I must have been really tired.” Phoebe put a hand to her temple to rub. It took a moment for her to realize everyone had removed their helmets, including hers and the still unconscious Malm’s. “I must have been out like a light. I don’t remember taking our helmets off.”


“That is because you didn’t, we did,” Devar, the lead scout said. “You… began to have some seizures and we had to take your helmet off. Both of your heart rates became elevated,” he said pointing at Malm and her, “as the seizures began to increase. It is as if you are symbiotically connected. We didn’t think you would emerge out of that state before Lord Malm. But, now that you have, are you able to give us any insight on what happened, or how to get back home?”


The last part of this made her heart warm. They still looked to her for guidance. She’d had seizures in front of them and, from the looks on their faces, many were still leery of her remaining conscious. But in spite of that, they still had faith in her abilities. Phoebe made eye contact with Devar, to see a magnificent set of golden eyes looking back at her. In those eyes remained hope, and she would do her part to stoke the fires of his and all the warriors’ hopes.


“Help me up from here. I may have a plan.”


Once she stood and had the blood flow back to all parts of her body, Phoebe began to plot out a plan as she paced back and forth the length of the jump. All the warriors took their seats to allow her space to work. One even remarked at how Lord Malm did the same when he planned. Phoebe knew he was with her, and would wake up soon.


Pulling on her memory from her time in the trance—that is what she’d decided to call it to avoid thinking too much about how she’d danced with death once again—Phoebe latched onto the flash of the battleship. It had to still be in play for her to see it. Other images had been in that collage as well. Then another one surfaced: the mother ship. Both had flashed before her almost at the same time. Why was that? Then dawning spread through her, as the sight of them in close proximity waiting for the jump to emerge took form. That had to be it. They both waited for them just outside the planet’s magnetic field—one salvation and the other, death.


“Jalek, can you hear me?” she asked, hoping he could without her helmet still on.


“Yes, my Lady, loud and clear. What may I help you with?”


“What side of the planet are we on, in relation to Olodia?”


“We are only off course from Olodia by twenty-eight degrees. I have calculated a course correction that will put us back on course within… less than fifteen clicks.”


If the mother ship sat outside Rogolas waiting, it would be closer to Olodia’s trajectory than the battle ship. The pacing helped. She’d have to thank Malm when he woke for the trick. Phoebe hated that one of her weaknesses was thinking in three-dimensional spaces. She had to know how Jalek defined his calculation, they could be above, below or in line with the other planet. That information should help her visualize how she’d seen both vessels in the vision.


“Jalek, may I have permission to come to the cockpit?” she asked, wanting to use proper manners like Malm would.


“You don’t have to ask, Lady Phoebe. Please come.”


She made it to the cockpit, stopping to check on Malm again… no change. He’d come around any moment. Malm had come into the void for her, he’d come back to her here as well—she knew it in her heart. They were both alive, and she planned for them to stay that way together for a very long time.


In the small space of the cockpit, she began laying out her thoughts on their exact location in relation to the two waiting vessels. After working with Jalek to understand their trajectory, it appeared that they had to head north to get back on track. A lot of conjecture and hoping sat between them and the reality of the situation, but Phoebe hoped they could “see” both vessels before they were seen. That way, they could make it to the mother ship before the quicker battleship had time to gun them down.


Hordas said, “Shouldn’t the fact that Cordin no longer wears that tracker help us go undetected? It was my understanding that they tracked him and not us. For all they know, he died when the tracker was destroyed.”


“You have a point, but my vision clearly showed the battleship first and then the mother ship.” She stopped in mid breath. The vision showed the order in which they would encounter the vessels! “Thank you Goddess! I think I have it. The vision showed the battleship first and then, in quick succession, the mother ship. That might be the order in which we encounter them. What if the battleship got to the planet first and positioned itself closest to Olodia? That would mean the fleet and especially the large mother ship would have to take position outside the trajectory of Olodia, right?”


“Of course, that would make sense. The battleship is able to move faster than any of the ships in the fleet and they were already closer to the planet when we went in. Radiant One, your gift and intellect awes me,” Hordas said, grinning at the breakthrough.


Jalek spoke, having finished changing the manual calculations. “Do we change course or stay as we are, looking for the vessels? I trust your instinct more than these scribbles any day. We can continue on course and be on the lookout. We should move into outer space in three more clicks.”


Phoebe finally looked dead on into the visor or the jump. Fire and remnants of red still engulfed the jump. She still didn’t like this part of their journey. It felt like they would be burned alive, but the jump seemed to be handling it well.


“Yes, let’s stay on our original course, using a visual scan for our welcoming parties. How is the jump holding up?”


“Hordas and I are amazed at how well it’s performing. Except for the fleet communication and navigation systems, all others are working well.”


“Will running the climate and pressure control tax the power? I noticed none of us have on breathing masks.” Flashbacks on the measures they had to take to survive landing on Rogolas flared up in her memory.


“We’re fine on that as well. Some of the others came up while you were out to let us know the heralding lengths you went through to land safely,” Jalek said, still fiddling with the alien dashboard.


“It was Malm, but I like to think I did my part as his cheerleader.”


“That you did, now… oh! To the left and up. There’s the battleship just as you said, Radiant One,” Hordas said, pointing to the ship in the distance.


She could make out the mother ship and the fleet beyond it. They might as well be a desert apart, for how far they were from help. “Thanks Hordas. Do either of you have any suggestions on how we might hop over the battle ship to land closer to the fleet? Are we faster than the battleship?”


Jalek had already started doing something to the coordinates when he said, “Maybe. We are slightly faster than the battleship, but not its jumps. My guess is that they still have armed jumps like before and could dispatch them to come after us.”


“Other suggestions?” she asked.


Jalek perked up with a new idea, “We could ride close to the magnetic field of the planet? That way, we could arc over the top to land closer to the mother ship.”


“Wouldn’t the battleship be able to do the same? What advantage would that give us?”


He continued, “We don’t carry any ammunition besides hydrogen gas in the batteries. They do. Staying too close to the magnetic field of this planet is like a firefly getting to close to the flame. Neither the battleship nor its jumps would want to chance blowing up. Going into the surface of that little monster of a planet is one thing, hanging out along its edge is another.”


“Would it be a risk for us as well? I don’t want to put anyone in danger,” Phoebe said, thinking about getting Malm to the Healers. “We’ve made it this far. Are there any other options besides becoming living matches close to a flammable planet?”


Both pilots remained silent for a moment as they thought. A quick flash of the battleship exploding crossed her mind. She’d seen this before, had to. It was familiar… an explosion destroying darkness. Yes, that was it. The last part of her vision before she’d awaken was a fantastic explosion.


“Jalek, your idea wins. How close do we need to stay to the field for the most amount of safety?”


“Actually, we’re still in the magnetic field. At this depth we can be seen but still be safer than they would be.”


“Make it so,” she said giggling at her first Star Trek reference while in space, boldly going somewhere to safety, she hoped.
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“Everyone, please stay seated with your seat belt restraints on. We have company!” Hordas said into the all-communication link.


Phoebe got Devar and a few others to place Malm in a seat next to hers. His head lolled forward as Jalek dipped the jump to avoid another energy blast from the battleship. Phoebe tried holding Malm’s head up to keep him from injuring himself. She leaned over to watch what happened up front, just in time to see the energy blast explode into a poof of fire as it fell into the planet’s flammable atmospheric covering.


Jalek dropped the jump lower to skim closer to that layer. The battleship followed with reckless abandon. Either they didn’t know the dangers of this magnetic field or they knew something Jalek didn’t. The battleship had spotted them early on and set a quick pace to pursue.


“Jalek, Hordas, how agile is the jump? Will the engine stall if we do something like a 360-degree circle?”


“It’s pretty nimble, but wouldn’t want to chance it. Why?” one of them asked.


“Because I want to try something.” She didn’t want to keep yelling and unlatched her seat restraint to go back up to the cockpit. Devar came up to replace her next to Malm. These males were super thoughtful and kind. She agreed with Kyra, there were so many women back home on Earth who’d give anything to be with one of them. In the cockpit, she said, “This is a maneuver I saw at a Dare Devil Aircraft show. You have to change directions abruptly, but only if you can keep the engine from stalling and control the craft. What I’m thinking is that when the battleship fires on us again, pull up and make an arc to end up behind them.” The pilots remained silent. After a pregnant pause, she asked, “Is that too risky?”


In unison they said, “Yes!”


Then Jalek spoke up. “Lady Phoebe, this is a transport vessel. It is made to haul warriors and supplies. It is slow and clunky in comparison to a battle fighter—that is another type of armed vessel between the battleship and a jump in size. Those vessels stay close to Olodia as part of the defense system of the planet. We on the other hand, are more like a small cargo vessel. We don’t have the power to do a maneuver like that.”


Irritation and annoyance were not the twins she wanted to court at this moment. And hurting Jalek’s feelings with what she wanted to say would do no good. If Malm were awake, he’d find a way to make that maneuver happen. She’d seen how great a pilot he was. He’d done things with this jump, she suspected, would be outside the range of Jalek’s comfort zone. Jalek was more refined than Malm in his sensibilities. He played it a little too safe for her tastes. Malm was an all-or-nothing kind of male. In this moment, it was blatantly obvious to Phoebe that Malm was the best mate for her. He got her and matched her take on life tit for tat.


“All right then, what can we do to avoid getting hit from behind like before,” she asked, trying hard not to let the veiled accusation that they’d only gotten hit when Jalek was piloting the jump seep through.


Again, more silence. If she thought she wouldn’t plunge them to their deaths, she’d put them both out of the cockpit and drive herself. Frustration was not what she wanted to experience if they were about to die. She needed Malm to help her. They were a team. If he were awake, this would work out, she knew it.


I need you to wake up Malm. I need us to get everyone home, she prayed, needing a miracle.


Wake him up. You must call him back. He went to find you, and you in turn removed the poison from him. But he still sleeps on the edge of the void. Call him back from slumber.


Phoebe’s pulse quickened with the thought that she was the reason he hadn’t awakened yet. Without another word to the young warrior pilots, she rushed back to find Devar holding Malm’s head up as he kept it from hitting the interior behind him. “Thanks Devar, I’ve got it from here,” she said, taking the seat next to Malm again.


Feeling the eyes of everyone on her, Phoebe tried everything she could think of. She held his hand, prayed for him, put her palm on his forehead for a blessing, and even pleaded with him to wake up. Nothing triggered him. This was like trying to guess the combination to a locked safe. Phoebe fell back into her seat only to be thrown across the width of the jump as it was hit by one of the battleship’s missiles.


Warriors rushed to help her up and back to her seat. She’d been lucky, nothing broke or was cut, but this was it. Malm had to wake up and get them home. Those young men hadn’t been in this type of situation enough to know what to do. It was evident Malm had—many times.


Something akin to passionate intolerance shot to the surface and she couldn’t take it any longer. Phoebe jumped out of her seat again, ignoring the falling altitude of the jump and Jalek’s silence in giving a status report. That was a flaw of his. Jalek would get silent when he was in trouble. But Malm was her partner, and she needed him to make her plan work. She didn’t think a moment about what she was about to do. She stood, wide-legged for stability in front of her husband and slapped him so hard, she heard Cordin in the back gasp in surprise.


“Malm, wake up. I demand that you come to me here, right now. I need you here with me now!” she screamed. Devar stood to the side in her periphery as she prepared to slap Malm again. She drew back, and then gave it her all as she swung.


Malm’s massive hand stopped hers from connecting with his face just in time. He lifted his head, rotated his neck, as if working the kinks out, and opened those brilliantly green eyes she’d come to love.


“Did you have to slap me so hard?” he asked, sending shivers of delight through her as his super-deep bass voice rumbled in its familiar caress.


“Oh my Goddess, it worked!” Phoebe ran into his arms as he opened them and pulled her to sit on his lap.


She smothered him with kisses, ran her hands over his face, and checked his pulse and temperature until she felt he was recovered.


“Excuse us, my Lady,” Hordas’ voice came over the all-communication link, “but we have a problem. Can you come to the cockpit?”


Without a word, they both rushed to the cockpit. It was déjà vu, except this time the pilots were awake and shocked at what they’d managed to get them into. The jump was spiraling back into the atmosphere of the planet at a dangerous rate of acceleration.


“Move, warriors,” Malm said. And just like that, he was in Jalek’s seat and Phoebe was in Hordas’ as he took the controls and righted the jump before they could burn up inside out from the hydrogen-fueled electrical shock building in the cabin. Malm reviewed the dashboard, checked the engines and systems, and then stated, “Give me a status report. How long has the battleship been following you this close to the surface? I assume you are trying to make it to the fleet over there?” he asked, pointing to the mother ship that loomed bigger than before.


“Yes, Lord Malm. We are hoping the battleship will explode if it stays this close in the magnetic field of the planet.


“Good plan, if they didn’t have a force field to protect them from the surface—unlike us. They are pushing us closer to the surface to cause us to explode. I am going to get us away from the surface now. Phoebe, do you have any suggestions?” he asked, looking over at a beaming mate.


“Is it possible to make an abrupt change in direction, or even do a 360-degree loop to land behind the battleship?”


“I could do that, but it would be better yet if we can abruptly change to a vertical ascent instead. It would cause the battleship to have to follow suit, exposing their vulnerable engines to the surface.”


Phoebe wanted to kiss him again. Instead she said, “Yes, let’s do that.”


He winked at her. The gesture was full of promise as he said, “Great job, warriors. I am going to talk you through this maneuver. When you do not have any other way to weaponize against an attack, use the assets you have that the enemy doesn’t. In order to do that, you have to know their equipment and resources as much as possible. Jalek, when we get back I want you to give me a full report on each of the fleet’s vessels assets and weaknesses. As Lead Protocol Officer, I want you to be the best. The next time you will know that the battleship is equipped to handle close-to-planetary-surface combat, and that a jump’s strategy is in its tight maneuverability.”


“My apologies, Lord Malm. I forgot about that part of the battleship’s armament,” Jalek said.


Phoebe could hear the deflation in his voice but she also knew Malm only said what was needed for the male to learn. She approved and stood behind his way of teaching in the fire of battle.


“No need to apologize. Pay attention to everything I do, and ask if you have any questions. My love,” Malm said, directing his attention to her, “Please allow Hordas to have that chair. He needs to monitor the power levels and other readings for me as I get this ship off of us.”


“Sure thing, honey,” she said, a little too bubbly with excitement. She loved it when her mate took charged and got things done. Phoebe was so turned on right now. She took the seat to the back right of Malm to still be near and able to see what he did.


It became the Malm show.


“Everyone, stay seated. We are about to experience a ninety degree change in direction.” Malm switched the all-communication link off and began the maneuver. “I am slowing down to make them think I have engine problems. I do not care if they believe it or not. It serves two purposes, one to make them think I am vulnerable and two, to allow me time to power the engines to execute the move. If they fire or catch up, I can tilt us to either side to avoid those shots.”


Phoebe smiled inside, noting some of what he did were things she’d asked the other two to do. Pride filled her at having the chance to witness Malm in combat. He was an excellent warrior, pilot, and mate.


“Hordas, let me know when we are down to forty percent of our previous thrust. I will focus on watching for attacks.”


“We’re at forty percent!”


“Good, now I will idle long enough to store a reserve of energy needed to execute the vertical lift. Please note how the battleship is slowing down as well? They are mirroring our moves, which denotes they do not know what we are doing.”


Malm waited as Phoebe watched the battleship come the closest it had ever been to the jump. It dwarfed them in size and sent a shiver of terror down her spine. If that thing fired on them at this close range, they’d be vapor. Malm went into action, his hands moving with lightning speed over the dashboard as he set the jump to not only lift, but to point nose up and take off at high velocity.


“Jalek, remember your jump is able to achieve eighty percent velocity in under five seconds. It has a thrust power that is very strong in order to haul heavy loads, take off, and land in various conditions on planets, and it can regain a normal horizon faster than a ship-class vessel. Look below us at how far back the battleship is.” He paused to allow a ghostly-quiet Jalek to see what he pointed out. “They’re attempting to follow us, which lets me know the commander of that ship is not Olodian. Why? Because all Olodian-trained battle warriors know to put your engine in this type of situation with ammunition is asking for it to blow. How are we doing on power over there, Hordas?” he asked, voice as calm as if he were having a meal.


“Power still holding at eighty percent.”


“Good, we will open this up to ninety-five percent and see if we can cause a few fireworks to go off. Is that not what you had in mind, my love?” he asked, looking back at Phoebe.


Smiles were for wimps. She hurt herself grinning and cheering so hard, her wisdom teeth must have shown. “That’s right my love. Put the pedal to the medal!” They looked at her in confusion until Malm laughed.


Malm pushed the jump so hard, the insides began to rattle from the vibrations of the force. He instructed Jalek to always strive to get as much distance between the two vessels, in case the other made it. That way, if they went back to a normal chase, the distance could work to their advantage.


Boom!


The jump propelled forward almost uncontrollably as the battleship exploded behind them. Phoebe stole another glance to see the scene from her vision of the darkness exploding. Malm had done it. He’d awakened to execute her plan for safety. They couldn’t have pulled this off without him.


After righting the jump and pointing it toward the mother ship, Malm said, “Jalek, why don’t you bring it in. I need to spend some time with my mate before we get back and have to debrief.”


A somber Jalek nodded and took over the pilot’s seat. Malm led Phoebe to the seat behind the cockpit, close to where he’d laid most of the trip. Seated, he took Phoebe’s hands, looked her in the eyes and said, “My love, what you did to save me—all of us—will go down in our history annals. You have proven you are a warrior to be reckoned with. I want you to know the Goddess came to me while I slept—after you returned from the void.”


Phoebe’s eyes grew large, hearing him speak out loud what she’d experienced. He remembered it too. “You remember all of that?”


“Yes, and I told you I would always come for you. I sensed your presence the entire time that poison swirled around inside me. I do not know if you know this, but you did not go to the void because you wanted to. The power of the Goddess allowed you to pull out everything in me that was death and imparted by that Skleen, removing the poison. You sort of filtered it through your own body and turned it into creation power, but it drew you into the void. I went with you, knowing I could never let you go. Where you go, I go.”


Phoebe leaned in to brush her lips against his. “I almost didn’t make it back. You came for me, and fought death for me.”


“No, we fought death together. I saw what you went through to cleanse me of the poison, how it made you convulse and seize, and I hurt knowing you hurt.”


“But why didn’t you wake when I did? Why did I have to call you back to me? By the way, sorry for slapping you. I didn’t know what else to do.”


“Forgiven my love. As for calling me. I was in your old world, in your old plane of existence. Each time I came in for you previously, you remained, and I was able to come and go. When you left abruptly this time, I lost my tether to leave—you. That is not the Goddess’ jurisdiction, so to speak, and so you had to be the one to call me back.”


Phoebe wiped away tears as she leaned in to place her forehead against his. “I am so very sorry for that. I didn’t know. I would have never left you if I did.”


“Shh, I know that. I’m grateful your desire to have me here with you allowed the Goddess to give you a clue as to what you had to do.”


“Wow, so you mean to tell me, if I hadn’t broken down to realize I couldn’t do this without you, you’d still be in the void?”


“On the edge of the void, but yes. My fate was totally in your hands.”


“You sacrificed yourself for me and this is how I repaid you.”


“No you sacrificed yourself for me, and I would gladly do whatever it takes for us to be together. Wherever that might be.”


“You know I can’t go there anymore, right?” Malm’s ocular orbs of perfection brightened even more. “Yep, the Goddess told me that part of me is over. I now have a life here with you. It’s like I got an entirely new life.”


“So that is what she meant. She said you had a rebirth into this life, and the old debt to death had been fulfilled.”


“Oh, all right. I didn’t get that message, but if you want to two-time me behind my back with the Goddess, that’s all right. I like her like that,” she said teasing.


Something mechanical shook the jump ever so, prompting Phoebe to grab hold of Malm’s transport suit. “Phoebe, that is the arm from the cargo bay of the ship latching on to guide us in. We have made it back to the ship.”


“I won’t count that as done until I get the all clear from HDL you’re good and we’re back in your quarters.”


“Our living quarters, and I do not have to see the Healers. Do they know you call them that name?”


“I don’t know, but knowing them, most likely. I like it, and them. We had a moment and bonded.”


He looked at her with a twinkle of amusement as he kissed her again.


Soon enough, they were able to disembark and make it to the debriefing room where Tordin and Kyra, along with members of the council and other high ranking officials, met them with tears and hugs. Cordin was immediately remanded to a Penal delegation from Olodia specially sent to collect him and Brantley. After all the debriefings, Phoebe wanted nothing more than to get a real bath, eat, and go to bed with her mate.


“One last thing, warriors,” Tordin said in that leader-diplomat way of his, “You all have to be cleared by the Healers before being released from re-entry quarantine.”


A low male grumble reverberated through the room as the team groaned about having to do one more thing before being dismissed. Phoebe didn’t know exactly what that meant, but hoped it would go fast. For some reason, she felt like she could throw up again. She attributed it to the change in atmosphere from the jump to the ship. She made a mental note to tell HDL about her breathing in that air on Rogolas as well.


Unable to leave the debriefing room until it was Malm’s and her turn to see the Healers, Tordin and Kyra stayed with them to get more information about the Goddess mark and how she took down Brantley.


“You know this means my father will wish to speak with you once you have a moment. Devar recorded the occurrence and will send the report to our archives. A Goddess mark… and on the surface of Rogolas! Wonders never cease to amaze me,” Tordin said, looking at a tired Phoebe. “In a million millennia, I would have never thought anyone or thing could survive on Rogolas. And now you tell me it has a hot spring to be experienced too,” Tordin said, still marveling at their adventure.


Kyra continued to hug her friend, every now and then tears of joy continuing to fall. Phoebe enjoyed the company but wanted a bed more. She stole glances at Malm as he and Tordin talked about their adventure. Love showered her every time she thought about what her mate did to bring her back to safety and life.


“Lord Malm and Lady Phoebe, the Healers are ready for you now,” the warrior assistant to the Healers said. Phoebe remembered the gorgeous man was named Surt. He’d brought a case of specialty clothes in for her when she’d been released from the Healing Section. That seemed like eons ago. It was actually another lifetime, based on what she and Malm had survived.


“We will be right there,” Malm answered for them.


Phoebe stood, a little wobbly on her legs as Malm led her away to see HDL, to hopefully get a clean bill of health for the both of them. Malm had been infected by what must have been a powerful Skleen attack, and now he claimed to be back to full health by her deeds. She didn’t know what to make of that. No medicine, treatment, x-rays, or other medical procedures had been performed. But, she’d have to suspend any doubt and have faith. These last few days had proven to be life-altering all ready. All she wanted was for him to be healthy. He had to be—had to. She wouldn’t be able to go on it he wasn’t.
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“I’m pregnant,” she repeated, looking at the trio of Healers who’d confirmed it and then over to Malm. He stood next to her, beside the examination table as the Healers spoke about her condition. He was stone-still and quiet. Maybe it was shock and she’d give him a moment. “Well, I’ll be. She was talking about right now,” Phoebe said, almost to herself.


During her fight with Brantley, the Goddess gave her a vision of her pregnancy. Instinct told her she would be able to overcome the Skleen, since life bloomed within her. This knowledge had been the boost she needed to overcome fear, belief, and anything that stood in the way of her victory. At the time she’d wanted to believe it and held on to that hope as she battled Brantley and the Skleen. It had been her war cry. She had life growing inside her. Life that Malm and she had created.


When Malm had remained unconscious, she’d gone into the void, then they had dealt with the drama with the battleship and getting back to the fleet in one piece. With all they had going on, Phoebe had put the possibility of being pregnant away as a distant hope. In those moments, especially the early ones when he was still unconscious, her focus changed. Life wouldn’t be worth living if Malm wasn’t with her. Her focus was on him waking up.


They’d lived through the jump ride from literal Hell, made it back, and the Healers assured her Malm had a clean bill of health. Although no one would be able to convince Phoebe that Rogolas wasn’t the inspiration for Hell, or at least Dante’s Inferno, she was happy to know they’d survived it all. Now, her focus returned to her growing family.


Malm was in tip-top shape. She, on the other hand, was a little worse for wear. In addition to pregnant, she had a respiratory infection from breathing in that funky air on Rogolas. HDL instructed her to come in for breathing treatments starting tomorrow, to restore her air passageways and lungs to full health. They didn’t want to do anything to intrude on her ability to gestate and treated her with awe as they worked.


Phoebe liked having the Healers be so reverent around her. She knew it had nothing to do with her as a person, and everything to do with the miracle of life that grew inside her. Malm took her hand in his and kissed it. The tender affection he showed allowed the tension she felt about how he might be taking this to ease a bit. She looked up at him to meet eyes full of moisture. Seeing him like this made her burst out in her own tears.


He hugged her and said, “We are having a wee one. A babe. You have blessed me with a family. Oh Goddess! What did I do to deserve such happiness?”


She held onto him, as they shared that moment of joy. The Healers approached and added, “You are free to go, but please be back on the next cycle for your breathing treatments, Radiant One.”


Phoebe nodded and then said, “I promise to be back tomorrow. Now, I’d like to go to bed. It’s been quite a long cycle and I want to spend some time alone with Malm.”


“Yes, of course. You are free to go. And… thank you for your actions. You have helped improve our way of life, more than you might ever know. We honor and esteem you, Radiant Lady Phoebe.”


Their declaration touched her to her core. This meant so much to her, and she’d bask in it later. Now, she wanted a bed, and for her to be tangled up with her husband in that bed. Looking back up at him, she said, “I’m ready to leave, you coming?”


He chuckled and swooped her off the high examination table, walking out of the room with her in his arms.


“Malm, I’m fine to walk. You can put me down.”


“No, thank you. I want to carry you to our living quarters. I have dreamed about making it back to take you to them, and to make sure you are safe and protected. Please allow me to live out my dream, female,” he said with a hint of humor.


Phoebe stopped her protest, laughing as they rounded the corner to reach their living space. Through the door and straight to the bed, where Malm gingerly deposited her onto it.


“Hey, what’s with the kid-glove handling. I’m not going to break, you know. Don’t get all weird on me, thinking that pregnancy changes my needs at all. If anything, I want you more. Come here and let me show you,” she said as he undressed.


“I want nothing more, but first we bathe together. I want to see for myself how you fared during the last few cycles. Phoebe, you killed Brantley and fought two ultra-Skleen by yourself. Then you defied death to remove deadly neurotoxins from me, and strategically got us back to the ship safely while a fully armed battleship chased us. I might add, all while growing my son inside you.”


“Hey, why does this baby have to be a boy? It could just as well be a girl, you know.”


“I know, because I also saw him when I was still out. The Goddess showed him to me. He looks like me and… appears to have more of my traits than yours. I thought it would happen in the future, you know, something to give me hope to survive. But, it has already happened, and he will have my temperament,” he said.


Phoebe noted the hint of sadness in his voice. “Wait a minute, you met our son? That is amazing. And what do you mean by saying he is more like you, as if that is some bad thing? I love every speck of you. I can’t have it any other way. Only you make me experience the full spectrum of emotions, while showing me how well you love me too. Please, do not ever downplay any part of you. It will be an extreme honor to replicate a mini-Malm into this world. He will be great and honorable,” she said, loving the sheepish grin that had managed to spread across her mate’s face as she said this. “Now, are you ready to bathe? The sooner we get in, the sooner I can get you into bed and do very sexy, naughty things with you.”


Malm’s speed was incomprehensible as he dashed her off the bed and into the cleansing room to start their bath. Phoebe now understood why Tordin liked to bathe with Kyra. The gaiata acted like an enhancement to foreplay. It caressed and enveloped them as they washed each other, heightening their desire of each other. Gaiata could give Barry White a run for his money on the foreplay front.


Malm didn’t linger in the bath. After he’d inspected every inch of her, including the most important part that lived between her thighs, he took her to bed. There, he continued his inspection of her now unbelievably hot core. His tongue curled around her sensitive nub at the crown of her entrance as he used his thick fingers to open her up in preparation for him.


Phoebe’s hands wandered, lost with what to do with themselves. Sensations mingled together with a wider spectrum of emotions. This union between them was hungry and savage. They needed each other. They needed to minister to each other’s needs as only they could. She sank into the moment, connecting her heartbeat to Malm’s as she felt him restrain his hunger. That would never do. She wanted it all and she’d take it.


Rising up in the midst of his buffet of her, she moved to pin him down on the bed. He allowed it, loving the spontaneity of the change. She crawled the length of his long muscular body, probably looking more like a hungry apex predator than anything else. His mouth rested, relaxed and waited to be ravaged. She took in the definite outlines, accentuated by the fullness of his bottom lip. His cupid’s bow begged to be licked and kissed as it seamlessly sloped into an upper lip that played expertly with his lower fuller one. Goddess, she hoped their son would be the spitting image of his father. Mercy help his future mate if he did.


Unable to resist the call of those beautiful masculine lips, she bent down, taking his lower one into her mouth, sucking and licking it. Sweet saltiness from her core still seasoned it as she smiled, noticing how committed he’d been to his task. Her silent vow to do in kind spurred her on as she trailed kisses down his strong chin, neck, and onto his nipples. Each flat male bud tightened to pebbles under her gaze as if in expectation of what she planned. Taking one into her mouth, she lavished loving nips and bites on it as Malm arched in response to her loving assault. Not to play favorites, she moved over to the other nipple, this time using her breath to blow cool air on the moistened bud as she licked and sucked it.


His hands found their way into her mass of curls as he began to massage her head in tempo with her nipple worship. His breath shortened to soft pants as she licked a line down his perfect eight-pack abdomen to place kisses on the base of his massive shaft. Phoebe sunk in deeper to feel him and find what he needed. This entire time he’d served her. It was time she returned the favor to serve him.


She took his long, thick, engorged erection into her hand as she lifted it out of the way to cup and massage the area of him that housed her future offspring. He bucked into her hand as she tested pleasuring him, learning what pressure, strokes, and tempo to use. His response to her was intense and primal. Hunger for more lapped at her intuition in this consecrated space they shared. She would give him the release he needed. Phoebe would pull out all the remaining blocks and walls that kept him from releasing it all. She wanted to experience his unfiltered vulnerability. This was the courage and beauty of him she craved and needed to experience.


A huge pillow sat off to the side. She grabbed and positioned it under him as he lifted his hips to accommodate her actions. Curiosity bled through in his highly expressive eyes as she sent back a look as if saying, “do you trust me?”


He nodded in approval as she coaxed him to relax with her ministrations. His hips relaxed back onto the pillow as she lay on her stomach to get better access to her mate’s core. The tip of her tongue enjoyed the salty taste as she ran it down and around his large cock head, taking him into her hot mouth. Around and around, her tongue lavished praise on his tip as his hips gyrated in pleasure. Adding a hand to run along his length, she created friction, heat then coolness, as she took him through the spectrum of her oral pleasure repertoire. The popping sound of her sucking as she pulled away, releasing his head from her mouth, was heightened when she blew cool air on the aroused tip. Over and over she did that, until his hips tightened in response.


You both need this, do it. The Goddess confirmed.


Phoebe chanced her relationship on the word of the Goddess and her next move. As a doctor, she knew anatomy better than most. She also knew when it spoke, to listen. The first time they’d made love, she sensed Malm needed her knowledge to release and let go. For so long, he’d held back on expressing himself fully. His father, shame of that part of him, and his self-imposed code of behavior had erected walls that had long turned into a prison. As his mate, Phoebe wanted to give him the key to free himself. She needed it just as much.


Loving him enough to do whatever necessary to please and heal him, she took the plunge. One good thing that emerged from her fights with Brantley and the Skleen was that all her nails broke. She’d delightfully trimmed them back down to her usual professional level. She sucked her index finger, lubricating it in preparation. With an apprehension she’d never experience with Malm before, she pushed his thighs open, leaned over him to kiss him and found the area between his manhood and beautiful ass. Phoebe swallowed and began to make light strokes as if she stroked the underbelly of a pet. His eyes popped with surprise as his entire body instinctively clenched to shut down.


“Trust me, please,” she whispered. “Please. This is our sacred space and ours alone. I want and need to see that part of you, I’ve never seen before. I will only go as far as you want.” She bent down to kiss him again. As the kiss deepened, she felt him relax his body. “Good, my love. Allow me to pleasure you and experience me giving you as much pleasure as you give me.”


Large emerald-green eyes, clouded with uncertainty, fear and confusion stared back at her. Phoebe smiled loving looking into the depths of Malm. Careful to mind his emotions, she moved her finger farther down to find his entry and ran light circular touches as she massaged and caressed him. He remained still and completely relaxed—so far so good. She took that as a sign to keep going and continued her service to him as she took his erection into her mouth again.


A deep groan permeated the room as he fell into the sensations a little more. She took another step on this journey as she took more of his member into her mouth and breached his opening to continue her gentle massage. Her medical training kicked in as she sensed and experienced his reaction to her stimulating massage. This second ring was part of the involuntary system and couldn’t be controlled by his thoughts, beliefs, or taboos. His body received her, relaxing to allow her in. Phoebe used her other hand to work the length of his erection as she gently pushed in until she connected with his male pearl of pleasure.


The rough, spongy ball of tissue immediately responded to her gentle kneading massage. She couldn’t be certain, but if he allowed it, she would do this more often since it seemed to be a little on the large side. Phoebe wanted to do what she could to make sure his sexual health was addressed as much as he did for hers. With a gentleness she would cherish forever, he moved an errant curl away from her forehead to watch as she pleasured and ministered to him.


Relentless in her pursuit of allowing him the space to explode, she worked every part of him, drawing out the most powerful orgasm she could. Try as he might, Malm couldn’t hold back the dam of pleasure that burst free from the confines of his closely held emotional fortress. He allowed her to massage and pleasure him to the point of climax, when he tried to remove her mouth from his member.


Phoebe stayed him with a vigorous shake of her head no, as she brought him over the cliff, milking him and enjoying the cascade of pleasure that racked through him at her hands and mouth. She swallowed every bit, loving the freedom and power he’d given her over him. Waves of emotion crashed over her from his release. Relief, remorse, joy, confusion, loss, peace, excitement, pain, love, fear, pleasure, and on and on—the emotions, feelings, and stored energy finally released. When she sensed he was coming to the end of it, she cleaned her face with a quick swipe of a hand to join him, in his arms.


She knew something this powerful could produce a hard emotional crash, and she wanted to be right there with him, holding him up, if it came. And came, it did. A low wail erupted from the depths of Malm’s soul as his body quaked with his manly sobs and tears. She sat up, bracing herself against the back of the bed to call him into her arms. He obeyed, positioning his large chest to touch hers, like she directed. Phoebe held him to her, in an embrace so intimate and primal, their relationship would never be the same again. Back and forth, in figure eight infinity loops and side to side, she rocked and held onto him as a great purging of life-draining, stale, negative, and bitter emotions, memories and events left his body.


At times he quaked, others he moaned, but she stayed right here with him, holding him up as the Goddess gave her strength. Malm held on like a young boy holding onto a trusted ally. She cooed, whispered loving truths to him, soothed the long thick strands of his hair away from his moistened brow, and loved him.


She felt a conclusion to the stream of emotions that had pelted her for what seemed like hours as they worked through an emotional breakthrough for him. He grew still, and tried to leave her bosom and lap. Phoebe stayed him and he settled back down.


“I don’t want to crush you under my weight. You are so tiny and precious to me,” he said through an emotionally-accented tone.


Instead of ache or any other sad emotion, joy, faith, and a whole heap of love flooded her heart at the sound of his voice. It was fuller, more robust with life, and bursting with a freshness to it. Gone was that under-note of drain. The richness of his voice was the difference between hills and dark valleys. It felt like she’d help rebirth him into what he was always meant to be.


She tilted his gorgeous face up to look at her and kissed him with a gentle, soft kiss. “My love, you could never crush me, hurt, or harm me. You have given me the most intimate gift I could ever want.”


More confusion clouded his eyes for a moment, “Oh, what is that? I do not know how to behave at the moment. Everything feels raw, accentuated, and heightened. I do not want to leave this moment, and yet it is the hardest thing I have had to do—look you in the eyes after seeing me like this.”


It was her turn to correct and comfort him. “Shh, Malm. Seeing you like this is the gift I’m talking about. This is the core of who you are, the part I fell in love with. I wanted and needed to see this part of you. We are one, and I can’t go around not knowing part of me. I promise to completely disrobe for you every time we are in our intimate sacred space. This is ours—only ours. We will not speak of it to anyone but to one another. That is my pledge to you. We are safe in this space with each other, yes?”


“Yes,” he agreed, managing to get up to sit and face her. “I believe I have just experienced true sacred sex from the Goddess with my… wife.”


Phoebe loved hearing Malm use the Earth term to refer to her. Warmth tickled her cheeks as she attempted to hide the blush she was certain she wore.


“Oh, so you like that term? Yes, Phoebe, you are my mate and my wife. I will tell all the known galaxies the same.”


“You!” she said, allowing her own shower of tears to flow as he took her in his arms and pulled her into him for some much needed sleep.


They slept deep and long. No voids, weird dreams, or haunting flashes of doom invaded her dreams. Instead, a beautiful green-eyed little boy ran and played in her dreams, bringing her new joys. She knew this was her life—the real one.


Phoebe woke to Malm’s hot, large hand massaging her belly. She also noticed she was slick with arousal for him.


“Don’t do that unless you are prepared to take care of my hunger for you,” she warned, attempting to sit up.


His quick reflexes prevented her from moving. “I was hoping that would be your response. I’ve been waiting for you to awake for a little while now. I want you, wife.”


Heart melting.


He knew how to get her ready in a second. She opened her legs wide and brought him to hover over her. His manhood stood in stiff salute, affirming his declaration. Phoebe smiled, loving how much he wanted her… yes, her. She took his throbbing erection and guided him into her. She moaned at the feel of him filling her up as he began to move within.


They were in no hurry, taking their time to enjoy each other. Gone was the pressure to perform or impress. Instead they experimented and created new experiences with each other, through their entire beings. With every thrust, grind, caress, bite, lick, touch, scream, growl, and grunt they rode their passion to its destination. He touched her soul and she knew he revealed his to her as well.


Unity on all fronts used to be something she thought was a fairy tale, told by old dreamers. Now she was a standard bearer of its truth and existence. Her mate was part of her and she part of him. Their child grew inside her and her life was full of promise and joy. As Malm and she crested into orgasmic bliss together, she knew love, joy, happiness, and the responsibility of respecting and maintaining it.


When they could move again, Malm took her back to the cleansing room to get ready to go to the Healing Section for her breathing treatments. Just as they finished and were about to walk out the door, Malm’s vo-link bounced and hopped around on the table where he stored it. Phoebe waited for him to answer and finish the call. He left it attached to his neck and handed her vo-link to her to wear.


“What is it? Why do I need to wear this today? Aren’t you going to be with me today anyway?”


“Yes, but the Healers need us there now. They have a possible issue and have requested we come to help them with it.”
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“Let me get this straight, you just realized that we may have left a breathing mask on board the Earthian space station. And you sense that they have located it and are investigating its origin?” Tordin asked the Healers.


“Yes, that is correct,” the Eldest one of them said—Huey, in Phoebe’s mind. “We believe that the mask used to assist the commander of that space station was never retrieved after his expiration.”


Tordin looked over to Malm, who was clearly annoyed with this news, and asked, “Malm, do you remember what happened? Who worked with the commander?”


At the same time, both Kyra and Malm answered, “Jalek!”


Phoebe could see Tordin’s jaw muscle working in frustration from across the room. She sat breathing into a lavender tea tree-infused breathing apparatus. It amazed her to learn some things grew on multiple planets. She’d already given Malm the mandate to find her chocolate and coffee. But now, this problem had to be solved and quickly.


Malm had told her a little about the Warrior Lord’s affection for the young warrior, but his carelessness caused more than a few hiccups for Tordin. By the looks of it, his patience had worn thin. No one had to tell her what this could mean, if her world found out about other alien life forms and that they weren’t the top of the food chain in ability or intelligence. It would be catastrophic on a galactic level.


Tordin took a few breaths and paused. Then asked Malm, “Malm, do you have any suggestion as how to deal with this? We cannot allow the Earthians to find out about us this way. What do you suggest, friend?”


Without hesitation Malm said, “We make it to Olodia. Get our wives settled into life there, and get a plan to get the mask back once we’ve had time to rest and recuperate. But, I do suggest Jalek be the one to retrieve it. Tordin, he needs more experience and time in the field before having the type of responsibility you so freely bestow on him. He has the makings to be a great warrior, but he has to pay his dues, learn, and get some experience. Else he will continue to leave breathing masks, make Lady Kyra ride on land sliders, and have my wife close to choking him when he refuses to give status updates,” he said. That last part made Phoebe chuckle.


Tordin ran a hand through that inky-black hair of his and said, “Agreed. You were always right about him and I have been forced to learn my lesson. This is why the Goddess has blessed you to become a father. It is well deserved.”


Phoebe loved seeing the huge smile on Malm’s face at the mention of being a father. She liked that she’d been the one to be a part of giving him that distinction. But, in the meantime, they had to deal with another one of Jalek’s mistakes.


She saw Kyra rubbing Tordin’s back in that tell-tale sign of calming down a powerful male. Tordin breathed and placed a vo-link call.


“Jalek… come to the Healing Section now. There’s something I need to discuss with you.”
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THIS BOOK IS OVER… But find out what happens when Jalek has to correct a mistake that could cause a multi-galactic war—if only he can get what he searches for from the clutches of the spicy, sensual Earthian female intent on getting to the truth, no matter what.
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Ravished By Jalek, Book 3 in the Olodian Alien Warrior Romance Chronicles


A lost breathing mask is the least of Jalek’s problems…


No nonsense Simona Crowley is great at what she does—even if she has to prove it at every turn. As a lead investigator for the Global Space Federation of Earth, she will stop at nothing to find the truth.


When she follows a hunch to re-investigate the ghostly space station that became a global tragedy for the history books, Simona finds a strange apparatus that could very well be alien technology. Could this be the evidence that proves intelligent alien beings exist?


Holding the contraption up for a better view, she’s caught off guard when a large, tall ‘astronaut’ intruder appears from heaven only knows where. Intent on finding out the truth about its origins, there’s no way Simona is letting him get his hands on the find of a lifetime—no matter how irresistible she finds him.


Will Jalek be able to resist the seductive pull of this female or risk exposing her to the truth? A truth that could be the start of a multi-galactic war.



Please continue the journey in Ravished By Jalek, Book 3 in the Olodian Alien Warrior Romance Chronicles. Coming soon!

















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.
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